Charlie was 12. He was an Indian.
He died as the white

world’s rules had forced him to live —

cut off from his people

CHARLIE WENJACK would have been i3 years
old on January 19, and it's possible that
during his short and disturbed life someone may
have taken a snapshot of him -— one of those
faugbing, open-faced, blurred little pictures one
5o often sees of children. But if a snap was taken,
nobody knows were it is now. There are five
police pictures of Charlie. though. They are large
8-by-10 prints, grey and underexposed, showing
the thin, crumpled little body of a t2.year-old
boy with a sharp-featured face. He is lying on
his back and his thin cotton clothing is obviously
soaked. His feet, encased in ankle-high leather
boots, are oddly turned inward. In one of the
photographs an Ontario Provincial Police sergeant
is pointing down at Charlie’'s hody, where it lies
heside the CNR track. 1t is the exact spot where
on the night of October 22 Charlie collapsed and
died from exposure and hunger . . . just four-
and-a-half feet from the trains that carry the

Just 12% miles past this desolate railroad station, Charlie Wenjack died of exposure and starvation.
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white world by in warm and well-fed comfort.
When they found Charlie he didn't have any
identification. All they got out of his pockets was
a little glass jar with a screw top. Inside were
halfl a dozen wooden matches., They were all dry.
And that's all he had.

Charfie Wenjack was an Ojibway Indian attend-
ing Cecilin Jeffrey indian Residential Schoo! in
Kenora, Ont. He became lonely and ran away.
He died trying to walk 400 miles home to his
father, who lives and works on an isolated reser-
vation in northern Ontario, It is unfikely that
Charlie ever understood why he had to go-to
schoo! and why it had to be such a long way
{rom home. It is even doubtful if his father really
understood either,

I's not so ‘unusual that Indian children run
away from the residential schools they are sent
to. They do it all the time, and they lose their
toes and their fingers to frostbite. Sometimes they
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lose a leg or an arm trying to climb ahoard freight
trains. Occasionally, one of them dies. And per-
haps hecause they are ITndians, no one seems to
care very much. So this. then. is the story of how
a litde bov met a terrible and fonely death, of
the handfut of people who hecamc involved. and
of a town that hardly noticed.

Even before Charlie ran away he was already
running hard just to keep pace with the bewilder-
ing white world he had suddenly been thrust into.
He didn't start school until he was nine, The
village he came from. Ogoki Post on the Martin
Falls reservation, didn’t have a day school. Charlie
arrived at the Cecilia Jeffrey School. which is run
by the Presbyterian Church and paid for by the
federal government, in the fall of 1963. Some 150
Indian children five at the school but are integrat-
ed into the local school system. Consequently,
Cecilin Jeffrey is, for 10 months in the year,
reully nothing more than  / continued on page 38
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Kenora
Just

one year later

ON NoveMReR 22, 1965, 400 Indians staged
a protest march on Kenora town hall, For
a few days, the small community of 11,000
white people was exposed to the glare of
national publicity,. Newsmen swarmed into
town along with do-gooders and profes-
sional organizers. Some were Quakers; others
were from the Ontario l.abor Committee
For Human Rights, led by Alan Borovoy
and Dan Hill, a combination that inspired
the Winnripeg Tribwne to run the headline:
NEGRO AND JEW SPEARHEADED MARCH OF
INDIANS. Sadly, it made people forget the
march had been the Indians’ idea in the first
place. And for that matter, Hill hadn't ar-
rived in Kenora until after the march, The
Indians came from reserves around Kenora.
They marched to cal! attention to the hope-
less bureaucracy in which officialdom had
enmeshed them. to discrimination and the
lack of job opportunities in Kenora, and
to the liquor problems that were slowly
destroying the social order on their reserves.

