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Former residential school student
reflects on the TRC

Roy Sanderson doesn’t remember learning
much at St. Michael’s Indian Residential
School.

© Herald photo by Jason Kerr.
Prince Albert resident and St. Michael’s Indian
Residential School survivor Roy Sanderson poses with
the plaque he received for the work he did helping
other survivors gain reparations.
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Instead, the 66-year-old Prince Albert
resident remembers a lot of hunger, a lot of
cold nights, and a lot of whacks to the head.

Sanderson was one of many students to
attend St. Michael’s, which was located
near Duck Lake.  He said it was like a jail
there, and with the release of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission’s findings, he’s
happy to hear experiences like his aren’t
being dismissed any longer.

“I think it’s about time things have happened and people
are starting to wake up about residential schools,” he said
on Tuesday.

Sanderson was one of millions of people listening as
reports and recommendations from the commission spread
across the county.

He said he needed to examine the recommendations
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further before he’s sure what to think about them, but for
now, he’s just happy to see people taking the whole thing
seriously.

“I’m glad they’re looking at it, what happened years and
years ago.... All these Prime Ministers, they didn’t really
look at it all along.  They kind of put it away.  I think they
were worried they’d be found guilty about it.”

Sanderson describes some unpleasant conditions during
his eight years at St. Michael’s.  He talks about being sent
to work in the barns instead of educated.  He didn’t eat
well.  He didn’t sleep well.  He said some
supervisors there would whack him on the
head with a rubber hammer for failing to do
well in school.  Worse, they enjoyed it.

“I don’t know how many years they did that,
hit me across the head, and they’d make a big
joke out of it.  I used to see them laughing.”

Those blows to the head continue to haunt
him today.  As he got older he began to
suffer from dizzy spells.  He went to see a
specialist who told him his skull had a faint
crack in it.

“It was in a bad spot, right on top of my head,” Sanderson explained.  “(The specialist)
took a lot of x-rays and he was scared that (surgery) would kill me.”

Physical abuse wasn’t the only pain he carried into his adult life.  Sanderson said
residential schools robbed him of a meaningful relationship with his parents.  He only
began to get close to them again just before they died.

It was a long eight years for me,” he said.  “I forgot about my parents.”

Today, Sanderson lives in Prince Albert after working for years as a farm hand and forest
fire fighter in Alberta.  He has plans to head to the Truth and Reconciliation events in
Saskatoon on Wednesday, where he’s supposed to give a speech.

For him, it’s another chance to help people understand exactly what happened.

“It’s very strange to think about how I got there.  I always think about it,” he said.  “I still
think about it today.”
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