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O

n the first day of September, the sun painted a scattering of little fluffy clouds deep pink against the bright blue morning sky. From his bedroom window, Seth watched a raven flitting from branch to branch in the woods behind his house, while an eagle wheeled silently, far up above.
 
"Back to school today, Amos," said Seth with glee, "and it’s going to be great!" Amos, who was a frog, said nothing, but Seth knew he felt the excitement too. As Amos shifted in his pool, Seth scraped some algae on to his food tray and apologized for leaving him at home. 
 
"As soon as I get to know our new teacher and show them the ropes, I’m sure you’ll be an honoured guest in our classroom. I’ll probably be able to get in as book monitor!"
 
With a cheery farewell to Amos, Seth was off. He slid down the banister, grabbed one last slice of toast from the kitchen, sang another goodbye, this time to his rather surprised family, and ran out the door to school.
 
​______________________
 
The yard at school was already filling up when Seth got there, and he soon sought out his classmates. “Hey there, Grade 7s!” he shouted, and felt a pulse of pride that it was now actually true. The rest of them seemed as pleased as he to be the new (elementary school) seniors.
 
“We’ll be able to help out in the lower grades,” Jaqui was saying. 
 
“And I’ll be captain of the football team,” beamed Arnold, and took a light shoulder challenge from Marcus for his presumption. The twins scuffled as the others continued to savour the possibilities of the new school year.
 
“I hope we can do space travel this year, like Miss Miller promised,” murmured Eric, his wide eyes looking far beyond the blue sky.
 
“Oh, I’m sure we shall,” chimed in Seth with authority, “We always get to do the subjects we’re interested in. We did Japanese history for Saito, didn’t we?”
“And fashion clothes for Andrew,” added Kaitlin. 
 
“And pig farming for Arnold,” giggled Jaqui, “though the pig had to go home early.” 
 
“Ahem,” a shrill voice cut through their laughter. “Might any of you have the time to direct me to the principal’s office?”
 
Seth didn’t miss a beat. “Certainly, ma’am,” he piped, only to pause at the sight of the voice’s owner. For above him towered, or teetered, the tallest, thinnest lady of a certain age he had ever seen. And the bulging blue eyes that fixed him from their lofty station wielded the severest gaze he had ever met.
 
“This way, please,” he managed, and tried to recover the confidence he usually enjoyed when guiding someone round school, or helping people out.
 
A bony hand fluttered daintily down on to his shoulder and grasped it in a piercing grip. Seth moved off and found he could only walk as fast as his strange charge would allow him. She wasn’t quite pushing him forward or pulling him back, but he felt completely under her control, even though he was showing her the way.
 
When they arrived at Mr. Mann‘s office, Seth stepped aside politely to let the lady go first, then followed her in to say hello himself. The door slammed shut in his face, though, and he returned to the yard, rubbing his nose and fretting a little about what the stern statuesque lady wanted with his principal.
 
​​​​​______________________
 
It wasn’t long before he found out. Almost before the morning bell stopped ringing, Seth and his classmates flooded into the Grade 7 room, their new home. Their eager rush was brought up short, though, blocked by the dizzying beanpole figure of the lady from the yard, blue eyes bulging dangerously and shrill voice raised in a scream.
 
“This is no way to enter my classroom!” she yelled. “You will turn round, exit the room and re-enter in an orderly line. Quickly!” Struck dumb and fearful, the children complied. 
 
“Never again will you enter my room yelping and dancing like savages,” she continued. “I can see you have a lot to learn. Now, boys on the left, girls on the right, sit down in alphabetical order. Chop, chop!”
 
In the dazed confusion that filled the seconds following the order, Seth was the first to try to make sense it. “Is that your right or our..?”
 
“Do as you’re told and do it now, and don’t make any mistakes.” This time the voice was quiet, but with a firmness like cold iron that carried a fearful threat.
 
With tremulous whispers and halting steps, the children arranged themselves as best they could, according to the alien instructions, hoping they were right. As they settled, they noticed the lady had written her name on the chalkboard in a curious, looping script. 

“As you can see, my name is Ms. Campbell,” her sharp voice declared, as her lambent gaze swept through the students. “I am your new Grade 7 teach…” She made a show of halting her words, while glaring at the front of the girls’s half of the room.
 
