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Media Release: Reclaiming the Lost Souls of Alberni Indian Residential School 

In 1960, George Clutesi was one of the many Tseshaht First Nation members and Indigenous 

People to attend residential school.  In an interview with CBC National television George Clutesi 

shared his story of how he pursued a journey of healing over eleven years from all that he 

endured in residential school. He, along with all of the others that attended these schools, was 

taught to be ashamed of who he and his parents were and forced into a process of assimilation. 

George and all of the other survivors of this dark time in history as well as those who did not 

come home from these schools, stand as a symbol for strength, resilience and hope for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people everywhere.  This strength was proven again in 1973 

when Tseshaht forced the closure of the Alberni Indian Residential School (A.I.R.S). In 1997 

Nuu-chah-nulth completed a study on the impacts of residential school.  This was a tragic report 

that proved the need for greater awareness and as you see the need for Tseshaht, and many other 

communities, strength to continue down the path of healing. 

On-going Steps to True Healing 

As Tseshaht continues to heal we realized that this required healing the lands and collecting 

those spirits that were lost in A.I.R.S, and helping them find their way home. On September 27, 

2019 members of the Tseshaht First Nation and Nations from across British Columbia practiced 

our traditional ceremonies to help guide these spirits and energy home, and heal the land in 

which A.I.R.S stood.  This important step will help survivors continue to heal the wound left by 

this tragic legacy, and reclaim what was taken from them during the years they spent in this 

school.     

During the tearing down of Peake Hall, the souls of many young children dispersed and found 

refuge in neighboring houses and buildings. These souls once lost are part of this component of a 

healing journey that Tseshaht must continue to address.   

Next Steps 

As we have learned in the process of Truth and Reconciliation, this healing process does not end 

with a single event. Tseshaht extends our invitation to survivors and families of survivors to 

continue to respectfully visit and collect these spirits and guide them home.  We will continue to 
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learn new information that will help guide the work in our collective and continuous healing 

journey. 

While planning this event, we extended offers to participate to the United Church of Canada, 

specifically to provide a small amount of financial assistance to help feed survivors attending. 

Unfortunately, they declined our plea.  This came as a shock and only illustrates the need for 

reconciliation not only by government, but also the highest levels of an organization who helped 

Canada perpetrate a most horrific and failed experiment purposely brought upon our people.  

This tragedy is Canada’s responsibility. Canada built and operated A.I.R.S on this site with the 

help of the United Church.  After A.I.R.S closed, the government left behind a gaping wound for 

Tseshaht to deal with including assisting non-Tseshaht who are also deeply impacted by A.I.R.S.  

Government disgraced our lands, our territory and our people for multiple generations by putting 

that facility in our territory and now Tseshaht are left to suffer the consequence of this dark and 

most painful legacy.  

In the past, Tseshaht self funded many events. We didn't ask for help; we took it upon ourselves 

to invite people to find refuge and to come sit and eat with us.  Tseshaht is grateful to First 

Nations Health Authority for helping fund this event which took place on September 26-28, 

2019. Moving forward Tseshaht must build off the momentum of this event and continue the 

healing journey.  For many years Tseshaht have dreamt of building a facility to accommodate 

healing for those suffering the generational effects of residential schools, forced assimilation and 

colonization. 

Reconcili-Action 

In order to facilitate this dream and continue our healing journey, Tseshaht will require access to 

lands and resources that will enable true self-determination and allow Tseshaht identity to thrive.  

The Province denies Tseshaht access to land and timber within our own territory – with access 

Tseshaht would be able to create revenue to fund initiatives such as these and create a sustainable 

future.   

Tseshaht First Nation is calling upon the Provincial and Federal Government to honour their 

commitments of adopting and implementing the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples and the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions Calls to Action, which 

includes providing legislation or proper laws that give Tseshaht full sustainable access to our 

lands and resources. This would allow Tseshaht to continue to do this important work without 

having to beg for access to our own resources within our territories. Tseshaht continue to work 

towards being self-sufficient and self-determinant and to move forward and thrive in our 

homelands by overcoming government laws and policies used to destroy our way of life. 

Tseshaht are also calling upon the Government of Canada to provide more information on the 

2015 TRC final report. There are uncertainties for 5 generations of children that lost their lives in 

residential schools from 1891 to 1973.  We are seeking clarification and closure to understand 

how people die under the Church and Government care and how the records were kept.  



…3

Tseshaht First Nation 
5091 Tsuma-as Drive, Port Alberni, B.C., V9Y-8X9 

Phone: 250-724-1225  Fax: 250-724-4385 

Tseshaht.com 

CBC reported that the odds of dying in residential school was 1 in 25, this is almost the same as 

the odds of Canadians dying who served in WWII at 1 in 26.  We thought TRC work was 

ethically done spending millions of dollars yet records in Canada are inadequate. Churches, 

RCMP and Government even today cannot account for more than 1000 children they know died 

including those victims that contracted TB at the school and passed away. In 1909 Bryce 

revealed that many of the deaths were murder, and that these murders were being covered up by 

staff and officials, including the issuing of falsified death certificates.  As we continue in our 

healing process, this information will provide closure to the children’s families that did not come 

home from the residential schools across Canada.  

Rebuilding 

It's important we take back our power by acknowledging what was done on our territory. It 

wasn't our choice, but we want to make it right in any way we can, for the survivors and all to 

feel safe and loved when they walk upon our lands and in our territory. They experienced our 

hosting this event to send them away with our identity, that of Tseshaht people, instead of the 

hurt that was unleashed on them by A.I.R.S. We need to come together to heal. We want to let all 

survivors know it was because of what they held on to, the culture and teachings, our ways that 

we carry whenever we sing, whenever we dance, whenever we speak our language.  It's because 

of what our survivors held on to that we are able to stand proud of who we are today. The 

success of healing ourselves can be reflected in our own teachings. What once stood as a part of 

A.I.R.S became haahuupayak elementary school for instance – we have our language and culture 

and we still have a curriculum being taught to children from not only Tseshaht, but many other 

Nuu-chah-nulth and First Nations students.  Tseshaht is reclaiming our culture, revitalizing our 

language and supporting many of our children to become scholars. People are starting to 

understand that we have capacity from the strides we've taken. Racism and discrimination are a 

learned mindset that continues to exist in all of our communities to this day. Together we can 

challenge this teaching and foster communities built on inclusion, understanding and equality.  

On September 26-28, 2019 we stood together to create a new history in Alberni and Tseshaht 

territory. We opened our doors and held space for our Tseshaht members and First Nations 

across British Columbia to come together to heal. To reclaim what was taken and to rebuild our 

collective history as Indigenous Peoples. We are strong, we are resilient, and we are committed 

to share our culture, our teachings, our songs, dances and language to our children and future 

generations. With great thanks to all of those that carried these through the darkest times of our 

history. It is because of each and every one of you that we are here.  

Thank you. 

In Solidarity, 

Tseshaht First Nation 

For More information about this press release please contact Cynthia Dick, Chief Councillor at 

250-724-1225 or by email at cynthiad@tseshaht.com 


