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Abstract 
 
This thesis is an exploration of the meaning of reintegration as understood through the lives of 
four criminalized Indian women, myself included, using life history methodology. These 
women’s stories were told through a series of Sharing Circles, which I organized and ran. During 
these circles, we shared and discussed at length the factors that we felt made us end up behind 
bars. We then went on to construct Medicine Wheels, which are a traditional way of directing 
our paths towards lifelong healing. Finally, I interviewed each of the women individually and 
also recounted my own life story. Through sharing our stories, the women and I became 
remarkably stronger, and together we found peace of mind and purpose in life.  

Many clear patterns emerged from this research. Each woman grew up and lived in 
extreme violence, suffered childhood sexual abuse, and became involved in street life at one 
point or another. Drugs and alcohol also became detriments to the women’s physical, emotional, 
spiritual, and mental well-being. The lack of positive influences or resources that could show 
them another way of life, whether through family, school, or friends, was equally striking.  

During the research, the women were asked to answer three questions about how they 
understand their own reintegration. The resulting consensus is that in order for criminalized 
Indian women to successfully live prison-free, they must first begin by healing from the pain 
they have experienced throughout their lives. Only then will they be able to build happier, 
healthier lives for themselves.  

I conclude this thesis with several policy recommendations for Correctional Services 
Canada (CSC). I recommend that CSC develop and consistently deliver culturally appropriate 
programs that not only place criminalized Indian women’s experiences at their center but that 
also address the specific needs of these women. I also propose that Sharing Circles like the one 
conducted for this research be implemented behind prison walls, and that such Circles continue 
once women are released. Finally, I suggest that ceremony and tradition can contribute greatly to 
criminalized Indian women’s healing and reintegration, and that further research into this area is 
sorely needed. 
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They Stole (my) Our Thunder 
 

It was dark; 

Their hands were cold and calloused. 

Their smell and taste would be most heinous; 

My child spirit would run and hide. 

They Stole my Thunder. 

Years of abuse, pain, and misery, 

Alcohol, drugs and men, 

It was all I had to comfort my body, mind, and soul. 

Years in prison and life on the street took hold, they Stole my Thunder. 

It was dark; 

Death was near and looming; 

The years have taken its toll but my inner strength would persevere, 

I would surrender and I would rise from the ashes! 

I would find my Thunder! 

The dark would turn to light, 

I would learn to live and love again; 

My child spirit would be reborn better and stronger than ever before. 

Yes, they may have Stolen my Thunder, but I would find it! 

Our (my) successful reintegration would be fierce, 

The Creator is with me! 

Hiy! Hiy! 

 

by Sharon Leslie Acoose 
January 18, 2012  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Real life experience at the hands of the criminal justice system (and not through academic 
or legal training) is the only way you can become a true expert.  

—Patricia Monture-Angus 
  
My motto is Indian women do not just wake up one morning and say, “Oh, I think I will be a 

prostitute, break the law, and go to prison when I grow up!” That is not the way it happens. The 

process is long, slow, meticulous, and vicious. Life after life is torn apart in the process. Families 

are broken. Children are broken. And in the end, many Indian women go to prison for a variety 

of crimes committed to support and feed their families. It is a way of life. It is a question of 

survival.  

There is a long, complex history of why Indian women end up in prison.  Incarceration of 

Indian women is a vicious cycle that has gone on for many decades. Events that took place 

hundreds of years ago would change the face of Indian women. These women’s lives would be 

disrupted, unsettled, and the very fabric of their beings torn apart thread by thread. No one back 

in those days actually understood what was happening. At the time when treaties were signed, 

many chiefs could not read or write and would instead mark an X. That alone changed the 

destiny of many Indians, including women. There have been bumps, potholes, and long winding 

roads that many Indian women have failed to get over, around, through, and under.  

Indian women are incarcerated for a variety of reasons. Many of them have been in and 

out of institutions of one kind or another for their whole lives: Residential Schools, reformatories 

(i.e. young offender institutions), provincial jails, and federal prisons. Some of these women’s 

crimes are minor, while others are violent. Many of these women come from backgrounds that 

carry a multitude of social and personal difficulties and challenges. In general, women in Canada 

face discrimination; however, Indian women face much more severe discrimination, including 
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profound racism. It is not easy to live in a world that is unkind and cold. Many times life seems 

hopeless with each door closing, finding that you have nowhere to run or hide. I also know that 

living homeless with no food to eat makes life harder. Poverty is just one issue that many Indian 

women face on a daily basis. Indian women are also for the most part the sole providers for their 

children (O’Donnel and Wallace, 2011 p. 20). In addition, Indian women who live on reserve 

may also suffer economic hardship because they live in violence. According to the Native 

Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC), over 500 Indian girls and women have been 

murdered or reported missing from large Canadian cities over the last three decades (Standing 

Committee on the Status of Women, 2011). Other Indian women who go to prison come from 

reservations where life was and continues to be extremely difficult. As Lafreniere, Fontaine & 

Comack (2005) state, 

Prison cannot remedy the problem of poverty on reserves. It cannot deal with 
immediate or historical memories of the genocide that Europeans worked upon 
our people. It cannot remedy violence, alcohol abuse, sexual assault during 
childhood, rape and other violence Aboriginal women experience at the hands of 
men. Prison cannot heal the past abuse of foster homes, or the indifference and 
racism of Canada’s justice system in its dealings with Aboriginal people. (p. 4) 

 
Poverty, sexism, loss of identity, the Indian Act, loss of culture, racism, and Residential Schools: 

these are the reasons why many Indian women go to prison.  

This thesis holds that putting an Indian person behind bars is not the answer, but rather 

part of the problem. Building new prisons will not help address the issues that criminalized 

Indian women face and that contribute in large part to their incarceration. Money and resources 

should instead be invested in developing more effective and sustainable reintegration programs, 

both within and beyond prison walls, which will assist incarcerated Indian women to stay prison-

free in the future. Unfortunately, this is far from the approach taken by governments in Canada, 

whether in the past or present. Recently the Canadian Government passed into law a new piece 
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of legislation known as the Omnibus Crime Bill, or Bill C-10. Bill C-10 was developed and 

implemented because the Government felt it important to get tougher on crime and on those who 

commit crimes (The Canadian Civil Liberties Association, 2012). The Omnibus Crime Bill C-10 

will have serious negative effects on Indian women, as expressed by Tracy Booth, executive 

director of the Elizabeth Fry Society of Manitoba:  

The bill will impact female prisoners and their offspring. The majority of 
women in jail are mothers, and they are usually the primary caregivers in their 
families […] Elements of the new bill will result in more women being held 
behind bars […] It's going to increase criminalization and marginalization, and 
this will certainly have a very negative impact on children […] No one's really 
speaking about the impact (on) children when mom and dad are in jail, 
particularly for aboriginal people and for women in this province. (as cited in 
Giroday, 2011, p. 1) 

Because Indian women live in a racist and discriminatory environment that often pushes 

them to lengths beyond their control, prison will not be able to heal the unhealed. Prison is a 

place of confinement where many of these women will likely remain lost without proper care 

and without adequate programming. It is sad but true that many Indian women have lost their 

lives while incarcerated. For those women who are able to survive their term in prison, the 

statistics show, unfortunately, returning to prison is a given especially if they do not have a solid 

support system prior to release (Bonta, Lipinski, & Martin, 1992; Fortin, 2004). However, as I 

will discuss in the chapters that follow, the healing journey for Indian women who have been 

incarcerated is difficult but not impossible. I feel very strongly that there has to be a solution. 

And while there are no quick remedies, there are ways to stay out of prison. As I show in this 

thesis, it is crucial to learn and teach that living the good life (Mino-Pimatisiwin) can keep Indian 

women from behind the walls.  
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1.1) Research Goals and Approach 

We know very little about previously incarcerated Indian women who not only survive prison, 

but go on to live full, healthy, and productive lives. The goal of my thesis is thus to try and 

understand what makes it possible for Indian women who have previously been incarcerated to 

now live prison-free. How did they survive? How did they not only survive but flourish? What 

have they learned on their healing journey that might help other criminalized Indian women?  

 Unlike much research about Indian people, I set out to conduct research that allowed for 

Indian women’s voices to be heardwhat they believe, what they suffered, what they learned, 

how they healed. I believe that history should always be shared. As such, this thesis shares the 

life histories of four previously criminalized Indian women. Because I myself am one of those 

four women, the life histories presented here are both biographical and autobiographical. In 

particular, I wanted to discover what our collective life stories could reveal about: (1) what it 

means to be healthy; (2) what is needed to be healthy; and (3) what healthy reintegration means. 

As the Western way has not always worked well for Indian people, I employed traditional 

methods to learn about the women’s life stories, which included Sharing Circles and the creation 

of Medicine Wheels (Hart, 2002; Dapice, 2006; Lavallée, 2007).  

The following chapters will discuss some of the patterns that emerged from my research. 

Each of the women who participated in the research grew up and lived in extreme violence, 

suffered childhood sexual abuse, and became involved in street life at one point or another. 

Drugs and alcohol also became detriments to the women’s physical, emotional, spiritual, and 

mental well-being. The lack of positive influences or resources that could show them another 

way of life, whether through family, school, or friends, was equally striking. What also became 
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clear was that in order for criminalized Indian women to successfully live prison-free, they must 

first begin by healing from the pain they have experienced throughout their lives.  

 I believe the spoken word will bring truth, and that it is important that lived experience be 

utilized in a way that gathers traditional-based knowledge. Patricia Monture-Angus once wrote,  

I hold privilege as a Haudensaunee woman who is both free from prison (not 
sentenced) and no longer living in poverty. I am not an expert on prison having 
never been incarcerated. Such an assertion of expertise on my part would violate 
the tenets of the Haudesaunee knowledge system, which requires lived 
experience and reflection to be the basis of knowing. (Monture-Angus, 2006, p. 
25) 
 

Through offering meaningful and empowered research by storytelling from one woman to 

another, and through giving breadth and depth to the lives of Indian women, I hope to provide 

other women with the courage to move forward. I have learned that the hearts of Indian women 

are so amazing that even through mayhem they have persevered.  

1.2) Overview of Chapters 

Part One of this thesis lays the groundwork for the research and includes Chapters 2, 3, and 4. In 

Chapter 2, I discuss in more detail the over-representation of Indian people in the prison 

population and discuss the life events that so many criminalized Indian women share. I review 

colonization and discuss the history of abuse, Residential Schools, and the violence faced by 

Indian women throughout their lives. I speak to the history of Correctional Services Canada 

(CSC), including a discussion of the Prison for Women (P4W), formerly located in Kingston, 

Ontario. More specifically, I examine the controversy surrounding P4W as well as current-day 

problems and challenges in CSC policy and programming. In Chapter 3, I discuss the Medicine 

Wheel Theory, its history, as well as how it can be used as a particularly effective tool to assist 

formerly criminalized women in their healing journeys. I also explain how the Indian women 
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whose life histories I present in this thesis developed their own Medicine Wheel, and what it 

meant to each of them throughout the research process. In Chapter 4, I explain my methodology 

and discuss how I selected and engaged with my research participants. I also introduce the 

principal tools of my researchSharing Circles and one-on-one interviewsand discuss at 

length how I managed and ran these processes. Lastly, I discuss what it means to use life history 

as a methodology and the importance of ceremony as research in my project. 

Part Two of the thesis is comprised of Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8, which tell the life histories 

(healing journeys) of each of the four women included in my story. Each of these chapters takes 

readers through the survival of the past, the accomplishments of the present, as well as what is 

hoped for in the future by these women. Their stories are intense, raw, and beautiful.  

Part Three completes the thesis by providing an analysis of my research findings. In 

Chapter 9, I reflect on the patterns that emerged from the women’s life histories and on the 

overall process from the beginning of the research to the end. I also explore what our stories 

revealed about what it means to be healthy, what we need to be healthy, and what healthy 

reintegration means to us. In Chapter 10, I conclude the thesis by discussing policy 

recommendations that I believe would better fit the needs of Indian women in the federal 

incarceration system as well as potential avenues for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1) Introduction 

This thesis aims at understanding what health and living in a healthy way mean to criminalized 

Indian women. But before discussing Indian women’s healing journeys, I must first talk about 

where it all began: what happened and why do Indian women suffer? Why are Indian women 

over-represented in the Canadian prison population? How are women, and particularly Indian 

women, treated in correctional facilities, and how has this treatment changed over time? What 

kind of programming and policies does Correctional Services Canada (CSC) offer to incarcerated 

women? What are the current challenges and problems associated with the CSC’s approach to 

women offenders? Are the experiences of formerly criminalized women themselves, specifically 

Indian women, taken into account in corrections policy development? In order to address these 

questions, I review what past and current research has been conducted into these areas, and what 

conclusions have been drawn.  

I begin by, first, providing a brief history of Indian women in Canada. In this section of 

the chapter, I discuss what is known about pre-contact Indian societies and the role played by 

women; I then consider the process of colonization including the creation of the Indian Act, 

Residential Schools, the discriminatory policies of Child Welfare systems, the legacy of 

colonization and its impact on Aboriginal health, and the double marginalization of Indian 

women. Second, I extend my discussion of the consequences of colonization to the 

criminalization of Indian women in Canada and explore why and how Indian women continue to 

be over-represented in the prison population. Here I also discuss the controversy surrounding the 

infamous Prison for Women (P4W) in Kingston, Ontario, as well as the creation of the Task 

Force on Federally Sentenced Women (TFFSW), the recommendations of the Creating Choices 
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report, and the resulting changes in programs and facilities stemming from this report. Third, I 

provide a critical assessment of the current facilities and programming available to criminalized 

women in Canada, including a discussion of the deeply flawed assessment and classification 

tools used by the CSC, the lack of mental health treatment resources, and the poorly conceived 

and underutilized reintegration programs. Finally, I conclude the chapter by identifying some of 

the gaps in the literature that my research addresses. 

2.2) Indian Women in Canada: A Brief History 

Aboriginal Elders have suggested that Aboriginal societies were generally peaceful societies 

with little crime before contact with the Europeans. Traditionally, Indian women played a central 

role within the family, including Indian governance, the education of children, taking care of the 

kill the hunters would bring home, and in spiritual ceremonies. Within Indian tribes or clans 

there was equality and autonomy between men and women. According to the Report of the 

Aboriginal Justice Inquiry of Manitoba, “both performed functions vital to the survival of 

Aboriginal communities. Men provided the food, shelter and clothing. Women provided the 

domestic sphere and were viewed as life givers and caretakers of life” (1991a, p. 2). It is said that 

traditional Indian society experienced very little family breakdown and that there was harmony 

among men and women. Each knew their roles, and there was peace and diversity. Women also 

figured centrally in almost all Aboriginal creation legends: “In Ojibway and Cree legends, it was 

a woman who came to earth through a hole in the sky to care for the earth. It was a woman, 

Nokomis (grandmother), who taught Original Man (Anishinabe, an Ojibway word meaning 

human being) about the medicines of the earth and about technology” (Aboriginal Justice Inquiry 

of Manitoba, 1991a, p. 2). Indian women were seen to have great strength and prosperity in order 

to live and sustain life. “The Dakota and Lakota (Sioux) people of Manitoba and the Dakotas tell 
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how a womanWhite Buffalo Calf Womanbrought the pipe to the people. It is through the 

pipe that prayer is carried by its smoke upwards to the Creator in their most sacred ceremonies” 

(Aboriginal Justice Inquiry of Manitoba, 1996a, p. 2).  

However, life would change for Indian people. Indian society would become a harsh and 

violent place to live, especially for Indian women. According to Emma D. LaRocque, “We can 

trace the diminishing status of Aboriginal women to the progression of colonialism” (1994, p. 

73). Colonization eroded the lives of Indian women and took away cultural, physical, mental, 

and emotional ways of sustaining pimatiswim or the good life. Indian women lost much of 

themselves, and for many a life of crime became the only way to survive. 

Colonization 

Colonization began with the coming of the Europeans to North America approximately five 

hundred years ago. LaRocque defines colonization as  

[…] that process of encroachment and subsequent subjugation of Aboriginal 
peoples since the arrival of Europeans. From the Aboriginal perspective, it refers 
to loss of lands, resources, and self-direction and to the severe disturbance of 
cultural ways and values. Colonization has taken its toll on all Aboriginal 
peoples, but it has taken perhaps its greatest toll on women. (1994, p. 73) 
 
 

Joan Sangster writes that “Colonialism often sparks the clash of two cultures and legal regimes, 

with unequal power relations operating within as well as between those cultures” (1999, p. 35). 

Michael Hart writes in Seeking Mino-Pimatisiwin that “Colonization is driven by a worldview 

that embraces domination, self-righteousness and greed” (2002, p. 24). Moreover, according to 

Jonathon Rudin, “In the early 1800s, British government policy with regard to Aboriginal people 

was governed by the belief that over time, they would simply be eradicated as a people due to the 

impact of settler migration” (2005, p. 21). In addition, Rudin writes  
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That Canada’s express policy with respect to Aboriginal people was to hasten 
their disappearance was never really in question. Duncan Campbell Scott, the 
powerful and influential Deputy Superintendent General of Indian Affairs, said 
in 1920, “Our object is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada 
that has not been absorbed into the body politic and there is no Indian question. 
(2005, pp. 2526) 

 

Thus colonization involved the desire to civilize and assimilate Aboriginal peoples into European 

ways of life. The Indian Act, Residential Schools, and child welfare policies were some of the 

tools deployed to meet this objective.  

The Indian Act 

The Indian Act was first known as the Gradual Civilization Act which was passed in 1857. This 

act sought to assimilate Indian people into Canadian settler society by encouraging 

enfranchisement, eventually culminating in the Gradual Enfranchisement Act of 1869. This act 

was established to form the elective band council system that remains in the Indian Act to this 

day. Both the Gradual Civilization Act and the Gradual Enfranchisement Act were consolidated 

as the Indian Act (Hanson, 2009). The Indian Act was discriminatory at many different levels. 

The authority instituted by the act has ranged from overarching political controlsuch as 

imposing governing structures on Aboriginal communities in the form of band councilsto 

control over the rights of Indians to practice their culture and traditions (Hanson, 2009, p. 1). The 

Indian Act has gone through many phases of change from its implementation. The act was and 

still is how Indian people are controlled, whether it is their education or health.  

Indian status for women has been a lifelong battle. As the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal Peoples explains, the Indian Act would cause Indian women to lose their status:  

Recognition as “Indian” in Canadian law often had nothing to do with whether a 
person was actually of Indian ancestry. Many anomalies and injustices occurred 
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over the years in this regard. For example, a woman of non-Indian ancestry 
would be recognized as Indian and granted Indian status upon marriage to an 
Indian man, but an Indian woman in section 12(1)(b) who married a man 
without Indian status would lose legal recognition as Indian. Moreover, for 
historical reasons, many persons of Indian ancestry were not recognized as being 
Indians in law and were, accordingly, denied Indian status. (Royal Commission 
on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996, p. 279)  

 

And through this process many Indian women would be denied their heritage, lose their identity, 

and be rejected from their communities. Many Indian women who married outside of their own 

reserves  were not even permitted to come back home.  

The equal right of Indian women is an issue that has been under review for many 

decades. In 1985, the Indian Act was changed yet again, and Bill C-31 was passed and 

implemented. Bill C-31 would allow those Indian women who had married outside their 

reservation to apply to gain back their Indian status. However, some discrepancies still existed 

within the law, and some of these women’s children and grandchildren would not be allowed to 

obtain Indian status. Recently another amendment to the Indian Act was passed so as to allow 

children who did not received status when their mothers first applied to now apply for their 

Indian status. 

Residential Schools 

In Canada, certain sections of the Indian Act legally removed the rights of Aboriginal parents to 

their children, giving the government total control over the children’s lives. For over a century, 

under the authority of Indian agents and enforced by the RCMP, Aboriginal children were taken 

from their families and incarcerated in Residential Schools. According to Rudin, 

The disappearance of Aboriginal people as a people was also explicitly to be 
hastened by the development of the residential school system. The core belief of 
this system was that the future for Aboriginal children could only be assured by 
working hard to remove their Aboriginal self-identity. The residential school 
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experience, as all of Canada now knows, was a failure in almost every respect. It 
succeeded, however, in alienating thousands upon thousands of Aboriginal 
people from their communities and from their sense of themselves. (Rudin, 
2005, p. 26) 

 

Residential schooling was seen as a way to integrate Indian people into the mainstream of 

society. It was the hope of these schools to civilize Indians overall and to make the girls into 

good housekeepers and the boys into good farmers. Children were forcibly removed from their 

families and their traditional lifestyle. The children would be forced to assimilate into the white 

culture and would be stripped of their Indian heritage and forbidden to speak any Indian 

language they might have once known. Their hair would be cut short if it was long, and they 

would be put in uniforms. These children would suffer physical, sexual, emotional, and spiritual 

abuse.   

The most difficult part of being in Residential School was being stripped of who you 

were as an Indian. You were made to pray day in and day out, not really understanding what 

prayer was because you were merely a child. You were stripped of your Indian-ness and taught 

to be white, which is something an Indian person could never even fully become. Residential 

Schools were a travesty of justice and a demoralizing process that changed Indian people’s lives 

forever. The experience broke their spirits and the spirits of generations to come. On a daily basis 

many of these children were abused mentally, physically, emotionally, and sexually. Maria 

Yellow Horse Brave Heart states, “American Indian children were beaten for speaking their 

native languages, were removed from their families and communities, sometimes for many 

years. Some children never returned home and many died from disease and homesickness while 

in boarding school” (1995, p. 63). Many lives were lost, and many families were ripped apart by 

a system that did not understand Indian people. It was cultural genocide. The Residential Schools 
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operated for more than one hundred years with the last one closing in 1996. They left a trail of 

tears, wounds, and systemic abuses that will take generations to heal.  

Child Welfare 

Indian children have been taken away from their families since the inception of the Residential 

Schools and since Child Welfare systems have been in place. For example in Manitoba there has 

been great concern over this issue as discussed in the Report of the Aboriginal Justice Inquiry.  

Aboriginal people appearing before this Inquiry have repeatedly expressed their 
concern that any overhauls of the justice system in Manitoba must also include a 
re-examination of the child welfare system. They see the child welfare and 
justice systems as being interconnected and interwoven. To them, the child 
welfare system is but one more “outside” institution that disrupts their lives and 
societies. (1991b, pp. 12)  

 

This intrusion has been both paternalistic and colonial in nature and has broken apart many 

Indian families. It has had a particularly bad impact on women because they most often play the 

role of primary caregivers to children. According to the Manitoba Justice Inquiry,  

In most provinces, these child welfare services were never provided in any kind 
of meaningful or culturally appropriate way. Instead of the counseling of 
families, or consultation with the community about alternatives to apprehending 
the child, the apprehension of Aboriginal children became the standard 
operating procedure with child welfare authorities in most provinces. In 
Manitoba, the child welfare system “protected” many Aboriginal children by 
taking them away from their families and placing them for adoption with non-
Aboriginal families. This came to be known as the “Sixties Scoop,” but it 
continued into the 1980s. Although the flaws in this approach would only 
become evident to most of society later, Aboriginal people immediately 
condemned the practice. As Anthony Wood of God’s River told our Inquiry: 
“There was no publicity for years and years about the brutalization of our 
families and children by the larger Canadian society. Kidnapping was called 
placement in foster homes. Exporting Aboriginal children to the U.S. was called 
preparing Indian children for the future. Parents who were heartbroken by the 
destruction of their families were written off as incompetent people.” (1991b, 
pp. 1011)  
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This era was detrimental to the very fabric of Indian women’s lives for years to come. I 

believe the impact of Child Welfare services on Indian communities put Indian women in a dark 

place where many of them would give up because the system was simply too hard to fight. 

Because many Indian people were seen as unfit to care for their own children by Child Welfare 

workers, women felt powerless because their children were ripped away from their homes 

without cause and placed in foster homes.  

The ideal home would instill the values and lifestyles with which the child 
welfare workers themselves were familiar: white, middle-class homes in white, 
middle-class neighbourhoods. Aboriginal communities and Aboriginal parents 
and families were deemed to be “unfit.” As a result, between 1971 and 1981 
alone, over 3,400 Aboriginal children were shipped away to adoptive parents in 
other societies, and sometimes in other countries. (Aboriginal Justice Inquiry of 
Manitoba, 1991b, p. 11) 

 

As a consequence of these policies, women would lose contact with their children for 

years. Many would never again see their children. 

Consequences of Colonization 

Leslie Brown, in her submission to the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1994), 

succinctly describes how the process of colonization has resulted in such devastating 

consequences for Indian people. 

In all cultures the worldview, the values and beliefs, underlie the development of 
key spiritual, social, economic, educational, communication and political 
institutions. All these institutions are interrelated and all have, as part of their 
function, the role of socializing members of the society. If a dominant society 
controls, overshadows or wipes out this fundamental institutional function then 
it also takes control of the cultural constructs that become the defining 
characteristics of the smaller society. As a result, the smaller culture becomes 
sapped of its traditions and its autonomyin short, it loses touch with its life 
blood and a period of social disease ensues. This has been the partially effective 
strategy behind the Canadian government’s relationship with Aboriginal 
peoples. The impact of these phenomena are numerous; most notably 
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Aboriginal people feel immense rage and shame that has been internalized 
(within the individual, the family and the community) through a long-term 
process of racist victimization. These feelings are apparent in the symptoms 
of depression, family violence, suicide and addictions that prevail in 
Aboriginal communities and are described as a dark period in the cultural 
development of Aboriginal peoples by numerous writers. (Brown, 1994, CD-
ROM; emphasis added) 

 

The legacy of colonization is clearly present in current-day statistics which document the vast 

social, economic, physical, and mental health inequities that exist between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal Canadians (King, Smith, & Gracey, 2009; Gracey & King, 2009; O’Donnell & 

Wallace, 2011).  

Indian Women as Doubly Marginalized 

Feminist scholars argue that Aboriginal women in particular have experienced more extreme 

adverse effects of colonization due to being doubly marginalized because of their race and 

gender, resulting in Aboriginal women not only having poorer social, mental, and economic 

well-being compared to their non-Aboriginal counterparts, but also, compared to Aboriginal men 

(Kubik, Bourassa & Hampton, 2009). In their submission to the World Health Organization’s 

Commission on the Social Determinants of Health, the Native Women’s Association of Canada 

affirmed the following: 

Both the Crown […] and Aboriginal men must now take responsibility for the 
change in ways which was forced on Aboriginal peoples, particularly First 
Nations who fell under the jurisdiction and control of the Indian Act since 
contact, and disproportionately put power and control into the hands of men. 
Significant accompanying factors are well documented in this, such as the 
effects on Aboriginal society, and especially Aboriginal women, by relegation to 
reserve lands, the imposition of an elected band council structure, 
disqualification of women from holding council positions, forced removal of 
children from their families and communities to attend residential schools, and 
until 1985, women’s loss of Indian status if she married a non-Indian, to name 
but a few. The point here is that gender became an issue for Aboriginal peoples 
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where it had not previously been, and many dysfunctional through outright 
abusive to catastrophic results have ensued. (2007b, p. 10) 

 
Aboriginal women experience the highest rates of violent victimization in Canada. In 

2009, Aboriginal women were three times more likely than non-Aboriginal women to report 

having been the victim of violence at the hands of a current or former partner in the previous 

year (Brennan, 2011). Further, among the women reporting spousal violence, Aboriginal women 

were more likely than non-Aboriginal women to report (1) exposure to more severe forms of 

violence (e.g. sexual assault, physical beating, choking); (2) exposure to multiple types of abuse 

(e.g. financial, emotional); (3) injury as result of their victimization; and (4) fearing for their 

lives.  

Indian women engaged in sex work and/or living in poverty are especially vulnerable to 

violent victimization as documented in Stolen Sisters: A Human Rights Response to 

Discrimination and Violence Against Indigenous Women in Canada. As concluded in this report,  

The social and economic marginalization of Indigenous women, along with a 
history of government policies that have torn apart Indigenous families and 
communities, have pushed a disproportionate number of Indigenous women into 
dangerous situations that include extreme poverty, homelessness and 
prostitution. (Amnesty International, 2004, p. 2)  

 

Women who are the victims of violence often turn to alcohol or substance abuse as an outlet to 

sanity or as a means of forgetting their trauma (Chansonneuve, 2007). Alcohol and substance 

abuse thus become means to an end. It is easier to wash away years of pain rather than to begin 

to heal. As described in the following sections, the social distress resulting from the legacy of 

colonization and current levels of impoverishment have also resulted in an over-representation of 

Aboriginal peoples as offenders in the Canadian justice system. 
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2.3) Criminalization of Indian Women in Canada 

The majority of incarcerated Canadians are men, with women in 20082009 comprising 

approximately 11% and 5% of the prisoner population in provincial and federal jails respectively 

(Mahony, 2011).1 Among those Canadians in prisons, Indian people are over-represented, 

particularly Indian women. Although Aboriginal people make up approximately 4% of the 

Canadian population, 35% of the women and 23% of the men sentenced to custody in 

20092009 were of Aboriginal origin. The disproportionate representation of Indian women in 

Canadian prisons relative to their numbers in the general population is most pronounced in the 

prairie provinces where in 20082009 an astounding 85% of women in custody in Saskatchewan 

and Manitoba were Aboriginal, despite comprising only 12% of the general population (Mahony, 

2011).  

Women serving time in federal correctional institutions are the most marginalized of all 

Canadians. Compared to the general population of Canadian women, women sentenced to 

federal prison terms are more likely to be poorer, less educated, less likely to be employed, and 

are more likely to be single mothers. Many women also have histories of sexual and physical 

victimization, mental health and addiction challenges. For federally sentenced Indian women, 

these social, economic, and health challenges are further magnified. In the Report of the 

Aboriginal Justice Inquiry of Manitoba, one Indian woman interviewee concludes:  

It all starts from welfare. It starts with the welfare system [...] because I am a 
mother with kids and in order to do that, I had to do my crime. In order to barely 
live on welfare, I had to do my crime. You do get help from welfare, but it’s just 
barely enough to live. From there, you get involved with your crime and after 
that then you get picked up, you go to jail and when they look at you they call 
you nothing but a thief or whatever you’ve done. Nobody’s got no use for you, 

                                                 
1 Canadian correctional services are managed jointly by federal, provincial and territory governments. The federal government is responsible for 
those who receive sentences of two or more years, and the provincial/territorial government for those serving sentences less than two years. 
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but like, you know, maybe that’s how I was living, how I was keeping my kids 
together, my family, my home, whatever I had. (1991a, p. 65) 

 

Imprisonment of Women in Canada 

Historically, women convicted of federal crimes in Canada were incarcerated in a wing at the 

Kingston Prison for Men in Kingston Ontario. In 1934, the government built the Prison for 

Women (P4W), also in Kingston, which was no better than the men’s prison, and perhaps even 

worse. Although the P4W did not officially close until 2000, appeals for its closure were voiced 

almost as soon as it opened (e.g. Archambault Commission, 1938) and continued for the next 

sixty years (Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women, 1990). Although the emphasis of these 

reports varied, the main problems identified included the geographical separation that P4W 

imposed between federally sentenced women and their families/communities, as well as the 

P4W’s appalling physical environment (i.e., it was a rat-infested, unsafe, windowless building). 

Another of the main criticisms, which is still voiced today, was that the incarceration 

programming for women was simply an extension of that applied to men. In other words, the 

programs offered did not reflect the fact that women offenders were much more likely to suffer 

from social and mental health issues than men offenders (Task Force on Federally Sentenced 

Women, 1990). In addition, although women were much less likely than men to be incarcerated 

for violent crimes, the P4W was a maximum-security prison, and all women, regardless of the 

nature of their crime, were incarcerated in the same maximum security arrangement. The lack of 

programming available for federally sentenced Indian women was also specifically noted, 

whereby “Aboriginal women faced a double disadvantage; not only were they incarcerated far 

from their homes, but they also were denied many of their spiritual traditions and practices 

inherent to their culture” (MacDonald & Watson, 2001, p. 71).  
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Between 1988 and 1991, seven women at the P4Wsix of whom were Indian 

committed suicide. In 1994, an incident occurred at the P4W which received wide media 

exposure and resulted in a public inquiry by the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights, Louise Arbour (Public Works and Government Services Canada, 1996). Sierra Bacquie 

describes this incident as follows: 

On April 26th 1994, a video camera captured grainy black and white images of 
an all Institutional Emergency Response Team (IERT) storming the cells of 
sleeping inmates at the women’s prison. The men shackled the defenseless 
women, forced them to the floor and stripped them naked. They did this one 
woman at a time, stopping periodically for meal and smoke breaks. From 
beginning to end, the raid lasted six hours. (2004, p. 1) 

 

The photos in Appendix A of this thesis show the segregation unit at P4W where these 

supposedly dangerous women were housed. It was a place not fit for bears.  

In 1989, as a “consequence of immense social and political pressure on the government 

by reformers, feminists, Aboriginal organizations, and the media” the Solicitor General of 

Canada appointed the Task Force on Federally Sentenced Women (TFFSW) (Hannah-Moffat, 

1995, p. 137). The TFFSW was unique relative to past initiatives because its members were 

mostly composed of women with strong feminist ideologies and with strong representation from 

community organizations, including a co-chair from the Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry 

Societies. Also important was the representation of Aboriginal womenfor instance, the Native 

Women’s Association of Canadaincluding two formally federally imprisoned Indian women, 

Fran Sugar and Lana Fox. The voices of Sugar and Fox made clear to the TFFSW not only the 

horrendous conditions of prison life, but also the link between colonialism and the life 

experience of imprisoned Indian women. 

When we come to prison, we need to adjust to greater and greater violence in 
our lives. We adjust to increasingly deadly conditions, and come to accept them 
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as “natural.” We adjust to having freedoms stolen away from us, to having fewer 
and fewer choices, less and less voice in the decisions that affect our lives. We 
come to believe that making $4.20 a day and things we can buy with it are the 
most important life goals. We have adjusted to deafening silence, because it is 
now mandatory to wear headphones. We have adjusted to the deafening noises 
and screams coming from segregation when our Sister has just been stripped of 
her clothes and maced in the face. We have adjusted to the deadening 
entertainment of bingo games that give out prized bags of taco chips and we 
hear glees of happiness at this score, because some pathetic individual hasn’t 
tasted taco chips since 1979 […] We have adjusted to dreaming of our futures. 
We become so phucking numb from the incredible b/sh we are exposed to: 
trying to see case management officer to get a call to our children in a major, 
major event. It is no wonder that so many of us cut our throats, lacerate our 
bodies, hang ourselves. It is no wonder that we need to identify our pain onto 
our physical bodies, because our whole lives have been filled with incredible 
pain and traumatizing experiences—psychic pain, physical pain, spiritual pain. I 
entered Prison for Women as a young, poorly-educated, Native woman and […] 
I will soon be released with similar characteristics—but you can add another 
deficiency—after seven years—I am now an […] angry, young, poor, 
uneducated, Native woman. (Sparling, 1999, p. 116) 

  

The Creating Choices Report 

The work of the TFFSW culminated with the 1990 release of the seminal document Creating 

Choices (TFFSW, 1990). Recommendations of the report included closing the P4W and 

replacing it with five regional prisons distributed across Canada and a healing lodge for federally 

sentenced Aboriginal women. The report also articulated a revised vision for correctional 

services in Canada that was woman-centred, respectful of diversity, and cognizant of the 

complex social, historical, and economic factors that place some Canadian women at greater risk 

of becoming criminalized. Five principles were identified that were to guide the development of 

future correctional facilities and programming for women offenders in Canada: (1) 

empowerment; (2) meaningful and responsible choices; (3) respect and dignity; (4) supportive 

environment; and (5) shared responsibility. In addition to the development of a healing lodge, 

each of the regional prisons was to provide Aboriginal programming and services. As concluded 
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in the Creating Choices report, Correctional Service Canada (CSC), along with the broader 

community, “has the responsibility to create the environment that empowers federally sentenced 

women to make meaningful and responsible choices in order that they may live with dignity and 

respect” (TFFSW, 1990, Chapter X).  

