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Shelagh Rogers

A Foreword

Formed under the tutelage of the Bishop of Orléans, Félix-

Antoine-Philibert Dupanloup, painter Paul Gauguin returned 

late in his life to the catechism and its concern with the first 

principles. His 1897 masterpiece Where Do We Come From? 

What Are We? Where Are We Going? represents both the begin-

ning and endpoint of the painter’s personal and artistic journey. 

Similarly, the collection before you issues from these elemental 

questions, establishing a variegated canvas whose thematic 

unity derives from a shared desire to renew Canada.

How did we get to where we are now? Until we understand that, 

our future together as Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples 

looks uncertain at best. This project is animated by a hope that 

debate—in the spirit of the catechesis itself—will take place in 

book clubs across the country, composed of people who like dis-

cussion and are energized, engaged, and jazzed by the journey 

of rebuilding, reconciliation, and renewal.

There is hope that more of us will arrive at an understanding of 

our history, acknowledging the cold colonial spring from which 

Canada has come; that more of us will be moved to action; that 

through this volume we will further our self-knowledge and 
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our empathy. History is the account we present to ourselves of 

our collective journey. This account, if it is to be faithful and 

compassionate, must include the first-hand accounts of residen-

tial school experiences—of those separated from their families, 

from their communities, and from relationships with other 

Canadians. Colonialism is a disruption and supplanting of the 

elemental. It takes what is not one’s to take and gives what is 

not one’s to give. It presumes the very questions: “Where Do We 

Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going?” silencing 

the Indigenous voices and dinning the ears with its script.

This collection of essays returns us to the proper work of dia-

logue, answering some questions but inevitably, and necessarily, 

provoking more. I hope it will prod us to get off our big fat 

complacencies. We must investigate our own histories, asking 

questions about the land on which we work and live. What is 

the history of this land? Who was here before us? How did we 

come to occupy and define it? What was my family’s relation-

ship to Indigenous peoples?

I’ve been looking at my own genealogy, and my family is com-

plicit in this work of colonialism. My ancestors came from the 

Orkney Islands, bringing with them the imperialism of Europe. 

They worked for the Hudson Bay Company and thought that 

the land was ripe for the taking. My 4x-great-grandfather was 

Sir George Simpson. Having learned more about him, I now 

better understand the relationship between Indigenous peoples 

and the colonizers. This relationship is saddening, and it’s 

troubling. It was an unequal relationship, to say the very least. 
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People like Sir George were credited with “opening up” the 

country. People like Sir George would not have even survived 

had it not been for the help and guidance of Indigenous peoples. 

It must be asked: Why do we not read about this in school 

textbooks? Why have we not yet learned the true history of 

Canada?

The experience of reading these pieces will be engaging. The 

variety in this collection represents the full range of emotions, 

from sorrow to joy, and not without humour. Don’t be afraid 

of what you will feel as you read. Allow yourself to feel uncom-

fortable. You may feel shame if your relatives were colonizers. I, 

too, have felt this shame. I had to witness before more than one 

thousand people, at the Northern Gathering of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada. The day set aside for me 

to talk about what I’d seen, heard, and learned was July 1st—

Canada Day. I felt so ashamed of my country. But an Ojibway 

elder told me that this feeling was the beginning of real learning, 

as rational understanding makes way for the heart to take it in. 

The real shame, he said, would be to feel no shame.

The longest journey is from the head to the heart. Let us 

open our hearts so that we may help carry the pain that 

Indigenous peoples in Canada have been carrying for centu-

ries. Non-Aboriginal people will not be fully at home here 

as Canadians until we acknowledge the troubled genesis of 

Canada, its colonial past and present. When that is recog-

nized and accepted, we will have a chance to live on this land 

with some feeling of wholeness.
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Colonialism is not over. Its tentacles reach into the present, and 

it is the greatest stain on Canada. Colonialism has put a wall 

up between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in Canada. 

The journey from truth (hearing the stories) to reconciliation 

(fixing what is broken and building and re-building) will involve 

taking apart a whole system of colonialism and entrenched rela-

tionships—personal, political, and philosophical. It isn’t going 

to be easy, but it’s our only chance. And the very soul of Canada 

is at stake. 

In short, let’s talk to each other. And let’s really listen. This 

book is a great beginning.
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