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play.”31 Quotes such as these, along with other, occurred repeatedly in the press, 

suggesting to readers, they too should support the Black Hawks and thus integration. 

 

Illustration 3: Black Hawks members, Jerry Ross, Johnny Yesno, Kelly Bull, and 

Ernest Wesley, are shown smiling while lacing their skates prior to a game.32 

3.3.3 The Civilized Indian 

Another common theme, closely linked to that of integration, was the social and 

cultural advancement of the Black Hawks. The press expressed how sport, especially 

hockey, provided opportunities for the team members to learn proper character traits 

befitting young men.33 For instance, the press made frequent references to their 

sportsmanship, which was described through their style of play, their overall effort, and 

their adherence to game rules.34 For example, The Gazette reported, “Ability and 

sportsmanship brought these Sioux Lookout Black Hawks to Ottawa.”35 Numerous 

newspapers also emphasized their “clean” playing style in passages like the following: 

“[The Black Hawks are] known at the head of the lakes for their clean, clever play”36 and 

“The Bantam Black Hawks are known as astute and clean players.”37 Other passages, 

such as, “Still [despite being four goals behind], they weren’t rough. In fact, they were 
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given no penalties, compared to five issued to the Toronto team”38 suggested the boys 

had learned how to follow orders and would not be disruptive, even if antagonized. For 

instance, one journalist commented on the lack of penalties the team received: “Not a 

single penalty in 3 years, and that’s as long as they’ve been at the game.”39 Another 

highlighted their restraint on the ice: “There was no scalping, roughhouse or angry words. 

Just clean play, goodwill all around.”40 The focus on their clean play, by acknowledging 

their lack of aggression, suggested that the Black Hawks had learned to tame their savage 

ways – no “scalping”41 – through playing hockey at residential school. The racialized 

depictions that were part of such commentary signalled just how far the boys had come 

under the watchful eye of their coach and instructors. The emphasis on the astute, skilful 

style of play of the Black Hawks demonstrates one of the ways the team possessed 

sportsmanship and thus was progressing. Such comments also suggested a love for the 

national pastime, implying a love for country. Nationalistic associations were easily spun 

from hockey imagery. 

Additionally, the team’s hard work was emphasized even during losses. For 

example, The Globe and Mail reported, “In the first period they were outclassed but 

never lost even part of their determination.”42 Other newspapers reported, “They [the 

Black Hawks] overhauled the All-Stars four times before bowing out”43 and described 

how the boys “put up a battle.”44 Lastly, the media repeatedly commented on the team’s 

adherence to the rules of hockey: “He [Walter Kakepetum of the Black Hawks] had to be 

led to the penalty box where he sat out a crestfallen two minutes.”45 Interestingly, the 

style of play of the non-Aboriginal players was never discussed, with the exception of 

one newspaper, where the journalist reported: “Commendably, Shopsy’s weren’t playing 
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it as rough as they, or any other local minor club can, normally an aggressive outfit, they 

played this one clean on the sportsmanlike instruction of coach Oscar Brooks and 

manager Jack Humphreys, even that they absorbed all six penalties.”46 The focus on the 

Black Hawks’ performance reflected the level of attention that the newspapers attributed 

to this all-Aboriginal team.  

Learning how to engage in proper civilized behaviour also meant learning proper, 

masculine social graces. The press focused on two interactions that were reprinted in 

various newspapers, so that the stories received wide circulation. In one interaction, 

Albert Carpenter, on behalf of the Black Hawks team, presented Lady Alexander with a 

bouquet of roses before the start of the game in Ottawa.47 The other interaction involved 

the Black Hawks presenting their opposition in Ottawa with lacrosse sticks.48 The gifting 

of the roses to Lady Alexander and the lacrosse sticks to their opposing team symbolized 

respect and friendship, although each gift created its own situated meaning. The gifting of 

the roses to Lady Alexander demonstrated that the boys understood proper gender 

relations in terms of how to treat a woman of wealth and taste. The gifting of the lacrosse 

sticks was significant for two reasons. Firstly, the newspapers did not report that the 

“white” boys gave anything to the Black Hawks. Secondly, the boys did not play lacrosse 

at Pelican Lake IRS (or at most residential schools). Yet, this fact did not matter, as 

lacrosse would have been widely understood by the public as a traditional Aboriginal 

activity that all Indigenous groups would have played at one time or another. 

The numerous social events that the boys attended also demonstrated to the public 

that the boys had learned basic social skills in terms of how to dress, behave, and 

conducted themselves in front of others. In fact, their physical appearance, especially the 
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way they dressed, was a key theme in the press. One report, for instance, noted how the 

Black Hawks were dressed in “colorful [sic] windbreakers.”49 Other reports made similar 

mention of their team uniforms,50 indicating their likeness to non-Aboriginal teams. 

Reports on their clean, colourful windbreakers, as well as their new hockey uniforms, 

suggested that the Black Hawks were just like the white boys who played hockey, 

evoking images of similarity rather than difference. 

Newspapers also referred to the way the boys conducted themselves in public. 

One report noted how the boys were happy51 and all “smiles” and that this was 

particularly gratifying because they were “Indian smiles.”52 It is not clear what the author 

meant by “Indian smiles”, although readers likely assumed the boys were happy and 

content in their lives at school, where they got to play hockey and go on lavish, 

educational trips to big cities. The edifying narrative was overt in other instances. For 

instance, The Fort William Daily Times Journal reported, “Despite last night’s loss, [Art] 

Schade [manager of the all-Indian team] was happy about the trip. ‘It had been a 

wonderful education for the 10 Ojibways and two Crees from Northern Ontario,’ he 

said.”53 In addition, the same newspaper reported Assistant Coach Bruce McCulley 

saying: “These three days in Ottawa will be worth three years’ schooling for the boys.”54 

Another newspaper quoted the team coach who reported said that the trip was “better and 

meant more to the kids than five years at school.”55 These quotes reveal how this hockey 

tour itself was viewed with high regards as being an irreplaceable experience for the boys 

because it provided them with interactive learning opportunities that showed them what 

Canadian culture was and it exposed them to real-life situations that allowed them to 

interact with non-Aboriginal leaders and youth. These were all lessons that could not be 
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learned at school, but were thought to be important for the Aboriginal students to 

undergo. 

3.3.4 Textual Silences 

The voices of the Aboriginal players were consistently absent in all the 

newspapers that reported on the hockey tour. In fact, newspapers often spoke on behalf of 

the Sioux Lookout Black Hawks and made assumptions about their experiences during 

the tour. These textual silences in the newspapers are just as telling as what was included. 

Comments such as “The eager band also looked forward to an inspection of 

the tomahawks, arrow heads and other relics in the Indian exhibits at the National 

Museum,”56 or “Their three-day program is packed with receptions, visits to public 

buildings, luncheons, and sightseeing tours. Who wouldn’t be a good boy for all that?”57 

were frequent in the press. In all of the articles used for this study, there is only one 

example of an attempt to interview the Black Hawks team. The example comes from the 

Fort Williams Daily Times Journal and is not even a quote from one of the students: 

“With so much to do it isn’t any wonder they were kind of uncommunicative when 

reporters quizzed them about their adventure.”58 The silence is thus reproduced with the 

boys apparently being resistant – “uncommunicative” – to being interviewed. 
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Chapter 4  

4 Analysis of Interviews Conducted with Former Sioux 
Lookout Black Hawks Hockey Players 

 

4.1 Introduction 
This chapter analyzes the lived sporting experiences of former residential school 

students. I specifically focus on the perspectives of two former Black Hawks hockey 

players from Pelican Lake IRS.  