Current Facilities and Programming 

Since Creating Choices, the CSC has over the years made a number of changes to both facilities 

that house federally sentenced women and the programs available to them. Based on 

recommendations by the TFFSW, five new federal prisons were built for women: Fraser Valley 

Institution (Abbotsford, BC), the Edmonton Institution for Women (Edmonton, AB), the Grand 

Valley Institution for Women (Kitchener, ON), the Joliette Institution (Joliette, QC), and the 

Nova Institution (Truro, NS). Within these facilities, women classified as minimum/medium 

security live in detached houses which include shared living spaces and household duties (i.e. 

cleaning and cooking). Each regional facility has a perimeter fence with a detection system, and 

the doors and windows of the houses have alarms. Women designated as maximum security are 

placed in much more secure, supervised facilities. Women with mental health or cognitive 

challenges reside in either Structured Living Environment Houses (minimum/medium security) 

or Secure Environments (maximum security). In addition to the five decentralized institutions, a 

healing lodge was also constructed based on significant input from Aboriginal people. Located in 

southern Saskatchewan, the Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge is a thirty-bed facility containing both 

single and family residential units that allows children. Most of the staff, including the 

Kikawinaw (the director) are of Aboriginal origin. The operational philosophy is based on 

Aboriginal teachings and traditions, and Elders are involved in all aspects of programming.  



 23

According to CSC, programs for federally sentenced women include: (1) correctional 

programs (e.g. substance abuse programming, sex offender therapy, cognitive skills training, 

anger/emotional management); (2) mental health programs (e.g. trauma and abuse counselling, 

dialectical behaviour therapy, psychosocial rehabilitation); (3) education, employment, and 

employability programs; and (4) social programs (e.g. parenting skills, mother-child program, 

peer support, spirituality services, recreation services) (Fortin, 2004). In addition to these general 

programs, an Aboriginal program was also developed, which was supposed to incorporate 

culturally relevant principles developed by Aboriginal people with traditional cultural healing 

knowledge, including the Circles of Change Program, the Family Life Improvement Program, 

and the Spirit of a Warrior Program.  

2.4) Problems and Challenges in Corrections for Women 

Reviews of the changes made by CSC regarding how federally sentenced women are imprisoned 

since the advent of Creating Choices have been mixed. Some positive changes have certainly 

been mentioned, including improvements in the physical environment, flexibility in security 

ratings, and the apparently increased availability of “woman-centered” programming within 

facilities, such as those that target issues related to mental health, victimization, and relationships 

(Canadian Human Rights Commission, 2003; Expert Committee Review of the Correctional 

Service of Canada, 1996–2000). For Aboriginal women offenders, the Okimaw Ohci Healing 

Lodge is considered a significant accomplishment in Canadian corrections (Native Women’s 

Association of Canada, 2012; Gondziola, 2005; Pollack, 2008) and there appears to be a greater 

availability of Aboriginal programming within the five other facilities (Expert Committee 

Review of the Correctional Service of Canada, 1996–2000).  
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Despite some recognized improvements in the Canadian penal system for women 

offenders in recent years, many significant problems remain. While CSC maintains that much 

has changed since the days of the P4W, many advocacy groups, such as the Native Women’s 

Association of Canada, contend that in practice, very little has changed, especially for Aboriginal 

women (Gondziola, 2005). The most fundamental flaw of current Canadian corrections for 

women is that programs continue to be inherently sexist and racist. That is, despite CSC rhetoric 

to the contrary, much of the programming for federally sentenced women fails to adequately 

address the gendered and racialized life circumstances which bring women into conflict with the 

law in the first place: poverty, homelessness, violence, mental health problems, and addictions 

(Hannah-Moffat, 2010; Kilty, 2012; Pollack, 2008; Shantz, Kilty, & Frigon, 2009; Canadian 

Human Rights Commission, 2003; Auditor General of Canada, 2003).  

Assessment and Classification 

An example of a sexist and racist practice within the correctional system is their continued use of 

assessment and classification tools originally designed for male, predominately Caucasian 

prisoners, despite “research showing that women inmates generally pose a lower security risk, 

have a much lower risk of re-offending, and have different needs than men” (Canadian Human 

Rights Commission, 2003, p. 2). For example, the Custody Rating Scale (CRS) is used to 

determine an offender’s designation as minimum, medium, or maximum security. Although this 

assessment occurs at initial entry into prison, it can be reassessed at any time during one’s 

sentence. One of the criteria used to determine whether a person is given maximum security 

status is the extent of supervision or control an individual might need during incarceration. The 

fact that women offenders are more likely than male offenders to be admitted to prison with 

mental health and addiction challenges (often as a means of coping with an impoverished and 
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abusive past) contributes to an inflated security assessment (Canadian Human Rights 

Commission, 2003; Kilty, 2012). For many of the same reasons which lead to their 

criminalization in the first place, women are also more likely than men to attempt suicide and 

engage in self-mutilation while imprisoned. Adding to the potential for greater distress among 

women is that they are more likely to be the primary caregiver of their children, and thus 

separation from family can further exacerbate feelings of loss and despair. CSC’s use of 

assessment tools designed for men results in many women offenders being inappropriately 

designated as maximum security due to the reconstruction of social, mental, and emotional 

health needs as “risk factors for potential recidivism upon release and as resistant or threatening 

behavior (to themselves or to others) while in prison” (Kilty, 2012, p. 165). Importantly, 

individuals’ security designation impacts access to prison rehabilitation and reintegration 

programming:  

[…] even in Canada’s new, “women-centered” prisons, “maximum-security” 
women are kept segregated from the rest of the prison environment and 
population, in newly built, highly secure concrete cell-blocks called “Secure 
Units.” The women have little to no access to programs and facilities afforded to 
women with lower classification; instead they are forced to participate in an 
intense, behavior modification program if they hope to have their classification 
lowered. They are moved about the grounds only in handcuffs and shackles, 
under strict guard surveillance. This treatment stands in dramatic contrast to the 
newly-reformed prisons and their “women-centered” philosophy that allegedly 
governs incarceration practices for women in Canada. (Campbell, 2006, p. 3–4)  

 

Many women classified as maximum security reach the end of their sentence without having 

been involved in gradual release programs, “thereby increasing the likelihood that they will find 

themselves in the same situation that led to their initial criminalization” (Auditor General of 

Canada, 2003).  
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Among federally sentenced women, Indian women are most likely to be over-classified 

as maximum security. In 20092010, almost half (47%) of the federally sentenced women 

currently housed in maximum security conditions were Indian (Correctional Services Canada, 

2010b). Aboriginal women are also more likely to be placed in administrative segregation. 

Compared to non-Aboriginal federally sentenced women, criminalized Indian women are more 

likely to report a history of socioeconomic deprivation, sexual or physical violence and struggles 

with mental health and addictions, and within prison, are more likely to attempt suicide and 

engage in self-harm. Further, as stated by Campbell,  

Aboriginal women and men come into conflict with the law already distrustful 
of a system that in many ways was put in place to continue to colonize and 
oppress them. They come to this system already well versed in how to subvert it, 
to resist it, to challenge its authority over their lives. Aboriginal women in the 
criminal justice system are more likely to be classified as maximum security 
because of the violence they experience outside the prison walls, and because of 
their resistance strategies inside them. (2004, p. 36) 

One factor which can potentially attenuate a prisoner’s security classification is the 

availability of family and community supports, a criteria which further discriminates against 

federally sentenced Indian women “due to centuries of colonization and the accompanying 

destruction of Aboriginal communities and families (Campbell, 2004, p. 37). A significant 

consequence of the over-classification of Indian women is that maximum security designation 

precludes access to the Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge.  

Mental Health Treatment 

Recent increases in the rate of incarceration among women, particularly Aboriginal women, has 

been linked to the consequences of neo-liberal policy changes including “cuts to social 

assistance, the creation of a precarious low-wage job market, reduction in publicly funded 

daycare, and cuts to social services, addictions treatment and mental health services” (Pollack, 
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2008, p. 6). A further trend has been a steep increase in the proportion of federally sentenced 

women who meet the criteria for a mental disorder. As recently stated very powerfully by 

Howard Sapers, the Correctional Investigator of Canada,  

It is my experience that prison populations disproportionately include the more 
impoverished, poorly-educated, addicted and the mentally ill among us. A walk 
through a federal penitentiary in this country reveals that current criminal justice 
policy captures a high number of the most marginalized and distressed within 
our communities. (Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2011, p. 54) 
 
 

The social, economic, and political symptoms of distress that many women enter prison with are 

further exacerbated by the experience of being imprisoned (Shantz, Kilty, & Frigon 2009; 

Pollack, 2009) and even more so if deemed in need of maximum security.  

Criticisms by feminist criminologists concerning the individualization of risk in current 

classification systems also extends to more general mental health treatment available to federally 

sentenced women, typically in the form of cognitive-behavioural treatment (Shantz, Kilty & 

Frigon 2009; Kilty, 2012). As stated by Maidmont, “this treatment-based approach individualizes 

criminalized women and increasingly places the blame on cognitive deficiencies to account for 

one’s wrongdoing. Such approaches are devoid of any contextual analysis as to why certain 

groups of marginalized women are criminalized in the first place” (2006, p. 36). Often combined 

with cognitive-behavioural treatment is the prescribing of mood modifying drugs; federally 

sentenced women are prescribed such drugs at a much higher rate than women in the community. 

According to Kilty, “prescription patterns are also regionalized and racialized, with the highest 

rates of psychotropic medication use found in the Prairies where there is a disproportionate 

number of Aboriginal women in prison” (2012, p. 163).  
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Reintegration  

CSC programs behind Canadian prison walls are intended to prepare incarcerated criminalized 

women for their eventual successful release into the community. To further assist in 

reintegration, supportive programming is also supposed to be available within the community 

once released. Considerable evidence, however, suggests that such CSC programming falls very 

short of its goals (Canadian Human Rights Commission, 2003; Auditor General Report, 2003). 

While still in prison, limitations to supportive programming include a lack of timely access to 

many prison programs and deficits in addictions programming (Pollack, 2008). For Aboriginal 

women not in the Okimaw Ohci Healing Lodge, Aboriginal-specific programming is less 

accessible (Native Women’s Association of Canada, 2012). For all imprisoned women, there 

seems to be a lack of concrete and supportive pre-release planning and underuse of available 

mechanisms (e.g. temporary day passes) which could actually help criminalized women make 

important contacts within the community (employment, housing, treatment) prior to their full-

time release. For Aboriginal women, a government stipulation (Section 84) that allows for 

release directly to one’s own community is particularly underutilized. The predominance of 

gender-typed, employment training opportunities behind the walls (e.g. food preparation, 

housekeeping) fails to provide women with the skills needed to make a living wage once 

released.  

Once released from prison, the social, economic and health challenges many criminalized 

women faced prior to their prison sentence are multiplied and magnified (Pollack, 2008; Shantz, 

Kilty, & Frigon, 2009; Maidmont, 2006). These difficulties include a limited availability of 

meaningful and culturally relevant addiction or mental health treatment options, affordable 

housing, and employment opportunities. Difficulties re-establishing relationships with families 
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are also common. Also now shouldered by paroled women is the stigma associated with having 

been in prison (Maidmont, 2006; Pollack, 2008). According to Shantz, Kilty, & Frigon (2009), 

female offenders’ chance at successful reintegration is further limited by the “infantilizing and 

often debilitating experience of imprisonment” (p. 88) combined with limited community 

resources and the additional burden of being labelled as an ex-prisoner upon release.  

 
Although CSC and certain social services agencies offer some support to help 
women transition back into the community, this support hardly makes up for the 
structural discrimination that criminalized women commonly experience. Upon 
their release from prison, women add the stigma associated with their status as 
ex-prisoners to a lengthy list of socio-structural locators such as race/ethnicity, 
class, gender, sexuality, health status, mental health status, education level, and 
even job skills, all of which can have a negative impact on their ability to 
experience successful (re)integration […] While CSC re-envisioned Canadian 
women’s prisons as places that offer women choices and opportunities to rebuild 
their lives in supportive environments, instead these institutions continue to 
manifest the state’s powercreating dependency rather than empowerment and 
thus limiting women’s abilities to cope after their release. The vast government 
funding that is channelled into the prison industry and the limited support 
proffered to vital community resources has long been criticized for maintaining 
the inequitable socio-cultural and structural conditions that give rise to 
criminality in the first place. (Shantz, Kilty, & Frigon, 2009, p. 104) 

 
The validity and usefulness of the term “re-integration” for criminalized women has been 

seriously questioned given that it “implies that women were integrated within ‘mainstream’ 

(which implicitly means white, middle class) communities” in the first place (Pollack, 2008, p. 

31). Also questionable is the notion that prisons can be simultaneously punitive or controlling 

and supportive or empowering. 

Researchers and activists have illustrated the myriad ways in which feminist 
discourses of empowerment and gender have been transmuted by correctional 
frameworks and used to further the penal agenda of regulation, punishment and 
control […] A common theme underlying this work is the fact that regardless of 
what they are called or how correctional programming and policy is discursively 
framed, prisons cannot be empowering or even simply be benign; the ethos of 
imprisonment is deprivation and punishment, not care and support. This is one 
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of the reasons that many advocates for the rights of imprisoned populations have 
argued against tinkering with prisons to make them better at incarcerating 
people and have instead advocated decarceration strategies. (Pollack, 2008, p. 
31) 

 

For criminalized Indian women, imprisonment has an even more deep-seated historical meaning. 

According to Monture-Angus, “the prison is a total institution that relies on various forms of 

isolation as the essential form of control over the prisoner in the same way that reserves isolated 

Aboriginal peoples” (2006, p. 27).  

2.5) Conclusion  

We often forget that prison is only a temporary solution. And when it comes to Indian women, 

the statistics and research clearly show that too often, prison is also seen as the easiest solution. 

Time and time again, the justice and correctional systems have shown themselves to be largely 

ignorant when it comes to the treatment of Indian women who come from an array of horrific 

circumstances and for whom crime or violence is a means of survival. Many of these women 

have lost their voice and are afraid to speak out. Others simply do not know what to say. In the 

court system, many Indian women have experienced minimal support and as a consequence have 

pled guilty, which should always be a last resort rather than a first choice. 

While in prison, women, particularly Indian women, experience a lack of support which 

disempowers them, eventually breaking down the body, mind, and soul. Over the years, many 

changes in facilities and programming have been enacted; however, as has been made clear in 

the above literature review, there is still a long way to go. Much of the research on criminalized 

women in Canada does not focus specifically on Indian women who, for many of the reasons 

explored above, would require a distinct research focus. Likewise, the lack of access to culturally 

appropriate programming for Indian women is a serious problem. The overall link between 
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spirituality or ceremony and healing is grossly under-researched, with no current or relevant 

literature to speak of. The one notable exception is that Fran Sugar and Lana Fox have, for 

instance, spoken openly and honestly about their time behind the walls and of how spirituality 

has played a central role in their healing journeys: 

At times when I’d burn my medicine, when we had sweetgrass smuggled in to 
us because sometimes it was seen as contraband, the sweet smell of the earth 
would create a safe feeling, a feeling of being alive even though the cage 
represented a coffin, the prison a gravestone, and my sisters walking dead 
people. Those medicines were what connected me as a spirit child. One time 
when I was close to suicide I was told my Mista Hiya that my spirit was alive 
and it was housed in my physical shell. And from that hard time I learnt that my 
spirit was more important than my body because my body was controlled by the 
routine of life in prison. It was then the connectedness to being an Aboriginal 
Woman began. I began feeling good about myself even though I had only a few 
reasons to feel good. I understood there was a spirit within me that had the will 
to live. (Sugar and Fox, 1989/1990, p. 467) 

 

Indian women behind the walls desperately need such hope and could benefit tremendously from 

hearing about the lived experiences of more women like Sugar and Fox. This is, in large part, the 

gap that my research attempts to address in this thesis. 

In also seeking to understand what health and living in a healthy way means to 

criminalized Indian women, I acknowledge openly that these terms mean different things to 

different people, and that they may be difficult to pinpoint. For instance, many criminalized 

Indian women might not even have a conception of what is health or healthy living. Generally 

speaking, one does not go to jail or prison in a healthy state of body, mind, and soul. Perhaps it is 

as a result of this difficulty that I found very little research that speaks to the recovery and 

healing journeys of Indian women once they are released from prison. However, my research 

attempts to fill this gap by documenting the lives of formerly criminalized Indian women. 
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It is my hope that this thesis will show that it is important to listen to the stories of those 

Indian women. Documenting and sharing lived experience is an excellent way of finding out 

how criminalized Indian women feel, think, and see life in prison and out of prison, and beyond. 

As I will discuss in greater detail in Chapter 4, life history research gives us something that we 

cannot find in books because the best information about life comes from the hearts of those who 

have been there. Who are criminalized Indian women? They are beautiful humans who have 

suffered a life of pain and mayhem and yet have survived. That is who the women are, and they 

are women with a story to tell. The sharing of these stories, as I have learned throughout this 

process, can also be an important part of the healing journey. 

In the following chapter, I discuss one the principal tools and frameworks used in my 

research with formerly criminalized Indian women: the Medicine Wheel. There I will discuss, 

among other things, the history of the Medicine Wheel, how it works, how it is built, and why it 

is a good match for uncovering the healing journeys of criminalized Indian women. 
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Chapter 3:  Medicine Wheel Theory 

3.1) Introduction 

The Medicine Wheel is part of the ceremonial and cultural practices of many Indian people. I 

learned to use the Wheel by observation, practice, and by listening. I asked questions to confirm 

that I was on the right track when I was teaching and making Wheels with my students. The 

Wheel is circular because there is no beginning and no end: it is a continuous life process that is 

never-ending. All my years of research have taken me to many places, but arriving at an 

understanding of how to follow ceremony and feeling proud that I have been able to sustain life 

and live in culture has been by far the most important. Building Medicine Wheels with 

criminalized Indian women is a recipe for goodness, faith, hope, and for living prison-free as 

reintegrated human beings. Medicine Wheels are our balance.  

Over the course of this research, the women and I built Medicine Wheels according to the 

different trials and tribulations of our lives. This chapter aims to explain the theory that is the 

Medicine Wheel. I begin by first providing historical context to the concept: what part the 

Medicine Wheel has played in traditional Indian culture, what it has been used for, and how it 

can be used today. I then give further details on how the Medicine Wheel is meant to work and 

what its process entails. I conclude this chapter by discussing why the Medicine Wheel is a 

particularly good tool for helping criminalized Indian women in their healing journeys.  

3.2) Medicine Wheel: Historical Context 

The Medicine Wheel is a very old tool that Indian people have used over the years as a means of 

healing from the past. There are different types of Wheels put together by a variety of Indian 

people such as the Cree, Saulteaux, and Sioux. And, of course there are many other tribes 
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throughout North America that practice the teachings of the Medicine Wheel (see Papequash 

2012; Nabigon, 2006; Dapice, 2006; Knight, 2001). Throughout their lives, the Medicine Wheel 

helps individuals come to grips with, reflect on, and deal with the problems they face in the past, 

present and future. According to Michael Hart, the Medicine Wheel “has been utilized to explain 

and address issues, including racism, the impact of the Residential Schools, healing, education, 

and research” (2002, p. 39). Medicine Wheels can be conducted scientifically and through 

quantitative research methods, and there are really no boundaries as to how they can be used 

(Wilson, 2008; Walker, 2001; Crow, 2004). 

Traditional practices have not always been accepted. Historically, grave changes took 

place that put Indian people into stifling positions; as a result, their holistic practices were altered 

to the detriment of their daily living. In Education Is Our Buffalo, the authors state  

In the late 1800’s, the Government of Canada feared that Indians would 
organize and rise up against the new settlers in the west, as was happening in the 
United States. At the same time missionaries were eager to convert the First 
Nations people they viewed as savages to Christianity in order to, as they put it, 
“civilize” them. At the urging of the missionaries, the government passed laws 
restricting First Nations people from practicing many of their ceremony and 
customs. (The Alberta Teachers’ Association, 2006, p. 26)  

 

In this era, everything that Indian people knew about tradition and ceremony had to go 

underground. Many Indian people would continue to practice their traditions and customs but 

would do so in secrecy. Ultimately, due to this long-lasting restriction, many of the traditions and 

customs of Indian people would be lost, including many languages. Fortunately, the Medicine 

Wheel and its holistic view of the universe have survived to this day. A great amount of 

knowledge can be uncovered using Medicine Wheels; they have been known to track not only 

life cycles of people, but also of animals, plants, stars/astronomy, and environmental issues.  
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 Indian people have a rich and vibrant culture. Most Indian people live by the laws of the 

land, honour Mother Earth, and understand that the environment is essential to daily life. As 

stated in Education is our Buffalo, “The cultures of Aboriginal people are holistic; that is, they 

are totally integrated in their connection to Mother Earth” (2006, p. 26). In other words, Indian 

people are of the belief that all things, whether animate or inanimate, and that all have a place in 

the world. This significance has been vital to the sustenance of Indian people, and to how they 

relate to Mother Earth. As Elder Danny Musqua explained,  

We have a beautiful tradition and a holistic view of the universe that makes us 
who we are. In our circle, we need the old and the young, the old teach the 
young to keep the tradition alive. Nothing really dies out in a circle, things might 
get old and wear out but they renew again, generation after generation. That is 
what the circle is about. (as cited by Knight, 2001, p. 34)  
 

It is said that working together in a holistic manner will bring Indian people closer together. The 

Medicine Wheel as a holistic tool makes this possible. 

3.3) The Medicine Wheel Explained 

The Medicine Wheel has been used for healing purposes for generations. As Michael Hart 

explains, “The medicine wheel is an ancient symbol of the universe used to help people 

understand things or ideas which often cannot be seen physically” (2002, p. 39). The Medicine 

Wheel can be expressed in many ways, and there is no right or wrong. The idea behind the 

process is to have people work through the Wheel from birth to wherever they find themselves at 

the present time. The Medicine Wheel can be used to assist an individual in his or her own self-

reflection. According to Hart, “traditional ceremonial leaders explain that every person has their 

own medicine wheel since it can reflect each person’s own life” (2002, p. 39). In this sense, the 
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Medicine Wheel is like a snowflake where no two are the same. It is a unique and beautiful 

thing. 

Most Indian people will know and understand the significance of using circles/Medicine 

Wheels and their connectedness to the land and its people. It is also said that working with Elders 

within the Medicine Wheel is vital to the restoration of life. According to Joan Sanderson,  

the Elders shared wise counsel, advice, and guidance about maintaining 
harmony and balance in families and the community. They provided a continuity 
of worldview; they also lent wisdom to daily life and brought order to chaos. 
Elders were the reminders of heritage and survival and strength. (1992, p. 19)  

 

The Wheel is like a journey of life that you can take to explore your lineage and to access 

knowledge from past Indians who have lived on this Earth for many moons. Because many 

Elders are profoundly spiritual people, they carry the great lessons of the Medicine Wheel. As 

such, they are the backbone within the Wheel, and it is through them that balance can and will be 

reached.  

Working the Wheel 

Working the Medicine Wheel is done to grasp life in new ways. It is about being innovative, 

honest, and willing to take the good with the bad. There is no right or wrong way to work and/or 

develop a Medicine Wheel. A person will not work through their Wheel in an hour or two; like 

anything of any value in life, it is a process that will take a lifetime.  

The process of healing is not easy. The past comes close to the heart and makes life hard 

to live; however, the Medicine Wheel might help a person see new options or possibilities for 

herself. By helping her put a whole new perspective on life, the Medicine Wheel assists a person 

in releasing stress and makes it possible for her to let go of pain and misery. As a result, it might 

also help people understand who they really are, and where they want to go in life. The Medicine 
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Wheel teaches us that it is important to know who you are, where you are going, and what you 

need to do in order to stay in balance.  

The Wheel is merely another way to log your life from birth to becoming old. Like 

journal writing, poetry, or storytelling, the Wheel is a tool that can help people to see and 

understand their pasts so that they may grasp what went wrong and why. It is a means of 

exploring mino-pimatisiwm (living the good life) and attaining revelations. In The Sacred Tree, it 

is said that “the Medicine Wheel teaches us that the four elements, each so distinctive and 

powerful, are all part of the physical world. All must be respected equally for their gift of life” 

(Bopp et al. 2004, p. 11). If working through the Medicine Wheel is followed and done 

according to who you are as an individual, it has the potential to grow into powerful gifts of life. 

The concept of four is significant to the Medicine Wheel. The Wheel has four sections 

that follow the four directions: North, East, South, and West. In those sections, for example, 

there are also four seasons, four animals, four colours that signify the four races of people, which 

are all part of the life cycle. As a rule you would start the Wheel in the North from birth, where 

you would have received an Indian name. Then you would continue on towards the East, South, 

West, and back to the North and continue the life cycle until death, and beyond. However, due to 

the colonial changes of our society some people might start the Wheel process somewhere past 

the East or closer to the North. Wherever the process begins it will continue onwards in a circular 

motion.  

Four Sections, Four Directions 

It will be important to learn and understand the four sections within the Medicine Wheel. The 

North is where life begins. This is where family, friends, and community nurture you. It is the 

place where you learn to crawl, walk, and run. It is where we are interconnected with the 
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environment. Here we learn the importance of right from wrong, and we learn to talk and find 

our way. It is where we learn to be sustainable as we grow through our lives. The North is about 

challenge and change; here we will also learn to combat racism, sexism, discrimination, and 

stigma. The first stage of awareness is opening your heart and feeling trust for others.  

 The East is where we become more educated. The Elders will teach us the philosophy of 

their teachings, and why they are important. As we mature to young adults we will of course 

make mistakes; however, if we listen to the teaching of the Elders, our mistakes will be easy to 

overcome. Barriers might present themselves, but we will learn to get through, under, over and 

around them. The East is a place of nourishment and learning. Here we will learn to love and be 

loved. If we take the wrong path then here we will learn disillusionment in life, and we could 

become lost.  

The South is a place where we have grown from a young adult to an adult. We have 

learned many things at this point, and we have either used those teachings wrongly or rightly. All 

our decisions will be our own. We will have floundered but always picked ourselves up and 

forged ahead in order to prosper no matter what. At this point in time, we have already learned 

the importance of ceremony. If we have taken the wrong path in life, things will fall into place 

again when we become stable—and if we stay within the Medicine Wheel and the teaching of 

the Elders.  

The West is a place where we are now grown adults. At this time, we have learned how 

to live, good or bad. This is a place of great wisdom as long as we have followed whatever our 

traditions might be. We have become educated and are now teachers, social workers, medical 

doctors, chiefs, and Elders, or we have become lost and are lawbreakers, street people. But once 

we have admitted our wrongs, the path will become straight again. We have also learned that we 



 39

do not know everything about life, and that once we step into our healing journeys, we will be 

there until death or beyond. We have learned how important it is to live the circle of life and that 

no matter how many mistakes we make, we will never be judged.  

Using the Wheel takes creativity, strength, and calm. According to Dr. Gregory Cajete 

(1994), there are four cardinal directions of indigenous creativity: North (warrior/hunter), South 

(philosopher/teacher), East (Artist/Poet), and West (Shaman/priest). There are also eight stages 

of developmental learning:  

The process begins with a deep and abiding respect for the spirit of each child 
from before the moment of birth. The first stage of Indigenous education 
revolves around learning within the family, learning the first aspects of culture 
and learning how to integrate one’s unique personality in a family context. 
Education in the second stage revolves around social learning: being introduced 
to Tribal society, and learning how to live in the natural environment. The third 
stage revolves around melding individual needs with group needs through the 
processes of: initiation, learning guiding myths, and participating in ritual and 
ceremony. The fourth stage is a midpoint in which the individual achieves a high 
level of integration with the culture and attains a degree of peace of mind. The 
fifth stage is a period of searching for a life vision, a time of pronounced 
individuation and the development of mythical thinking. The sixth stage ushers 
in a period of major transformation characterized by deep learning about the 
unconsciousness. In the seventh stage deep healing occurs in which the self 
mutualizes with body, mind, and spirit. In this stage, deep understanding, 
enlightenment, and wisdom are gained. This stage ends with the attainment of a 
high level of spiritual understanding (1994, p. 209). 

 

The four aspects of the Medicine Wheel are the parts of us as human beings that need to 

be balanced when the healing journey begins. They are what will assist us in guiding and 

building the Wheel. They also represent “the four aspects of the earth, [which are the] emotional, 

physical, mental and spiritual” (Sanderson, 1992, p. 45). When all these aspects are in balance, a 

person’s life can be a wonderful place to be and live in.  
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3.4) Building a Medicine Wheel with Criminalized Indian Women 

Criminalized Indian women have suffered much indignation throughout their lives. They have 

experienced physical and cultural destructions that have left them helpless and lost. They exist in 

a world that is lonely and empty, and they lack the opportunities that non-Indians are given. 

Many Indian women suffer trauma, which leads to despair. The Aboriginal Healing Foundation 

argues that 

For Aboriginal women, European economic and cultural expansion was 
especially destructive. Their value as equal partners in Tribal society was 
undermined completely. The Aboriginal inmates in Kingston Prison for Women 
described the result this way: “The critical difference is racism. We are born to it 
and spend our lives facing it. Racism lies at the root of our life experiences. The 
effects are violence, violence against us, and in turn our own violence.” (2001, 
p. 6)  

 
Whether they are in or out of prison, criminalized Indian women have shown remarkable 

abilities of survival. The significance of the Medicine Wheel for criminalized Indian women is 

that it can become an important part of their healing journeys because it is a great outlet for them 

to explore who they are, how they can heal, and where they are going. It is a simple tool that can 

assist them to empower their shattered lives. 

Rebuilding Lives 

With the breakdown and disorganization of communities, Indian women have been impacted 

through their loss of role, loss of pride, and loss of dignity. Living life in the Wheel can help 

them restore and rebuild their lives. While the healing journey is not easy, it represents an 

essential part of how any criminalized Indian women will stay prison-free. The building of the 

Medicine Wheel as such is not difficult; the hard part comes with having to rehash and remember 

the hurts of the past. The Medicine Wheel brings wholeness, restitution, and serenity to the 
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disorder of living in an unkind society. It gives breadth to our lives and fills the holes and the 

suffering that have led to the criminalization of so many Indian women. Through both the 

teachings and the knowledge transition that the Medicine Wheel brings, Indian women will not 

only build common ground, but they will prosper and grow. 

 As we know, the Wheel is a sacred tool used in the healing journey. It nourishes body, 

mind, and soul. It is used to bring back balance, hope, and reciprocity. And it is used to show 

how Indian people have made their way since being colonized and being put into Residential 

Schools. The Medicine Wheel can help us see things that we might have difficulty seeing for 

ourselves. Because all people have the ability and capacity to grow, learning about the Medicine 

Wheel can help a person find the connection that her life has or had, and where and why she 

might have gone astray.  

A Tool of Discovery 

Because we are all part of a larger universe, the Medicine Wheel is also a tool of discovery. 

According to Sun Bear, Wabun Wind, & Crysalis Mulligan  

The Medicine Wheel can help you to know you have many possibilities within 
yourself. However, you have to place yourself in various experiences to realize 
what is possible. It is experiencing strength that we can let our own weaknesses 
fall away from us. Sometimes strength will come from learning about human 
nature. Other times it will come from the elements, the plants, and the animals. 
If you live in a way that is open to all the lessons the universe has to teach you, 
you can be sure that the right lesson will always come to you at the proper time, 
no matter who the teacher is or what the tool for teaching might be. People who 
live in this way find that life is beautiful and the earth is a magical place that 
constantly presents new marvels to them. It is possible for anyone to live like 
this if he so chooses. The Medicine Wheel is a tool to help you do this. (1991, 
pp. 72–73)  

 

 The Medicine Wheel is a circle that has great significance to our lives as Indian people. 

Teaching Indian women the importance of the circle and how, by using it as a daily tool, they 
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will be able to live the good life, is a fundamentally simple task that can help bring balance to 

their lives. The Medicine Wheel can provide them with foundational knowledge that will help 

them create their own Wheel according to their own healing journeys. And when practiced 

consistently, the Wheel can bring peace to the traumatic events that mark the lives of many 

federally sentenced Indian women living in and out of prison.  

 If for some reason an individual is not able to find balance through the Medicine Wheel, 

it simply means that she may not be ready to walk her healing journey. A person has to want to 

change; she has to want to live sober and free of drugs. For this we all need faith, hope, and the 

courage to make a positive change, to make a difference in our own lives. To know freedom is to 

live freedom.  

 In the next chapter, I discuss the concept of the Sharing Circle, which is another principle 

tool used in my research. I also detail how I selected and engaged with participants, and the 

process surrounding the one-on-one interviews that I conducted with each of the women. I then 

explore what it means to use life history as a methodology and the importance of ceremony as 

research in my project. 
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Chapter 4: MethodologyThe Walk Through Ceremony 

4.1) Introduction 

This chapter discusses the route taken in my research on women and healing. I searched for, and 

found, three Indian women who had been in prison at one point in their lives to participate in my 

research. During our time together, these women and I discussed what healthy reintegration 

meant to them, as well as how they have been able to stay out of prison since their release. In the 

previous chapter, I explained the Medicine Wheel as the key framework of my research. In this 

chapter, I build on that discussion by introducing another important tool of my research: Sharing 

Circles. I also detail the process of how I first found, and communicated with, my participants, as 

well as how I conducted one-on-one interviews with them. Lastly, I discuss what it means to use 

life history as a methodology and the importance of ceremony as research in my project. I chose 

to call this chapter “The Walk Through Ceremony” because each of the Sharing Circles that 

make up the research was itself a ceremony. 

4.2) The Participants 

As is appropriate to a medicine wheel framework, there were four participants in this study; I 

was one of the four, and I recruited three others. It was important to me that this research be 

conducted with women I already knew. Given the nature of my research, I believed that working 

with women I have known in the past and did time with would enable them to feel comfortable 

and safe. I looked for Indian women who had been out of prison and/or jail for at least five years 

or longer. I believed that in order to be well into the healing journey, this amount of time was 

necessary. I also looked for Indian women over thirty years of age. This is not to say that the 

young are unimportant; however, I thought it important to target slightly older women because 
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they would have had more experience going in and out of prisonand with life in 

generalthan, for instance, eighteen or twenty year olds. My criteria also required that the 

women have at minimum of one year’s sobriety. I know from experience that the first year in 

recovery is the most important. It is during this year that you learn to gain confidence in yourself. 

It is where you find yourself, and where you begin to deal with the demons of the past, working 

through all of the negative aspects of addiction and abuse. The first year of sobriety is a time 

when individuals become empowered and learn to live, let go, and move forward.  

 The three women I asked to participate in my research were more than happy to accept. 

Initially, I contacted each one of them by telephone and/or Facebook and asked them if they 

would be interested in meeting with me individually to talk about the possibility of participating 

in my study. I subsequently met with one of the women who lives near Saskatoon and explained 

what I wanted to do, and why I wanted her to be part of the research. With the other two women, 

this initial conversation took place over Facebook correspondence, email, phone, and texting. 

When we all met together at the two first Sharing Circles, I also explained the whole process 

once more, and all appropriate consent forms were signed. Thus I was in constant contact with 

the women over the time we decided to do this together. The protocol detailed in the pages that 

follow was approved by the University of Saskatchewan Behavioural Research Ethics Board.  

4.3) Data Collection 

We shared our stories collectively, through Sharing Circles, and individually, through interviews 

and my own autobiographical narrative. Data collection took place over a period of six weeks. 

The Sharing Circles and interviews took place at the First Nations University of Canada. The 
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Circles were held in the Spiritual Room where Elder Musqua teaches traditional courses, while 

the interviews were held in my office at the university. 

Sharing Circles 

There were a total of four Sharing Circles. Before each Circle, we first enjoyed a meal together. 

At each Circle, during our meal, we discussed and reached consensus on how the Circle would 

proceed. The meals would set the pace for the Circles, and whatever emotions and/or topics that 

came up during the meal determined how we would proceed during the Circle. As the host of 

each Circle, I would open with a Smudging Ceremony. Each woman was given a turn to express 

her thoughts, feelings, and stories during all of the Circles. I used an eagle feather as a talking 

device so that when one of the women held the feather, she would be the only one allowed to 

speak, and no one would be permitted to interrupt her until she was done. If any of the women 

were menstruating, they were not allowed to hold the eagle feather due to the fact that this is 

when a woman is at her most powerful, and we do not wish to disrespect the feather. Although 

no time limit for the Sharing Circles was set, each lasted approximately two and a half to three 

hours.  

 Because these women had agreed to set aside some time in their busy schedules in order to 

share their lives with me, I wanted to give something in return. Within the first and second 

Sharing Circles, I thus offered the women tobacco as this is the appropriate cultural protocol 

when asking an Indian to be part of something, whether it is ceremony or research. An offering 

of tobacco is a show of respect, dignity, and honour. I did not need to offer cloth because I 

deemed the tobacco offering to be sufficient. I also paid for the food, as well as for the gas 

mileage or bus tickets of the women who were required to travel.  
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 Since we did not have an Elder present, I took it upon myself to do the prayer. I asked 

some Elders to join us in the Sharing Circles; however, those I asked were unable to come. 

