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Abstract 

This study utilizes narrative inquiry to illustrate my journey as a Montessori teacher who aims to 

challenge colonial thoughts and behaviors that contribute to a Eurocentric worldview in the classroom.  

Understanding my complicity in settler colonialism helps to orient my teaching practice along relational 

and anticolonial lines and exploring my settler identity necessitates questioning my sense of belonging 

on Indigenous lands.  I employ autoethnographic writing to better understand my context and 

responsibility as a white settler Montessori teacher.  Personal fieldwork tools include a Transformative 

Inquiry Journal and a Critical Self-Reflection Template that assist me in applying critical self-reflection to 

identify personal assumptions and biases, as well as those embedded in Montessori content and 

materials.  The autoethnographic products include storied letters with two of my ancestors, poetry, and 

critical self-reflection that connect my personal experience to larger relational and cultural contexts.  I 

use my experience to describe and critique cultural beliefs and practices through utilizing reflexivity to 

name and interrogate the intersection between myself and society by turning back on my experience, 

identity, and relationships and how they influence my work as a settler Montessori teacher.  The 

personal and professional implications of this project include a commitment to lifelong learning, a 

pedagogy of discomfort, the practice of critical self-reflection, and the impetus for adopting an inclusive 

leadership style.  This study is premised on the concept of the learning spirit and is intended for settler 

teachers who are willing to confront and challenge cognitive imperialism in their classrooms (Battiste, 

2013).    

Keywords: settler colonialism, critical self-reflection, Montessori, relationality, autoethnography, 

decolonization  

 

 



Decolonization Journey                         3 

Acknowledgments  

I would like to acknowledge the lands where my ancestors Erik and Mathilde came to settle as well as 

the home I currently live as the traditional, ancestral, and unceded territories of the Nat’oot’en, 

Metlakatla, and Musqueam First Nations.  There are many people I would like to thank that have helped 

me in this journey.  I would first like to thank my husband and my two daughters for being patient in my 

absence, and for allowing me to take on a challenge just for myself.  My critical friend Leanne listened 

generously to my poems and was my partner in dialogue.  She shares my passion for words and has 

always encouraged me to do what I love.  Thank you to Willow, my supervisor, who made herself 

available in the spirit of relationality to keep me on track, and for encouraging me to go deeper.  I would 

like to dedicate this thesis to the memory of Erika Hastings, an individual who nourished many learning 

spirits, including mine, in the course of her learning journey.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Decolonization Journey                         4 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................................................... 2 

Acknowledgments ......................................................................................................................................... 3 

List of Figures ................................................................................................................................................ 8 

Chapter 1 – Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 9 

Project Context ....................................................................................................................................... 9 

Inquiry Question ................................................................................................................................... 10 

Project Purpose and Justification ......................................................................................................... 10 

Author Context ..................................................................................................................................... 13 

Definition of Terms ............................................................................................................................... 15 

Project Overview .................................................................................................................................. 18 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review .................................................................................................................... 19 

Introduction .......................................................................................................................................... 19 

Settler Colonialism................................................................................................................................ 20 

Invulnerability ................................................................................................................................ 21 

Ignorance ....................................................................................................................................... 23 

Privilege .......................................................................................................................................... 24 

Identifying with Settler Colonialism ..................................................................................................... 26 

Decolonizing Education ........................................................................................................................ 30 

Indigenous Knowledge ................................................................................................................... 32 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 34 

Chapter 3 – Design Process and Rationale ................................................................................................. 35 

Project Design: Autoethnography ........................................................................................................ 35 

The Process: Autoethnographic Fieldwork........................................................................................... 37 



Decolonization Journey                         5 

Fieldwork Tool #1: Transformative Inquiry Journal ....................................................................... 38 

Fieldwork Tool # 2: Critical Self-Reflection Template .................................................................... 41 

Principles of Ethnographic Design ........................................................................................................ 44 

The Learning Spirit ......................................................................................................................... 44 

Vulnerability ................................................................................................................................... 45 

The Products of Autoethnography ....................................................................................................... 46 

The Letter Exchange ....................................................................................................................... 48 

The Poetic Bridge ........................................................................................................................... 49 

The Critical Self-Reflection ............................................................................................................. 50 

Ethical Considerations .......................................................................................................................... 50 

Targeted Audience ............................................................................................................................... 53 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 53 

Chapter 4 – The Multiple Stories of Erik ..................................................................................................... 54 

Correspondence with Erik .................................................................................................................... 54 

Poem: Hard Work ................................................................................................................................. 64 

Critical Self Reflection: Treaties ............................................................................................................ 67 

What might be some other pieces of the story? ........................................................................... 67 

What Treaties were established where Erik first settled? ...................................................... 72 

What did Indigenous Peoples receive upon signing the treaties? .......................................... 74 

Were treaty promises fulfilled? ............................................................................................... 75 

Reserves and Treaties in British Columbia .............................................................................. 78 

Indigenous Relations in B.C. .................................................................................................... 81 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 83 

Chapter 5 – The Invisibility of Mathilde ...................................................................................................... 84 



Decolonization Journey                         6 

Correspondence with Mathilde ............................................................................................................ 84 

Poem: Money Fish ................................................................................................................................ 93 

Critical Self Reflection: A Dominant Narrative ..................................................................................... 95 

What might be some other pieces of the story? ........................................................................... 95 

The Commercial Halibut Industry ............................................................................................ 95 

The Racialization of the Fishing Industry in the North ............................................................ 98 

Historical Restrictions and Regulations that Impeded Indigenous Fishers in the North ........ 99 

Seasonal waged labour .......................................................................................................... 101 

The Value of Indigenous Women in the Pacific Salmon Cannery Industry ........................... 102 

Conclusion .......................................................................................................................................... 103 

Chapter 6 – Implications and Recommendations for Montessori Practice .............................................. 106 

Project Summary ................................................................................................................................ 106 

Identity ............................................................................................................................................... 106 

Spiritual Preparation .................................................................................................................... 107 

Checking Assumptions and Biases ............................................................................................... 108 

Embracing Personhood and a Path to Heart ............................................................................... 110 

Roles and responsibilities as a settler Montessori teacher ................................................................ 111 

Relationality in Montessori Pedagogy ................................................................................................ 113 

The Importance of Context .......................................................................................................... 115 

Decolonizing Montessori Pedagogy ................................................................................................... 115 

Implications for Settler Teachers ....................................................................................................... 117 

Commitment to Lifelong Learning ............................................................................................... 118 

The Practice of Critical Self-Reflection ......................................................................................... 119 

Pedagogy of Discomfort ............................................................................................................... 120 



Decolonization Journey                         7 

Being an Inclusive Leader ............................................................................................................. 121 

Challenges and Limitations ................................................................................................................. 122 

Recommendations and Next Steps, Action Plan, Suggestions for Further Research ......................... 122 

Conclusion .......................................................................................................................................... 123 

References ................................................................................................................................................ 125 

Appendix A – Critical Self-Reflection Templates ....................................................................................... 146 

Appendix B – The Many Stories of Erik ..................................................................................................... 151 

Appendix C – The Invisibility of Mathilde ................................................................................................. 157 

 

  



Decolonization Journey                         8 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: Fundamental Needs Chart Lesson Critical Self-Reflection ......................................................... 146 

Figure 2: Hibernation Lesson Critical Self-Reflection ................................................................................ 147 

Figure 3: Timeline of Humans 2 Lesson Critical Self-Reflection ................................................................. 148 

Figure 4: Lifecycle of the Salmon Lesson Critical Self-Reflection ............................................................... 149 

Figure 5: The Many Stories of Erik - End of an Era .................................................................................... 151 

Figure 6: The Many Stories of Erik - 1909 Cover of "Canada West" ......................................................... 152 

Figure 7: The Many Stories of Erik - Map of Central Alberta 1910 ........................................................... 153 

Figure 8: The Many Stories of Erik - Advertisement for Willow Creek ...................................................... 154 

Figure 9: The Many Stories of Erik - Map of Lake Babine Nation Statement of Intent in Relation to Erik's 

Homestead ................................................................................................................................................ 155 

Figure 10: The Many Stories of Erik - First Moose Shot in Topley 1920 .................................................... 156 

Figure 11: The Invisibility of Mathilde - A Nap with Mathilde .................................................................. 157 

Figure 12: The Invisibility of Mathilde - Marelius in his Twenties ............................................................. 157 

Figure 13: The Invisibility of Mathilde - The crew of the S.S. Celestial Empire (1912) .............................. 158 

Figure 14: The Invisibility of Mathilde - Geographical Location of Holkestad .......................................... 159 

Figure 15: The Invisibility of Mathilde - Holkestad Farm .......................................................................... 160 

Figure 16: The Invisibility of Mathilde - Holkestad Farm Overlooking the Harbour ................................. 160 

Figure 17: The Invisibility of Mathilde - The Holkestad Family circa 1927 ................................................ 161 

Figure 18: The Invisibility of Mathilde - Mathilde's House in Kvalnes Today ............................................ 162 

 

 

 

 



Decolonization Journey                         9 

Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Project Context  

The introduction of a restructured British Columbia Ministry of Education curriculum, that 

embraces Indigenous content and perspectives, has challenged settler teachers to re-examine their own 

identities and practices.  Incorporating the changes asked of Montessori teachers has been difficult 

without adequate understanding of Indigenous Knowledge, or awareness of Eurocentric colonial and 

neo-colonial structures that underlie the Cosmic Education curriculum.  

Indigenous people globally have consistently and collectively advocated for recognition of their 

rights and sovereignty.  These efforts combined with Indigenous resurgence movements have been the 

origin and impetus for change in our society.  The United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (UNDRIP) (2017) and the formation of Canada's Truth and Reconciliation Committee (TRC) 

(2015) are two examples of the momentum recently gained.  

The inclusion of Indigenous content in Canadian schools gained momentum in 2007 when the 

United Nations General Assembly adopted UNDRIP.  It continues to be the most comprehensive 

international document regarding the fundamental rights of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations, 2007). 

British Columbia (B.C.) began restructuring its curriculum in 2010 using UNDRIP as a framework for 

reconciliation. The new curriculum ensured that K-12 students in the province would learn Indigenous 

cultures and histories and that the diverse needs of learners would be supported and prioritized (Lamb 

and Godlewska, 2020; B.C. Ministry of Education, 2015). 

In 2015, The Truth and Reconciliation Committee of Canada published its final report which 

included 94 Calls to Action to further reconciliation between Indigenous Peoples and the government of 

Canada (Government of Canada, 2021-a).  Call to Action 62 requires mandatory education for all 

students on Indigenous Knowledge and content, including residential schools, treaties, and Aboriginal 

peoples' historical and contemporary contributions to Canada.  The new B.C. curriculum was gradually 
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introduced in 2015 and fully adopted in 2017.  In November 2019, the government of B.C. passed the 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act to implement UNDRIP in the province, following the 

TRC's mandate to use it as a framework for reconciliation (Government of British Columbia, 2019-a). The 

legislation aimed to assist in the reconciliation process by ensuring ongoing respect for the rights of 

Indigenous Peoples.  

Dr. Montessori (1949/1992) taught that the study of ourselves is the real preparation for 

education.  One of the ways I believe settler Montessori teachers can heed Call 62 is to understand how 

we are individually and collectively complicit in perpetuating settler-colonialist structures and attitudes 

in our classrooms.  Understanding and reflecting on our identities is a necessary action that will help to 

restructure the way we think, learn, and live on Indigenous lands.  It will also assist us in restructuring 

our relationships with Indigenous communities and nations.  

Inquiry Question 

With these thoughts in mind, and a willingness to confront my limitations, I developed my 

inquiry question.  I chose this question to inspire a continuous cycle of learning and reflection that 

would invite transformative action: How can knowledge of personal identity fuel the practice of critical 

self-reflection and lead to the realization of authentic decolonizing action in a Montessori Elementary 

classroom?  To answer this question, I engaged in an autoethnographic process that involved fieldwork 

journals, a letter correspondence with two of my settler ancestors, personal poetry, and the daily 

practice of critical self-reflection within my Montessori elementary classroom.  

Project Purpose and Justification 

This research attempts to understand my identity, context, roles, and responsibilities as a settler 

teacher.  In my role as a Montessori teacher, I wish to identify ways that I continue to perpetuate 

colonialism in the classroom through the practice of critical self-reflection.  I hope to challenge deeply 
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held assumptions connected to my race, understand the fraudulence in which settler societies are built, 

and locate the purposeful lack of information and miseducation that characterized my education.  

As a pedagogy, critical self-reflection involves questioning what is known and actively learning 

what is not.  Understanding my settler identity necessitates challenging my thoughts and behaviors to 

recognize colonialist structures and ideas.  It requires noticing and validating emotions, paying attention 

to the knowledge base embedded in the curriculum, and revisiting lessons in alternative ways 

(Brookfield, 2009; Moon, 2004; Pipe and Stephens, 2021).   

Montessori (1946/1989) said that teachers must rid themselves of pedagogical prejudices and 

that we must acquire new attitudes.  Adopting a practice of critical self-reflection is necessary to 

develop an awareness of how I perpetuate inequalities through notions of privilege.  Critical self-

reflection requires intentional engagement in lifelong experiential learning opportunities, the exercise of 

vulnerability to confront difficult emotions, and continually unsettling everyday teaching practices and 

rhetoric (Moon, 2004; Gilson, 2014; Pipe and Stevens, 2021).  

I feel discrepancies in many lessons I present to my students: Why are all the timelines situated 

in Europe?  Do Black people only live in the torrid zone? Classification, naming, and nomenclature help 

us to locate our place in the world, but what is our relationship to these places?  Why does the math 

album take up so much space?  Why do we consistently thank humans but neglect to inspire gratitude 

for the natural world that sustains our lives?  

Understanding our settler identity involves learning the truths of our nation's history.  There is a 

need for critical questioning in Montessori teaching practice considering the inequalities in Canada's 

settler colonial society.  Settler teachers need to be increasingly aware of how their personal and 

collective biases contribute to the perpetuation of "cognitive imperialism" in their classrooms (Battiste, 

2013).  Strengthening our relationships with Indigenous Peoples will help us to better understand our 
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roles and responsibilities as settler educators.  Knowing who we are accountable to is a natural outcome 

of maintaining healthy relationships with ourselves, our ideas, our community, and the land itself.  

Dr. Montessori (2012) established a vision of education that believed in the unique potential of 

every child. She recognized that when children's gifts and talents were realized, it resulted in joy and 

interest. Mi’kmaw educator, Marie Battiste (2013) described the Indigenous concept of the learning 

spirit as a gift from the Creator and a part of one's being (Battiste, 2013).  She said that "all learners have 

innate instincts towards learning that are personal in nature and that play out in myriad and individual 

ways" (p. 14).  An instinct towards learning that has followed me most of my life has been writing.  

Writing is a path to my heart and is intimately tied to my process of learning (Chambers, 2004).  It is a 

way of knowing and being in the world and an "ethical space of engagement" where I probe areas of 

uncertainty and discomfort (Ermine, 2007).  If the responsibility of Montessori educators is to know 

themselves, then the recognition, engagement, and nurturing of our learning spirits must be a priority.  

In the literature I have found, Montessori academic research studies have discussed culturally 

relevant pedagogy, social justice education, identity, decolonization, and the spiritual preparation of the 

adult (Christenson, 2019; Han & Moquino, 2018; O'Shaughnessy, 2016; Schlonleber, 2011; Schweitzer, 

2019).  What the studies lacked were personal accounts of individual teachers who questioned tradition, 

while also remaining true to the ideals and hopes for humanity that Montessori articulated so 

beautifully in her writings.  

 There is much reification in Montessori academic literature, and more work is needed to 

humanize our profession- more accounts of real struggles, doubts, failures, and setbacks.  We allow our 

students to make mistakes because we see them as opportunities for further learning and development. 

Teachers must also create a culture where mistakes are welcome, and we are encouraged to embrace 

our strengths and limitations.  We must support each other in making mistakes, trying new things, and 

remaining alert and inspired to educate in the best way. 
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Author Context 

The biases that I bring to this project directly impact this research.  I am a white Canadian 

woman born into an English-speaking, middle-class family.  I hold multiple degrees, have been fortunate 

to travel the world, and am privileged to inhabit a healthy, able body.  I am stably employed, and my 

husband and I enjoy two healthy daughters and a growing number of pets.  

I grew up in a small town in northern B.C., where my parents worked as educators.  I have only 

one memory of learning about Indigenous Peoples in school.  In Grade 8 Social Studies, we learned 

about Louis Riel and the Red River Rebellion.  We were given a dated textbook to read and predictably 

answered the questions at the end of each chapter.  Ironically, the town was the convergence point for 

many prominent First Nations communities.  We did not learn about the history of these communities 

or the fact that they were negotiating modern treaties.  First Nations students attended the school, 

many of them excellent basketball players.  Sadly, one of my classmates became one of many missing 

and murdered Indigenous women who disappeared along Highway 97. 

Uncovering racist assumptions has been challenging, as my childhood was carefully 

circumscribed to protect my privilege. The decades in which I grew up were sometimes referred to as 

the 'golden years.'  Economic opportunities in the forest, fishing, railway, and aluminum smelting 

industries brought the small town's population to its peak.  With the resources now depleted, most 

residents have gone, leaving the former community to rebuild among the remains.  

I have worked as a Montessori Directress for over two decades at a school that sits near the 

banks of the Fraser River in traditional, unceded xʷməθkʷəyə̓m (Musqueam) territory.  The student 

population at the school is primarily East Asian.  Many of the parents were born in Asia, some of whom I 

communicate with through a translator.  English is an additional language for many children, and school 

is their only opportunity to practice.  This year I had two white students in a classroom of twenty.  Four 

out of five elementary teachers at the school are white.  These statistics compelled me to ponder my 
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role and responsibilities as a white settler educator and to whom I should be accountable.  Each topic I 

pursued in developing this thesis made me question my identity and context.  Unearthing what it means 

to be a white settler educator and unpacking my personal and professional biases was where my 

journey needed to begin.  

Decolonization means different things to different people, yet at its core, Tuck and Yang (2012) 

make clear, it is "the repatriation of Indigenous land and life" (p.21).  In education, processes of 

decolonization require settler educators to recognize systems of cognitive imperialism and to work 

towards understanding how they function to disadvantage Indigenous people in Canada (Battiste, 2013). 

When engaging in decolonizing processes, settler educators must re-examine who they are and why 

they think and behave in the ways they do.  Decolonization for white Montessori teachers means 

decentering ourselves and learning to prioritize the perspectives of Indigenous Peoples.  

How can a decolonization journey be focused on the identity of a white settler?  Dwelling too 

long in a personal journey is not relational, and it reinscribes my privilege by presuming I am the central 

agent in the study.  There are limitations to what a white settler teacher can accomplish independently. 

Developing relationships with Indigenous Peoples, the lands we currently occupy, and the ideas we 

encounter are crucial to advancing reconciliation.  Our willingness to embrace different perspectives 

through regularly engaging in experiential learning signals our openness to changing how we think and 

act.  White settler teachers must notice, reflect, and consider the colonial messages we pass on to our 

students through our chosen lessons and materials.  Personal engagement necessitates a solid 

understanding of our settler identity, our individual strengths, and our roles as educators, parents, and 

administrators. 

The urgency of coming to understand my personal biases, assumptions, and values, and how 

they contribute to my identity as a settler Montessori teacher, has been fueled by the desire to 

understand the truth on my terms.  I examined, within a broader relational frame, how ignorance has 
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been instilled and maintained in me through systems and structures in the dominant society that 

included my own public-school experience in B. C. in the 1980s and '90s.  As a mechanism of protection, 

ignorance has safeguarded my privilege and has informed and sustained my teaching practice for over 

two decades. Recognizing Eurocentric content and the exclusion of Indigenous Knowledge in Montessori 

timelines, charts, and lessons is only a beginning.  Noticing but doing nothing to change the content of 

our programs is a silent form of aggression.  Our collective complicity in furthering these narratives 

reflects an unwillingness to change what has worked for white Montessori educators in the past.  

Definition of Terms 

The correct vocabulary helps us communicate more effectively and appreciate and engage with 

the world more thoroughly. I recognize that terms and concepts can have very different articulations, so 

it is necessary to be clear about how I adopt them in this research and whom I am drawing on to 

influence my understanding and use of them in this study.  

Assumption. The “understandings we hold about how the world works, or ought to work, that 

are embedded in language and represented in action" (Brookfield, 2009, p. 259). 

Cognitive Imperialism. A “form of cognitive manipulation used to disclaim other knowledge 

bases and values, validated, and empowered through one's knowledge base and public education" 

(Battiste, 2005, p. 11). 

Cosmic education. A “form of relating the child to the universe and to humanity that will enable 

[the child] to understand the law and the order underlying their existence and to realize in [themselves] 

all the developmental potential that is [the child's] own particular birthright and to accept [their] 

personal responsibility" (Stephenson, 2013, p. 128). 

Critical Reflection. The sustained and intentional process of identifying and checking the 

accuracy of the assumptions that inform our teaching practice. What separates critical reflection from 

ordinary reflection is its focus on power and hegemony (Brookfield, 2017). 
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Culture. The “set of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features of society 

or a social group… that… encompasses, in addition to art and literature, but lifestyles, ways of living 

together, value systems, traditions, and beliefs" (UNESCO, 2001, para. 5). 

Decolonization. Decolonization is work that belongs to all of us, everywhere. It asks us to think 

about our relationship with Indigenous lands that colonizers have unjustly claimed, re-defined, and 

repurposed all over the world. It asks us to embrace responsibility as opposed to accepting fault. Lastly, 

decolonization is a path forward to creating systems that are just and equitable, addressing inequality 

through education, dialogue, communication, and action. (Belfi & Sandiford, 2021, para. 4)  

Dominant Ideology. Denotes the attitudes, beliefs, values, and morals shared by much of the 

people in a society. As a mechanism of social control, it frames how people think about the nature of 

society, their place in it, and their connection to a social class (Bullock, Trombley & Lawrie, 1999). In 

Canada, European settlers represent the dominant society and exercise control over the circulation of 

ideas, including the selection of curricular knowledge.  

Indigenous. Indigenous Peoples are inheritors and practitioners of unique cultures and ways of 

relating to people and the environment. They have retained social, cultural, economic, and political 

characteristics that are distinct from those of the dominant societies in which they live (United Nations, 

2007). 

Learning Spirit. The entity within each of us that guides our search for purpose and vision 

(Knight, 1999). 

Reconciliation. Reconciliation is about atonement. It's about making amends. It's about apology. 

It's about recognizing responsibility. It's about accounting for what has gone on. But ultimately, it's 

about commitment to maintaining that mutually respectful relationship throughout, recognizing that, 

even when you establish it, there will be challenges to it. (Honorable Senator Murray Sinclair in 

Government of Canada, 2017) 



Decolonization Journey                         17 

Reflexivity. An act of self-conscious consideration that can lead people to a deepened 

understanding of themselves and others, not in the abstract, but about specific social environments . . . 

[and] foster a more profound awareness . . . of how social contexts influence who people are and how 

they behave. . . It involves a person's active analysis of past situations, events, and products, with the 

inherent goals of critique and revision for the explicit purpose of achieving an understanding that can 

lead to change in thought or behavior. (Danielewicz, 2001, pp.155-56) 

Relationality. Indigenous ontology and epistemology are grounded in the belief that all reality is 

relationships. Relationships must be put into context and this context must be respected. Respect, 

responsibility, and reciprocity are key to maintaining healthy relationships (Wilson, 2009).  

Relational accountability. Individuals have a role and an obligation in a relationship which 

requires being accountable to your relations- the community, environment, cosmos, ourselves, and the 

ideas we are studying. Ideally, our thoughts and actions will be mindful of context and consider those to 

whom we are accountable (Wilson, 2009). 

Settler. This term refers to "the non-Indigenous peoples living in Canada who form the 

European-descended socio-political majority" (Vowel, 2016, p.15). Non-European- descended peoples 

living in Canada are also settlers. "Non-Black people of colour" are assimilated into the settlement 

process when they arrive, but do not have the power to impose their laws and customs on the rest of 

Canadian society, as do European settlers. The descendants of Africans who were kidnapped and sold 

into slavery can never be referred to as settlers (Ibid, p. 17).  

Transformative Inquiry. A “dynamic process that helps educators negotiate the complex and 

vibrant terrain of learning and teaching…It is a way of taking time and space to draw on personal 

passions and put that energy to use within a relational framework" (Tanaka, 2017, p.658).  
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Project Overview 

This study involves three interrelated components: settler-teacher identity, critical self-

reflection, and authentic decolonizing action.  In Chapter One, I described my background as a settler 

Montessori teacher who seeks to engage in a personal decolonization journey.  Uncovering my settler 

identity and developing a practice of critical self-reflection are identified as key processes in 

decolonizing Eurocentric ideologies and structures in the Montessori classroom.  Chapter Two, the 

literature review, identifies relevant themes related to settler colonialism and decolonization in 

education. It specifically explores how acknowledging one's complicity in settler colonialism will assist 

settler-Montessori teachers in understanding their roles and responsibilities in furthering the processes 

of Indigenization and decolonization within their classrooms.  Chapter Three describes the process and 

products of autoethnography as a research methodology and a project premised on the concepts of the 

learning spirit and the practice of vulnerability.  I explore the settler tactics of invulnerability, ignorance, 

and privilege because they hinder the spiritual preparation asked of Montessori teachers.  In Chapter 

Four and Five, I trace the journeys of two settler ancestors who immigrated to Canada from Sweden and 

Norway in the early 1900s.  I tell their stories through letters, allowing myself to ask personal questions, 

probe areas of silence, and relate the historical facts of a prior generation in a manner appropriate to 

the times.  In Chapter Six, I summarize and reflect on my research journey and discuss the implications 

of this research on my teaching practice. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

Introduction 

The educator must prepare himself inwardly.  He must examine himself methodically to 

discover certain definite defects that may become obstacles in his relationship with the 

child. To discover defects that have become part and parcel of his consciousness 

requires help and instruction just as we need another to observe and tell us what lies at 

the back of our eye.  

-Montessori, The Secret of Childhood, 1982  

In Dr. Montessori’s pedagogical writings, she called the process by which teachers acknowledge 

and work to banish preconceived prejudices and biases, “a preparation of the spirit” (1949/2019, p. 

132).  The concept is also referred to as the spiritual preparation of the adult and spiritual observation 

(Joosten, 1971; O’Shaughnessy, 2016). Spiritual preparation requires that teachers apply critical self-

reflection to locate personal assumptions and biases, as well as pinpointing western perspectives that 

are embedded within the Montessori Cosmic Education curriculum.  

My responsibility as a Montessori teacher requires that I develop a better understanding of 

settler colonialism which includes acknowledging my identity and complicity in perpetuating colonialist 

thoughts and behaviors that prevent me from furthering my relationships with Indigenous Peoples.  In 

learning to establish this position, I hope to gain knowledge of where I belong in relation to my 

ancestors, the land, my students, the Cosmic Education curriculum, and Indigenous Peoples.   

The following literature explores three themes and concepts I have researched in the literature 

on decolonizing education and settler colonial studies that affect my identity as a settler Montessori 

teacher: invulnerability, ignorance, and privilege.  I focus on these themes because they are thematic in 

the bodies of work that inform my research, and they surfaced as personal limitations in my 

Transformative Inquiry Journal (see Chapter 3).  These themes were seeded in childhood and continue 
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to be rooted in my personal and professional life.  In the Montessori literature, I could not locate 

content that addressed these themes, so I drew on bodies of work that would help me to fill a void in 

Montessori theory and practice.  The themes of ignorance, invulnerability, and privilege must be 

surfaced so that white Montessori teachers can more fully comprehend their systems and structures.  