There are people in Kenora today who
will tetl you that the Indians got what they
wanted: telephones for isolated reserves; a
local branch of the Alcoholism and Drug
Addiction Research Foundation; a one-week
extension of the beaver-trapping season, and
& mayor’s committee to iron out difficulties
between the Indians and the white towns-
people. Agencies of the federal and pro-
vincial governments sent in researchers,
some to find new approaches in education,
some to find job prospects. and others to
detail the drinking patterns of the Indians
and their encounters with the law, Both gov-
ernments aiso hired several focal Indians
to work as community-development officers
on their own reserves. Probably the best -
thing to happen to the Indians was the idea
10 move right into the reserves with Pro-
gram Five — the government’s scheme to
provide the unemployed with basic skills
while paying them a llving wage. Program
Five was tried with great success at the
Sioux Narrows reserve last winter, Attend-
ance was 95 percent; of 136 Indians enrolled,
124 completed their courses, This winter it
is being attempted on other reserves.

But now the do-gooders and organizers
have left Kenora. And over the past few
months the white power structure in Kenora
has reasserted itself. The mayor’s commit-
tce. which began with an cqual number of
Indians and whites. has shaken down to
scven whites and one Indian. There is the
same ratio on the advisory committee to
the Addiction Research Foundation branch.
Ontario Provincial Police say there is more
drinking than ever on the reserves. At the
fall assizes in Kenora there were four mur-
der cases, more than ever before, all in-
volving Indians, One 18-year-old, accused of
throwing his 10-month-old son into the river,
was convicted of manstaughter. OPP Super-
intendent Larry Gartner says, “If there has
been a change in the community's attitude
toward Indians and law enforccment, 1
haven't seen it.”

Perhaps one way of gauging the com-
munity’s attitude is its reaction to the press.
Mayor Ernest Carter fends off interviews,
“There were no particular problems.” he
says. “until a few troublemakers stirred
things up.” The businessmen rail bitterly
against what they call “the bad press” the
town received. But if Kenora has suffered
financially. it's hard to see how, Basically.
it's a tourist town, and the tourist business
in the Lake of the Woods arca last summer
was better than ever,

Allan Torrie, Kenora doctor
and director of the Alcoholism
and Drug Addiction Research
Foundation branch: “We have
to help people find a better
way to live and | think that we
are slowly moving toward that.”

chairman of
the Indian Grand Council, in
the Kenora area: “The red tape

Peter Seymour,

only gets worse. Every time
you turn around there's one
more unity-develop t
man, each with his own ideas.”

John MacDonald, Program Five
Co-ordinator: “Despite the de-

nials, there is prejudice. I'm
looked down on by some if |
talk with an Indian In a beer
parlor, 1t will take 10 years.

And the Indians know that.”

ACK K. DC
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Jack Deoner, Kenora lawyer:
“So far the so-called solutions
are only answers to the white
man's demands. The whites
want integration, now! They
also want a biiger jail. What
for? To hold the Indians in.”
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CHARLIE WENJACK continued from page 31
His father was out there somewhere: Charlie had to find him

an enormous dormitory. And Charlie.
who understood hardly any English,
spent the first two years in grade one.
He spent last year in what is called
a junior opportunity class. That means
he was a stow learncr and had to be
given special instruction in English
and arithmeetic. This fall he wasn't
quite good enough to go hack into the

gradc system. so he was placed in
what is called a senior opportunity
class. But there was nothing stupid
about Charlie. His principal of last
year, Velda MacMilan, believed she
got to know him well. “The thing we
remember most about him was his
sense of humor. If the teacher in the
class made a joke, a play on words,

he was always the first to catch on.”

Charlie wasn't a strong boy. In fact.
he was thin and sickly. He carried
an enormous, livid scar that ran in
a loop from high on his right chest.
down and up over his back. It meant
that in early childhood his chest had
heen opened. Nobody knows exactly
when. “Indian children’s early medical

What lifts this man out of the ordinary ?

He’s a man attuned to the times—a representative of
North American Life—the trend-setter in the devel-
opment of life insurance plans.

Take the Enhanced Protection Policy for example.
With this new concept in life insurance, he can offer
you more permanent insurance at a lower cost than
ever before. This basic permanent life insurance
policy has the usual guaranteed cash values, and iz
draws on future dividends to provide additional per-
manent insurance effective from the date of purchase.
That is the Enhanced Protection he brings to new

He brings the
North American
way of life to

new moderns and
their families

moderns and their families.