As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, the exclusion of the voices of residential school 

survivors from media reporting and official school documents from the time leaves us 

with an incomplete understanding of those lived experiences and how those experiences 

affected them later in life. The TRC began an important dialogue on the significant role 

of sports within the residential school system. However, thorough examinations of the 

individual sporting experiences of former Aboriginal athletes are still needed.   

As such, I aim to contribute to this gap in the dialogue on sports by conducting a 

two-part semi-structured interview with two former hockey players from Pelican Lake 

IRS.  

4.2 Two-Part Interviews 

4.2.1 Session 1: Photo Elicitation 

Photo elicitation is a common method of data collection in Aboriginal research 

because it places Aboriginal perspectives at the center of attention and thus prioritizes 

their experiences and concerns.1 Usually, with photo elicitation, participants are tasked 

with taking their own photos for a project. In my case, however, historically significant 
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photos (n=26) of the Black Hawks hockey team were pulled from different sources and 

given to the participants. Researchers have found this technique useful to help sharpen 

the recollection and memory elicitation process.2 As shown in Annette Kuhn’s 

autobiographical study “Family secrets,” photos can trigger a “memory response” and 

unlock a series of memory stories.3 This memory response is an emotional reaction to the 

image, which arouses flashbacks and feelings that might not have come to the surface 

with other interview techniques. 

Photos are also useful for interviews because people react differently to the two 

symbolic representational formats (words and images), which can spur on a conversation, 

allowing the subject to make all sorts of associations between the past and the present 

that might not otherwise have happened with conversation alone. According to Douglas 

Harper, “images evoke deeper elements of human consciousness than do words; 

exchanges based on words alone utilize less of the brain’s capacity than do exchanges in 

which the brain is processing images as well as words.”4 In other words, photos can help 

elicit a more personal experience. 

Photo elicitation is also effective in de-centering the authority of the researcher, 

thus shifting the power within the research process away from the researcher and towards 

the participants. This helps to empower research participants to share their experiences 

and create a storyline that is framed around their values, meanings, and memories. 

Specifically, photos help initiate the interviewee’s active participation and engagement in 

the dialogue and provide them with the power to guide the interview in the direction they 

find most suitable.5 
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Photos were labeled with numbered to help keep the discussion organized. Each 

photo was discussed one at a time, in whatever order preferred by the participant. As 

such, the participants were free to lead the conversation, in the manner they deemed 

important, however, a general script was used to initiate the discussion. These discussions 

were used to inform the second component of the interview process. 

4.2.2 Session 2: Semi-Structured Oral Interview 

The individual, semi-structured oral interviews were used to complement the data 

collected from the photo elicitation session. The oral interviews were important to this 

research because they enabled me to collect the type of data that allowed for a detailed, 

systematic analysis of individual experiences at school.6 These interviews are integral 

because they helped provide a direct understanding of the lived experiences of the Black 

Hawks.  

In the photo elicitation and semi-structured oral interview sessions, participants 

were asked questions from a prepared interview guide that invited them to reflect on their 

sporting experiences at school and to assess their experiences from multiple points of 

view so as to better understand how their sporting experiences shaped their life 

experiences after they left school. The participants were encouraged to elaborate on 

topics they brought up and discuss their experiences uninterrupted by me. Thus, the 

overall process was interactive with the researcher and participant engaged in a “fluid” 

dialogue, with the participant's point of view leading the direction of the conversation. 
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4.3 Interview Participants 

This section provides general background information on the two participants, 

Kelly Bully and Chris Cromarty. While they both went to Pelican Lake IRS and played 

on the Black Hawks hockey team in the late 1940s and early 1950s, they each had 

distinct, and sometimes quite divergent views on their experiences at school and on 

playing sports. Both Kelly and Chris recalled being exposed to the game of hockey at 

Pelican Lake IRS. Chris, in particular, remembered spending most Saturday evenings 

with the rest of the boys listening to live national hockey game broadcasts on the radio. 

He explained that his deep affinity for hockey began with these live broadcasts and only 

intensified through the years, as he came to understand the game, and then played it. 

Chris explained:  

That was the first time I heard a hockey game. The interest really picked up after that 

– it spread like fire. We would look for anything about hockey in the papers, or 

anywhere. It was really interesting to all of us. We'd pass it around and that's how we 

developed our enthusiasm for hockey. Then, every Saturday night after that, it was the 

same thing – we'd all gather around the radio and listen to the hockey games. 

Kelly also described his experience listening to live hockey broadcasts and 

explained how it was the catalyst for his interest in hockey, as well as for the rest of the 

boys at school. As with Chris, Kelly said that one of his highlights at Pelican Lake IRS 

was when he and his friends would gather around the radio to listen to live broadcasts of 

Foster Hewitt’s Hockey Night in Canada. That is how many of the students, like Kelly, 

learned about hockey and became familiar with its stars, such as Rocket Richard, Ted 

Kennedy, and Howie Meeker.  
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What follows is a brief biography of Kelly Bull and Chris Cromarty. The 

biographies are meant as further background information and contextualization for their 

stories. The analysis follow immediately afterwards.  

4.3.1 Kelly Bull 

 

Illustration 4: Kelly Bull.7 

Kelly Bull (Illustration 4) is a member of the Lac Seul First Nation, whose reserve 

is located about 56 kilometers northeast of Dryden, Ontario. He was admitted to Pelican 

Lake IRS in 1944. He was six years old. He remembers the long canoe journey he went 

on with his parents to get from Lac Seul to the school. Like most Indian residential 

schools at the time, Pelican Lake IRS imposed a highly regimented environment, 

comprised of chores, work, academics, and religious instruction in grades one through 

eight.8 Students were then typically transferred elsewhere for high school. After 

completing grade eight at Pelican Lake IRS, Kelly was transferred to Sault Ste. Marie 

Technical and Commercial High School where he completed grades 9 to 12 and then 

graduated. Like many other Aboriginal students at this time, Kelly lived as a resident at 
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Shingwauk Indian Residential School (IRS) while attending Sault Ste. Marie Technical 

and Commercial High School and had to take a long bus ride every morning to get to the 

school in town and then another bus to get back to Shingwauk IRS at the end of the day. 

This is because the residential school system was in the process of being phased out in 

the late 1940s, with the result that Aboriginal students were now being redirected to the 

public school system.9 Residential schools that were in strategic locations were quickly 

repurposed. Shingwauk, which had historically been an Indian residential school, was one 

of those schools; it was turned into a boarding institution for Aboriginal students whose 

home communities were too far away to allow for daily travel from home to school.10 

The daily commute had negative implications on the youth because it meant they could 

not stay at school to participate in extra curricular activities like intramural sports teams 

and library visits. Therefore, integration into the public school system was only in name, 

since Aboriginal students who were in boarding situations were often isolated from the 

types of activities that would have provided them with opportunities to build rapport with 

their fellow students and teachers. Kelly and Chris each recalled having to catch the bus 

back to Shingwauk IRS to eat supper every day, which was only offered at a set time, and 

this meant that they could not be involved in anything fun at the school. Shingwauk IRS 

was eventually closed in 1970 and was renamed to Shingwauk Hall, which is now an 

integral part of the Algoma University campus.11  

In the highly monitored and rigid environment at Pelican Lake IRS, students 

enjoyed the time they were able to spend outdoors in the sun and fresh air. Kelly recalled 

taking every opportunity to be active and play sports with his schoolmates, even prior to 

the creation of the Black Hawks hockey team at Pelican Lake IRS. He described having 
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to improvise when playing sports, especially since they did not have sports equipment at 

school: “There's street hockey today right? Well we had something similar. We used to 

make little goals out of potato sacks. We would also cut a piece of wood, that size 

(gestures), we would make sure it was nicely rounded like a puck, and we would tape it 

to make it stronger.” The students naturally gravitated towards spending time outdoors 

and playing sports, even when the school did not provide equipment or opportunities for 

them to participate in organized sports. As such, the level of interest and excitement 

among the students was high when school administrators finally created the Black Hawks 

hockey team at Pelican Lake IRS and even more so when they were provided with 

equipment and uniforms.  

