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She was seven, almost eight, when her father told her it was her decision. For the last two

years she has run away and hidden in the bush each time the man came to take her away.

Unlike some of the children, she had not been tricked by his offer of candy, so that he could

grab them, forcing them on to the plane. Once the plane left, she would come out of hiding

and make her way home. 

This time, she heard the man yell angrily at her father. Later, her father spoke to her in his

quiet way, telling her it was her decision. But, if she didn’t go with the man, her father would

be jailed. She had never seen a jail, but her Father’s tone told her it was a bad place. Who

then would hunt and trap to feed her mother, grandmother, and little brothers and sisters? 

And so it happened. The next fall, when the plane arrived, the frightened little girl went

with the strange white man. He terrified her, as did being in a place so far above ground. She

did not understand his language and only knew vaguely where he was taking her. She would

not she her village or family for two long years, and then, only briefly every other year. 

Finally the place arrived at its destination, She was led into a large building and handed

over to white women, some of whom wore flowing black robes and had their heads covered.

She stood frozen in place with fear and shame as one grabbed her long black braids, chopped

them off, dropping them to the floor in disgust. Next, they peeled off her clothing and rubbed

a smelly liquid into her scalp. It hurt. When they were done bathing her, they dressed her in

discarded white girls’ clothing. She longed for the beautiful clothes she had watched her

grandmother sew. Later she discovered they had been taken outside and burned. 

Over the next few months she learned important life lessons. She realized the word

“Pauline” meant her. For the remainder of her life she would answer to Pauline rather than

her Cree name. She came to understand that the God these people honoured hated her Cree

language—he preferred Latin, English or French. 

Sometimes she whispered in Cree to another girl, or in a moment of excitement simply

forgot the new words. And sometimes she was caught. She recounted how a nun once

grabbed her, pulled her to a corner of the room, and shoved a piece of paper between her

teeth. She stood facing the corner for a very long time. The paper was hard and dry, with

pictures of snakes on one side and flames on the other. They were reminders of the dreadful

things God would do to her for speaking Cree. 

 

 

 



Pauline discovered the God didn’t like the way her people prayed or celebrated or their

music. He preferred guitar, fiddle, piano, and organ. She studied a history that began when

white people arrived in the land. The only important things worth learning or worth

concerning oneself with involved the white peoples. 

Pauline’s days were filled with lessons on reading, writing and arithmetic, memorizing

prayers, going to church and doing chores. Day after day the lesson was reinforced that

“Indian people”, her people, were savage and uneducated; their only hope lay in becoming

like white peoples. 

But the hardest lesson for Pauline came from studying the mural that decorated a hallway

she walked through several times a day. It contained three scenes. The bottom scene

pictured flames with people screaming in pain- a place they called hell. She observed that

all those in hell her Indians. 

The middle picture also depicted people in agony, but with fewer flames. This, they said, was

Purgatory where people went after death for as long as it took to purge their sins. Many of

the peoples were white, with a few Indians. The top scene was beautiful, with smiling people,

winged creatures, and a king on a throne- a scene of peace and happiness. This was heaven.

Why were there no Indians in heaven? 

Several times a day Pauline would pray. “God, please make me a white girl so I can go to

heaven too.” Every time she looked in the mirror, she eagerly expected to see that this

powerful God has answered her prayer. Each time she was devastated. Her little face

remained brown. “God!” she would beg, “How can I go to heaven if you won’t make me

white?” 

But God could not answer this prayer, for how could the Holy One deny the beauty of the

diversity of his creation? 

Pauline eventually ran away. She spent the next 40 years trying to block the pain and the

shame of being and Indian. She said in later years that she came to be the most hated

drunken Indian in her town. She said it wasn’t until she turned to Native Traditional

religion (much of which had been out lawed) that she arrived at a measure of peace. 

Pauline’s family endured five or six generations of children parented by white institutions.

Pauline concluded her story by stating, “I do not hate Roman Catholics. God gave them their

religion just as he has given the Indian people our religion.”

Breakout Rooms

Discussion Question: 

1. What is something new or challenging that  you heard?

2. What were some of your thoughts? Feelings?

3. Do you have any questions that you have because of your reading? 

 

 