The North American Life man is an expert in planning
for tomorrow— your tomorrow! He accepts the respon-
sibility of providing programmed insurance for your
family’s needs. He can show you the valuable asset you
own in the Canada Pension Plan, and he is skilled in
integrating the retirement, disability and widow
benefits under this Plan with your present insurance
program. Why not let him show you the modern way
of life insurance, Talk to him soon. Just contact the
North American Life office in your community.
You’ll be glad you did.

NORTH AMERICAN LIFE ASSURANCE COMPANY

Leaders in the North American way of Life

HEAD OFFICE: TORONTO

records are practically impossible to
track down.” explains Kenora's pub-
lic-health doctor, P. F. Playfair. The
postmortem that was later performed
on Charlie by Dr. Peter Pan, of
Kenora, showed that his lungs were
infected at the time of his death.

On the afternoon of Sunday, Oc-
tober 16, when Charlie had only an-
other week to live, he was playing on
the Cecilia Jeffrey grounds with his
two friends, Ralph and Jackie Mac-
Donald. Ralph, 13, was always run-
ning away — three times since school
had started last fail. Jackie, only 11,
often played hooky. In the three years
he had been at the school Chartie had
never run away. He had played hooky
for one afternoon a week earlicr. and
for that he had been spanked by the
principal, Colin Wasacnse.

Right there on the playground thc
three boys decided to run away. It was
a sunny afternoon and they were wear-
ing only light clothing. If they had
planned it a fittle better they could
have taken along their parkas and
overshoes, That might have saved
Charlie’s life.

Slipping away was simple. The
school, a bleak institutional building.
stands on a few acres on the north-
east outskirts of Kenora. For the 75
girls and 75 boys there are only six
supervisors. At that time the staff
were all new and still trying to match
names to faces. (That same day nine
other children ran away. All were
caught within 24 hours.)

Escape by “secret trail”

As soon as they were clear of the
school, the three boys hit that strange
running walk with which young Indian
boys can cover 10 miles in an hour.
They circled the Kenora airfield and
struck out north through the bush
over a “secret trail” children at the
school like to use. The boys were head-
ing for Redditt, a desofate railroad stop
on the CNR line, 20 miles north of
Kenora and 30 miles east of the Mani-
toba border. Because Charlie wasn't
as strong as the others, they had to
wait often while he rested and regain-
ed his strength, It was on the fast part
of this walk, probably by the tracks.
that Chartie picked up a CNR sched-
ufe with a route map in it. In the fol-
fowing days of loneliness that map
was to become the focus of his long-
ings to get back to his father, But in
reality the map would be never more
than a symhol. hecause Charlie didn
know enough English to read it.

It was late at night when the three
boys got to Redditt: it had taken them
more than eight hours. They went to
the house of a white man the Mac-
Donald brothers knew as “Mister Ben-
son.” Benson took the exhausted boys
in. gave them something to eat, and
Ict them sleep that night on the floor,

Early the next morning the boys
walked another half mife to the cabin
of Charles Kclly. The MacDonald
boys arc orphans — their parents
were killed in a train accident two
years ago. Kelly is their uncle and
lavorite retative. Kelly is a small man
in his 50s. When he talks he has a
nervous habit of raking his fingers
through his grey. shoutder-length hair,
Like most of the Indians in the area.
he leads a hard life and is often des-
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CHARLIE WENJACK continued

All Charlie had was a jar of matches. “l never seed him again”

nerately hungry. It's obvious he cares
about his nephews. “1 told the boys
they would have to go back to school.
They said if 1 sent them bhack they
would run away again. I didn't know
what to do, Thcy won't stay at the
school. T couldn’t let them run around
in the hush, So 1 fet them stay. It was
a terrible mistake.”