Kelly, who describes himself as a natural athlete, was one of the students selected 

to play on the original Sioux Lookout Black Hawks hockey team in the late 1940s and 

early 1950s.  He remembered travelling to nearby cities to play games: “You got to go to 

other places and that was a big thing - to just be able to get away from that residential 

school and go to Thunder Bay for instance. You know, we went to tournaments there and 

at Port Francis, Kenora, Macintosh, and Cecilia Jeffrey.” He also described other perks of 

being on the team, such as having nice team jackets and being able to visit places that 

most residential school students never had access to, such as museums and galleries (as 

on their hockey tour to Ottawa and Toronto).  

Kelly’s interest and involvement in hockey and other sports continued when he 

moved to Sault Ste. Marie. While studying at Sault Ste. Marie Technical and Commercial 

High School, Kelly played on the city midget hockey team. However, he talked about his 

hockey experience as a form of culture shock mixed with uncertainty. The following 
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exchange captures his experience of wanting to be involved in hockey, then “backing off” 

because he felt unwelcome and awkward on the team: 

Kelly: I went to high school there [the city of Sault Ste. Marie] and that’s when I was 

really introduced into integration in sports with white players. I got to play on the city 

hockey teams with them [white players]. And there was another guy, John Yesno. We 

[being the only Aboriginal players] were on a midget team in the Sault and the rest 

were all white kids, so we were different.  

Fatima: Was it a different experience for you, with sports?  

Kelly: Yeah. We withdrew I guess – backed off a little bit.  

Fatima: Why was that? 

Kelly: Well, I don’t know. We felt comfortable with our own kind I guess and it was 

white kids there and we were different. Like they would walk around in the shower 

stalls after a game with nothing on, and we weren’t like that. We were shy. Things like 

that. 

Racism was a big problem for Kelly during his high school years in in Sault Ste. 

Marie. He vividly remembered getting into fights with players who often “trash-talked” 

and called him derogatory names, and fouled him out during games. Kelly nevertheless 

continued to play hockey despite these challenges. While in high school, Kelly also 

developed a strong interest in basketball. His love for sports continued long after his 

schooling days were over. In addition to hockey and basketball, he played baseball and 

competed in track and field as a young man, and later on, played golf. Furthermore, his 
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involvement in sports was not restricted to being an athlete. He also coached, and he was 

a leading advocate for Aboriginal sports and recreation in Ontario and Canada, spending 

many years developing the Aboriginal sport system that now exists because of his and his 

colleagues’ efforts.12 Talking about his sporting experiences brought up feelings of pride 

and nostalgia for Kelly, which drastically contrasts with the feelings that were evoked 

from talking about his schooling experiences. Kelly currently lives with his wife in 

Timmins, Ontario.  

4.3.2 Chris Cromarty 

 

Illustration 5: Chris Cromarty, second player from the left on the front row, with 

teammates at a hockey tournament in Thunder Bay in 1951. This team photo, and 

this particular trip represent Chris’ favourite memory of being on the team.13 

Chris Cromarty (Illustration 5) is a member of the Big Trout First Nation, located 

about 600 kilometers north of Thunder Bay, Ontario. In the winter of 1944, Chris’ father, 

along with other First Nations men who were not placed in the armed forces, was 

recruited to work in the mines to replace the men who were away serving in the war. As a 

result, Chris and his family moved off the reserve to a mining town called Pickle Crow, 
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north of Pickle Lake, Ontario (Pickle Lake is about 540 kilometers north of Thunder 

Bay). Pickle Crow is thus a remote area. Chris explained that he was able to learn a small 

amount of rudimentary English as a result of his family’s move to Pickle Crow. In 1945, 

when he was eight years old, Chris was admitted to Pelican Lake IRS. He remained there 

until 1952, when, like Kelly Bull, he moved to Sault Ste. Marie to attend the Technical 

and Commercial High School there. He graduated in 1956. Chris also resided at 

Shingwauk IRS during this time and commuted daily between the public high school in 

town and Shingwauk.  

During his time at Pelican Lake IRS, Chris participated in various sports, though 

he had a clear affinity for hockey. It was his favourite sport of all. Unlike Kelly, however, 

Chris recalled playing sports before hockey was formally introduced to students at 

Pelican Lake IRS. Indeed, the ice rink and hockey figured prominently in his memory. 

For instance, he remembered enjoying other sports before the ice rink was built and 

certainly before the Black Hawks hockey team was established. Soon after hockey was 

introduced, however, it became an integral part of student life and school culture at 

Pelican Lake IRS, especially for the boys (since the girls did not play). It is no surprise 

then that both Chris and Kelly became more interested in the game. They and the other 

boys at school spent most of their Saturday evenings listening to Hockey Night in Canada 

on the radio, playing the game whenever they could, and dreaming about playing 

whenever their mind was allowed to wander. 

Chris did not officially play on the Sioux Lookout Black Hawks hockey team 

until his last two years at Pelican Lake IRS: 1951 and 1952. Even though he was part of 

the team in 1951 – the year of the government-sponsored hockey tour to Toronto and 
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Ottawa – Chris was not included in the lavish excursion. Even after all these years, Chris 

still remembers being excluded from the experience. He explained that it likely had to do 

with wanting to win against the big city teams: 

No, I didn’t make it on the tour. In the case of Ottawa for instance, I didn’t go and 

somebody else didn’t go either. The team picked up two players from Cecilia Jeffrey 

School instead. They were picked up to bolster the team on their long journey to 

Ottawa and Toronto, and so this left a couple of us guys off the team, including 

myself. 

Being left off the team would leave a lasting impression on Chris, as would be expected 

given the importance of hockey to the students and to the school.  

During his time at Sault Ste. Marie Technical and Commercial High School, 

Chris’ involvement in hockey decreased because of various limiting factors such as his 

daily commute after school and there being no opportunities at Shingwauk IRS to play. 

He occasionally played scrimmage hockey on a pickup team in the city. Instead, 

basketball came to occupy an important part of his life in Sault Ste. Marie. After school, 

he worked with the Federal Government processing employment insurance claims, then 

with the provincial government at the Indian development branch as a welfare officer, 

then as a community development officer, probation officer, and child welfare worker for 

the province of Ontario. He was also a teacher for a short time. He describes himself as a 

“Jack of all trades, master of none.” Chris was also involved with the North American 

Indian Club and was later a board member of an Indian Friendship Centre. All of this is 

to say, Chris’ graduation from Sault Ste. Marie Technical and Commercial High School 

marked the end of his involvement with organized sports.  
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Chris retired to Wunnumin Lake, Ontario, where he lives with his wife and two 

foster children. Despite being retired, Chris continues to be an active community member 

by volunteering on the Economic Development Board, where he attends monthly 

meetings to discuss and resolve various issues pertaining to local businesses such as 

restaurants and hotels. 