Unfortunately, I did not have the time to search for other potential Elders, and this was further 

complicated by the fact that we required a female Elder as opposed to a male Elder due to the 

nature of the research. In the second Sharing Circle, I opened up the Circle and asked each of the 

women how they felt about not having an Elder present and whether this posed any issues. Two 

of the women had not had any previous dealings with Elders, except for when they were 

incarcerated. Because it was technically not their way, they were fine with not having an Elder 

present but were still willing to learn about culture, Sharing Circles, and Medicine Wheels. The 

third woman worked with Elders and also felt okay with not having one present in the Circle. 

This woman also noted that because she practices the Sundance regularly, attends other 

ceremonies as well as AA and NA meetings, she knew that she had people she could reach out to 

if she encountered any issues with the Circle. The other two women also explained that they too 

had other resources they could count on if needed. I selected these women for the study because I 

knew they were strong and balanced in their lives, and I knew they would not require as much 

assistance as a woman who was just coming out of prison.  

 The Sharing Circles were not recorded. I had initially planned on recording the Circles but 

decided against it after discussing the possibility with the women. Because the Circles are 

ceremonies, we all agreed that we did not need to use a voice recorder. As a rule, ceremonies are 

not usually recorded in any fashion unless permission is obtained from Elders, and as previously 

mentioned, no Elders were present. I did, however, note by hand some of what was said in the 

Sharing Circles. On the whole, it did not amount to much notetaking because I found it difficult 

to focus and/or write when a woman was opening her heart and soul to us in the Circle. I mostly 
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took notes for fear that we would subsequently miss something, but the Circles and interviews 

went so well on their own that I did not end up making use of these notes. I did not ask the 

women to review my notes, but they were aware that I was notetaking. However, the Circles 

were so intense that I ended up writing more notes after each Circle was over when I was alone 

in my office. I did not feel it was important to share these notes. Because so many raw emotions 

were shared in the Circles, this round of notetaking took the form of a journal where I would 

write down my own feelings as I reflected back on the women’s stories.   

 At the first Sharing Circle I discussed my study, and why I was looking at reintegration. I 

shared my own personal healing journey, and how I have been able to sustain healthy 

reintegration. Although these women already knew me, sharing my own story cut the ice, got 

things rolling, and made the women feel more comfortable. One woman in particular initially felt 

a little intimidated, but after the first Circle she could hardly wait for the next one.  

 During the second and third Circles, participants shared their own healing journeys and 

began developing their own Medicine Wheels. First, we talked about the meaning and process of 

constructing a Medicine Wheel. After detailed explanation, the women took their Wheels home 

to work on them further. One of the women emailed her Wheel back to me, and I helped her fill 

it in as she could not make it back to Saskatoon. The second woman sent her Wheel to me via the 

post. The third woman came to my office, and we completed hers together.  

 The fourth Circle was the closing Sharing Circle where we shared our Medicine Wheels 

with each other. With the women’s permission, which I obtained through signed consent forms, I 

took pictures of each of the Wheels. We wanted to create one Medicine Wheel for all of us, but 

time was a factor, and we did not get the chance. However, the women all felt okay with this.  
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 These Sharing Circles were powerful beyond my imagination. I had no idea where this 

research would take me, and I had no idea how the Sharing Circles would turn out—if at all. I 

felt deeply honoured to sit in the Circles with these women. The experience was fierce. I have 

learned so much in the Indian world since my sobriety, and this research process has given me 

the ability to be confident and to fear nothing.  

 In the last Sharing Circle, one of the women broke down in tears and said that she did not 

want this process to end. That is when our new Sharing Circle was born. Since the closing of the 

Sharing Circles and the end of the interviews we have held two additional Sharing Circles. One 

woman, however, could not attend due to lack of funding for travel. Our goal now is to obtain an 

Indian name and/or spirit name for our Sharing Circle. In the near future, we will be taking 

tobacco and cloth to a Sweat Lodge in order to request our name and receive blessings from the 

Elders at the Lodge. We intend to invite other Indian women who have just been released from 

prison and/or women who have already been reintegrated back into society.  

Interviews 

In between Sharing Circles, I conducted one-on-one interviews with each of the participants. 

During the interviews, I requested that the women speak to each of the parts of the Medicine 

Wheel and that they take notes as this would make it easier for them to put their own Wheel 

together. In addition, the purpose of the individual interviews was to provide participants with an 

opportunity, if they so desired, to share any part of their story they may not have felt comfortable 

sharing during the Circles. The individual interview also allowed a participant more time than in 

group session to share any individual stories. During the interviews, I asked the women one main 

question: Would you please share your life with me? After this first question was asked, I would 

ask the next three questions: (1) What is your view of being healthy; (2) What do you need to be 
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healthy; (3) What does healthy reintegration mean to you? The interview process was a 

wonderful experience. 

With the women’s consent, I used a voice recorder throughout the interviews. The 

interviews were transcribed with the help of my administrative assistant and friend. Once the 

transcribing was done and everything was in order, I gave a copy back to each of the women. I 

gave them approximately two weeks to go through what they had said and to either take out or 

add in whatever they saw fit. I felt it was important to allow the women to make some final 

decisions on the transcripts and to determine whether they might have missed something while 

being interviewed. The women made their own revisions and took certain things out of the 

transcript that might have enabled others to recognize their identities. Two of the women wished 

to stay anonymous and use pseudonyms, but one woman used her own name because she stated 

that she had nothing to hide from or fear. One of the women came to my office, and we sat 

together for approximately one hour, going through her transcript paragraph by paragraph. As for 

the other two women, we emailed back and forth in order to finalize the transcript revisions.  

4.4) The Life History Method 

I utilized a method known as life history as part of my research methodology. Life history is a 

means of capturing a single life (Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995). It is a form of research that is like 

a biography, autobiography, narrative, storytelling, or ethnography of a person’s life and/or lived 

experience. In my research, therefore, life history is the cycle of an individual’s life as told by the 

Indian women whom I interviewed. Currently the life history method is increasingly used as a 

means to explore research paradigms. On this point Rubby Dhunpath writes,  

Autobiography, biography and other forms of life history, each dedicated to the 
significance of individual experience, have become increasingly important 
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implications for teaching educational inquiry. As a theory of cognition, narrative 
has important implications for teaching and learning at all levels of education. 
(2000, p. 544) 

 

 As Shawn Wilson has noted, it is imperative that Indigenous peoples articulate their own 

research designs in keeping with codes of conducts that honour their knowledge systems (2008). 

In other words, research for Indigenous peoples must be conducted by, for, and with Indigenous 

peoples themselves. As I have been thinking about life history throughout the course of my 

research, I have been struck by how similar it is to oral storytelling. Like oral storytelling, life 

history emphasizes the importance of gathering, interpreting, and reporting biographical 

information (Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995). The meaning of life, and how to express it, can come 

in many favourable ways, but according to the ways of my culture, the spoken word has truth. 

Using life history as a method thus allows me to acknowledge my own people, our rich culture, 

and our way of life, while also providing me with a useful tool for interviewing my participants.  

 Because at its core life history is about shining a light on individual people’s whole life 

stories, as opposed to fragments of their lives, it was a good match for the healing journeys of the 

Indian women whom I interviewed, and the medicine wheel framework through which these 

journeys were articulated. Since life history allows the full context and complexity of one’s life 

to surface, I could rest assured that these women’s life choices—good or bad—would be 

recognized in the research as valid and important. I believe this recognition to be very important, 

especially in this sort of research where human life is at the forefront. For enabling me to bring 

these stories out through my research, life history as method is a definite win. 

Research as Ceremony and Ceremony as Research 

In the course of this thesis, I have also come to the realization that research can be designed as a 

ceremony that brings us together. This is a difficult point to speak to as there is virtually nothing 
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written on ceremony as part of research. Part of the reason for this is that when it comes to Indian 

people, not everything is written. The other reason is that unless one has lived ceremony, it can 

be a hard thing to understand. It is a bit like the adage, “Until you have walked in my moccasins, 

you will never understand how I have lived.” Along these same lines, James A. Muchmore 

writes, 

For example, in writing this paper, I am transforming my lived experience into a 
work of fiction. It is fiction because no matter how completely I tell it and no 
matter how you (the reader) read it, you can never experience it in the same way 
that I did—nor, for that matter, will I ever be able to re-experience it in exactly 
the same way that I did when it originally occurred. Instead, acting together, we 
are jointly constructing a unique version of my lived experience. (1999, p. 5 & 
6) 

 

 Since 2002, I have spoken with many Elders who, in their own way, have stated that 

research can be a kind of ceremony. In both their teachings and at public conferences, Elders 

Campbell Papequash and Danny Musqua have gone as far as to say that when doing research 

with Indian people, ceremony should be part of that research (see Papequash, 2012; Knight (as 

told by Musqua), 2001).   

 I believe in my heart that my research is not only ceremony but that, in this case, 

ceremony was research. The four sharing circles were ceremonies – in which we researched our 

healing journeys through the medicine wheel – and as ceremonies we were transformed.   Even 

though the Sharing Circles were one of the most difficult tasks I have ever taken on,  they  made 

me a stronger, wiser, and better Indian woman. As you read the women’s stories in the chapters 

to come, you will get a glimpse of the essence of what ceremony can do for one’s life. In writing 

about what research means to him, Wilson concludes “If research doesn’t change you as a 

person, then you haven’t done it right” (2008, p. 135). 
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* * * 

Part Two of this thesis, beginning in the next chapter, presents the life stories of four Indian 

women, my own included. Please note that I have not changed any of the wording. I ask that you 

read with an open mind and heart, and that you withhold your judgment until you have reached 

the end of your reading. You will be awed.  

 



 

Part Two 
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Chapter 5: They Stole my ThunderSharon’s Story 
 

5.1) Introduction 

The story I tell in this chapter is based on the facts of my life. I will discuss what I used to be 

like, what happened in my life, and where I am today. I have followed some simple rules, 

guidelines, and teachings from Indian Elders. I learned everything by trial and error. I came, I 

saw, and I conquered. I rose from the ashes to where I am at this moment. I lived through 

extreme pain and suffering. I never thought I would live to see twenty years of age, but here I am 

fifty-eight, soon to be fifty-nine years old. Like so many other alcoholics and drug addicts who 

have come out the other end triumphant, my life story is a miracle. We have learned to serve a 

God of our understanding. I have come to believe, in a power higher than myself for once in my 

life. This is my healing journey from nowhere land. 

Kiishiibii-biizuu Kinew Ikwe (Circling Eagle Woman)  

Anin sikwa, I am Circling Eagle Woman—this is my Indian name. My Christian name is Sharon 

Leslie Acoose. I was born May 3rd, 1953—good year, ’53. I am going to be sharing bits, pieces, 

and parts of my healing journey and life story with you. I am going to do storytelling with you, 

which in the Indian way is a form of sharing one’s own life. It can also be called oral 

storytelling. I have learned that it is not just our Elders who do oral storytelling—anyone who 

has lived and has something of significance to share, whether an individual or a group, can do 

oral storytelling. Mine is a story of pain, misery, and agony. It seems like I started my PhD eons 

ago, and it has brought me to this point. I have interviewed three other Indian women who have 

been incarcerated in the federal and/or provincial justice systems at some point in their lives.  
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They were also in girls’ reform institutions—institutions where kids are locked up for being bad 

so to speak. So initially our trudge through the system began in prisons for kids. We are 

criminalized Indian women, and the term tells you who we were. But it is a label that we have all 

successfully abolished for ourselves. We have all successfully reintegrated into this society 

known as the human race. We are warriors. Here is my story. 

 

Image 5.1: Sharon’s Medicine Wheel 
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5.2) My Youth Gone Awry 

I have so many memories and so little time, but I will do the best I can to go through what I need 

to talk about in short order. It’s been a long life so bear with me. I lived in Regina during most of 

my youth. My family moved off the Sakimay Indian Reservation back in the early 1950s. I 

would be born into a world that would not be kind to me. It would be dark as my life would 

become. This life I have lived is mine, and like many other addicts I do not hold anyone 

responsible except myself. I did the things I did to survive. It is the only way I knew how to 

exist. There were those who would steal my thunder, and you will meet them as you read on. 

Rendering of a Child Spirit Through Sexual Abuse 

My earliest recollection of sexual abuse was at the age of three. I remember lying on the floor in 

a bedroom on a mattress. I am not sure if I had bloomers on or a diaper, but I remember my 

uncle lay down beside me and stuck his hand in my bloomers or diaper. I remember feeling so 

afraid, and because of that fear, I never said anything. I am not even sure I would have had 

enough words at three years of age to express my pain and fear in that moment. I know I didn’t 

like how his hand felt, and I attempted to move, but he held me firm, and then my memories are 

gone just like that. My next memories come from when I was around five years of age. 

Later on in my sobriety my memories came back tenfold, and I remembered the sexual 

abuse starting at the age of five and running through until I was around eleven years old. Those 

would be the years that would make me the woman I turned out to be. The sexual abuse took 

hold and it destroyed my very being. My life would become scrambled like six eggs. It was three 

of my uncles who would pollute my soul, and my child spirit would be damaged. I could almost 

see her leaving, and she would run away and hide for years to come. The sexual abuse beginning 
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at the age of five and lasting to approximately the age of eight is what I remember the most. It 

was a horrible thing for a small child to have to go through, but I firmly believe it made me who 

I am today. 

 I don’t remember the very first time, but I do remember the many times. My uncle would 

have me sitting on his knee, pretending to be the doting uncle, and meanwhile he had his 

shriveled up old dick (penis) out of his pants rubbing it against my skin or on my vagina as he 

would push my panties over, the sick fuck. It doesn’t matter how many times I talk or write 

about this, it still puts a big lump in my throat. You know he was supposed to love me like a 

niece, but instead he treated me like a whore. He was really violent and would be extremely 

aggressive. He took chances too, and even if there were people around he always had his gross 

disgusting smelly fucking hands on me. One time he had me in his room with my pants to the 

ground, and he was lying on top of me rubbing my vagina, and I would feel something warm and 

sticky run down my ass. It was fucked up. I remember he would be rubbing me, and I would get 

these warm feelings that actually in all honesty felt good, but when it was over I felt fucking 

dirty. I just wanted to die. I guess you would call them orgasms if you were a woman, but I was a 

mere child. 

 I just wanted to fall into a hole and stay there. I tried to stay away from him, but the 

money he gave me kept me at his disposal. I loved candy—I was a kid, and what kid doesn’t like 

candy? The darkness crept in like a thief in the night. My soul would close itself to the world, 

and I would lay in that darkness and wish for death. Now you tell me what the fuck a five-year-

old kid knows about death. Time and time again the abuse went on and on and on. I remember at 

one point I would go to him because he had by this time conditioned me. I had money coming in, 

and those little orgasms were kind of cool for a second or two. I would go to him and sit close or 
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on his knee, and he would do his business. I do remember trying to stop it, but he told me if I 

told anyone he would hurt my family or someone in my family. It was like living in a perpetual 

fucking nightmare that just went on forever.  

 There was a shed outside my kokum’s (grandmother’s) house in the back by the outhouse. 

And it was dark, damp, and smelled of mould. You know for years I was afraid of the dark and 

could never understand why until I remembered my life, and when that happened it all came to 

light, it all made sense. Anyway, he would take me to this shed or I would go meet him there, 

and we would do our business in the dark of that cold little shed. The windows were all blacked 

out so it was the perfect haven for a fucked-up old child molester. I remember every feeling, 

every moment of remorse that he bestowed on my soul, and it was absolutely gruesome. What he 

did to me would be devastating; he took away my child’s spirit and my breath. I was his whore to 

have and to hold. As long as that money kept coming, so did I, so to speak. 

 I was a little girl without a soul. Little girls should be playing in the mud. Little girls 

should be playing with dolls and should be just enjoying life. Little girls should be running free 

and living safe. Little girls should be playing in the snow making angels. Little girls should feel 

safe wearing cute little dresses. Little girls should be trying out their mommy’s makeup and 

playing dress-up. Me, well, I was feeling penises. I was touching them, and I would feel them on 

my ass or near my vagina. I would know what a penis tasted like, what the fuck was he thinking? 

Where had his life gone so wrong that he had to fuck so deliberately with mine? Had he been 

abused as a kid or what? I have no idea, all I know is I would allow him to sexually abuse me for 

years, what seemed like fucking bazillions of years. Every day for years I would be victimized, 

raped, and abused—morally, emotionally, physically, mentally, and verbally. I was a train wreck 
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going nowhere fast. I grew to care very little about men except my dad and my brothers. They 

would be the only men I ever truly loved without remorse or regret. 

 My kokum’s house would be my coffin. I was unhappy, I was lost, but no one saw it, they 

all had their own issues to contend with. I know in my heart there is no way that I could have 

been the only kid this old fuck was abusing, no way in hell. I remember there were lots of kids 

around, so he must have had a smorgasbord of kids to fondle and abuse. I remember living in 

fear all the time. I hated going to my kokum’s house, but the money, it was all about the money, 

and it kept me there in his reach. I loved candy more than I could love myself; I was a little bit 

crazy that way even at five years of age.  

 Another uncle who lived in the States would be the next perpetrator. Thankfully it would 

not last too long, but it was just as fucked up as the first one or the second one. You know these 

men were my family, my uncles, but they took a part of me that would go into hiding for years 

and years. This uncle abused me in the state of Montana in a couple of different places. I 

remember feeling the same way; all messed up and bent out of shape—but let’s not forget it was 

money in the hand. We were living on a farm in a trailer, and there was another farm close by. I 

remember being sent over to that farm where I would be sexually molested by the old dude that 

lived there; it was fucked up, seriously fucked up, and I never felt so alone in all my little life. I 

really don’t know why these memories are so vivid, you know, they are so there, but really it has 

helped me not to go crazy. I cannot recollect how many times this uncle abused me, but it was a 

few, and of course there was money. One time he had me in the back of the trailer and had my 

pants to the floor and was trying to ride me from behind. I was crying, and he hit me and told me 

to shut the fuck up. It was fucking horrible the things I had to succumb to, but I did. I remember 

those feelings too, those orgasms, and realistically I enjoyed them for the time they lasted. I was 
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like eight or nine when this abuse would occur, so being a little older made the feelings even 

stronger. 

 I remember looking at my uncles and wanting to kill them. I just wanted to cut off their 

stinky gross dicks and shove them up their assholes. Why they did these things to me I will never 

understand, and I will never forget, but I also refuse to hate myself anymore or blame myself 

because it had nothing to do with me. It was their sick fucking demented old minds. From there 

my hatred of men would fester. When I got older I would fuck relentlessly with every man that 

ever tried to fuck with me, and they would pay for what my uncles did to me as a child. I would 

do exactly this; I would never have a normal love relationship. I would be married, but it was a 

farce, a joke. I have to say that I did love my husband, but I only realized this after he died. He 

only filled a void in my life, and at the time I thought I was in love—whatever love was. I think I 

was in love with the idea of being in love, as one of my friends said to me once. But my uncles, 

they made me the monster I would turn out to be. They took from me something that was 

supposed to be spiritual and loving. They stole my spirit. They stole my thunder! 

5.3) Years into the Abyss 

 Okay, so there is much more to this but since I have limited time I am going to only discuss the 

things that are relevant to my PhD and save the other stuff for my book. My life was in and out 

of darkness. My dark passenger would stay with me for years. Speaking with my grandchildren 

recently made me realize that I do not remember any Christmases or Easters or All Hallows’ 

Eves or Valentine’s Days or any of those special little holidays that they love so much. I do not 

remember getting presents or candy or stuffed animals, but I surely remember being violated and 

raped. I remember one Christmas I think I was thirteen or so and there was this big-ass gift under 

the tree, and I was beside myself because it had my name on it. I remember my (now) deceased 
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brother bugging me, and I was mad because he said he knew what it was and was not going to 

tell me. I remember I slept in front of that tree and waited all night. To make a long story short, 

Christmas Day I tore that box to shreds to get to my juicy little whatever it was in that box, and I 

was shocked. 

 I sat there and I looked at it with utter disgust, but I did not show it of course because it 

was from my (now) deceased mommy. It was the ugliest red corduroy coat with a fake fur collar 

that you could ever imagine, and my brother was rolling around on the floor laughing like the 

fool he was, and I was heartbroken. But I sucked it up and told my mom that it was the most 

beautiful thing in the world—and in the end I think I wore it twice. If she would ask me why I 

was not wearing it, I would make up some lame-ass excuse, and being the gem she was, she 

believed me. That coat would stay on the hanger and look new forever. I do remember a few 

Christmases where I would buy my brothers the same thing every year—Brut cologne—and I 

think they just acted surprised to make me feel good. Yup, every year they got the same thing. 

There were some good times amongst the mayhem. Most of the times I remember for special 

holidays was around twelve, thirteen, fourteen, and it was All Hallows’ Eve. Because the last 

time I went out was the age of fourteen, but no memories of any special days, just the mayhem 

and abuse is remembered. 

 So once I hit thirteen I was pretty much messed up and no one knew, or I do not think 

anyone knew. I am not even sure if my mom knew what I was; my niece figures she did, but I 

have no idea. I started smoking cigarettes, smoking dope, and drinking with my friends who 

were all white. I was the only little Indian girl in my class, and for that matter there were maybe 

six of us in the whole school back in the day. You have to remember that we were colonized, but 

that is a story for other research. I am just telling you like it was. My white friends’ parents did 
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not like me, but my mom, well she accepted them all into our home, so my house would become 

a little hang out where we would smoke and try to be kids. We would all hang out in the kitchen 

in the morning before school to smoke, but my mom would kick us out because you could not 

see through the haze. It was funny; you had to be there to experience the moment. I remember 

once my mom let me have a party for my fifteenth birthday. I invited my buddies and some 

jackass brought some whiskey and spiked the punch. To make a long story short we all got 

loaded, and one of my amigos went flying backwards right through the living room picture 

window. Crash, bang, down she went, and needless to say the party was over. And my beautiful 

mom didn’t even stay mad at me for very long. I got a good scolding and was grounded, but that 

was it. She was an angel in disguise. 

 By the time I was fifteen years old I was using intravenous drugs, and by the time I was 

seventeen years old I would be a full-fledged alcoholic with a severe drug problem. I had no idea 

what I was doing, and my mom just did the best she could with what she had. Her life was 

miserable, something I did not understand until I grew up, went through hell, and sobered up. 

Once my memories kicked in I knew she had a rough life, but she is gone now, and it’s not my 

story to tell—just know that she suffered, and suffered hard. I do love her, and I have missed her 

every day of my sad fucked up life; she was my gold and she was taken away from me when she 

was way too young.  

 So anyway, my life goes awry. I stumble, I fall, and sometimes I do not get up because I 

am beat. I wanted to die and I would attempt to take my own life a few times, but I think I was 

actually looking for pity rather than death. I was so lost.  
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My Descent into a Life of Drugs, Alcohol, and Prostitution 

I turned my first trick at eighteen years old. You see, prior to that I was a very good thief, and I 

could steal anything that you wanted. As long as it was not nailed down I would get it. That was 

my job: I would steal for the older hookers that were on the street, some of them were family and 

friends of the family. We all fit into the same mould and had the same lives. I was the girl and 

grew to believe that I was indeed important. I would take orders for clothing, and away I would 

go. And I must say it was a might bit lucrative. I made good money back then, but I started to get 

sloppy. Oh, and I would charge up drugs and stuff—my money from boosting would pay for 

that—but I started doing more drugs and owing more money. I could not always foot the bill so 

one of the older girls took me to the side and said that I better pay my bills or else. So at eighteen 

years old I would turn that first trick and it would rival those years of abuse in being so 

disgusting and degrading. And so my life of prostitution would be born. 

 After that first one the drug addiction kicked in and kicked in hard because I could not 

stand what I was doing. All the memories I had locked in my head about the sexual abuse my 

uncles bestowed upon me came flooding out, and it was like a fucking tornado attacked me. The 

drugs took away the pain and the memories. So I became a working girl, a child of the night. I 

was a stalker of men’s money to keep me supplied in drugs and alcohol. Yes, a vixen. I would 

doll up accordingly, put on a pound of makeup, wear six inch stilettos, short skirts, and I would 

roam the streets like a vampire looking for blood. I would sell my wears in Saskatchewan, 

British Columbia, and Manitoba. It was a lucrative business if you were not a hardcore drug 

addict, and if a person was smart they could save, but I was not that person. I spent it as fast as I 

made it. I never really had a pimp; I mean, I had men I would give money to because I loved 

them—NOT. The men I had, well, they were nothing. Just a piece of ass that I would give money 
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to because that was what a hooker was supposed to do: she was supposed to love and support her 

man. 

 I was introduced to Sista’ Heroin, and oh my God I thought I struck fucking gold. The 

shit was that good. I remember the first time I did it was in Calgary with my aunt and uncle. I 

think I was nineteen or twenty years of age. I went there with my dad; I think it was after my 

brother was shot by his wife—we will talk about that later. My uncle was a drug dealer, and in 

those days he dealt some of the best heroin money could buy. It was pure gold. I remember 

watching him prepare a fix for me. He opened up a little cap of stuff that looked like salt and 

pepper. He put it in a spoon, added water, heated it up, and sucked it back up into a syringe. I 

was feeling very afraid and not sure what to do, but I just watched with great anticipation. He put 

a tie around the top of my arm and made me pump it, and my virgin veins popped like a bride’s 

cherry on her wedding night. He tapped my vein and stuck in the needle, and drew it back. The 

blood seeped into the syringe, then he slid the plunger in, and that is all I remember. 

 I do vaguely remember feeling like I was floating and that my head felt so strange. It was 

like I had an out-of-body experience. Fuck I was so stoned. I woke up in a bathtub full of cold 

water. My uncle and aunt were kneeling down and talking to me, but it was all foggy. My dad 

was asking why his baby was in the bathtub with all her clothes on, but I cannot remember what 

my uncle said. All I know was that I was experiencing the highest high I would ever have in my 

entire life. I felt like I was on fire. I felt like I could walk on fucking water, that is how stoned I 

was. Apparently, my uncle gave me the whole cap when I should have only had half of it, and 

damn I was fried. I remember that next I was standing up, and I was on the nod against the wall. 

I was trying really hard to wake up, but I did not really want to. I wanted to feel what I was 

feeling right there and never wanted to wake up. I could have just stayed like that forever. It was 
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fucking awesome. I could hear my uncle talking, but it was like he was talking in a tunnel. He 

told my aunt that I’d better go for a walk so I would not go under again. 

 So he sent me to the store that was, oh, maybe a block away from his house. I remember 

walking, but it was like in slow motion. And when I waved my hand it was like it was following, 

you know like a bunch of hands slowly going after the first one. I felt like I was a hologram. I 

could not believe how stoned I was and how great I felt all at the same time. Fuck, I was in 

heaven: heroin would become my friend and my lover. I walked to the store, and it took me at 

least an hour or so just to go there and back. I would come to, and I would be on the nod standing 

up or leaning against a wall or a fence. I am not sure what happened after, but I know I would do 

more heroin, this most voluptuous drug, with my uncle. But I would not do as much. My thunder 

lay in every cap of heroin, or any other drug or alcohol I would consume in my life. My thunder 

would stay stuck in a world where I would never be satisfied. There is more to come. 

5.4) Life on the Street 

So where do I go from here? There is so much to share and talk about to give you a really good 

understanding of exactly why my research is so important. Let’s just talk. Okay so I hit the street 

and was introduced to prostitution at the age of eighteen years old. Now remember, by this time, 

I am pretty much fucked from the years of sexual abuse. I hung around in skid row bars in 

Regina, Calgary, Winnipeg, Vancouver, and even in little old Prince Albert. Yeah, that was the 

life—nowhere to go and nowhere to hide. One day was the same as the next. There were a few 

times where I would actually have a little job in skid row bars in Regina when I was pretending 

to be normal, whatever that was. I was underage too, so don’t ask me how I worked, but I did. 

My pay was under the table, so I never did or paid my taxes. In a couple of the bars I also had a 

trick room so when one of my regulars came in, I could take a coffee break, go make a few 
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bucks, and hit the floor selling beer after I was done. For you laymen, a trick room is a room 

specifically for having quick sex for money, and a trick is the man who pays for the sexual 

services of his liking. 

 So yeah, I thought I had it all: I was the girl, I was invincible, and no one could hold a 

candle to my ass. I was perfect. Men—and even some women—wanted me, but I never did a 

woman. I just could not do that since it was against my morals—yeah, like I had any. I was a 

class act. I had sex for money, how classy was that? But I did not know any better; it was just 

life. You remember, I was on this mission to pay back all the men in my life—well, prostitution 

was a perfect place to be and do just that. Payback was a bitch. I could be as violent and kinky as 

I wanted to be. I could beat men, piss on them, shit on them, and they paid me good money. Yep, 

it was the life. Like I said, the odd time I would have a man whom I would give money to, but it 

was all just for show. I mean, I did secretly want someone to love me for who I was, even though 

I was very little at the time. I had seen lots of relationships where women appeared happy, and 

that is what I wanted; I did not know they too were dying in silence as we all lived our lives in 

hell. You know, if you cannot love yourself who the hell else are you going to love? 

 I fought myself every step of the way. I climbed up the ladder of success in the criminal 

world, and I would become important, but not to myself. I thought I was pretty hot shit and that I 

was very bad. If I saw a man I wanted, and he already had a woman, I would take him even if it 

meant breaking up a family. If the guy was stupid enough to follow me, so be it; I would use 

him, and he would use me, fair was fair. I even had men tell me they loved me. I was desirable. I 

was wanted but never needed. Even my husband had belonged to another. His woman was my 

friend, and we had a fight that led me to be so angry that I just took her man—and married him. 

If I saw anything I wanted, I just took it, that is how I rolled. Men were a dime a dozen, and even 
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if it was some other bitch’s sloppy seconds, so be it, I would make it mine. However, somewhere 

in the insanity I did fall in love with my husband before he would die of an overdose, but he 

would never know. 

My Family Affairs 

You know we had moments of clarity where my husband and I would both not be high and talk 

about the future; it was so sad. Or we would just smoke dope and be mellow there, and we would 

love and talk about life. I remember one time he was in the hospital in Regina, and he was sick. 

He got yellow jaundice. I came to town from Prince Albert and found out he was there so I went 

to visit him. He was so handsome. I can see him, I can almost feel him and it saddens me that I 

lost him. I wanted to be a good wife, but I didn’t know how, and our marriage would fall apart 

like everything else in my life. That day I was with him in the hospital would be the last time I 

saw him alive. I crawled into his bed with him, and we just lay there in each other’s arms. It was 

nice for the moment. I do not know what we talked about, but I remember the moment. It was 

easy to be there and be with him. And I knew I fell in love with him, but like I said he would 

never know the truth. He died of a drug overdose in 1983. That ends that. 

 My family was my life. Each of them would perish from one thing or another. My mom 

died when I was eighteen, my brother was shot when I was nineteen or twenty, my sister died 

when I was twenty-three or twenty-four, my dad would die when I was thirty, and my husband 

would die that same year. The loss of all these people who were so important to me would leave 

me to the vultures. I would float through life one day at a time just biding my time until I took 

my own life for real or until someone killed me. It was like living in a vacuum, always being 

sucked up and thrown around. My days were always the same, never changing. My brother, who 

was five years older than me, was shot and murdered by his wife. I remember this like it 
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happened yesterday. Do not get me wrong, my siblings all have my love equally; however, this 

brother was closer to my age, and we had a good relationship. I hung around him more and we 

would cohabit. I won’t go into a big long story, but I want to speak to his death and the impact it 

had on my life. I had this bogus job at a place known as Native Youth. We were all street people 

trying to make life different for ourselves, but in essence we just had legal jobs where we could 

get high and party in the building after hours. This one day I was at work, and I got a phone call. 

The person on the other end told me that my brother had just been shot and was in the hospital. 

 I felt that darkness come over me again. I felt all the years of sexual abuse coming forth 

and pounding me to the ground. I felt my dark passenger creep into my soul. I could feel my 

thunder leaving my soul. I got to the General Hospital in Regina, and I think every street person 

in Regina was there. I remember seeing my dad, my uncles, my cousins, my enemies, his 

girlfriends of past and present. The police were there too, it was a regular gong show. People 

were holding each other and crying. I remember feeling like I was in a bubble. I didn’t know 

what to think. All I could hear was that he was shot, my brother was shot in the head. I thought, 

“What the fuck, no way I need to see him!” but they were not letting anyone in except my dad I 

think—it was very blurry. Police were taking statements of those people he was in the bar with 

that day. Apparently, she walked in the back door with a gun, past the bar, past the people, and 

just shot him in the head. I mean that kind of thing is only supposed to happen in the movies.  

 The chaos that surrounded my life at that moment was sheer insanity. My brother Joey 

lived an insane life. I remember he would try helping me with my math and get so mad because I 

couldn’t get it. But he never gave up, he just kept on helping me. I remember so many good 

things about him that I forget the bad. I know what he did was wrong, but when you love so 

deeply it’s hard to see the wrong. He was abusive to this woman and would beat her ass. She 
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worked the street for him, but you know killing him was not the answer. I grant you he should 

have not been violent, but that is his story to tell, and he is not here, so I won’t go into this big 

long thing about him. All I know for sure is that he loved the children he had with this woman, 

but he would never get to know them.  

 I remember being in his hospital room, and he had tubes all over the place. I felt numb. I 

was talking to him and telling him to come back. I told him I would give up my life and look 

after him forever. I begged him not to leave, and I think I was even praying. Well, it was more of 

a bargain with God, you know, “Take me not him” kind of thing. He had already passed away, 

but I didn’t know that, I just stood by his side. I remember the bandages on his head, and one 

side of his face was so swollen he was almost unrecognizable. I can feel that moment. I can feel 

the ache that I had in my heart so many years ago standing in that hospital room. I stood there 

and looked at him from head to toe. I noticed that his feet to his knees were cold, so I called for a 

nurse and requested blankets. The nurse knew he was dead but humoured me and brought 

blankets. I covered his legs and I leaned over and held onto him like it was my life, he was my 

life. Oh my God this is hard even now, years later; I can feel my pain for his loss. I will never 

forget how this makes me feel. I will hold it close. I will teach that this is what violence, alcohol, 

drugs, and street life will do to you if you do not get out. It took my brother from me. They just 

kept stealing my thunder life after life. He died! The others who passed on before me are also 

sadly missed. I pray to my mom, my dad, my sister, my husband, and to Junior because I loved 

them all so dearly. It is through them that I find the strength to carry on and live a good life. He 

would die at the tender young age of twenty-four. 

 Junior, the love of my life, was another man I truly loved. This one was a forbidden love, 

and I am talking about it because, really, who is it going to hurt? We never had a life together 
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other than what there was, and it was true. We loved each other from afar because he believed 

our family ties were too strong to break, and he had great respect for our family. I did too, but 

my love for him was stronger, and I would push him, and like a man he would falter and we 

would love each other nonetheless. But he would die too, and again my thunder would be pushed 

back into the dark. We had lots of great times together that I will hold in my heart forever. I just 

want to acknowledge the men who were important and who would not feel my wrath due to 

childhood sexual abuse. 

 In these years I would have two children that I would lose to family and the social 

welfare system. I was far too screwed up to have kids, but I never took any preventative 

measures for childbirth, and these children would be born into my insane life. I would try to 

parent them, but it didn’t work for me. I had no idea how to care for them, or even how to love 

them. In order to love others you need to love yourself, and I surely did not. In fact I literally 

hated who I was and what I had become, but I had no idea how to get out, so my life slipped 

deeper and deeper into the abyss. My children would suffer, and I would suffer. I had another 

child when I was thirty, but this one I would hold onto with my life. I was still using, getting 

older but no wiser. To make a long story short, I would not lose her to anyone or anywhere. She 

would also suffer the way the other two did, but I hung on. I know I was a bad parent, and I have 

come to terms with that. I was not prepared to be a mother, yet I would bring three children into 

my fucked up existence. I had so many things wrong in my life, and my poor children would 

meet my wrath. It is their stories to share if they wish. I just need to affirm that I indeed have 

three children whom I love dearly. That is a given.  
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5.5) Life in Jail 

From the time I was eighteen or nineteen, until I was thirty years of age, I was in and out of jail. I 

would think I was such hot shit because, you know, on the street if you went to jail that just 

meant you had made your mark. It was graduation time. I remember the first time I ever went to 

Pine Grove. I was eighteen or nineteen, and I got caught for stealing. I remember my stealing 

days well; I would get too high, go and try to steal, and I would get caught—which is another 

reason the prostitution kicked in. So anyway, I am in the RCMP cells waiting for transport to the 

Grove, and I was afraid. I had received a six month sentence, and off I went to see the wizard. I 

was on this little plane with, oh maybe, thirty other inmates, mostly Indians and maybe a sprinkle 

of white folk for balance. The plane was hot and stinky because some of these men had not 

showered for days; it was ripe. 