“What is your name and why are you sitting there?” Her words scraped out of her mouth like gravel.
 
“Miss Campbell…”
 
“Ms!”
 
Andrew began again, puzzled. “Muzz Campbell, I’m Andrew, and Miss Miller let me sit with the girls last year. She said it was okay if I was two-spirited…” Andrew’s voice got smaller as Ms Campbell loomed towards him.
 
“You’re way too spirited, if you ask me, and you shall sit with the boys, where you belong. Boys sit with boys, that is the way of things. The likes of you have no place changing old orders. Shift yourself.” Ms Campbell turned to the rest of the class as Andrew stood up uncertainly. ”Now, to work!”
 
______________________
 
Half an hour later, Seth looked round the room and reckoned he could read on every face at every desk a tale of sadness and disbelief. Math had been quite fun last year. Not everyone’s favourite subject – you could never go that far – but far from the dizzying nightmare it seemed to be this morning.
 
“…And once seventeen has been taken from thirty three, what do we do next? You boy!”
 
“Erm,” began Marcus.
 
“Name!”
 
“Oh yes. Marcus. Erm, do you move the three down to..?”
 
“Oh for God’s sake,” snapped Ms Campbell, “you boy, can you help the poor half-wit next to you apply to this simple sum the long division procedure we have just demonstrated, on the board, here, already, twice?”
 
“Erm,” the boy began, then hastily added, “Arnold, Miss, Muzz, erm…”
 
“Arnold? Are you illiterate, child? I thought I asked you quite clearly to sit in alphabetical order. Correct me if I am wrong, which I am not, but the ‘A’s, therefore, should be near the front of the class. What on earth are you doing wallowing in the middle?”
 
“But Marcus is my brother, Miss, Muzz Campbell. We always sit together.”
 
“Yes, you do look the same, don’t you. Well I see no reason why you can’t get on alone, perhaps you’ll stand a better chance of shedding your savage ways. Bring yourself up to your proper place and be quick about it. Perhaps someone else can show us the correct way to complete this simple sum?”
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But before Ms Campbell’s dreaded gaze could alight on another confused victim, the door opened and Mrs Merryweather from the special needs room came in, pushing Michael in his wheelchair.
 
“Yes?” snapped Ms Campbell.
 
“Oh, hello there,” Mrs Merryweather bustled, “Michael got here a bit late this morning and we’ve just been catching up. Sorry he’s missed the beginning of class.”
 
“Well,” said Ms Campbell, through a smile as cheery as a razor, “I’m sure it won’t happen again. You can leave him here with us now. We’ll look after him, won’t we, Michael?”
 
The smile on Michael’s face began to look a little uncertain as Mrs Merryweather waved goodbye to everyone. It disappeared as he took in the towering new teacher.
 
“Welcome, Michael. As it happens, your tardiness is of help this morning. Due to us having to correct a rather stupid error,” and here, Ms Campbell’s glare whipped briefly back to Arnold, “a space has opened up for you in the second row. Scoot yourself in there and acquaint yourself with the sums on the board. We are learning long division.
 
“So who can help us drag ourselves finally out of the mire of this simple sum and on to bigger things?” 
 
Ms, Campbell seemed to have forgotten that Michael was there as she returned to the problem, and didn’t notice the difficulty with which he pushed and pulled his wheels to get himself into the position she had dictated for him. 
 
Seth felt anger rise in his body. This was unjust! Why was it so important to her where they sat? Why couldn’t they work the way they had worked last year, when they had been comfortable, happy and successful? He had kept quiet so far about his counting blocks so far, but saw an opportunity to bring them up. He steeled himself and raised his hand.
 
“Please Ms Campbell, I think I understand the sum, but I usually use counting blocks to help with adding and subtracting and so on.” 
 
“Counting blocks? At your age? Don’t be ridiculous! No student of mine needs to prop his drooping mind up on counting blocks. That is not education as I see it, and education as I see it is what shall be had in this classroom from now on. Will you do the sum, please, boy!”
 
Seth felt hope drain from his heart and turned to the board. In a flat voice he began to talk his way through the sum, trying hard to use the terminology Ms. Campbell had barked at them when she demonstrated the process before.
 