4.4 Findings 

4.4.1 Importance of Sports and Winning 

Hockey was important to Chris, like it was to many former residential school 

students, especially the boys. It was an opportunity for them to develop their skills and 

excel at something that they enjoyed participating in. Like most sporting experiences, 

playing hockey meant some games would be won and others would be lost. However, 

during the interview with Chris, it became clear that losing was something that he took 

very personally. For Chris, losing meant something much deeper than merely losing a 

game. In fact, in his description of losing, specifically at hockey, he expressed that he 

“never learned to lose graciously” and “didn’t take kindly to [losing].” He also explained 

how he “used to get depressed when [they] lost” and “that [losing] used to drag [him] 

down.” 

His strong reaction to losing in hockey led me to wonder why it elicited so much 

emotion from him. However, after placing Chris’ emotional description of losing within 

the racialized context of the era, and the fact that the Black Hawks played other 

residential schools, as well as non-Aboriginal schools and leagues, and after learning 

about the important role it played in his life, it was easier to understand Chris’ antipathy 

towards losing. Playing hockey was a rare opportunity for him, and other Aboriginal 
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students, to be good at something, especially in an environment where the students were 

constantly being brought down. As such, the experience of losing a hockey game, 

especially to non-Aboriginal teams, took away that opportunity to excel at something, 

thus limiting the types of activities that could be used to build pride and self-esteem.  

Kelly also described hockey as being significant to his memory of residential 

school.  Similar to Chris, Kelly was competitive and skilled at hockey and did not take 

kindly to losing.  In Kelly’s case, he became very good at the game and got used to 

winning all the time, so it was hard for him to accept the occasions when his team lost. 

Kelly explained that self-improvement and skill building was important to him, 

particularly when it came to hockey, so he took it upon himself to work on his skills 

whenever he was given the opportunity. In addition, school administrators had high 

expectations for the students to excel in sports and expected them to always give their 

best during practices, during games, and in school. For example, Kelly explained that just 

before every game, the coaches instructed the Black Hawks give more than their best: “I 

want 110% from you tonight” is what they would say. The coaches instructed them to 

“play [their] hearts out, to not give up and to keep trying.” Kelly took these lessons to 

mean more than just trying hard in sports. He explained, “They [the school staff] were 

looking at us to be an example for the other kids [not on the team]. We were aware of our 

responsibility to set an example in school.” The combination of Kelly’s love for the 

game, the level of dedication he had for honing his skills, as well as the pressure the 

school placed on students to excel and win games made it difficult for him to accept 

defeats. 
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Moreover, students like Chris and Kelly described hockey as the only opportunity 

they had to break free of their life and to make something of themselves. It was the only 

chance they had, coming from the highly oppressive residential school environment, to 

work towards something that everyone appreciated and to reap the reward of their hard 

work. The students knew that if they worked hard, they might be selected to play on the 

Black Hawks team that travelled to Ottawa and Toronto. As a result, the potential 

benefits of being on a sports team became the driving force for the male students to 

practice their skills every chance they could get. It also led them to behave better in 

school since behaviour was a prerequisite to make it on the team as well. 

Furthermore, hard work on the ice was believed to translate to productivity off the 

ice. Kelly explained how he related the two versions of work: “We got to a point where 

some of us realized that hard work can be beneficial, especially when it came to playing 

hockey; you get stronger when you work hard…. there was a personal satisfaction, at 

least with me, to be better.” For Kelly, the two types of hard work were related, with one 

feeding into the other. It also meant that sport was no longer just about fun; it was a form 

of work that some students, like Kelly, willingly undertook themselves because it was 

fulfilling. It was inherently meaningful, as better skills on the ice were believed to 

translate to better workers (and a better life) off the ice.  

Most students were not properly educated in the residential schools and, as a 

result, struggled with learning. Formal education was thus a negative experience for 

many students. The classroom was an emotionally and psychologically agonizing space. 

In contrast, the space of sport, set as it was in the context of residential schools, provided 

an opposite set of experiences. Athletes, especially winning athletes, were frequently 
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rewarded and recognized for their efforts and achievements. Similar to Kelly, Chris 

talked about what he learned through his sports participation at residential school and 

especially with the Black Hawks. He honed in on the value of teamwork. “You could get 

things done if you worked together and worked hard,” he said. He went on to explain that 

this was important because the students did not learn about teamwork or even hard work 

in the classroom. Rather, they learned these lessons through hockey. To Chris and Kelly, 

personal and professional development never took place in the classroom, but they did in 

hockey, and this is one of the reasons why hockey became so important to them, as it 

surely did for many other male students. 

4.4.2 Sports was Not About Health and Well-Being 

It became clear that students were not participating in sports for health reasons. 

Students, like Chris and Kelly, were not taught to think about sports from the point of 

view of physical (or even emotional or psychological) well-being. Kelly explained that 

students were never educated about the potential health benefits of exercise: “That kind 

of knowledge was never talked about back in the day. Well, maybe they [the school 

administration] knew those things in their heads, but it certainly wasn’t made clear to us 

that those were the benefits of keeping in shape.” When sporting opportunities were 

provided at Pelican Lake IRS, it was not for the long-term benefits and wellbeing of the 

students. Instead, the students were taught to think about sports from a point of view of 

excellence and performance.  

It was clear that the coaches at Pelican Lake IRS set high expectations for the 

students to excel at hockey. However, it seemed that this was not done to benefit the 

students. Consider Chris’ exclusion from the hockey tour to Ottawa and Toronto in 1951. 
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He had to stay behind at school, despite the fact that he was a member of the Black 

Hawks hockey team, because (according to Chris) the school administrators wanted to 

bolster the team by having only the best players present on the trip. The purpose was to 

have the team demonstrate the good work that was being done as the school, and 

therefore the best athletes were wanted. This objective had nothing to do with providing 

positive sporting experiences for the students. Otherwise, Chris would have been on the 

team that travelled to Southern Ontario. 

Both Chris and Kelly explained that although there was much athletic talent found 

in the students in Pelican Lake IRS, they felt the school administrators did not address 

sports and recreation as seriously as they should have to encourage the students to 

continue playing and improving their skills later in life. This was especially evident in 

Chris and Kelly’s sporting experiences after their time at Pelican Lake IRS. It seemed 

that the coaches and school administrators wanted the students to excel at sports for a 

short duration of time, after which they were not encouraged to pursue sports.  This point 

is more clearly explained through Kelly’s experience with sports at Sault Ste. Marie 

Commercial and Technical High School.  Despite Kelly’s athletic competence, the high 

school administrations did not place the same level of interest and investment in 

providing sporting opportunities for him and other Aboriginal students. In fact, school 

leaders usually discouraged Kelly from pursuing anything beyond recreational level 

sports. In one case, school administrators prohibited him from trying out for a local elite 

basketball team: 

That year, my last year, there was a senior basketball team in Sault Ste. Marie called 

the 49th Gunners. They were senior caliber and that’s where they used to get basketball 
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players to play for team Canada in the Olympics – that was one of the teams they 

would look at. Don Lilly [another student] and I got invited to go and try out [for this 

team]. But this is where my career in sports really went down. They asked the 

principal if I would be permitted to play for the team, but he said, “No, he’s here to be 

educated.” So we had to turn that opportunity down. And the same went for the junior 

hockey team, which we got invited to try out for as well. 