 I remember we were on that plane all freaking day. They herded us off in shackles and 

handcuffs. I felt like such a villain. It was great really, I thought I was someone—but I was also 

afraid. So there I am in jail sitting in an office being interrogated then taken to be cleaned, de-

bugged, checked for VD, and taken to a cell that was maybe six feet by six feet with one 

window, a bed nailed to the floor, a cupboard, and a sink that was attached to a toilet. I 

remember acting tough, but when they closed that cell door it was a whole other ball game for 

sure. I cried like a baby, but no one would see. After that first sentence, and because I knew so 

many of the women inside, it got easier. You know I would have to say that going to jail actually 

saved my sorry ass because it would give me time to get my shit together and clean up. But as 

soon as I would get out I would run straight to the dealer man, and maybe get laid. It all 

depended on how messed up I would get, but drugs always came first. 
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 I mean there were drugs inside, and I did them, but they were not as plentiful as on the 

street. I ended up overdosing one time in the Grove, and my sistas were afraid to say anything. 

So they just left me in my cell, keeping an eye on me. Damn, I could have croaked right there, 

but I would live to see another day in the Grove. We were all cut from the same cloth, these 

women and me, it was eerie. I met women I wanted to be like, who were my heroes. I wanted to 

be a feared and tough bitch. I wanted to be noticed. I wanted people to cross the street when they 

saw me coming. Eventually I would believe I was all of these things, and with each time I ended 

up in jail my skin got tougher and I got wiser as far as street life was concerned. I would go to 

jail with my family members, and I would make some really awesome friends among the other 

Indian women, and even among the white girls. I met this one white girl, she was alright, she 

would have to make her mark too. We were two peas in a pod. Every once in a while we would 

pick on the white girls, but it was all fun and games. Going to jail was like a rite of passage 

where you graduate from one sick place to the next. Thank god I never ended up in a Federal 

Institution. As sure as there is ink on these pages I would have never made it out; I would have 

died.  

 It was lonely. The darkness would creep in your cell at night and take hold. I would lay 

there in my cell thinking, “What the fuck am I doing here in jail?” I felt hopeless and lost, but as 

soon as that cell door opened at 7:00 A.M. that tough bitch Sharon had to wake up. I had to look 

good no matter what. I did my time. My first time in the Grove I think there were seventeen or 

eighteen of us, and sixteen or seventeen of those would be Indian or Métis women. We all had a 

story. I think in all the time I spent behind those walls I had one visitor. I went to socials, I 

worked, and I was a model inmate. I even got my GED 10 behind those bars. I will never forget 

the loneliness that kicks in, it’s like losing someone. You have lots of time to think—and that 
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was the problem. On the street you didn’t have time to think, you were always busy doing this or 

that, but in jail it’s static with nowhere to go and nothing to do. It is all dead time. I spent time in 

jail because I had no idea of any other way to live. I would fuck up and try to hide, but the police 

always get their man or woman. You can run, but you can’t hide. 

 I remember I used to write poetry in my cell, and this one guard, she kept all my stuff. 

They were pretty decent, the guards—or matrons is what we used to call them—and then every 

once in a while a bitch would come in and think her uniform actually meant something and the 

fight was on. I hated those guards, they caused nothing but shit. I ended up in the hole for ten 

days because this bitch guard was fucking with me, and she knew I couldn’t do nothing. Not 

really sure what happened, but I know I called her out. I think it was the one or two o’clock 

count, and we had to go to our cell doors to be counted. She was telling me, “Okay Acoose, 

move it, it’s time for count.” And I was standing in the hallway talking to one of my sisters, and I 

said, “Yeah, yeah, I’m going.” And I’ve got to tell you I just hated when they called me Acoose. 

I think it was the way they said it with such authority, and I defied authority, no one told me 

what to do. To further the mayhem, apparently I didn’t move fast enough, and she gave me a 

nudge. Well, the fucking fight was on, and I went in guns a blazing. I remember feeling the anger 

right from the tip of my toes to the top of my head, it was surreal. We are yelling, and I am 

acting like a banshee out of hell. The director came and calmed shit down, but I ended up with a 

ten day stint in the hole. Fuck I was mad. You know, guards can really be assholes, let that be 

known as the truth. 

 I remember one time I was so angry, and I got locked up in my room. But at least I didn’t 

go to seg (segregation), the hole, you know, me time. I am not sure what happened but it was 

another guard trying to be someone and prove she was tough. I would get ten days in my cell, 



 74

and I was livid. I could feel the fury rise right up into my throat. Once my cell door closed I 

flipped out and trashed everything in my cell and sat there on the floor crying. I mean really, who 

was I hurting? Certainly not them, but I sure did a number on myself. I remember thinking, 

“Fuck it, I am done.” I ripped up my sheet, made a noose, and tied it around my neck and around 

the bar in the closet. I proceeded to hang my ass, and I sat ever so slowly to the ground. I could 

feel the sheet getting tighter, and I was seeing stars and could not breathe. Then suddenly there 

was a loud crash and there I was on the floor laughing and crying all at the same time—the bar 

couldn’t sustain my weight, and it had broken in half. I could not even kill myself properly, but 

the way I look at it now is that the Creator did not want me, he had a plan for me that I did not 

know about until now. 

 So it was my rite of passage to go to jail. It was there that I would build my name and 

where I would earn respect, I would be somebody—or so I thought. Sometimes I would be 

thrown in segregation. I felt like an animal. Not all the guards were horrible, but as I progressed 

and got older many of the good guards would move on, but I kept going back. I remember when 

it was time to be released, and you were up in the front waiting for your ride, the guards would 

say, “Well Acoose, see ya next time.” I would laugh it off, but they were right, I would be back 

in. With the knowledge I have now I know that they should not have not affirmed this but should 

have been more positive and uplifting. There were very few programs in there too. I mean, you 

could work in the kitchen, in the yard, in the laundry, and go to school or AA, but that was it. I 

never heard about reintegration or about how I could possibly stay out of jail. The shrink or 

social worker or therapist, whatever he was, would talk to us, but it was just talk. No one told me 

about trying to stay sober or staying out of jail. There is more to this story, but we will save it for 

another time and place.  
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5.6) Tales of Woe 

I have a few stories to share just to show you the insanity of alcohol, drugs, and the mayhem they 

can bring on. This one time, at Band Camp. Just kiddingneed to keep the humour alive! 

This one time I was attacked and beaten by six of the biggest black men in the entire world. I 

might have been about eighteen because my deceased brother Joey was still alive. Back in the 

day these black men would come up from the Minot Air Force Base in North Dakota and wreak 

havoc. There was a war going on, and there would be few survivors. The street women would go 

party with them, me being one of them, and damn they were fine. There was this one dude 

named Doc Richards, and lordy lordy he was fine. He actually asked me to marry him, but of 

course my fool ass would say no. I spent lots of time with him when he came to Regina, and I 

was in such lust it was crazy. Part of me wanted to go with him, but something in my mind 

stopped me—after all I was only eighteen years old. 

On the War Path 

There was this one woman who I was at war with, and we had it out in front of the Kings Hotel 

in Regina. I kicked her ass, and I felt so powerful because I had an audience. I was calling her 

names—like I had any right—but my pea-brain was not working so well back then, and I was 

calling her a nigger lover. It was at a time when I thought I was invincible, and I was a racist. 

Anyway someone stopped the fight, and I remember yelling at her, “this ain’t over yet bitch, you 

mine!” You know because she gave me a run for my money and nearly got me, but I was better, 

or so I thought. 

I remember being in the loungeI wasn’t even old enough, but I always got in 

nonetheless. I was sitting on one of my deceased brother’s friend’s knees, and he was 
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encouraging me and petting my ego. He was telling me I was a far out little broad, and that any 

sister of Joey Acoose’s was a friend of his, and he pulled out a pocket full of every colour of pill 

you could imagine and gave me a few handfuls. Oh yeah, I was at the height of my addiction, 

and people would aid and abet my behaviour. I was so stoned and so young and so lost, but I 

didn’t know it. I remember dancing with my brother and feeling like I could fly; I was at my 

peak, and I loved every moment of it even as bizarre as it was and would become. 

Later that evening I was at a party and was bragging about the battle I had won earlier 

that evening. We were all getting high—like I could get even get any higher, but I always tried. I 

think it was about 6:00 in the morning and the door came flying open. I was stoned on acid 

(LSD), and six of the biggest black men in the entire world came in with that little Indian broad I 

had battled the night before. She pointed at me and said, “There she is, that fucking bitch!” My 

spidey senses kicked in, and I jumped, ready to rumble. I thought, “Oh fuck, I’m dead,” but I 

would not go down without a fight, ever. I am not sure what happened, but I could hear things 

crashing and screaming, blood curdling screams, and I realized they were coming from me. I 

remember yelling and telling her, “Bitch, if I don’t die today you are fucking dead! This is never 

going to end and I will kill you!” I mean at least I had balls, right? 

Someone finally stopped it, and I ran to the bathroom. Remember now, I was stoned on 

acid so my wounds looked extreme. I was trying to clean up my faceit was hideous. I 

happened to look at the door, and one of those gigantic black men was standing at the door 

pointing a gun at me, and I thought, “What the fuck?” I looked at him, and he fired the gun. I fell 

to the floor like a sack of potatoes, and they all ran out the door because they figured he had 

killed me. I remember laying on the floor in the fetal position. When I realized I wasn’t dead, I 

jumped up and looked for a bullet hole, but there was only a scratch on my leg. I have no idea 
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where that fucking bullet went, but it wasn’t my day to die. I remember leaving and still being so 

high. I was ducking and diving into bushes. All I knew is that I had to get downtown to find my 

brother. I found him in the Hamilton Hotel and dropped to the floor by the table. It was crazy 

after that. I remember telling him what happened, and I remember him carrying me upstairs to a 

room where he put me to bed and left me with a gun. I am not sure what he did, and that is the 

end of this story. I lived to tell another. 

A Drug Deal Gone Wrong  

The next story is about a crew of us trying to kill a drug dealer that was supposed to be a rat (a 

rat was a person who informed on other criminals to the police). We devised an insane plan. 

Another woman and I were supposed to go to his door and knock on it like we were there to pick 

up dope. We were then supposed to jump in the bushes, and the others would open fire and shoot 

his ass right there at his front door. Ahhh, the insanity! Well, the door opened but it was not him 

who answered but his mother. We stood there not moving and wondering, “What the fuck we 

gonna do now?” Well that is what I was thinking; I am not sure about my home girl. Then the 

supposed rat appeared and stepped in front of his mother. All I heard was, “Sharon get the fuck 

out of the way,” and I hit the dirt. I heard gunfire and people running or driving away. It was 

mayhem at its absolute worst.  

 We ended up at a party, and I was in the washroom. My acid trip was turning bad because 

of the shit that just transpired. I was sitting in the washroom thinking, “What the fuck, what the 

fuck?” I was so high, and my head was pounding. I must have started my period because I saw 

blood in the toilet. I let out a blood-curdling scream. Later I saw a jar of beets somewhere (I 

know it’s crazy, but it’s the mind of someone on acid), and I screamed even louder because I 

thought I got shot in my pussy (vagina) and that someone had put it in a jar. Yup, I was pretty 
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much fucked right there. It was never-ending, but for me it was normal. I was a street person, and 

that is just the way we lived: one moment at a time, never knowing when we would live or die. 

Near-Death Experience 

Another time one of my sista friends and I were shooting up (intravenously using) speed. We 

loved speedit was awesome. Not sure how much speed we did, but she ended up overdosing, 

and we walkedyes that’s rightwe walked to the General Hospital. She asked me to come 

with her, so I did. I remember it was like I was watching it all through a really thick magnifying 

glass, and I saw her drop to the floor. I could hear the nurses, and it sounded like they were 

talking into a horn or a tunnel, and someone said, “Her heart stopped.” I just sat there numb. 

There were nurses and doctors running amok and a crash cart was taken into where she was. It 

was all so surreal to me. They did get her going again, and then it was my turn to go down for the 

count—I ODed (overdosed) right there in the hospital immediately after she did. 

 I woke up and was in a ward with my amigo in the next bed. Not sure what happened 

next but she left. They kept me in the hospital for a week, but I got tired and left. I went 

downtown looking for my sista, found her, and we went to buy more speed and rigs (needles) 

and then went to my place to get high. I was living with my now-deceased brother—who, by the 

way, had come to the hospital to see me and give me shit. Anyway, we were fixing speed when 

he came home. He walked into the living room, turned around and walked out to his bedroom. 

We just kept on. The next thing we knew, he was pointing a gun at us. He said, “If you want to 

fucking die I can kill ya,” and he proceeded to shoot the record player, the television, and put a 

few holes here and there in the room. He told us to get the fuck out, so we went scrambling for 

our dope and away we went. That was a day for sure. He would eventually cool off and let me 

back in, but not even that would stop me. I would have guns pointed at me and even that didn’t 
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fizz on me, it was normal. I would quit when I wanted to and not because someone was trying to 

kill me or scare me. Hell no, it was my life. I did what I wanted, when I wanted. I had no fear. 

My Baby Boy  

Here is my last story for now. I have many, but I wanted to share a few just so you would see 

what alcohol and drugs did for me. I was living in Vancouver BC when my sister back in Regina 

died. I had a son back home who must have been around eight or nine months old at the time. 

When I came back for my sister’s funeral, I arranged to have a visit with him in my motel room. 

I was trying to be a mother, and that didn’t really work well for me. He would be taken away 

from me, but I tried to get him back. I decided I wanted to go out to party and left him sleeping 

in the room. I did make sure he ate and was changed, and I waited until he was fully asleep. Then 

away I went, off to see the wizard. 

 I ended up in the drunk tank, and I was worried about my son—I know it sounds crazy, 

but I really was worried. I didn’t tell the cops my son was alone because I knew I would be let 

out as soon as I sobered up, which was at about two in the morning. I went back to the motel and 

realized I had lost my keys. I stood by the door and couldn’t hear him so I thought he must be 

okay, but I did hear a party happening on the next floor so away I went. I partied all night and 

when I woke up, there was a pile of I don’t know what beside me. I slithered out of the room and 

snuck downstairs. I found a cleaning lady, and she gave me a key to get into my room. I will 

never forget what I saw! 

 I opened the door, and my baby boy was standing up. He must have been crying for a 

long time. His little face was red and swollen. He was wet from head to toe, but you know what, 

as soon as he saw me he started to smile and cry all at the same time. Fuck, my heart broke, and I 

just fell to the floor holding him tight in my arms, and we were both crying. Fuck this is damn 
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hardI don’t know how long I sat on that floor, but we both cried. I was kissing him and 

holding him as close as I could. I finally got my shit together, and we had a bath. I lay back in 

the water after I had a fix of some drug I had. and I just watched as he played in the water. I 

remember thinking, “What the fuck am I doing?” I remember telling him how sorry I was, and 

he just loved me without any conditions at all. I believe this was one of those moments when I 

almost gave up the drugsyou know, surrendered to my addictionbut I didn’t know where to 

go for help. I cried for what seemed like hours on end. This was one of those dark times when I 

just wished for death, and I even thought of killing him and myself. I remember telling him I 

would find some help, and I think I was praying. I told him I loved him, but in reality I didn’t 

love him enough, not right then at least. We sat in the tub for a long time, and for a moment, life 

was normal. I cleaned him up, dressed him up, and took him out to eat. That was the last time I 

would see him because he was taken away from me. True stories! 

 I lived a long life on the street doing what street people do. I ran around with any man 

that would have me, and I spent about nine years in and out of jail. I lived in extreme mayhem 

and never knew what would happen from one day to the next. That was my life, and that is what 

I did. I remember waking up in my hotel room, and before my feet even hit the floor I would 

have a needle in my arm and a shot of Southern Comfort for breakfast. That was how my day 

began, and that’s how it would end. That is all I did. There was nothing more, and I was not ever 

expected to be successful or to live a full life. I thought I would be dead by the time I was twenty 

years old. My life was worthless. I had no ambition, no drive. I watched as my mother died, my 

father died, my sister died, my brother died, and my husband died. They left me alone in this 

insane world to fend for myself. How the fuck was I going to do this? The only things that were 

important to me were drugs and alcohol, money and men. That was the order of my life. I was 
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tough. I could take a beating, and I could give one. I stood down to no man or woman. I was 

afraid of absolutely nothing. If you fucked with me I would simply get you back somehow, some 

way. Alcohol and drugs did not leave me to go gently off into the night. Time and time again I 

would be stripped of my dignity and emotions. I would learn to be hard from a young tender age. 

I would lose both of my children. I would walk away from them and not look back. I would sign 

papers that deemed me an unfit mother. End of story! 

5.7) My Thunder Returns 

I interviewed a young woman a few years ago who was cut from the same cloth as me. She made 

this statement, so I am going to borrow it from her: I hung up my stilettos. I made a decision. I 

looked at my life and at what I was doing. I was getting too old to be a prostitute anymore, and I 

needed something new. So the stilettos were put to rest. I was spent like an old Hollywood 

harlot. I had no more in me: it was time to move onward and upward. 

So let’s move into my change and what happened. I am not even sure where the change 

occurred, but it happened after I left Prince Albert. I just got tired of it there so I rented a U-Haul, 

filled it up, and hauled ass back to Regina—where, of course, the mayhem would continue. It 

took a few more years of insanity to get my shit together. My third child, a little girl, was two 

years old when I went home. All my people were gone already, but I still had my eldest brother 

and my sister-in-law who have both been instrumental in my sobriety. In all honesty I am not 

even sure they know how much they impacted my life, but they did, and I am forever grateful to 

the both of them. 

 I continued to drink and do drugs. I was not turning too many tricks because for the most 

part men just do not want older women. I mean, there are massage parlours that old broads put 

together, but it just was not my gig. Tricks are your husbands, your brothers, your uncles, your 
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grandfathers, businessmen, lawyers, doctors, chiefs, and they want stuff done that their wives do 

not do in the bedroom. Trust me, there are some very freaky men in this world who will pay top 

dollar for sex in all directions, let that be known. I lived on welfare until I regained my Indian 

status, and I started university in 1989. I will not go into more street life detail here, but I think it 

is important to give a little detail so that people understand the lives of criminalized Indian 

women. 

 So the lights came on and someone was actually home. It was like I struggled with a key 

trying to get into the door, and finally it opened just like that. My daughter was maybe five years 

old when I surrendered to myself and said, “Okay, it’s enough, I need something different in my 

life.” I sobered through AA (Alcoholics Anonymous) and it would change my life forever. It’s 

not that I am promoting AA, but I am just saying it’s where I would eventually find Sharon and 

her spirit. I did not know about culture, but that too was comingI just had to be patient. So it 

took me two years to get my first real solid year of sobriety, and sobriety has been good. I started 

as a mature student at the University of Regina. I worked hard. I hated reading, and I could not 

put a sentence together for the life of me, but I never gave up. I never missed a single day of 

class. I never handed in assignments late; I just did what I was supposed to do. I felt so inferior 

though with all these white students in these huge ass classrooms. Damn they were big: one class 

had five hundred people in it, I kid you not. 

 But I did not falter, and I worked like the devil was chasing me. I was also with SIFC, 

now the First Nations University of Canada, and that is where I discovered what being an Indian 

was about. I fell in love with it, and I wanted more. I talked to the Elders, I joined the Student 

Association, and I joined in to become part of something. I never stopped talking. It was like this 

voice inside me just erupted, and man it was awesome. I volunteered for all the convocations, 
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and I must tell you they were brilliant. Indians in full regalia, drummers singing the Honour and 

Victory song, and being marched in to get your degree. I used to stand at the back of the room 

feeling so proud to be an Indian and watching my people getting their degrees—I wanted that, I 

had to have it. . 

 I never thought it possible, but in 1993 I convocated with a Bachelor of Arts in Human 

Justice. It was the best thing since fry bread. My family was there with me to watch me get my 

degree. I was now one of those students I had yearned to be years before. I made it. Then I 

thought, “Hmm, I wonder if I can do a Master’s degree?” and so the journey began. I applied to 

do a Master’s of Social Work, and let me tell you this was a bit tense to say the least, but I never 

gave up and worked my ass off to get that degree. I would learn so much about how far I could 

push myself, and it was pretty far, if I do say so myself. I would run into lots of controversy. I do 

not want to put down the Faculty, it’s just that they did not know how to treat or be around 

Indians, that is all so it is all forgiven. I have let go.  

I never thought it would be possible, but in 1995 I convocated with a Master’s of Social 

Work. Yes, it was a miracle, and all because I surrendered to myself, faced my addictions, and 

went to AA meetings 24/7, and talked and talked and talked. It was how I survived the mayhem 

of my life. In the time between these two degrees, I would also be hired as a corrections officer, 

and I would receive a Certificate in Corrections. I would say life was going okay. I will not go 

into a big long story about my jobs and such, but it is important to note that once my healing 

journey began, and I stayed clean, nothing was impossible for me. I pushed myself to the point 

where I thought I was going to lose it, but I did not. I rose from the ashes and every move I made 

was meant to show my children what life could be like without alcohol and drugs. I did things I 

never thought possible. Like I said, I thought I would be dead by twenty, and I was okay with 
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that. I did not see. I could not imagine life other than the street, but there has always been 

something in my spirit that allowed me to hold on. I knew that once I began my healing journey, 

life would change. The lights would come on full force, and I would stand at attention. I had 

come out of the wilderness so to speak and left my dark passenger behind. My thunder would be 

revealed. 

5.8) My Reintegration into a Better World 

This research is about reintegration and how as Indian women we have been able to sustain 

ourselves and stay prison/jail-free. As you will read in the three other women’s journeys, our 

lives are mirrored. We have been cut from the same Sweat Lodge tarp, and we have survived 

even though our thunder was stolen. Not all has been lost. For me it has been a long time since I 

have been behind the walls. I got out of jail in 1980, and when I was thirty years old I would end 

up in Pine Grove one last time. This time the judge cut me a break, and I was only in on 

weekends. I was spent like an old Hollywood harlot with nowhere to go and nothing more in life 

to conquer—but somehow I knew during that last time at Pine Grove that I just could not do this 

anymore. I had had enough. The change would come. 

 Like I said, I joined AA and went hard. After I found my Indian-ness, I started attending 

ceremonies such the Pipe and sweats, and I began fasting. I took my life quite seriously as you 

can tell from what you have read. I had no idea what being reintegrated meant until I began my 

education. From there life took a different direction. In 2003 I applied to a PhD program at the 

University of Saskatchewan and was accepted into the Department of Community Health & 

Epidemiology—like seriously. I have a grade five level education, maybe less for math, and I 

never made it out of grade nine. Again, someone saw something in me that I could not see in 

myself, and I was given a chance. So here we have it, I am nearing the end of my PhD. This is 
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my reintegration. I have reached out to my sistas, and I have worked with three other Indian 

women who have walked in my moccasins. They are my reintegration. I love my family, they are 

my reintegration. I am an Assistant Professor, that is my reintegration. I am a kokum and great-

kokum, that is my reintegration. I have two university degrees, that is my reintegration. I have 

been clean and sober for twenty-two years, that is my reintegration. Need I say more? 

 You do not need to have a PhD to understand what it means when an Indian women is 

victimized, raped, beaten, lost to the street life, sexually molested, and you certainly do not need 

to read a book to understand what this has all meant to me. I have travelled full circle in my life. 

I have laid the demons to rest, and I have risen from the ashes. I am a strong Indian woman who 

has had a full life. I have no regrets. I live up to the standards I have put in front of me. I stand 

my ground, and yes I have successfully reintegrated—rather exquisitely—back into society as a 

productive human being. 

My Conclusion and my Beginning 

So there it is, my healing journey, my life story, and how I have successfully reintegrated. I have 

outlived myself because there was once a time when I thought I would die, when I would attempt 

suicide on a few occasions. There is much more of my life, but I plan on continuing this story 

with a book, so I have included only what was necessary here. I had no one to love me or to 

admire or to give me direction. My uncles stole my thunder through years and years of sexual 

abuse. From there the gates of hell opened up, and I would walk in and not look back. I lived 

hard. I grew hard. My child spirit, well she got the fuck out of Dodge and would not come back 

until I sobered up nearly twenty-two years ago. Yes, that is correct, as of April 1, 2012 I have 

been sober and clean for twenty-two years. In those years I have been to the mountain top, my 

child spirit came home, and more importantly I found my thunder. I am Circling Eagle Woman. 
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This is my life. I have given all that I can, and there is no more to give. My story is neither 

unique nor special, but it is surely a miracle because anyone who lives free of alcohol and drugs 

is a miracle. 

 Seriously, who would have thought that a prostitute from the streets could ever go this far 

in life? If someone would have told me forty years ago that I would be where I am now, I would 

have said, “Fuck you!” That right there is what successful reintegration is all about, and you will 

not learn about what you have just read in books or academic articles. All of this came from me 

and three other amazing Indian women who have survived the ills of life. We are reintegration. 

My life is neither peachy keen nor settled, but at least today I know how to deal with the crap 

that comes at me. And, while I still live in mayhem, I am sober and drug-free and have many 

positive outlets to use if need be. So, yeah, as a criminalized Indian woman I have made my 

mark in this world. I am alive. I can also now let go of the tag criminalized Indian woman. It is 

no longer my status. I am reintegrated. I Found My Stolen Thunder! Hiy! Hiy! 
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Chapter 6: Here and Back AgainJasmine’s Story 

6.1) Introduction 

Jasmine is a free woman and has been prison-free for approximately eighteen years. Her healing 

journey is based on her life as a child, adolescent, and adult. She was born into an environment 

that was not rich, and she lived in poverty for many years. Spiritual, physical, emotional, and 

mental abuse came at her from all directions. She was never safe, nor did she live in a safe place. 

There was always mayhem and disorder. She would watch as her life would crumble around her, 

and there was nothing that she could do to stop it. Jasmine’s family were all street people, which 

means they were pimps, prostitutes, and thieves. For a long time, this is the only life she would 

know.  

Jasmine is not an alcoholic or a drug addict, but she did do her fair share and started at a 

young age. There was no positive direction in her life. She lived in and out of foster care. There 

was no one to love and hold her or to protect her from the violent world that she lived in. She 

would eventually leave home at a young age, and her mother would die because she also lived in 

a dark and desperate world. Jasmine was surrounded by alcohol, drugs, and the street life. 

Eventually life would take hold, and Jasmine would take another human life with no memories to 

speak of. She would end up in the federal prison system. There Jasmine would learn to become a 

survivor of many life challenges. Her healing journey is amazing, and it has been a pleasure to 

have her take part in this research. The choices that she made in life were her own. During our 

time together, never once did she blame another human being for her actions. Enjoy her journey; 

it is a beautiful one. 
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Image 6.1: Jasmine’s Medicine Wheel 

6.2) Growing Up as an Outsider  

My name is Jasmine. This is not my real name, but I am not using my real name because of 

family and work. I was born in the United States of America, and I carry dual citizenship 

because I am also a Treaty Indian. My mom was a Native from a reservation in southeast 

Saskatchewan, and my dad was a Black American. When I was two years old, my mom ran away 
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from my dad with us three kids and came back to Saskatchewan. Two of my brothers were both 

younger, and the youngest brother hadn’t been born yet. In total I have four other siblings; three 

of us have the same father. The youngest brother and sister have two different fathers. My sister 

is actually the true Native as her dad was Treaty.  

My life was always chaos from the time I can remember. My mom drank, and she drank 

a lot. The alcohol got in the way of her own life and of her life as a mother. Mom was a really 

bad drunk. She was almost a skid row drunk where you would find her in an alley with her skirt 

hiked up to you know. But obviously she had been abused as much as I had been abused. I saw 

her drink vanilla extract, Lysol, and hairspray. When she drank vanilla we would say, “Mom’s 

baking.”  

I spent my whole life being abused. Before the age of thirteen, being abused, well I 

thought it was normal. And the thing about that was everyone around me was the same as me. 

Many of my friends, like me, lived with abuse, and it was sad. It was normal to be beaten so bad 

by the ones you love, and from what I saw, all my friends and family had the same lifestyle. I 

thought that this was normal. It was so sick. Abuse was rampant.  

In my world I felt like an outsider because of my status as half-Black, half-Indian. I grew 

up in an Indian world where everyone around me was an Indian. I tried to fit in, but it was hard. 

If we didn’t shut up, mom’s biggest threat was always that she would give us to welfare or give 

us to the Indians. So we would say, “No, I don’t want to go to the Indians,” not understanding 

that mom was an Indian or that we were Indians too. I was very young. Crying my eyes out, I 

would say “Please Mom, please don’t give us to the Indians. We’ll be good.” How strange we 

were. It’s so funny now when I think of it.  
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There were points of stability, but they are really hard to find. There was a little sanity 

amongst the mayhem, for example, at Grandma and Kokum’s house. From one day to the next, 

we didn’t always know if we were going to have food. But we just loved going to Grandma’s 

house because they would feed us. Grandma was my mom’s mom, and kokum was Grandma’s 

mom, great grandmother. I am so grateful that I had this connection because I think now of my 

brother’s kids and how they won’t have the opportunity to know these great women.  

There was also some stability in the foster homes. I was in about twenty different foster 

homes starting at the age of two or three, lasting right up until I was fifteen. There, we also knew 

we were going to eat and have a warm bed. And there was always going to be somebody around. 

I once called welfare myself because Mom had been gone for three days, and we were hungry 

and I couldn’t think of another way to take care of my brothers and sister. It was so hard to watch 

them crying because their bellies hurt and there was nothing to eat. All I know for sure is there 

were lots of foster home placements. Or I would run away, and my aunt would take me in.  

Mom, she had a golden tongueshe could talk people into anything. She always had a 

lot of friends; people were always around her and had so much respect for her. My mom had a 

wicked sense of humour and people loved her. I don’t know how she did it, but she would go 

downtown with not even a penny in her pocket and stay drunk for days. I used to remember 

going to look for her downtown and sitting outside bars waiting for her, and we would wait for 

hours. We would all be sitting outside the bars, and if people would see us and we were hungry, 

they would feed us.  

It was a chaotic lifestyle, and it was always changing from day to day, minute to minute. 

This gave me the ability to adjust to almost any situation. No matter what the circumstances, my 

ability to adjust has served me well in a lot of life situations. In going from foster home to foster 
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home, the ability to adjust quickly was an absolute necessity. Sometimes we stayed with family, 

but five rambunctious kids were beyond the ability and means of most of our family, who were 

poor and had problems of their own. For example, foster homes were a means to an end for me. 

You immediately had to adjust. You didn’t have time to fuck around and be weird. I made a 

point of adapting, and I could adapt very well, and it wasn’t always the best way. But it was the 

only way at the time. People looked at me and figured I was a good girl, but that wasn’t always 

so, especially when backs were turned. But, as crazy as life was, we could never wait to get back 

home to our mother. It was true unconditional love, the desire to always be with my mother. I 

mean home was home, and our mother was our mother, and that’s where we always wanted to be 

no matter how bad the circumstances.  

Family Dynamics: A Life of Abuse 

Sadly, we were physically, emotionally, and sexually abused, and I just recently found out that 

my youngest brother was also a victim. Mind you I always suspected it, but he would never talk 

about the abuse. A situation with his sister-in-law brought it up, and I found out by accident 

when he described the argument to me. It was a strange way to find out that my suspicions were 

founded in reality. I just wish that he would have shared this with me long before the white bitch 

used it as ammunition against him. It makes me so angry to think that someone would use his 

abuse as a weapon in a petty argument.  

I did my best to be there to protect my siblings. I was the oldest child. I was expected to 

look after my brothers and sister, and I did the best I could. But when you are only a year older 

than the oldest boy, and three years older than the youngest boy, it makes it pretty difficult. 

When I was around twenty years old, a validation of my efforts to protect my family came when 
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one of my brothers told me, “Jasmine, I always knew you were standing between Mom and us 

and you took the beatings for us.”  

You know, I think my mom didn’t like me very much. She loved me, but she didn’t like 

me because I was a girl. When I was eight or nine, she would say stuff like, “Guys are going to 

come around and sniff around you,” and “You’re just going to be a whore,” and meantime, guys 

were already sniffing around me. Mom was always beating us. I remember one time it was 9:01, 

and I was one minute late getting home. I remember looking at the clock when I came in. I said, 

“Where’s Mom?” and they said, “Oh, she went out looking for you.” I said, “Looking for me? I 

was supposed to be home at 9:00, and it’s one minute after nine.” Mom and the asshole (my 

sister’s dad) finally showed up half an hour later, and she started screaming at me about where 

I’d been and stuff like that. And then she took an extension cord and forced me to take all my 

clothes off, except for my panties, and proceeded to just whip me with the extension cord. I 

mean, I had welts up and down my body, all over my back, on my face. Needless to say, she kept 

me home from school the next day because I was pretty bruised up.  

She once threw me out a second story window when she was mad at me for one stupid 

reason or another. She beat me with sticks, with her fists, and sometimes it would take nothing, it 

seemed. A beating could be initiated when I didn’t do something fast enough, if I bought the 

wrong kind of bread, if I turned left instead of right, or if she didn’t like the fact that my eyes 

were brown. I’m being facetious at this point. You know the sad part was I always thought it was 

really my fault that I was being punched in the face or kicked in the stomach. I thought that I 

must have been a really bad person for her to do this stuff to me. I mean it happened so much 

that I must have been a bad person that deserved this.  
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A turning point in life came when I was about thirteen or so. She came after me. She had 

a belt, and I was sitting in the chair. She started beating me with this beltthe buckle sideand 

I was just sitting in the chair. I didn’t cry. I just sat there, and she kept hitting me, and hitting me, 

and hitting me, until she was exhausted and couldn’t hit me anymore. I just looked at her and 

said, “Are you done? Do you feel better now?” My whole body seemed to be on fire from the 

beating. Yet I didn’t cry, and that was the last time that she hit with that kind of intensity. I think 

I scared her. It must have been that empty look in my eyes: she couldn’t see the pain and fear 

that she usually got when she went off on me. You know, I was getting bigger; I wasn’t a little 

kid anymore. I was big for thirteen. Not in terms of height, but in terms of being fat, and I was 

fat all my life. I don’t remember not being fat, and so she stopped hitting me after I turned 

thirteen. She would slap me occasionally or something like that, but not like the beatings when 

we were kids.  

There were always people around me that I truly loved. I loved my grandma and my 

kokum. I loved my moshums: Moshum with the truck and Moshum with the cane. My moshum 

with the truck is my mom’s father, and my moshum with the cane is my mom’s grandfather, my 

great grandfather. I loved my aunties, my uncles, and my cousins. We always looked forward to 

people coming over. I think that because we were half-Black, my family thought we were special 

and cute. And the cousins nowadays want people to say something because I am so dark. They 

get a kick out of introducing me and seeing the reaction on people’s faces when they find out we 

are related. “All my relations” is so apt for my family.  

United States of Poverty 

My mom left once when I was in kindergarten, but she came back. She decided to go back to my 

dad, and we just picked up and went to live with my dad in the United States. There was the four 
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of us thenmy sister was still not even a thought...or as they say a twinkle in her daddy’s eye. 

My dad had accepted my youngest brother, even though he was not his biological kid.  

 When we went back to my dad, we were living in a one bedroom little tiny place. The 

four of us kids slept on the couch, and mom and dad had the bedroom. It was going okay for a 

while; we learned a lot, that’s for sure. We ran into our first drag queens during this time, and we 

really liked them. Dad hated them, but we used to like them and hang out with them. They were 

good to us and gave us things, made us laugh, and made us feel as though we were special. The 

girls downstairs taught me how to do the tea pot, a dance where you put one hand on your hip 

and you put the other hand out like a spout. It was fun. But then Mom’s demons surfaced, and 

she had to go and get drunk yet again. I remember her sitting there and dad just beating on her 

because she was drunk, except that she came home with no underwear and stuff like that, and 

that was it. His jealousy was kind of warranted. She had been gone for days.  

One time, there was a curtain between the wall and the living roomI don’t remember 

what for. I went to get my mom for something, and I opened up the curtain. They were fucking, 

and I came out and told the boys what I had just seen. You know when you make the circle with 

a thumb and finger and poke a finger through the circle to show that they were poking (fucking). 