This literature review concludes with a discussion on decolonization which, takes the reader beyond 

settler colonialism.  The purpose of this section is to understand what it is, as articulated in the previous 

scholarship, and how it applies to settler-teachers.   

Settler Colonialism 

  Lowman (2015) wrote that settler colonialism creates a new people- a settler society.  It is 

specific to other forms of colonialism because it is directed internally against Indigenous people captive 

within the borders of the settler state.  James Tully (2000) defined settler colonialism as the 

“appropriation of the land, resources, and jurisdiction of Indigenous peoples, not only for the sake of 

resettlement and exploitation but for the territorial foundation of the dominant society itself” (p.36-53).  

The land is not the basis of wealth, power, and law in settler nation-states.  It is remade into property, 

and settler relationships to the land become restricted to ownership of that property.  The imperative to 

clear, claim, settle, and assert jurisdiction and sovereignty over Indigenous lands is the objective of 

settler colonialism.  This idea represents a profound epistemic, ontological, and cosmological violence 

against Indigenous Peoples (Tuck and Yang, 2012).  Hiller (2017) described settler colonialism as an 

“ever-evolving and shifting continuity of practices that displace Indigenous Peoples, both symbolically 

and materially, to reiteratively emplace non-Indigenous people – most notably white settlers – as the 

supposed owners, occupiers, and arbiters of the land” (p 416).  

 Settler colonialism is not traced to a specific time in the past when removal or extermination 

took place.  It is ongoing and a determinative feature of national territoriality and identity. I began my 

decolonization journey by learning to challenge bedrock assumptions, many of them grounded in settler 
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colonial values and attitudes. I could identify assumptions on a surface level but was unable to 

penetrate more deeply embedded biases.  I learned to identify this lack of emotion as invulnerability, a 

form of willful ignorance.  Wolfe (1999) described the invasion of settler colonialism as a “structure, not 

an event” (p.2). Settler colonialism continues because social, political, and economic structures built by 

invading people continue into the present day.  Working through investments in ignorance has helped 

clarify other patterns of thought and behavior related to my privilege.  Acknowledging one’s complicity 

with settler colonialism and learning to recognize its structures will help settler Montessori teachers to 

unsettle themselves so they may be spiritually prepared to work with students on the Indigenous lands 

in which they teach.      

Settler Tactics and Techniques 

White ignorance is not knowing but also not knowing what one does not know but 

believing they know. (Barbara Applebaum, 2008, p.296) 

 Invulnerability 

Invulnerability is the root of other forms of ignorance that allow the systemically privileged to 

maintain their privilege.  It is a western ideal of strength, independence, control, and 

mastery. Applebaum (2017) wrote that invulnerability is a frequently unchallenged social norm that 

encourages individuals to ignore the things that are inconvenient, uncomfortable, or disadvantageous.  

In employing this settler tactic, invulnerability seeks to avoid complicity with settler colonialism.   In 

seeking invulnerability, white settlers ignore the ways they are vulnerable and dependent on their 

relations with others.  Gilson (2011) wrote that we learn to be invulnerable in social contexts, and our 

habits of invulnerability come to be reinforced and seen as normal.   

Ecofeminist writers Mies and Shiva (1993) defined reductionism as a framework for knowing 

and valuing that reduces what is known to its isolable and manipulable parts and that which is 

economically valuable.  Reductionism gives rise to social distancing, detachment, and invulnerability, 
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and an industrialist, capitalist economy such as ours creates a reductionist worldview.  Like 

invulnerability, reductionism denies aspects of life that the dominant society deems unimportant or 

undesirable.  It benefits us to ignore our vulnerability because the dominant social, economic, and 

theoretical systems do not value it (Gilson, 2011).    

Gilson (2011) noted that ignorance could be constructed only on the grounds of invulnerability. 

Because it involves closure in advance, invulnerability is a mode of willful ignorance.   It is a slow, subtle, 

and subconscious process that is actively cultivated and central to the domination and exploitation of 

colonization.  Tuana (2006) wrote that this kind of ignorance is a systematic process of self-deception 

that infects the privileged and actively ignores one’s role in exploiting others.   

Dominant ideology is maintained through consensual social practices, social forms, and social 

structures produced in specific sites, including our schools.  Hegemony, which is the social, cultural, 

ideological, or economic influence exerted by the dominant group, generates delusions about the world 

that become socially validated (Applebaum, 2008; Boler, 2004).  Hegemony, like invulnerability, can be 

frequently unexamined because it is woven into everyday common sense; yet it is also necessary to 

recognize that hegemonic forms of common sense are not experienced by every individual or 

community in the same way.  The driving force of the dominant culture is assimilatory, and challenging 

hegemony in Canadian systems, structures, and institutions, including Indigenous research practices, is 

consistent with those who have been historically excluded and marginalized (Lewis, 2016; Tuhiwai 

Smith, 2021; Wilson, 2009).  Dominant ideology promotes an epistemology and ethics of ignorance by 

ignoring or erasing other ways of thinking.  Unlearning dominant ideology involves epistemic and ethical 

shifts.  It involves recognizing our interdependencies, taking risks, and moving out of our comfort zone 

to enter non-dominant worlds of sense (Hoagland, 2007; Lugones, 2003).  
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Ignorance 

Ignorance is a settler behavior of aggressive ignoring that is constructed, reproduced, invested, 

and distributed in ways that conform to the social reality and economies of the present.  As a settler 

technique, it tries to obscure the entanglements of race and colonization and avoids the possibility of 

decolonization (Vimlassery et al., 2016).  Ignorance is not a lack of knowledge.  Like invulnerability, it is a 

practice that is actively produced and maintained and has supporting social causes and conditions of 

creation and perpetuation (Tuana, 2004).  Alcott (2007) said that “ignorance is not just defeat on the 

part of the knower, but a structural problem” (p.40).  Nancy Tuana’s (2006) taxonomy of ignorance 

outlines several different modes of ignorance: (a) knowing we don't know yet not caring to know, (b) not 

knowing that we don’t know, (c) not knowing because privileged others don’t want us to know, and (d) 

willful ignorance.  These forms of ignorance are distinguished by an overarching western knowledge 

base with sets of interests and structural power dynamics (p.6).  

 White ignorance is a specific form of ignorance that flourishes because of an epistemology of 

ignorance that protects whites from the dangers of current world affairs (Mills, 1997).  It leads to the 

privileged position of white innocence that shield white people from being the targets of racism and 

colonial dispossession while simultaneously benefitting from circumstances that are sustained through 

ignoring race and dispossession.  When the racial worldviews of whites are challenged, invulnerability 

rears its head.  Active performances of white fragility, a range of defensive moves that compensate for 

the distress caused by these confrontations, are just one example of many more settler moves to 

innocence (Diangelo, 2018; Tuck and Yang, 2012).  Dominant ideologies such as universalism and 

individualism convince white people they are more valuable and perpetuate the occurrence of 

privileged behaviors (Applebaum, 2017; Gilson, 2011, 2014).  Ignorance sustains one’s moral self-image, 

and the privileged are rewarded for not knowing.  Well-meaning white settlers remain unaware while 

supporting and unconsciously benefiting from settler colonialism (Applebaum, 2008; Hiller, 2017).  
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Denials of complicity are standard features of white ignorance.  A common assumption white 

people use to deny their responsibility is that they did not directly perpetrate the crime and were not 

aware that it happened.  There is a readiness to deny, ignore and dismiss what victims are saying.  White 

fragility assumes that whites are passive and not responsible for what they have been socialized to do 

(Applebaum, 2017).  Outward displays of emotion, silence, or leaving the scene to restore comfort are 

manifestations of privilege that leave white people fragile and incapable of contemplating their role in 

racism (DiAngelo, 2018).  

A denial of relationality is often part of an ethics and epistemology of ignorance.  When we 

attempt to understand those different from ourselves, we are already positioned to think non-

relationally.  An epistemology of ignorance maintains power by denying epistemic credibility to subjects 

who are marginalized.  Ignorance of relationality is a core feature of invulnerability because it denies 

relationships with those that might compromise our status.  When we demonstrate invulnerability, we 

communicate that we are self-sufficient and do not need others (Hiller, 2017; Hoagland, 2007; 

Vimlassery et al., 2016).   

The impetus for ignorance is to avoid what might unsettle us.  Invulnerability makes 

vulnerability seem negative, leading us to avoid and deny it as a shared human condition (Gilson, 

2011).  When we become aware of our ignorance, we can choose an alternative path that is open to 

learning and transformation (Hiller, 2017).  Both ignorance and invulnerability operate as tools in the 

resistance against oppression and are used as a form of protection for those at risk (Hoagland, 2007). 

Privilege 

White ignorance is a systemic and socially induced pattern of misunderstanding the world that 

works to sustain white privilege.  Whites are susceptible to ignorance because they benefit from it.  

Ignoring whiteness maintains the invisibility of injustice, so those who benefit from it do not have to 

consider their complicity in perpetuating it.  Applebaum (2008) wrote that settlers should consider their 
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privilege even in the work they do on privilege.  It is wrong to ‘do our own work’ as white people if it is 

detached from racism experienced by racialized groups (Levine-Rasky, 2000).  Instead of focusing on the 

inadequacies of ‘others,’ whites must focus on whiteness because it is an active participant in systems of 

domination.  

The rediscovery of European origins is a familiar European immigrant narrative.  I, for example, 

am used to describing myself as Norwegian or Scandinavian but never white. Having a white ethnicity 

allows me to articulate my racial identity positively, although it fails to call attention to the fact that I am 

white.  It neglects to acknowledge how white culture dominates western consciousness and social 

institutions (Levine-Rasky, 2000).  It can be challenging for white people to problematize whiteness 

beyond naming racism because white people have unconscious attitudes and beliefs from living in a 

racist society.  This reality makes it hard to contextualize white privilege in terms of its origin, 

mechanisms, and effects (Applebaum, 2008; Levine-Rasky, 2000).  

Ignoring sufficient contextualization of white privilege reflects an overreliance on individualism.   

In her essay ‘Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack,’ McIntosh (2019) states that rationalizations of white 

privilege come from claims of meritocracy and individualism.  Meritocracy, as described by Littler (2017), 

entails the idea that “whatever your social position at birth, society ought to offer enough opportunity 

and mobility for ‘talent’ to combine with ‘effort’ to ‘rise to the top” (p.1).  Beliefs in meritocracy are 

challenged through interrogating whiteness.  Lowman and Barker (2015) wrote that our legitimacy as 

settler people is tied to institutions of the Canadian state and stories of Canadian exceptionalism.  We 

actively promote settler colonialism when we believe in Canadian peacemaker myths, narratives of 

pioneer frontiersmen, terra nullius, and the multicultural promise of Canadian identity.   White people 

benefit from meritocracy and feel they are sometimes evaluated unfairly because of the color of their 

skin.  Individualism is the faith in meritocracy.  It is a commonly used assumption that works to maintain 
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white privilege.  The idea that each person is responsible for their destiny is one of the hardest 

assumptions to critically challenge (Boler, 2004; Levine-Rasky, 2000).  

  Dismantling collective white privilege, ignorance, and invulnerability requires that settler-

teachers recognize their interdependency with Indigenous Peoples.  The focus must move toward 

establishing and improving our relationships to effect a fundamental transformation in society.  Settlers 

are likely to be ignorant of their interdependency with Indigenous Peoples because, in their minds, 

Indigenous people have ceased to be subjects (Mills, 1997; Vowel, 2017).  Apologizing for our privilege 

releases us from the responsibility of doing something different and positioning ourselves as allies is 

another privilege tied to our race and class (Hiller, 2017; Levine-Rasky, 2000).  Settler-teachers must 

think and act differently to decenter our collective privilege; vulnerability, humility, and courage must 

accompany our actions.  Relationship building is accessible to all and is the responsibility of all settler 

Montessori teachers, although it requires spiritual preparation as Montessori highlighted in her writings.   

Identifying with Settler Colonialism 

Settler identity is based on location-specific relationships to the lands we occupy with 

Indigenous Peoples.  Settlers come from different backgrounds but enact similar processes that bind us 

to the land we intend to stay on.  Vowel (2017) defines white settlers as “the non-Indigenous peoples 

living in Canada who form the European-descended socio-political majority” (p. 14).  Settler identities 

are created, secured, and maintained through an evolving set of practices that function to remove 

Indigenous Peoples from their lands.  Hidden interests, attitudes, and assumptions animate our relations 

with Indigenous Peoples.  Settlers see what they have been formed to see through racist stereotypes, 

embedded fears, and veiled investments (Ermine, 2007; Hiller, 2017).  Our settler identity is expressed in 

the ways we live and speak and in the narratives we hear.  Our schools are but one structure of settler 

colonialism with a systemic bias towards Indigenous Knowledge.  Collectively, these structures reinforce 

each other to disempower and displace Indigenous Peoples (Lowman & Barker, 2015). 
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Indigenous and settler people differ radically in their views about land (King, 2012).  Social, 

cultural, and political environments continue to obscure, deny, and erase the realities of Indigenous 

sovereignty, self-determination, territory, and traditional and ongoing rights and relationships to the 

land.  A settler brings a sense of belonging to and ownership of the land. These feelings of entitlement 

to the land are central to illegitimate settler claims to sovereignty.   Rifkin (2013) coined the phrase 

settler common sense to explain how settler occupancy is realized, regularized, and actively produced.  

Viewing settlement as perpetually active normalizes settler presence on Indigenous lands and reaffirms 

the dispossession of Indigenous Peoples.  

When we identify with settler colonialism, we admit we benefit from it and are complicit.  It is a 

step towards dismantling white ignorance and privilege and imagining a new path forward that 

challenges settlers to develop a relationship with the land that does not displace Indigenous people 

(Lowman and Barker, 2005).  Thielson-Wilson (2012) said, “whether our bodies have a literal and direct 

bloodline to actual colonizers of the past or not, our white skin secures our membership-both 

symbolically and materially- in the nation Canada and announces our sense of belonging and 

entitlement of the nation” (p. 320).  Power is within all white people in ways that make them complicit 

in perpetuating a system they did not individually create.   

Complicity is more than our unconscious beliefs.  It is linked to systems of white privilege, 

ignorance, and oppression that are connected and protected.  We are complicit by benefitting from the 

privileges of these systems, and we contribute to their perpetuation (Applebaum, 2008).  Recognizing 

our complicity as settler Montessori teachers will shape our sense of self and must be a starting point 

for engaging in processes of decolonization in the classroom (Boler, 2004; Lowman & Barker, 2015). 

Decolonization  

When we do something about our complicity this is decolonization. (Lowman & Barker, 

2015, p.110) 



Decolonization Journey                         28 

With our shifting, complex, and multiple settler identities, we make assumptions about where 

we belong in Canadian society (Lowman and Barker, 2015).  These identities recognize differences in 

perceived others and are expressed in the different ways we live and learn. Our assumptions are 

profoundly rooted but can also be potential sites of interrogation.  Challenging our assumptions allows 

for the possibility of shifting how we see ourselves and our relationships with the land and Indigenous 

Peoples.   

  The Environics Institute for Survey Research (2022) found a growing awareness of the 

mistreatment of Indigenous Peoples in Canada.  This awareness comes in the wake of thousands of 

unmarked graves of Indigenous children being recovered at former Indian Residential School sites across 

the country beginning in 2021.  The searches on the grounds of former residential schools are only 

beginning.  In 2009, the federal government denied a request made by the TRC for approximately $1.5 

million to locate unmarked graves.  The TRC’s Calls to Action 71-76 regarding missing children and burial 

information have not been addressed (TRC Vol. 4, 2015).  A significant focus of the Pope’s recent 

apology visit in July 2022 was the absence of archival records that pertain to the deaths of children at 

residential schools (Blackstock, 2022).  The lack of disclosure by the Canadian government and the 

church regarding these records demonstrates how the machinery of settler colonialism continues to 

remain entrenched in Canadian society.    

  Decolonization is more than anti-colonialism.  It is a guiding principle for collective struggle and 

becoming something other than colonial.  It means rooting colonialism out of worldviews, academic 

knowledge, and research (Lowman and Barker, 2015).  Decolonization is an intensely political 

transformative process.  Its goal is to regenerate Indigenous nationhood and place relationships and 

dismantle structures of settler colonialism that have attempted to erase Indigenous Peoples from their 

lands.  Tuck and Yang (2012) believe the easy adoption of decolonization in schools has turned 

decolonization into a metaphor.  They define decolonization as “the repatriation of Indigenous land and 
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life” (p.1).  The metaphorization of decolonization invites settler moves to innocence that attempt to 

reconcile settler guilt and further settler futurity without having to give up land, power, or privilege.  

Settler-teachers must recognize what is distinct and what is sovereign for settler decolonization 

projects. This recognition will lead to actions that disrupt setter innocence.  For settler-teachers, 

decolonization is a return to Indigenous Knowledge, collective decision-making, and individual 

responsibility.  It includes questioning, contemplating, play, and the processes of being and thinking in 

ways we are not accustomed to (Lowman and Barker, 2015; Vimlassery et al., 2016). 

In the context of education, decolonization is a practice, not a goal.  It is a lifelong challenge to 

figure out how to stop colonizing, which requires practice and training (Lowman and Barker, 

2015).  Lewis (2016) reminds us that decolonization is not in the past; it is now, every day, and every 

moment.  Indigenous communities have been practicing decolonization for a long time, and are at the 

center of decolonizing theory and practice.  Decolonization is about supporting and working with 

Indigenous friends, community members, and scholars and about advocating for Indigenous resurgence, 

a long-standing practice of learning, reflecting on and transforming Indigenous relationships, collective 

and individual, with processes led by Indigenous people (Lowman and Barker, 2015; Vimalassery et al., 

2016).    

Settler teachers are responsible for re-educating themselves on Canadian history. Indigenous 

perspectives were not taught in public schools until very recently, and many of us grew up blind to the 

reality of government policies and practices that served to displace and dispossess Indigenous Peoples. 

Teachers must not seek to be allies to excuse themselves from their complicity because, as Lowman and 

Barker (2012) wrote, “ally is a verb, not a noun” (p. 113). Tuck and Yang (2012) wrote that 

conscientization does not solve the uncomfortable task of relinquishing stolen land because it does not 

translate into action to disrupt settler colonialism.  For settlers, “the opportunity for solidarity lies in 

what is incommensurable” (p. 3).  The question remains.  What is our role and responsibly as settler-
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teachers in “the repatriation of land and life” on behalf of Indigenous Peoples? (Tuck and Yang, 2012).  

The answer to this question cannot be answered easily.  It will vary depending on the individual and is 

responsive to an individual’s ongoing spiritual preparation including the confrontation of one’s personal 

and professional biases.   

Decolonizing Education 

It is colonization, not racism that is endemic in society. (Reese, 2008, p.60) 

Settler teachers employ various strategies to decolonize their teaching practices.  Some disrupt 

colonizing discourses within their classrooms through personal learning and reflection.  Others challenge 

foundational settler mythologies, narratives, and assumptions.  Still, others focus on Indigenous 

dispossession while interrogating settler colonial power relations (Archibald, 2008; Battiste, 2013; Dion, 

2009; Hiller, 2017; Tanaka, 2017; Tuhiwai Smith, 2021).  Decolonizing Montessori pedagogy requires 

that teachers challenge the belief that every child will benefit from the same approach.  Education is a 

process that expresses what a culture values, and the curriculum we choose has the potential to 

transform the relationships we hold with Indigenous Peoples (Battiste, 2013).  The Montessori Cosmic 

Education curriculum sanctions and standardizes what counts as knowledge as well as preferred ways of 

delivering and articulating that knowledge.  Cultural relevance and inclusion have commonly been used 

in Montessori classrooms as additions, yet decolonizing our classrooms requires that we identify and 

engage ongoing settler processes and not simply add Indigenous content into a curriculum we are 

already comfortable with (Battiste & Henderson, 2009).     

  Our dominant cultural traditions draw from cultural attitudes, values, and assumptions, and we 

apply these beliefs to notions of culture in the form of difference. The Chart of Fundamental Needs 

encourages Montessori children to appreciate difference through the idea of unity in diversity.  The 

lesson follows that throughout the time human beings have inhabited the earth, we have expressed 

common material needs we need to survive.  Over time, and with the universal human tendencies of 
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reasoning and imagination, humanity constructed a way of life that involved both material and spiritual 

needs.  All human groups throughout time share the same fundamental needs, although they are 

expressed in different ways depending on the time and place in which they live (Hayes, 2005).  In 

children, difference can easily be misinterpreted as less than.  It can mark Indigenous people as 

historical and local rather than contemporary and global.   Indigenous Peoples have traditionally been 

misrepresented and under-represented in Montessori lessons and materials.  Images of igloos, tepees, 

and headdresses depict Indigenous Peoples as historical.  I believe a settler teacher's ignorance of 

Indigenous Peoples can easily be maintained through materials that reflect and support the settler 

teachers’ backgrounds and cultural narratives.  

 Cognitive imperialism perpetuates prejudices, ignorance, and a lack of knowledge regarding 

Indigenous perspectives.  Educators may legitimize cultural diversity, yet neglect political, economic, 

epistemic, and ontological differences.  As noted by (Archibald, 2017; Battiste & Henderson, 2009; 

Cajete, 1994, 2000; Dion, 2009; Tanaka, 2017; Tuhiwai Smith, 2021), curriculum must embrace 

Indigenous Peoples worldviews, social structures, and pedagogy as a legitimate foundation upon which 

to construct new knowledge alongside western traditions and ways of knowing.  The humanities and the 

sciences are two disciplines particularly grounded in Eurocentric assumptions, values, and 

methodologies (Battiste, 2013).  Whiteness is hidden in what we teach because it never looks upon 

itself.  What we perceive as different diverges from the standard, and norms surrounding whiteness 

become our measure of success and failure. Decolonizing education is a process of unpacking powerful 

Eurocentric assumptions. Montessori teachers can combat the effects of cognitive imperialism by 

helping to reinvigorate Indigenous sovereignties, principles of learning, self-determination, languages, 

and the centrality of spirituality in learning (Cajete, 1994; First Nations Steering Committee, 2007, Lamb 

and Godlewska, 2020).   



Decolonization Journey                         32 

Indigenous Knowledge 

Battiste and Henderson (2009) wrote that Indigenous Knowledge exists in the context of 

Indigenous Peoples learning and knowledge from where they have lived, hunted, explored, migrated, 

farmed, raised families, built communities, and survived for centuries.  Its purpose is to maintain the 

integrity of Indigenous people, places, and cosmology.  Indigenous Knowledge is international in scope, 

inclusive of all learning disciplines, and has solid ecological foundations that support sustainability.  It is 

a holistic worldview supported by language, traditional teachings, experiences, and land-based practices 

that are primarily excluded from Eurocentric knowledge systems.  

Conventional education systems do not sufficiently understand Indigenous Knowledge.  

Eurocentric scholars have tried to reduce it to categories such as art, religion, culture, or traditional 

knowledge, and through quantifiable elements such as farming or hunting practices. Indigenous 

Knowledge is often not validated because it is not deemed scientific (Battiste, 2013; Vowel, 2016).  As a 

foundational learning process, it recognizes the interrelated and holistic nature of one’s place in the 

universe and the historical links to Indigenous Peoples.  The emergence of an Indigenous renaissance in 

Canada is mainly due to the naturalization of Indigenous Knowledge in Indigenous communities but is 

yet to be fully realized in non-Indigenous places of learning (Battiste & Henderson, 2009; Cajete, 1994, 

2000).   

Indigenous Peoples have affirmed their rights to legal self-determination and the preservation 

of cultural practices through educational reforms inspired by UNDRIP (2007).  Section 35 (1) of the 

Canadian Constitution Act of 1982 recognizes and affirms Aboriginal and Treaty rights, including the 

right to education and Indigenous Knowledge.  Section 52 of the same act provides constitutional 

grounds for Indigenous Peoples to contest any reduction of these rights.  As such, Indigenous people in 

Canada have a constitutionally protected right that requires representation and instruction of 
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Indigenous Knowledge in all educational systems in Canada (Battiste and Henderson, 2009, Government 

of Canada, 2022).   

Teachers must respect, understand, and animate multiple layers of Indigenous Knowledge 

following appropriate protocols.  By incorporating knowledge from European and Indigenous 

perspectives, settler-teachers will transition towards a trans-systemic delivery of knowledge that 

legitimizes both while increasing the potential for all learners (Battiste, 2013).  Working to understand 

Indigenous perspectives is a challenge for settler-teachers not accustomed to Indigenous Knowledge 

and who do not speak an Indigenous language.  The First Peoples Principles of Learning, developed by 

the B.C. Ministry of Education and the First Nations Education Steering Committee (FNESC) in 2006-2007 

offer guidance to educators working to Indigenize their classrooms.  The principles, guided by the 

authority of Indigenous Elders, scholars, and knowledge keepers, attempt to identify common elements 

in various teaching and learning approaches within First Nations societies.  The First Peoples Principles 

of Learning (FPPL) (FNESC, 2007) are as follows:   

• Learning ultimately supports the well-being of the self, the family, the community, the        

       land, the spirits, and the ancestors.  

• Learning is holistic, reflexive, reflective, experiential, and relational (focused on     

connectedness, reciprocal relationships, and a sense of place).  

• Learning involves recognizing the consequences of one‘s actions  

• Learning involves generational roles and responsibilities.  

• Learning recognizes the role of Indigenous knowledge.  

• Learning is embedded in memory, history, and story.  

• Learning involves patience and time.  

• Learning requires exploration of one‘s identity. 

• Learning involves recognizing that some knowledge is sacred and only shared with    
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permission and/or in certain situations.  

Each of the Indigenous Principles of Learning necessitates ongoing reflection and experiential 

learning.  The principles complement settler-teachers’ ongoing commitment to check their biases, 

assumptions, and prejudices by challenging themselves to think and behave in different ways.  Settler-

teachers must build relationships with Indigenous Elders and Knowledge Keepers to naturalize 

Indigenous Knowledge in our schools, and this will involve patience and time.  In the meantime, there is 

plenty of independent work that settler-teachers must do- a commitment to life-long learning and 

spiritual preparation is tantamount to creating healthy relationships with Indigenous people.  

Conclusion 

Relationship building is a form of direct action against settler colonialism.  We must learn to 

think relationally, to see the world as interconnected, and to experience how our actions affect us 

all.  We must look for ways to be responsible, live better on the land, and support the representation 

and resurgence of Indigenous Peoples through diverse ways of learning and expression.  Working to 

transform our thoughts and actions is the decolonizing work of settler Montessori teachers and can only 

be realized in relationship with Indigenous Peoples and their lands.   

This literature review has served to highlight settler colonialism and its structures.  It focused on 

decolonization in the context of education by acknowledging the reality of cognitive imperialism and the 

exclusion of Indigenous Knowledge.  Within Montessori academic research, there is a need for personal 

stories that describe settler-teachers experiences with decolonization.  How these experiences translate 

into personal and professional transformation is a topic of future study.  Decolonization centers on “the 

repatriation of Indigenous land and life”, and decolonization processes can be supported and expressed 

in a myriad of unique ways (Tuck and Yang, 2012).  The diversity of experiences will help to validate 

Montessori education and ensure its relevance in today’s complex world.   
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Chapter 3 – Design Process and Rationale 

Writing this chapter came late in the research process because I found it hard to write about 

methodology when submerged in it.  I learned about autoethnography after completing my project’s 

first draft.  Throughout this learning journey, I reminded myself to trust in the research process.  My 

process involved circling the issues, reading everything I could get my hands on, and sometimes 

tunneling for weeks on a single idea.   I trusted that my reading and personal writing were connected 

and would coalesce at some point.  Autoethnography was the missing element that packaged my 

passion for writing, the idea of a personal learning journey, my desire to do research differently, 

develop my relationships, learn more about my role as a settler, and give back to my community.   