In Kelly’s estimation, the principal’s decision was an example of racism, but which was 

also rooted in the challenges that students coming from residential schools faced. Kelly 

explained:  

[There was] a steadfast rule for all students – to educate these people [the Aboriginal 

youth] and not to let them go [play sports]. It’s too bad; I don’t know why we couldn’t 

have done both [academics and athletics]. What makes me mad today is that they 

[residential schools] really didn’t prepare us for academics either. I mean you only 

went to school for half a day. The kind of teaching we were getting wasn’t conducive 

to preparing us for higher learning. They were more interested in us learning life skills 

– to know how to build a table or house and stuff like that, but maybe I wanted to be a 

lawyer perhaps. 

Thus, the racism operated at two levels. The residential schools generally did not 

adequately prepare Aboriginal students for anything beyond menial labour. If they 

continued on to high school, administrators there believed Aboriginal students needed as 

much structure and discipline as possible to keep them focused on their education, where 

they needed a lot of help because they were not as intelligent as white students. 
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But even at the recreational level, the high school did not place much effort on 

facilitating sporting opportunities for the Aboriginal students. For example, Kelly, along 

with his Aboriginal schoolmates, enjoyed and excelled at basketball. However, 

Shingwauk IRS, the residence where they spent most of their time after school, did not 

have a space for the Aboriginal students to play.  It was left up to the students to create 

sporting spaces and to find equipment, which they did, after getting the permission from 

the principal at Shingwauk IRS. They used an old abandoned barn to play basketball. The 

boys spent three weekends cleaning the interior, fixing the floors, and hanging two 

baskets for nets.  

Despite the decision to keep Aboriginal students in school and away from sports, 

many students, like Kelly and Chris, still received a less than adequate education at high 

school. Students were ill prepared for anything but blue-collar work. Or, if they were 

skilled enough at sports and got a lucky break, they did not receive the type of business 

training that would allow them to remain in professional sports or to even continue their 

studies. The students were led to believe that schooling was where they should be 

focusing their energy, even when the education they were receiving was deficient. In fact, 

after graduating from Sault Ste. Marie Technical and Commercial high school, Chris 

went on to Ryerson Polytechnic for post secondary studies in industrial chemistry, but 

explained that he lasted only three months before having to drop out. “I didn’t make it; I 

couldn’t get used to doing research, I didn’t even know how to do research. When we 

were in high school, we never had a chance to visit a library.” 
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4.4.3 Comraderie 

Chris and Kelly both talked about the sense of comraderie that hockey created 

among the boys at Pelican Lake IRS. As a result, they see sport, especially hockey, as a 

tool that can be leveraged to bring people together. Both talked about how nearly every 

boy at Pelican Lake IRS strived to make it on the Black Hawks hockey team, but only a 

small handful were chosen. It was thus a highly competitive and selective process that 

winnowed the youthful talent down to an exclusive team. In spite of this exclusivity, 

Kelly and Chris believed the team had a certain sense of harmony with the rest of the 

boys at the school. Chris explained: 

Enthusiasm among the boys was so intense. Everybody wanted to play hockey. Even 

if you were on the team, you went and played with the guys that weren't on the team in 

scrimmage hockey…. We didn't look down on anybody who didn't make the team and 

the guys never hung around like a team either; they were still students in the school… 

We played with them [the students who did not make the team], but we didn't 

discourage them.  

Hockey’s harmonizing effect was a key point for Chris. He explains that the 

competitive nature of the team was never established at the expense of other students. For 

Chris, this demonstrated that sports could play a role in bringing people closer together: 

Chris: Everybody wanted to be good at it [hockey]. But we couldn’t all belong to the 

team because there were 75 of us there [at school]. 

Fatima: So did it encourage the other kids that were not on the team to practice hard so 

they would make it on the team the next year? 
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Chris: Oh yes. But they weren't out to bump somebody off the team. They did it to 

learn the skills constantly, especially the skating. 

Of course, Chris and Kelly were members of a highly coveted team. It might well 

be that boys who did not make the team would see things quite differently than Chris and 

Kelly. 

Kelly even went further than Chris in stating his belief that although this hockey 

experience brought all of the boys at school closer together, it seemed to have created 

even more special bonds among team members: 

Up to that point [the introduction of the Black Hawks hockey team at Pelican Lake 

IRS], because of unknown factors, we were sort of alone and we stayed to ourselves. 

But once we started playing on the team, we had teammates. I can always lean on or 

talk to one of my teammates about things. Things like if anyone was bullying me. 

Without knowing perhaps that we were doing it, we built a bond.  

Chris and Kelly kept in touch with most of the team members after their time in 

residential school. These bonds, forged during their formative years, clearly have had a 

lasting impact on both survivors. 

Interestingly, some Aboriginal youth showed a form of resistance in school 

despite their participation in sports, revealing that sports did not always lead to 

assimilation as was intended by their schooling. Kelly describes his experience further in 

the following passage:  
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One of the things we kept quiet about [at school] is our hunting instinct. We still had 

our skills to hunt and so on Saturdays we would do that, we used to make 

slingshots…on the Saturdays that the supervisor would tell us that we had two free 

hours, we would go hunting for partridges. We would shoot them, build a fire, cook, 

and eat them. Even if we caught fish, we would eat them in the bush. 

4.4.4 Different Understanding of Sport Later in Life 

 Kelly developed an understanding of the health benefits of sports and recreation 

over time and found it important to continue being involved with sports after his time in 

school. To Kelly, sports are critical components of a strong healthy community and are 

important for individual and community development. He also recognizes the health 

benefits resulting from participating in sports and recreation. To Kelly, sports are a vital 

part of the overall wellbeing of a people:  

In order for us to build healthy communities, strong leadership, strong people, healthy 

people, we need to do sports and we need recreation. We have to have people go to the 

gym and work out if they're stressed out after coming home from work. And 

nourishment – we've never talked about that before. Our kids are so accustomed to 

eating pop and chips, and I spoke up and said that we have to get away from that. 

Where do you think diabetes and high blood pressure came from? 

His advocacy work within Aboriginal communities further demonstrates his 

strong belief in the importance of sports and recreation. However, Kelly explained that a 

lot of work still needs to be done: “Nowadays, when I address recreation and its merits, 

like how it gives you a better life, I realize that this is an unfamiliar conversation for 
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many people.” He links the root of this problem back to his residential school experience 

and the lack of understanding about the important role that sports and recreation can play 

in improving one’s health and wellbeing, and how Aboriginal students generally are still 

not encouraged to take part in sports and recreation.  

Interestingly, and despite the high level of importance Chris attached to hockey 

during his time in residential school, he did not seem to place the same level of 

importance on it later in life. To illustrate this, when asked about his level of involvement 

in sports after his time in residential school, Chris explained that he was not involved in 

sports at any level, not even as recreation. He expressed that when it came to sports, he 

“wasn’t geared towards it, it wasn’t [his] thing anymore” and that he “moved on to do 

more mature things with his life.” 
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Chapter 5  

5 Discussion 
 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter analyzes the data that was presented in Chapters 3 and 4.  