That samc morning Charfie’s best
friend. Eddic Cameron. showed up at
the Kelly cahin. He. too. had run away
from the school, Eddie is also a
nephew of KeHy's, This gathering of
retutions sobtly put Charlic Wenjack
out in the cold. The Kellys also had
two teenage daughters to feed and
Kclly, who survives on a marginat
incomc from welfarc and trapping.
probably began to wonder exactly
what his responsihitity to Charlie was.
Later he and his wife Clara would
refer to Chartic as “the stranger.” The
Kellys had no idea where Charlie’s
reserve was of how to get there.

“He was always looking at this
map.” said Mrs. Kelly, “and you
couldn’t gct nothing out of him. 1
never scen a kid before who was so
quiet like that”

Nobuy told Charlic to go. Nobady
told him to stay cither. But as the
days passed Chartie got (he message.
So it must have hecen with a defiant
attempt to assert his own frail exist-
cnce that he would take out his map
and show it to his friend Eddic Cam-
cron. and together they would try to
make sense out of it. And Charlic
would tell Eddie that he was going to
feave soon to go home to his father.
But as Eddie remembers. Charlic only
knew “his dad lived a long way away.
And it was beside a lot of water,”

On Thursday morning Kelly de-
cided he would take his three nephews
by canoc up 1o his trapline at Mud
Lake. three miles north of Redditt.
“It was too dangerous for five in the
canoe.” said Kelly., “so 1 told the
stranger he would have lo stay be-
hind.”

Charfie played outside for a while,
then he came in and told Mrs. Kelly
he was leaving and he nsked for some
malches. Nebhody goes into the bush
without matcbes, If the worst comes
to the worst you can always light a
fire to keep warm. Mrs. Kelly gave
him some wooden matches and put
them in a little glnss jor with a screw
cap so they would keep dry. She also
gave him a platefut of fried potatoes
mixed with strips of bacon. Then he
teft. “I never seed him again.” said
Clara Kelty.

Nobody will know whethcr Charlie
changed his mind ahout leaving or
whether he wanted to see his friends
one last time. but instead of striking
out cast along the railrond tracks, he
walked north to Mud Lake, arriving at
the cahin by the trapline before Kelly
and his nephews pot there in the
cance. That night all there was to eat
were two potatoes. Kelly cooked and
divided them among the four bhoys.
He didn't cat anything himself but
he drank some tea with the others.
In the morning there was only more
tea. Kelly told Charlic he would have
to walk back because there was no

FEBRUARY, 1967

room in the canoe. Charlie replied
that he was leaving to go home to his
father. "} never said nothing to that,”
says Kelly, “I showed him a good trail
down to the railroad tracks. 1 told
him to ask the sectionmen along the
way for some food.”

But Charlie didnt ask anyone for
anvthing. And though he stayed alive

for the next 36 hours, nobody saw
him alive again.

When he feft Kelly and his nephews
and set out to walk home to his father,
Charlie had more than half of north-
ern Ontario to cross. There are few
areas in the country that are more
forbidding. The bush undulates back
from the railroad tracks like a hleak

and desolate carpet. The wind whines
through the jackpines and spruce,
breaking off rotten branches, which
fall with sudden crashes. The earth
and rocks are a cold brown and
black. The crushed - rock batlast. so
hard to watk on. is a pale-yellow sup-
porting ribbon for the dark steel
tracks. Close to the tracks, tall firs
feather against a grey sky. And when
a snow squall comes funneling through
a rock cut it blots out everything in a

continued on page 42
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Don’t walk, don’t run —
C fly away from winter for
q a rejuvenating 21-day

holiday in the sun-kissed

islands of the Bahamas
and the Caribbean. And fly Air
Canada, so you can enjoy friendly,
fun-filled Club Calypso service
coming and going.
Talk over this bright idea with the

person who can tell you ali you need

to know about travelling South —

your Travel Agent. A few intriguing
conversation-pieces are the fabulous

Winter can be 21 days shorter this year

air/sea cruises, Package Vacations
and our Fly Now — Pay Later Plan
- all available to you for your
holiday in the South.

