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Life In The Residential Schools  

Only a day ago, I felt the familiar scent of home, but tonight, they feel nothing more than a distant 

memory.  

They took me when the sun was still shining, and the soft autumn breeze carried that woody scent of 

cedar. My Nikâwiy, mother, braided my hair and hummed a Cree lullaby that Nohkom, grandma, used to 

sing. “My little one,” she muttered. That was the meaning of my name in Cree, as she knows I will 

always be her little girl. She softly kissed me on the forehead, not knowing it would be the last time.  

An abrupt knock at our door stopped Nikâwiy’s singing as a man in a dark long coat and a priest arrived 

with papers in hand. They said my little sister, Miskinis, and I had to go and come with them. That it was 

for my own good, that we need to be more “civilized” and be taught the “right” way. My Nikâwiy did not 

speak. She just knelt down and pulled us both into her loving arms, the type of love I will never forget. 

Her hands were so warm, I did not want to let go.  

As they dragged us from the warmth of our home and shoved us onto an unfamiliar bus. My little 

sister’s small fingers clung to me and our mother stood at the doorway as her tears fell like rain. I vividly 

remember her words, “Kisâkihitin, nitânisîk.” she called, “I love you, my daughters.” Her voice cracked as 

she chased the bus down the dusty road until it faded into the trees. My sister and I both wailed 

uncontrollably as I gripped onto my mother’s words like a thread in the wind. I did not blink, I did not 

want to blink, because what if one day, I forget my Nikâwiy’s gentle voice, or the way she softly smiled.  

The school is far, days away by bus, as if they wanted to bury our home even deeper. I did not know fear 

truly until the bus screeched to a stop and the school loomed into view. It towered over us like a prison 

as the barred windows and stone walls attracted a gloomy aroma. Miskinis squeezed my hand so tight, I 

could feel her trembling. Three women in black with crosses around their necks, pulled us apart in 
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different directions. I screamed my sister's name, but a sharp slap stung my face as the nun hissed, 

“Learn some respect!”  

They took me inside and the first thing they took from me was my name. They replaced it with a 

number, mine was 47. No names, just numbers now. As if I was not human and that I should be 

ashamed of my true name.  

The nuns then lined me in a cold hallway with a bunch of other Indigenous children from many nations 

like the Anishinabek, Inuit, Cree like me, and many more. But my heart sank when a nun stepped 

forward with a pair of scissors, as it drew close to my hair and cut off my braids. My hair, long, thick, and 

soft, that my mother carefully braided and combed while singing. It fell to the ground when I heard the 

loud snap of the scissors, cutting off my spirit as well.  

They then burned our cultural clothes in the flames and handed us these itchy stiff grey uniforms that 

smelled like old wood and soap. I heard one little girl sob when she saw herself in the mirror. We all did. 

We did not look like ourselves anymore and it broke my every being watching myself lose who I truly am 

on just the first day.  

We cannot speak our language. I tried to, it was faint like a whisper in Cree to comfort this girl named 

23, so she would not be afraid. The nuns heard me and dragged me out by the ear. They forcefully held 

my face with their rough hands and scrubbed my mouth with lye until I tasted blood instead. “Your 

words are evil,” she said. But these words were the ones that held me when I was scared. The words 

that told me I was loved.  

The routine every day is brutal as we wake up early before the sun has even risen. One bell chimed for 

prayers at church. Two bells for chores. Three bells for class. No smiling. No talking.  
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We sit in rows, our posture straight in silence as the nuns teach us in a language that is not ours. If we 

mess up or disobey, we are forced to scrub the floors till our knees bleed, stand in the corner for hours, 

sew till our fingers sting, or even touch steaming hot coal. The nuns say we are lucky to be here as we 

are learning to be “proper.” But I do not think we are learning, just disappearing into the mold they 

want us to be. The food is dry and smells dreadful as sometimes there’s mold on the bread. If we got 

sick, they would send us into the infirmary, no one checks there anymore. In times like this, I miss my 

mom's Rubbaboo stew as the spices gave me a soft comfort of home.  

Some children try to run. I heard last winter, a boy numbered 34 ran into the woods. He was found in 

the morning only a few kilometers away, barefoot, shaking, and had severe tuberculosis. The nuns did 

not care though, they never did. The nuns said leaving the school grounds is a sin. His punishment was 

so cold-blooded. They buried him under the school grounds like a haunting secret as his family never 

knew what happened to him. Now, I wonder if something happened to my sister or me, would anyone 

tell Nikâwiy?  

It is night and I know my sister is crying right now, somewhere. I wish I could wrap my arm around her 

and sing the songs Nikâwiy would sing as I would softly cry as well. I would sing them ever so quietly, so 

the nuns would not hear me. Each note I sing is a piece of home that I never want to let go. I miss the 

sparkling lake near my home, the sweet smell of cedar. I miss my mom's traditional cooking and the 

Cree stories and songs she told around the fire as we danced the Powwow. I miss being loved for who I 

am, not scolded for it. Sometimes, I wonder if my Nikâwiy will recognize me when I get home. If I ever 

do. I do not want to forget, but it is getting harder to remember. Still, every night I say my name in my 

heart, dream in my language, and continue to hold on to the last piece of who I am, so it may never 

become a distant memory. 