My dad came out of the bedroom and just tore into me and started to beat the shit out of me. Like 

I mean it was an accident. It wasn’t my fault they were fucking during the day. He just tore into 

me. It was kind of weird.  

We were living in the poverty area, in one of the southeast states. And I mean we were 

outside playing with things we should not have been playing with. We were playing with these 

worms, and they turned out to be maggots for God’s sake. We didn’t know what they were, but 

we were playing with maggots. I learned more and I saw more Black people than I had ever seen, 
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ever. My reaction was like anyone else’s. When I saw so many Black people, I was no different. 

You know being from a south Saskatchewan city where you didn’t have a whole lot of Black 

people at that time… Mind you there is a lot more now, but back in the day there were very few 

Black people in our city, and most of the Black people that I did know were like me, a Black and 

Indian mix. And now here we were in a state that had lots and lots of Black people. It was very 

weird to me. But it also told me I had a different side of me other than the Indian side, and it 

made me feel an extreme sense of duality. I had a sense of duality because I knew nothing about 

my Black side other than my dad was Black. I didn’t know what it meant to be blackI still 

don’t. Most of my life is still centered on the Indian and white ways of life.  

School was okay. I was a voracious reader, and I taught myself to read when I was 

young. I was taking buses by myself by the time I was six or seven years old. And I look at now 

and see how kids get driven around until they are fourty. I was pretty independent. I could forge 

my mom’s signature on the welfare cheques when I was ten. If I got the cheque first, that meant 

we had food; if Mom got the cheque first, that meant we starved. The people at the Tom Boy 

Store knew what I was doing, and they aided and abetted me. So they never questioned me about 

the cheques I brought, even though I was only ten, eleven, or twelve years old. We were always 

so poor, always on welfare; we never knew where our next meal was coming from.  

There were actually people in the neighbourhood whom we would go to if we were 

really, really hungry. They would feed us. We grew to trust them, and they wouldn’t tell on us: 

they would just feed us up and send us home. I don’t know if it was because we were charming 

kids, but I always remember there were people willing to feed us if we were really hungry. I 

remember my mom took off before Christmas one time, and she had been gone for like five 

days. We were off school, and I don’t know where mom was, and the cheque came so I cashed it 
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and went downtown by myself. I was nine, and I bought the boys presents. You know, little 

cheap shit because if we wanted to eat you couldn’t spend the cheque on what we really wanted. 

I had to remember the food, and I had to have money left over because if my mom came home 

and there was no money, there would be hell to pay. But on Christmas day, we got up, and I was 

like nine and didn’t believe in Santa Claus. I think I did a little bit. Someone knocked on the 

door, and it was Mrs. H. who lived behind us. I played with her daughter all the time, and she 

said, “You know I think Santa Claus left this on our doorstep by accident.” She had this huge 

box filled with wrapped toys for us all from Santa Claus. I even made a turkey.  

My Whole World Turns Misty Blue 

I couldn’t believe how many people looked out for us, and how many looked the other way. Like 

Mrs. H. knew we were alone, but she didn’t call welfare, which would have been better. I kind of 

think it would have been better if we had been taken away from Mom a long time ago because 

she couldn’t care for us. She needed us because she needed someone to love her. I think it would 

have been better off if we were taken away from her from the get-go. I wonder if I would have 

been the same; I wonder if I would have ended up in prison. I don’t know. What would have 

happened? Because I was supposed to go up for adoption when I was twelve years old. They had 

a couple of foster homes lined up for me with the intention of my being adopted. One was 

outside of Regina, and one was inside of the city. The one in the city was only about five or six 

blocks from the foster home where I had been staying. And they were going to place me there 

permanently. But of course when they asked me what I wanted to do, in the end, I chose to go 

back to my mother. And so I threw myself back into the vortex.  

My mom’s longest period of sobriety that I can remember lasted for eighteen months. I 

remember that once she started drinking again, I blamed myself. If only I would have been a 
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better kid, if I would have done this or that, or just been better, maybe she would not have to 

drink. People say that when your whole life is based on a sick and twisted relationship, then your 

behaviour is dictated by this dysfunctional relationship. I just picked myself up and did the best I 

could under the circumstances. I remember that even when she was sober, we still got beat and 

yelled at, but it wasn’t as wicked or venomous. When she was sober she had a little compassion.  

When she drank, she would get so fucking drunk, it wasn’t even funny. She would talk to 

herself and go sit beside the stereo, and she would play her soul music. We must have heard the 

same song about seven million times, “Misty blue, my whole world turns misty blue,” over, and 

over, and over, and over again. She would sit there drunk out of her ever-loving mind, and then 

she would start to say, “Hurry up, hurry up” ad nauseam. All of us kids would start freaking out 

because we knew what was coming next. We would say “What Mom? What Mom? What do you 

need Mom?” “Hurry up, hurry up,” she would say. And we would frantically answer, “What do 

you need Mom?” We knew that an explosion of violence was about to erupt, and we were trying 

to find out what she needed before she would explode. When she was drunk, she had no stopping 

point. We didn’t know how far she was going to go, and that’s when I would send the boys away 

and just try to deal with it myself. Why are we not dead? I really don’t know. 

She always had favourite kids too. Second brother was her favourite. He was the one that 

she loved the most, and I really don’t know how she felt about the other boys, but her love for 

that brother was just out of this world. Maybe that’s why he is doing so well now, because she 

instilled in him that he was the best and that he was the good one. I remember they used to say 

that the youngest boy was going to be the pimp, and I was going to be the hooker. The oldest boy 

was going to be the drug dealer, and the good one would be in law enforcement of some kind. 



 98

My brothers may have dabbled in this and that, but in one way or another our lives would be 

defined for us.  

I thought I was going to be a hooker because that is what I saw all around me. I was 

surrounded by women who were hookers, and most of the friends I grew up with would end up 

on the streets. So it was there it was, black and white. But when came the time to fulfill my 

destiny, I just couldn’t do it. I could not turn a trick, but the sexual abuse went on. I was abused 

by strangers, by family, and I was abused by my mom’s boyfriends.  

Trailer Rape from Hell 

The worst abuse was when I was six or seven years old, and we had just moved into this house. 

We had no TV and this guy said, “I’m going to go and get a TV. Can I take one of the kids with 

us?” And my mom said yes, and he took me and the youngest boy. And he ended up raping me 

over a period of probably ten hours. And I’m not talking about molestation. I am talking trying to 

stick his fucking cock into my baby vagina. Sticking his fingers inside me until I was bleeding, 

and all the while I was plotting to get me and my baby brother out of the trailer home from 

fucking hell.  

We were locked in. I couldn’t figure out how to unlock the doorit had one of those flip 

switches underneath the door handle. I was trying to get out and trying to get out. I remember 

banging on the windows and banging on the doors. No one was coming, and I was wondering 

why the fuck we were in the trailer. And then he was raping me. My poor little brother had to 

watch all this. I remember him getting a pen and trying to stab this guy in the ass. At some point 

during that night I was looking for a knife, and he saw me and caught me and took all the knives 

and put them way up high. And I remember at one point lying on the couch, and he was lying 

behind me and was holding me like I was his lover. Then the next morning he just dropped us off 
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in front of the house and fucked off. I was thinking if that was today, he probably would have 

killed me. It is amazing that he didn’t just kill the both of us. 

 This thing is, Mom knew that he had us. I came home, and I’m crying and bleeding all 

down my legs from where he hurt me, and Mom just took me to the bathroom and gave me a pad 

and said that everything would be okay. That’s it. That’s all I got. What really tore me up a 

couple of years later was when Mom was in a car accident. She went through a windshield and 

she had like two thousand stitches on her face. The guy that she was in the truck with at the time 

was the guy who had raped me. I mean he hurt me so bad, and she still had him in her life. How 

could she do that? I just didn’t get it. And I remember saying that I was going to tell my uncle 

because I knew he would kill him, even though he was molesting me too. I was his, and I knew 

uncle would kill him. My mom wouldn’t let me tell him, but I always wondered how many other 

kids were hurt by this sick fucking bastard. I don’t understand why he did this to me when he had 

my mom. My mom would have fucked him in a minute. My mom was very promiscuous.  

In and Out of Foster Care 

Then there was school. I estimate that I went to twenty-one different schools between 

kindergarten and grade ten. I went to three different high schools for grades nine and ten. Once 

over the period of one month, I went to four different grade schools. I attended school in Regina, 

Winnipeg, and Indianapolis. My attendance at school was dictated by where I was at that point in 

time. If I was in a foster home, then my attendance was perfect. If I was at home, then my 

attendance was all over the place. Somehow I always managed to pass. But I was in and out of 

school. Sometimes I just wouldn’t go, and sometimes I would look after the kids, but I always 

passed. Everyone always said I was bright. I thought I was stupid because my mom said so. 

Teachers would say, “If she applied herself, she would do better.” I just didn’t have time to apply 
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myself; my life was going in and out of foster homes. Apply myself, my ass. It makes me sad to 

think that my teachers could see what was happening in my life and never did a damned thing to 

help me “apply” myself.  

In the last bit before I left home, I had been in foster care for quite a while. Henry and 

Gladys were my foster parents, and they are still a big part of my life today. They consider me 

their kid even though I was a rotten kid. I had a temper, and I could lose it at the drop of a hat. 

Even with my temper, people always still liked me for some reason. I guess because my 

outbursts were so far apart. I would stuff my emotions. It would build, and build, and build, and I 

would keep shoving stuff down, and shoving stuff down, and shoving stuff down. I would just 

explode, and then I would be okay for a long time. I mean it could be about a year where I would 

be okay between incidents. Then something would happen, and I would lock and load. I lived by 

insanity, and it kept me sane. But you know again, the foster homes meant stability. When we 

went to foster homes, we would get clothes, get fed, and we would go to school every day. When 

we were at home, we wouldn’t worry about keeping the house clean—we could be kids. And 

sometimes if I got really tired of looking after the boys, I would phone welfare and say, “Mom’s 

not home. Come and get us.” Or if there was no food, they would come and get us, but we 

always ended up back home again. Foster care was like a filtration system. We would get 

cleaned up and a bit structured, and then off we would go, back home to the mayhem.  

6.3) Death, Family Split, and my Nomad Days 

My mom died when I was sixteen years old. I was told that she committed suicide, but I’m not 

sure. I left home for six months on my sixteenth birthday. I couldn’t take it anymore. I went to a 

girl’s group home in Saskatoon through welfare. It was a place for girls sixteen to twenty who 

were transitioning from being at home to being on their own. This place was called Winter Star, 
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and I really liked it there: we were given our independence, we were expected to act like adults, 

had the comfort of having someone to talk to and stuff like that. We all had to go to school and 

get jobs. I really liked it there, and I was so happy being away from Mom. At one point, I was 

ready to leave, I was ready to be out of there.  

And so about five months later, I got the phone call that my momma had died. So I went 

back home and lived with my auntie. We were living in a motel. My auntie had come back from 

British Columbia for the funeral and brought her son with her. We buried my mom. I barely 

remember burying my mom. I remember being in the back of the limo with my brothers and 

distracting one of them by saying, “Look at all the people.” The amount of people that came out 

to the funeral was just incredible. I thought so anyway.  

There was Joanne Thatcher, Colin Thatcher’s wife. She knew my mom; my mom used to 

clean her house. There was an ex-nun and her husband. There were all kinds of street people. 

There were so many people. We were at the Regina Indian and Métis Friendship Centre. It was 

kind of crowded, and I felt proud to see all the people at the funeral for my mother. And I 

remember saying, “I want the coffin closed. I don’t want my brothers to see my mother dead.” I 

walked in to the chapel, and the goddamn coffin was open because people had to see her. Why 

did the people have to see her dead? But that’s people in society: they want to view the body for 

the last time. I pushed my little brother back out of the room, and after that it was kind of a 

blank.  

One of my other brothers found her dead. He came home from school, and my little sister 

was alone with my mom for I don’t know for how long. The two boys ended up going into foster 

homes, and the youngest brother went to live with a great uncle. My sister ended up going into 

foster home and was adopted. One of the boys had a really good foster home, someone who 
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wanted him and cared for him. The other two weren’t lucky in terms of foster homes. At first, 

one of them went to live with a teacher from one of the schools, but his wife hated him, and one 

day they ended up saying he had to leave because of her. I can’t remember their names, but I 

guess I should not mention them anyway for research’s sake. This brother was very independent. 

Eventually he went to school, worked, and earned his own money.  

After being rejected from the teacher’s home, he ended up going to live with another 

foster family. If I remember correctly, the home he went to live in may have actually been family 

or cousins. At some point he went to a weekend soccer tournament in Saskatoon. Just before the 

tourney, he phoned his social worker and said, “I think these people are getting ready to move.” 

So the social worker phoned them, and they said, “No we aren’t moving.” And so he went to the 

soccer tournament. When he came back, they had moved. All that was left in the house was his 

little pitiful stuff in the basement where he slept.  

So he ended up going to live on his own as he was sixteen and was legally allowed to live 

outside the system. The youngest and eldest brothers ended up getting a place together and lived 

that way for some time. Prior to that the youngest boy was living with one of our uncles, but he 

didn’t stay there long. Me, well I was just kind of roaming around the country. You know, never 

really having a home; just hitchhiking from place to place. I would get a little unsettled and move 

onto the next place.  

Never a Place of my Own 

I lived in Vancouver, Calgary, Saskatoon, and I lived in Winnipeg, as well as Regina. I was just 

all over the place just drifting and drifting, never knowing where I would end up one day to the 

next. I drink, but I am a one-day drunk. I can only drink for one day because I can’t stand how it 

makes you feel. I never really had a problem being addicted to anything, but if the drugs were 



 103

there I would do them. I also had a variety of jobs here and there. I like to think I was a good 

worker. When I worked, I worked hard and I mostly enjoyed what I did. Then when I was 

twenty-four, I found a job in a bush camp. I had questionable friends, you know. You have to 

consider how I lived, of course. I wouldn’t have friends that were normalwhatever normal 

was. I was a magnet for sketchy people, and it’s where I felt comfortable. I believe it was 

because of where I came from and who my people were.  

Not sure where I was, maybe Alberta, but I was having a virtual nervous breakdown. I 

was coming from a hospital, it was after a breakdown. I lived in the hospital for about two 

weeks. I lived in the psych ward, and they had me all drugged up. I phoned my aunt in northern 

Saskatchewan, and she said, “Come on stay with me here.” And so I went there, and she was 

there to pick me up at the bus station, and it was good to see her. I remember she told me not to 

worry about the mosquitos because they were big enough to carry my luggage. That was 

funnyI laughed for once. 

So I would live in this little town in northern Saskatchewan, and I would get a job. I got 

this job at a truck stop, and I worked at a restaurant. I liked living with my auntwe actually had 

fun. One side step though is we always lived with someone and never really had our own home, 

but it was okay. We would go out to party and get drunk every now and again. It was okay, but I 

still never felt I had a place of my own. One of the sad things is that I never kept a whole lot of 

people from my past. My brothers, they still had school friends from grade school. My friends all 

eventually filtered out of my life, and it was a little lonely. Just the way my life was a little 

empty. 
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6.4) The Human Life I Would Take 

I ended up going back to Calgary. I ended staying with this girl: she was my girlfriend, but we 

were also girlfriends. I was into this, here and there. My life may have been lonely, but it most 

certainly was not dull. We partied a lot. Like I said, I was never really addicted to anything, but 

if alcohol and/or drugs were there I certainly would not turn it down. This girlfriend of mine had 

all kinds of strange friends. And at this point, my life was where my future would be altered 

forever. I would take a life and not have many memories about what actually happened.  

I did have a criminal record of sorts. I got caught shoplifting food for my friend’s kids 

and ended up getting a conditional discharge. It was also interesting that [the drug] Halcyon was 

involved in that crime. I lost four days of my life that time. We thought we were going to be held 

up for the shoplifting, so we took all the drugs that my girlfriend had in her purse. I don’t 

remember how much, but we could have died from the amount of Halcyon and Valium we 

consumed in the back of the paddy wagon on the way to getting booked and charged. We wanted 

to get rid of the drugs before we were searched when we got arrested. Once we did that, I 

blacked out, and when I woke up it was four days later. I don’t remember anything from those 

four days. Anyway I ended up having the charges waived in Calgary a year or so later and pled 

guilty for a conditional discharge. That meant that all I had to do was “keep the peace” for six 

months and my record would get erased.  

One Fateful Drug-Induced Night 

My girlfriend met this strange guy in the psych ward. She told me how weird he was: he liked to 

get beaten and stuff like thathe was just a sick fuck. One fateful night, we ended up getting 

drunk and we were doing Halcyon. If you don’t know what Halcyon is, it’s a drug that is used 

for sleeping. But if you don’t pig out and take too much it’s a pretty good high. However, when I 
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took the Halcyon, I totally blacked out. It’s not one of those drugs that keeps you on your toes, 

like cocaine, which is a more interactive drug. Halcyon knocks you on your ass, but like I said, 

it’s ok if you don’t take too much. Once the Halcyon hit my stomach and kicked in, that was it: 

lights out. And when I came out of the drug-induced night, the guy we were with was dead.  

I came to an interrogation cell. All I had on was my housecoat and nothing else. No 

shoes, no undies (panties), nothing. I remember little flashes from the night before but not a 

whole lot. I remembered just enough to convict myself. For all I know I might not have even 

done the crime. I even went under sodium pentothal (the truth serum) therapy to find out what 

happened, but it didn’t do anything to help me. I blacked out again from the drug and only 

remember one thing from the whole interview. All I remember is the doctor saying, “Don’t go to 

sleep,” and me saying bitchily, “I’m not sleeping. My eyes are just closed because I’m trying to 

remember.” The people involved in my case said that I was in a major blackout, and that I didn’t 

remember taking his life. It was just not there. Total submission of my mind, and it was not mine 

to remember. You know, maybe it’s because it was so traumatizing. The guy was a freak and 

was into freaky shit. Maybe he just pushed me over the edge. You know, don’t get me wrong 

murder is no answer, but when you live with abuse as long as I have in my life, something is 

about to snap. And I did that night, I snapped. One of the theories was that being in control after 

having been so abused during my life was a situation of revenge meted out to a totally innocent 

person. I keep wishing that I could remember because it’s hard to have such a horrendous thing 

happen, and you can’t justifynot sure if that’s the right wordwhat happened. It can get really 

overwhelming when something like this happened, and you can’t give yourself or others a 

concrete reason to have committed such a terrible act. 
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I Pleaded Guilty 

I ended up pleading guilty to second degree murder. I was originally charged with first degree 

murder, but there is no way in hell I would have planned something like this on a totally innocent 

person for no sane reason. My lawyer explained the difference between first degree, second 

degree, and manslaughter. I told myself that it was second degree. Looking back now, I realize 

that it was manslaughter. With the Halcyon, there was mental break. I don’t care what anyone 

says, I didn’t plan to kill this guy. It wasn’t planned. One of the Crown’s arguments was that 

because of the time it took me to go from the bedroom to the kitchen to get a knife and come 

back, it was intent for premeditation. Apparently, he had been stabbed, a lot of times. I don’t 

remember how many, but it was a lot of times. The court was saying that I had time to think 

about it. You know, going to the kitchen, getting the knife, and going back to kill him. Well that 

was enough time to form intent, but I didn’t think so. The psychiatrist had to prove that I 

couldn’t form intent because I was in a major blackout. Being in a blackout disables a person 

from remembering facts and/or reality. Second degree murder is a charge where the crime just 

happens without intent, and I said, “That’s it, so that’s what I am going to plead guilty to.” I 

never thought of not pleading guilty. I just pled guilty because it seemed easier to deal with at the 

time. Because I could have been in the system waiting forever, so I plead guilty in order to move 

on to a quick trial. 

 My so-called girlfriend came to visit me once while I was in prison. And I just looked at 

her through the glass with this phone in my hand. I didn’t know what to say, and she never came 

back. I had already been in prison for a couple of years, and I get a letter from someone with a 

newspaper clipping saying that she had died of a drug overdose. Another woman I knew sent the 

clipping to me thinking I might want to see it. It was funny because I had just gotten another 
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letter, and it was from my auntie in Saskatchewan. And I remember she told me, “Her day will 

come, and she will get what she deserves.” This woman did not do me any justice at the 

beginning after being charged and never helped me at all. And low and behold she died: karma’s 

a bitch! Holy cow that is so weird.  

6.5) My Incarceration  

I sat in remand for a little under a year, and I wound up being transferred to Prison for Women 

(P4W). I received a sentence of Life Ten to the board, which means I would be eligible for 

parole in ten years, but I would be on parole for the rest of my natural life, till I die. I remember 

being flown to Prison for Women in shackles, and those are feelings you do not easily forget. 

Try going to the bathroom on a plane with belly chains and leggings. I would pull one side down, 

and because your hands are chained to your sides you had to let go to pull the other side down, at 

which point the first side would snap back up. Eventually after twenty minutes I finally got to 

pee. The guards got a little antsy because I took so long. I told the female escort, “You try it. 

Maybe you should come in here and pull my pants down.” She declined but didn’t complain 

about the length of time again. Try wiping your fuff (vagina) with your hands shackled to your 

sides...forget about it! 

P4W, it’s not open anymore. It’s the one that was not fit for bears. So I went to P4W in 

Kingston, Ontario, and started my time. I remember walking into this sickly pink foyer. A guard 

sits in a cubicle surrounded by bulletproof glass and by all kinds of gadgets. It was the beginning 

of the noise. There is one thing about prison: the noise of prison can drive you crazy. It never 

stops: people talking, people yelling, the sounds of radios on what seems like five hundred 

different stations, the clang of the doors being opened and slammed shut, the jingles of the keys, 

the sound of walkie-talkies. And noise, noise, noise. I really value silence now.  
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The P4W building is old and made of limestone. Apparently the limestone for the prison 

was actually sourced in Kingsley. Then there is this incongruous twenty-foot tall fence 

surrounding the whole prison. The fence is made of concrete and encircles the whole prison. 

Across the street you can see Kingston Penitentiary (KP), a prison for men. At KP there are 

towers on each corner of the prison walls. A solitary guard sits in the tower 24/7, and this guard 

it armed to the teeth. I didn’t know what to expect; I never went to prison before even though my 

relatives had been to prison. The only time I went to prison was to visit family, and that was it.  

The Fish Range 

Inside P4W was nasty. The place was old and decrepit. One of the first people I saw was this 

plump, motherly, grumpy-looking guard. That day, I would have guessed that she was on the rag, 

but she was too old! She looked at me and said, “What the fuck do you want? Get the hell out of 

here!” I said, “I would be glad to go,” because I was in shackles and belly chains, plus I was 

wearing three inch high heels. Yes, three inch high heels with shackles and belly chains no less. 

But she turned out to be one of the guards that truly wanted to make a difference for the women. 

The man and woman who escorted me to the P4W were RCMP officers, and they were really 

nice to me. One of the RCMP officers said, “You are going to be fine. It will take a while to 

adjust but take your time, and just mind your own business and do your own time, and you will 

be fine. You hear that? Do your own time.” But it wasn’t really fine. It would never be fine. I 

was in prisonhow the fuck is it going to be fine? I was being incarcerated because of a life I 

don’t even remember taking.  

I remember all the barriers: one, two, they just kept coming and opening. So there I was 

in P4W. I knew that I would end up in prison at some point in my life, but this was now a reality. 

The first set of doors was just the front door. Then there were two sets of doors that were barred 
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and controlled by the guard in the pod. The sets of doors were such that one set couldn’t be 

opened until the other set was closed. And everything was painted this sickly Pepto colour, 

dismal pink. I guess they thought that women would want pink doors. We made it through the 

second set of doors, and there were all these people coming down for lunch. And I looked over to 

see this girl holding hands with another girl that looked like a guy, and shethe femme 

girlhad this huge fucking shiner. All I could think was, “Holy shit.”  

They took me to Admitting and Discharge. I was stripped down, and I did all the things 

they show on TV. I was told to squat, bend over, cough. They then stuck their gloved hands in 

my vagina and my asshole. Great job if you like that sort of thing. Then I had to take a shower, 

and they gave me this really gross smelling shampoo. The shampoo was the kind they give you 

to get rid of lice, and you had to wash your whole body with it. Then they put me in what they 

called “baby dolls.” Baby dolls is this garment that is rip proof and looks like they just took two 

pieces of cheap quilted material with three spaces put your head and arms through. It was 

basically just two rectangular pieces of cloth sewn together. I had no underwear on, and they 

took my shoes. Then they took me to seg (segregation), and left me there until I was classified 

the next day. Classification would dictate where you lived in the prison.  

The next day, they gave me my package. In the package was a pillow, bedding (the 

bedding was so worn you could almost see through it), two pairs of jeans, two t-shirts, two pairs 

of socks, a pair of runners, a bra, two pairs of used panties, a toothbrush, toothpaste, a little black 

comb, and a box of tampons. Then they took me to the living unit known as B range, or the fish 

range. A fish is a new prisoner. A range is where the majority of the women would go. B range is 

two-tier cells like you see in the movies: the really old fashioned cells with the bars. The cells 

were just little tiny concrete cells with a bed, a tall cupboard, and a toilet. The stainless steel 
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toilets had a sink attached to them with push buttons. There was no hot water in the cell. If I 

remember right, B range had twenty-two cells, and A range had about fifty cells. At the end of 

each range there was a shower and bathtub. I think there were two on A range, and one on B 

range.  

From there I was taken to my cell. My cell, yeah my cell. I’m sitting there looking 

around, and I cried. That’s the first time I cried in a long time. I just sat there and cried. I was by 

myself. The doors actually had shams on them, and you could shut them. They had the bars, but 

they had these curtain things that you could shut for privacy. I sat there, and I just cried my eyes 

out and nobody came. Nobody was there to comfort me. I was totally alone. At that point in time, 

I decided that I was going to do my time and do everything I could to get myself out. I sat there 

and talked to myself saying, “I’m never coming back, I’m never coming back.” That day, I was 

changed forever. So I put on my big girl panties, stopped crying, and started to investigate what I 

would need to get out.  

Doing my Own Time 

I spent the next few days adjusting. I always had my ability to adjust. Anywhere in the prison 

that you wanted to go, you had to walk up to a barrier and say, “Barrier please.” You did this to 

get through a door, and you had to wait to do everything. There was a time for this and a time for 

that; everyone just settled into the rhythm. Some days I didn’t want the rhythm, but I didn’t want 

to make waves so I got into the rhythm. I woke up, lined up, and put a barrier around my life.  

I think that first moment when I sat in the cell by myself crying was the moment of 

knowing I was never going to come back. And I decided to find out how not to come back. 

Really this was not me. Fuck, I was in P4W for murder. I always knew that I would spend some 
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time in prison, but I had done it good. In no way had I ever expected to be in P4W. I thought that 

I would be at Pine Grove doing time for something small. Shoplifting or drugs, but not murder.  

Murder. I was a fucking murderer, and I was having a hard time figuring out how to get 

rid of this label. Now I faced the fact that yes, it was me who did this, and that I had fucked up 

my life. Now it was time to un-fuck my life. I was the least violent person I knew, and now I was 

sitting in this stupid cell trying to figure out how the hell I got here, and how the hell I was going 

to get out. I knew that basically, I was a good girl but really just confused is all. There were days 

when self-loathing overwhelmed me, and I had to find some way to deal with this tag that I 

would live with for the rest of my life. I would have to forgive myself before I moved on. 

Ironically, it is the one thing that I have not managed to do after all this time, twenty-six years.  

So after settling in and getting to know peopleknowing who you can approach and who 

you can’t approachI learned to do my own time. Because that is just the way it is: do your time 

and shut the fuck up. I watched, and I learned. I learned what doing your own time really meant. 

I watched other people doing other people’s time: they were so mixed up in other people’s lives, 

and there were always drugs everywhere. Drugs were always trouble. Drugs and addiction aren’t 

my problems so that was an easy one to stay away from. But trying to live around people who 

are stoned and not get into trouble can be really hard. You know, because of how sketchy their 

lives are. And usually with drugs come insensibility and violence that can have no rhyme or 

reason. It could be hard to separate yourself from the fallout of drug use.  

Everybody was always involved in other people’s shit. It was like a soap opera, so I just 

sat back and decided who I was going to be friends with and who I would stay away from. How 

you were going to be treated in P4W was decided in the first month. You decided how your time 

was going to go, and once you decided, then that’s how they treated you for the rest of your time, 
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and it became very hard to change that afterwards. You come in, and you meet someone who 

offers you drugs, and if you say yes or no, then that’s how it’s going to be. If you walk in and 

decide that you want to fight, you start getting into people’s faces, you try to be tough, and that’s 

who you are. In prison, once you’ve made your choice, it’s very hard to break away from that.  

And so I decided to let them know that I don’t do drugs. I actually did drugs twice when I 

was in there: I smoked a joint, but I didn’t like the feeling of not being in control of the situation. 

You know, that is how my whole life was before I went to prison, and I realized that I had to take 

control of my life. I couldn’t let others dictate how my life was going to be because I spent all 

my life just floating around adjusting and being what other people wanted me to be and doing 

what other people wanted me to do. I think it was really weird to find this stuff out in prison, but 

I did. I would usually just slide in and be what other people wanted me to be. I didn’t know the 

word “no” before that and how to say no. But in P4W, I learned how to stand up for myself. I 

could let people walk all over me, or I could say, “Fuck you, and I won’t let you walk all over 

me.” That is how it was. I looked after me, for once.  

I only ever had one fight the entire time I was in P4W. But I had to fight because I had 

established myself as my own person, and you couldn’t talk me into what you wanted me to do. I 

did what I needed to do for me. Simple. I stood my ground, I went to school, I got my GED, I 

worked in the office. I was the only inmate trusted to work alone in the office of one of the 

directors. I learned computers, I worked on the computer, I worked in the library, I worked in the 

kitchen, and I ran the canteen. As a matter of fact, when I quit the canteen, they begged me to 

come back because when I was there stock wouldn’t disappear and stuff like that. But I never 

“ratted” anybody outI never had to rat anybody out. I established my ground rules with the 

guards; they could ask me anything they wanted, but I wouldn’t give nobody up. So I lived by 
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the rules of both of the worlds and managed to get by. Over time and because I was not a shit 

disturber, I made my way into a wing where I had my own room, which had no bars except for 

on the windows. The room actually had its own door with a little window so the guards could 

still see you when you were sleeping. One thing about prison is that the lights are never 

outthey are never, ever out. Now I make sure that when I sleep, it’s dark in my room. I really 

love the ability to sleep in total darkness. I love the dark. I also like the quiet now because there 

was no quiet in prison, maybe in segregation, but overall it was a noisy place.  

One of the things that amused me was this tram tour bus that used to go around doing the 

sights and sounds of the Kingston area. They would drive by the front of the prison and blare out 

through a sound system, “And this is the Prison for Women, where 130 of the most dangerous 

women in Canada reside.” We would be sitting there, and somebody would be crocheting 

booties, and we would all just laugh. I’m not sure why, but they eventually took that out of their 

tour guide script. 

Well I guess in prison if you looked in the right places, and you had the right drive, you 

could make it. I was lucky to not have to go back. I didn’t have a drug problem, I didn’t have 

kids to worry about, and it was okay. Not having kids is one thing I regret. I always wanted about 

a dozen, and I thought I would be pregnant by the time I was fifteen—that’s what my mom 

always said. But it meant that I didn’t bring a lot of baggage with me in prison like some of these 

other women. And also I was fairly independent. I wasn’t like a lot of the women in there that 

needed someone. They needed a relationship; they needed someone to love them. So they would 

take whoever came along. Life was lonely in prison. Always has been, always will be. 

They had different ranges in prison. As I mentioned there was B range, which was a fish 

range, there was A range, which was the range where everybody would go, and there was a wing 
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where you could earn your way. That is the place I went to, and as I said it was a privileged area. 

It was still all the same. You still had the guards looking in on you, and you had no privacy and 

stuff like that. But it was a privileged area where you had your own door and room rather than a 

prison cell. A range was the source of all the trouble. It was where all the dope came in, and 

where relationships were violent. There were always all kinds of shit happening on A range. It 

was always interesting so to speak. It was sad to see so many women so fucked up. You know, 

they come in fucked up and stay fucked up until they either die or get out. While I was in P4W, 

six of my friends committed suicide within a period of years, and of those six, I think four were 

from Saskatchewan. The official roll call is Marlene Moore, Sandra Sayer, Marie Ledoux, 

Careen Daignault, Pat Bear, and Johnny Bear. It really fucks me up sometimes to think that for 

their offensesone girl was in for fraud, I thinkthey all served the death penalty. It’s as if the 

prison system executed them. Marlene “Shaggy” Moore was famous (or rather, infamous) for 

being the first woman designated a dangerous offender. If you would have met her, you would 

have seen that she was the most pitiful little thing that you ever met. I don’t know how she could 

harm anybody. When I first met her, she was sad, and she was so sick. She had to carry around a 

urine bagit was really quite sad.  

  There were only two women whom I ever met and whom I was truly afraid of, and you 

would never know what they were going to do. One of them was a little old woman who was 

about in her fifties. She was like an old spider sitting there, spinning her webs. I just hated her. 

She ended up getting out. She was twenty-five years to the board, but she managed to appeal and 

have the charges reduced to manslaughter, and she ended up with eight years. She had poisoned 

her husband. I guess she had poisoned his vitamins, and she’d killed him. And because she didn’t 
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poison all of the vitamin pills, she didn’t know exactly which ones were poisoned. She couldn’t 

know which one he would take, and yeah, he took the wrong one and died.  

 I found the lifers easy to do time with because they had everything to lose. The lifers are 

less likely to do a lot of shit because everything they do, no matter how small, can affect when 

they get out. The short-timers are the ones to watch out for. They can escalate their behaviour. 

One woman I knew in prison started off with theft when she was seventeen years old. Since then 

it’s been like twenty-six or twenty-seven years, and I’m out, but she’s still inside. Every time it 

gets close to her getting out, she does something to stay in. So it was the lifers I liked; they did 

their time, and if you didn’t bother them, they wouldn’t bother you.  

Becoming Selfish in a Good Way 

One of the things that I learned to save my life is that if you look long enough and hard enough, 

you can find what you need. All you have to do is watch for what you need and grab onto the 

opportunities when they are offered to you. I also realized that you had to learn to be totally 

selfish. You have to know that you are number one. I spent so much of my life before prison 

trying to please everyone that I sacrificed my life for the lives of others. And I mean becoming 

selfish in a totally good way. I learned the power of NO. It took me a long time to learn to say no 

when something wasn’t in my self-interest. It’s a totally good way to live your life. You can help 

people out along the way, but you have to look at how it’s going to affect you. You absolutely 

shouldn’t give your life up for someone that really couldn’t give two shits about you. The 

women in prison are in there because they were selfish in the bad sense. They only thought of 

themselves in the most harmful way, and they had no problem stepping on your face to get what 

they needed. Some women, for example battered women, have given up their control and have 

given it to someone else, usually a partner. They didn’t put themselves first but gave their control 
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over to someone who only had their own self-interest in mind. These women give up their 

control for love and lose their selves in the process. 

The battle of self was always there. For some of the women, if they didn’t do their drugs, 

they would curl up and die. They didn’t know how to look for the opportunities. They were weak 

in spirit and most had no support. It was bullshit. And there is a saying that goes, “the more they 

could shine on the man.” That’s an old phrase, and it’s bullshit of course. One of the things that I 

discovered is that a lot of Native women didn’t apply for parole; they just did their whole time. I 

couldn’t understand that. I used to bug them about why they didn’t take parole or apply for 

parole.  

Creating Opportunities for Myself 

I took all the opportunities that were offered to me when they were in my own self-interest. I also 

fought some opportunities offered to me because they really weren’t opportunitiesthey were a 

stepping stone to failure. I even took a couple of university classes through Queens while I was 

there. And then I transferred to a correctional centre in British Columbia, and I was in the 

minimum security area. It was a beautiful place. But looking past the beauty, a prison is a prison 

is a prison. They are there to take your control away. So I had to work with the system, keeping 

in mind what I needed to get what I wanted. I was the only lifer in the minimum security, and I 

mean it was minimum security. No fences, no locks on the doors, no bars. But I also saw it as a 

chance to take all the opportunities they gave me. It was really hard because I was doing time 

with people who were only doing two weeks. It was kind of annoying. You know, someone was 

doing time for two weeks, crying the whole time. Fuck, I was sitting there thinking, “It’s been 

seven years since I’ve been in prison, and you are crying over two weeks?!” Fuck. Then again I 

guess I had to look at it from their point of view, but it was really hard. I established a 
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relationship of trust, because if someone put their trust in me, then I would do everything I could 

to nurture that trust. 