Air Canada’s best-ever daily jet
schedules, this winter, from either
Montreal or Toronto, are sure to
cause a lot of happy talk, too.
Your Travel Agent can give

you all the details and arrange
your hotel and flight reservations
well in advance.

It’It kind of put you a step ahead in
the race to the sun.

Air Canada has daily jet service
from either Toronto or Montreal
to the Bahamas, Jamaica,
Antigusa, Barbados and Trinidad
& Tobago.

AlIR
CANADA

JAMAICA: $199.
NASSAU/FREEPORT: $i49.
ANTIGUA: $219.

ARBADOS: $256.

TRINIDAD & TOBAGO: $278.
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What makes

/SEAS
a great .
RUM 5 g

7 SEAS literally flows out of history . . . a fegacy from the days
of Nova Scotia’s great windships and their crews, who sailed
the Seven Seas and came to know so well how Rum at its best
should taste. 7 SEAS is the inheritance of that knowledge . . .
of Nova Scotia’s legendary fame as the place where Rum is
truly known and appreciated.

Serve 7 SEAS, with the confidence that no one serves a better
Rum. White, Light or Dark, as preferred.

D73|5As RUM

Made in the Annapolis Valley by ACADIAN DISTILLERS—Bridgetown, Nova Scotia
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CHARLIE WENJACK continued

“You, me—we made them that way”

blur of whiteness. The sudden drop in
temperature can leave a man dressed
in a warm parka shaking with cold.

All Charlie had was a cotton wind-
breaker. And during those 36 hours
that Charlie walked, there were snow
squalls and freezing rain. The tem-
perature was between 20 and 30 de-
grees. It is not hard to imagine the
hopelessness of his thoughts. He must
have stumbled along the tracks at a
painfully stow pace — in the end he
had covered only a little more than
12 miles. He probably spent hours,
huddled behind rocks to escape the
wind, gazing at the railroad tracks.
Somewhere along the track he lost his
map or threw it away. Charlie must
have fallen several times because
bruises were found later on his shins,
forehead and over his left eye. And
then at some point on Saturday night,
Charlie fell backward in a faint and
never got up again. That's the position
they found him in.

At 11.20 a.m. on Sunday, October
23, engineer Elwood Mclvor was
bringing a freight train west through
the rock cut near Farlane, 122 miles
east of Redditt. He saw Charlie's
body lying beside the track. An hour
later a section crew and two police
officers went out to bring Charlie’s
body back.

“It's a story that should be toid:”
said the section foreman, Ed Beaudry.
“We tell this man he has to send his
son to one of our schools, then we
bring his boy back on a fuggage car.”

THE SUNDAY THEY went to pick up
Charlie’s body, intermittent snow and
sleet blew through Kenora’s streets.
The church services were over, and
the congregations from Knox United
Church and the First Presbyterian
Church, which Fface each other at
Second Street and Fifth Avenue, were
spilling out onto the sidewatks. Just

two blocks west at Second and Mathe-
son [ walked into a hamburger joint
called the Salisbury House. An Indian
woman in an alcoholic stupor was on
her hands and knees on the floor,
trying to get out the door. None of
the half-dozen whites sitting at ‘the
counter even looked at her. A young
well-dressed Indian girl came in and,
with a masklike face, walked around
the woman on the floor. The girl
bought a pack of cigarettes, and then
on the way out held the door open
for the woman, who crawled out on
her hands and knees and collapsed
on the sidewalk.

One man at the counter turned and
fooked at the woman. “That's what
they do to themselves,” he said in a
tone of amused contempt.

The kid behind the counter sud-
denly turned whitefaced and angry.
“No, we did,” he said.

“We? No, it was the higher-ups, the
government,” replied the man.

“No,” insisted the kid, “it was you,
me. and everybody else. We made
them that way.”

The men at the counter looked at
him with closed, sullen faces. The kid
wouldn't give me his name. “I just
work here part-time,” he said. “I
work for the highways department . . .
I guess I'll have to learn to keep my
mouth shut. Because nothing ever
really changes around here.”