5.2 Discussion 

As outlined in Chapter 2, sports were introduced to the residential schools to help 

instill discipline and obedience among the students. However, in this study, I attempt to 

analyze this idea further. My interviews with Chris and Kelly suggest that residential 

school hockey, and sports generally at these institutions, are best understood as a form of 

what Andrew Woolford called “regulated desire.”1 

Regulated desire refers to the self-monitoring practices that incorporate elements 

of “fun” to keep people engaged and invested in their own transformation. Organized 

sport fits that description. The training regimes, the record books, and the monitoring of 

diet and sleep patterns are just some of the ways that people are pulled into monitoring 

their own behaviour, and these practices are linked to ideas about broader society, such as 

notions about progress and development. Thus, regulated desire was an important aspect 

of the residential school system since the underlying tenet of these institutions (all 

schools really) was that the students were supposed to learn how to assimilate into 

Canadian society and then keep up their acculturation process after they left school. It is 

also an important concept for understanding residential school sports because many of the 

students remember these activities as being “fun”, which suggests that they were positive 

and unproblematic elements of their schooling experience. This thesis complicates that 



 

 
93 

simplistic framing. While Chris and Kelly enjoyed their sporting experiences at school, 

and sports provided positive memories for them, we must still recognize that any 

understanding of residential school sports cannot be divorced from the system in which 

they were embedded – a system that aimed for assimilation. 

The Sioux Lookout Black Hawks’ 1951 hockey tour was a highly unusual event. 

Indian Affairs rarely supported anything that required more money beyond its already 

meager investments. However, 1951 was different. The Black Hawks came along at the 

same time as the 1951 changes to the Indian Act were legislated, creating a perfect 

opportunity to promote the updated Act. An important element of the Act was the winding 

down of the residential school system and the off-loading of residential school students 

into the public school system. The 1951 tour was thus a political project aimed at 

promoting Aboriginal assimilation into mainstream society to non-Aboriginal people. 

The images of young Aboriginal boys having fun while playing hockey – the 

quintessential Canadian sport – would convey messages about their ability to fit in better 

than any interview with a government official talking about policy goals ever could. 

The media helped to heighten the uniqueness of the event. Apart from the number 

of articles written about the tour, the way in which the stories were told was important 

since they indicated the meaningfulness of the broader goals that lay at the heart the tour. 

At one level, they were stories about boys playing hockey. But at another, deeper level, 

they were stories about how sport and physical education were being used as tools to aid 

in the program of assimilation. Both were messages that the broader public would have 

understood and appreciated. Thus, the way in which the media reported on the tour 

created an unproblematic framework for understanding what was going on. This was 
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more than just a bantam aged team playing hockey: this was how Aboriginal youth could 

be assimilated into Canadian culture – through sports, and hockey specifically – 

providing another reason for Canadians to be proud of their game. Never was there any 

mention in the press of what was being taken away from the young players: their 

language, culture, and family. Nor, of course was there any discussion about the mental, 

emotional, or physical abuse they endured (these stories would come much, much later, 

in the 1990s). The media instead suggested that the Black Hawks were being given 

something more than what they had – a better way of life, celebrated through hockey. All 

of the newspapers covering the hockey tour represented the Black Hawks as a unique and 

especially positive showcase of Aboriginal achievement stemming from the residential 

school system, where there were few stories of positive achievements to be found. Thus, 

the media played a key role in suggesting that residential school sports, and especially 

hockey, was the best way to teach Aboriginal students the values and skills they needed 

to become successful members of society. Even more to the point, hockey was framed as 

a critical component supporting efforts to assimilate Aboriginal youth into broader 

Canadian culture. 

The media representations also reinforced assumptions about white cultural 

superiority and, therefore, Aboriginal cultural inferiority, which lay at the heart of the 

residential school system. The media repeatedly suggested, through the story of the Black 

Hawks, that the residential schools were doing a good job of assimilating the youth and 

that the youth were eagerly absorbing the lessons they were learning at school and 

whenever they were away on school trips (the media also never mentioned how often 

they went on such tours). However, these conclusions were always made on behalf of the 



 

 
95 

youth. Not once did the media present the story from the Black Hawks’ – the students’ – 

point of view. What they thought, felt, and understood to be happening was missing from 

all media accounts. Instead, journalists sought the input and opinions of team coaches and 

government officials, even when the subject was meant for the Black Hawks, such as 

what the hockey tour and sporting experiences meant to them, how much fun they were 

having, or how the boys were enjoying their trip – topics that were well suited for 

youthful feedback. In other instances, there was no apparent speaker except for the 

journalist, who responded on behalf of the students. However, more than sixty five years 

later, it is clear that being a member of the Black Hawks, and being on the 1951 tour (or 

being left behind in Chris’s case) left the Black Hawks with indelible memories. 

Some of those memories are positive, according to Kelly and Chris. Sports helped 

them to build relationships that would sustain them through their time in school. Both 

Chris and Kelly describe how hockey brought the team members closer together and how 

it helped to foster a sense of community at Pelican Lake IRS. They did not mention any 

other “thing” that cultivated this sense of brotherhood – there was almost no mention of 

girls being connected to this sense of community. Hockey created a sense of camaraderie 

among the boys, fostering a sense of belonging and trust that neither Chris nor Kelly 

remember being there before the Black Hawks were established. Some of those 

friendships lasted long after their school days were over. 

Hockey thus became a very important feature for nearly everyone at Pelican Lake 

IRS. The male students, like Chris and Kelly, placed a high level of importance on their 

participation in hockey and in sports generally. The high level of attention and investment 

that Indian residential school staff and officials placed on the Black Hawks hockey team 
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sparked their interest and kept them involved in hockey, so much so that Chris and Kelly 

believed the lessons they learned on the ice were more valuable than the lessons they 

learned in the classroom. 

One of the lessons they learned was the importance of winning. Chris and Kelly 

were not alone in that regard. Winning in sports is a common thread in literary accounts 

of residential school experiences. Chris and Kelly’s perspectives reinforce what is said in 

those accounts. For instance, Basil Johnston’s Indian School Days, along with Richard 

Wagamese’s Indian Horse, both focus a great deal on organized sport, especially hockey, 

as an important part of their characters’ residential school experience. Johnston’s book is 

based to some extent on the author’s personal experience at Spanish Indian Residential 

School, located near Spanish, Ontario, while Wagamese’s book is a work of non-fiction 

that focuses on an Indian residential school in a remote northern part of Ontario. There 

were many instances in Indian Horse where Saul, the main character in the book, used 

hockey as a way of showing off his skills to those who belittled him, mocked him, and 

tried to make him feel ashamed of being Indian. In one passage, Saul says, “My 

teammates had wanted me to drop my gloves and start throwing punches. [But] we 

pushed ourselves to excel, to show them that the game belonged to us too. So we were 

champions, and they wrote about us in all the newspapers.”2 These small, symbolic 

victories meant everything to the students. 

The point in discussing the two novels is that they help to explain the importance 

that former students placed on hockey, and the meanings they associated with those 

sporting experiences, making it easier to understand why students like Chris and Kelly 

did not take kindly to losing. Sports were often used by Aboriginal peoples as a way of 
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demonstrating to the rest of society who they truly were.3 While the school administrators 

introduced sports into the residential schools for assimilative purposes (as shown in the 

newspapers), Aboriginal youth, in fact, used sport, especially hockey for males, as an 

avenue to break stereotypes that depicted Aboriginal peoples as savages, uncivilized, 

lazy, and unintelligent. Even if nothing else in their lives changed from their involvement 

in sport, they believed their prowess on the ice would help dispel those myths. 