This chapter will explain autoethnography as it relates to my learning journey and describe two 

design tools used in the process of gathering autoethnographic fieldwork.  I illustrate the principles that 

guide my autoethnographic design and discuss the products of my ancestor project.  The chapter 

concludes by outlining ethical considerations with a focus on relationality.   

Project Design: Autoethnography 

  Autoethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and 

systematically analyze personal experience to understand cultural experience.  There are different 

approaches to this form of methodology, and I have drawn on authors that view autoethnography as a 

socially just and conscious act (Adams et al., 2014; Ellis et al., 2011; Ellis & Bochner, 2006; Ngunjiri et al., 

2010).   Autoethnography combines ethnography and autobiography and is both a process and a 

product.  It is a mixture of fieldwork, observation, acknowledgment of research, cultural participation 

and analysis, personal experience, memory, and storytelling (Adams & Manning, 2015).  As a mode of 

inquiry, autoethnography is vulnerable, creative, and rebellious, and it allowed me to approach scholarly 

writing in an authentic way (Barr, 2019; Ellis & Bochner, 2006).  Autoethnography can be an act of 

relationality, and I understood that it was my responsibility to share work that will be of use to others 
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(Wilson, 2009).  I utilized a critical friend in my journey to extend myself relationally.  I shared personal 

ideas and work in the exercise of vulnerability, and the critical friend was called on to care, feel, and act 

through engaging in my autoethnographical work.   

  As outlined by Adams et al. (2014), autoethnography connects personal experience and 

knowledge to larger relational and cultural contexts.  It uses personal experience to describe and 

critique cultural beliefs and practices.  It shows people in the process of figuring out what to do, how to 

live, and trying to find meaning in their struggles.  Autoethnography utilizes reflexivity, a deep form of 

self-reflection that names and interrogates the intersections between self and society.  Reflexivity 

requires that we turn back on our experiences, identities, and relationships to consider how they 

influence our work, especially concerning power.  The writer's insider knowledge of cultural experience 

is used to describe cultural norms and practices inviting readers to consider the complexities within 

common assumptions regarding cultural phenomena.  

  Autoethnography has emerged as an ideal research methodology in response to concerns about 

colonialism.  It asserts that there are different ways of learning about culture and that we tell different 

stories in different ways (Adams et al., 2014; Adams & Bochner, 2004; Ellis et al., 2011; Ngunjiri et al., 

2010).  This research project recognizes that there are many ways of knowing and being that exist 

amongst learners.  It demonstrates how knowledge can be transmitted in personal and unconventional 

ways.  There are limits to what can be explained about our relationships and emotions through empirical 

data.  Engaging in decolonization as a white, middle-class woman, I learned to accept that there were 

limitations to what I could undertake and specific lessons I had yet to learn. I designed a project that 

allowed me to dig into my experience because it seemed the most appropriate place to begin.  Every 

topic I came up with asked me to question my position.  I have always wanted to write, so I sought to 

merge this passion with a research question that allowed me to approach decolonization personally and 

professionally in my role as a Montessori elementary teacher. 
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The Process: Autoethnographic Fieldwork 

  My progress in developing a topic was not linear.  I had no predetermined plan.  I worried that 

my research process was too organic and not linear enough.  I fretted about the time it took to circle the 

issues, to crawl out of the rabbit holes, and the binders of paper I continued to amass.  I changed my 

project multiple times and gained increased clarity and understanding in my personal writing as I 

continued to question. I knew that the ideas I was reading and writing about were connected, although 

piecing them together took time, effort, and patience.  My fieldwork on myself helped me to solidify a 

plan over the first few months.  I kept at it, trusting the research process, and slowly the design tools I 

was using led me to autoethnography. 

  For me, writing is a responsibility and a form of inquiry akin to prayer.  It is a real, authentic, and 

challenging praxis that encourages me to be vulnerable.  It helps me to be consciously aware, commit to 

a pedagogy of discomfort, and account for my daily thoughts and actions.  I also believe writing can be 

relational.  When it addresses my settler context it can contribute to decolonizing change when shared 

in a spirit of service.  Freire (1998) said that it is only through communication that human life can hold 

meaning.  Our thoughts (and writing) have meaning only when generated by action in the world, and we 

are authentic when we are engaged in inquiry and creative transformation.    

How are people supposed to know what I know?  I need to be worth listening to.  What 

point is there in safe keeping what I know?  If it is not shared, how can it mean anything? 

(TI Journal, October 5, 2021) 
The process of autoethnography often includes fieldwork. Fieldwork represents a personal, 

embodied, critical, and ethical exploration of culture and can include collecting relevant artifacts such as 

photographs, diaries, interviews, and reviewing other research (Adams et al., 2014; Adams and 

Manning, 2015).  My fieldwork included collecting family photographs, reviewing, and analyzing 

historical documents, personal journal entries, interviews with family members, and a daily critical self-
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reflection template.  Themes began to emerge in my fieldwork- repeated experiences, feelings, and 

concepts that helped me to locate patterns that would inform the stories I would write about my 

ancestors. 
 My fieldwork represented the common beliefs, values, and shared experiences of many settler 

teachers.  I attended to social patterns in my classroom and the culture at large, analyzed my actions, 

and pieced together my observations.  I interrogated harmful cultural beliefs, practices, and 

experiences.  I made sense of my fieldwork by corresponding with my ancestors to understand my 

settler identity better.   A story approach to thematizing fieldwork asked that I relate the story of my 

culture, and about myself as a researcher, teacher, and person.  I developed two fieldwork tools:  a 

Transformative Inquiry Journal and a Critical Self-Reflection Template.  Excerpts from my fieldwork can 

be located throughout this chapter and in Appendix A. 

Fieldwork Tool #1: Transformative Inquiry Journal 

 Transformative Inquiry (TI) was developed by Michelle Tanaka and the TI Research Team at the 

University of Victoria as a teacher’s pre-service course.  It is “a complex, organic, and intuitive process in 

which you may find yourself traversing liminal space, the places in between what you think you know, 

and what else might be possible” (Tanaka et al., 2014, p. 8).  Through working through the 

Transformative Inquiry iBook, I unearthed ideas, practices, and emotions that supported my 

decolonization journey.  TI is rooted in a worldview that suggests that “all learners have innate instincts 

towards learning that are personal in nature and that play out in myriad and individual ways” (Battiste, 

2013, p. 18).  It supports the idea that knowing focuses on relationships and is co-created by knowers.  

Its purpose is to help learner-teachers become aware and sensitive to the following questions put 

forward by Pueblo Indigenous scholar Gregory Cajete: “How do we solve the pressing environmental 

challenges that face us today? How do we learn to get along with each other? How do we care for our 

souls?” (as cited in Tanaka, 2015, p. 71).                                                                  
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  I stumbled upon Transformative Inquiry early in the research process when attempting to 

unearth my personal and professional assumptions.  I wrote to Michelle Tanaka to express my gratitude 

for an article she had written, and she sent me resources to further my research.  This encouragement 

was the beginning of a new relationship premised on a mutual understanding of what research could 

be.           

We are at the center of a relational accountability web.  All our relationships come back 

to the self.  What we choose to include in this web demonstrates our values.  What we 

leave out is just as telling.  Being mindful of my relationships is an ongoing 

responsibility.  Such difficult work!  I need to monitor the choices I make in the classroom 

carefully.  Are my decisions supportive of alternative worldviews? Are they open to 

learning how diverse people live and express themselves?  Do I instill a sense of wonder 

and possibility in my students, so they feel inspired to search for the answers to their 

questions? (TI Journal, April 16, 2022) 

 Beginning in September 2021, I carved out one weekend a month to work through the 

Transformative Inquiry iBook.  I named my fieldwork journal the Transformative Inquiry Journal.  Writing 

in the Transformative Inquiry Journal rekindled my love for writing.  I had put writing on the back burner 

for over a decade while I focused on raising my two daughters, and I felt myself slowly coming back to 

life as I began to write again.  I explored my values, beliefs, assumptions, and worldview in my 

Transformative Inquiry Journal.  I examined my upbringing and the influences and mentors I had met 

throughout my life.  I asked myself what I cared about and how I thought I could contribute.  I was 

making good progress in my Transformative Inquiry Journal, yet I had found nothing I could sink my 

teeth into.  I contacted a life coach for help unpacking embedded assumptions I had difficulty locating 

on my own.  During the first session, I realized that invulnerability (as outlined in Chapter 2) had 

followed me all my life.  It had caused all kinds of grief and relationship trouble in my past and continued 
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to plague my thoughts and behaviors.  I had found something worth exploring.  I returned to my 

Transformative Inquiry Journal and found entries riddled with my endless struggles against 

invulnerability.  Although I had not identified invulnerability specifically, I had written about how 

denying my emotions was not only encouraged but validated.  Invulnerability found its roots in my 

childhood through the modeling of family, teachers, and community members, and in my training as a 

competitive gymnast.  Locating this theme led to recognizing three other related themes in the 

Transformative Inquiry Journal: independence, ignorance, and privilege.  All four themes were beliefs 

and behaviors learned in childhood that continued to manifest in my personal and professional life.    
I am not used to relying on others for help.  I was brought up believing independence 

was a virtue.  My mom was a young mother.  She overcame all the obstacles that were 

put in front of her.  She worked while finishing high school, had two more children, 

cooked, cleaned, drove us to all our activities, got her Master’s degree while working full 

time, and took care of my brothers and me.  I was the middle child and the only 

daughter.  I felt lost sometimes.   I kept a diary and got used to communicating this way 

(TI Journal, January 15, 2022). 
  It is confusing for others who do not understand how to reach me.  I can be seen as 

cold, but that is not the case!  As an adult, I was once praised when I was made to cry!  I 

can be seen as uncommunicative, but a person can communicate in many ways.  It kills 

me that the one who has the loudest voice is the one that’s always heard (TI Journal, 

October 23, 2021).     
When people misinterpret me, I retreat and become invisible.  I become untouchable.  My 

feelings are hurt.  Nobody understands me.  I hold on to things for way too long.  Letting 

down my guard is hard (TI Journal, February 19, 2022).  
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 Being accountable to myself is easy, and there are fewer risks involved.   I need to put 

myself into the arena.  Hiding is not a choice (TI Journal, February 19, 2022). 

Fieldwork Tool # 2: Critical Self-Reflection Template 
 Dr. Montessori was not specific in explaining how teachers were to undergo spiritual 

preparation.  She spoke of looking inwards, the practicing of humility, and striving to abolish the sins of 

anger and pride.  She advised teachers to root out the prejudices in their hearts that might hinder their 

understanding of the child (Montessori, 1996/1979).  Facilitating conversations, listening generously, 

and questioning what we offer are integral parts of authentic teaching practice.  Dr. Montessori 

(1982/1936) wrote that teachers need spaces where they can reflect on questions and contribute their 

thoughts and ideas without fear of mistakes. Teachers do not often reflect or take the time to consider 

their experiences, knowledge, and thoughts.  When we neglect this aspect of our teaching practice, we 

miss vital connections in our learning experiences and are prevented from forming a relationship 

between our context and the content we present.  Teachers must unpack these notions by reserving 

space in their schedules to reflect on their roles within the classroom.  They must develop a broader 

vision so that the lens through which they view their classroom experiences can be expanded. 

 As discussed in Chapter 2, Brookfield (2009) named three core assumptions in his description of 

critical reflection: 1) Western democracies are highly unequal societies where racism and class 

discrimination abound; 2) dominant ideology influences ideas and behaviors that are seen as normal, 

natural, and inevitable thereby protecting the dominant majority; and 3) understanding how dominant 

ideology influences society is prerequisite to change (p.296-8). In designing a Critical Self-Reflection 

Template, I wanted to uncover and challenge the dominant ideologies that live within me and the 

Montessori Cosmic Education curriculum. 

 I designed the Critical Self-Reflection Template for my personal use within the classroom.  The 

template aimed to bring critical awareness to my thoughts and actions through consistent and 
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intentional practice to develop my capacity to accommodate different ways of knowing and being. I 

wanted to learn how to remain alert to situations in my daily teaching practice where I was perpetuating 

colonialism, and I sought a system that would assist me in examining Montessori lessons and materials 

using a critically self-reflective lens.  The critical self-reflections were autoethnographies in themselves.  

Each reflection asked me to relate the story of my culture and to challenge it at the same time.  I, as a 

product of the culture, worked to swim against currents of common sense and dominant ideology.   

 Brookfield (1994) described similar challenges I faced as I learned to apply critical self-reflection 

to my teaching practice.  I felt unsure about engaging in critical reflection because it was ambiguous.  I 

relied heavily on my intuition and questions to guide my decisions.  The Critical Self-Reflection Template 

encouraged me to check my feelings of inadequacy, invulnerability, and ignorance.  This unsettling 

process exposed both personal limitations and flaws within the Montessori lessons I was delivering.  

When teachers critically question conventional assumptions, structures, and actions, they can risk being 

excluded from the cultures or organizations that define them.  As a committed Montessori guide, I used 

the practice of critical self-reflection to improve the quality of my lessons.  I was willing to encounter 

uncertainty in my practice and to let go of assumptions and the stability of my thoughts and practices 

through experimenting with new perspectives and approaches.  

 Montessori guides are familiar with the practice of observing children.  To prepare myself 

spiritually, I believed observing my thoughts and behaviors in the classroom was also necessary.  I sat in 

my observation chair, a normal practice for Montessori teachers (although in this case I was not 

observing children but myself), for twenty minutes each school day from September 2021 to June 

2022.  It was usually late in the morning when the children had already passed through their false 

fatigue (a restless period, described by Montessori (2009), in the middle of a three-hour work cycle 

followed by deep, challenging work, and when traditional schools usually break for recess), and after I 

had completed my lessons for the morning.  My assistant watched the classroom while I observed, and 
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the children quickly got used to me sitting in the observation chair.  They carried on in their usual 

fashion and were taught not to interrupt my work. 

 I tried different questions to invite a reflexive response.  When the questions became overused, 

I changed them to ensure that I was actively engaged in the critical thinking process.  The open-ended 

nature of the questions I settled on encouraged me to be an active agent in helping to facilitate counter 

perspectives and stories to infuse my Montessori lessons.  Questions were formulated to accommodate 

various subjects and scenarios a typical Montessori elementary classroom might provide.  Thayer-Bacon 

(1998) wrote that concepts such as critical thinking must be viewed within the contextuality of people’s 

experiences. I found the practice to be highly beneficial in allowing me the space to reflect on the 

personal biases and assumptions I carried into the classroom and to build on my knowledge of lessons I 

had not questioned in the past.  

In some cases, I chose to present a particular lesson that was getting under my skin so that I 

could immerse myself in discomforting feelings.  By reflecting on my emotions- and the reasons why the 

lesson made me feel a particular way, I was better able to adapt them to accommodate the perspectives 

that were missing.  After applying what I had learned, I would present the lesson to a different group of 

children.  The results were significant.  The more deeply I thought about a lesson, the more questions 

the children and I had.  Reflection made the lessons come alive. 

 The Critical Self-Reflection Template provided information I used to plan future lessons.  In 

reviewing my lessons using the template, I observed gaps of knowledge in myself.  I described content 

that was often decidedly Eurocentric.  Utilizing my reflections, I planned subsequent lessons to fill in the 

gaps and balance different ways of knowing and being.  If a lesson lacked Indigenous perspectives, I 

acknowledged it.  I then spend time researching different viewpoints and later integrated what I found 

into what would be future lesson plans.  This learning method promoted a trans-systemic educational 

model that supports and legitimizes both Western and Indigenous forms of knowledge (Battiste, 
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2013).  The Critical Self-Reflection Template and illustrations of how I used it in this study can be found 

in Appendix A. 

 Working with the Critical Self-Reflection Template brought attention to the fact that there are 

always many sides to a story.  There is always more to learn, new pieces to add to the puzzle and 

additions to our knowledge that we can work to accommodate.  In exploring my settler ancestors, I 

quickly learned that there were pieces of the story I might never be able to answer.  The Transformative 

Inquiry Journal and the Critical Self-Reflection Template were tools that helped me to tell my version of 

my ancestors’ lives.   

Principles of Ethnographic Design 

 The Montessori principle of spiritual preparation is a lifelong practice that requires commitment. 

To guide my process, I drew on the principles of vulnerability and the learning spirit to cultivate a deeper 

awareness of my identity and the roles and responsibilities that come with being a settler Montessori 

teacher (Battiste, 2010; bell hooks, 2003; Boler, 1999; Chambers, 2004; Denton & Ashton, 2004; 

Noddings, 1995; Palmer, 2012).  

The Learning Spirit 

This thesis is premised on the concept of the learning spirit.  Vizina (2018) describes the learning 

spirit as a gift from the Creator and part of one’s being.  It is a holistic concept characterized by a 

combination of learning strengths, gifts, and capacities, supported through inter‐relationships with 

culture, language, tradition, community, self, and the natural world.  The learning spirit is a form of 

personal and collective energy that influences what we do and how we do it.  Battiste (2013) describes it 

as “the entity within each of us that guides our search for purpose and vision” (p. 18). I often found 

myself reflecting on the learning spirit in my Transformative Inquiry Journal. 

I arrived at Montessori because it aligned with my faith- the potential of humanity, the 

call for peace, the recipe for healing the world that lay in the education of children.  I 
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wanted to be a part of this movement.  Now I see that my role can only be love.  I must 

love every child.  Each needs to feel accepted and worthy.  My role is to help a child 

discover their potential by sowing as many seeds as possible, through practicing 

generous listening, and by facilitating opportunities for the children to learn to get 

along, care for the planet, and to discover their unique skills and talents (TI Journal, 

March 13, 2022). 

 Every individual is on a journey to discover the unique gifts they can offer the world (Battiste, 

2013, Knight, 1999).  I first recognized my learning spirit as a nine-year-old journal writer.  My writing 

voice continues to be one of the ways I inhibit the world, and it is through writing that I connect with my 

learning spirit.  Elder Danny Musqua said, “the purpose for our existence is to learn” (Knight, 2009, 

p.27).  After years of neglecting my writing and not questioning my thoughts and actions, learning to 

nurture my learning spirit through this project was a blessing.   

 Moon (2013) wrote that we are responsible for choosing what we will learn and that our choices 

have a particular frame of reference that is congruent with our purpose for learning.  This purpose may 

affect and be affected by the learning approach the learner takes.  I resonated with the idea of the 

learning spirit because its concept was inclusive and encouraging.  It urges us to act on our potential to 

make positive change in the world.  I sought a creative outlet to transform the themes of invulnerability, 

ignorance, and privilege into something meaningful that would assist me in furthering my learning 

journey.  Honouring my learning spirit was the fuel that encouraged me to write again.    

 Could writing be an expression of love? (TI Journal, March 12, 2022) 

Vulnerability 
 The goal of ethnographic projects is to ask questions regarding our experience and answer them 

in a way that writers and readers can learn from them.  I chose vulnerability as a methodology because 

of my dependence on invulnerability, a setter trait I discussed at length in Chapter 2.  When I identified 
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invulnerability as a personal limitation, I was committed to challenging it in my Transformative Inquiry 

Journal.  I explored emotional terrain in the journal that is often difficult to reach in traditional academic 

writing (Adams et al., 2014).  As a fundamental human condition, vulnerability challenges me to be open 

to being affected and affecting others in positive and negative ways.  I embraced it to understand my 

emotions better and to improve the quality of my relationships. Vulnerability is inherently relational, 

and it allows me to feel pain as well as love (Brown, 2010; Gilson, 2011).    

Admitting our mistakes and exercising vulnerability are necessary to heal our 

relationships (TI Journal, April 20, 2022). 
Cultivating an attitude of vulnerability helps us to be relational and spiritually prepared.   Gilson 

(2011) wrote that there are five aspects of epistemic vulnerability:  being open to understanding and 

being wrong, an ability to immerse yourself in learning unfamiliar situations, being aware of your 

emotional responses as deeply rooted ignorance and unconscious commitments and being open to 

altering one’s sense of self.  The practice of vulnerability does not limit us; it enables us.  
   Vulnerability exposes settler teachers to uncertainty, dispossession, and risk, but it is key to 

undoing oppressive social relations (Applebaum, 2017; Levine-Rasky, 2000).  Invulnerability 

demonstrates closure to the possibility of developing our relationships and becoming something 

different.  Practicing vulnerability involves making mistakes.  Mistakes are opportunities for change and 

disruption, and settler teachers will make many of them.  We are responsible for choosing learning 

paths that will not only encourage us but challenge us to grow.  Learning to be vulnerable requires 

embracing our mistakes as they make transformation possible. 

The Products of Autoethnography 

Autoethnography places equal importance on knowledge and aesthetics.   As described, my 

autoethnographic process involved journaling, letter writing, and poetry which helped me make sense 

of cultural norms, experiences, and practices in a natural, meaningful, and authentic way.  Storytelling 
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made my journey accessible to various readers and allowed me to showcase multiple voices, forms, and 

perspectives. 

McAdams (2001) believed that individuals construct and internalize self-defining life stories to 

provide their lives with purpose.  He wrote that identity takes the form of a story complete with setting, 

character, plot, and theme, and that our life stories are selectively appropriated aspects of our life 

experiences.  Life stories imaginatively construct the past and future to create stories that make 

sense.  The individual and the cultural context co-author them as they reflect cultural norms, values, and 

assumptions about gender, race, and class.  Our identity, in this way, becomes an entity that can be 

arranged or configured, and continually remade in social relationships and contexts.  

Characters and the relationships they create are essential aspects of ethnographic writing, and 

for these reasons, I worked to relate the stories of my two ancestors, Erik and Mathilde.  Within every 

story, there is a story about the culture and another about the author.  My ancestors’ stories share 

knowledge about specific cultural experiences.  Their stories connected me to my past and the 

realization of my settler present.  The task of creating a life story is to search for the how, what, and why 

of ourselves, experience, and culture (Adams et al., 2014).  In this way, the stories of my ancestors 

helped me locate myself.    

A story that engages the reader should include both knowledge and theory (Adams & Manning, 

2015; Ellis & Bochner, 2006).  On their own, stories can do the work of analysis and theorizing by helping 

the reader to gain insight into diverse experiences of social phenomena.  The stories of Erik and 

Mathilde highlight the roles of men and women in the early 1900s, the experience of Scandinavian 

settlers in the Canadian railroad and fishing industries, and the government processes and policies that 

worked to displace and dispossess Indigenous People from their lands and cultures.   

There are three components to the settler stories of Erik and Mathilde: 1) a letter exchange 

between myself and the ancestor, 2) a poem based on a theme I chose for that ancestor, and 3) a critical 
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self-reflection.  Each component employs a different voice held within a particular written form.  There 

are many ways a person can express what they know, and using multiple voices allowed me to 

demonstrate my knowledge more completely (See Chapters 4 and 5).  Adams and Manning (2015) wrote 

that culture flows through the self, so a person cannot live apart from cultural influences. By 

incorporating reflexivity in my autoethnographic writing, I attempt to expose and interrogate settler 

values, practices, and experiences. 

The Letter Exchange 

The fieldwork I had begun early in my Transformative Inquiry Journal encouraged me to improve 

the quality of my relationships.  The relationship I had with my ancestors who settled in Canada was 

impoverished.  I learned that I had Swedish, Norwegian, English, Scottish, and Irish ancestry.  The 

website Ancestry helped me construct a basic timeline of my ancestors’ lives.  With these timelines, I 

could observe gaps and patterns that led me to investigate further.   I obtained valuable immigration 

and naturalization records, census data, and draft, marriage, and death records from the site.  I reached 

out to family members, local museums, historians, and respective band websites to locate local 

Indigenous histories.  I devoted myself to unlearning settler myths and relearning foundational Canadian 

history, that included the establishment of treaties, immigration patterns, settlement campaigns, the 

construction of the railroads, and the history of the Pacific fishing industry.  I narrowed my search to 

one ancestor from each side of the family- one female and one male.  As I traced their journeys, 

patterns of thought and behavior were revealed along the way, not only regarding the two ancestors I 

had chosen but about myself, my parents, and my own children (see Chapters 4 and 5).  

I gathered information regarding Erik and Mathilde in a furious, all-consuming fashion, and I let 

myself be pulled into the search to find the stories behind the stories. One of my professors encouraged 

me to make this my project.  As I learned more about my ancestors’ lives, my desire to position myself in 

the story became a focus.  I discovered similar themes in my ancestors’ stories that I had located 
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previously in my Transformative Inquiry Journal- independence, invulnerability, ignorance, and 

privilege.  I journaled, met with a life coach, and wrote poems to work through these themes.  I 

interrogated these themes by asking questions and exposing counter- narratives in my practice of 

critical self-reflection.    

   Forming a letter correspondence with my ancestors made sense for a research project that 

strived to incorporate relational accountability.  The letters allowed me to explore my role as a settler 

within a Euro-Canadian context, to showcase the knowledge I had gained about Erik and Mathilde’s 

lives, and to honor the questions that remained.  When I asked my relatives for help in filling the gaps, 

they became co-authors of the stories.   

The Poetic Bridge 

The Transformative Inquiry Journal provided data that I used in the creation of poems based on 

my chosen themes. Poetry represented a medium where I could use my voice in freedom and where my 

questions could be asked.  Doors could be cracked wide open or just a little without fear of breaking 

rules.  Poetry helps to unravel our emotions and provides a window into our more profound 

beliefs.  Tanaka and Tse (2015) wrote that poetry influences the disruptions we feel and works to alter 

our assumptions and long-held patterns of bias.  It can move us beyond self-indulgence so that we come 

closer to understanding the essence of what we care about.    

When we write about the tension and disruptions in our lives, we capture ourselves within the 

context of our culture (Adams et al, 2015).  Learning about my ancestors and writing about them started 

a conversation about the notions of hard work, privilege, racism, and the invisibility of women’s work.  

Through writing these poems, I could link the past to the present and implicate myself in the story of 

settler colonialism in Canada.  I chose a poem for each settler ancestor based on a theme that had 

surfaced in the letters.  The poems follow each series of letters to bridge the story of my ancestors to a 
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story of Indigenous Peoples-those people removed from their lands to be replaced by white settlers (see 

Chapters 4 and 5).  

The Critical Self-Reflection 
I used the questions from the Critical Self- Reflection Template to guide the development of a 

counter- story.  The letters did not mention Indigenous Peoples or the stories they held.  I wanted to 

write a new, more complete story that would fill in the gaps in my education and add details that were 

excluded from the life story I had constructed.  In the context of what could be learned historically about 

my ancestors, the story of Indigenous Peoples was erased; it took work to uncover a story that had been 

purposefully buried to protect my privilege.  Questions remained after I had completed the letter 

exchange.  I wrote my reflection in a voice that would demonstrate my stance as a learner so that I was 

free to ask the obvious questions that needed to be asked.  One goal of the Critical Self-Reflection 

Template was to encourage life-long learning. By exercising humility and the endless pursuit of 

knowledge, a learner-teacher becomes more comfortable asking questions.  In the case of Erik, my 

questions revolved around the idea of hard work.  In the story of Mathilde, it was learning about the 

Pacific halibut industry and the invisibility of women’s work.  Through critical self-reflection, I analyzed 

my reaction to cultural norms, experiences, and practices.  The process of learning is not simply about 

accumulating new information but is about the process of transforming our conceptions (Moon, 2004).  

Asking questions allowed me to pinpoint my ignorance, and to be open to transforming my perceptions.  

