
INTERVIEW WITH RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL SURVIVOR  
By Helena Drzazga and Hanna Okurowska  

QUESTION: Could you tell us about your life before residential schools?  

ANSWER: Hello, new friends and family, my name is Sekwun Ahenakew 
which translates to Spring Spirit and I am from Ahtahkakoop Cree Nation, 
which is located in the very centre of Canada. My life before residential 
schools was very peaceful, very quiet and humble. By humble, I mean 
living within meagreness and enjoying life near the lake and the forest in 
our cultural and ceremonial settings.  

QUESTION: How did you end up in the residential school?  

ANSWER: I lived on 
an Ind ian reserve . 
Indian reserves were 
put in place for my 
band in 1876. After the 
treaty was signed with 
the government at the 
time what happened 
was something called 
the “Indian act” was 
implemented and with 
that they put us on 
reservations. It is not a 
very large tract of land, 
and we call it locked 
land because in the past 
to move out from there 
you would’ve had to lose your Indian status. A lot of things happened to us 
through the Indian act and it was basically a country within a country. Like 
a country that depends on another country.  
My house burned down when I was in 7th grade. I was really young. When 
a house burns down you can’t just immediately replace it. So we needed a 
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place to live, and the only option or alternative was to go to the Indian 
residential school.  

QUESTION: How long did you attend the school?  

ANSWER: I believe I was in there for 3 years, grade 9, 10, 11, and went 
back home to graduate.  

QUESTION: What was your experience there? Could you tell us a little bit 
about it?  

ANSWER: I say that I 
am 4th possibly 5th 
generation because the 
family 5 generations 
back stems from an 
orphan, who possibly 
was a direct result 
from the residential 
school. After that four 
generations including 
m y s e l f a t t e n d e d . 
H o w e v e r, w e a r e  
learning something 
about intergenerational 
t rauma and b lood 
memory. Although it 

wasn’t run by any church organizations when I attended, the loneliness 
was highly amplified as it was not only our loneliness we were 
experiencing at the moment, it was the loneliness of my mother, her 
mother and way back. It stamped very heavily and deeply within my 
siblings and me. 
The school was segregated by gender. Then it was just binary, male and 
female. My little brother was on the other end of the school. He was 
younger, and we missed him a lot, we missed him a great deal. We often 
cried for him at night, not knowing what he was thinking. Because I was 
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on one end of a school with my sister Kuschey? and then my little brother 
on the other side. I had my sister to support me when I needed it, but he 
did not have anyone on his side.  

QUESTION: Did you ever feel safe in your school?  

ANSWER: When I was there it was operated by indigenous CCW (child 
care workers), and they were very supportive. A lot of them were products 
from the residential school like I was. So, they knew how to facilitate us 
through the loneliness as best as they could with the capacity they had. So, 
they provided safety by the 5th generation. And that would be me:). 

QUESTION:What is your most vivid memory of that time?  

ANSWER: This might 
sound interesting or way 
o u t , b u t t h e m o s t 
prominent memory or 
there were several of 
them, ac tual ly were  
paranormal activities that 
happened in the building. 
You know in a building 
where you ate, where you 
slept, where you went to 
school, a building where you did all of your physical activities. All in one. 
That was a constant paranormal experience. So, there were a lot of things 
that happened within the building. And those stand out. It might be esoteric 
for me to say, but now I understand why these things have occurred in the 
past. 

QUESTION: Other than your sister did you have anyone to rely on?  

ANSWER: No.  

QUESTION: You said that a lot of paranormal activities were happening 
there. Could you give an example?  
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(Sikisika) reserve near Gleichen in southern Alberta. 
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A N S W E R : 
Depending on your 
a g e , t h e r e w e r e 
different sleeping 
arrangements. So, 
there was a place 
called a mid-dorm in 
the residential school 
that I had attended. 
The girls woke up 
one morning, getting 
ready for their routine and all of their shirts were pulled over their heads. 
They all woke up like that. It was very disturbing. That was one of the 
occurrences and one of the strongest ones that happened.  

QUESTION: Were you surprised by the recent discoveries of the 
unmarked graves?   

ANSWER: No, not at all. Just listening to the elders was a lot of what we 
did prior to attending the school. Our relationships with elders are very 
close. We had a lot of opportunities to just sit and listen to their stories. 
They passed on their knowledge to us before it was known the knowledge 
was there. We were exposed to a lot of the stories at a young age. It 
normalized the trauma and it wasn’t until the numbers were revealed that 
was like a ‘bum’, a moment of realization.  