 I was even working the system finding and creating opportunities where opportunities 

didn’t exist. At one timeI didn’t even know until much laterI caused a major conflict, and 

the guards were threatening to walk out because of me. I had this job in the prison office 

answering phones. The guards figured that the job should have gone to a union person rather 

than to a con. Fuck that. I got the job, and I did good. In the meantime, I had no idea this conflict 

with the guards was going on. The director believed in me, so she fought for me, but it 

eventually ended. But because I fostered the notion of trust, I created my own opportunity. It 

actually worked for me in the end.  

One of those times is actually an example of a time where I gave away my own self-

interest and sacrificed it for someone else. A couple of months before the parole hearing where I 

was applying to get day-parole at seven years, I got into a fight. What happened was that 

someone was picking on a pregnant girl. The Burnaby Correctional Centre for Women (BCCW) 

allowed women to keep their children in prison. They could have their babies with them up until 

the child was two years of age. And this one girl was being picked on, and I didn’t like it, so I 

resorted to violence for the first and only time while I was in prison. She threw the first punch, 

and I flipped out. In the ruckus, a guard ended up getting slugged because she got in between us.  

I lucked out and was happy I wasn’t sent to segregation and sent back to the secure side 

of the prison. My punishment was that I was banished to my room for a couple of weeks. But it 

did work against me because instead of going home at seven years, I ended up having to serve an 

extra year. Instead of being released to a half-way house back home, I was given what’s called a 

limited day-parole. I was given 240 hours per month of time away from the prison.  
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So I made an opportunity. I ended up getting a job on the outside working with an agency 

called Alternatives in Action, which would prepare men and women who were in prison to get 

jobs. We did resumes and workshops, and we also went job hunting for them and lined up jobs 

for ex-cons and stuff like that. It was okay. I worked there four days a week, and I did 140 hours 

a month in order to get out of the system. I worked hard. I went to socials and things like that. I 

didn’t drinkit just wasn’t my thing. You know, it was one of those things I didn’t do. I’ve seen 

so many girls get out only to come back in because they fucked up their parole by drinking. As I 

said before, Native women didn’t take parole. Maybe that is whyso they wouldn’t have shit to 

deal with. They would just be out and free.  

The thing is the system bent over backwards for me. When those women were killing 

themselves, of course people were worried. Right after Maria Ledoux died, a Saskatchewan girl, 

they realized that taking us far from home was a great fault in the system because there were no 

federal prisons in Western Canada for women. So what the feds did was to hook us up with a 

one-time visit. They flew my aunt, my little cousin, one of my brothers, and my sister to P4W for 

a family visit. That was the best visit ever. I was so happy to see my family. I couldn’t believe 

they were there. I watched as they came walking from the main building to the house we were 

visiting in. I remember I stepped out the door, I ran back in, and I came out again to run back in. 

I was almost bursting with happiness. I know I must have looked a little loony, but my family 

was at P4W to visit, and I could not believe it. It was a great visit: just what the doctor ordered.  

Then one day, they called me, and it was on my day off. I could sleep in as long as I 

wanted to because I was known to be a real bitch in the morning. Nobody liked to come and 

wake me up, and they used to get the new guards to do it. I was called to the office, and I said, 

“What the fuck do you want?” You learned to talk like that. And they said, “You are going 
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home.” And I said, “What?” Then they said, “You got your parole.” And I said, “Fuck off, I 

didn’t see the parole board.” I went back to my room, and the director came up and said, 

“Seriously, you are going home.” Within three days, I was home. I had a pass for a week back to 

Saskatchewan, and I got to visit with my family. That pass was the first time I went home in 

seven years. In my eighth year, I got parole, and I was so fucking happy. I couldn’t believe itI 

was going home. I was nervous to get home, and I would end up in the men’s halfway house. I 

absolutely hated it there because I found out that the guy next door had raped his sister-in-law to 

death.  

This halfway house was not fit for bears, and putting women in there was extremely 

retarded. But that’s the feds for you: a real bunch of fools. There were men in there that had 

killed women for the sake of it, and it was a scary place to be. There was this one guy that Sandy 

talked about who was out on parole and killed a young girl. He was a fucking leach. That scared 

me when I was in there, so I just bitched and bitched and bitched. Finally after six months, they 

put me in the YWCA, and I stayed there for the rest of my parole. And like when I was 

incarcerated, I took advantage of all the things offered to me, and I worked. I worked hard, and I 

stayed a model inmate. I did what I was supposed to, and I stayed out of prison. 

6.6) My Reintegration as I Understand It 

For me, my transition from prison was good. I mean, I should have never wound up in there, but 

anyway I did. I took a charge of second degree murder like you butter your bread. Just like that. I 

had no support and got life in prison with the possibility of parole in ten years. I got out in eight, 

and it was life changing. I have been working at the same place for seventeen years and have 

been out for just about that long. I never had a criminal record to speak of, but I got life. Wow 
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that amazes me! What a system of justice we have—there is no justice. I made my way through 

and out of P4W. I did my time both in P4W and while I was on parole living at the YWCA. 

Like I said, I did what I had to do, and I have been successfully reintegrated for over 

seventeen years. I never did one thing to fuck up my parole and to end up back behind bars. I 

never want to go there again, ever. I ended up going back to school for a secretarial course, and 

even before I finished the course, I got a job. I still feel like I live two lives because at my job 

where I work, they don’t know my past and that I was in prison. I wish that I could live one life 

and that I could tell them. But because of the nature of the work, I cannot. There are some things 

that just have to stay silent, and I just need to accept where I am at. Maybe one day I will be able 

to say something, but for now it is what it is. The fact that I got the job after being in prison is all 

that matters: it’s my reintegration. I look at my friends who are like me, and who have gotten 

out. None are working a straight job. All of them are working with the system jobs that have to 

do with women in prison and stuff like that, and they are not really happy.  

 I would like to conclude by saying that I have no regrets about my life. I lived through 

hell, but how many criminalized Indian women live to talk about it? Well, not too many. I lived 

with sexual abuse, being raped, being abandoned, being hungry, and being lost in a system where 

I would find out who I am. As I looked back, it was hard. I mean dealing with the past is never 

easy. I am happy that I was asked to be part of this, and the other Indian women were also great. 

It helped that I knew Sandy. I never really felt any anticipation. The Sharing Circles were 

awesome. I know I was not supposed to speak out of turn, but I was so excited that I would blurt 

things out. But no one said anything, and they just let me talk. I believe that this kind of research 

is important and/or will be important for other criminalized Indian women. I am happy the 
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women are going to keep the Circle going, and if I can make it, I will come to the odd meeting. I 

just want to say, “Thank you.” 
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Chapter 7: Good Warrior Woman TodayDonna’s Story 

7.1) Introduction 

Donna Gamble is one of the strongest women in my life. She comes to me with so many great 

experiences that life has to offer. She is humble, she is traditional, and she is a warrior in her own 

right. For years Donna lived on the streets of Saskatoon in violence and mayhem. She lost all 

concept of self. She was raped as a child, and her path would become dark and full of addiction. 

Her life was marred by addictions, prison, and abuse in all forms. She was not dealt a fair hand, 

but she took what she was given and turned herself into an amazing speaker, supporter, mother, 

and kokum (grandmother).  

Donna is using her real name because it is her hope that other Indian women who have 

survived similar situations will learn from the lessons of her past existence. Donna brings 

richness to this research that solidifies the theory and methods. She understands that there is no 

need to be classified as a criminalized Indian woman. Donna’s family is her main focus. Her 

husband is her life partner, and her relationship with her mother has been restored. She has gone 

full circle, and life does not get any better. She went from the street life to finding out who she is 

as an Indian woman and now practices her Indianness through ceremony. I am so happy that this 

has brought us together. I love her. Donna is a miracle. 
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Image 7.1: Donna’s Medicine Wheel 

 

7.2) My Childhood as an Emotional Escape Artist 

Hi my name is Donna Gamble. I am using my real name because I have nothing to hide from 

anyone. Like Sharon, I am okay today if people know who I am. For me, it is important to have 
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women know it is okay to be who you are and where you come from because at the end of the 

day, you will be stronger in life. Besides that, I have done videos and speak quite openly and 

honestly about my experiences, so using my real name is not an issue for me. When Sharon 

asked me to be part of this research I jumped at the chance. I have known Sharon for many years, 

and I’m happy to have her back in my life today. I will start somewhere at the beginning and do 

my best to share my story with you. I hope that whoever reads my story will be able to learn 

from my example and find the joy that I have found. 

 Before you can understand my adult life, my background and such, you must understand 

my childhood. I come from addictions, family violence, sexual abuse, and yeah, I knew at a very 

young age that I wasn’t going tell on anybody because it was the way I was trained. So, I was 

told not to talk, not to feel, don’t touch, don’t do this, don’t do that. By the time I reached eleven 

years of age, with all the violence in my life it became what I perpetuated with those around me, 

especially at school. I felt powerful. I felt invincible, and that I could do anything, and naturally I 

ended up in Kilburn Hall.  

I was in and out of foster care from the time I was six years old, and my child spirit 

disappeared. I always thought it was a time of evolution for me, a place where I would learn to 

be colder and stronger, but it was not all good. I do want to include one good time I remember 

from when I was two, and my half-dad was holding me. I remember him saying, “Look my girl, 

the man stepping on the moon.” He said, “this will be you too, you can do anything you want by 

the time you are big.” So remembering those words and all the stuff that happened afterwards 

was harsh.  

I was five when I was abused, and it wasn’t so much the abuse itself but it was afterwards 

that affected me so badly. My mom and dad came in where they found a man on top of me. My 
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dad laid a licking on him, and my mom opened the door and said, “Now go to sleep,” and she 

closed the door. There were no hugs. There was no compassion or questions like, “Are you okay, 

do you need anything?” It was just, “Okay, now go to sleep.” How do you sleep after being 

raped at five years old? I mean really how do you do anything? You are five years old and you 

have just been raped. Now let me tell you, that right there is some fucked up shit.  

After that I noticed no one touched me, nobody held me, and nobody could really look 

me in the eyes. And I was only five. I felt something had changed drastically, and a year or so 

later my dad left us. He left us, he married a little white woman, and they had pretty little white 

kids. Based on what I heard at school from a very young age I was a squaw, and apparently this 

had something to do with my brown skin. I could never figure that one out and didn’t bother. 

There were lots of people that knew I had been abused, but it was their belief that I deserved it. 

Yeah, at five years of age I deserved to be raped and violated, right? So, my dad left, and my 

mom went from bad to worse, if that was at all possible. She went crazy, her addiction kicked in, 

and there was always abuse, abuse, abuse. Her partners or our babysitters were abusing and 

molesting us, my brothers and sisters, and no one was there to care.  

I was six when my mom left us alone for the first time. I was pretty proud that I was 

taking care of things. My mom was gone for two weeks and I was stealing food, but there was no 

tension. It was okay without my mom therewe had quiet. We did have a break-in, and I hid my 

siblings in the closet and told them to lie still until I told them to come out. My little brother was 

getting older, and when I looked up I saw him watching as those guys who broke in—well, they 

were abusing me. My brother was sitting at the top of the stairs, and I remember “shssing” him 

by putting my finger up to my mouth. He just sat there and watched. For me that was a pivotal 

thing to have him witness what was going on.  
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One day Mom came home, and she found out that social services had been in the house. I 

had lied to them; I must have been pretty good because they left us there. Shortly after mom 

would be gone for a month, and when social services found out, this time it was not a good 

situation. But you know, nobody in my family really helped us. Even my grandmother on my 

dad’s side would say, “Your mom wanted you, you can deal with it.” I was six! I really tried to 

deal with it, but social services came and took us away.  

 I was in and out of foster homes a lot. At the first foster home, they made us eat off of the 

floor on a newspaper, away from their family where they would all sit at a big oak table. It was a 

big table, but there were only three or four of them sitting there. But we had to eat on the floor by 

the dog. And for me, it validated all that I had been hearing that we were bad, so I took that in 

and added that to my store of resentments. I would learn to hide my feelings and became a great 

emotional escape artist. Something happened to my little brother because at one point we would 

be separated. That one really affected me because I felt I was older, and I should have looked 

after him better than I did, and I felt it was my fault. That would become my dark passenger. I 

should have been able to look after my siblings. There was a drastic change in my brother. It was 

inevitable—or was it? I really don’t know what happened, but it had to be pretty bad. It would 

make me wicked. 

When Hate Kicks In, I Kick Out! 

When I was nine years old, we were in a hotel or motel. My friend, she was a little white girl, I 

really loved her, and I thought she was the most beautiful thing. We were playing, and it slipped 

out that the abuse was happening. That this guy was crawling into the bed, and he would do his 

thing, and I never understood why my mom would not do anything. I understand now that she 

was probably high, or passed out. But anyway I let it slip, and my friend called her, told her that 
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I’ve got to tell my dad. I said, “No, no.” But she told her dad, and he called in the cops. When the 

cops came I begged them to take me with them because I knew what would happen if they 

didn’t. But they didn’t take me, and sure enough, as soon as they were gone I got a beating. We 

moved from that motel and into another one. A couple of weeks later my mom took me to a 

movieOne Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. You know that big Indian that ends up running away 

at the end? That was my first role model of a tough Indian. Right in the middle of the movie she 

says, “He is dead.” And even though I knew who she was talking about I said, “Who is dead?” 

She said, “The guy who was abusing you, he hung himself.” And from that point on I never said 

shit, as much as I talk now, I didn’t after that. It came to this point in my life where words would 

not be sufficient and I stayed silent. 

It was a few weeks later I found some pills. One of my cousins would move in with us, 

and I was digging through her stuff and found the pills. I went to the bathroom, and I started to 

take the pills one at a time. I knew what I was doing because I had watched The Apartment with 

Shirley McLean and Jack Lemmon, and I wanted to go to sleep just like Shirley McLean did. So, 

I was taking them, but I came out of the bathroom and saw my little sister sitting on the bed. She 

was really small, sitting on the edge of the bed watching cartoons, and I thought, “Oh my God, I 

can’t leave her because she might follow what I do.” So I told her to go get Mom. I was so 

freaked out. I didn’t want to leave my little sister. She got Mom, and they took me to the 

hospital. The doctor told me, “You know you can’t eat other people’s medicine. They are not 

candy,” and I remember thinking, “You are such a stupid head, you are so stupid. You know I 

was crying for help!”  

After that I didn’t talk much till I was eleven. I was getting violent, and I was starting to 

fight back. My mom’s beatings got worse, and she was becoming more violent. She tried to kill 



 128

me once when I was about eleven years old. She thought I was drinking so she made me drink a 

whole goblet, the old school goblet of wine. Then she made me drink the whole thing of 

whiskey. And I remember that was my first taste of booze. After that I would be at parties where 

kids were drinking, but I would pour the booze out and pretend to be drunk. I swore I would 

never be like my mom. She thought I had been drinking, she gave me a drink, and I drank. I 

remember the feeling, and I said, “Fuck it.” Wow! And just maybe I would fall asleep and never 

wake up, but I always woke up. I had blackouts right from when I started to drinkI had mean 

blackouts from the get-go.  

Shortly after that my mom was beating me up, and she tried to burn me. I did something 

wrong, but she beat me up, and I took off. She found me at my friend’s fort. I woke up, and she 

was beating me up with a log so I crawled into the back of the fort. My friend said, “Oh, burn her 

out, she’ll come out,” and in my mom’s insanity, she did. She lit the mattress on fire. I remember 

screaming at her, “Watch me die, just watch me die you bitch!” That’s when I had total hate. The 

hate kicked in, and that was it. I couldn’t give a flying shitI just really felt empty.  

Locked Up and Locked In with Social Services  

My mom actually called social services, and they came and got me. They put me in a home, and 

of course I didn’t stay. I didn’t even stay a night. I left, and I went with this gal. During that time 

a lot of things happened with her, but she disappeared. When we were together, she disappeared. 

Luckily for me I got caught by the cops, and I ended up in Kilburn Hall. So I was in there out for 

about six months. Every time I got out, I booked it to my mom’s to go and find her. After about 

six months they gave up on me, and they sent me to Roy Wilson Centre. I was there for about 

two-and-a-half years. That place has 24/7 lockup. Within the first two months, I got locked in the 

hole for about a month. I believe the longest I was in the hole was for two whole months. And 
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when we were in the hole, we had to work our way out. One Christmas time a bunch of girls 

escaped because it was such a lonely place to be. So anyway I did my time there. I would get 

away now and again.  

I went to Regina once, and I was raped there. I didn’t know Regina very well, and I 

wanted out of the city but couldn’t frigging find my way out. I was going in damn circles around 

the main streets, and all I wanted was out. The second time I went to Regina I managed to get out 

okay. I left Regina to find my mom, and I ended up hitchhiking all the way to Alberta. I 

hitchhiked to my kokum’s first to have a visit. She told me where mom was, so I hitchhiked to 

Alberta. And along the way there were a couple of crazy things that happened, you know these 

rapes and shit like that. Then I found my mom, and I stayed with her for a while.  

From there I went on a campaign—I was going to prove to the world that I was not like 

my mom. I went to find myself a man. I fell in love with now deceased Rick the Prick. I was 

fourteen, and he was eighteen, and I thought we were going to be happy forever. We were happy, 

but it sure wasn’t forever. I had fun with him. He treated me pretty good; he never raised a hand 

to me. We were like kids. I wanted to get pregnant, and we did even though people thought it 

was a mistake. I wanted to be pregnant; I wanted to prove to the world I could be a good mom. I 

knew I could be because I babysat and cared for my siblings all the timeso childcare was easy, 

right?  

So I ended up pregnant. At that time my mom almost ended up in prison. She got out and 

quit drinking for a while. She came and found my baby sister and me, and we were living with 

her. Then social services found out where we livedthey followed my sister home. The social 

services worker said all of us Indians didn’t know how to take care of our children, and that we 

were no good. She just trash talked about us Indians. She was constantly on us; she was like my 
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Grandma Pitzy. So we ended up back in the homes. I ended up in a home in Prince Albert, and 

when it was time for me to have my baby, the social services worker took my baby away from 

me. She told me that if I didn’t look after my baby good she would prove me an unfit mother, 

like she did my mom. And she would do what she had done to us, just put my baby in home after 

home. I didn’t want that, so I signed a paper. I let my baby go. After that I drank.  

Hitting the Streets  

I drank like a fish. I was like an accident waiting to happen, but the accident never happened. 

The only thing that did happen is I ended up meeting the wrong people, the wrong time, and they 

took me to Saskatoon. So we came to Saskatoon and the guys’ sister said, “Well, if she is going 

to live here, she is going to work.” I thought they were finding me a job. Yeah I was a little naïve 

to say the least. And they put me out—but it was not the first time I was out. When I was eleven 

I ran away from Kilburn Hall, and I met a white guy in Saskatoon. He was a really tall guy. He 

lived on Broadway Avenue, and he asked me if I needed a place to stay. So he took me home and 

gave me a room and fed me and raped me. Afterwards he gave me money. Same thing happened 

when I was raped in Regina: they threw me a few dollars, and I felt like I was in that foster home 

again where I had to eat off the floor like a dog.  

So it wasn’t the first time, but it definitely became a biz. When I hit the street I didn’t 

even really know what was going on. All I was told was to put on a dress, wear makeup and 

stilettos, then off to the street. I honestly had no idea what was in store for me. I didn’t know this 

life would take hold and have its way with me. I didn’t know it was going to be my destiny to 

live and nearly perish on the streets. Let me tell you though, I learned fast what the hell was 

going on. Life as I knew it would change, and change drastically. I didn’t know what I was doing 

half the time. Once the drugs and alcohol took over, well that was pretty much it, my life would 
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become a war zone. I became bitter at heart, and my soul would fly away. If there was anything I 

could have done differently, trust me I would have, but there was nothing. Life would become 

surreal, and I would stay lost for a long time.  

It just didn’t seem like I could get away, so I just did what I had to do. I waited for three 

weeks, and I got to tell you, they actually terrified me. The woman, she was a freaky bitch. I 

didn’t know how the connections worked here in Indian country because I was a kid. She knew 

my mom, and she threatened me. She said that if I took off, she would shoot my mom and shoot 

my dad. So I was scared, and I just stayed where I was. But three weeks later, they had this war 

going between her and another family. I thought, “These people are frickin’ crazy!” I had to get 

away, so I booked it. I called my dad and asked for a bus ticket, which he bought, but they found 

me there at the bus station. I used to think, “How the hell did she find me?” You realize that you 

can fart and someone across the city would know. I mean you just didn’t hide from street people: 

they had built-in sonar and could track down an Indian’s ass in a snowstorm. Then again I was 

just naïve. But her brother told her to just let me be, so I got on the bus and went home. Needless 

to say, because of my boozing, I ended up back on the street.  

7.3) Darkness Would Prevail 

When I was seventeen, I met up with a court worker, Ms. Levene. She helped me out for a while. 

She put me in a Native Survival School, and it was the first time I had been around Indians. It 

was nice being around a lot of Aboriginals. A famous Métis writer was there, and I had read her 

book when I was eleven years old. So she was, like, amazing! Her book explained everything in 

my family, so yeah it was kind of like my bible, or dictionary I guess. But, anyway, I was at the 

Survival School and the woman that put me out on the street when I was fifteen had come in. I 

heard screaming in the hall so I went out, and there she was dragging another girl out the door. 
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This girl was like eleven or twelve years old. She was dragging her out, and she saw me standing 

there and said, “I am coming back for you, you little bitch!” She was a freak. 

I went and hooked up with family and stayed there, so I tried a few times over the years 

to quit the booze. I tried to get it together. I thought, “I will move up north and get myself a good 

Indian man, become a good Indian woman.” My only role model for being a woman was 

Pocahontas—except no tripping through any ponds. My life was so disorganized. I didn’t know 

which way was up, around, or under. I could feel the rage, and it was getting worse. There were 

times when I would question why I was here or there or wherever. I didn’t know what the hell 

was happening with me, and I ignored it because in the end I would make stupid choices. I 

was—am—an alcoholic.  

Then I remember I got clean for a while, and I had this beautiful baby. Her dad, I really 

cared for him and I thought we would become something. He made promises anyway. Needless 

to say it didn’t pan out, but when I had her she was my little dark angel. But when I was in 

having my fourth daughter, my little angel was being abused by my mom’s ex-boyfriend. I 

remember at that time I went to my counsellor, I was seeing a counsellor. I was in school, and I 

went to my counsellor, and he said, “You had better report it.” I said, “You had better fucking 

report it!” And so he did, and we did the adult thing. We had to sit there and watch her tell us 

what was done to her. The guy had been making her suck his dick, and she showed us. Two 

weeks later this woman came to my door and said to me, “They can’t prove it, he is denying it.” 

It was her word against his so they couldn’t charge him.  

The Rage Hits 

I remember that was when the rage hit. I had had enough. I actually got a shotgun, and I was 

walking down the road. I think back then a cop pulled up and said, “Where are you going, 
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Donna?” I was on a first name basis with the cops because I drank and caused shit, and they 

would get to know me. “Where you going Donna?” I said, “I’m going to do some laundry.” He 

said, “You know, I don’t think you should because you have your little girl at home.” He knew 

where I was trying to go. I mean who goes to do laundry with a shotgun? He said, “I will drive 

you home because you have to take care of your girls.” And that kind of snapped me out of it. So 

I got in, and he never asked me what was in the duffle bag and drove me home.  

So I sold what I could and gave away the rest, and I came back to Saskatoon and talked to 

my dad. I told my dad what happened with me having kids and such. That was one time I saw 

him with emotion. He said, “A baby having a baby […] This is babies having babies.” And he 

talked to one woman, and her neighbour wanted to adopt. I wanted to make it an open adoption, 

but ultimately they cut me off from my babies. The Aboriginal woman I thought my girl would 

be safe with turned out to be a pure bitch from hell. She told lies, and I trusted her. There was 

another lady who kept my angel. I just quit seeing my baby when the one who was keeping my 

angel just cut me off. I just quit going. So I used, and I used hard, and I drank hard. That’s when 

a guy hit me behind in the head. He was fixing, and he wanted money. I said, “Fuck you, get a 

job!” And he hit me from behind, and we fought. It wasn’t long after that when I tried to get rid 

of him. I would be charged with attempted murder. 

From there I literally felt my spirit disappear. It was like it was leaving me. It was like I 

was watching it float up into the air. I was so lost and so messed up, but I didn’t care. You know 

my first time in Pine Grove was at fifteen years of age. Not long after that, it was like a couple of 

years after, my brother committed suicide. I always thought it was my fault, because I found out 

afterwards that my brother had walked in when I was stabbing some guy, trying to kill him. I 

tried to hide what I was doing because I saw the look on his faceit was like I died or 
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something, and I yelled at him to get the hell out. I said, “Get out, just get out.” I think he saw… 

I think he saw that my spirit had left my body. I remember he looked at me like I was someone 

else. Two years later he committed suicide.  

My Fight with my Creator 

I always took my brother’s suicide as my responsibility and blamed myself. I was getting tired of 

being where I was, and I was screaming at whomever he wasGod, Creator. So I was standing 

out there on my corner, telling the Creator, “Listen you fucking asshole if you can’t deal with me 

let me go!” I was screaming at him nightly and then all of a sudden, all these things were 

happening. A woman walked up to me and, you know, not giving me pity but, asking, “Can I 

hug you?” I was like, “What the fuck are you on man?” but the touch and her hugging me, it did 

something to me I cannot explain. It was something I wasn’t expecting and did not expect to feel, 

because I didn’t feel. I had stopped feeling from the sexual abuse. I took pride in not feeling, and 

I took pride in being a big mouth and saying whatever the fuck I wanted, and fuck you all. Later 

on I met another guy who wanted to do his thesis on people like me, and I said, “What the fuck, I 

guess so, it will be my last will and testament,” because I already put money down on a gun, and 

I was going to go shoot my mother and my first pimp in my family. So I had plans, and I thought 

I will do this last will and testament for him and everything. Then he introduced me to a guy who 

used to be a Hell’s Angel, and I met him. Well fuck, if he can change why can’t I? 

Between the two of them they got me to go to Angus Campbell, and on October 6, 1987 

that was the major pivotal point for me. Because I met some awesome people who did not look 

at the colour of my skin and because every time I opened my mouth and said something 

derogatory they reminded me that it was not who I was, it is what I did, it is only what I did to 

survive. They were great, but I struggled off and on with relapses. A lot of those people were so 
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helpful, but it was really two people in the program that kept me going. 

In 1991 they had the first Aboriginal liaison outreach workers here in Saskatoon. I met 

this dude that is like my dad nowhe was great. I also met nurses, one in the south and the other 

in the north, and one of them I met in Pine Grove. There were many court cases, and it wasn’t 

the lawyers who helped me, or legal aid, it was actually this one broad I met inside Pine Grove 

who helped me. She told me what to do, and how to deal with the court because I had no clue 

when I went up on this attempted murder beef. I always look back, and it was always someone 

else taking control, because I should have been doing time, and I was ready to just do whatever. I 

didn’t give a shit, and I ended up dealing with it and getting a suspended sentence. That is a 

miracle right there, because as I said I should have been doing time. I always think it is because 

of all these people around me. They always say watch out for all these people praying around 

you, because your direction is going to change. You know people are praying for you when good 

stuff begins to happen.  

7.4) Given a New Chance in Life 

I did my remand and went through court and was done. I got a suspended sentence, and I was in 

shock. During that trial was the first time that I spoke in court; usually I would not really care 

what happened and just took the consequences. I remember this one judge. I would go in front of 

him, and he was always shaking his head at me because I had known him since I was fifteen. At 

that time I was using somebody else’s birth date, and they put me in Pine Grove on remand for 

someone else’s charges. But no, this time it was a woman judge, and it was the first time I had 

seen a woman as a judge. Maybe that’s what did it. I don’t know. I said, “I am sick and fucking 

tired of change,” and I literally spoke to her like that. I said, “I don’t want to fucking change, I 

don’t want to quit. You know I have not gotten any help from any of you.” I just went on and on. 
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I could not shut up, like all the pent up stuff, like feeling like this is not justified. When I was 

eleven years old, I shouldn’t have been the one at fucking Kilburn Hall. I am not the one that 

should have been doing time at Roy Wilson. I was angry, and I felt that nobody was listening to 

my fucking life. And if they were, they were doing all the fucking wrong things, like putting me 

in foster homes. They didn’t even like us there, you know! So, yeah, I was pretty pissed, and I 

started speaking out. I even surprised myself, the shit that was coming out of my mouth. I think I 

even surprised the judge. 

Anyways, the judge said, “You know what Donna, you are right; I will give you a 

chance.” She is the one who gave me the suspended sentence. I think if I had gone in front of any 

of the judges I knew I would have been screwed. But she did, she gave me a suspended sentence. 

After a year of being clean I wrote her a letter, and she wrote me a letter back, and I still have 

that letter to this day. Someone gave me a chance, and you know from my memory maybe it was 

rose coloured glasses. I don’t fucking know, but I always felt that there was some kind of 

honour, a family, with those I ended up hanging with. There were a lot of derelicts too, but a lot 

of people I hung with were honourable, you know? Honour amongst thieves, even as a woman 

on the street. I remember five women dragging me into the women’s can at the Baldwin and 

giving me the what for on how I should take care of myself, what I should do to take care of 

myself physically, and in regards to guys taking my money and not being a doormat. You know I 

am always grateful to those people for showing me that.  

So when this judge let me go I felt like it was my responsibility to be honourable. 

Because you know the other thing is if you are being honourable, you start to figure out who is 

really solid and who is bogus. I was tired of the fucking solidity that was supposed to be on the 

street, and of the people who I thought were solid but were not. They were bogus. There were 
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only a few who were truly solid, and I found out as I got older who they were. And no matter 

what, whether it was dope, money or whatever, those few people didn’t turn their back on you. 

But based on those teachings, I wanted to do the same thing with the judge because she took a 

risk in court. I know the Crown wanted to give me fourteen years; they wanted me gone. And I 

didn’t want to go because my friend committed suicide out there in Kingston. I grew up with her 

in Kilburn Hall, Roy Wilson Centre, and Pine Grove. I grew up with her, and she killed herself. I 

knew that I didn’t want to go because if she couldn’t survive, then I didn’t know if I could either. 

Well I know I would have most likely still been on the street, in prison, or dead. That was my 

reality all the time. And here this woman judge must have seen something I didn’t, and I got a 

fucking break for once in my life. 

Making Peace with Family  

I went into recovery, but it took me a while. Spirituality itself is a whole different story. It was 

when my kokum was dyingI went and helped my mom take care of her that I started 

thinking about the good things that I ignored all of my life like my kokum’s teachings, and little 

things like taking care of myself. You know I was always finding ways to get food on the table 

and stuff. Yeah, and when I moved up north I remember the one profound thing my dad ever said 

was, “Sooner or later you got to quit running and come home.” I thought it was a profound 

statement considering that’s what I did all my life. So I came home and started dealing with 

some shit I had never faced, particularly where my mom was concerned and regarding my dad 

leaving. I wrote letters specifically to my dad. Not so much my mom—me and my mom have 

hammered that one head to head, because that is the way we roll. I know where I get my spunk 

from, that is for sure. 

Actually, it was in 2007 when I was forced to stay at her house because the job I applied 



 138

for was in Rosthern, where we came from. So I was forced to stay with her for a couple of days 

because we always agreed that we are more than just mom and daughter: we are sisters, and she 

is my big sister. We actually sat down, and we hashed through a lot of things, even the abuse, the 

first abuse. She doesn’t even remember closing the door on me. Some times she just doesn’t 

remember. I don’t know if she just blocked it out, if it was the alcohol that made her memories 

leave, but she just doesn’t remember. And, I have come to the conclusion that it is my reality 

anyway, not hers. And just the fact that I can voice my opinions without her thinking that I am 

trying to attack her, that was our biggest hurdle, and that’s where we came together. I am able to 

say, “Look mom, I am not trying to attack you when I talk about these things, it’s just because I 

need to get them out, and you are the one person who—you are my momI don’t need you to 

verify if they are right or wrong, it is my reality.” Carrying my perceptions from when I was a 

little girl into adulthood, that messed with me. The vows that I made when I was little—don’t 

trust, don’t talk, don’t feel—I said, “Those are mine.” But coming back together with my mom, 

and hashing things out, allowed me to let go of those perceptions. It’s like when I pay homage to 

you, I need you to do that with me. So we are good on that, and I had no regrets by the time my 

dad died.  

It’s weird, I ended up taking care of the people that I had the most conflict with. My 

dad’s mom, my grandma, never went to Residential School, but she went to the convent. She was 

the only brown face in there, and she used to take the fingernail brush and try to scrub the brown 

skin right off my sister and me. I understand now about the catechism—she was trying to save 

me, and I see that in other people who went to Residential School. I understand those people. She 

was trying to save my sister and me, so she wasn’t crazy. I’m glad I took care of them, her and 

my dad, before they died. Individually Grandma and I made peace. I ended up not being so angry 
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with her, because I used to really hate that old bitch; I thought she was the craziest old bitch in 

the world. I couldn’t call her kokum, I remember getting beaten by her for that. She didn’t like 

anything to do with Indians. I didn’t even know that side of my family is Métis; I didn’t know 

there was such a thing as Métis. She was Métis, but we didn’t do the Cree thing on that side of 

the family, and it was actually in 1995 when I found out that my dad was Métis. I always thought 

he was just French. He sat me down and showed me all the pictures, and particularly the one of 

my grandma in the convent, and she was the only brown face. And I actually look exactly like 

my grandma. That is weird.  

I have made peace with that, but I also made peace with them. I have made peace with 

some of the things that I felt were abuse, or not liking who I was. In their own way, they were 

actually trying to take care of me. And my dad, I’m glad my dad left because he was abusive. He 

used to take us and toss us across the room, or he would put the gloves on us and make us hit our 

mother. And I was only four or five years old when this all started. And I’m glad he left because 

he might have killed my mom. He might have killed my mom, and I don’t know if I could live 

with that. But yeah, in the end, I am good to go. 

My Vacation from Downtown 

I am bouncing around here a bit. Okay, as far as being incarcerated, the longest time I ever did in 

Pine Grove was six months. But I was in and out, in and out. The door was ever-revolving. I 

used to do things just because. And of course, I didn’t know any better. I was young. I had no 

direction. I had no family support. My family was as fucked up as I was. I remember doing and 

signing bad cheques at the age of sixteen. The truth be told, the longest I have ever done was six 

months. I was just sixteen years old when I got sentenced. My dad came that time, and it was the 

first and last time he ever came to court. And I remember the judge, the nut, turned around and 
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said, “Well, I’ve got to make an example of you.” And I thought, “Why? I’m sixteen. I didn’t 

know it was illegal to do cheques!” I really didn’t know. It was like I was stupid, naïve. I 

remember when the judge said he was going to give me six months, I turned around and looked 

at my dad, and my dad said, “Don’t you fucking cry.” I was shocked.  

I did my six months, and I knew I didn’t want to do it anymore. After that I was just 

gnarly, especially when the prostitution thing came out. I was in there for solicitation a lot. And 

in the end I was naïve again. Once I had a shotgun behind me, and the police kept asking, 

“Whose gun is this, Donna?” I said, “I don’t know,” so I got charged. I went to court for that gun 

and even though the guy who owned said it was his gun, the Crown wouldn’t drop it. So I did 

forty-five days. But still, it went on my recordthey wouldn’t drop it even though the guy 

admitted it was his in court. I wasn’t going to say anything. He said, “Tell them,” and I said, 

“I’m not going to fucking tell them because I don’t want to be tagged a rat.” Yeah, that’s me, 

good ole solid Donna. I was just going to go and do whatever. I used to think going to jail was 

my vacation away from downtown. I would be able to rest my arms because they were fucked. I 

had started fixing dope by the time I was seventeen. I just got progressively worse with the dope. 

Whenever and wherever dope was around, I would go hard. So jail, yeah, I needed these breaks. 

Services are still a crock of shit. They talk about rehabilitation, but there is no 

rehabilitation because nobody, nobody, wants to do the follow-through with the relapses and the 

craziness in-between. Because there is craziness, especially for women. I don’t know if it is 

because we have our time, or just so much chaos going on in the emotions and in the mind that 

can get all confusing. So, I don’t have transitions of going through all of the insanity, but I did. 

