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The trauma of residential 
schools is still being felt today by 
many communities; at the same 
time, it reflects, even more, the rela-
tionships between Ukrainian settlers 
and Indigenous Peoples.

Many common threads run 
through the history of these two 
peoples in Canada, but the stories 
on what Indigenous people did to 
help their Ukrainian neighbours had 
almost disappeared.
Beautiful things  
have to be created 

Darka Tarnawsky, executive 
director at the Ukrainian Shumka 
School of Dance (Edmonton), has 
always been interested in the sim-
ilarities between Indigenous and 
Ukrainian cultures, such as the land, 
braiding and embroidery, the signifi-
cance of circles, rhythms, and dances. 

That was presented in Shumka’s 
production ‘Ancestors and Elders’  
(2018), which provides a very lit-
tle-known aspect of Canadian history, 
specifically, bonds of the Ukrainians 
and the First Nations Peoples.

Once Tarnawsky first heard a 
story of Indigenous help to Ukrai-
nians in the early 1900s in a harsh 
Canadian environment, she knew it 
had to be told.

“When Ukrainians first came to 
Canada, to the areas that were diffi-

cult for them to live in, they didn’t 
recognize all the plants, and Indig-
enous people gave them assistance 
and became their friends,” she said.

The show Ancestors and Elders 
depicts the tragedy of residential 
schools. According to Tarnawsky, 
the directors felt it was important to 
demonstrate this side of the history 
of Indigenous Peoples. 

“In this story, we were trying to 
revolve this pain that will be there 
forever,” she said, “There is a lot 
of sadness, there is a lot of healing, 
and now it’s important working with 
them (Indigenous Peoples), creating 
togetherness, respecting each other.”

In her opinion, reconciliation 
is first and foremost about support, 
and, regardless of the government’s 
actions, working collaboratively 
to redress Indigenous erasure in 
Ukrainian settler history and ulti-
mately advance reconciliation.

“It’s up to each individual in 
Canada to reach out and create good 
relationships and to work together, 
more interacting in terms of heal-
ing,” Tarnawsky said, “It’s one-on-
one between people.” 

She recalls when organizers de-
cided to do this project, they reached 
out to Indigenous groups and ended 
up with positive collaborative work, 
where “Indigenous communities 
become more privileged, they are 
having more light because beautiful 
things have to be created.”

Marginalized by Canadians, 
saved by Indigenous people

Alan Anderson, professor 
emeritus of sociology (University of 
Saskatchewan), explored Ukrainian 
settlements in Saskatchewan. He 
proved Indigenous people not only 
helped Ukrainians, but they also 
often saved the newcomers’ lives.

According to the archives, he 
said, while those who were drawn 

from “disadvan-
tageous parts 
of Europe” and 
were starving 
while crossing 
the Saskatch-
ewan River 
searching for a 
better place, who 
came to help 
them?

“The Indig-
enous people,” 
he said. “They 
gave them food 
and actually put 
them to their set-
tlement. It is an 
interesting lesson 
to learn. They 
( U k r a i n i a n s ) 
were mocked by 
the Canadians, 
but saved by the 
Indigenous peo-
ple.”

D u r i n g 
early immigra-
tion, Ukrainian 
children were 
beaten at Cana-
dian schools for 
speaking their 
Native language.

“This is 
exactly about 
the residen-
tial schools, 
where the main 
point was to 
assimilate the 
Indians,” An-
derson said, “It 
reflects in both 
cases dominant 
assimilation as 
power of angle 
c o n f o r m i t y , 

News

Redressing Indigenous erasure in Ukrainian history

which lasted for quite a long time 
in Canada. 

“There was no concept of being 
Canadian unless you are a British 
Canadian, but the multicultural 
movement was particularly started 
by the Ukrainian community in the 
1960s,” he said.

In his opinion, the bottom line 
of reconciliation simply starts with 
respect. Still, there is a lot of work 
to do beyond that, such as gather-
ings, apologies, defining the major 
problems, education, and rethinking 
Canadian history.