Another lesson that Chris and Kelly learned was that sports could be used as a 

way to survive the harsh conditions in which they found themselves. In that sense, sports 

were much more than “fun and games.” This finding helps to build our understanding of 

the sporting experiences in residential schools beyond merely being a positive 

experience. Although Chris and Kelly enjoyed participating in sport, and definitely 

referred to it as fun, the way in which they described their time at residential school, and 

later at Sault Ste. Marie Technical and Commercial High School, made it clear that sport 

was an important ameliorating activity that helped them deal with the mental and 

emotional struggles they faced on a daily basis. The literature on sports and recreation 

clearly indicates that vigorous physical activity can greatly improve one’s physical, 

mental, and emotional health. However, in order to fully understand the meanings and the 

level of importance students placed on their sporting experiences in school, we must 

recognized that within the context of residential schools, mental health and wellbeing is 

linked to basic survival. This is different than how the benefits of sport and physical 

activity are talked about for the general, non-Aboriginal population.  

Whereas Chris and Kelly had regular access to a number of sports at residential 

school, when they graduated to high school, the opposite was true. Thus, integration into 
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the public school system did not mean integration into sports. In Sault Ste. Marie, Chris 

and Kelly found themselves marginalized from formal opportunities to play organized 

sports. Travel to and from school meant Aboriginal students staying at the residence at 

Shingwauk IRS did not have as many opportunities to participate in sports, and when 

they did find opportunities, they were actively discouraged from joining organized sports 

because school officials were concerned their sports participation would detract from 

their studies. What was even more frustrating for Chris and Kelly was that although 

classroom learning was said to be more important than sports participation, Aboriginal 

students were still not being adequately educated in the public high school system; both 

Kelly and Chris were frustrated about not being adequately prepared for post-secondary 

learning. 
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Chapter 6  

6 Summary, Conclusions and Future Recommendations 
 

6.1 Summary 

The TRC highlights the important role that sports played in the residential school 

system and outlines, through the 94 Calls to Action, the role that sports can have in the 

reconciliation process. Despite the known significance that sports and recreation played 

within the residential school system, there have not been any studies conducted to 

understand those sporting experiences from the perspectives of those who were directed 

affected by them: the students. In fact, as Chapter 3 demonstrates, the voices of 

Aboriginal peoples who were directly affected by the residential school system were 

excluded from media reporting and official school documents. This has left us with an 

incomplete understanding of those experiences and how those experiences affected the 

students, and their communities, later in life.  

This study helps to fill that gap in the literature by moving beyond the point of 

view of the local school administrators at Pelican Lake IRS and incorporating the 

perspectives of the students into the dialogue on sports and recreation in residential 

schools. This will help provide a richer historical account of the sporting experiences in 

residential schools, particularly at Pelican Lake IRS. 

The study focused on the sporting experiences of the Black Hawks, especially 

how two of those members incorporated sports and recreation into their lives and the 

meanings they made of those sporting experiences during their time in residential school 

and afterwards. Additionally, this study aimed to contribute to the broader dialogue on 
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sports and reconciliation. A critical element of achieving reconciliation is collecting the 

truth about the residential school legacy and as such, the last aim of this study is to give 

back to Aboriginal peoples and communities by sharing their stories and contributing to a 

broader dialogue on sports and recreation within the residential school system. 

6.2 Conclusions 

Most of the literature on sports and recreation in residential schools examines this 

topic from administrative points of view. The TRC brings forward how participation in 

sports, particularly hockey, was often a bright spot during a dark and painful time for 

many students. While the federal government, churches, and school officials used hockey 

and other sports for assimilative purposes, it seems to have played a cathartic role for 

students who went to residential school and lived in an environment that aimed to 

suppress Aboriginal identity. Sports and recreation were something that students enjoyed 

and something that helped them to survive school and get them through the trauma that 

they endured. 

Through the discussions with Kelly and Chris, it became evident that students at 

Pelican Lake IRS, specifically males, were involved in sports to varying degrees. 

Students who possessed certain qualities and skills were selected to play in organized 

sports like hockey, while others were excluded from those opportunities. However, the 

varying degrees of involvement in sports was not only between team members and other 

students, it was also found among different team members. For example, although both 

research participants, Kelly and Chris, were members of the Black Hawks hockey team at 

Pelican Lake IRS and enjoyed their experiences on the team, their level of involvement 

on the team was different. This occurred as a result of external factors beyond their 
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control (such as the school administration making decisions on their behalf). The level of 

involvement of these kids shaped their perceptions later in life. While Kelly remained 

heavily involved in sports after completing his formal education, Chris withdrew from 

sports completely. 

Moreover, Kelly and Chris created meanings out of their experiences that were 

not in line with the assumptions that were made and reinforced by the media 

representations of the team and the school administration. While the students were 

introduced to sports for assimilative purposes, they seemed to use those sporting 

opportunities and created meanings of their own that resembled various forms of 

resistance instead of the original intended purpose of assimilation. It is through these new 

meanings that students sought refuge in hockey and sports in the hostile and dark 

environments they lived in. While the media represented these sporting opportunities as 

wholly positive experiences for the youth, as it enabled them to integrate to Canadian 

society and advance socially and culturally, Kelly and Chris, found these sporting 

opportunities positive because they used them for individual, communal, and social 

development and in a sense, strengthened their Aboriginal identity because it brought 

them closer to one another and allowed them to confide in one another. Through their 

participation in sports, Aboriginal students began to create bonds that lasted even past 

their residential school days. Moreover, students used their sporting experiences as an 

opportunity to be good at something and to prove their worth to others when the 

environments around them were constantly bringing them down and suppressing their 

Aboriginal identity.  
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While the TRC’s discussion on the positives of sports in the residential school 

system is correct, this study contributes to that knowledge by looking beyond the binary 

of whether sports were a positive or negative experience and providing a more thorough 

analysis of those experiences. Additionally, this study attempted to understand how 

students transformed the meanings that were attached to these sporting activities in order 

to survive the harsh school environments that they endured. This distinction is important 

because it takes into account the students’ accounts about the positive sporting 

experiences they had in residential school, but it also contextualizes these accounts within 

the rigid school environments they lived in and the difficult life situations they endured, 

thus offering a more complete understanding of their sporting experiences.  

Although the TRC provides a definition for what reconciliation means, it also 

recognizes that reconciliation could mean different things to different people, 

communities, and organizations, and it can be individual and communal. Chris and Kelly 

both agree that the first few critical aspects of the reconciliation process involve repairing 

damaged relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians by making 

formal apologies and recognizing the history that Aboriginal peoples faced, and continue 

to face, in Canada. Essentially, at the heart of reconciliation is “truth”. Relating this to the 

sporting experiences of Chris and Kelly, taking a critical look at students’ accounts and 

including sports and recreation in residential schools in the broader dialogue is thus one 

of the important steps towards reconciliation. However, what follows after is of equal 

importance. The apologies and sharing the truth must then be followed through with 

concrete actions that will lead to evident societal changes and restoring and maintaining 

of respectful relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians. The 
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TRC’s Calls to Action, which were discussed in Chapter 2, is an important starting point 

towards reconciliation.  

While keeping Chris and Kelly’s stories in mind, sports clearly played, and 

continues to play, an important role in the lives of Aboriginal peoples and provides 

various benefits. Moving forward, reconciliation in sport could essentially mean 

promoting and providing equal sporting opportunities for Aboriginal peoples and 

communities that will foster a sense of pride and success in Aboriginal peoples and 

communities. Thus, these sporting opportunities can be used to revitalize Indigenous 

cultures and languages, while also providing health, and social benefits. 

6.3 Future Recommendations 

While research on sports and recreation in residential schools is slowly growing, 

there is a lot of work that still needs to be done to fully understand the sporting 

experiences of residential school survivors. One way would be to collect personal 

accounts of other Aboriginal students who participated in organized sport in other 

residential schools. This will help build a richer historical account of the sports and 

recreational in residential schools. 

