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Richard Wagamese' award-winning novel Indian Horse is
being taught in thousands of Canadian classrooms, with
over 100,000 copies of the book in circulation.

In late 1950s Ontario, eight-year-old Saul Indian Horse

is torn from his Ojibway family and committed to one of
Canada’s notorious Catholic Residential Schools. Denied the
freedom to speak his language or embrace his Indigenous
heritage, Saul witnesses all kinds of abuse at the hands of
the very people who were entrusted with his care. Despite
this, Saul finds comfort and fascination in the unlikeliest

of places and favourite Canadian pastimes — hockey. His
talent leads him away from the misery of the school to a
Northern Ontario native league and eventually the Pros. But
the ghosts of Saul's past will always haunt him.

Spoiler alert! Unless your class or group has already
read Richard Wagamese's novel Indian Horse, this study
guide is best used after viewing the film.
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Please note: This movie introduces the discussion of
Canadian Residential Schools which in part includes

harms against children, sexual abuse of children, secrets,
and shame. While this is done gently and not in a graphic
nature, it may lead to disclosures by children or youth in
your classroom or group. Before viewing the film, please
ensure you are familiar with the mandatory and legal steps
within your province, organization or school regarding
your duty to report, and also that you know about available
supports in your community.

Residential School Survivor Support Line

1-866-925-4419
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The book and the film

One of the natural gifts of author Richard Wagamese is his
ability to marry the oral tradition of storytelling tradition and
the written word. He does this by carrying the voice of the
main character, Saul, and bringing the reader through stages
of Saul’s life. Reading Indian Horse is more than just a book,

it is a journey the reader takes with Saul. It feels like you are
sitting with Saul and listening to him speak the story of his life.
One important way the film stays true to the tone of the novel
is by maintaining the narrator’s voice throughout.

Lol

Richard Wagamese (1955-2017), an Ojibway from the
Wabaseemoong First Nation in Northwestern Ontario, was one
of Canada’s foremost Indigenous authors and an esteemed
public speaker and storyteller. A professional writer since 1979,
he was a newspaper columnist and reporter, radio and television
broadcaster and producer, documentary producer and the
author of fourteen titles from various Canadian publishers.
Richard was a success in every genre of writing he tried.
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¥ :
Sladen Peltier’s real hair cut off during the filming of Indian Horse
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The scene where Saul’s long hair is cut off is a real moment
for the actor, Sladen Peltier, who plays Saul. Sladen had
been growing his hair since age five and his initial feeling
about playing Saul was, ‘I didn't really want to go in this
movie if | had to get my hair cut.” But based on his own
family’s experiences (he has several older relatives who
went to Residential School) he came to decide this was

a bold step he was willing to take when he “realized it

was going to teach lots of people.” Peltier and his family
agreed to the sacrifice and single-take of having his braids
removed, to highlight the moment it represents for Saul:
the forcible removal of culture, of history, and all ties to his
Indigenous identity.

Sladen Peltier plays
the Child Saul.

From this point forward Child Saul is denied the freedom
to speak his language or embrace his Indigenous heritage.
Saul witnesses all kinds of abuse at the hands of the priests
and nuns at the Residential school. Despite this, Saul

finds comfort and fascination in the unlikeliest places and
favourite Canadian pastimes — hockey.
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__INDIAN HORSE

Discussion questions

® Why is it so traumatic for Saul to have his hair cut
off? What does it represent? Why was this done to
Indigenous children in Residential Schools?

@ Think of another book that is fiction and is used to
teach about history. Why is fiction a powerful tool to
talk about important and difficult subject matter?

. What are some of the differences and similarities
between the book and the film?
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1920 is the year the Indian Actis amended to make it compulsory

for status Indian children between 7-15 to attend Residential School

although records show some children as young as 4 and teenagers yrs

as old as 20 who stayed. 20
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Truth and Reconciliation
From the 1880s, for upwards of 100 years, the Canadian
government worked in tandem with the church-run

schools to forcibly remove Indigenous children from their
families, communities and Nations and put them into
notoriously abusive institutions called Indian Residential
Schools (IRS). The purpose of the schools was to eliminate
parental involvement in the spiritual, cultural and intellectual
development of Indigenous children. During this chapter in
Canadian history, more than 150,000 First Nations, Métis,
and Inuit children were forced to attend these schools, many
of which were hundreds of miles from their home.

In his role as Head of Indian Affairs in 1920 Duncan
Campbell Scott set out the forceful and deliberate policies
that perpetuated the efficacy of the Residential School
system. He stated: ‘I want to get rid of the Indian problem.
Our object is to continue until there is not a single Indian

in Canada that has not been absorbed.” (source: National
Archives of Canada, Record Group 10, vol. 6810, file 470-2-
3, vol. 7, 55 (L-3) and 63 (N-3).)
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60% is the mortality rate at some Residential Schools, according
to Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Justice Murray Sinclair.

Children as young as five-years-old were taken far away
from their families and homes where they were violently
punished for speaking their own languages or practicing
their traditions. They were indoctrinated into Euro-Canadian
and Christian ways of living with the goal of assimilating
them into mainstream Canadian society. This systemic
racism was meticulously crafted to ‘kill the Indian in the
child’, as has been notoriously quoted in many Residential
School accounts (including the 2008 government apology).
Children were often physically and sexually abused for the
duration of the years they were forced to live in the schools
creating an enduring legacy of secrecy, shame and pain for
generations of Indigenous people.

Q) '
"50% of the children
who passed through
these schools did

not live.”

Dapt Saparinoncisns

Department of Indian
Affairs, 1920.
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