
DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO
COMMUNITY ENGAGED SEARCHES
PRESENTED BY VANESSA WOLFE FOR

MUSKOWEKWAN FIRST NATION

OCTOBER 24, 2022



MUSKOWEKWAN FIRST NATION
On behalf of Muskowekwan
leadership, Historical Site Group and 
membership of Muskowekwan, we 
are honored to stand in prayer, extend 
support and continue the commitment 
to creating sacred spaces of 
healing with all. We acknowledge all 
Nations, Elders, Chiefs, Knowledge 
Keepers, Survivors, Former Students, 
Descendants, Community Champions 
and Organizers. Creating these sacred 
spaces of sharing truth and healing is 
vital on this journey to finding a place 
of understanding as we walk as 
individuals, families and nations on 
this path to Truth and Reconciliation



For our nation, Muskowekwan, it has 
been a way of life, it is our reality and 
we were born into this legacy of 
cultural genocide for 111 years that 
the residential school was in 
operation. We all share one sure fact 
in common and that is the history.
We have known our truths for 
generations. The knowledge was a 
known fact that there were unmarked 
burial sites near the Residential 
School.
When the structure that is presently 
standing was built in 1930 some 
graves were moved. 
An elder shared that in 1944 a priest 
ordered the remaining graves to be 
leveled.



• A contractor uncovered 19 
graves metres behind the 
IRS when digging for a 
sewer line

• Construction was not 
stopped when the graves 
were exhumed

• Contractors threw remains 
in garbage bags

• When leadership was 
notified all work was 
stopped

• The community 
experienced shock, grief, 
anger, disbelief and hurt

July 1992



• Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers from the 7 
Nations Muskowekwan, 
Daystar, Kawacatoose, 
George Gordon, Fishing 
Lake, Kinistin and 
Yellowquill were called 
upon

• Respecting the diversity of 
protocol for all 7 nations, 
all gathered in prayer and 
ceremony on our lands to 
assist in determining steps 
forward

• Remains were buried in a 
new location

• Staff residences from the 
site were relocated

• Burial site remains behind 
Historical Site (IRS) 
unmarked 



Muskowekwan leadership will 
continue the work that was put in 
place by Chief’s and Council before us. 
Our nation places strong value in 
survivors, former students, descendants 
and our members by engaging, 
informing and honouring their 
resilience
As a result of the unmarked graves 
discovery in 2018, the community 
identified a need for a Wellness and 
Healing Centre. This became a reality 
with the consultation and engagement 
of the community. The community 
gave direction of what they wanted to 
see in their wellness centre. Leadership 
worked on the project with community 
partnerships and our place of wellness 
and healing will be in operation this 
year.



JUNE 1, 2021
Muskowekwan and surrounding 
communities came together in prayer and 
ceremony to support all in the Kamloops 
Indian Residential School. The waves of 
grief were felt by all in the 
heartbreaking discovery of the 215 that 
never made it home



JUNE 22, 2021

Engagement session and media 
announcement with Chiefs and 
members of the 7 Nations.
Elders, survivors, former students 
look at old records of the IRS and 
help identify possible sites for GPR 
work. Ceremony and direction 
from Elders and Knowledge 
Keepers as the work was set to 
begin



AUGUST 2021
Meeting with the 
membership in August with 
6 members in attendance
The GPR work begins on our 
nation. Dr. Kisha Supernant, 
Terry Clark and their team 
work diligently. New York 
Times reporters Nilo and Ed 
spend a couple weeks in the 
community speaking to 
survivors and documenting 
the work. All involved are 
respectful and follow 
protocol while on our nation.
Photos courtesy of The New York 
Times



HISTORICAL SITE ADVISORY GROUP
• After the first meeting with community in August 

2021 there was a need identified to engage and 
consult as the work continued

• As such, the Historical Site Advisory Group was 
established and we have consistent monthly 
meetings with a mental health therapist in 
attendance

• The Historical Site Advisory Group core values are 
love, respect, honesty, humility, courage (bravery), 
wisdom and the foundation of all-truth

• The advisory group consists of elders, survivors, 
former students and any interested members

• The advisory group has become an integral source of 
support, guidance and most importantly bringing 
prayer throughout this process



HISTORICAL SITE ADVISORY GROUP
• To assist leadership in prayer for the healing, reconciliation and 

wellness of our nation

• Create sacred spaces of healing, learning, culture, language and 
holistic health opportunities for survivors, former students, 
descendants and members of our nation

• To advise and make recommendations in meeting the Historical 
Site project goals, engagement and planning sessions

• To do our best in respecting that everyone has their own 
experience with the history of residential school, whether we 
experienced direct or multi-generational impacts, everyone has 
their own truth, every single story or experience is valued and 
respected in our circle. We honor their contribution. Prayer 
leads our path to truth, reconciliation and healing. We will be 
supportive in our own journey of healing and do our best to 
create better for the next 7 generations.