“I don’t see why it should be 
impossible to do in Canada,” An-
derson said, “whether a person is 
somehow connected to the issue or 
not connected directly, we still can 
think about human dignity.” 
Ukrainian Catholic Churches 
vandalized

Bryan Bayda, bishop of the 
Ukrainian Catholic Eparchy of Sas-
katoon, said many parishioners were 
saddened in late June when they 
learned that two Ukrainian churches 
in Calgary had been vandalized, 
alongside many other Roman Cath-
olic parishes.

Red handprints were stamped 
across the front of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary Ukrainian church. The number 
751 was sprayed on the main sign - 
the same number as unmarked graves 
recently discovered near a former 
residential school in Saskatchewan.

Bishop Bayda said while the 
Ukrainian Catholic Church never 
ran residential schools, the Ukrai-
nians can relate to the suffering 
Indigenous people are enduring in 
the recent discovery of the graves of 
thousands of Indigenous children.

“Like Natives, like other immi-
grant groups in Canada, we all expe-
rienced negativity that led to some of 
this vandalism,” he said, “This is an 
example of people not understand-
ing the history, and not knowing 
where to express their frustration, 
their anger with the situation.”

Bayda believes Indigenous peo-
ple in Canada now need prayers and 
support as they seek truth regarding 
the tragedy of residential schools.

“I encourage the potential of 
everyone to be a part of the solution 

to this problem,” he said, “Be listen-
ers, be open-minded, and Indigenous 
groups could heal that way.”
Historical injustices

According to experts, the irony 
is that the Ukrainian community has 
also experienced systemic racism in 
Canada. For Indigenous people, part 
of it was the trauma of residential 
schools. For Ukrainians, it was the 
trauma of the World War I Intern-
ment Operations in Canada.

During the First World War, the 
government of Canada categorized 
many Ukrainians and other Europe-
ans as “enemy aliens,” and in 1914, 
thousands of people were sent to 
internment camps. 

A church’s plaque, one of the 
hundreds installed in 2014 through-
out Canada, commemorating the 
internment of Ukrainians in Canada, 
was targeted with red paint in over-
night vandalism, as well.

“The Ukrainian Catholic 
Church had nothing to do with 
the residential school system, so it 
reveals the fundamental ignorance 
of Canadian history,” said Lubomyr 
Luciuk, professor of political geog-
raphy at the Royal Military College 
in Kingston.

He noted the graves of hun-
dreds of Ukrainians, including chil-
dren, remain unmarked near former 
camps across Canada since their 
discovery in 1985.

Luciuk draws a parallel be-
tween the two situations of finding 
the graves of those whose deaths 
were caused by systemic racism in 
Canada, both Ukrainians and Indig-
enous Peoples.

For decades, the Ukrainian 
community has demanded the fed-
eral government help to restore the 
graves of innocent victims in camps. 
Still, the cemetery for 16 Ukrainian 
prisoners in the Abitibi region of 
Quebec is deteriorating rapidly, Lu-
ciuk said.

“This cemetery was established 
by Ottawa during the internment 
operations,” he continued, “and 
because men, women and children 
were forced to do labour there and 
were buried th ere, on the federal 
property, the federal government is 
responsible for it.”

In his opinion, the government 
is avoiding its responsibility, alleged-
ly emphasizing the insignificance of 
the burials of Ukrainians. However, 
he said, there should be concrete 
actions on the part of the govern-
ment in relation to any discovery of 
historical injustice. 

“Indigenous communities have 
suffered systemic racism for over 
a century,” he said, “We, too, have 
historical experience of xenophobia.

“One is no worse than the other. 
These are sad episodes of Canadian 
history,” Luciuk continued, “Both 
deserved to be commemorated. We 
support the historical marking of 
residential schools, and we hope that 
people from First Nations commu-
nities would do the same for us. We 
can support each other more.”

Instead of just focusing on our 
own tragedy, we should all working 
together to educate others about his-
torical injustices, he said.

“That would be a positive 
thing.”
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Shumka’s actors on the artistic production ‘Ancestors and Elders,’ 
connecting Ukrainian settlers to the Indigenous people of Treaty 
6 Territory, and celebrating the 125-anniversary of settlement of 
Ukrainians in Canada. Edmonton, 2018.