QUESTION: Do you think it is important to find out the names of the 
children buried in those graves?   

ANSWER: It is very important. When children attended the residential 
schools they came with names, indigenous names. In the most recent years 
of the residential schools, they did not have surnames. The names that are 
important to me are the names that children came to the school with, the 
names that were given to them by the creator. Not the names that were 
given to them through the system that they were forced upon.  
Yes, names are important.  

Source: Library and Archives Canada 
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QUESTION: From what I understand, your school wasn’t run by priests or 
nuns. 

ANSWER: When I attended, it was not. However, when my mother 
attended, it was. My mother grew up in what is called treaty 4 territory in 
the southern part of Canada. When she attended, her mother tongue would 
have been nēhiyawēwin. But when she attended she was learning English 
and French. When she attended it was operated by the Roman Catholics.   

QUESTION: Do you know if any priests, nuns or teachers were held 
accountable for their actions?  

ANSWER: Not that I am aware of.  

QUESTION: Do you agree with what the government is doing right now?  

ANSWER: When it comes to that, I believe that they may by choice be 
sitting behind a lot of bureaucracy to be able to say this or that. Or not be 
able to say this or that. I think that it just needs to be streamlined and 
dusted off the cobwebs, so people can be able to reconcile. 

QUESTION: The schools were opened in the 19th century and the last one 
closed in 1996. How is it possible they were open and running for such a 
long time?  

ANSWER: I still live on 
Indian reserve and our lives 
are still guided, I guess, you 
could say gently, however I 
have stronger words for that, 
by this Indian act. For these 
schools to be implemented for 
that long is how we have been 
treated. Segregated, traumatized and went through genocide.  
 

Source: www.ctvnews.ca 
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QUESTION: Many generations of your family went to those schools, so 
were you aware of what might happen there or is it such a traumatic 
experience that no one can prepare for it in any way?  

ANSWER: No, I was not aware of it. Although, it wasn’t until later years 
that I learned that I was the fifth generation of residential schools 
survivors. My mother never spoke of it. In fact, she is only now starting to 
feel comfortable talking a little bit about it.  

QUESTION: What impact had those schools had on indigenous people 
and your own life and culture?  

A N S W E R : A s a n 
indigenous woman 
growing up in those 
settings you put your 
own barrier for a voice. 
When you leave a 
reservation, and you 
attend university, that 
barrier is like you don't 
have a voice. When 
you have opportunities 
to speak up, your voice 
is just not there, unless 
you find your own 
inner power to speak. You realize that non-ingenious women are speaking, 
so I can too. Until you come to those realizations, you cannot lift the veil, 
the net that is covering your face and stopping you from speaking. When 
you do realize it, a lot of women don't get there, and a lot put themselves at 
high-risk lifestyles as a result. Because it becomes a downtrodden 
existence, your head is down, you don't matter. It is the norm, we have 
been exposed to a lot at a young age, the trauma is normalized. So, they 
don't realize that life could be easier. When you go up in life thinking it has 
to be hard and with this mindset you cut out all the possibilities to flourish. 
That's how it affects a lot of indigenous women and men.  

Children shoos as a memorial for the 215 children whose remains were 
found at the Kamloops Indian Residential School.  
Source: THE CANADIAN PRESS
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QUESTION: Do you think that recent events can bring a significant 
change? 

ANSWER: The recent events with the discoveries, the physical discoveries 
of the bodies have really changed the dynamics of how the society reacts. 
Now, I am not saying it is great, because there are some indigenous people 
working primarily in a non-indigenous work environment that are 
experiencing abandonment, because their coworkers don’t know how to 
address the issue or how to speak about it and the indigenous person in this 
situation is just being told that it is not up to them to educate the public. 
So, with that it is actually the public, whomever they might be that must 
educate themselves.  

It is not up to indigenous person to educate the public about what is going 
on, especially now because they are experiencing grief and trauma. It’s 
going to come in waves, it’s going to probably come in massive waves of 
140 times, because that’s approximately how many Indian residential 
schools there were in Canada. These numbers are coming and coming, and 
they are probably going to increase. You can’t expect the indigenous 
person in a non-indigenous workforce to educate the public. It’s the non-
indigenous that have to take it upon themselves to seek this information, 
it’s there. 
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