ONGOING PROJECTS FOR THE
HISTORICAL SITE

We host many visitors 
to the nation who are 

interested in the 
historical site



GPR WORK CONTINUES
¢ July 2022-Preliminary report from the GPR work conducted 

from 2021. Recommendations-continue search and conduct 
more research in historical archives to identify graves

¢ October 2022-University of Saskatchewan team comes out to 
conduct more areas for the search

¢ Winter 2022/23-Plan for the GPR grids for Spring 2023



GPR WORK CHALLENGES
¢ Technicians who specialize in this area are in high 

demand
¢ As we do the work we are finding that more areas are 

needed to be identified in search
¢ Resources needed to continue work
¢ Train and purchase our own equipment or partner with 

other communities as opportunity for members to gain 
skills and do the work ourselves

¢ Data collection and interpretation takes time and 
weather is always a factor



RESEARCH
¢ Canada Youth Works for Research Summer Student from May 

2022-August 2022 to assist in research and administration for 
project

¢ Research conducted at the following: 
• Manitoba Archives, St. Boniface, National Centre for Truth and 

Reconciliation, Canada (Federal), Hudson Bay Archives-June 2022
• Saskatchewan Archives, Saskatchewan Legislative Library, First 

Nations University of Canada-July 2022
• National Archives in Ottawa-August 2022
• Next Steps-Partner with the Treaty Commissioners Office of 

Saskatchewan-October 2022



RESEARCH CHALLENGES
¢ Historical records are in 

French and need interpretation
¢ Research and records are 

scattered in different 
organizations and are 
inconsistent

¢ Some records may be classified 
as restricted and this is a 
timely process in accessing

¢ Limited resources and all 
records are not available

¢ Privacy and confidentiality 
issues

¢ Time consuming



POPE VISIT-EDMONTON
¢ Members of Historical Site Advisory Group attended to 

papal visit in Edmonton-partnership with Bishop Bolen 
from Regina
WORKSHOPS WITH DANICAMITRIC

¢ Masters student in England/UK who originally was from 
Carleton University-Architect student

¢ Workshop with Elders and Youth in July
¢ From workshops we composed some plans and ideas for future 

project development
AZRIELI SCHOOL OF

ARCHITECTURE & URBANISM
¢ Architect students-summer student project building a 

software model prototype to assist in the preservation and 
conservation project

¢ Models will assist all technicians as project develops-
architect, engineer, construction, etc.



PARKS CANADA-HERITAGE
PROGRAMS

¢ Proposal submitted January 2022 and was successful
¢ Pilot project, one of a kind agreement with Parks Canada for 

reclamation, conservation and preservation
¢ Signed an agreement August 2022 to begin project in Spring 

2023
¢ November 2022-Video project with Historical Site

NATIONAL TRUST FOR CANADA
¢ National Trust for Canada placed the site on its Top 10 

Endangered Places List in 2018
¢ October 2022-Received Governor’s Award for community 

led efforts in the project as a National Historical Site
¢ Ongoing partnership toward rehabilitation as a site of 

conscience and creative partnerships



NATIONAL TRUTH & RECONCILIATION DAY

Muskowekwan
honors the history, 
our ancestors, 
Elders, survivors, 
members, all 
children and hope 
for the future. As a 
community we come 
together to share in 
a day that is 
nationally 
recognized. We as a 
nation walk together 
on this path to 
healing
each and every
day 



NATIONAL TRUTH & RECONCILIATION DAY

As a nation we appreciate our 
Community Champions that continue to 
support, educate, pass on the teachings 
and are a great resource for our nation. 
May we continue to build upon our 
strengths in reclaiming our language, our 
unique culture and the connection to the 
land, our home, Muskowekwan. May we 
continue to support each other in this 
healing together.



CREATING AWARENESS



FUTURE GOALS GPR Spring 2023
Upon completion of GPR 
work engage the 7 Nations 
to gather for prayer and 
ceremony
Begin development on the 
old residential school site 
as a National Historical Site
Continue research and 
compile to identify 
unmarked graves
Honor former students that 
attended from 1886-1997 
with a monument



ULTIMATE GOALS
• The Historical Site will provide a space of learning, awareness, 

culture, history and healing that honours our nation and all who 
attended

• Create a library of history according to our own unique identity with 
video, historical documents, oral testimony and any means of 
recording and preserving

• When unmarked graves are identified create a beautiful memorial 
and flower garden that provides a peaceful space of eternal rest

• The old chapel will be converted into a non-denominational place of 
worship-all are welcome to pray and worship in their belief. We 
embrace all beliefs and welcome prayer and peace as we were not 
allowed to practice our spirituality for generations

• Continue the healing and creating these sacred spaces for acceptance, 
belonging and being valued. Heal at each our own pace and never lose 
sight of how far we come and remain committed to creating a better 
future



~ Questions ~
~Comments~
~Feedback~



CONTACT INFORMATION
Vanessa Wolfe
Councillor
Muskowekwan First Nation
Box 85
Lestock, SK
S0A 2G0
Email: vanessawolfe@sasktel.net
Cellular: (306)450-8443
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