You know, many Aboriginal people start a program but few finish. We know the program is the 

way to go, to stay clean and stuff. We are addicts. How else are we going to change? Let’s get 
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fucking real. But all of a sudden they go traditionalist, and they drop the addictions. 

My Recovery from my Other Life 

For me in order to improve my life, to the fullest, the best that it can be, I am going to take what I 

can use from out in the world and not from behind bars. I actually like both the program and 

ceremony. I have been dancing for thirteen years. The job I’m in now is a real dream job, and I 

feel like I have come full circle. To jump back a bit—there were women on the street I never 

liked. Bunch of bitches, two-faced bitches, everyone on the street. I was a loner, but it was for a 

reason. I didn’t trust anybody. I grew up not trusting anybody. Remember now, the sexual abuse 

nearly killed me, and my spirit had left my soul. So I just stayed by myself. It was so much easier 

to dislike everybody equally. I would get into the racism and would fight with my own relatives. 

It was the way shit was on the street. I had really blond hair back in the day. This broad would 

call me a honky, and I would tell her to shut up, or else. Well, she didn’t shut up, and I would 

say, “Shut up you Black bitch,” and we literally scrapped it out. We would have a knock down, 

drag out the beef right there. You looked after yourself in whatever way possible, and if it was 

your own people then so be it. I didn’t care. I would kick anyone’s ass to protect myself.  

I never knew where I fit in until I started my recovery through twelve-step programs. It 

was the twelve steps that gave me a template to deal with my family when I moved up north, 

helping my mom take care of my kokum. She lasted two weeks before she died. I started going to 

sweats; I started talking to my mom. I started to work on issues with my dad. I wrote a letter to 

my dad, and my dad would say, “I can’t read this fucking letter,” and I would say to myself, 

“Okay, you are saying you love me.” I had to learn to read in between the lines with him. And 

the last time I took care of him, he was basically making amends for all the shit he had done to 

my mother. He had put my mom out on the street when she was only eleven years old. My 
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grandma too, she started talking Cree and doing things I never heard her do when I was a kid. 

Life became different. I went to Sweat Lodges, and I met an old lady who was awesome. I really 

lucked out, and I got connected with some people that I met. This one old lady told me, “Go 

wherever you end up. Just go sweat wherever you can meet people.” Her perspective was she 

wanted me to find a husband. 

She really thought I needed a man in my life, and for that matter many people tried to get 

me a husband. I went all over to ceremonies, and I ended up in the Sundance through my brother. 

He wanted me to go to a ceremony with him, the Sundance. I went, and at the Sundance I was 

amazed because there were some old-school dudes, standing there Sundancing. These people 

were all sitting around just taking care of each other in a way I had never seen: being gentle to 

each other, fanning each other down, literally rubbing each other’s legs and feet, because by the 

fourth day it gets pretty tiring. The Sundance is not an easy ceremony by any means. I thought to 

myself, “I’ve got to have that.” I wanted to have thatI wanted to do this. My first time, they 

had a race for the skirt; I didn’t get it, I was never much of a runner that way. This skinny girl got 

it, but ironically she showed up at my door three months later and gave me the skirt. So I danced, 

and like I said it has been thirteen years now. I don’t see my life as changing, I see it as 

progressing. But I also see that in my recovery, in the beginning, people said I had to change a 

whole 180 degrees. And I did, I tried being a chameleon, and I ended up on my ass and drunk 

because it just didn’t fit. And somewhere during that time I lost my voice. And even after one 

particular relapse I remember I went to treatment, and I actually ended up in court.  

 Actually, that was not long ago, that was ten or twelve years ago, I ended up in court. I 

went after my boyfriend because I found out he was with my baby sister. And he took advantage 

of herhe’s a big alcoholic. I was mad so I went after him, and I ended up in jail, another 
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attempted murder. I thought, “This is it, I am done.” But you know what? The people that 

showed up were all the people in the program. In particular a judge who is in the program, who 

knew me. As a matter of fact, he gave me my first Christmas present that ever meant something 

in recovery. There is this one story I always tell about my mom, and I had told it to him. It was 

before Christmas, we had nothing, and I remember I was eleven years old, and it was the first 

time I saw the pain in my mom’s face because she had nothing. She worked as a waitress in a 

fricking bar. She was trying to stay sober, but you can’t do that shit. She was working at the 

Queen’s as a waitress and trying to maintain herself. We had no money for Christmas at all, and 

back then there was a pride thing asking for help. There were resources at the church, but she 

didn’t want to go to the church and ask them for help. It ended up that somebody did go to the 

church or something, because they showed up at the door with a box of stuff. And we went 

outside to the backyard and dug up a little pine tree, put it in a plant pot, and we decorated that. I 

stole stuff from school to decorate that itty bitty tree: Charlie Brown Christmas. And my mom 

borrowed ten bucks, and she drove us around looking at Christmas lights along the river. That 

was the best Christmas because my mom stayed sober for us. I told that story to this judge in 

Moose Jaw, and he said, “Well I want to take you somewhere Donna.” And he and his wife took 

me and my boyfriend at the time to this Christmas light thing in Moose Jaw. He picked us up in a 

limo, and we drove through the Christmas lights and drove around the city looking at lights. The 

funny thing is he was the judge presiding when I went up to court. Nobody else would have let 

me go based on my record, but he did. He said, “You need to go to treatment,” and they let me 

go to treatment.  

When I went to treatment, I couldn’t even walk down the hall for about two weeks. A 

counsellor had to walk me down the hall. Something hit me like a terror. In the end, when I was 
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able to walk on my own, I always believed it was the terror that I never allowed myself to feel. I 

always felt angerthat’s cool, that’s kosher, but never fear. I buried a lot of stuff. You know, 

over the years I had to face a lot of stuff, but there is still a lot there. People don’t understand; 

some people get upset with me. “Why won’t you do this or that?” Because I fucking won’t, 

because I know where I am inside of myself, and I am totally fucking terrified just to leave the 

house some days. But I get up and do it anyways because I am ballsy like that. You know what I 

mean? Fear of failure, fear of success, I don’t know. The way forward will show itself when it is 

ready, and I ain’t pushing it because I remember doing that in recovery, pushing it. You know I 

bought every fucking self-help book there was. That ended up being my first relapse, because I 

was trying to push things. But now I won’t do it. If it comes, it comes, and I let it go.  

Most recently, because of this new job, I’m facing off with a lot of issues in my life, and I 

am learning that women are triggers for me. In particular this one with her kids, she can’t get her 

kids back and keeps being told she will get them back, but she can’t. And of course now they are 

saying she’s got no bond with them—of course she’s got no fucking bond, you have had them 

for three years. And if you want to be fucking straight, the bottom line is the kid has no bond 

with the caregivers. So she fucked uphow can you justify this? I find myself falling between 

being stupid and uneducated, but there is that other part of me that just fucking knows. I just 

have to learn how to use their language, and as long as I stick to what is written in their books, I 

will never fucking fail. That is the thing I’ve got to keep telling myself.  

And that is where the ceremonies come in. I need to be at the ceremonies in order to 

empower myself. I need to be surrounded by women who have been there and done that. That is 

the key. In the beginning years, I didn’t necessarily know that. I thought I was on my own 

because I thought I was the only whore out there, and the only one talking about it too because 
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this is a secret. Big fucking deal. It was my business, it was something I did, something I went 

through, and unless you got the fucking balls to come and ask me, fuck off. Basically, that is the 

way I feel. So there has been some secrecy about the prostitute thing. And I have had some 

triggers, but I am doing all right. Last week—and I haven’t done this in a very long time, in the 

beginning during the years of my recovery, about every second week I did thisI screamed and 

I screamed until I felt nothing. That’s what I used to do in the corner, and I scared the shit out of 

people. I would just scream. I had no shame in my game. You know, what the fuck? What more 

can I do to myself? Screaming was a good thing, and the other night I found myself screaming. 

Because I am tired of the depression—and I know what depression is, it’s anger turned inside—

and I am so tired of trying to fit my shit into everybody else’s. I think it’s because of my age too. 

I don’t know, I am starting be more assertive, you fucking change.  

Speaking Our Language: Always Room to Learn 

I was at a conference of the Central Urban Métis Federation Incorporated, and I sat in the back 

listening. I don’t look like a hooker, right, which is ironic, because I used to think I had a sign 

above my head. Every time a car slowed down beside me I thought they were trying to pick me 

up. Anyway, I was at this meeting of service providers within the city. And I was hearing 

snickers, and these were all the people in services. And I get up, I had just had it, so I stood up 

and said, “You know, this is fricking weird, I am going to say this.” They tried cutting me off, 

and I said, “No, this is a forum, I am going to say something. I have every right.” I looked at the 

woman who was organizing it, and she nodded. So I said, “All you here provide services of some 

sort. You are supposed to be working with people like me, and frankly I can’t trust any of you 

other than the woman who has just come from the federal institution,” I said, “and the woman 

who invited me here.”  
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I said, “The rest of you can kiss my doo doo. Do you think I am going to refer people that 

I know to you? They are going to come to me because I have been there, done that. I will treat 

them with honour, dignity, and respect.” I said, “All I heard was shit today,” and I will say it like 

that, it was shit. I said, “I sat here as one woman, hooker from 33rd, well you know, you white 

people, your husbands have been coming to my community all my life. Get them out of our 

community because they are the consumers.” I said, “You made a statement that if it wasn’t for 

johns there wouldn’t be prostitutes. That part is correct, but to state that if there was no 

prostitute, the johns wouldn’t be there, that is bullshit. All I hear you saying is, ‘Kill them all, 

shoot them all, get rid of them.’” I said, “That is all I am hearing you saying, that if there were no 

consumers there would be no business.” I just went on. I was really angry, and I went on more 

appropriately, I hope. Well anyways, who cares? In the end even the woman who was actually 

facilitating, she didn’t hear these comments from the back of the room. I said, “Well you should 

have been sitting where I was sitting, because it was a crock of shit, and if any of those people 

come around my people or see them with any of the people I know, I will let them know, 

because that’s the way it goes in Indian country. Sooner or later you burn your bridges. I hope 

you lose your funding, and it goes to someone who will help.” I said, “You have to pay attention 

to the way you approach things. We all do. I had to pay attention to how I approach things, I 

have to be appropriate, and I have to speak in your language. You need to learn to speak in our 

language too. And you have to show people you actually care. All I heard was get rid of the 

hookers. I heard the same thing from the hecklers, so it was a crock of shit,” I said. In 2011 you 

think people would have more sense, but it’s going to be a long journey. I will never give up, 

especially on criminalized Indian women because I was one of them. 

It was bogus. There were only two of us. My friend and me, she’s alright. She just got out 
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of the federal pen, and she was terrified being in front of this forum. But you have to back her, 

because frankly, like I said, “I think you are all a crock of shit except for her. She is the only one. 

You are asking her about rehabilitation. She knows from an inmate’s experience. You say, ‘Well 

we are doing this and this,’ but no, there is no rehabilitation.” No disrespect to the woman who 

brought me there, her intention in bringing me there was more than just for appearances. What I 

mean is, I really don’t know why she brought me there because my job deals with sexual health, 

and this forum was about truth and reconciliation for women who are incarcerated. I feel that I 

was just being used as a token or a showpiece. And I believe that if I can give the appropriate 

message to probation officers to start using some fucking material, like the Gladue report, and/or 

to make sure that there are Elders in the courtroom that can be of spiritual assistance, that is what 

we need. We need more Elders, period. For everything. You know when a woman loses her kids, 

and if she is an Indian, then there should be Elders available at all costs. The Gladue report is not 

a get-out-of-jail-free card; it deals with Indian people, or is supposed to deal with Indian people, 

in a different way where there would be appropriate ways of sentencing on lesser charges for 

instance. Elders are supposed to be used to decide for the Ministry of Social Services what the 

best interest of the child would be. And if I can’t give that information, I am just a token Indian. 

And I am not going to be a fricking token Indian, so give me all the information or piss off and 

let me create from my experience, or put out there what needs to be heard. I have learned today 

that you cannot fight fire with fire, but you can fight with a good strong spirit, and that is what I 

have. I may be a little rough around the edges, but what I have learned through twelve-step 

programs and ceremony is that I am a good woman today. I know today that reintegration is 

important, and more programs are needed to help the sisters that are still locked away. My 

reintegration is simply right here: the story I have shared with you. I am successfully reintegrated 
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back into society. 

7.5) Who I Am Today is a Warrior 

I lived on the street for many years. I lived in and out of the prison system for many years, and I 

am grateful that I never did end up in the federal system because, like many of my Indian sisters, 

it’s possible that I would have never made it out. You know there were a few criminalized Indian 

women that killed themselves in the Prison for Women, and really, have you heard much about 

it? No, because Indians are expendable, especially the women. They live in a world that just 

shuts the fucking door and throws away the key. I never wanted to be what I was, but that is the 

way shit rolls. I never had a chance, so I took what I needed and said, “Piss on the rest!” I lived 

in the shadows of other Indian women who were bigger and worse than me, and at that time in 

my life they were my heroes. It is what it is, and I lived for the moment. 

 You know, I have no regrets in my life. Sharon, Sandy, and Jasmine, and I, we are all cut 

from the same cloth, and each of us has made our mark in this world in one way or another. I am 

so happy to have been asked to be part of this important research. As a criminalized Indian 

woman I know I have successfully reintegrated back into society. The last time I ended up in jail 

was in 1996 for another attempted murder as I previously said, but it was dropped down to 

assault. He was my man at the time, but we ended up working it out. From 1996 up to now I do 

ceremonies, and I have my family back in one way or another. Life is damn good today, and I am 

very blessed like that. Yeah, for sure I come from the street, but let me tell you, there is nowhere 

else I would have ever wanted to come from. My life on the street has definitely made me the 

woman I am today. 

 My days are not perfect, and I still have those, “Fuck you, get out of my way!” days, but 

they are few and far between. I think menopause might have something to do that, because I ain’t 
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no spring chicken anymore. But I know how to deal with it, and I am so happy that we are going 

to continue on with the Sharing Circles that Sharon started at the beginning of our interviews. I 

felt so at peace. You know, I could come and talk how I wanted and not be judged. That is what 

all criminalized women need: a place to call home, and a place where they will be shown 

absolute respect. When I started to Sundance it was like the gates of hell opened up, and my life 

took a change for the better. I would just listen real hard to the Sundance songs and let the music 

course through my body, and I just let the healing begin. It’s been a long process, this life of 

mine, but it has been a great one, and like the other women in this research, we are all miracles! 

One final thought. You know, after all that I have been carrying and keeping stuff in 

hiding, it is a miracle. I most likely still have shit that is hidden in me somewhere, but it does not 

hinder my healing journey. If anything, I learn from it or will learn from those hidden secrets. I 

get glimpses through dreams, and certain smells, but they are there, and I know they are there, 

but they will make their way up. I am not going to force it. I’ve still got timeI’m only forty-

six. I have the world at my ass, and I will do whatever it takes for me to maintain my life and 

learn to move away from tags like “criminalized Indian woman.” The way I see and live it, I 

have successfully reintegrated back into my society. That’s it!  
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Chapter 8: Changed ForeverSandy’s Story 

8.1) Introduction 

Sandy is a loving mother and grandmother. She has been prison-free for eighteen years and is 

doing everything possible to maintain a healthy and positive lifestyle for herself and her family. 

Sandy embraces her life and lives with the hope that she can show her children and 

grandchildren that living an addiction-free life is full of worth and meaning. Sandy is involved in 

twelve-step programs and would love to attend a Sweat Lodge in the near future. I have known 

Sandy for approximately 30 years, and I love her. Sandy is one of those women you just want to 

be around because she is an amazing role model for other Indian women. 

Sandy was brought up in a middle-class household where alcohol abuse was a major 

reality. She was the victim of physical, mental, spiritual, and emotional abuse. Sandy was not 

raised by her biological family. Her caregivers were extremely strict, which pushed Sandy to do 

unhealthy things and to make bad decisions. Sandy would frequently run away from home and 

would miss school because she simply did not want to be there. Sandy was viciously abused and 

raped time and again by a variety of different men. She would lose her sense of self and would 

not have trust in men. Her healing journey as she understands it began after she took another 

human being’s life.  

At first, Sandy was a little anxious about participating in this research; however, 

something very positive happened for her at the first Sharing Circle, and she quickly became an 

eager participant. Sandy had never worked a Medicine Wheel before—her only contact with 

tradition occurred when she was in prison, where she spoke to Elders and learned that she was 

okay and had a right to be on this earth. Sandy is not using her real name and wishes to stay 

anonymous due to family ties and work circumstances. Sandy is an amazing woman, and it is an 
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honour to know and have worked with her.  

 

Image 8.1: Sandy’s Medicine Wheel 

8.2) Abandoned and Abused 

I was taken away at a young age from my biological parents and siblings. I was raised in Eastern 

Canada. My memories of my first twelve years are very vague due to the physical, emotional, 

mental, and spiritual abuse that I lived through. But I remember some parts of my childhood. 
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Kindergarten stands out in my mind because I remember this teacher was crying, and we were all 

playing with these symbols. I remember the teacher had a big tummy, and we were playing. I 

thought I was going to have a good experience my first time in school, but here my teacher was 

sitting in the classroom crying. So it was confusing for me, and all I wanted was to have fun. For 

example, on a few occasions my adopted mother was laying in a pool of blood, and I thought she 

was dead. I remember having an out-of-body experience, and it was like looking down over her 

as I was in shock. 

In my early teenage years, we moved back to the Western provinces where all the abuse 

would continue. I was put in private schools and was missing school due to the abuse and a low 

self-esteem. One of the beatings I recall was being belted so hard I was cut through my jeans. My 

legs were actually bleeding, and I never told anyone at the school because I felt that I would get 

into trouble. I remember sitting in the bathroom at school, but I never attended class that day.  

My Biological Parents 

Now that I was back in my home province, I found a relative that would assist me in finding my 

biological parents. I found out who my biological parents were, and I found that both of them 

were working professionals. I felt like I was living in two different worlds. I felt a lot of rejection 

with my real family; I felt abandoned, and I felt like a stranger. I never belonged in this family 

because I wasn’t raised by them and didn’t fit in. So being with my real parents never worked 

out. I felt like an outcast. And this only reiterates all my abandonment issues that I have today. 

But it is something I work on all the time.  

I remember being put back into school by my biological parents. Because of my low self-

esteem, I would go out the back door. I felt like I never fit in anywhere, even in school. Back in 

Eastern Canada, my adopted parents put me in an influential and recognized music school where 
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I would excel. However, when I moved back with my real parents, they put me in classes where I 

met this music professor. I was really young at the time. I noticed he was giving me looks, and I 

remember thinking that he was angry at me. After he finished having me play a piece of music 

for him, he moved me up five levels. Obviously he heard something in my music. He then 

offered me to play at a very prestigious place in Western Canada, but I never went back because 

I was too afraid, and I didn’t want to play in front of large crowds. For that matter I never went 

back or received any music lessons again because he baffled me. I actually thought he was going 

to beat me because the nuns who had taught me music before had beaten me. I ended up going 

back home to my adopted parents because they had always been there for me and will always be 

my parents even though I suffered abuse. Aside from missing school, I started to run away from 

home because I just got tired of the abuse I sustained daily.  

A Dark and Vicious World  

Then I met my eldest child’s father, who was way older than me. When I became pregnant with 

his child, both of my sets of parents were thinking of charging him because I was underage and 

pregnant. After the birth of our child, the abuse from him continued and got worse. The first 

beating I received from him, I remember I was in -40 degree weather. He kicked me with his 

cowboy boots, and he beat me bad. I was all bloody. I escaped to a neighbour’s house, and I 

called my biological dad to come and get me. I was in stocking feet when he found me, and I 

could hear wolves. I was so afraid of him coming after me, and I was also afraid that the wolves 

might attack me. It was such a relief to finally see my father’s car. 

After leaving this man, I again encountered him in a downtown area where he forced me 

into his car, but I swiftly escaped through the other door. I ran into a building, not realizing it 

was the RCMP. These two burley men came around the corner in trench coats and wrestled him 
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to the ground. They escorted me upstairs to their offices. I learned that the men were in fact 

detectives. They could not believe that I would be with someone like him, being that I was so 

young and beautiful. They drove me home and told me that I would be okay. It wasn’t much 

longer when I heard my ex at the door, at which time I escaped yet again to the neighbours who 

lived behind us. I ran to the bathroom and hid in the bathtub, where for the first time in my life I 

would be beaten in a bathtub. There was no one there to help me. The police did not help me 

either. I was alone. Another time and another beating: my ex forced me to this place where he 

beat and raped me. I came to with a big goose egg on my forehead and my pants off. There were 

people in the next room, but again no one helped me. It seemed the louder I yelled, the less 

people helped me, and/or they just didn’t want to get involved. It didn’t matter whether I was 

being raped or notthey just wanted to be left out of the mayhem. 

Then we moved to another city where I used alcohol and drugs to deal with life and with 

my low self-esteem. It was like Valium was the answer to my dreams; it took away all my 

worries. I had no idea how the addiction would take hold of me. I eventually started using harder 

drugs including intravenous (IV) drugs, and to support these habits, I would eventually sell drugs 

and myself. Although it’s something I am morally against prostitutionit was the drugs that 

lured me into that dark and vicious world. I continued to live in abusive relationships. I would 

move from one relationship to the next, and I believed the men loved me and would take care of 

me. Their way of love was to beat me to a pulp. 

8.3) All for the Sake of Love 

It’s like I always ended up with losers who didn’t work, and I ended up supporting them. I seem 

to be a magnet for the wrong kind of men. Or it’s just my low-esteem kicking in, and perhaps I 
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think I deserve to be with total losers. The men I was with never earned a single dollar, and so 

they lived off of me. Then you know of course I would have another child. You would think that 

I would learn after the first one but obviously not. You know, how can you possibly feel good 

about yourself? It’s just the same shit, different pile. And then the beatings would come, and I 

would stay stuck in this dark fucked up place with nowhere to hide and nowhere to go. I just 

settled in and accepted what I got, abuse or not. Beating after beating, hospital visit after hospital 

visit. I felt so hopeless.  

I remember this one time I was with my man, and we walked into the bar. And this guy 

says to me, “Hey Sandy hi, how ya doing?” I remember thinking, “Oh please, God no, don’t talk 

to me. Please.” But this guy, he comes over and talks to me, and I didn’t know what to do. I just 

stood there. And again, he goes, “Hi Sandy.” Then suddenly I said, “Okay, I’m okay,” and I’m 

like, “please don’t talk to me, or I am so going to get it.” I don’t know if I got beaten up in the 

bar, but I got the shit kicked out of me, and my nose broken so badly that I was put in the 

hospital. That’s how bad it was. The next day, I could vaguely hear the nurses talking. They said, 

“Is she ever sleeping a lot. She’s so young and healthy.” They said, “Maybe we should do a test. 

Are you pregnant?” I said I wasn’t, but they did the test, and sure enough, I was pregnant. He 

had beaten me so badly that the bones in the back of my skull were moved or cracked or 

something. That’s what can happen, so they had to do an emergency surgery. So when I found 

out I was pregnant and that my nose was so badly broken, I got an abortion. I didn’t want another 

child. I mean the guy was devastated over this, but how can I trust him? He was so jealous 

because someone had said hi to me. You know I should have been able to talk to other people 

without the fear of getting the shit kicked out of me. I was terrified, totally undeniably scared 

shitless when he was around because I couldn’t make a move without him knowing where the 
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hell I was or what I was doing. And again no one offered me any direction or offered me any 

help.  

There have been a couple beatings from other relationships when I had both my hands 

broken to protect my face. My nose was broken four times, and I’ve been knocked out cold 

countless times, all for the sake of love. I recall that after one beating where my hand was 

broken, he left, and I sat there wondering where the hell I had gone wrong. I loved him, and I 

thought it was my entire fault. In all my relationships, I questioned and blamed myself, not 

understanding I didn’t deserve to be abused. He would eventually end up in jail, and when he 

wanted me to be with him, I found out he was living with another woman. This man would end 

up dying in a house fire. So at least I wouldn’t have to worry about any beatings from him. I 

don’t mean to be harsh, but I have to be real. 

The abuse continued in other relationships. In one of them, I was stabbed in my left artery 

inside my hip and had to have surgery. I never told anyone because I was afraid to speak out and 

because no one helped me in the past. I felt so alone. These relationships never worked out due 

to the fact that I never had support. I felt ugly. I felt like an outsider. My adopted mother would 

always tell me that I was ugly, and she said it so many times that it became normal for me. It was 

all I knew. No one was ever there for me: I was in the world all on my own. I began to believe 

what people said about me, and my self-esteem took a dive for the worst. I recall being at my 

adopted parents when they were out drinking, and I remember holding this shotgun to my chin. 

The only reason I’m alive is because I didn’t know how to use the gun. Although I left the gun 

out in the open, the subject was never brought up.  
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The New Year’s Incident 

There was another incident where I was raped and choked unconscious by a friend of a friend. 

We ended up going to my friend’s home who is now retired. I decided I wanted to go home but 

couldn’t get a cab because it was New Year’s. The guy we were with, I thought he was a 

gentlemen, and he offered to walk me home. It was -40 below so when we arrived at my place, I 

offered him to come in and warm up and also offered him a beer. He then asked if anyone was at 

my home, and I said there wasn’t. I never thought anything of the question. He asked me to show 

him my townhouse, and I was naive enough to do it. The first bedroom we came to, he was 

choking me unconscious to the ground, and he raped me. For a month I had such dark bruises. 

They looked like hickeys you get on your neck or whereverhe choked me that hard. After he 

was done, I asked him if he wanted a beer and said that I would have one too. But he said, “You 

don’t drink,” and I said, “It’s okay. I’ll have a drink with you.” As soon as I got downstairs, I 

wrapped an afghan around my body and ran outside in search of help. I got to my neighbour’s 

house, but she didn’t want to get involved since she worked at a store. I had to plead and plead: 

“I just want to use your phone. I won’t call the police. Besides I don’t trust the police. They’ve 

never helped me before.” I told her I wanted to call my dad to come and get me. My father and 

the police came. The guy actually went back to the party we had come from, and he was arrested 

there for rape.  

I wrote an eight page statement that was meant to be read in court. The prosecutor asked 

me if I wanted to read my statement. He had me go over my story in preparation for my 

upcoming court, but I refused to read the statement. The prosecutor was baffled by my 

recollection as it was almost identical to my written statement. I said, “Of course. It happened to 

me.” The hospital staff advised me to have blood tests taken that proved I hadn’t been drinking 
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that night and wasn’t drunk. Sure enough, the accused testified that I was drunk. He said I was 

drunk and grabbing his privates, but the blood tests showed otherwise. I hadn’t been drinking. 

During his trial, he got sentenced to two and a half years. As a result of reliving the nightmares 

from this rape, I tried to commit suicide by taking several bottle of pills, and I was hospitalized. 

The nightmares were that intense. So years later while I’m going to university, I was watching 

the news one day, and I saw his name. He had raped another girl, and the uncanny thing is the 

young girl looked so much like me. As a result of this rape he received a six-year prison 

sentence. 

Then I ended up in several relationships that were pretty much bad from the start. I knew 

nothing about being in a relationship: I was young and inexperienced. I mean you would think I 

would know something because my caregivers were married, but it was an extremely 

dysfunctional family. I was raised in mayhem without even knowing it. I never wanted for 

anything and got what I wanted but not what I needed. Life would be chaos after chaos. I’m 

pretty sure my lack of knowledge about relationships is because I was abused as a child. And to 

this very day, I can’t handle anyone touching me. 

8.4) My Life-Changing Experience 

This is what I’ve been worried aboutdiscussing this part of my life. I have so very few 

memories of what actually happened that fateful night. I was charged with first degree murder. I 

don’t like talking about this mainly because it brings up issues, but also I honestly have such 

vague memories. I just don’t remember. You know it’s not one of the things I want to remember 

or that I remember well, but I will do my best.  
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Jekyll and Hyde 

I partied a lot. It was something I was accustomed to and that I knew all too well. I mean I did a 

lot of hard partying and drugging back in the day. I was out and about as usual. Trying to make a 

few dollars and have some fun. I arrived at some party house, and there were these guys. All of a 

sudden, one guy, he’s calling me names, saying that I’m a fucking bitch. He’s demeaning me as 

a woman. I didn’t know it back then because that’s what I was used to. It was normal at that 

time. I do know for sure that he started to scare me, and I said, “Is there a phone here?” He said, 

“Yes, it’s in the living room.” I said, “Do you mind if I use it?” Then all of a sudden, out of the 

blue, he is the nice guy, and he is giving me drinks, being nice to me. He reminded me of Jekyll 

and Hyde. He would change from moment to moment, be nice and then be an asshole. It was 

very confusing and scary for me. He was either being nice to me or putting me down. I didn’t 

understand, and I think I was scared sober. Not sure, but I was afraid for sure. So now I am 

thinking, “How am I going to get out of this house?” It was really a small house. He must have 

noticed that I was trying to leave, and he told me that I was not going to get out of this house 

alive and called me a fucking bitch. So after the Jekyll and Hyde thing, he hits me, and I don’t 

really remember, but either my jaw or upper arm was broken. Something didn’t feel right, but I 

was too afraid to care, and I was still trying to figure out how I was going to get out of this one. I 

just wanted the hell out of there. There was this one other guy that was being nice to me. But this 

guy decides he is leaving, and he does offer me a ride home. But Jekyll and Hyde slams his arm 

to the door and tells his friend, “She is not fucking going nowhere.” And the guy just leaves and 

doesn’t even try to help or never called anyone for help. I thought, “What the fuck? Just get me 

out of this house.” But he just left me there to fend for myself, and that I would. My life would 

be forever changed. 
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I remember him bragging about how much money he made and what a nice wife he had. I 

was getting more and more afraid because one minute he would tell me how beautiful I was, and 

the next minute he is calling me a whore and a fucking bitch. It was like having two different 

people in the room at the same time, and it was scary. I remember making an excuse to go use 

the phone saying that I would change the music so I could call the police. So I picked up the 

phone and there was no dial tone. I looked across the street, and there were no lights on in the 

neighbourhood as it was very late. So I went back to where he was in hopes of calming him 

down. It was then I was told to strip and so I would with a fear that totally took over my being. I 

then got dragged by my hair. My hair was down to my waist, and I got dragged through the 

living room and the kitchen, through the house. If you ever get dragged with no clothes on, bare 

skin across a bare floor, that hurts, let me tell you. I don’t remember much about the bedroom. 

Maybe I am blocking it out, or just choose not to remember because it was traumatizing. I know 

what happened. He raped me, that much I know. But then it goes blank after that. Sometimes I 

wish I could remember, but then again I am happy I don’t remember killing another human 

being. 

Who is Going to Believe Me? 

What came next is kind of bizarre. I remember walking to the bathroom and washing my hands 

of blood. I could see the blood, that was clear. The blood was clear, I could see itit was all 

over the place. Although a life was taken, I have no memory of taking that man’s life, and the 

only memory I have is like looking at his body in a big bubble. I believe I had an out-of-body 

experience, and it was like I was floating over top of him looking down. It was very eerie. The 

first thing I thought of is, “Who is going to believe me?” Because no one knows me, and I am 

nothing to the community. Who is going to believe I was defending myself when I don’t even 
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remember killing him? So I proceeded to clean up the blood on everything I touched and/or 

where I was sitting. All I could think of was getting the hell out of there, and I was wearing shoes 

with a slight heel. It was cold. However when you’re all messed up it’s hard to run or walk in 

heels. But I did, and I had nylons on, so I jogged back. I was also on my third straight day of 

being awake because I was using drugs and alcohol. I had been partying hard. I remember I took 

off my shoes to jog because I used to jog all the time. And being in shape, that helped me to get 

away. I mean I didn’t have to worry about that guy raping me again or, for that matter, raping 

anyone again. I know that may sound cold, but being raped time and again just doesn’t go right. 

It takes away part of who you are as a woman and makes you feel worthless. Well it was over. 

So then, I actually had to jog approximately twenty-five kilometers to where I lived. I went to the 

place where I was living, and I felt so dirty. I ran the water to get in the tub, and when I tried to 

get in the tub I was so stiff and my feet were sore from jogging on the sidewalk with no shoes. I 

recall I could barely even get into the tub because I was so sore. I remember feeling an 

overwhelming veil of depression, feeling dirty and feeling absolutely empty. My back was all 

scraped, my arm was sore, my jaw was sore. I eventually went to a doctor just so the abuse I had 

encountered could be documented later for the court. 

Later on after being charged with murder, my lawyer says, “You are so tiny and slim.” 

He said to me, “When you see someone going to court with a real serious charge for first degree 

murder, you think of them as really big and tough, honestly.” I replied, “You want my honest 

opinion? I would think they were guilty.” My lawyer replied, “I just want you to know that is 

how the public will perceive it.” However, he did get me out on bail. I had no criminal record to 

speak of, but I ended up with eighteen conditions. I ended up getting six years with that charge. I 

remember standing in the courtroom, and I would not cry. I think I was too shocked. I didn’t 
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want anyone to see me cry, but I was in shock. I honestly thought I got twelve years. They were 

asking for eight to eleven years, but for some reason I thought I got twelve years. In reality I got 

six years. I was in so much shock, and I went to the bathroom, and of course a guard came with 

me to make sure I didn’t run. That’s when I started my sentence. I started my six years, and then 

from there, it was pure hell because my kids had never been away from me, and they all ended 

up in foster homes and were abused in these foster homes. It is just awful because even today, 

my kids have been seriously affected by my jail sentence. But I also know that I cannot blame 

myself. I need to move on and be positive for my family. The ironic part is my criminal record 

was erased at a later time, once I was released due to being diagnosed with battered women 

syndrome.  

8.5) My Healing Journey 

I was fortunate enough to end up in a Healing Lodge where I learned about my culture. I would 

work with Elders. Although it is something I had never practiced, nor has my family, I was still 

willing to do whatever it took to get my life back in order. My life would change for the better 

due to the skills I learned while I was in the Healing Lodge. I realized that there are trustworthy 

people in this world. I could not go to school at the Lodge, but I did partake in ceremonies such 

as Sweat Lodges, Shaking Tents, and Sharing Circles. The Elders at the Healing Lodge were 

instrumental in giving me the tools I needed to be a good productive citizen.  

 I ended up in a men’s halfway house on parole. I met this lifer in there. One day he 

offered me a ride to class, and I accepted it. Then another time he shows up unannounced and 

starts driving to the outskirts of the city. I asked him where he was taking me, and he answers 

with a blank stare, “I must have taken the wrong road.” It was creepy. I found out that he was 

charged with the first degree murder of a young mother. And I think he was out for a year and a 
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half and was charged again with first degree murder. It gave me the shivers as I realized this and 

wondered if he had picked up that young mother he murdered. I was fortunate that day, and I 

never got into his vehicle again. And for that matter I was moved to another facility for my 

safety. Today women no longer stay in co-ed halfway houses. 

 Life was difficult. I am a survivor of abuse. As I mentioned earlier my caregivers would 

beat the shit out of me, and the men in my life would beat the shit out of me. I was stuck in a 

never-ending cycle of abuse. My self-esteem would also take a beating. I never thought I was 

worthy, and I just took what was dished out, violent or not. However, my psychologist and 

parole officer were instrumental in helping me with my self-esteem. I didn’t have a high school 

grade twelve diploma, and I could never concentrate in school. There was always too much 

going on in my head, and there was no room for school. I would, however, take a GED course 

and pass with flying colours. After that, I was accepted into a university science department, and 

from there my life would be forever changed. I was getting my life in order, and my kids were 

home. I felt good about me, and I felt proud to be in university. I would eventually work in the 

science department over the spring and summer. Life was good. 

 Today I am a contributing member of society, and I have held the same job for a number 

of years. I have a good relationship with my family members. To maintain my sobriety I attend 

AA meetings, and I now have a home group. In addition, I am now attending the Sharing Circle 

that has come out of Sharon’s dissertation research. This is the first Sharing Circle that I have 

found since coming out of prison, and it has helped me immensely in my life. Although Sharing 

Circles were introduced to me in the Healing Lodge, none were available once I was released. I 

believe that there needs to be more Elders and ceremonies for women. Once you are done your 

parole, there is zilch as far as programming goes.  
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 One of my practices today is do journal writing. When I am thinking negatively or 

positively, I write that down. I put them in columns. When I am done, the positive will shine 

over the negative and the light is turned on. I have successfully reintegrated back into society. 

The most important thing for me is a healthy family connection, which means being a good role 

model by maintaining my sobriety, working, and encouraging my children to pursue education. 