It allowed me to consider new ways of relating to Indigenous Peoples on Indigenous lands.   

Ethical Considerations 

All knowledge is formed in relationships.  Relationality creates relationships between our ideas 

and entities, and when we feel connected to the ideas we study, we enact a relational ethos and the 

responsibility that comes with it.  Autoethnographic writing acknowledges how our lives and 

experiences are intertwined with what and whom we study.  Our ideas do not belong to us because they 
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are attached to something or someone (Tynan, 2021; Wilson, 2008).  The letter correspondences with 

my settler ancestors were co-constructed narratives jointly authored by myself, my ancestors, historical 

documents, local historians, the Canadian government, and the help of my living relatives.  The letters 

themselves are incomplete and historically situated affairs (Ellis et al., 2011).   

Personal writing must be true to experience and respect relationships through working to 

prioritize, nurture, and maintain relationships. Writers must demonstrate relational accountability to 

themselves, their communities, the lands they occupy, and the ideas they write about (Wilson, 

2008).  As a storyteller, I upheld relational accountability by remaining true to historical records, 

dialoguing with living relatives, and relying on personal memories and photos.  The stories were shared 

with family members to check for accuracy, and the three components of my ancestor project (letters, 

poetry, and critical self-reflection) were shared with a critical friend.  Being accountable to the authors 

that contributed to my knowledge was demonstrated throughout this thesis.  I wrote to understand the 

themes of invulnerability, ignorance, and privilege, worked with a life coach to acknowledge their 

influence on my relationships, and I continue to work on overcoming their power over me.  The practice 

of critical self-reflection has helped me to uphold my relationship with these thoughts and behaviours 

and be accountable to them. 

It is the responsibility of the researcher to write in a way that is accessible to the reader.  

Writing from the heart creates work that is engaging to read.  When we use personal experience, our 

stories have the capacity to influence our readers in ways that traditional scholarly writing cannot.  By 

situating myself in the research process and providing historical information about my family, I hoped to 

foster a connection with my readers (Wilson, 2008).   

The practice of autoethnography asks that we acknowledge our privilege in our writing.  I 

acknowledged and critiqued my place and privilege in society by exercising reflexivity.  I used letters, 

poems, and critical self-reflection to break silences, ask questions, and bring neglected experiences and 
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memories to life (Adams et al., 2014).  Learning about the histories, cultures, and experiences of settler 

and Indigenous cultures in the areas my ancestors occupied was my responsibility as the researcher. 

Autoethnographic work carries personal, relational, and ethical risks and can provide an opportunity to 

make positive change in the world.  My role as a researcher was to tell the story of my ancestors to the 

best of my ability while connecting the story to significant societal themes that include the privilege I 

have inherited as a white Canadian settler. 

A critical friend was called on to encourage and support the creative writing aspect of the 

project.  Critical friendship is a reciprocal, collaborative relationship that requires a willingness to be 

challenged and an intrinsically motivated willingness to engage in the relationship (MacPhail, et al., 

2020).  The relationship with my critical friend was one of sharing resources and enhancing the capacity 

of another to achieve a common purpose.  I sought a critical friend that was both critical and caring.  As 

my research involved a human participant, I obtained Research Ethics Board approval for this 

project.  Maintaining confidentiality and privacy was a foundational characteristic of the critical friend 

relationship that secured the level of trust required for the project.  It allowed me to exercise 

vulnerability and be supported in its practice.  I shared my work over email, and we met over Zoom a 

few days later to review and discuss my work.  We met for five months, from March to July 2022.  Each 

meeting was an hour in length and focused on the work of a particular ancestor.  After discussing each 

of my ancestors, I received written feedback. In subsequent meetings, we addressed the feedback I had 

received and the edits.  Using a critical friend in the research process contributed significantly to the 

relational goals of this project.  

Autoethnography strives to improve life for the researcher, the participants, and the readers. It 

is a tool for individual and social understanding, and as a research method, it facilitates social 

consciousness and societal change.  It asks people to reconsider how they think, live, and maintain their 

individual and collective relationships.  A responsible researcher asks what they will give back to the 
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community and whether the sharing, growth and learning within the various relationships are reciprocal 

(Wilson, 2008).  Autoethnography allowed me to learn, reflect, and apply my creative voice in service 

through my writing.    
Targeted Audience 

My role as a storyteller requires writing a well-crafted story that will engage my readers.  The 

listeners will filter the story through their experiences and adapt the details to make it relevant to their 

lives.  My target audience is settler teachers who are willing to confront and challenge cognitive 

imperialism within their classrooms.  These individuals do not tire of being wrong, thinking differently, 

or trying to improve their relationships. 

Conclusion 

Autoethnography assisted me in making sense of myself, my family, and my complicity in settler 

colonialism using two fieldwork tools- a Transformative Inquiry Journal and a Critical Self-Reflection 

Template.  My chosen fieldwork connected me to the realization that writing is an important vehicle for 

discovering my own story within the stories of others.  Relationality and vulnerability were significant 

factors in exercising my ability to tell and share my story in a meaningful and authentic way.  In my 

stories, I place myself within existing knowledge and include myself as a source of knowledge.   Law 

(2004) wrote that method is a way of being.  Writing is my method.  It has been used to sustain and 

encourage my questions throughout the research process and to learn, change, and love.  

In the chapters that follow, I will present my settler ancestor project. Because of its length and 

depth, the stories of Erik and Mathilde have been divided into two separate chapters.  
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Chapter 4 – The Multiple Stories of Erik 

In this chapter, I relate the story of Erik, my Swedish ancestor, who arrived in Canada in 1909 

with plans for a better life.  I weave multiple layers of knowledge through different modes of writing to 

explore divergent stories in the hopes of discovering my connection to the past, my complicity in settler 

colonialism, and a better understanding of Canada’s colonial history regarding the railroad industry. The 

chapter begins with a letter correspondence between my grandfather and I, is followed by a poem that 

explores the idea of hard work and concludes with a critical self-reflection focused on treaties.    

Correspondence with Erik 

Dear Erik, 

I am your great, great granddaughter Kirsten, and I have been following the 

journey you made with your family from Ljusdal, Sweden to your final resting place in 

Topley, B.C.  Your son Thor was my Great Grandfather.  We called him “Pa”.  My mother 

helped to bury him and his wife Irene (my beloved Nana) in the family plot in Topley.  You 

may have met Irene when she was a young girl.  She was Walter Holmes’s daughter.  After 

you passed in 1935, Walter purchased one of the first trucks in the Topley area helping to 

usher in the machine era (Mould, 1976)1.    

You left Sweden in 1909 to begin a new life in Canada with your wife and 7 children 

(‘Erik J. Strimboldt’, 1909; 1921)2.  It was the same year the Great Strike had 300,000 

 

1 Trucks were later used in the tie industry, making it possible to cut wood in the summer.  Traditionally ties were 

brought down to the road on sleighs pulled by horses in the snow (see Appendix B: Figure 1).   
2 Erik applied for naturalization in 1910. He and his wife had eight children (Erick, Edith, Thor, Svea, George, Karl, 
Ester, and Gustav).  Gustav died in Sweden at the age of six. Karl died in 1915 at the age of fifteen. The family 
would have been living in Willow Creek, B.C.  
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workers demanding economic and social change in your home country (Barr, 2015)3.  By 

1884, the Canadian government had begun its campaign to attract settlers by advertising 

free land and ready employment (Ibid).  Immigration agents sent brochures, posters, and 

the Canada West magazine enticing people to make the journey (Government of Canada, 

1909; Bruce, n.d.)?4  Canada West was translated into Swedish- although targeted toward 

the American’s (Chandler, 2016)5.   

Why did you leave when you did?  At 54 years old you were not a young man.  Your 

daughter Svea was just a newborn and Pa would only have been four when you arrived.  It 

must have been an epic journey with so many young ones!   

Your son Thor ended up having a distinguished career with the B.C. Forest Service 

and became Protection Officer for the vast Prince Rupert Forest District.  He lived in a 

grand, old house in what is now the Burns Lake Museum (Lakes District Museum, n.d.).” 6 I 

remember him as a thin man who smelled like pipe smoke and scotch mints.  He had a 

favourite lazy boy chair, and I rarely saw him stand.  He wore his old forest officer 

uniforms till the end of his days- faded greenish brown button-up shirts tucked into a pair 

 

3 Ninety percent of Swedes in the 1860s were farmers.  Two years of famine at the end of the 1860s forced many 
to emigrate due to hunger. 
4 From 1904-1930, the Canadian government issued an annual “Canada West” promotional magazine. It was part 
of the drive to attract skilled farmers- preferably American and British to settle the west and feed industrialized 
eastern Canada and Europe.  The ideal agricultural society envisioned by government officials was modern, highly 
developed, and based on family values which the magazine depicted. No mention was made of Indigenous 
Peoples. Appendix B: Figure 2 
5 The most significant wave of immigration in Canada fell between 1896-1914, when more than two million settlers 
from the U.S. and Europe settled in the prairies. British and Americans were the most targeted immigrants, 
followed by Scandinavians and Germans.  
6The Burns Lake Museum describes Thor’s house as one of the older buildings in Burns Lake that was home to the 
head Forest Warden and his family in the 1930s.  
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of pants he would cinch tight only when he was forced to stand up from his chair– they 

were a bit like army fatigues.   

One story of my Pa left an indelible mark in my memory.  During one of my mom’s 

regular visits to their home, she nibbled on some almonds left on the coffee table beside 

her chair.  He watched her eat the entire bowl while they talked.  When she had finished, 

he grinned at her with his toothless smile.  He told her he had sucked the chocolate off 

the almonds because he had no teeth left to chew them!   

I would love to hear more about how your family ended up in Topley.  One day I will 

make a pilgrimage to pay my respects to you there.   

Your Great, Great Granddaughter, 

Kirsten 

 

Dear Kirsten, 

Thank you for your letter!  I presume my son Thor lost his teeth due to indulging in too much 

“snus” (World Health Organization, 2015).7  Back in those days, we liked to pack it in between the top lip 

and the front teeth.   

The decision to relocate to Canada was easy for me and my wife Elin.  Life was difficult in 

Sweden, we had very little money and many mouths to feed.  We knew of Swedish families who had 

settled near Red Deer, Alberta, that were beginning to establish themselves (Bachusky & Foster, 2012; 

 

7 Snus (snooss) is a tobacco product originating from a variant of dry snuff in early 18th century Sweden.  It is 
placed between the upper lip and gum and does not require spitting.  
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Chandler, 2016; Dawes, 2018, 2010; Wonders, 1983).8  There were opportunities for us to farm and find 

employment as the country was just opening up.   

The prairies were settled quickly after the government purchased Rupert’s Land from the HBC in 

1871(Chandler, 2016).  By 1900, most of the desirable land was gone.  We arrived a little late, although 

in truth I was much more of a woodsman than a farmer.  The Americans were everywhere scouting out 

the land.  Carpenters could be seen and heard at every rail station busily building houses and stores.  

The population of Red Deer was 1000 and growing.   Canada wanted to secure the west before the 

Americans did.  The Canadians constructed a transcontinental railway to mark their territory all the way 

through to the Pacific Ocean.  In 1871, B.C. agreed to join Canada if they built the railway within ten 

years (Lavallé, 2022).  They needed able-bodied men like me to build it, so it wasn’t difficult for me to 

land a job.  The jobs were in remote places, and Elin and the children did suffer their fair share of 

homesickness at first.     

The Indians in the area weren’t good farmers.  They weren’t accustomed to the hard work it 

required9.  They had traditionally followed the buffalo and knew the land and the animals well. They had 

lived on that land long before people like us came over from Europe.  The government formed 

agreements and promises with them, including setting aside reserves of land they could live on, so they 

could build the railroads through their territory.10  Railway lines, farms, and town centers were being 

constructed throughout the Red Deer area (Dawes, 2018; Wonders, 1983).11  I don’t think the Indians 

 

8 Many Swedes settled in the townsite of Stockholm, eight kilometers west of Red Deer.  The pioneers left in 1912 
when the Alberta Central Railway bypassed the town to build a rail line through Sylvan Lake on its way to Rocky 
Mountain House.  When the town was abandoned, Erik moved west to look for work  (see Appendix B: Figure 3). 
9 The settler myth of the “lazy Indian” persists to the present day (see pages 80-83).  
10 Because the Royal Proclamation of 1763 stated that all land belonged to the Indians until Treaty ceded it, the 

government was obliged to recognize that First Nations had title and sovereignty to the land which they desired to 
build the railway. The proclamation established the relationship of mutuality between two nations and the 
principle of consent between First Nations Peoples and the Crown (Government of Canada, 2016; Confederacy of 
Treaty Six First Nations, n.d.).   
11 Red Deer developed primarily as an agricultural service and distribution center.  Its strategic location midway 
between Calgary and Edmonton in the center of a very fertile mixed-farming district contributed to its success.  In 
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truly understood that they had given up those lands forever.  Once they signed the Treaties, the 

floodgates opened for settlers like us (Chandler, 2016).12   

It has been a pleasure corresponding with you Kirsten.  In sum, the land offered to us in Canada 

was for the taking.  We came, worked hard, and offered our children opportunities they would not have 

had in Sweden.   

I look forward to your next letter when you can find the time to write it.  I have enjoyed reliving 

the past with you. 

      Your Great, Great Grandfather 

 Erik 

 

 

Dear Great, Great, Grandfather Erik, 

I have taken to the books to learn about the settlement history of Central Alberta 

upon receiving your last letter.  The railroad made it possible for your family to settle 

when and where you did.  Imagine having to traverse the bush from Quebec to Alberta in a 

wagon with eight children?  I can’t fathom it.  In 1882, the first European settlement was 

built at the junction of the old Calgary-Edmonton trail and the Red Deer River. The 

following year the Canadian Pacific Railway reached Calgary.  The C.P.R. was completed in 

1885, connecting Eastern Canada to B.C. (Lavallé, 2022; Wonders, 1983).   

 

1907, it became a central divisional point of the CPR, and in 1911 the Alberta Central and Canadian Northern 
railways entered the town. 
12 In 1896, Cliford Sifton was appointed Minister of the Interior under Prime Minister Wilfred Laurier.  His mandate 
was to increase immigration, oversee land settlement, and build a nation of farmers.   
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In 1891, a new railway was constructed connecting Calgary to Edmonton.  This 

caused the settlement boom you referred to at the end of your last letter.  Both the 

railway and the government needed settlers to complete their projects.  Scandinavians 

were recruited from the United States and from Europe.  Carl O. Swanson was a federal 

government immigration official and a fellow Swede.  He immigrated in 1869 and became an 

agent the same year the railway extended to Edmonton.  He was keen to attract the 

Americans whom he thought would make ideal settlers (except for the whisky traders, of 

course). In 1892, the C.P.R. started selling land (Wonders, 1983).  This was the same year 

your father, Jan passed away and just a year after you married your wife, Elin.  I do hope 

your father could meet your wife before he passed.   

Homesteaders gained access to 65 hectares of good agricultural land for a ten-

dollar fee, or they could buy land from the C.P.R. for three dollars an acre (.4 hectares).  

They constructed log houses to house their large families.  Some settlers bought the 

cheap land and sold it to make a quick profit (Ibid).   

Many Swedes settled in Burnt Lake west of Red Deer in 1890-91 (Dawes, 2010; 

2016; 2018).  The land was low and wet, which made it difficult to grow grain, so the 

settlers’ raised sheep and dairy cattle and cut hay.  There were plenty of trees for 

building houses and suitable land for pasture.  They erected a skimming station in 1901 to 

collect cream they sent to the Red Deer Creamery. In 1903, the Red Deer land Company 
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established the townsite of Stockholm13 on the Burnt Lake Trail between Red Deer and 

Sylvan Lake. They moved the school, post office, and store from Burnt Lake to Stockholm, 

and the people soon followed.  They built three churches (including a Lutheran14 church) 

and a cheese factory (Hope, 1995). The 1921 Canadian Census identifies you as a Lutheran, 

so you would have felt at home here (‘Erik J. Strimboldh,’ 1921).  I imagine that Stockholm 

might have been a good place for your family to land after you arrived in 1909.  

My “Pa” Sven Thor was born in Sweden in 1905.  By this time, most of the land in 

Central Alberta had already been homesteaded.  In 1907, the eastern construction of the 

Grand Trunk Pacific Railway15 began (Regehr, 2014; Vogt & Gamble, 2010).  Red Deer 

became a major division point of the Canadian Pacific Railway.  At this point, you gathered 

your family, said goodbye to all you had ever known, and left Sweden bound for Red Deer 

in 1909.  Did you know the Cree named the Red Deer River after the word “Elk” in their 

language?  The Scottish fur traders who were working in the area mistook the elk for the 

red deer that lived in their homeland.  This is how the city of Red Deer got its name 

(Dawes, 2020).  The area is the traditional home of the Blackfoot Confederacy, Tsuu T’ina, 

Stoney-Nakoda, Cree, Saulteaux, and Metis people.  

 

13 See footnote 8 
14 Scandinavian Lutherans developed somber piety due to the significant suffering they endured during great 
famines, times of disease, rising prices, and war between 1600-1700.  Prayer was a way of coming to terms with 
grief and gave comfort by showing the common aspect of suffering and need. Swedish sermons repeatedly 
stressed the need for true repentance and moral regeneration, and devotional literature was designed to cope 
with calamity and sudden death.  
15 Land acquisition for national development projects (railways) in B.C. led to a general pattern of Indigenous 
dispossession in B.C.  Relocating reserves away from white development isolated and sheltered Indigenous groups 
and was legitimized by Catholic missionaries and the Department of Indian Affairs. 
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 I look forward to learning what happens next in your journey! 

       Your Granddaughter, 

       Kirsten 

 

Dear Kirsten, 

When we arrived in the Red Deer area, I dropped my father’s surname (Jansson) and used 

Strimbold instead.  My younger brother Per Gustaf had done the same when he emigrated to America in 

1887 (Hogman, 2022; ‘Per Gustaf Strimbold Jansson’, 1887).16 You are right. Many Scandinavians had 

settled in the Stockholm and Wetaskiwin communities, which made figuring out who was who quite 

tricky.  Friends helped us in the beginning.   A year after we arrived, two railways entered the city of Red 

Deer: the Alberta Central (ACR) and the Canadian National (Atlas of Alberta Railways, 2005).17  The 

townsite of Stockholm on the Burnt Lake Trail was bypassed by the ACR to go through Sylvan Lake on its 

way to Rocky Mountain House.  This was an unexpected blow to an established Swedish community.  I 

was forced to move west in search of work as we had yet to pay back the money for our family’s passage 

across the water.     

 

16 Sweden traditionally followed a patronymic naming system.  Erik’s father‘s name was Jan; therefore, he became 

Erik Jansson (Jan’s son). Swedes were encouraged to adopt family names after 1901, although patronymics were 
not abolished until the 1963 Names Adoption Act.  Strimbold has many variations in spelling- Strimboldt, 
Strimboldh, and Strembolah.  Erik’s younger brother Per Gustaf left for the United States in 1887 and may have 
been the first to use the name.  I believe they settled on this version of Strimbold because it was easy to read in 
English.  
17 The ACR originally served Central Alberta from Forth, near Red Deer, to just beyond Rocky Mountain House at 
Ullin.  It was completed in 1913 and operated by the CPR until 1981.  Today a museum in Wetaskiwin, Alberta, 
commemorates this historic railway (abcentralrailway.com). The ACR provided access to large tracts of fertile 
prairie land and the Brazeau coalfields, and it helped to form a link in a new transcontinental railway (see 
Appendix B: Figure 3).  
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Luckily, I found a contract with J.M. Kullander in 1912 to lay 27 km of track near Willow Creek 

(Fort George Herald, 1912; 1913; Transcontinental Townsite Company, 1913).18  Willow Creek was 

promised to be the first big city in British Columbia, so we hastily made our way to realize our dreams.  

In 1913, the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway began subdividing the land they had purchased at Willow Creek 

the year before.  Unfortunately, with the arrival of the First World War, real estate plummeted, and 

plans for the new city were dematerialized.  We were one of twenty-nine families that stayed among 

roughly one hundred residents.   You’ll be able to locate my name and occupation (laborer) in the 

Wrigley Directory of 1918 (Wrigley’s British Columbia Directory, 1918).  I managed to save a good chunk 

of cash working under Kullander, and my sons and I gained valuable experience making hewn ties for 

the various railroads in the area.   

 When the war ended, settlers began flooding into the area looking for work because of the new 

demand for hewn ties.  In 1919, the GTPR became part of the CNR.  In 1920, we ventured north to 

Topley Landing, Skeena, B.C., and purchased our very own plot of land (Government of Canada, 

2021b).19  Topley Landing has a long history of European presence.  In 1812, it was first visited by 

Europeans, and in 1822, the HBC set up shop to trade with the Indians (Lake Babine Treaty Office, 

2012a).20 Missionaries arrived with the HBC, and in 1848 they built a church.  I was born in 1856, which 

gives you some perspective on how long this area has been occupied by Europeans!  

 

18 Willow Creek was promised to be one of the most wealthy and important of the younger cities in Canada, 
opening up vast agricultural, timber, and minerals in B.C.’s Peace River district.  Located at the confluence of the 
Fraser, Salmon, and Willow Rivers on the Main Line of the GTR, it was established by the GTR in 1912 on Lot 
No.785 (see Appendix B: Figure 4). 
19 Robert C.W. Lett was an employee of the GTPR and named the village after his father-in-law, William J. Topley, 
an early Canadian photographer who had never visited the area (Rodger, 2005). 
20 Daniel Williams Harmon of the Northwest Company became the first European to record a visit to Babine Lake in 

1812 and almost certainly the first European to set foot among the Indigenous villages (see Appendix B: Figure 5).  
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 I shot the first moose in Topley the year we arrived, and a photograph was taken to record the 

event.21  We helped to open the first school in 1921- a one- room log cabin with a fireplace.  A young 

lady from Vancouver was hired to teach sixteen children from seven different families.  The children 

enjoyed violin lessons from our neighbor Ole Fjasted and managed their own trap lines.  We enjoyed 

huckleberries and trout in the summer months.  1920 was also the seven-year peak of the local rabbit 

cycle, so there was a ton of food and fur to be had (Mould, 1976).  At 65 years of age, I was starting to 

feel the ache in my bones, but there was still plenty of work to do.  We cut a wagon road into our 

homestead and cleared the trees.  We grew very little because the soil was poor.  Bush work was what 

we did to survive.   

My sons and I got involved in the hewn tie industry right away.  We acquired a decent supply of 

picaroons, scoring axes, broadaxes, and spud-tie peeling tools.  We purchased two horses, a sleigh and 

managed all our horseshoeing.  The years between 1924-30 were good years.  We earned the name 

“stump farmers” because we cleared so much bush.  The stumps were difficult to remove, so we just left 

them in the ground to rot. We cut our ties in winter when the sap was down, and the snow made it 

possible to pull a fully loaded sleigh.22  We secured subcontracts with the railway companies for making 

the ties and delivering them to the nearest siding.  Advances got us through the winter until the spring, 

when we were paid whatever was left (Ibid).  We spent the summers working on our small gardens and 

socializing with our neighbors.  Everyone looked forward to the Saturday night dances (especially Elin).  

The Depression years collapsed the hewn tie industry. We kept on cutting, and the ties ended up 

deteriorating beside the tracks.  Food was expensive, and a system of credit for work was established to 

make ends meet (Ibid).   

 

21 See Appendix B: Figure 6 
22 See Appendix B: Figure 1 
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 Elin and I did not reap the benefits of our labor in our lifetime.  I died before the machine age 

arrived- no trucks to haul out the timber and no sawmills to process the logs.  We had our hands and the 

sweat on our backs to forge our path.  We worked hard for the success of our family many generations 

into the future.  I do hope these letters have answered some of your queries.  

      Your loving grandfather Erik  

Poem: Hard Work 

I. 
 
In the Babine 

frozen hands shudder with each blow 

broadaxe feeds on pine 

fashioned railroad ties 

dragged in deep snow 

sleigh unpacked, stacked 

along Grand Trunk tracks  

while the stumps reach  

gruesome in their memory 

cling to earth 

the empty sky 

where once there was a multitude  

of great horned owls 

 

In Topley Landing, 1920  

my Swedish grandfather 

shot the first moose 
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to wander into those woods 

a grainy black and white picture 

helps me to know I was there 

how we claimed the animal 

buried its meat in the snow 

fed seven children that winter 

so that I too might live 

 

the hands of children 

carried dead rabbits  

gathered huckleberries in handfuls  

plumped a dry ass with new hay 

their cottony fingers peeled bark  

from the railway ties  

cut firewood and meat 

the soil and blood  

on hands that carried logs 

babies, birds’ eggs 

amongst the trees, fish, berries, lands 

ties that bind 

II. 

a century later 

the body has become a purse 

it goes wherever we go 
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lost but not lost 

unattached to the land 

we no longer feel hunger  

fix what’s broken 

relish the bite of an onion   

I dropped my baby in a pool  

watched her thrash her tiny limbs 

and did nothing 

to keep her from sinking  

now a teenager  

she hums and haws 

over the effort of entertaining 

a spirited neighborhood boy 

how else will she have 

money to spend at the mall? 

 

I too, was a reluctant daughter 

industriously challenging  

piano lessons, table manners, chosen paths 

lost within tradition 

I too, sipped promises fed on promises  

of little white lies 
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Critical Self Reflection: Treaties  

The following section is guided by the first question on my Critical Self-Reflection Template (see 

Appendix A).   

What might be some other pieces of the story?   

I recently communicated with another Montessori teacher in Saskatchewan who was 

undertaking “Treaty Education” in her classroom. Recognizing my ignorance of something so 

foundational to building and maintaining relationships with Indigenous Peoples in Canada was not 

entirely my fault.  Growing up in British Columbia, I did not learn about treaties in school.  Only two 

treaties existed in the province then, and none even close to the area where I lived.  Between 1850-

1854, James Douglas, chief factor of Fort Victoria and governor of the colony of Vancouver Island, 

formed the Douglas Treaties with fourteen Indigenous Nations.  These treaties were negotiated and 

agreed to orally, signed on blank pieces of paper, and put in written form afterward.  The Indigenous 

Nations had agreed to share part of their territories to allow for settlement, but the written treaty 

suggested they sold their land to the Crown (Te’mexw Treaty Association, n.d.). Treaty 8 was signed in 

1899 by First Nations of Northern Alberta, Northwestern Saskatchewan, the Southwest portion of the 

Northwest Territories, and Northeastern B.C.  Elders report that this Treaty’s true spirit and intent was 

based upon the principles of law, respect, honesty, and acceptance. It promoted co-existence between 

peoples on the land and the sharing of resources, both renewable and non-renewable (Treaty 8 Tribal 

Association, n.d.). There would be no other treaties in B.C. until 1997, when the Nisga’a Final Agreement 

was signed (Nisga’a Lisims Government, n.d.-a).  

Government officials in B.C. have traditionally resisted the idea of Indigenous Peoples having 

inherent rights.  The Calder Case in 1969 was the first of a series of cases regarding Indigenous rights. In 

this case, the Nisga’a Nation of northwestern B.C. upheld that they had never surrendered title to their 

homelands.  Although they lost the case based on a legal technicality, the Calder Case served as a 
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catalyst for change (Albers, 2022, Nisga’a Lisims Government, n.d.-b).  Today, there are fifty-nine 

Indigenous Nations in B.C., in various stages of the negotiations process, on their way to forming 

modern treaties (B.C. Treaty Commission, 2022-d).   