______________________
 
At lunch break, Seth and his friends trooped gloomily out into the yard. None of them felt like they could express their feelings.
 
“It’s a disaster,” Andrew finally groaned.
 
“It’s like a massacre,” agreed Jaqui, whose vocabulary had always been good.
 
“Well, we’re not sticking around for much more of this,” said Marcus in a conspiratorial whisper. 
 
“No,” added Arnold, “we’re going home. Our mum won’t let this happen to us.”
 
“But you can’t,” said Seth, “that’s against the rules.”
 
“She’s against the rules,” chorused the twins, “She’s evil.” And with that, they were off, round the back of the school to the fence, where they could get out without being seen.
 
The rest of the gang tried to enjoy a game of tag before their turn in the dinner hall, but couldn’t quite find the spirit to do so. They ended up standing in small huddles, swapping expressions of disbelief, some of them praying it would somehow get better.
 
After lunch they returned with reluctance and dread to the classroom. When they were seated, Ms. Campbell immediately noticed the absence of Arnold and Marcus. Without comment, though, she pointed at a column of sentences she had scratched on the board in her looping handwriting and told the class to copy them down, and then she disappeared down the hall. 
 
When she returned her smile was thin, grim and satisfied, and not long later the class realized why. With a knock at the door, the principal entered with Arnold and Marcus in tow, heads bowed and faces empty. 
 
“I’ve had a chat with the boys, Ms. Campbell, and I don’t think this will happen again,” Mr. Mann said, with a meaningful glance at the returnees. Their shoulders sank a little lower as Ms. Campbell said she agreed and told them to return to their places. 
 
As the principal left, Ms. Campbell turned her gaze again on the class. “I really don’t know how you have comported yourselves in the past, here, but I can tell you the past is now over. Your world is now my world, and in my world there is no room for this kind of backward behaviour. You will not fit in unless you can see things my way. You will thank me for this in the long run. Now carry on with your copying.”
 
Seth closed his eyes and felt his heart was closing, too. How had this happened to them? Where had this torturer come from, and why hadn’t Mr. Mann sent her back there immediately. His world had changed completely for the worst, and if the twin’s prompt capture and return was anything to go by, there was little chance of it changing back. Seth wondered if they would be able to survive.
 

______________________
 

The rest of the afternoon passed without as much as a peep from the class unless they were called upon. Their spirits had been crushed. 

As the class packed up and started getting ready to leave, Seth thought to himself “What about the class song?” Every year, each class would work together to write a song, and every year it was different, and included a small piece about everyone in the class. It was always the first piece of homework, and was usually finished by the end of the first week of school.
 

Seth hesitantly put his hand up and spoke. “Erm… Mmmiss Campbell. We always write a song as a class, and I was just wondering...” 

“Quiet boy!” Ms Campbell intruded. “There is no place for song in my classroom. I would have thought that by now it would be clear that my word is the law here now. This is my classroom, and your old ways no longer apply. The sooner you realize that, the sooner you will become a meaningful citizen of the civilized world. That goes for all of you children! You must forget your savage traditions, and follow my demands if you are to have any value in society at all!”

“Your homework is chapter 1 exercise #2-8 in your math book, and chapters 3-5 in your english book. Good afternoon, children.”
 

Seth slouched as he walked home, wiping the tears from his cheek as the dark clouds rolled in overhead.
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Post-contact Canadian history: some key dates

1773

Royal Proclamation  proclaims First Nations Peoples as ‘nations or tribes’ and acknowledges that they continue to possess traditional territories until they are ‘ceded to or purchased by’ the Crown. The proclamation was never repealed and still has the force of law, even if its spirit and word has been betrayed in the centuries since.

1850

A policy is established on Vancouver Island that allows no more than ten acres of reserve land per First Nations family, while settlers can pre-empt up to 320 acres.

1876

The Indian Act is passed. It consolidates all previous Indian legislation, defines Indian status and gives the Superintendent-General administrative powers over many aspects of First Nations life.

1880

Removal of First Nations children from home and family for education and ‘civilisation’ begins.

1884

An amendment to the Indian Act prohibits potlatch and sun dance. It is not widely enforced until the 1920s
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