Additionally, the TRC, which published its findings on the residential school 

system in a series of reports in 2015, calls attention to how sports participation, especially 

hockey, was often a bright spot during a dark and painful time for many students. 

However, the majority of the TRC’s discussions on residential school sports and 

recreation focus on male sporting experiences. The same silence can be found in the 

scholarly literature. Existing knowledge indicates that Aboriginal female students 

received different or fewer sport and recreational opportunities than males did in 
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residential schools. As such, another recommendation I would make is to investigate the 

female sport and recreational opportunities and experiences at Pelican Lake IRS and in 

other residential schools from the students’ perspectives. 
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Appendix 1 – Ethics 
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Appendix 2 – Photo Elicitation Session Guide 

Appendix 3 – Semi-Structured Interview Session Guide 

Semi-Structured Interview Session Guide 

Introductory Questions: 

• Where are you from originally? (I.e. which reserve) 
• How old are you? 
• What do you do for a living now? 
• How old were you when you were admitted to Pelican Lake Residential School? 
• What years did you attend Pelican Lake IRS?  
• For how many years did you play on the Black Hawks? 
• Were you on the tour to Toronto and Ottawa? 

Sports at Pelican Lake IRS: 

• Were there other school activities or sports, besides hockey, that you participated in? 
o If so, what are they?   

• Were there any other groups at the school (school band, other clubs) that got to travel 
and compete? Or was the Black Hawks the only group who did? 

• Did the Black Hawks team start while you were already at Pelican Lake or did it 
already exist when you were admitted there? 

• It is reported in the newspapers that students at Pelican Lake did not know how to 
skate before the Black Hawks team was started in the late 1940’s. 

o Is your experience on the Black Hawks your earliest exposure to hockey? 
o Did you know how to skate before joining the Black Hawks team? 
o Did you know how the game worked?  

§ If yes to any of above, how did you know about it (i.e. played on 
reserve, heard adults talking about it, heard about it on radio?) 

Photo Elicitation Session Guide 

Most of these images are captured from your Tour to Ottawa and Toronto, but feel 
free to discuss your experiences with the Black Hawks even outside this specific trip. 
• Please guide me through these pictures of the Black Hawks, what memories do 

you have of these photos? 
• Have you seen these photos before? Or do you have record of them? 
• Where are you in any of these photos? 
• Do you hold any special meaning for these images and memories that the images 

carry? What are they? 
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• Did your school have a radio?  
o If yes: 

§ Were you allowed to listen to Hockey Night in Canada?  
§ Was listening to the radio a privilege or was it accessible to all 

students? 
§ Did girls also listen to this program? 

• How were you selected to play on the team? (Were there try-outs?) 
• What did hockey mean to you at the time? 
• Was playing hockey important to you at the time?  

o Why/why not? 
• How would you describe your experience on the team? Do you have 

positive/negative memories?  
o Did you enjoy practices and games? 

• How were the hockey players treated compared to other students at the school? Did 
members of the Black Hawks receive special privileges? (I.e. better food, health care, 
exemption from chores, days off to train? 

• When did practices take place?  
• What did you learn from your time on the team? How did you use those lessons for 

life after school? 
• What is your best memory from your time on the team? 

Relationships: 

• Describe your relationship with other students who weren’t on the team, did your 
relationship change after you were selected to be on the team? 

• What did other students think of the hockey players? 
o Did you face any hostilities from those kids? 
o Were other kids jealous of you for being on the team? 

• What about your relationship with your team members?  
o What was your relationship like after the school was shut down or after 

you went separate ways? 
o Did you keep in touch? 

• How did you feel about your opposition?  
o Did opposing teams call you names or treat you with hostility? 

• How did other coaches, spectators treat you when you played against non-Native 
teams? 

o Were any of the crowds hostile? Were there any fights in the crowds? 

Coaches: 

• How would you describe your memory of your coaches? 
• How did the coaches respond to athletic injuries? Did you ever feel pressured to play 

through injuries? 
• Did your coaches encourage you to be tough?  Was anyone teased for not being 

tough enough? 
• The newspapers reported that the Black Hawks played a ‘gentlemanly” and “clean” 
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game and had so few penalties charges against them. Is this true? Was your team as 
gentlemanly as the papers suggest? Did your coaches tell you to go easy on the 
roughness for these exhibition matches? 

• If the emphasis on gentlemanly conduct was an exaggeration, tell me about your 
reach experience of hockey- did you and your teammates ever get into fights in 
training and competition outside that tournament? Did your coaches encourage you 
to be physical? Did they ever tell you to deliberately injure another player? 

Tour to Ottawa and Toronto in 1951: 

• What was your reaction to the news of the tour?  
o Were you excited about travelling to the capitals? 

• Did you enjoy your time on this tour? 
• Did you feel privileged for having your team sponsored to go on this hockey tour and 

visit all the sights you went to? 
• During the tour, there were a lot of prominent figures that attended your games, like 

the minister of health and other government officials. Did you know who those 
people were at the time?  

Publicity: 

• Were you aware of the press coverage your team was receiving at the time? 
o If so, what was your reaction to the publicity?  
o Did this publicity change the way you thought about yourself?  

§ Were you more confident in your skills?  
§ Did you feel more proud of yourself?  
§ Did it encourage you to stay in sports?  
§ Or no effect? 

• Did reporters ever approach you to interview you? 
• Did your team’s progress and success affect your perspective on your overall 

experience at the school?  
o Did it make being at the school more tolerable? 

• Were the people in your home community proud of your athletic accomplishments 
on this team and particularly on the tour (because the team was very successful)? 

Reflections: 

• Based on your sporting experience, would you say hockey brings different groups of 
people together in a friendly way? Or, do divisions between people become more 
pronounced in hockey? 

• It was documented that there was a lot of disobedience, misbehavior and truancy by 
the students at the school. But the introduction of sports, specifically the Black 
Hawks team was the reason why students became more obedient and better behaved.  

o What do you think of this statement? 

After Pelican Lake IRS: 

• How was your hockey experience at Shingwauk IRS? 
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o Who was on your team? Aboriginal students only? 
• Tell me about your experience with basketball at Shingwauk 
• Were there any other sports that you participated in besides hockey and basketball? 
• What did you do after leaving school? 
• Did sports continue to be a part of your life later one? (I.e. coaching, teaching, 

playing professionally) 
o Explain 

Misc.: 

• What are some of your favorite memories at the school? 
• How would you compare your experience of being on this hockey team with the rest 

of your school experience? 
• Describe your hardest defeat on the ice and your best victory. 
• What kind of hockey player would you describe yourself as?  

o Were there any professional hockey players that you looked up to and 
tried to mimic in their style? 

• Do you think the game of hockey has changed over the years?  
o Describe your thoughts on this 

• Did girls play any sports?  
o If yes, 

§ What were they? 
§ Did they have teams?  
§ Did they get to compete against other female teams from other 

residential school or towns? 
• Tell me about the Little NHL 

o Why was it started? 
o Who started it? 
o Explain further 

• What did you think about the apology Minister Harper made in 2008? 

Conclusion: 

• Before we conclude, is there anything else that you would like to add or stories you 
would like to share that we didn’t get to? 

• Would you like me to mail you a typed transcript of this interview for your reference 
and validation? 

o If so, please mail it back within two weeks 
• In the case that I run into more questions or need some clarifications, is it okay if I 

call you back to talk over the phone again? 
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