  In the Delgamuukw Case of 1997, the Supreme Court of Canada declared that the colony of B.C. 

had not extinguished Aboriginal title before it joined Confederation in 1871.  The court defined 

Aboriginal title as a communal right to exclusive use and occupation of land and officially recognized 

traditional governance and hereditary leaders.  The right to occupy traditional land is protected under 

section 35 of the Constitution Act of 1982.  The court did not outline where Aboriginal title exists in B.C., 

and this process continues to be negotiated.  Gitxsan member Earl Muldoe Delgamuukw argued that 

Aboriginal title could be proved through sufficient, continuous, and exclusive occupation prior to 1846, 

the year Britain asserted sovereignty over B.C. (BC Treaty Commission, 1999a, 1999b; Raven, n.d.). In 

2014, The Supreme Court of Canada granted the Tsilhqot’in of central B.C. title to 1,700 km2 of their 

lands.  The ruling was based on the meaning and criteria for Aboriginal title previously established in the 

Delgamuukw case (Albers, 2022).  

Today, negotiations for the Gitxsan have stalled, and critics say the province and Canada are 

flouting the Delgamuukw decision by supporting Coastal GasLink, a 670-kilometer natural-gas pipeline 

that is currently being constructed and which crosses traditional Wet’suwet’en territory (Belrichard & 

Barrera, 2020).  The project is opposed by Gitxsan- Wet’suwet’en hereditary chiefs, who are the leaders 

of the Nation’s governance system and have complete jurisdiction over Indigenous law.  Band councils 

are only responsible for the territory within their respective reserves, and their authority comes with the 

Indian Act.  The government erected them as a mechanism to erase traditional Indigenous law and 

governance.  The provincial government authorized the pipeline project with the consent of elected but 

not hereditary leaders, even though Band Councils have no legal authority (Wikler, 2020).   
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In 2020, at the height of the Covid-19 Pandemic, the B.C. Government declared oil and gas 

projects an essential service.  While work camps continued at full speed, Indigenous land defenders and 

hereditary chiefs went into retreat to protect their communities from the new, highly transmissible 

disease.  A permanent injunction was ordered by the B.C. Supreme Court banning blockades on 

December 31, 2019.  The injunction led to a month-long standoff in January 2020.  Negotiations for 

Wet’suwet’en land claims remain outstanding (Belrichard & Barrera, 2020; Follet Hosgood, 2022).  

There are over two hundred Indigenous Nations in B.C., making up a third of all Indigenous 

communities in Canada (FNESC, 2019).  More than half of these groups are participating in or have 

completed modern treaty negotiations (B.C. Treaty Commission, 2022a).  Modern treaties, also known 

as Comprehensive Land Claims Agreements, address unceded lands. They can include issues not 

addressed in historic treaties, including consultation and participation requirements, wildlife harvesting 

rights, financial settlements, participation in land use and management in specific areas, self-

government, resource revenue sharing and measures to participate in the Canadian economy, and 

implementation and planning (Land Claims Agreement Coalition, 2017-2022).  Modern treaties are 

concluded over long periods, according to the B.C. Treaty Commission (2008), and they contain a high 

level of detail, providing clarity and predictability over land and resource rights, ownership, and 

management.  The major components integral to modern treaty-making in B.C. are Aboriginal rights, 

self-government, land and resources, financial issues, fishing, and forestry.  After 2000, all modern 

treaties have included provisions for self-government (B.C. Treaty Commission, 2022a; Government of 

Canada, 2019-b). 

In 1992, the B.C. Treaty Commission and the treaty negotiations process were established.  

There have been three parties involved from the beginning- the federal and provincial governments and 

the First Nations Summit.  The First Nations Summit comprises a majority of First Nations and Tribal 

Councils in B.C. that have agreed to participate in treaty negotiations.  Their role is to support local First 



Decolonization Journey                         70 

Nations in the treaty process (First Nations Summit, 2022).   There are six stages in the negotiation 

process that the B.C. Treaty Commission facilitates.  Joseph Gosnell, Sr, former President of the Nisga’a 

Tribal Council, said “a treaty is a sacred instrument, the legal framework for a new society based on self-

reliance and self-actualization.  Fairly and honourably negotiated, the treaty represents a major 

breakthrough for aboriginal self-determination- one of the most pressing issues in contemporary 

Canada and around the world” (Understanding Treaty Negotiations, 1998, Preface). Treaty negotiation is 

voluntary and open to all Indigenous Nations in British Columbia.  As of 2022, eight modern treaties out 

of twenty-nine in Canada have been implemented in B.C (Alliance of BC Modern Treaty Nations, 2022; 

Huu-ay-aht First Nations, 2017; Kyuquot/Checlesent First Nation; Nisga’a Lisims Government, n.d.; 2020; 

Tla’amin Nation, 2020; Toquaht Nation, 2022; Tsawwassen First Nation, n.d.; Uchucklesaht Tribe, 2022; 

Ucluelet First Nation (Yuułuʔiłʔatḥ), n.d.).  

The community I grew up in was steeped in Indigenous history and culture and was home to 

many prominent First Nations bands.  My knowledge of Indigenous Peoples however, was limited, racist, 

and biased.  It stemmed from willful ignorance steeped in the privileges I had inherited, being born a 

descendant of white European settlers.  I enjoyed a middle-class life, a stable household, and access to 

opportunities because of my race.  I was taught that Indigenous Peoples were permitted to catch fish for 

food and would often sell it to non-natives to earn a bit of cash (for example, there was a notion that it 

paid to have an Indigenous friend that could supply you with salmon). I learned to perceive that 

Indigenous Peoples had a special card that allowed them to receive cheap gas and cigarettes.  I also 

learned to perceive that some of my classmates were “given money” to buy new trucks when they 

reached a certain age. I learned to believe that Indigenous kids just had to show up, and they would 

graduate from high school.  I learned that Indigenous Peoples did not matter, could not hold down a job, 

and were often drunk in public places.  I learned to see Indigenous Peoples through settler colonial 

deficit-based myths as lazy, slow, seldomly successful, and slovenly.  These powerful, harmful 
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assumptions were instilled throughout my childhood as part of a collective social process that 

encouraged me to see myself as someone who would succeed and my Indigenous peers as people who 

would fail.  The impact of racism infects us all.  Whether explicit or implicit, the harm caused by these 

lies prevents us from understanding each other in ways that will heal our relationships and our planet.   

The first time I heard about residential schools was during my first year at the local community 

college.  An Indigenous woman in my creative writing class spoke about the trauma that was being 

passed down through each generation in her family.  In her family, the trauma manifested in a pattern 

of alcoholism, poverty, and childhood neglect.  I witnessed and shared her pain.  I wondered why this 

secret had been kept from me for so long. 

What follows are a series of questions that I could not answer at the beginning of this project. 

Guided by questions on the Critical Self-Reflection Template, I was compelled to learn more about the 

people missing in Erik’s story.   I wanted to investigate the stories of Indigenous communities that were 

displaced so that my ancestors could thrive and prosper.  I wanted to know who these lands belonged to 

and deepen my knowledge about the history and legacy of Indigenous Peoples in the places I have 

grown to love. Single stories risk exploiting differences through deficit-based frames and narrowing our 

collective experiences.  Popular settler colonial myths, such as those describing Indigenous people as 

victims, are widespread.  Counter stories expose, analyze, and challenge these narrow accounts shifting 

the focus towards how these myths sustain colonial education systems.  They provide a platform to 

interrogate privilege and settler views of Indigenous Peoples to show how we are all interconnected 

within a system of oppression (Madden, 2019; Ngozi Adichie, 2014). The story I am about to tell is only 

one narration of many, and there are multiple perspectives, issues, and parts of history that will not be 

accounted for in this telling. 
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What Treaties were established where Erik first settled?  

Treaty 6 was first signed in 1876 at Fort Carlton and Fort Pitt, Saskatchewan. The total area of 

the Treaty stretches from western Alberta through Saskatchewan and into Manitoba and includes fifty 

Indigenous Nations.  In Alberta, where Erik first arrived, it was initially signed in 1877 at Fort Edmonton 

and Blackfoot Crossing.  Adhesions to the treaty were signed at Sounding Lake in 1879 and Rocky 

Mountain House in 1944 and 1950.  The Indigenous signatories to the Treaty belonged to the Cree, 

Assiniboine, and Ojibwa Nations (Albers, 2022; Filice, 2016).  Treaty 6 encompasses seventeen 

Indigenous Nations in central Alberta, including the Dene Suliné, Cree, Nakota, Sioux, and Saulteaux 

peoples (Confederacy of Treaty Six First Nations, n.d.-a).  Each nation has at least one central reserve, 

which acts as their town site, and a few have a second, smaller timber reserve.  The southern border of 

Treaty 6 is the city of Red Deer, where my grandfather was destined upon his arrival to Canada in 1909 

(see Appendix B: Figure 3).  

 Before Treaty 6, there was widespread hunger and disease among Indigenous Peoples in central 

Alberta. The buffalo population had been decimated, and new diseases such as smallpox, introduced 

with the arrival of Europeans, were devastating local communities.  Treaties were necessary for 

Europeans to continue settling, as they were bound by the Royal Proclamation of 1763, which required 

consent from Indigenous Peoples for the use of the land.  For Indigenous Peoples, the coming of new 

people was prophesized, so they knew to expect it (Bird, 2018).  For Indigenous Peoples, treaties 

represented sacred covenants and living agreements that would allow long-term equitable relations 

between themselves and Europeans.  The treaties allowed settlers to co-exist with Indigenous Peoples 

on their lands (Venne, 2007).  There were two Treaty agreements, one written and the other oral.  The 

oral agreement was witnessed by those at the signing, and its contents have been passed down through 

the generations.  The oral Treaty speaks of a promise that lands would be shared, not surrendered, or 

ceded to the government (Obomsawin, 2014).   
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Alexander Morris, Lieutenant Governor of Manitoba, and the North-West Territories negotiated 

the terms of Treaties 3, 4, 5, and 6 with Indigenous Peoples on the prairies (Beal, 2005).   The 

government wanted the prairies filled with “desirable” settlers like my grandfather Erik, and the 

transcontinental railway needed to be built to connect British Columbia to the rest of the country.  For 

Canada, these strategies would secure the west from American interests in obtaining what they saw as 

“unclaimed land.”  Indigenous Peoples were not discovered, and there was no terra nullius.  There were 

no wars or conquests and no jurisdiction, past or present in international law, to allow for the 

expropriation of Indigenous lands without consent. Cindy Blackstock recently urged the Pope to publicly 

rescind the 1493 papal bull “Inter Caetera” that gave rise to the Doctrine of Discovery, the license to 

claim vacant land (terra nullius) that was not occupied by Christians, and thereby “legalizing” the unjust 

theft of lands around the world (Blackstock, 2022).  

Signing Treaty 6 was not a unanimous decision on the part of Indigenous leaders, and not all 

were present at the signing (Bird, 2018; Filice, 2016).  Cree Chiefs Big Child and Star Blanket convinced 

their people to sign at Fort Carlton, Saskatchewan.  Poundmaker, a local Cree leader, disagreed.  He 

famously said, “This is our land; it isn’t a piece of pemmican to be cut off and given to pieces back to us.  

It is ours and we will take what we want” (Taylor, 1985).   Poundmaker reluctantly signed because he 

was outnumbered and outranked by other Cree chiefs.  Chief Big Bear was away consulting with other 

prairie nations about the treaties they had already signed.  They warned him that the government would 

not live up to its promises.  When he came back to inform his people, it was too late.  Big Bear did not 

sign the Treaty until six years later, when his people were threatened with starvation (Pannekoek, 2006).   

Before Treaty 7 was signed, the Indigenous Peoples of southern Alberta were dealing with 

smallpox, the decline of the buffalo, and the introduction of whiskey from American traders who had set 

up trading forts in the area (Johnston, 1969). In 1875, Crowfoot, a leader of the Siksika, was informed by 

John McDougal, a local Methodist missionary, that the Treaties would be coming to Blackfoot territory.  
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He consulted with the other members of the Blackfoot Confederacy- the Pikani and Kainai.  They 

petitioned Alexander Morris for a treaty that would put an end to the invasion of settlers and Cree and 

Métis buffalo hunters in their territory.  They sought to make peace with the government, amongst 

themselves, and the settlers that were continuing to arrive.  Treaty 7 was signed in Alberta in 1877 by 

the Blackfoot and three of its Nations: The Siksika (Blackfoot), Kainai (Blood), and Piikani (Peigan), along 

with the Stoney-Nakoda, and the Tsuu t’ina.  Crowfoot negotiated the treaty on behalf of the Blackfoot 

Confederacy at Blackfoot Crossing, a site on their territory.  It was seen as a negotiation of peace 

amongst people and not a land surrender (Tesar, 2021).   

What did Indigenous Peoples receive upon signing the treaties?   

The Numbered Treaties were based more on economic practicality and white settler access to 

land than Indigenous rights. To obtain Indigenous consent for an agreement to share the land, the 

Crown offered many promises of material aid and well-being that stirred hope in the local population, 

looking to transition to a new way of life.  Elders present at the signing recount that there was no 

discussion regarding the surrender of their lands.  They describe that what was said during the 

proceedings was not recorded, and what emerged in writing afterward was very different (Dempsey, 

2015; Hildebrandt, 2006).    

In return for peace and permission to share their lands, Indigenous signatories were promised 

that settlement would bring them no harm and that they would be free to live as they always had- with 

open access to hunting and fishing on their traditional lands.  The Crown only offered small portions of 

their traditional lands to be held as reserves based on each Nation’s population at the time of the 

signing.  Each Indigenous community was promised similar provisions that included small amounts of 

money fixed in perpetuity, seed, agricultural instruction, schools on reserve, medical assistance, guns 

and ammunition, an end to the whisky trade and horse stealing, rations, and clothing.  At first, some of 

the promises were fulfilled, but they did not last (Ibid).  
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Were treaty promises fulfilled?  

   1876 signified a new era in Canada’s relationship with Indigenous Peoples.  The Canadian 

government introduced the Indian Act, thereby authorizing the administration of Indian status, 

local First Nations governments, and the management of all aspects of reserve lands, including 

controlling resources, finance, and education.  It eradicated traditional forms of government and 

outlawed Indigenous cultural practices and traditions (Hanson, 2009; Milloy, 2008).  The Indian Act was 

designed to administer constitutional “guardianship” for Indigenous Peoples and aimed to assimilate 

them into Euro-Canadian society.  It shifted the spirit of the Treaty relationship from respect and kinship 

to a trustee-ward relationship, where Indigenous Peoples had no control over their lives or lands (Bird, 

2018).   Traditional forms of government were replaced with male-only elective systems under the 

control of an Indian agent.  The Indian Act, as a highly invasive, paternalistic body of laws, has 

authorized the Canadian government to shape, control, and constrain the lives and opportunities of 

Indigenous Peoples to the present day (Joseph, 2018).   

Much reserve land was stolen from Indigenous Peoples due to shady deals by Indian agents.  

The agents were assigned to reserves and bands to liaise between the government and Indigenous 

Nations.  They played a significant role in governing reserves and ensuring its members social control 

and transformation after treaties were signed.  The Indian Agent employed farming instructors, ration 

issuers, and interpreters.  They had the authority to enforce attendance at residential schools, leave and 

enter the reserve, allow cultural and spiritual practices, and define who was entitled to rations (Carter, 

1990; Dyck, 1986).  Rations were also controlled through violence and sexual violence toward 

Indigenous women and girls.  It is colonial violence that continues to enable white settlers to claim 

Indigenous lands as their own and to come to know themselves as entitled to them (Razack, 2022, 

Chapter 5).   

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/indian-status
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/first-nations
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/aboriginal-reserves
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Indigenous prairie leaders brought various demands to the negotiating table.  They asked for 

suitable arable land on their reserves, the promise of seed, implements, oxen, instruction in agriculture, 

and enough rations to sustain their people until their farms were established.  The government initiated 

a reserve agricultural program in 1878-79, which aimed to “teach” Indigenous people how to farm like 

Europeans (Carter,1990).  After 1885, farming was no longer the achievement of Indigenous people who 

desired self-sufficiency on their terms as they had become supervised wardens of the government 

(Dyck, 1986). 

Attitudes and preconceived ideas held by the government and not the inherent shortcomings of 

Indigenous people impeded the progression of agriculture among Indigenous people on the prairies.  

White farmers also failed, but their failures were not blamed on their shortcomings or cultural 

traditions.  White settlers could move on to more favorable lands and climates, but Indigenous Peoples 

were confined to their reserves.  Euro-Canadian belief systems attributed the perceived failure of 

Indigenous farming to be rooted in an inherent incompatibility between Indigenous Peoples and 

agriculture (Bateman, 1996). Indigenous Peoples were seen to be unaccustomed to the hard work 

required by an agrarian way of life (Dyck, 1986).  Anti-Indigenous myths about poor work ethics justified 

the paternalistic government policies and practices derived from the Indian Act and continue to create 

harmful stereotypes that maintain barriers in education and across society for Indigenous Peoples.  

Government policies in the late 1880s led to further declines in the success of Indigenous 

farming on the prairies.  Rather than support successful Indigenous farmers, systemic efforts were made 

to block their progress and prevent them from becoming competitive with whites.  In 1888, Indian 

Commissioner Hayter Reed introduced a policy of allotment in severality.  This policy meant subdividing 

reserves into separate farms to promote individualism and self-reliance.  Allotment had devastating 

effects on Indigenous farming (Bateman, 1996).  Government officials believed Indigenous farmers did 

not need all their land and should not have land that was not under cultivation.  The allotment policy 



Decolonization Journey                         77 

demarcated what land was used or unused agriculturally by Indigenous Peoples.  Creating farmers that 

were not supported was a strategy to assimilate Indigenous Peoples and eventually do away with 

reserves entirely (Carter, 1990).  

 Indigenous Peoples have inhabited Turtle Island (North America) for thousands of years, and 

their relationship with the lands and waters is foundational to their cultures and worldviews.  An 

essential aspect of many Indigenous creation stories is an understanding of place within their 

homelands, including the responsibility to live with respect and to enact reciprocity (Atleo & Boron, 

2022).  In a speech to the BC Legislature, Joseph Gosnell (1998), former chief of the Nisga’a Nation said, 

“From time immemorial, our oral literature, passed down from generation to generation, records the 

story of the way the Nisga’a people were placed on Earth, entrusted with the care and protection of our 

land” (p. 6).  The Nisga’a say that “Ours is a world of teeming inlets, dense forests, and sleeping 

volcanoes. It is a land that is as much a part of us as our own flesh and blood” (Nisga’a Lisims 

Government, n.d.-c, Importance of Land section).   

  The pass system further constrained Indigenous farmers and communities by regulating their 

movements from reserve lands.   Introduced in 1885, it ensured Indigenous farmers could no longer 

work together to pool their resources.  The Indian agent had the authority to approve passes that stated 

the reason for being off the reserve and for how long a person would be gone (Satzewich, 1997).  The 

pass system controlled the debt and credit necessary for individual farmers to purchase farm 

equipment, and farm instructors and Indian agents were ordered to refuse the authorization of sales to 

Indigenous farmers who pooled their resources.   They could not collectively sell their crops or use their 

capital as they saw fit (Carter, 1990). 

Between 1889-1897, Indigenous farmers faced extreme limitations in their agricultural activities 

with another policy instituted by Hayter Reed- peasant or small-scale farming.   Self-sufficiency and 

evolutionary arguments that Indigenous people needed to experience farming first with hand tools 
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before graduating to labour-saving machinery fueled this policy.  Indigenous farmers were given simple 

tools and were required to make everything else they needed- carts, hay forks, and even door hinges. 

Each Indigenous family was given a single cow to “learn” to care for their animals.  Reed believed that 

Indigenous farmers had not yet reached the level where they could compete with white settlers, so they 

should not be allowed to access machines that would allow them to do so.   Even the Indian Agents 

protested that this policy was too restrictive (Ibid, 1990).  Reed’s policies provided optimal 

environments for white settlers to farm while ensuring that Indigenous farmers would not be 

competitors.    

The allotment and peasant farming policies prevented Indigenous farmers from using traditional 

patterns of cooperative labour and from sharing farm machinery and capital.  Without these attributes, 

Indigenous Peoples were systematically blocked from sustainable and successful farming.  Settlers, on 

the other hand, banded together to form distinct ethnic communities with strong support networks 

(Ibid, Dyck, 1986).   

Indigenous Peoples on the prairies knew a great deal about their environments- the plants, 

rainfall and frost patterns, availability of water, care of horses, and knowledge of summer pasturage and 

winter forage requirements.  This knowledge had the potential to make Indigenous farmers more 

naturally suited than the white settlers in the harsh conditions of the prairies if given enough support 

and instruction (Bateman, 1996).  It was essential to the government that Indigenous people adopt an 

agrarian lifestyle because by becoming stationary farmers, it freed up surplus land for incoming settlers 

by minimizing the territories where they would practice traditional hunting and agriculture.  In the 

minds of the colonizers, farming represented the epitome of social order and civilization.   

Reserves and Treaties in British Columbia  

Government authorities began to create reserves in British Columbia in the 1850s.  The 

underlying motive for setting aside these lands was to make land available for settlers outside reserve 
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borders.  In B.C., reserves were traditionally smaller than those negotiated in Alberta.  Some bands had 

a say as to where their reserves would be, while others were created for them, often outside their 

traditional territories.  Because the reserves were small, bands had limited access to resources and 

economic opportunities.   

Once reserves were established, they were reduced in size.  In the late 1860s, B.C. governor 

Joseph Trutch began to skim land from reserves that were not being used for resource extraction or 

agriculture.  “Cut-off lands” were lands he deemed excessive and unnecessary for the requirements of 

Indigenous people.  He believed they had no right to the lands they claimed and reversed the land 

policies James Douglas had already established with Indigenous Peoples on Vancouver Island.  The 

newly established province of British Columbia maintained that Aboriginal title had been extinguished 

before Confederation.  Reserves under Trutch became no bigger than 10 acres per family, and existing 

reserves were reduced.  In 1912, the federal and provincial governments created the McKenna-McBride 

Commission to review reserves across the province.  Their criteria of proper usage (farming) differed 

from the bands and further reduced the size of many reserves (Albers, 2022; LaBoucan, 2018).  In 

September 2022 the Musqueum Indian Band gifted a replacement name for Trutch Street to the City of 

Vancouver.  The new name of the street is Musqueamview Street in English and šxʷməθkʷəyə̓masəm in 

hən̓q̓əmin̓əm̓, the traditional language of the Musqueam (Thibault, 2022).       

The Railway Belt Act was approved in 1906.  This act allowed the Canadian government to take 

back reserve lands without consent or compensation, to allow for railways and other public utilities.  As 

a result, many reserves were fragmented.  Families, houses, and clans that had hunted and gathered for 

generations were randomly joined with other families and houses, disrupting social networks and 

kinship systems that determined who could hunt and gather in certain areas (Railway Belt Act, 1927; 

Lheidli T’enneh, n.d.).  
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In the case of Willow Creek, where Erik lived and worked on the construction of the Grand Trunk 

Railroad, the area’s Indigenous residents, the Lheidli T’enneh, were forcibly removed from their 

territories during the construction of the Grand Trunk Railway.  A year after the Railway Act was passed, 

negotiations for the sale of their Fort George reserve began.  The Lheidli T’enneh rejected two different 

offers to buy their land and, in 1913, were forced off their village site against their will.  Their houses 

were burnt to the ground (Lheidli T’enneh, n.d.). 

Houses on reserves were designed for western nuclear families, not extensive Indigenous ones, 

and were built on a meager government budget.  Indigenous families often include multiple generations 

in their housing arrangements (First Nations Education Steering Committee, 2019).  Today, the average 

reserve presents dire conditions of poverty, substance abuse, suicide, unemployment, and mortality.  

During the Covid 19 pandemic, overcrowding and lack of adequate reserve housing made it difficult for 

residents to self-isolate (Williams Lake Tribune, 2021).  At the same time, First Nations communities are 

sites of vitality and Indigenous resurgence, and provide Indigenous Peoples with opportunities to 

practice their cultures and customs, revitalize their language, live close to their extended families, and 

often raise their children near their ancestral homelands (Hanson, 2009; Harris, 2002). 

 The Nisga’a Treaty was the first modern-day treaty in B.C.  I was born in 1976, the same year 

the Nisga’a began treaty negotiations with the Trudeau government.  Twenty-four years later, they 

reached a preliminary agreement and invited the province into the negotiations.  In 1998, the 

agreement was finalized, and in 2000, the Nisga’a achieved self-government.  The Nisga’a are now in 

control of approximately 2,000 km2 of their ancestral homelands (Nisga’a Lisims Government, n.d.).  

I wrote a paper about the Nisga’a Agreement in Principle in my second year of college.  I was 

living in a community far from home when the news broke.  My relationship with the Nisga’a people and 

their territory meant I was naturally invested in learning all I could about what was happening.  I could 

sense that history was being made and that I was somehow a part of it.  In high school, I went to school 
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with Nisga’a teenagers.  I later tree planted in the Nass River Valley in the heart of their ancestral lands.  

I had listened to stories about the lava beds told by Nisga’a Elders and learned what would happen to 

children if they disrespected the salmon.  I had even taken my husband to swim in the turquoise pools 

that lined the highway on the drive up to their central reserve- the community of New Aiyansh. 

Understanding the facts of the Treaty became a responsibility because of my relationship with the 

Nisga’a and their lands. 

Indigenous Relations in B.C.  

After a stint in Willow Creek, my grandfather Erik and his family moved north in 1920 to settle in 

the hamlet of Topley.  Topley is a tiny community located on the north side of the Bulkley river between 

Burns Lake and Houston, and sits parallel to Yellowhead Highway 16.  Topley was first settled during the 

construction of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway and became a home base for the section crews working 

in the area.  Topley Landing is located at the outlet of the Fulton River on the western shore of Babine 

Lake.  It is a 40 km drive north from Topley as you exit Hwy 16.  Babine Lake, or Na-taw-bun-kut (“Long 

Lake”), is the longest natural lake in B.C., with a shoreline of 170 km.    Near to the north lies a Provincial 

Park appropriately named Topley Landing Park.  Strimbolah Creek was named after my grandfather Erik 

Strimbold.  It can be found halfway between Topley and Topley Landing and is the likely spot where Erik 

and his family settled (BC Geographical Names Office, 2022).23   

European settlers first arrived in the Topley area in 1812.  In 1882, Scottish fur trader William 

Brown established an HBC post at Fort Kilmore, currently the Old Fort community.  Catholic missionaries 

entered the area at the same time.  The local Indigenous population, the Nat’oot’en, were semi-

nomadic people who thrived on salmon, berries, sheep, deer, caribou, moose, and bear (Lake Babine 

 

23 See Appendix B: Figure: 5 
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Treaty Office, 2012b).  Archeological records have confirmed that they have lived in the area for at least 

1,300 years (CBC News, 2019).  

Before 1957, the Nat’oot’en Nation included two separate bands- the Old Fort Band and the 

Fort Babine Band, situated on Babine Lake.  There were formerly 12 communities that inhabited the lake 

year-round. Lake Babine people traditionally relied on their fish weirs, but in 1905, the Department of 

Fisheries and the Commercial Fisheries of B.C. closed them.  Two Hereditary Chiefs traveled to Ottawa 

and successfully negotiated the Babine Barricade Treaty, but it has never been fulfilled by the federal 

government to this day. The Nat’oot’en people became poverty-stricken without their weirs and 

resorted to trapping and working for small developing logging companies to get by. As more settlers, like 

my grandfather Erik, started to move into their territory, work became harder to find.   Smallpox 

ravaged the Nation in 1906, resulting in members being buried in mass graves (Lake Babine Nation 

Treaty Office, 2012a, Lake Babine Nation, 2022b). 