CHArLIE WeNJACK finally did go
home — the Indian Affairs Derort.
ment saw to that. They put him in a
coffin and took him back to Redditt
and put him on the train with bis
three littte sisters. who were also at
the Cecilia Jeffrey School. Colin
Wasacase, the principal, went along
with them, too. Wasacase. in his carly
30s, is a Cree from Broadview, Sask.
He knows what Indian residential

continued on page 44
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CHARLIE WENJACK continited

A boy was dead. What remained was bewilderment, anger

schools are alt about. He has lived in
them since he was a child, and taught
in them. He was at one such school
at the age of six when he broke his
left arm. The arm turned gangrenous
and was amputated.

At Sioux Lookout the little party
picked up Charlie’s mother. She was
taking tests for a suspected case of

TB. From Nakina they -all flew 110
miles north to Ogoki. It's the only way
you can get to Charlie's home.
Charlie's father, grief-stricken, was
bewildered and angry as well. fn his
50s, he is known as a good man who
doesn't drink and provides well for
his family. He buried Charlie, his only
son, in the tiny cemetery on the north

shore of the Albany River. He has
decided not to send his daughters to
school hut to keep them at home.
Wasacase understands that, too.
His own parents kept him out of
school for two years because another
boy in the family died much the same
way Charlie did.

There's not much else to say ahout
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Charlie Wenjack, except that on No-
vember 17 an inquest was held in the
Kenora Magistrate’s Court. Most ol
the people who have been mentioned
in this story were there. The coroner,
Dr. R. G. Davidson, a thin-lipped
and testy man, mumbled his own evi-
dence when he read the pathologist’s
report, then kept tefling the boys who
ran away with Charlie to speak up
when answering the crown attorney's
questions. When FEddie Cameron,
Charlie's best friend, entered the wit-
ness box, Davidson unnerved Eddie
with warnings ahout telling the truth
and swearing on the Bible. “}f you
swear on that book to tell the truth,
and you tell lies, you will be pun-
ished." Which seemed unnecessary
because, as Crown Attorney E. C.
Burton pointed out. a juvenite doesn't
have to be sworn in at an inquest,
Eddie fafer broke down on the stand
and had to be excused. Davidson Iy
Burton dcal with the boys after that.
Burton was gentle enough, but the
boys were withdrawn and for the most
part monosyHabic in their answers.

“Why did Charlie run away?"

Sitence.

“Do you think it was because he
wanted to sce his parents?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you like the school?”

“No.™

“Would you rather be in the bush?”

“Yeah."”

“Do you like trapping?”

“Yeah.”

Before the boys were questioned,
the constable in charge of the investi-
gation, Gerald Lucas, had given the
jury a matter-of-fact account of find-
ing Chatlie’s body. In telling it simply,
he had underfined the stark grimmness
of Charlie’'s death. But it was now,
through the stumbling testimony of
the boys, and in the bewildered si-
lences behind those soft one-word
answers, the fuil horror began to come
out. No, they didn't understand why
they had to be at the school. No, they
didn’t understand why they cowldn’t
be with their relatives. Yes, they were
lonesome. Would they run away
again? Silence. And the jury was ob-
viously moved. When Eddie Cameron
began to cry on the stand, the jury
foreman, J. R. Robinson, said inter,
“I wanted to go and put my arms
around that little boy and hold him,
and tefl him not to cry.”

There were no Indians on the jury.
There were two housewives, a rail-
road worker, a service-station opera-
tor, and Robinson, who is a teacher
at the Beaverbrae School in Kenora,
In their own way they tried to do their
duty. After spending more than two
hours deliberating. they produced a
written verdict and recommendations
that covered one, long, closely written
page of the official form. The jury
found that “the Indian education sys-
tem causes tremendous emotional and
adjustment problems.” They suggested
that the school be staffed adequately
so that the children could develop
personal relntionships with the staff,
and that more effort be given to
boarding children in private homes.

But the most poignant suggestion
was the one that reflected their own
bewitderment: “A study be made of
the present Indian education and phit-
osophy. Is it right?” %
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