Today my grandchildren are my world. My grandchildren are my medicine. Thank you! 



Part Three 
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Chapter 9: DiscussionWarriors in Our Own Right 

9.1) Introduction 

The journey up to this point for me and the three other Indian women was moving both 

emotionally and spiritually. It was ceremony. They opened my heart and my eyes to a new place 

of recognition. Although I knew these women and their histories, it was different to hear them in 

their own voice, and especially more emotional when reading their stories. I would be sitting in 

my office editing their work, and I would burst into tears because there were things about these 

women I did not know, and it made my heart heavy. On the flip side, it has been the most 

positive research I have ever taken on, and it was beautiful.  

This chapter consists of three main parts: (1) a discussion about who criminalized Indian 

women are that stems from the life histories presented here; (2) reflections on the research 

process and the methodology used in this research; and (3) reflections on what our stories 

revealed about what it means to be healthy, what we need to be healthy, and what healthy 

reintegration means to us. In the first part, I summarize our life histories into a narrative that 

attempts to identify the common elements of our lived experiences as we understand them. In the 

second part, I discuss how the research intertwined with the personal interviews, Sharing Circles, 

and the Medicine Wheel. In the third part, I explore some additional reflections that came out of 

the interviews by asking the women three research questions, which were a good fit for the 

women participating in this project. I wrote the women’s answers to the questions in a simple 

style to show what each of the women thought, including me.  

In my heart of hearts and from my soul, I am honoured because through this research 

process—which was itself ceremony—we brought forth so much respect for each other. The 

stories, the interviews, the Circles, and the Wheels are all part of our Indian way; throughout this 
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project, we sat in ceremony. The passion these women held was so great, and when they spoke it 

was incredibly powerful. Now is their time to blossom and to shine. It is important to 

acknowledge their perseverance and how they have found their way from prison to this moment 

in their lives. They have learned to live a healthy lifestyle and to give back to their family. Their 

first day out of prison was their first day of living in a new and prosperous world.  

9.2) Reflections on Who Criminalized Indian Women Are 

Who are criminalized Indian women? We are clearly unrecognized in the world, and once we are 

placed behind walls, we are forgotten. We are women who have lived the worst conceivable 

pasts. We are women who have lived through extreme circumstances: violent relationships, 

alcohol and drug addiction, child sexual abuse, suicide attempts, incest, and denial of heritage. 

We have lived as prostitutes and have been abused mentally, physically, emotionally, and 

spiritually. We are women with no firm ground or foundation to stand on. We feel that we are 

alone with nowhere to hide and nowhere to go. We live in an ever-turning cycle of misery, pain, 

and abuse. But we are women who have persevered. We are women with a rich and colourful 

story to share. We are warriors. 

Many of us have either been in Residential Schools, reformatories, or foster homes. As a 

result of this, we never experienced nor learned the proper skills needed to be successful 

mothers, wives, daughters, or sisters. Our parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents were 

also in Residential Schools, which left us with scars that never healed. These intergenerational 

impacts have been passed onto us because the effects of trauma were never dealt with and 

became cyclical. Unresolved issues would promote self-destructive behaviours in all of us. 

Violence and abuse became so much a part of our lives that many of us would perceive it as 
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normal. Many of us believed that we deserved to be abused and violated. Living with violence 

and abuse became a part of who we were. 

For many of us, alcohol or drug abuse became a way to find solace and to cope with our 

pain. Alcohol and drugs became means to an end. It is easier to wash away years of pain and fear 

rather than to begin to heal. When addiction took hold of us, it went right to the core of our 

person and did not let go. An addiction is like a bad relationship that has no balance but is always 

willing to stay with you even in the insanity of it all. Our addictions to alcohol, drugs, and even 

men would take the pain and suffering away for the abuse that was heaped upon us. We all 

gobbled up men like they were candy. We all fled to the street. Although many of us might be 

addicts, our families were still very important to us. We lived in poverty and would do pretty 

much anything to feed our addictions at the same time as caring for our families. There is no cure 

for alcoholism or drug addiction; however, there is a way to heal, but it would be up to each of us 

to take the first step to recovery. 

At one point or another in our lives, many of us became involved in prostitution in order 

to survive. It is not easy turning tricks—many of us would face childhood trauma, physical and 

sexual abuse, and some of us would come close to death. Everything about prostitution was 

detrimental to our health in one way or another. A life of crime would end up controlling many 

of our lives. The furthest thing from our minds was our own health. We were merely sustaining 

life, no matter the cost, whether legal or illegal. Many of us with children would do anything in 

order to feed our children, and if it meant breaking the law then so be it. Both the broader 

research literature and our own stories revealed two main reasons for Indian women committing 

crimes: 1) to keep our families together under extreme poverty when no other opportunities were 

available; and 2) for self-preservation, due to a lifetime of exposure to racism, resulting in 
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“violence, violence against us, and in turn our own violence” (The Aboriginal Healing 

Foundation, 2001, p.6). Unfortunately, current programming for women incarcerated in 

Canadian prisons, in particular the individualized approach to treatment (including psychotropic 

medication), biased classification systems, limited pre-release planning, and gender stereotyped 

employment training, does little to address the real reasons why Indian women end up in prison 

(Maidmont, 2006; Native Women’s Association of Canada, 2012; Pollack, 2008; Shantz et al. 

2009).  

Once we were incarcerated we would become ghosts behind dark prison walls. We 

became hopeless. We became powerless. We would go to prison young and come out feeling 

old, lost, and with nowhere to turn. We are women who have lost our way in society and who 

have been pulled away from our own people and our own children. Prison was not a remedy for 

us, and prison did not restore what was lost prior to our crimes, just added one more weight. 

Being incarcerated and trying to hold on to what we had left of our health took a long time to sort 

through. If we have learned anything, it is that women like us have to want to change. We have 

to want to live prison-free. And that can only happen once we begin to heal from our past 

experiences and traumas. 

As you have read in each of our stories, we suffered child sexual abuse and incest at the 

hands of uncles, brothers, and strangers. We accepted what happened; we owned it, and we 

embraced this abuse. We said, “No more, you cannot hurt me any longer.” We made a choice to 

be positive rather than hold onto it and stay sick in our souls. This simple concept of ownership 

made us strong. We never had to look back: it was over, and life would begin anew, fresh. We 

could walk tall. If you were to sit back and watch a baby grow, our healing journeys were the 

same way. You watch that baby struggle, and if they fall they might cry, but they will get up 
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again to continue their journey. Once we left prison we had to learn to crawl, to walk, and to talk. 

It is like crawling uphill in a thunderstorm with torrential rains beating you to the ground. You 

hope that you will not get struck by lightning. There would be times when we would feel the 

wrath of the rain and lightning, but we never gave in. We weathered the storm. 

What we all experienced in our childhoods gave us the courage to heal from the inside 

out and to learn to love ourselves so that we would be able to love others. Once we made the 

choice to stay prison-free, life took hold and we moved forward no matter how tough the 

situations might have been. There was no turning back, and we picked our battles. There was no 

one to abuse us any longer. We turned up the heat, and we lived a real life that brought us to the 

Creator, each in our own way. We believed change was possible. We had hope.  

9.3) Reflections on the Research Process 

Over a six-week period I gathered my data by, for, and with the Indian women, which took place 

in three phases. First, I set up and hosted four Sharing Circles – the ceremonies that became 

research. Each Circle took approximately two to three hours, but without a time limit. Second, 

during the third and fourth Sharing Circles we constructed our Medicine Wheels. Third, 

individual interviews were held in my office at the First Nations University of Canada. These 

interviews were, as Shawn Wilson (2002) describes, our version of research as ceremony.  

Sharing Circles 

I wanted the Sharing Circles to be a positive experience that each of us could learn from 

and take away something good at the end of the day. The Sharing Circles were held in our 

Spiritual Room where the Elders teach and where other ceremonies are held through each 

semester. Prior to each of the Circles we would do a Smudging Ceremony. I had no idea how 

things were going to turn out or what the Creator had in store for me. I must admit I had my 
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reservations about everything; I felt insecure and my self-esteem kept being hurt. I was fearful, 

but I did not show it. I would eventually talk about it, and I kept a journal. This is something I 

learned in AA: to write it down, own it, and move on.  

In the end the Circles were wonderful and amazing, and the experience was gratifying 

beyond anything I could have imagined. I believe for each of us it was an epiphany. There was 

hope, there was flexibility, and none of us ever gave up no matter how difficult what may have 

transpired throughout our lives. No one said it was going to be easy, but we are products of our 

successes. 

The Sharing Circles went well. One of the women kept talking out of turn because she 

was so excited to be there and could not contain herself. In view of the fact that she was new to 

Circles, we just let it go. Eventually she would calm down and stop talking. I had explained 

about one person talking at a time, and at the end of the Circle I explained again, and she was 

okay. She apologized, but really there was nothing to be sorry for; she did nothing wrong. She 

just had to sit tight, be patient, and her turn would come. This was not a formal Sharing Circle—

really, there are no formal Circles per se. A Circle is a ceremony, and it is that simple. There 

were not ten or twenty people in this Circle, and it was pretty casual. Besides, Sharing Circles are 

not about giving people heck, they are about learning, and learn we did. It was divine.  

The Sharing Circles were also utilized as a vehicle to release our anger, sadness, 

happiness, or whatever other emotion would crawl out of our souls. Even more importantly, the 

Sharing Circles would not be a place to gossip or fabricate stories—as I said, it was meant to be a 

positive experience. During the second Circle, Donna needed to vent, and so she did. In fact, she 

vented quite frequently in the Circles. She spoke her truths and left all of her negative feelings in 

the middle of our Circle to let the Creator take care of it for her. Once this happened, it opened 
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the door for the other two women, which turned out great. I could sense their sadness, but I could 

also see their ashes rise from the earth with each breath they took. It really was a beautiful sight 

to see and to experience. It was like watching a rose bloom. We talked about what reintegration 

meant to each of us. The Circles were a window into our worlds, and we would clean those 

windows so that we would always be able to see the good in ourselves and in all people.  

The Medicine Wheels 

The Medicine Wheels would be a transformation from poverty to magnificence. The 

Wheels are a metaphor for our lived experience and for how our lives have been lived from birth 

to the present. The Wheels will also carry on after we are gone to the Spirit World; our children 

and grandchildren will continue to carry the Wheels so that they might teach their children and 

their grandchildren. The Medicine Wheels came as part of the Circle process. I taught the women 

to put one together that showed their life histories and healing journey. I decided to include the 

making of Medicine Wheels in this research because over the years I have listened and learned 

how to make them. At the beginning of this whole process, I developed my own so that I would 

know what I was doing to assist the women. Medicine Wheels  have profound meaning. Your 

wheel is a story of who you are from birth to death, and perhaps beyond. It is a spiritual tool that 

can help you to develop your psyche and your inner child; it is a process of recovery.  

 I had asked them if they wanted me to draw a picture of my Wheel on the board, and they 

all agreed. I then explained that I wanted our Wheels to have the same format just in order to be 

cohesive. One of them would turn out very differently, and that too was fine. It is what it is. We 

talked more about the Wheel, and I explained that it comes from the heart and soul, that it is part 

of who you are, and that it has to be celebrated. The Medicine Wheel is a tool that Indian people 

have used for generations. Each Wheel is different, but they are all round and have four 
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directions, four elements, four seasons, four animals, and four colours signifying each race of 

people. And of course there is much more to the Wheel that was explained in detail. It is 

important to note that there is no room for racism or discrimination in the Wheels; we simply 

acknowledge all of Mother Earth’s people. In constructing the Wheels we talked about our 

addictions (if we had any), we discussed our childhoods, we laughed, we cried, and we healed 

together.  

The Interviews 

 I was not sure how the interviews would play out, and organizing to get the women to 

Saskatoon was a bit tense at times, but it all worked out in the end. We sat in privacy, and they 

told some amazing tales of woe and discovery. The interviews were stressful for a couple of the 

women, but our humour knocked that right out of the park. I could feel their emotions, and I 

would ask if they were okay. If necessary we would stop, and they would breathe. It was not 

easy sitting so long, and I knew they were hurting, but I also knew that at the end of it all they 

would be different women. These women were going to a dark place that was hard for them, and 

I was making them remember it, but they would reign over the darkness. Their childhoods were 

horrendous, and they all suffered years and years of mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual 

abuse. They would be raped, pillaged, and would embrace the violence because there was no 

other way than to just live through it and live to tell the tale. Listening to their life stories was 

like watching a tornado open up in the sky, swirling around, madly destroying everything in its 

path. The most significant thing for me was how much we all shared in common; we had all been 

through those storms.  

Our healing journeys came out of the interviews – truly research as ceremony. The 

interview process was like a Sweat Lodge. I was the willows, and they were the tarp that covered 



 174

the lodge to embrace the prayer of Grandfather Rocks as they heated, at which time we would all 

sing and cry in prayer. It was a beautiful thing, it really was. I listened to their beautiful stories 

with an open heart and mind. I sat in awe as they spoke and shared their innermost beasts with 

me. I hope they know how much I love them. This is research beyond anything I could have ever 

imagined doing. In the end we all became warriors in our own right. We came to be brilliant, 

talented, amazing, beautiful, and breathtaking women. It was our calling to live through all of the 

mayhem. It was our destiny because we are alive.  

I would often sit back in wonderment. I could not believe I was actually doing this 

research with these women. There were so many times that I almost gave up—but giving up is 

not my forte. I will never give up and from reading the stories of these fine Indian women, they 

will never give up either. We are a team. We have built a foundation where the sky is the limit. 

We are keeping it real. 

9.4) Reflections on Research Questions 

Following the amazing experience of the Sharing Circles, Medicine Wheels, and interviews, I 

asked each of the women—including myself—to complete three questions about the research 

process. The research questions were developed to fit the concept of healthy reintegration. The 

other women and I are all cut from the same cloth. We all came from the street and lived in the 

same violence. It is funny because you do not know how similar you are until you see it in 

writing. Of course I know the women, but when I got right down to reading their stories I had a 

sense of peace even through the pain. Some of the similarities to emerge from the women’s 

stories and through our Medicine Wheels were sexual child abuse, incest, abandonment, foster 

care, prostitution, drug/alcohol addictions, and living on the street. Even as I looked at the 

constructed Wheels I could see that many parts of our lives were almost exactly the same, but 
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certain life events might have happened at different times. I was the eldest, but my hurts and 

angers were the same as even the youngest woman in the Circle. Living in that pain took us to 

many bad places and situations that were so wrong at so many levels. But I felt like we were one 

heart and soul. We made connections with each other that I never thought possible. We all 

walked in each other’s moccasins through this process, and we each spoke our truths to the best 

of our ability. We did not hide a single thing. We stepped out into the light and we came to 

believe. We talked about our issues like there was no tomorrow, and we shared so many stories. 

We have released our demons, and each of us has found our thunder again. It just does not get 

any better than this.  

I have the utmost respect for each of the women. When you stand back and look at our 

Medicine Wheels, think of what transpired in our Sharing Circles and read our stories, it is 

amazing how we wove our webs. We are so closely connected to each other, and we are all 

miracles. Through this research we all answered the same questions and came up with 

similarities woven through each of our healing journeys. 

What Did Our Stories Reveal about What It Means to Be Healthy? 

Sharon: “First of all, I had no idea that the simple term health had, or would have, such a big 

impact in my world. My health was something that I never worried about or cared about. You 

know, I mean really, it just was not something that concerned me. If I got sick I handled it with 

alcohol and/or drugs, or penicillin. Simple as that.” 

Jasmine: “Sometimes change is hard—well we know it’s hard—but we hide in our addictions if 

we have them and we get lost in the mist of those addictions, too afraid to look to really at our 

surroundings. So, realistically, I think being healthy is to be whole. Being healthy is to know 

who you are and where you are going in life. I think being healthy is finding your identity and 



 176

being totally independent once you have been released from prison. That is what being healthy 

is, staying prison-free, forever. We go to prison, we are forgotten about, and so we forget 

ourselves.”  

Donna: “I would say my view on being healthy has everything to do with family. If our family is 

safe, happy, then the women are happy and that is what counts. You need to have backup, for a 

lack of a better word; if I didn’t have the backup, i.e. ceremonies, twelve-step programs, and my 

family, I wouldn’t be healthy. It’s okay for me to say, ‘Fuck no.’ It’s okay for me to say what’s 

on my mind and to not behave by screaming in a non-lady-like fashion to get my point across—

I’m going to be heard. So, as long as I have my voice and my supports backing me up, then I am 

healthy.” 

Sandy: “I believe what is needed is structure, family supports, and support from other people. 

You have to want change to make change. Being healthy to one person might not be the same for 

another. For me it’s being healthy from the inside and the outside. If you have a strong mind the 

rest will follow. It’s important to maintain a positive healthy lifestyle.” 

What Did Our Stories Reveal about What Was Needed to Be Healthy? 

Sharon: “Hmm, what I believe is needed to be healthy? Well, my past has made me who I am 

today. It has given me a rich and vibrant way of analyzing my life. I have the capability to make 

sound judgments today rather than living in dysfunction. I believe in order to be healthy you 

need to know who you are and where you come from.” 

Jasmine: “I believe what is needed to be healthy is to have a strong mind. To be strong from the 

inside out and to always have the courage to want change. Strong mind, strong person, but you 

can still be sensitive and not hard on yourself.” 



 177

Donna: “I believe that Indian women need to be healthy from the inside out and that way they 

can find their health. Indian women need that fire the Elders speak of that comes from the heart. 

Then we will all be able to get what is needed and what is healthy.” 

Sandy: “What I need to be healthy is to take care of me because if I do not look after me then 

others will suffer. I have grandchildren now, and I need to be on task and take care of business to 

show them a positive lifestyle. I believe what is needed to be healthy is for us as women to know 

that we can be loved without contempt.” 

What Did Our Stories Reveal about What Healthy Reintegration Means? 

Sharon: “What healthy reintegration means to me is simply staying prison-free. I believe to 

maintain healthy reintegration that I had to learn to love myself and know that I was worthy. I 

had to find my identity, and I had to learn to explore my inner child so to speak. I had to 

understand that jail was not a good place. Healthy reintegration is being able to sustain life 

outside the walls of prison and/or jail.” 

Jasmine: “Healthy reintegration is being able to look at the path you are on and being able to 

determine that path and to know exactly where you are going or where you want to go. It is not 

going to be easy, I know this, I have suffered many impositions in my life, tried to take my own 

life, but I still never gave up, I am still here.”  

Donna: “Hmm, well, without repeating myself a million times, healthy reintegration is being 

able to maintain your life outside of prison. It is living clean and sober for all eternity. It is living 

with balance in whatever way you choose. For me, I do ceremony, I Sundance, I fast, I sweat, I 

do all the cultural things I am able to do because I find peace in my heart and soul doing it. 

Healthy reintegration is doing things like this research I have been doing with Sharon. Healthy 

reintegration is taking part in whatever is good for you.” 
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Sandy: “Healthy reintegration means living a proactive lifestyle not filled with mayhem and 

abuse. Today I have a healthy lifestyle by being a good role model to my children and my 

grandchildren. That means contributing to society in a good way and giving back what you might 

get. It means having a positive future and not worrying about the past but dealing with stuff as it 

comes at you. Healthy reintegration is giving to yourself and owning your wrongs so that you 

can make the right decision.” 

9.5) Conclusion 

Every step I took with these incredible Indian women gave me more strength than I could have 

imagined. They made me brave. As previously stated, I truly did walk in their moccasins. I felt 

their pain. I felt their anger at what life did to and for them. I walked in their glory as each of 

them took a step closer to a Creator of their own understanding. They took my breath away and 

gave me love, compassion, and respect. They are all miracles in their own right, and they have 

successfully reintegrated from prison to live strong and healthy healing journeys. The beauty in 

their hearts and souls is to be commended. They gave the beautiful gift of their hearts. Not only 

did they survive life, but they have climbed to the mountaintop to each find their own thunder. 

Through their light, their hearts, and their willingness to be part of this research, I also found my 

thunder. 

The following chapter concludes this thesis by discussing what policy recommendations 

could be drawn from this research. In particular, I outline how our Sharing Circle could be taken 

up as a model and replicated by, for instance, Correctional Services Canada in collaboration with 

formerly criminalized Indian women. The conclusion also addresses avenues for future research 

and provides some final thoughts on our collective healing journeys. 
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Chapter 10: Conclusion or Our New Beginning 
 

When I began this research, I had many reservations and questions about what I would be 

allowed to do, and how technical or analytical I would have to be in my approach. Would I have 

to speak a foreign language? Would I have to act and be someone I was not? All in all, I did not 

feel good enough to conduct this research. I felt inferior because I did not have the same 

academic background or speak the same words as my classmates. I felt little, and some days I 

would feel belittled. However, as the years progressed so did my knowledge about what I wanted 

to do with my research. This research took me back to my past, and it brought me three other 

amazing criminalized Indian women. Together we would explore the concept of reintegration 

based on our personal stories and on our healing journeys, using Sharing Circles and the 

Medicine Wheel as our theory to discover good and wonderful lives. We developed Medicine 

Wheels that gave us the knowledge of our culture and of a Creator of our understanding. Some of 

us did not believe in a God or Creator, but through this research we have all found a way to 

develop the understanding needed to work with Medicine Wheels and to be part of Sharing 

Circles. The benefits have been tremendous. The experience we shared was a miracle, and the 

knowledge we gained is immense.  

From the day I began this journey, I have been enlightened again and again. I would 

shake myself free from the remnants of a past gone by. I would rise from the ashes and stay alive 

so that I could share my life just as the three other Indian women have done in this study. And 

yes, these three Indian women would also rise with me from those ashes, and together we would 

breathe life into this dissertation. Yes, our thunder was stolen, but we got it back. We found our 

way from the darkness into the light. I have also found a new life through sharing healing 

journeys with three other criminalized Indian women who have also survived and who are 
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warriors in their own right. I love and admire their courage and their strength, and they have 

given me a piece of their lives that I will be forever grateful for. It is not easy telling your story, 

especially when there has been so much pain and suffering. We shared our lives together, we 

laughed, we cried, and we built a solid connection that has shed new light on all of my research 

questions.  

10.1) The Need for Better Programs 

Without a doubt, the most significant finding coming out of the Sharing Circles is that Indian 

women in general need to heal from the pain they have experienced throughout their lives in 

order to build happier, healthier lives for themselves. On a practical level then, Correctional 

Services of Canada (CSC) must take up this challenge and develop culturally appropriate 

programs that will actually address the needs of criminalized Indian women. While the CSC 

currently does offer some culturally appropriate programming, it has been criticized for being 

largely inadequate and difficult to access. The most recent annual report of the Office of the 

Correctional Investigator concluded that there were “concrete illustrations of the disconnect 

between theory and reality […] in Aboriginal inmates’ access to spiritual and cultural services” 

(Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2011). Among other conclusions, the report lists the 

following problems, which are seemingly out of sync not only with official CSC policy but also 

with current legal requirements: 

 Aboriginal inmates have been routinely denied access to sweat lodges and 
sweat ceremonies for the past two years on a variety of poorly substantiated 
security and operational grounds: 

o Human resource constraints required to conduct individual security 
risk assessments precluded necessary approvals. 

o Perceived need to scan the firewood used for sweat ceremonies. 
o The sweat lodge facilities needed structural changes to allow for closer staff 

monitoring and security counts. 



 181

o Restrictions on inmate movement, assembly and association required 
numerous cancellations of planned sweat ceremonies. 

o Unreasonable restrictions on the use, access and distribution of 
matches and spiritual bundles, including tobacco and sweet grass, 
required for smudging ceremonies. 
 

 Inappropriate questioning of claims to Aboriginal ancestry resulting in 
unsubstantiated allegations that offenders were trying to wrongfully gain 
access to perceived benefits associated with Aboriginal status. 

 And, the absence of an Aboriginal Liaison Officer at the institution has had 
adverse effects on the time and tasks that the assigned Elder could devote to 
serving inmate needs. (Office of the Correctional Investigator, 2011, p. 33)  

 

I want to clarify that I do not want to unjustly criticize the CSC. However, the legions of 

criminalized Indian women who are still incarcerated and suffering in this country need to be 

made a priority within the system. One does not need a PhD in order to see that our system has 

failed so many Indian women in Canada. The bottom line is that we need stronger program 

development and policies that fit the needs of criminalized Indian women both inside and outside 

of prisonand not just on paper, but in practice. 

I also believe it is important to take a much deeper look at the concept of reintegration in 

order to understand what tools criminalized Indian women need for true, successful reintegration 

to take hold. There has to be a way to keep Indian women from continued recidivism and to 

assist them with healthy reintegration. We must develop approaches that can clearly identify the 

healing journeys of Indian women while understanding that their needs might be different than 

those of the rest of the prison population. Utilizing incarcerated Indian women’s ideas, or even 

simply asking them what they need, would be a step in the right direction.  
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Taking Our Sharing Circle as a Model 

While I do not have the magic answer, what I have offered here are four amazing healing 

journeys that might provide the CSC with the inspiration and perhaps even a model of what is 

needed to help criminalized Indian women build a bridge from the inside out. As this dissertation 

shows, putting Indian women’s experiences at the center of any new policy or programming, will 

be key to their success. In our last Sharing Circle for this research, the other women and I 

collectively decided to keep the Circle going because what we have been able to accomplish in 

the Circle is far too good to pass up. It is this kind of support that we were missing both when we 

were incarcerated and even when we were out on the streets. I believe in my heart that Sharing 

Circles such as the ones we created for this research could be a stepping-stone for those Indian 

women who are still incarcerated and also for those who have been out for a number of months 

and/or years.  

And while some Sharing Circles and support networks currently exist, there is nothing 

like the way we set up our Circle. Although it may seem like an ordinary support network, it is 

not because we built it with our hearts and souls. Our Sharing Circle is designed specifically by 

and for Indian women who have been incarcerated, and it is thus a safe place where such women 

are able to open up and speak about their experiences both in and out of prison. In support 

networks of the AA or NA variety, participants tend to be restricted to only talking about alcohol 

and/or drug issues. Since one cannot really give or share all of oneself in these meetings, any 

other deeper issues are typically left out. AA or NA meetings also only last one hour, whereas in 

the Sharing Circles, there are no time limits. Our Sharing Circles also have the advantage of 

being built in ceremony and of promoting pride in our heritage, which the women acknowledge 

played an important part in the healing process. 
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As mentioned in the beginning of this thesis, the women and I are going to be taking an 

offering to an Elder and asking for an Indian or Spirit name for the Sharing Circle. We hope it 

will be the first step in bringing our Sharing Circle model to a larger community of criminalized 

Indian women so that they may benefit as we did. Our Sharing Circle process could be replicated 

across the country in jails, prisons, Friendship Centres, band halls, and anywhere Indian women 

need healing. The CSC could easily become an active partner in this endeavour and explore 

possibilities for taking on such programming in collaboration with women like us. 

10.2) Further Research on Healthy Reintegration 

Future research about healthy reintegration and criminalized Indian women is imperative 

because so little is geared specifically toward Indian women. As discussed in the literature 

review, much of the research on criminalized women in Canada does not focus specifically on 

Indian women who, for many of the reasons explored in this thesis, should merit a distinct 

research focus. The overall link between spirituality or ceremony and healing is equally under-

researched. Likewise, very little of the literature speaks to the recovery and healing journeys of 

Indian women once they are released from prison. 

It is clear to me that Indian women with lived experience could and should go back to 

speak in prisons in order to share their successes of living prison-free. This might have been 

done in the past, but it has not been done systematically and consistently. The CSC, for instance, 

could develop a plan in concert with successfully reintegrated Indian women to organize an 

ongoing array of presentations and speaking engagements. Indian women behind the walls 

desperately need such hope and could benefit tremendously from hearing about the lived 

experiences of more women like them.  
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The concept and role of tradition and ceremony was a topic of discussion during our 

Sharing Circles. Some of the women have taken part in a variety of ceremonial practices such as 

Sundances, feasts, fasting, sweats, and smudging and have found them to be a key part of their 

healing journey and reintegration into society. I believe that the potential for ceremony to play a 

role in the healthy reintegration of criminalized Indian women is an all-important avenue for 

further research. Such research could be done hand in hand with Elders, chiefs, councils, 

communities, allies of restorative justice approaches, and even those who are interested in 

abolishing prisons one day. While abolishing prisons is a long shot, I have learned that anything 

in life can be accomplished with hard work and dedication.  

10.3) Criminalized Indian Women No Longer  

I have just interviewed three of the strongest criminalized Indian women on the planet. They 

were simply amazing. Together we have also been able to remove the label and stigma that had 

followed us everywhere: we are no longer Criminalized Indian Women but are now on our own 

lifelong healing journeys. As I read each of their life stories, I was taken aback. Reading and 

reviewing their life stories made me cry because as I sat and read, I could honestly understand 

exactly where they were coming from and what they were talking about. Each of their healing 

journeys is amazing in its own special way, and each woman has buried her demons and found a 

Creator of her own understanding. Like me, they too would find their thunder. It is not easy 

letting people into your life when you have lost so much trust due to trauma, remorse, and 

addictions, but we came together as one. These three women opened their hearts, souls, and 

minds, and they let their spirits soar. This research has been an incredible learning experience for 

myself and for the three women who joined me in a powerful healing process. I will always and 

forever be grateful to my sistas for what they have shared with me. Mikwec! 
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Appendix A: Photos of Segregation Unit at the Prison for Women 
 

 

Segregation Unit Upper and Lower Tier of Dissociation Side 
(Source: Ontario Provincial Police) 

 

Upper Tier Dissociation Side 
(Source: Ontario Provincial Police) 
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Interior View of a Cell 
(Source: Ontario Provincial Police) 

 

 

Exterior View of a Cell 
(Source: Ontario Provincial Police) 
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Cell with Heavy Metal Tread Plate 
(Source: Ontario Provincial Police) 
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Appendix B: Sharing Circle Outline 
 

First of all, there is no right or wrong way to begin a Sharing Circle. There are no questions that 

are usually asked, and whoever is hosting the Circle will be the person to begin speaking. The 

Circle will be done in four rounds according to the concept of the Medicine Wheel and the four 

directions. The first round will be done starting with a Sweetgrass Smudge and prayer. After this 

we will continue on with introductions of each other. I will introduce my research and explain 

what, why, and how it will occur throughout each phase of the four directions. The second and 

third rounds will be more talking and building rapport with the women. Within all four rounds 

each of us will share our feelings of what is happening. We will talk open and honestly. It will be 

my role to let the women know that what is said in the Circle stays in the Circle, and that no one 

is to speak of anything outside the Circle. We will discuss respect, honesty, and dignity. We will 

discuss our time in prison/jail and what that means to us in the present. The fourth round will be 

the end round. Again there will be a Sweetgrass Smudge and prayer. In this round the women 

can talk about how they are feeling and can make their decision to be part of the research. 

Sharing Circles are a tool for healing once the individual has decided to change their ways. 

Sharing Circles can be held for a multitude of reasons from dealing with addictions, to alcohol, 

drugs, gambling, and even sexual abuse. Sharing Circles are a means to learn to let go of the past 

and move strong into the future. 
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Form 
 

I ____________________ give my consent to participate in a study led by Sharon L. Acoose. I 
understand that the study is being carried out by Ms. Acoose and is part of their PhD Dissertation 

at the University of SaskatchewanCollege of MedicineDept. of Community Health & 

Epidemiology. The title of the study is, They Stole My Thunder Warriors Who Were Behind 
the Walls: Experiential Storytelling with Criminalized Indian Women. 

  

 I understand that the purpose of the study is to gain a better understanding of my experiences of 
being in prison and how I have managed to stay out of prison. I would like to be able to explain 
the impact on my healing, and what staying prison-free means to me. Interviews will take place 

at the First Nations University of CanadaSaskatoon Campusor in the home of Sharon 
Acoose. 

 

 ___ I give my permission for the information I provide to be audio recorded. 

 ___ I do not give my permission for the information I provide to be audio recorded.  

 

 The information from the tape recording or researchers’ notes will be destroyed once the 
interview is transcribed (approximately two months from the time of the interview). All 
interviews will be stored separately from the signed, informed consent forms in a locked filing 
cabinet. All interviews done for this study will be destroyed in ten years time; that is, the files 
will be erased from all of Sharon Acoose’s computers and the written transcripts will be 
shredded.  

I understand that my interview will not be anonymous because other people will have access to 
Sharon Acoose’s research report. I also understand that when the final report is written and 
presented, my identity will be confidential because no names or other identifying information 
will be given. I also understand that the information I provide will be used in public written and 
oral presentations. 

I understand that there will be another person taking part in the transcribing of my interview. I 
feel confident that what I say will remain confidential. 

I also understand that following the interview, should I feel the need to talk with someone 
(debrief); I will have access to Elders. If I need further assistance I will contact a counsellor of 
my choice.  
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 ___ I give my permission for the researchers to access my personal interview and/or video in 
which I have been answering questions and recording my thoughts about my experiences about 
being in prison and how I have stayed prison-free.  

 ___ I do not give my permission for the researchers to access my personal interview in which I 
have been answering questions and recording my thoughts about my experiences about being in 
prison and how I have stayed prison-free. 

 

  As a participant in this project I have several rights: 

 My participation in this interview is entirely voluntary (I can freely choose to 
participate or not). 

 I am free to refuse to answer any questions at any time. 
 I am free to stop the interview at any time. 
 If I choose to stop my interview, I can decide at that time if the researcher may 

use any of the information I already provided. 
 

 I understand that I have the right to ask that any information I give be “off the 
record” at any time, which means it will not be repeated, discussed, or reported at 
any time. 

 I understand that I will receive a small gift for my participation. 
 I understand that I may request a copy of the plain language summary and report 

of this research.  
 I understand that I can contact the researchers or Research Ethics Chair at the 

University of Saskatchewan to have my questions addressed, or if I am in any 
way dissatisfied with the research. 

 No coercion or pressures of any kind can be used to gain my consent. 
 

Should I have any ethics concerns or complaints, I may contact The Research Ethics Office, 
University of Saskatchewan: 

Research Ethics Office 
University of Saskatchewan 
Room 302 Kirk Hall 
117 Science Place 
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan S7N 5C8 
Telephone: 306 966-2084  
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SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

 

I understand the information provided for the study They Stole My ThunderWarriors Who 
Were Behind the Walls: Experiential Storytelling with Criminalized Indian Women as described 
herein. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in the 
study. 

 

Signature of Participant ______________________Date _________________________ 

 

SIGNATURE OF THE INVESTIGATOR 

 

Signature of Researcher ______________________ Date _________________________ 
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Appendix D: Data Release Form for Medicine Wheels 
 

The researcher will carefully explain the criteria for the use of this form for the Medicine Wheels 
prior to the release of this form.  

 

 

Researcher:  

Sharon Leslie Acoose 

910-541-5th Ave North 

Saskatoon, SK 

S7K 5Z9 

1-306-651-4986 or 1-306-203-1081 

warriorwoman51@hotmail.com 

Information about the Study 

The researcher and three other Indian women are working together on this research project to 
explore what healthy reintegration means to the women. Further, they will explore together via 
making Medicine Wheels how they were able to stay prison-free and reintegrate successfully 
back into society. The Medicine Wheel is one of the oldest spiritual techniques used by Indian 
people on Turtle Island. The results of this study will hopefully help and assist those Indian 
women still in prison and/or who have been able to stay prison-free. This research can be utilized 
as a tool for recovery and positive living outside prison.  

Information About Dissemination 

The knowledge gained from this study will be disseminated in a Medicine Wheel and will be 
utilized as part of the dissertation. Results of the study will also be included in reports, 
conferences, meetings & public presentations, as well as hopefully inside women prisons. 

 

I,__________________________________, release the Medicine Wheel about me in the study 

called, They Stole My ThunderWarriors Who Were Behind the Walls: Experiential Storytelling 
with Criminalized Indian Women 
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I agree to the following release of the Medicine Wheels about me: 

 

______  Complete release for analysis, educational and/or academic purposes. 

 

______  Partial release to the researchers and research assistants on this project for the 
purposes of analysis and an interview with person who assisted me with my Medicine 
Wheel. 
 

I hereby authorize the release of the Medicine Wheel that I developed to be used in the manner indicated 
above. I have received a copy of this Data Release Form for my own records. 

 

If I have any questions or concerns I may contact the researchers at the phone numbers and e-mail 
addresses above. 

 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
Participant Name and Signature (or parent/guardian)    Date 
 
 
 
_________________________   _________________________ 
Researcher      Date 

  
 