  In the early 1950s, Babine Nation leaders started to meet with the Indian Agent in Topley & 

Burns Lake.  In 1957, the Department of Indian Affairs joined the two bands to cut down on trips for the 

agent, and they collectively became known as Lake Babine Nation.  Lake Babine Nation has twenty-

seven reserve lands- three year-round communities and two that are inhabited seasonally. In 2021 there 

were 2,500 members (Lake Babine Nation, 2022a; Lake Babine Treaty Office, 2012b).    

In the 1940s, Lake Babine Nation members began moving from the lake to Woyenne near Burns 

Lake.  By 1967, the forced move to the Woyenne Reserve was complete.  Woyenne continues to be their 

largest community and is the site of their band office.  Tachet is located on the central part of Babine 

Lake and Wit’at (Fort Babine) is at the end of the northwest arm of the lake.  The two seasonal 

communities are Nedo’ats (Old Fort) at the north end of the lake and Pendelton Bay (Donald’s Landing) 

near the south end.  Old Fort is only accessible by boat (Lake Babine Nation 2022a; see Appendix B5).  
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The Lake Babine Nation is currently in Stage 4 of the British Columbia Treaty Negotiation Process, and 

their Framework Agreement was drafted in 2001 (BC Treaty Commission, 2022b, 2022c).  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have reflected on my settler colonial identity by weaving multiple layers of 

knowledge through different modes of writing.  I wrote letters to my ancestor Erik because they allowed 

me to probe areas of uncertainty and to make a connection between a time, place, and a person in 

history.  The poem connects Erik and I as common settlers who narrate and perpetuate the settler 

colonial myths of meritocracy and hard work.  In writing the poem, “Hard Work,” I contrasted how the 

idea of work has changed from Erik’s time to today.  Hard work in 1920 involved physical labour.  It 

brought a sense of satisfaction and pride and was a means to survival.  Hard work meant daily chores 

required to feed, shelter, and keep the family warm.  Every family member was called on to help.  

Nowadays, our work is increasingly sedentary and reliant on machines or technology.   Jobs near 

resource industry towns, often near reserves, have dried up.    The “hard work” of Indigenous Peoples 

has been obscured, erased, and miscommunicated to ensure whites remain on top.  

  When Erik arrived in 1909, the Numbered Treaties in the prairies had already been established.  

I had a poor understanding of treaties and was committed to learning more about the treaty process.  I 

began the section on critical self-reflection by utilizing a question from my Critical Self Reflection 

Template- “What might be some other pieces of the story?”    I found a popular, easy- to- access story 

that the government narrates and another story as recounted by Indigenous Peoples.  Because the story 

of Indigenous Peoples by Indigenous Peoples was harder to locate, I chose to give it precedence here.  

Weaving the layers of letters, poetry, and critical self-reflection has helped me to internalize, own, and 

express my knowledge of how the concept of “hard work” and the success of white settlers has been 

maintained through the structures and systems of settler colonialism. 
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Chapter 5 – The Invisibility of Mathilde 

 In this chapter, I relate the story of Mathilde, my Norwegian ancestor, who arrived in Canada in 

1924 with her fisherman husband Marelius and their twins Helge (my grandfather) and Auslaug (Aussie).  

I weave multiple layers of knowledge through different modes of writing to explore divergent stories in 

the hopes of discovering my connection to the past, my complicity in settler colonialism, and a better 

understanding of Canada’s colonial history regarding the fishing industry. The chapter begins with a 

letter correspondence between my grandmother and I, followed by a poem exploring my complicity in 

the racialization of the fishing industry, and concludes with a critical self-reflection focused on the 

history of the salmon fishing and canning industries in B.C. 

Correspondence with Mathilde 

Dear Grandma Matilde, 

I am writing to you 43 years after your passing.  I have a picture of you and I in my 

hands.  We are cuddling together on the couch in my grandpa Helge’s house.  I have my 

thumb in my mouth.24  You died when I was three years old, so I don’t remember you very 

well.  I have learned a little about you through the stories of my father, his cousins, and 

his niece, yet I do not know enough.  These relatives were lucky enough to have spent time 

with you and had the opportunity to know you in a way I never will.  I hope these letters 

can help us get acquainted even though you are no longer physically here.  I have strong 

hands like you.  They are not thick, but my fingers are like long summer beans.  They can 

easily stretch octaves on the piano, and open lids that nobody else can.  My father said 

 

24 See Appendix C: Figure 1 
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your hands and arms were twice the size of his.  He called you a “tough lady.”  I have a 

feeling we would have gotten along.     

I have so many questions I would like to ask you.  I will start by asking about your 

hip.  I am told you fell and broke it at a young age and that you walked with a cane for the 

rest of your life.  Nobody can tell me how you hurt yourself.  They only remember that you 

always had a limp and that you complained that your “rheumatism” was acting up in your 

older years.  This injury must have been quite a setback for you and your family.  I imagine 

you must have suffered a great deal of pain without the medical care available to us now.  

An injury such as this would have limited what you could do.  I can picture you in Kvalnes, 

the small farming settlement where you were born, on the island of Steigen in Norway, 

located above the Arctic Circle.  Did you hurt yourself when you were at play?  Or was it 

an accident of some kind as a young woman?  In any case, there must have been a blanket 

covering you as you recovered.  Perhaps it was made by your mother Anna? I received a 

blanket from my mother when I was old enough to appreciate its value. I hope to make one 

for each of my daughters when they are ready to leave home.  I recently gave a blanket to 

a friend who was terminally ill.  I left her with a blanket when I knew I would not see her 

again.  

Your older sister Elise was the first to leave for North America.  She left Steigen 

for Duluth, Minnesota, and was married there when she was 21 (Alice Johnson, 1904).  You 

belonged to a farming family, and I understand it was difficult to make a living before oil 

was discovered in the area.  It must have been hard to see your sister leave- you would 
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have been fourteen at the time.  Your younger brother Birgir left Norway to reunite with 

Elise in 1910 (Birgir Johnsen, 1910).  By this time, you were twenty years old and had 

already met Marelius.  Fourteen years later you followed your siblings to North America. 

In 1912, your sister Elise crossed the border into Canada at Fort Francis, Rainy River, 

Ontario (Alice Scanlon, 1912).25 From there, she and her family made their way to Meteor 

(Nipawin), Saskatchewan (Elise Scanlon, 1916).  Birgir stayed behind in the States and 

became the lone American in the family.  He was drafted, married, and had five sons 

(Birgir Johnson, 1917-1918).   

In 1919, you married Marelius in Norway when you were 29 (Mathilde Johansen, 

1919).  He returned to Norway after a decade of fishing the Pacific Coast from Seattle to 

Ketchikan during the years 1910-1918 (Marelius J. Hansen, 1910; 1913; 1916).26 In 1912, he 

applied to become an American citizen (Marelius J. Hansen, 1912).  In 1917, he was drafted 

for World War I but claimed an exemption due to poor eyesight (Marelius, J. Hansen, 

1917).  You lived on the Holkestad farm27 with Marelius and his mother Pernille until you 

gave birth to your twins- my grandfather Helge and his sister Auslaug (Aussie) in 1921.  

When the children were three, you made your way to Canada, bringing your elderly father 

 

25 Elise crossed the border from Minnesota into Canada with her husband E.F. Scanlon and their three young 

children, Alvin (1907), Earnest (1908), and Meredit (1909). She would have three more children in Saskatchewan. 
26 Marelius crewed on many fishing boats, including the SS Roman and the SS Celestial Empire. He was known as 

“Big” in the Pacific Northwest fishing industry because he stood over 6 feet tall.  My father recalled that he was 
known to row his boat from Holkestad to the Lofoten Islands, roughly 75 km away (see Appendix C: Figures 2 and 
3). 
27 Marelius’ father, Johann Hauman Hansen, migrated from the nearby island of Engoyla to Holkestad in the 1880s. 

A map showing the geographical location of Holkestad and recent pictures of the farm can be viewed in Appendix 
C: Figures 4, 5, and 6. 
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Johan with you. You left on the steam passenger boat the S.S. Mount Royal from Liverpool, 

England, bound for Montreal (Mathilde D. Holkestad, 1924)28.  Upon your arrival, you took 

the Canadian Pacific Railway to Meteor, Saskatchewan, to visit your sister Elise and her 

family.  The town of Meteor later became Nipawin. The name change confused me when I 

searched for a record of your sister Elise in Saskatchewan.   

Marelius had his mind set on Prince Rupert, so you journeyed onward to B.C. within 

the year.   Other Norwegian fishermen had found halibut fishing quite lucrative on the B.C. 

Coast, and Marelius was already familiar with the area.  Your third child Melvin was born in 

Rupert a year after you arrived in 1925.  Melvin grew up to be a fisherman like his father, 

and Melvin’s son also followed in their footsteps.  Your baby Rupe was born in 1927, 

completing your family.29   

Could you tell me more about your life in Prince Rupert?  I know you helped to look 

after my father after his mother left my grandfather. Thank you for being there to take 

care of my dad. 

      Your great-granddaughter, 

      Kirsten 

Dearest Kirsten, 

It is so lovely to hear from you! I do remember your big blue eyes (and your thumb-

sucking).  I was not very mobile in my later years because of my rheumatism, but it was nice to 

 

28 Mathilde’s passenger declaration was the only record apart from her birth and death certificate that was 

independent of her husband.  In the document, she states that she intends to make Canada her home and that she 

is destined to her brother-in-law, Mr. E. Scanlon, in Meteor, Saskatchewan, via the CPR. 
29 A photo of Marelius and Mathilde’s family (see Appendix C: Figure 7). 
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have the little ones perched upon my lap.  Life in Rupert took some getting used to.  It was a 

busy, cosmopolitan place compared to the farm in Steigen.  Many people were moving to the 

area due to the promising economic opportunities.  I never did master English, but I learned 

quite a few words and phrases.30  Our first home in Prince Rupert was in the Steele Block 

apartments building at 932 3rd Avenue.  It was a two-bedroom apartment.  We soon met other 

Norwegian immigrants through the Lutheran Church and became members of the choir and the 

Sons of Norway.31  My lady friends and I took turns having each other over for tea and cake.  

We made all the traditional Norwegian foods- lefsa, meat loaves, fish cakes, crumcake, and 

lutefisk and distributed the lot amongst our families.  We made quite a ruckus in the kitchen, 

jabbering away in Norwegian, laughing and telling our jokes.  The young ones never caught on 

to a word we said!  

In 1927, we purchased a double lot on 7th Avenue.  We rented a house down the street 

while our house was being built.  Marelius took out a $3100.00 loan from Edward Lipsett Limited 

and used his savings to commission the Tsumara in Cow Bay to build a 34-foot wooden halibut 

boat (Campbell, 2012).  Our son Rupe was born the same year.  In 1928, Marelius took 

possession of the Helge H (Prince Rupert Daily News, 1928-a).  The boat was named after our 

eldest son, your grandfather, Helge Parelius Holkestad.  On March 31, 1928, Marelius and his 

brother Harold caught 7000 pounds of halibut on their maiden fishing expedition on the boat 

(Prince Rupert Daily News1928-b).  They made fourteen trips the first season and caught 

131,500 pounds of fish (Prince Rupert Daily News, 1928-c). 

 

30 The voice of Mathilde in this letter and the information it provides is based on stories told to me by her 

grandchildren. 
31 The Sons of Norway was a fraternal organization formally established in 1895.  It was created to provide 

financial security while celebrating shared Norwegian heritage (more information can be found by watching: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v_eZDMuubQk 

file:///C:/Users/kirsten/Desktop/THESIS%20WORK/Decolonization%20Journey-%20Kirsten%20Holkestad%20(2).docx
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In 1930 we completed the house at 343 7th Avenue East with the windfall Marelius had 

earned.32  My father Johan33 travelled from Nipawin to be with me in his final days and lived with 

us in our new home for a year before he passed.  I am so happy that he caught a glimpse of the 

life we had built for our young family in Prince Rupert. I remained in the home until I died in 

1979.  Our son Mel bought the house after I passed, and his daughter Leslie and her family 

lived there for several years before the house was finally sold. 

When the television set came to Rupert, it changed my life!  I loved to watch the fiddlers 

on the music shows- Don Messer’s Jubilee34 and Jack Jensen from the famed Rhythm Pals.35  

Did you know the Jensen’s had Norwegian roots from Prince Rupert?  I knew a thing or two 

about the mouth organ.  The young people called it a harmonica and enjoyed gathering to hear 

me play it.  I watched the news to stay informed about what was happening in other parts of the 

world.  I will never forget when your father told me of Kennedy’s assassination.  Kennedy was 

such a nice young, good-looking man and his death shook me up.  I was glued to the set for 

days and time seemed to hang in the balance.    

My dear husband Marelius died the year after President Kennedy was killed.  I lived 

another 15 years without him.  My family did what was needed to ensure I was well looked after.  

I prepared lunch for your father almost every day, sometimes his suppers. He often he slept 

 

32 The 2022 value of Mathilde’s house was $565,000. It is currently being used to run a local fishing charter 

business.  See https://www.redfin.ca/bc/prince-rupert/343-7th-Ave-E-V8J-2H9/home/156250839.  
33 Johan Kristian Martinusen (1853-1930) arrived in Canada with Mathilde in 1924.  His wife, Anna Anfindsdatter, 

died in Norway before they left.  He stayed in Meteor (Nipawin) with Elise and her family upon his arrival in 
Canada.  He remained in Meteor for six years before traveling to Rupert in 1930.  He is buried in the Prince Rupert 
Fairview Cemetery. 
34 The Don Messer Variety Show was a popular television folk musical variety show broadcast between 1957-1969.  

It was filmed in Halifax and aired on CBC two nights a week (more information can be found at: 
https://donmesser.com 
35 The Rhythm Pals were a country music trio formed in New Westminster in 1946.  The guitarist and tenor Jack 

Jenson was born in Prince Rupert in 1925.  See: https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/the-rhythm-
pals-emc 
 

http://www.redfin.ca/bc/prince-rupert/343-7th-Ave-E-V8J-2H9/home/156250839
https://donmesser.com/
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/the-rhythm-pals-emc
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/the-rhythm-pals-emc
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over when he was busy in town with his sports and friends.  My house was in the middle of 

town, whereas his father was on the outskirts.  I went for short walks and kept an eye out for lost 

coins that I could dislodge with my cane.  I met your mother.  She was a beautiful young lady 

with long blond hair and pretty blue eyes like yours.  When your father went away to University 

in Victoria, he wrote me letters.  I enjoyed reading them very much, but it was difficult for me to 

write him back in English.   

All my children married and had children who had more children.  The great-

grandchildren liked to help me take my stockings on and off.  They complained when I hung up 

the phone without saying goodbye as I was known to do.  I enjoyed watching the family grow 

and prosper.   

Yours truly, 

       Great Grandma Mathilde 

 

Dear Mathilde, 

Thank you for your last letter- your stories have helped me to appreciate who you 

were.  During my childhood, I spent a lot of time at Lakelse Lake outside of Terrace, 

where the family had purchased a plot of land.  Each of your children- Melvin, Rupe, 

Aussie, and Helge cut an individual section on which to build a cabin.  My grandpa Helge’s 

went up last.  I remember clearing the land of brush in preparation for building- how the 

land was full of huckleberries and blueberries.  I also remember a good spanking I received 

from Helge when I wandered off alone into the bush.  There were lots of black bears 

around, and he got scared (I knew where I was, of course).  Every summer, there were 
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always lots of cousins to play with.  It was at the lake that I got to know my extended 

family. 

 The story of our family name is a fascinating one.  When Marelius first came to 

Seattle to fish, his surname was Hansen.  Hansen was a popular Norwegian surname, and he 

couldn’t receive his mail at the New England Hotel36 because it was too difficult to 

identify who was who.  Holkestad was a small settlement just a few kilometers from the 

settlement of Kvalnes, where you were born.  Marelius changed his name to Holkestad to 

make his name more distinct.  His father passed away when he was only ten, and his mother 

moved the family to the Holkestad farm.  It was customary for men in Norway to take on a 

second last name that helped to identify them.  One of the ways they did this was to adopt 

the name of the family farm (Borgos, n.d.).37  

 Your grandfather was born with the name Martinus Hansen.  I am beginning to 

understand the confusion that must have ensued for Marelius!  Your father Johan’s last 

name became Martinusen.  It was created by combining his father’s first name and adding 

the suffix “sen” for son.  When naming his children, Johan named his four children 

Johansen (even his daughters).  You were born Mathilde Dorthea Johansen.  Things look a 

lot different nowadays, Grandma.  Your grandmother’s surname was Kristendatter, 

 

36 Pictures of the New England Hotel can be viewed at: http://pcad.lib.washington.edu/building/9713/  and 

http://pcad.lib.washington.edu/building/16513/   
37 Almost everyone in Norway traditionally had a patronymic or father’s last name.  Hans was Marelius’ father’s 

name.  A son added the suffix sen to their name and, a daughter added datter.  In 1923 it was ordered by 
Norwegian law that each family pick one last name.  Due to a large number of old family names, including Hansen, 
many Norwegians changed their names to avoid confusion.  

http://pcad.lib.washington.edu/building/9713/
http://pcad.lib.washington.edu/building/16513/
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daughter of Kristen.  I, being Kirsten, am happy to discover I have inherited a family name!  

When I was married my husband and I went against tradition. He took my last name 

instead of the other way around.  Future generations will assuredly be confused! 

Could you please tell me some stories about your life in Norway?  I hope to make a 

pilgrimage one day to visit the land that bears my name.   

Your granddaughter, 

 Kirsten 

 

Dear Kirsten, 

It makes me so happy to know you are taking an interest in our family history.  We must 

recognize where we have come from and remember our relations who have come before us.  I 

hope you can make the trip to Norway by yourself or with your family someday.  The churchyard 

in Steigen has several plaques with many family members that go way back.  When you get 

here you will see that you are related to almost anybody in Steigen (K. Hansen, personal 

communication, May 10, 2022).  It was built in 1274.     

Steigen is hard to reach, but worth the time it takes to get there.38  The sand on the 

beach in Holkestad is fine and white.  The farm buildings sit right next to the sea. Look into the 

eyes of the people, and you will recognize yourself.  Tell them your name.  Most of the younger 

generation now speak fluent English.  Go to Kvalnes and see if you can locate the farm.  Of 

course, it is always a shock to see how things change while you have been absent.39  Savor 

 

38 During my father’s pilgrimage to Holkestad in 2006, he recalled a 48-hour journey on a big ferry that arrived in 

TromsØ north of Holkestad.  Today, the trip is made possible by a combination of land and water transport and by 
plane.  The nearest major airport is in BØdo, 227 km to the south. 
39 Mathilde’s house in Kvalnes still stands (see Appendix B: Figure 8).  
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your time there Kirsten and pay your respects in the best possible way.  I will be smiling down 

upon you, along with all of your other relatives, hoping you will find what you are looking for on 

your journey. 

Your loving grandmother, 

       Mathilde 

Poem: Money Fish 

I remember the smell of fish cakes 

that permeated my grandparent’s Prince Rupert home 

fried in oil, they rested upon paper towels 

the odor boring into my pores 

so thick I could taste it 

 

my first day on the fresh fish line 

I breathed only with my mouth 

gumboots waded in inches of bloody water 

a white apron splattered evidence 

of a crime 

 

I was my father’s daughter 

white with connections  

begrudgingly claimed 

by a gang of European mothers 

fish butchering artists 

with hands like steaks 
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and pale antiseptic eyes 

 

in through the anus  

off with the head 

scoop out the guts 

In the breakroom at B.C. Packers  

I slurped Itchiban noodles 

drank all-night coffee, shared a cigarette 

streams of cannery workers 

flowed in and out like the tide 

they were paid overtime to process  

every fish in the ocean 

 

on the other side of the plant   

a lesser flood of pink salmon      

flow of monotonous tins    

rattled low-grade flesh     

where bulbous tumors sometimes emerged 

like unwanted women 

 quickly discarded 

       

amid the trumpet of industry  

the truth unfolds 

like a broken wing 
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Critical Self Reflection: A Dominant Narrative 

The following reflection is guided by the first question on my Critical Self-Reflection Template (see 

Appendix A).   

What might be some other pieces of the story?   

Families all have untold stories.  Secret stories.  Stories within stories.  As I researched the story 

of Mathilde, I realized how obscure the stories of women could be.  I never did find out how she injured 

her leg or how and when her mother, Anna Anfindsdatter, died in Norway before they journeyed to 

Canada.  There were no written records or stories to be found.  My father regrets that he did not ask her 

these questions when she was alive.  Like many immigrant women, Mathilde nurtured multi-generations 

and held her family together.  The stories of women are commonly eclipsed by the grand stories of men- 

the fishermen, farmers, railroad workers, loggers, students, and public servants who signed documents, 

bought property, and were drafted in the war.  By focusing on Mathilde, I hoped to bring balance to the 

story of my Norwegian family.  Stories hold memories and if they are not recorded fade with each 

successive generation.  Sharing Mathilde’s story helped me to keep her memory alive.    

The Commercial Halibut Industry 

Knowing the history of the commercial halibut industry is a responsibility considering my family 

lineage.  It is a story riddled with thievery, gluttony, and the destruction of life and culture.  The driving 

force for this devastation was the multitude of young settlers who flocked to the area to reap their 

fortunes from the ocean’s bounty.  My grandfather Marelius was one of them.  Before 1885, the local 

Indigenous Peoples in the Puget Sound area relied considerably on halibut.  Next to salmon, it was one 

of their most important local foods.  At this time a small population of about forty white fishers was 

sufficient to provide the early settlers with a steady supply of fresh fish (Thompson and Freeman, 1930).    

Large halibut hooks were traditionally made of hemlock knots steamed inside bulbs of giant 

kelp.  The barbs were made of bone and lashed with spruce or the bark of wild cherry.   The mouth of 
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the halibut is vertical, so the fish took these hooks easily.  The women were responsible for assembling 

the fishing lines using twisted cedar fiber, animal intestines, or giant kelp.  Kelp lines were bleached in 

fresh water, partially dried, and repeatedly stretched until very thin.  The lines were brittle when dry but 

strong in the water.  A canoe with two men would typically watch 10-15 halibut lines at a time.  It was 

consumed fresh, and the remainder was dried for summer use.  The white meat was the most valued 

(Thompson and Freeman, 1930). 

After 1885 things began to change.  Two railroads arrived in the Seattle area- the Northern 

Pacific in Tacoma in 1888, and the Great Northern in Seattle in 1893.40  With these railroads, fresh fish 

could be sent to markets across the continent in a matter of days.  The Seattle area soon witnessed a 

steady influx of settlers.  Fishers who had overfished the eastern shores of the continent came looking 

for new places to fish.  In 1870, 23, 955 people lived in the area, and in 1920 the number grew to 

1,356,621.  White fishers were known to hire local Indigenous Peoples to teach them where the more 

distant and profitable fishing banks were located (Thompson and Freeman, 1930).      

Many people have said that my grandfather Marelius was always in the right spot at the right 

time.  After arriving in North America in 1910, he took a train to Seattle and settled in room 219 at the 

New England Hotel near Pioneer Square.41  The hotel was built in 1879, burned down in 1889, and re-

opened in 1890.  In 1977, it was declared a heritage building by the City of Seattle.  Marelius received his 

mail at the hotel, and I can envision him reading letters from his sweetheart Mathilde who would no 

doubt have been writing to him from Norway.  

 In 1911, the inshore halibut fishery transitioned to a deep shore fishery.  Commercial halibut 

fishing had begun with piecemeal fishing using small sailing schooners.  Fishers transitioned to boats 

 

40 Background information on these railroads see: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Northern-Pacific-Railway-

Company and https://www.britannica.com/topic/Great-Northern-Railway-Company 
41 See footnote 13 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Northern-Pacific-Railway-Company
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Northern-Pacific-Railway-Company
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Great-Northern-Railway-Company
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having auxiliary power, which later became full powered.  By the time Marelius arrived, the fishing was 

done in large steam- powered vessels, and the fish had been nearly exhausted in the shallow waters of 

Puget Sound.  Former productive banks were losing up to 75% of their average catch each decade 

(Thompson and Freeman, 1930).  The overfishing was ruthless, and the situation dire.  Fishers, like 

Marelius, were forced to find new places to extract their catch. 

The commercial halibut industry started using new technologies to fish deeper, further, and for 

longer periods.  The focal point of the halibut fishery moved from Seattle to Alaska.  Fishing for halibut 

was traditionally done in a small, single dory.  In the boats Marelius would typically crew on, six dories 

were loaded onto a much bigger boat, and crews went out to sea for a week at a time.  Marelius crewed 

many boats, including the S.S. Roman, the S.S. City of Seattle, and the Celestial Empire.  His crew mates 

referred to him as “Big Marelius Holkestad” because he was over six feet tall.42  When Marelius was 

travelling back and forth from Seattle to Alaska, he encountered the new and promising city of Prince 

Rupert.  Prince Rupert became the terminus of the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway in 1914.43  This meant 

that fish caught in Alaska could be shipped via Prince Rupert without having to make the long return trip 

south to Seattle.  The Canadian Fish & Cold Storage plant opened in 1912 and was why Prince Rupert 

became known as the Halibut Capital of the World.  The plant played a significant role in the exploitation 

of the new Alaskan fishing grounds (Thompson and Freeman, 1930).   

The war slowed things down for Marelius.  In 1912, he applied to become an American citizen, 

and in 1917, he was drafted for duty in the First World War (‘Marelius Holkestad,’ 1912; 1917).  Marelius 

avoided military duty by claiming he had poor eyesight.  He was only in the U.S. to earn money as an 

economic migrant.  Instead of going to war, he returned to the Holkestad farm in Norway, where his 

 

42 See Appendix C: Figure 3 
43 For background information on the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway, see: 

https://railways.library.ualberta.ca/Chapters-9-1/ 

https://railways.library.ualberta.ca/Chapters-9-1/
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mother Pernille still lived.  On September 18, 1919, he married my great-grandmother Mathilde in the 

Lutheran church in Steigan (Marelius Holkestad, 1919a).  His American citizenship was debarred the 

same year (Marelius Holkestad, 1919b).   Marelius and Mathilde continued to live on the farm until my 

grandfather Helge and his twin sister Aussie were born in 1921.    

 Marelius had many good years fishing up to the depression era.  On February 4, 1933, the Helge 

H. encountered disaster.  Engine trouble caused the boat to drift into rocks near Bonilla Island, off the 

west coast of Banks Island, and it sunk.  Marelius and his brother Harold, along with other crew 

members, hopped into a dory and rowed for three days.  They reached Kitkatla, an Indigenous 

community, and were taken back to Prince Rupert by resident Ambrose Brown in his gas-powered boat.  

The “Helge H.” was well insured.  It had 2000 lbs. of halibut on it when it sank.  The brothers searched 

for it with a plane, but it was never found (Prince Rupert Daily News, 1933).  It is said that Marelius and 

his brother’s relationship never recovered over the loss of the boat (Personal correspondence, Ross 

Holkestad, May 14, 2022).   

Marelius died in 1964 on Valentine’s Day.  Mathilde lived another fifteen years and was known 

to dote on her grandchildren.  She practically raised my father as his own mother had abandoned him 

when he was six months old.  I met Mathilde when I was a toddler.  I distinctly remember sitting on her 

lap on a bench near the front door and a small pail filled with her nylon stockings.  Mathilde had sharp 

facial features- her only daughter Auslaug resembled her quite a bit.  She was known as Grandma by 

everyone in the family.   

The Racialization of the Fishing Industry in the North 

 The racial organization of the fishing industry contributed significantly to the establishment of 

white dominance in the city of Prince Rupert.  I touched on this racial disparity in my poem, Money Fish, 

when I described how I stepped into my job as a fresh fish worker.  As a privileged sixteen-year-old 

white girl, I knew exactly what I was doing.  In the 1990s, Indigenous Peoples (mostly women) were 
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shuffled into manual, lesser-paying jobs at the cannery while I graced the fresh fish line.  The racial 

divide was not a secret.  I was there to make all the money I could in as short a time as possible, just like 

my grandfather Marelius. 

The social organization of the fishing industry continues to be based on white male dominance 

and the dispossession of Indigenous resources (Morgan, 2015).  From the beginning, settlers rarely 

consulted with local Indigenous nations when they claimed sites for their canneries or fished on 

Indigenous fishing grounds. Canneries bought ownership of traditional Indigenous fishing grounds and 

the rights to fish, and relied on Indigenous People’s labour to supply a steady volume of salmon to their 

canneries (Menzies & Butler, 2008).     

 In 1876, the first salmon cannery was built on the Skeena River in traditional Tsimshian and 

Gitxaala territory.  Indigenous Peoples provided the bulk of the labour and fish for these early canneries.  

As the years went by, Indigenous men continued to fish for the canneries using cannery-owned boats, 

and no longer fished as independent fishers (Knight, 1996). Indigenous Peoples were steadily displaced 

and replaced as workers and producers.   

The government was influenced by the white-dominated canneries (Newell, 1993).  Because 

large companies had control of fishing permits, and on the North Coast, most of these still went directly 

to Indigenous Peoples, white fishers felt excluded.    In 1912, a Memorandum of Understanding (MOA) 

was drafted to create an independent class of white fishers.  The MOU guaranteed a certain number of 

licenses exclusively for white “bona fide” settlers.  The licenses were given to British subjects who 

owned boats and nets (Menzies and Butler, 2008, Newell, 1998).   

Historical Restrictions and Regulations that Impeded Indigenous Fishers in the North 

Indigenous fishers had a central role in the management and direction of the B.C. salmon 

industry, yet the government failed Indigenous Peoples.  They did not supply enough capital, and 

regulations and restrictions served to drive Indigenous Peoples out of the fishery.  The fishery relied on 
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the knowledge and labour of Tsimshian, Gitxaala, and other Indigenous nations near Prince Rupert to 

sustain the early era of the cannery industry on the Skeena River (Menzies and Butler, 2008). 

The Aboriginal Right to fish for food was at the heart of government restrictions and regulations.  

The 1888 Canadian Fisheries Act barred Indigenous Peoples from selling, trading, or bartering fish 

because the government did not believe it was traditional Indigenous practice.  Indigenous resource 

activities became criminalized (Newell, 1993).  This act displaced Indigenous Peoples from their land and 

resources so they would become dependent on the waged labour of white settler-run canneries 

(Menzies & Butler, 2008; Morgan, 2015; Muszyuski, 2005).  In 1894, regulations required First Nations to 

ask permission to fish for food.  Food fishing was in direct competition with the canneries, and there was 

unease about the effect that fish processing would have on the Aboriginal Right to fish for food (Menzies 

and Butler, 2008).  In 1917, it became an offense for Indigenous Peoples to sell or take fish out of their 

territories, yet canneries could continue to ship the salmon they processed out of the country in cans.  

This rule has remained relatively unchanged, although change is on the horizon.  In 2018, five Nuu-chah-

nulth nations from western Vancouver Island became the first Indigenous nations to secure commercial 

fishing rights to sell fish in their territories (although not on an industrial scale).  The five nations drew 

on evidence to show how the commercial trade of fish was integral to their traditional way of life prior 

to contact with Europeans.  In 2021, the BC Court of Appeal overruled the restrictions limiting the Nuu-

chah-nulth’s commercial fishing rights that the Supreme Court imposed in 2018 (Kitselas First Nation, 

n.d.; Minke-Martin, 2020; Newell, 1998).   

One government policy that inhibited Indigenous communities from participating in the fishery 

included banning the use of fish weirs, an Indigenous technology that was highly productive.  By 1916, 

canneries wanted a larger share of fish and the guarantee that Indigenous Peoples would provide 

harvesting and processing labour during the peak season.  Licensing and regulations preventing 
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Indigenous Peoples from fishing in their traditional fishing grounds captured Indigenous labour for 

white-owned industries when labour was desperately needed (Newell, 1998).  

Indigenous Peoples faced systemic barriers, limited mobility, discrimination in the workplace, 

and income security in the salmon fishing industry (Menzies & Butler, 2008).  As the commercial fishery 

evolved and restrictions and regulations were imposed, Indigenous fishers had less access to fish to 

maintaining their livelihood (Morgan, 2005). The reserve system and resource regulations worked to 

expropriate Indigenous lands and resources to create a labour force dominated by white settlers.  Just 

as Indigenous Peoples in the prairies could not obtain credit to buy agricultural equipment, Indigenous 

fishers were also restricted from obtaining loans to buy boats that would keep them competitive with 

whites or even practice their traditional fishing methods that were highly productive.   

Today, Indigenous People are still fighting for a stronger consideration of their Aboriginal Rights in 

government decision-making, as well as a willingness to form partnerships to improve cooperation, 

communication, and the consideration of Indigenous Knowledge in the fishing industry (First Nations 

Fisheries Council, 2021). 

Seasonal waged labour 

In 1889, the Federal Department of Fisheries began to limit fishing licenses to cannery-operated 

boats.  In the north, cannery-owned and operated boats continued to employ Indigenous fishers to 

secure the employment of thousands of Indigenous women and girls in the canneries.  Canners paid the 

token fee for Indigenous fishing licenses and continued to monopolize fishing licenses until the 1920s 

(Knight, 1996; Morgan, 2005; Newell, 1998).  

The modern fishing industry did alter the social and cultural fabric of Indigenous societies.  

Indigenous workers adapted quickly to the seasonal economic activities of the modern fishing and 

processing industries.  It shifted their economic base from subsistence to waged labour, to a complete 

closure of the canneries once the resources dried up.  Canneries were sites that could be seen as 
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complementary to Indigenous seasonal economies in the same way Indigenous Peoples gathered near 

summer centers of commerce where they might trade, hunt, and gather with people from other nations 

(Menzies & Butler, 2008; Morgan, 2005).    

  The “Tyee System,” as it became known, lasted well into the 1930s in the northern region of 

B.C. Hereditary chiefs would recruit Indigenous fishers and processing workers for the canneries, and 

commonly whole villages or communities would be employed (Menzies & Butler, 2008; Morgan, 2015, 

Knight, 1996).  Cannery work usually lasted three to four months, while the peak of activity was six to 

eight weeks.   

The Value of Indigenous Women in the Pacific Salmon Cannery Industry 

Most of the characters in the story of Prince Rupert’s historical canning industry feature 

Indigenous women. Cannery operators preferred women to work in the plants, and thousands of them 

were recruited to work in the seasonal canneries each year (Newell, 1998).  A typical day in the cannery 

was ten hours long, and at peak season, it was even longer.  In 1908, women were paid $1.50-1.75 per 

day, while men earned $2.50.  The work was dirty, wet, and tiring and required stamina and speed.  

Despite the hard work, women developed camaraderie amongst themselves and a shared sense of 

adventure as they traveled to work together in the cannery camps.  Because the work was seasonal, it 

could be tolerated, as the women knew that it would end (Knight, 1996). 

The salmon canning industry had a clear division of labour divided by gender- men were hired as 

fishers, while women worked in the cannery on factory-style assembly lines or repaired nets before and 

during the fishing season.  Women were often hired from the families of contracted fishermen (Menzies 

& Butler, 2008; Newell, 1993).   Broader power relations shaped the everyday experience of Indigenous 

women cannery workers, and the cannery was a highly political social site (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012).   

Indigenous women were central to the success of salmon processing in British Columbia, and 

working in the cannery was a source of pride for many of them (Menzies & Butler, 2008; Muszyuski, 
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2005).  Overall, working at the canneries was a positive experience for Indigenous women.  They 

continued to balance traditional subsistence activities with seasonal waged labour and took pride in 

being part of an elite, skilled labour force (Menzies & Butler, 2008).  Many women migrated to different 

canneries to find work, and this provided an opportunity for women to meet other women from 

different nations.  After 1900, canneries became increasingly mechanized, although the careful packing 

of the cans was better suited to a pair of human hands (Newall, 1998).   

There were twelve fish processing plants in Prince Rupert, but in 2015, the closure of New 

Oceanside Cannery represented the end of large-scale commercial salmon canning in B.C. (Gulf of 

Georgia Cannery, 2022). Cannery work for women was unstable, part-time, low-wage work, especially 

after the 1990s when restructuring due to concerns about overfishing and the rise of cheap farmed 

salmon resulted in fewer work hours (Morgan, 2015; Muszynski, 2005). Indigenous women's work was 

shaped by a host of social, political, environmental, and economic forces, including becoming eligible for 

Employment Insurance (E.I.) and Income Assistance once cannery work was over for the season.  

Beginning in 1997, seasonal workers found it more challenging to collect enough hours to claim E.I.  Few 

employment opportunities existed outside the cannery forcing Indigenous women workers to rely on 

Income Assistance (also reduced in 2001).  The nature of shift work, being on call, and dwindling hours 

undermined the wellbeing of Indigenous women and their families (Morgan, 2015).  Indigenous women, 

who were marginalized because of their gender, race, and social class, had to reorganize their lives 

under poor economic conditions caused by the mismanagement of white-dominated fisheries.  The real 

damage to Indigenous women was the sudden closure of the canneries (Menzies & Butler, 2008). 

Conclusion 

Both Marelius and my grandfather Helge were big personalities.  They dominated the stories of 

others that shared their space.  I think this is partly the reason I have always associated myself with 

being Norwegian when I am equally Swedish, English, Scottish, and Irish.  This story was the life story 
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that took up the most space, so it easily became adopted.  My life story was invented by omitting 

specific details while embellishing others.  As a child, I was confronted with stories that were not to be 

discussed.  When I reached a certain age, I started questioning the gaps I saw in the family narrative.  I 

did not have the complete story then, and I accept in all certainty that I never will.  Research is a similar 

process.  When we ask our questions, doors are opened, and each question leads to more and more 

doors being opened.   We learn to pick and choose the most important stories to tell.  In the end, we 

create a storied story.   

I had two main takeaways from my work on Mathilde.  The first was the realization that the 

stories of women have been rendered invisible, largely due to the overpowering space that men have 

historically occupied.  To know Mathilde, I had to go through her husband Marelius.  In researching the 

story of Mathilde, it was as if she had never existed apart from the stories her family members shared 

with me.  In the critical self-reflection, I brought attention to the invaluable work of Indigenous women 

whose stories have also been neglected.  My second takeaway began as a seed of guilt that has stayed 

with me for thirty years.  Because this was a personal research journey, I wanted to make sense of the 

emotions I felt that summer in 1992 when I worked at B.C. Packers- why I felt I had done something 

dirty and gotten away with it, and that it was me that did not belong.  I wanted to get to the root of my 

privilege and my family’s role in an industry dominated by people that looked like me.   

I believe traveling to Norway will complete the research I have begun on Mathilde.  I know I will 

feel closer to her by returning to the land of her birth.  Family history does not have to be linear, and I 

might not discover what I am looking for until I am there.  It may come to me when I sit on the beach in 

Holkestad, standing in front of a family grave in the churchyard in Steigan, or looking upon Mathilde’s 

house.  I wonder what questions my learning spirit will have regarding this journey.  What lessons will 

need to be learned?  I intended to know Mathilde better, but I realize now that this is impossible.  

Mathilde’s memory exists through the stories told by those close to her, who spent time with her, and 
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developed a relationship with her.  I have retold their stories, but they do not belong to me.  I have 

relationships to nurture in my own life and this is where my focus will be.   

To conclude this research, I will be guided by the second question on my Critical Self-Reflection 

Template: “What follow-up actions might I take?  How will these actions demonstrate respect and 

responsibility? How can they strengthen my relationships?” 
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Chapter 6 – Implications and Recommendations for Montessori Practice 

Project Summary 

I like to do hard, unconventional things.  Wilson (2009) says that if our research does not change 

us, we have not done it right.  As a person striving to improve myself, I entered the research process 

with the desire to be changed.  My research question, “How can knowledge of personal identity fuel the 

practice of critical self-reflection and lead to the realization of authentic decolonizing action in a 

Montessori Elementary classroom?” was appropriately challenging because it held the potential for 

personal and professional transformation.   

As a result of this research project, I have become more confident in my ability to communicate 

and more willing to listen with an open heart and mind.  My responsibilities to my school community 

and myself as a lifelong learner are clearer.  This journey has revitalized my sense of purpose, my desire 

to teach and write, to strengthen my relationships, and to work hard at all the things I love. 

Over the year, I became particularly interested in the personal nature of the learning process.  

To learn something well, it had to relate to me in some way, and it took time for me to pull the different 

pieces together.  I came to learn and accept my process, which included a copious amount of reading, 

reflective writing, and talking it out with significant others in my life.  I linked new knowledge to past and 

present experiences helping to confirm my complicity as a settler colonial in Canada.  Reflecting on what 

I had learned through personal writing helped me to digest, percolate and dissect these new ideas. 

Delving into the research process gave me permission to read, think, and write, which nourished my 

learning spirit.   

Identity 

One of the goals of my learning journey was to understand my position as a settler colonial 

teacher and how that related to decolonization.  I was curious to know what communities and nations 

traditionally oversaw the lands my family members came to settle on, what assistance my settler 
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ancestors received from the government, what religious and political beliefs they brought with them, 

and how their arrival implicated me in 2022.  My ancestor project allowed me to re-visit the past to 

envision what life might have been like when my Scandinavian family members arrived as settlers in this 

country.   

Family research was thrilling and consuming, although surfacing written records of my ancestors 

who lived one hundred and seventeen years before I was born did not serve to crystallize my identity.  

The research provided me with details and facts to add to my life story, but I recognize that the story of 

my life is being constructed through the relationships I invest in while I am alive.  The individuals who 

spent time with Erik and Mathilde are the ones who keep her story alive.   My story is now, and when I 

die, my story will be told by those I loved. 

My ancestors’ stories have helped me to place myself in the context of history.  It was important 

for me to know these stories because they assisted me in understanding my own complicity in settler 

colonialism.  With this knowledge, I now have the responsibility to monitor my thoughts and actions to 

work towards correcting the imbalance of power in our education system and through the stories, 

values, and traditions I pass on to my students.  Strengthening my relationships with the land, my ideas, 

and the people I encounter daily is how I will move forward in the spirit of reconciliation.  

Spiritual Preparation 

Self-understanding was an essential aspect in developing my settler-teacher identity.  

Montessori (1948/1994) said, “It is not enough for the teacher to love the child. She must first love and 

understand the universe. She must prepare herself, and truly work at it” (p. 20).  Spiritual preparation 

involved recognizing my limitations and working to challenge them, understanding my context, and 

knowing how I could contribute to re-imagining a different way of being in the world.  For me, spiritual 

preparation was a necessary step in orienting my teaching practice towards relational and anticolonial 

teaching and learning methods. 
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Montessori teachers are well practiced in observation but are not explicitly taught how to 

observe themselves.  This lack of preparation presented a challenge as I began the process of identifying 

and checking my assumptions.  I felt like I was navigating unchartered waters.  I worked with a life coach 

over a few sessions to discuss some of the ideas that had surfaced in my head.  It was difficult, personal 

work that led me to question many things I had taken for granted.  I recognized thoughts and behaviors 

that had become part of who I was that I was finally ready to confront.  The habits of invulnerability, 

independence, and privilege were deeply rooted and not easily undone. In my daily practice of critical 

self-reflection, I committed to surfacing and challenging these themes in my lessons and worked to re-

imagine my role and responsibilities through considering the principles of relational accountability.  In 

my work with students, I found myself modeling the importance of asking questions, noticing the 

exclusion of different perspectives, and working with them to challenge each other to see and think 

differently.   

Checking Assumptions and Biases 

My Transformative Inquiry Journal was the site where I first explored and came to discover 

some of my deeply rooted biases and assumptions.  I asked myself open-ended questions that allowed 

me to question why I thought in certain ways.  On one such occasion, I questioned the importance of 

Greek and Latin etymology in many of the Montessori lessons and nomenclature booklets.  Recognizing 

common prefixes, suffixes, and roots in our language helps in acquiring necessary orthographic and 

comprehension skills.  Yet the predominance of European etymology in the Montessori classroom runs 

the risk of encouraging children to understand the world in a definitive and limiting way.  I challenged 

myself to imagine what would happen if the assumption was untrue.  How would I see a leaf or a 

polygon differently if described from an alternative language perspective?   When I brought my 

attachments into awareness, I noticed them in my thoughts and behaviors as I worked in the classroom.  

I reflected on my thoughts and behaviors using the Critical Self-Reflection Template and considered new 
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ways of knowing and being.  Maintaining a certain level of critical awareness long enough to understand 

my complicity in settler colonialism required deep listening, patience, and consistent effort. I realized 

that no change would happen in my classroom if I did not challenge my thinking and behaviors.     

Our assumptions provide the basis for our ways of being and knowing in the world.  They can be 

barriers to new thinking and help us to feel safe and avoid confrontation.  Our negative assumptions 

drive inner thoughts and actions and create inaction that leads to limiting self-growth (Cohen, 2019; 

Reiss, 2012).  I often rely on instincts to guide my decisions, but I recognize that this way of thinking 

relies on the assumption that what I believe must be true.  I will never know my assumptions are 

outdated until I challenge them.  Assumptions have a role in every action or inaction, and when they are 

not challenged, our thoughts and actions remain the same.  In surfacing my assumptions, I allowed them 

to be explored and tested, which led me to reevaluate what I know.    

My settler identity holds unconscious privileges and invisible ways I comply with dominant 

ideology (Applebaum, 2008).  By reflecting on my daily habits and routines, I purposefully drew 

attention to how I enacted and embodied dominant values and assumptions in the classroom.  My 

willingness to exist in uncertainty increased my capacity to see differently.  I looked for familiar stories 

and cultural myths embodied in lessons within the Cosmic Education curriculum.  I observed my 

emotions when presenting lessons that were Eurocentric in nature.  For example, this year, when I 

presented the second Timeline of Humans, I prefaced the lesson by stating that this was a story that 

came from Europe.  I had never done this before.  As we looked at the pictures depicting people 

progressing from hunters and gatherers to agriculturalists and culminating in city dwellers, I considered 

the notion of progress.  I imagined how the children might benefit from hearing the story told in a non-

linear manner in which the importance of Traditional Ecological Knowledge was highlighted along with 

the connection to the land our ancestors once had.  The Critical Self-Reflection template allowed me to 
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collect my thoughts and plan for actions that would disrupt colonial narratives and consider my context 

as a settler-teacher. 

This research journey has encouraged me to see beyond my context, become aware of my 

limitations and flaws, and gain a greater understanding of why I think in specific ways.  To achieve this, I 

had to be curious and willing to challenge common sense to be open to new possibilities.  Freire (1998) 

wrote, “What makes me hopeful is not so much the certainty of the find, but my movement in search” 

(p.106). With this quote in mind, I strived to independently search, learn, and make my own decisions to 

free myself from the antiquated traditions of my culture and upbringing so that I could commit to 

learning with unbiased eyes alongside my students. 

Embracing Personhood and a Path to Heart 

A personal learning journey, as a method and means to orient a teaching practice along 

relational and anticolonial lines seems oxymoronic.  A friend’s comment still fills me with doubt; did I 

really want to be just another white girl trying to decolonize her practice?  It is true, I am a white girl, but 

like everyone, I am different from every other human who is living and breathing in this world now and 

forever.  If I could approach decolonization in my own way, so could someone else.   I wanted to put 

myself out there, on behalf of other white girls like me, and not like me, to do something to try.  bell 

hooks’ (2003) notion of engaged pedagogy stresses the importance of education not just as abstract but 

involving the mind, body, and spirit.  As Tisdell (2003) said, “teachers must create an environment where 

students and themselves are free to bring their whole selves, their stories, their voice, their culture, 

their symbols, and their spiritual experience to their learning” (p.183).  This year, I learned to honor my 

emotions.  Validating my emotions has given me permission to inquire, make connections, become 

more aware of my context in relation to others, and extend myself in relationships. 

Chambers (2004) said that one should write not to show what they know but as a form of 

inquiry.  Since I first learned to put letters to paper, writing has permitted me to know myself, to be 
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true, and to be courageous.  As something I care about, writing has helped to define who I am.  It helps 

me to express what I know and what I do not.  Writing has been a means to improving and better 

understanding my relationships and has encouraged personal responsibility and agency. 

I grappled with feelings of self-indulgence as my research path became ever more personal.  

Autoethnography helped me to position my writing in relational terms.  Good autoethnographic writing 

can be judged in terms of whether it helps readers communicate with others different from themselves 

or offers ways to improve the lives of readers and the authors (Ellis, 2004).  I believe this can be true of 

many forms of creative writing found in this study- poetry, reflective journals, and personal letters.  

Readers provide validation by comparing their lives to the authors and by reflecting on their similarities 

and differences.  Through writing my story, I could work through my questions, but I also wanted to 

offer the reader other ways of thinking through feelings about their own relationships.  For the reader, 

my journey was a window into the process of unsettling what it means to be a settler Montessori 

teacher.   

Roles and responsibilities as a settler Montessori teacher 

  Wilson (2009) asks us to consider our role and responsibility in the research relationship.  I 

believe starting my research from a place that valued my identity, experience, and knowledge was the 

most appropriate place for me to begin, and I did not look back when I embraced the decision to treat 

my thesis as a personal learning journey.  As I looked to orient my teaching practice along relational 

lines, I was guided by Indigenous epistemology and the belief that it is only through our relationships 

with the land, people, and ideas that knowledge can be constructed (Cajete, 1994; Wilson, 2009).  

Throughout the research journey, I have established new relationships and strengthened existing ones, 

and it is my hope that more relationships will be made as this research continues to be read.  

I learned to check my privilege early in my research journey.  After reading the work of Nancy 

Turner (2005, 2014), I became fascinated by Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK).  I could not find any 
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person, group, or class willing to teach me and I quickly became impatient.  My privilege slowly dawned 

on me.  I considered my identity and the assumption that accessing traditional knowledge could be so 

easy.  TEK was not a commodity that could be appropriated, and I had no relationship to it other than 

reading a few books.  I saw that my role was to support Indigenous resurgence by supporting Indigenous 

efforts to teach and safeguard TEK in their own respective communities.   

At the heart of this study is my responsibility as a settler educator to learn my personal history 

of coming to and being on Indigenous lands.  I am led to wonder what questions my own descendants 

might have about me and what they will think about how I have responded to the exigencies of the 

present day.  Is it possible to ever understand a former generation?  What would I want to tell my 

grandchildren in the future if I could send them a letter now?  What are the values and beliefs I would 

want to share with them?  How would my roles and responsibilities look different if I accounted for my 

family members into the future?   

Understanding our role and responsibilities involves knowing how we can contribute.  When we 

learn about ourselves, we are the ones who define who we are, not our mothers, administrators, or our 

culture.  Operating from a known sense of self gave me the freedom to journey towards my purpose to 

learn and to encourage others by demonstrating courage, relational accountability, personality, 

humility, and enthusiasm for my life journey.   

It is imperative to relational accountability that I question how my research will be used and 

how it will further existing knowledge (Wilson, 2009).  This work is meant to assist other settler-teachers 

in exploring their complicity with settler-colonialism and recognizing the potential to transform 

themselves and their classrooms through nurturing their unique learning spirits.  It is intended for settler 

teachers willing to confront and challenge cognitive imperialism in their classrooms (Battiste, 2013).    
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Relationality in Montessori Pedagogy 

The universe is an imposing reality and an answer to all questions. We shall walk together on 

the path of life, for all things are part of the universe, and are connected with each other to 

form one whole unity.  

     -Maria Montessori, To Educate the Human Potential 

As a worldview, the Montessori Cosmic Education curriculum holds a set of assumptions about 

the world or a way of looking at reality that serves the interests of settler people.  It contains 

assumptions about the self and others that provide ordered but not always accurate ways of thinking 

about the world.  The Montessori Cosmic Education curriculum and the Indigenous concept of 

relationality are ways of understanding the world with similar ideas but fundamental differences.  

Reflecting on how Montessori education could be re-framed within a system of relationality 

orientated towards decolonization was one of my research goals.  The Cosmic Education curriculum 

places the child at the center of the universe, creating a human-centric-worldview.  The child learns that 

all knowledge is related, that law and order underlie all relationships within creation, and that every 

living and non-living being have a cosmic task or gift to contribute to the fulfillment of the world.   

Relationships are the spiritual and cultural foundation of Indigenous Peoples, and land is at the 

center of coming to know and understand (Tynan, 2021).  As a foundation, relationality is how the world 

becomes known and how we know ourselves and our responsibilities to one another.  Relationships 

with the land are what connect humans to knowledge that can never be human-centric, and this cannot 

be explicitly taught with nomenclature, timelines, or charts.  Teachers must provide ample opportunities 

for free play, experiential learning, conservation, map making, hiking, drawing, building, reading, and 

simply being outside of the classroom to rebuild connections and relationships with the land.  Over the 

year, I took my students to a wooded area near our school that was overrun with invasive ivy.  I had no 

agenda for the children other than time spent in the woods.  We jumped over logs, found snails, got 
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dirty, named the largest cedar trees, picked up garbage, and helped the forest by pulling up the invasive 

plants.  We went rain or shine, in all seasons, and took note of the changes we saw in the forest.   

To truly feel the interdependence between ourselves and creation, I believe we must feel the 

inherent value in all things.  We must train our minds to see differently and to listen generously.  We 

must challenge our assumptions to re-pattern traditional and preconditioned ways of thinking and being 

in the world.  Tynan (2021) said that “when we truly feel a connection, we enact a relational ethos and 

the responsibilities that come with it” (p. 600).  The Cosmic Education worldview is becoming 

threatened.  Humans have separated themselves from the interdependent reality of a unified universe, 

and we now stand over nature like a master forgetting our relational responsibilities to earth, air, water, 

and the living beings whom we share our planet.  What would Cosmic Education look like if the land 

replaced the child as the center from which all things derive hope and sustenance for the future?  

A question is a beginning and an opening leading somewhere to something or someone.   As I 

searched for answers about Mathilde, I reached out to relatives in Canada and Norway.  I spoke on the 

phone, sent emails, and visited them in their homes.  The research process assisted me in maintaining 

relationships with my family members by sharing a common interest in our family history.  In posing my 

questions, new questions arose in them.  My relatives could not always answer my questions, but our 

relationships were strengthened by working together.  If we do not ask the questions that need to be 

asked, opportunities to gather our stories will be lost.  It took courage to ask the hard questions, but I 

felt it was my right and responsibility to know the truth.   

  Dominant ideology lives within us, but that does not mean we cannot take up 

interdependency.  When we engage in relationships, possibilities for interdependence and non-

dominant difference emerge (Hoagland, 2007).  Developing my relationships provoked a sense of 

responsibility and accountability in me that demanded I acknowledge colonial structures and sustain the 

processes of dismantling my setter privilege.  Embracing relationality over independence prioritizes 
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opportunities and skills that will help our students build relationships that will sustain them throughout 

their lives.   

The Importance of Context 

This journey has encouraged me to see the world in the context of relationships.  Wilson (2009) 

said that taking things out of context destroys relationships because the world around us is a web of 

relationships.  Montessori teachers capitalize on bridging previous knowledge when new concepts are 

introduced.  For example, a teacher reviews the parts of an angle when presenting a lesson on the types 

of angles.  To locate an acute angle, a child must have the right words to locate the angles’ sides, vertex, 

and size.  Montessori (1917/1965) wrote, “It is well-known that … [one must link] all new knowledge to 

the old, ‘going from the known to the unknown,’ because what is new can awake no interest” (p. 45).  

When I presented lessons out of context, or if I was ignorant of context entirely, both the students and I 

lost interest in the relationship. 

As I sought answers regarding Erik and Mathilde and reflected on the Eurocentric concepts I was 

presenting to my students, I learned to consider context as a way of establishing a deeper relationship 

with the concepts I was presenting.   Thayer-Bacon (1998) wrote that there is a delicate relational 

balance between our experience and ideas and between our practices and concepts; any concept is 

embedded within the context of our experience.  These experiences involve people in relation to each 

other, surrounded by social context and affecting one another’s contextuality.  All of us are embedded in 

history and culture while being unique and experiencing the world differently.  Our ideas and 

experiences cannot be separated, and our context is embedded in everything we think and do.  It is 

through the contextuality of what we experience that our ideas derive meaning.   

Decolonizing Montessori Pedagogy  

Applebaum (2008) said that settler teachers have a moral responsibility to explore the blocks 

they face in acknowledging their complicity with colonialism.  We must move away from the idea that 
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Indigenous Peoples struggle and shift our perceptions from a colonial lens to a decolonial lens.  Land, for 

example, is not something to be bought and sold.  It is what sustains us.  We must teach our students to 

honor and respect the land by allowing them to develop a relationship with it.  We need to spend more 

time than we do outside learning to respect and care for the land.  Students need to experience what 

the land offers and will come to the realization that it must be protected and shared. 

One of the ways I worked to Indigenize my classroom this year was to read a plethora of books 

to my students written by local Indigenous authors.  On one occasion, I took out a classroom book 

entitled Canadian Leaders (Trottier, 2004).  There was one story in the book about an Indigenous man 

dressed in a suit.  I read the story aloud and acknowledged uncomfortable feelings telling me there was 

more to the story than what was being read.  The next day, after doing some further reading on my 

own, I offered my students a different perspective.  I shared pictures of Thomas Keesick and we 

compared how he was dressed before and after attending residential school (Bowen & Johnson, 2022).  

As a result, my young students had new questions and comments about the man in the suit.   

It was important for me to know what colonial messaging was lurking in the books that lined my 

classroom shelves, so I began combing through the books to locate content that contributed to a sense 

of othering regarding Indigenous Peoples.  Fewer books with current content reflecting the accuracy of 

Canada’s history, the diversity of Indigenous Peoples and perspectives, and the promotion of Indigenous 

nation-building and pride was critical for my students learning and respect for Indigenous Peoples.  

Learning about the authors themselves was a way to incorporate place-based learning, understand the 

diversity of Indigenous Peoples, and show support and appreciation for Indigenous storytellers.  

Acknowledging where traditional stories come from and seeking permission to tell them safeguards 

Indigenous values and the knowledge being shared.  

 The Montessori Cosmic Education curriculum reproduces colonial values and perspectives 

normalizing Euro-Canadian political, social, economic, and scientific discourses.  Indigenous Peoples are 



Decolonization Journey                         117 

misrepresented and under-represented in Montessori materials and demographics.  Looking at my 

school population, it is easy to see whom I am serving and underserving.  If I were an Indigenous parent, 

would I send my child to a Montessori school?  Would my child learn what is necessary to strengthen 

Indigenous nation- building and pride?  Would they see themselves in the materials or be free to express 

and validate their own knowledge?   

 Decolonizing Montessori education requires that teachers identify areas in the curriculum 

where they are actively perpetuating settler discourses and processes.   It does not mean we simply add 

Indigenous content into an established Montessori curriculum.  Content needs to reflect local cultures 

and languages for Indigenous representation and resurgence.   What we represent in the curriculum 

informs children about what matters in society and can aid in transforming relationships with 

Indigenous Peoples.  

   Decolonization means undoing colonial impacts, but fundamentally, it requires the repatriation 

of stolen Indigenous lands.  Tuck and Yang (2012) wrote, “Decolonization is hard, unsettling work that 

recognizes incommensurability.  The easy adoption of decolonization is a premature attempt at 

reconciliation” (p. 35-6).  There is no right way for settler-teachers to proceed with decolonization; this 

itself is a challenge.  For almost four centuries, education in Canada has fostered Eurocentric 

epistemologies (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Schaefli et al., 2019).  As a result, challenging settler 

perceptions through unlearning and steeping ourselves in Indigenous content, perspectives, and ways of 

knowing is critical for transforming our relationships with Indigenous Peoples.  

Implications for Settler Teachers 

As a result of this research, I will carry many valuable practices into my classroom.  Among these 

are the commitment to lifelong learning, the practice of critical self-reflection, the principles of inclusive 

leadership, and a pedagogy of discomfort.  Investing in what I care about has helped me find my place in 
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the communities where I learn, live, and work, and sharing my gifts and talents in service will be a 

lifelong process and responsibility.   

Commitment to Lifelong Learning 

I was too comfortable in my teaching role before I began this journey.  I was familiar with the 

lessons in my albums, having taught for over two decades, was encountering similar patterns of 

experience with my students, and had gained confidence in my abilities to deal with typical parent 

concerns.  Teaching should not get easier, and content should never be static.  The practice of critical 

self-reflection has helped to keep me on my toes, ready and alert for ways to ensure Montessori 

education remains relevant and valuable for all children.   

Montessori training is an immersive, experiential learning experience.  Experiential learning is 

intentional learning that puts you out of your comfort zone.  It helps individuals see things from a new 

perspective and is crucial for transforming perspectives.    When I think back on the life I have lived thus 

far; the most meaningful learning experiences have been experiential.  When I leave my comfort zone, I 

experience what it feels like to be fully human.  I believe trying on different perspectives and engaging 

our bodies, minds, emotions, and spirits must be a continual process.  It is where reflecting on our 

assumptions is met with a willingness to challenge old patterns of thought and behaviour.   

To see the truth regarding Canada’s colonial past, I needed to undergo a process of unlearning.  

The unlearning process helped me to detach from preconceived ideas and reflecting on what I had 

learned assisted me in accommodating new information.  Rearticulating what I had learned through 

writing helped me make the knowledge my own.  When people asked me about my thesis, I took the 

opportunity to articulate what I had learned by inviting others into the conversation.   

  Our learning paths are created by the choices we make.  They are partially influenced by our 

learning spirit but are further influenced by our learning experiences (Vizuna, 2008).  Our learning 

experiences are influenced by our relationships with our communities, culture, language, and history.  
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Learning helps shape the people we are (Battiste, 2013).  If we want our thoughts and behaviors to 

change, we must choose our lessons wisely.  We need to choose relationships that will sustain and 

encourage us and environments that will nourish our learning spirits.  Gregory Cajete (2000) believed 

that learners will find their heart, face, and foundation in learning environment that are sustaining and 

challenging.  He refers to the face as our identity, our heart as the passion that engages our life purpose, 

and the foundation as the talents and skills needed to put our passions to work (192-208).  Teachers are 

more equipped to nourish the learning spirit of their students when they understand themselves as 

lifelong learners.   

Learning needs to be self-managed through opportunities for experiential learning.  Dr. 

Montessori (2019-b) believed that “in order to keep up with evolving humanity, education should 

continue throughout life” (p. 37).  I regularly attend Association Montessori International (AMI) or other 

Montessori conferences at least once per year.  Although stimulating, these experiences confirm what I 

already know.  These types of learning opportunities enrich our classrooms by providing teachers with 

novel ideas to try with their students within a common curriculum.  In addition to regular Montessori 

professional development, teachers must immerse themselves in experiences that are purposefully 

unfamiliar.   

  The Practice of Critical Self-Reflection 

  Critical self-reflection can be incorporated daily in the Montessori classroom to raise awareness 

of dominant ideologies that exist within the Cosmic Education curriculum and in our thoughts and 

behaviors.  Devoting time and space for critical self-reflection has helped me develop a decolonial lens 

that serves me as I continue to shift and expand my perspectives.  To make critical self-reflection 

possible, settler teachers must intentionally expose themselves to opportunities for experiential learning 

where new skills, awareness, and attitudes reinforce each other.   
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Without reflection, settler Montessori teachers continue the same path year after year.  An 

uncritical mind justifies the inequities in our programs by accepting the existing order of things.  These 

teachers choose comfort and the glory of believing in the culture over understanding its history and how 

it continues to perpetuate colonial thoughts and behaviors.  We do a disservice to our students and 

ourselves by not expanding our thinking.  When we know what ideology lives within us, challenging our 

assumptions becomes a responsibility.   

Our ability to apply what we learn through critical self-reflection determines how we will 

contribute to social and educational change.  Putting ideas into action will stimulate learning 

communities to produce actions that reflect their diversity.  Critical self-reflection has helped me to 

become more aware of how I can serve and has assisted me in strengthening my relationships within my 

school community.  By taking myself into account each day, I am better prepared to act with integrity, 

humility, and authenticity.   

Pedagogy of Discomfort  

When our primary aim is to unsettle dominant beliefs and practices, discomfort is necessary for 

our growth and learning (Applebaum, 2008; Boler, 1999).  Discomfort was a signal that alerted me to 

pay closer attention to what I personally needed to learn to understand others better.  It encouraged 

uncomfortable conversations about my habits of invulnerability and independence, which motivated me 

to extend myself in actions that worked to dismantle my privilege.  Engaging with Indigenous Knowledge 

and philosophies was a way to exercise my vulnerability by learning from situations where I was the 

unknown party.  

The ‘ethical space of engagement’ that Willie Ermine (2007) describes lies between Indigenous 

and western thought worlds and is charged with the potential for cultivating deep awareness of our 

hidden thoughts and assumptions.  Space was something I tried to cultivate when designing the Critical 

Self-Reflection Template.  Cultivating deep listening skills helped me to make connections and have the 
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courage to recognize that my perspectives were in a state of becoming (Freire, 2021).  Knowing our 

ethical boundaries as settler-teachers is essential for building trust and respectful relationships with 

Indigenous Peoples.  When we understand our limitations as settler Montessori teachers, we will be 

more prepared to create respectful spaces of knowing and learning among Indigenous Peoples.  

Being an Inclusive Leader 

 In becoming more aware of my roles and responsibilities within my school community, I am led 

to consider what kind of leader I want to be.  Being an inclusive leader means telling my story and caring 

deeply about my students, parents, and colleagues so I can listen generously to their stories to 

understand them better.  Establishing norms of active consultation and participation among my 

colleagues is essential in ensuring that all voices are heard, particularly perspectives and opinions that 

might otherwise go ignored.  Diversity in our learning communities is vital in developing a fully 

integrated learning experience and maintaining a decolonial lens helps us to become more sensitive to 

the people around us.  Providing open forums for all voices to express themselves and find 

understanding helps each group member feel accepted and validated.  When learning spirits are 

nourished in our communities, everyone benefits.   Being an inclusive leader means questioning whether 

I inhibit the actions of people around me or encourage them to share their different perspectives, 

talents, and gifts.   

Being an inclusive leader means challenging implicit biases around traditional forms of 

leadership, reflecting on my identity and privilege, and a willingness to think and act along relational 

lines.  Montessori teachers need to be open to sharing diverse perspectives and developing a sense of 

collective ownership of the learning within the group.  Mutual respect and a sense of encompassing the 

unfamiliar must be encouraged- when we contextualize ourselves in our learning communities, what we 

do matters.  Our work must benefit our community and be continually on the lookout for ways to serve.  
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Teachers must be encouraged to self-reflect, consider their experiences and knowledge, and freely 

contribute their thoughts and ideas. 

Challenges and Limitations 

Developing relationships with Indigenous Peoples is an essential aspect of understanding the 

impacts of settler colonialism.  Relationships promote a sense of responsibility and accountability by 

demanding that we analyze and dismantle colonizing structures.  My lack of personal relationships with 

Indigenous Peoples was a barrier to achieving the relational goals of this project.  The Critical Self-

Reflection Template was a tool that helped me to develop humility, thoughtfulness, and respect for 

Indigenous Peoples.  This research has confirmed that relationships are the key to furthering my 

learning journey.   

Maintaining critical self-awareness will require support and practice.  School leaders and 

training centers are responsible for providing experiential learning opportunities that will encourage 

settler Montessori teachers to challenge their assumptions, biases, and prejudices.  It is the 

responsibility of settler teachers to seek out relationships and environments that will challenge them to 

learn and grow.   

Recommendations and Next Steps, Action Plan, Suggestions for Further Research 

Montessori teachers today need to be prepared for unprecedented challenges.  These 

challenges may require teaching skills and strategies that require different ways of thinking.  

Questioning foundational assumptions will help settler-teachers to unlearn what they know.  A culture 

of questions must infuse our school environments:  How do we immerse ourselves in different 

perspectives to learn what inclusivity might look like?  How do teachers gain the skills, knowledge, and 

connections to develop curricula based on local Indigenous histories, knowledges, and contexts?  How 

do we go about forging relationships with Indigenous peoples?  Unlearning requires questioning 

everything and reassembling what we know within a new context driven by relational accountability.    
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Rethinking traditional organizational structures that perpetuate colonialism in the Montessori 

curriculum must be a collective endeavor.  There must be more opportunities to witness what the 

unsettling process might look and feel like.  Sharing what has inspired settler teachers to take on this 

process, especially teachers who have been teaching for many years, will encourage other Montessori 

teachers to embark on their own processes of decolonization.  

The Critical Self-Reflection Template has the potential to be used as a planning and assessment 

tool.   Taking what I had learned in reflection and transforming it into a concrete plan of action was 

something the template lacked.  A plan might include follow-up work for the teacher or the students, 

follow- up lessons to fill in gaps in understanding, the introduction of perspectives that prioritize 

Indigenous Knowledge, inviting an expert or Knowledge Keeper into the classroom, personal reminders 

to exercise vulnerability, and concrete actions that will work towards developing our relationships.      

Conclusion 

I began this journey by confronting historic and ongoing colonialist practices that displaced and 

dispossessed Indigenous Peoples.  Through researching my ancestors, I acknowledged my complicity 

with settler colonialism and learned how the systems and structures of settler colonialism continue 

within me.  My ancestral connection to the railroad and fishing industries helped me to understand how 

Indigenous Peoples continue to be dispossessed and displaced through settler colonialist agendas to 

clear, claim, and assert sovereignty over the land.  With this knowledge of my identity, I focused inward 

by challenging entrenched assumptions, and questioning my relationship to the lands on which I 

currently live and teach.  I recognized the risk of a personal decolonization journey that focused on a 

white settler-teacher and how my research needed to extend beyond me so that it supported the 

“repatriation of Indigenous land and life” (Tuck and Yang, 2012, p. 21).  I chose the obvious and most 

challenging path.  I unsettled what it means to be me. 
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I now understand how intimately connected my grandfather Erik was to the land.  It sustained 

him.  He worked the land, which became part of who he was.  Thomas King said, “If you understand 

nothing else about the history of Indians in North America, you need to understand that the question 

that really matters is the question of land. Land contains the languages, the stories, and the histories of 

a people. It provides water, air, shelter, and food.  And land is home (p.218).  Nowadays, many settler 

people are divorced from the land, and in our disconnection, we seek connection through the 

consumption of meaningless things.  When I circled back to explore my origins, I was looking to 

understand how to belong on Indigenous lands.  Land is what binds us to the knowledge of everything 

else, and without a relationship to the land, we are lost. 

Treaties provide a framework for living cooperatively and sharing the land.  Honoring the treaty 

relationship and negotiating new treaties based on recognition of rights, respect, cooperation, and 

partnership is tantamount to achieving reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples (Government of Canada, 

2020).  Recovering the spirit and intent of the treaties is a priority for all Canadians because treaties are 

living agreements regarding our relationships between Indigenous Peoples in the past, present, and 

future (Duhamel, 2018).  My core research question asks, “How can knowledge of personal identity fuel 

the practice of critical self-reflection and lead to the realization of authentic decolonizing action in a 

Montessori Elementary classroom?”  Knowing the truths of Canada’s history and committing to learning 

more about Indigenous communities in the areas I currently occupy is my settler responsibility.  

Questioning our identity demonstrates humility and a readiness to engage in relationships.  Developing, 

maintaining, and being accountable in our relationships with Indigenous Peoples is the hard work settler 

teachers can no longer avoid. 
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Appendix A – Critical Self-Reflection Templates 

Figure 1:  

Fundamental Needs Chart Lesson Critical Self-Reflection 

DAILY TEACHER SELF-REFLECTION 

DATE:  Feb. 14, 2022                                                                   TIME: 11:00 

  

Emotional Check-In: How is the day going? 

Had a rough morning with my kids at home.  I don’t like to start the day feeling angry. 

Lesson 1: Fundamental Needs “Food Chart” 

What worked/didn’t 

work? 

What might be some other pieces of the story? 

How might there be more than one story taking 

place? 

What follow up actions might I take?  

How will these actions demonstrate 

respect and responsibility? How can they 

strengthen my relationships?   

 

I have never given 

this lesson!  Was a 

great way to 

introduce Coast 

Salish traditional 

foods. 

 

 

 

This chart lends itself well to the study of 

different cultures and the foods they eat.  

Reminds me of a video I once saw 

showing pictures of lunches children ate 

around the world.  Could be a good way 

to discuss processed vs natural foods.  

The children enjoyed looking up animals 

in my local guidebooks although the local 

Indigenous names were not given. 

Great material for introducing the names 

of local plants/animals. 

 I cannot pronounce Indigenous 

words.  This is a problem.  Our school 

rests on Musqueam territory.  It 

would be appropriate to include the 

name of the animal in this language 

(always highlighting that there are 

many local Indigenous languages). 

What is the right way to proceed? 

We need books on the shelf that offer 

different ways of classifying plants 

and animals (common, scientific, and 

Indigenous). 
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Figure 2:  

Hibernation Lesson Critical Self-Reflection 

DAILY TEACHER SELF-REFLECTION 

 DATE:  April. 26, 2022                                                                 TIME:   11:10 

  

Emotional Check-In: How is the day going? 

The children do not need a lot of lessons right now.  It’s good to move at a slower pace right now.  

It feels less frenetic.  I need to emphasize choosing work from their goals in preparation for 

observation week.  

Lesson 1: Hibernation 

What worked/didn’t work? What might be some other pieces of the 

story? How might there be more than one 

story taking place? 

What follow up actions might I 

take?  How will these actions 

demonstrate respect and 

responsibility? How can they 

strengthen my relationships?   

Asked the children what they 

knew about hibernation right 

away.  They enjoyed sharing 

their knowledge with the group.  

I told a personal story of a 

marmot in Kelowna near my 

parent’s house.  This captured 

their attention! 

Some spelling errors need to be 

fixed in the booklet. 

The booklet I read from mentions 

that squirrels, rodents, marmots, 

and bears hibernate.  What other 

animals hibernate?  Do we have 

books on the shelf where the 

children can explore further?  

  

Any Indigenous stories about 

hibernation?  

I would like to find local 

(preferably Musqueum) 

Indigenous names for the 

animals represented in the 

booklet.  Who can I ask? 

Where can I look? Are any of 

these animals endangered? 

Are their habitats threatened 

in any way?  How do we 

show respect to wild 

animals? 
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Where do these animals live 

in B.C.? Map making follow 

up activity? 

 

Figure 3:  

Timeline of Humans 2 Lesson Critical Self-Reflection 

DAILY TEACHER SELF-REFLECTION 

DATE: March 14, 2022                                                                              TIME: 11:05 

  

Emotional Check-In: How is the day going? 

Strong working energy.  Beautiful weather outside.  I went outside briefly with the younger children 

for a lesson. 

Lesson 1: Timeline of Humans 2 
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I had a small 

group of five 

children, and 

they could see 

the whole 

timeline as it 

was rolled out.  I 

need to repeat 

this lesson again 

because I relied 

too much on the 

script.  

 

 

 

 

I told the children this timeline 

was based in the continent of 

Europe, and that there were 

people living on other 

continents during this time as 

well.  Would be so helpful to 

have a timeline that 

represented the continent you 

actually live in!!  This lesson 

feels strange because it is so far 

removed. Should I be spending 

time learning about ancient 

European groups such as the 

Solutrean, Magdalenian and 

Perigordian?  I suppose my 

ancestors may have come from 

this stock but most of my 

students have come from East 

Asia.  Is it relevant? 

 

A timeline of North America has been created.  I have 

seen it.  I could reference some of what is on that 

timeline when I give the lesson again?  Need to follow 

up with the 3 Phases of History.  Agriculture is 

explained in more detail in that lesson although the 

idea of agriculture in relation to Indigenous people in 

Canada is conflicting.  Need to make sure the children 

understand that Indigenous people used agriculture 

long before they were “taught” by the Europeans. 

Could contrast that with the fact that Indigenous 

people moved around much longer than the 

Europeans ( until the buffalo disappeared and they 

were put onto reservations).   This would be an 

opportune time to talk to the children about colonial 

processes, laws and policies that restricted 

Indigenous people’s lives, many threads of which can 

be brought into the present (residential schools, the 

reserve system, and the Indian Act). 

  

 

Figure 4:  

Lifecycle of the Salmon Lesson Critical Self-Reflection 

DAILY TEACHER SELF-REFLECTION 

DATE:  April. 13, 2022                                                                  TIME:     11:10 

 

Emotional Check-In: How is the day going? 

No assistant.  Kids were working very independently.  Feeling more rested today.  Need to focus on 

drinking more water.  
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Lesson 1: Lifecycle of the Salmon 

What worked/didn’t 

work? 

What might be some other 

pieces of the story? How might 

there be more than one story 

taking place? 

What follow up actions might I take?  How will these 

actions demonstrate respect and responsibility? How can 

they strengthen my relationships?   

 

I didn’t have 

prepared material 

on the shelf to use 

to present this 

lesson. This is 

important material 

to make for next 

year.  

 

Include story of how the 

Coast Salish people return 

the bones to the water to 

thank the fish. The salmon 

enriches the forest even 

after it is dead thanks to the 

animals who prey on the 

spawning salmon.  I have 

two books on the shelf that 

address the importance of 

salmon to Indigenous 

Peoples.  

 

The BC Fisheries and Oceans program is helping 

the children develop a relationship with salmon.  

They care for the fry by monitoring their water 

quality, feed them and release the fry into their 

home streams.   They want to know where their 

fish go.  They want them to be successful in their 

journeys.  They love to observe the fish 

swimming in their tank, and I love to observe 

them doing it.  This is a very special opportunity 

for all involved.  
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Appendix B – The Many Stories of Erik 

Figure 5:  

The Many Stories of Erik - End of an Era 

  
Note: Walter Holmes (another great, great grandfather) helped to usher in the machine era in Topley 
with this truck capable of hauling large loads of hewn ties all year round.  This marked the end of Erik’s 
era when harvesting ties was only done in winter using horse and sleigh.  From “Stumpfarms and 
Broadaxes,” by Jack Mould, p. 132 (www.hancockhouse.com). Copyright 1976 by Hancock House 
Publishers. Reprinted with permission.   
 

 
Note: My great, great grandfather Erik sits atop a lengthwise load of hewn ties in 1920.  From 
“Stumpfarms and Broadaxes,” by Jack Mould, p. 58 (www.hancockhouse.com). Copyright 1976 by 
Hancock House Publishers. Reprinted with permission.   
 

http://www.hancockhouse.com/
http://www.hancockhouse.com/
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Figure 6:  

The Many Stories of Erik - 1909 Cover of "Canada West" 

 
Note: This magazine was published the same year my great, great grandfather Erik emigrated to Canada 
from Sweden. From “Canada west: The last best west,” by Government of Canada, 1909, cover page.  
(http://digitalcollections.ucalgary.ca/archive/Cover-of-Canada-West---The-Last-Best-West--
2R3BF143ZNTZ.html). In the public domain. 
   

http://digitalcollections.ucalgary.ca/archive/Cover-of-Canada-West---The-Last-Best-West--2R3BF143ZNTZ.html
http://digitalcollections.ucalgary.ca/archive/Cover-of-Canada-West---The-Last-Best-West--2R3BF143ZNTZ.html
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Figure 7:  

The Many Stories of Erik - Map of Central Alberta 1910 

 
Note: My great, great grandfather Erik was destined for Red Deer upon his arrival in 1909.  The Swedish 
community of Stolkholm was located on the Burnt Lake Trail (Cygnet Lake) and was later abandoned 
when the Alberta Central Railway bypassed the town on its way to Rocky Mountain House.   
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Figure 8:  

The Many Stories of Erik - Advertisement for Willow Creek 

 
Note: Erik left Alberta shortly after his arrival and found work in Willow Creek.  From “Willow River, 
British Columbia” by the Transcontinental Townsite Company, 1913. 
(https://arcabc.ca/islandora/object/unbc:54717?solr_nav%255Bid%255D=a43e8df81453) 
 

https://arcabc.ca/islandora/object/unbc:54717?solr_nav%255Bid%255D=a43e8df81453
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Figure 9:  

The Many Stories of Erik - Map of Lake Babine Nation Statement of Intent in Relation to Erik's 

Homestead 
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Figure 10:  

The Many Stories of Erik - First Moose Shot in Topley 1920 

 

Note: Erik stands in the center with his son Thor to his left. From “Stumpfarms and Broadaxes,” by Jack 
Mould, p. 16 (www.hancockhouse.com). Copyright 1976 by Hancock House Publishers. Reprinted with 
permission.   
 

 

 

 

 

http://www.hancockhouse.com/
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Appendix C – The Invisibility of Mathilde 

Figure 11:  

The Invisibility of Mathilde - A Nap with Mathilde 

 
Note: Prince Rupert circa 1979. Holkestad Family Album.   

Figure 12:  

The Invisibility of Mathilde - Marelius in his Twenties 

 
Note: Holkestad Family Album. 
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Figure 13:  

The Invisibility of Mathilde - The crew of the S.S. Celestial Empire (1912) 

 
Note: The Fisherman. (November 13, 1956). “In Days of Yore.” Vol. XVII No. 37. Vancouver, B.C. 
https://newspapers.lib.sfu.ca/fishermannewspaper-14602/fisherman-november-13-1956-page-1 
 
  

https://newspapers.lib.sfu.ca/fishermannewspaper-14602/fisherman-november-13-1956-page-1
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Figure 14:  

The Invisibility of Mathilde - Geographical Location of Holkestad 

  
Note: My father was gifted this map from his own father.  He took it with him on his pilgrimage to 
Holkestad in 2006.  Norges Geografiske Oppmåling. (1966). Saltens Dampskibsselskabs Rutekart Bodö 
1966.  
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Figure 15:  

The Invisibility of Mathilde - Holkestad Farm 

 

Figure 16:  

The Invisibility of Mathilde - Holkestad Farm Overlooking the Harbour 

 
Note: My father brought back fine, white sand from this beach in Holkestad.  Both photos on this page 
courtesy of Ross Holkestad, 2017. Holkestad Family Album.   
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Figure 17:  

The Invisibility of Mathilde - The Holkestad Family circa 1927 

 
Note: Back row, left to right- Mathilde, Auslaug (Aussie), Marelius; front row, Robert, Helge, and Mel.  
Auslaug and Helge were twins.  Holkestad Family Album.   
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Figure 18:  

The Invisibility of Mathilde - Mathilde's House in Kvalnes Today 

 
Note: Mathilde’s house still stands.  Photo courtesy of Ross Holkestad, 2017. Holkestad Family Album.   

 


