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Lewis Cardinal 

September 1, 2022    kihciy askiy-Sacred Land, Edmonton 

Interviewer: Winston Gereluk   Camera: Don Bouzek 

Q:  Tell me about your background and what brought you to the point where you became the 
activist who is in charge of constructing this site. 

LC:  I come from a small First Nation in northern Alberta on the Lesser Slave Lake called Sucker 
Creek Cree First Nation. I lived there until I was about nine years old. My father had become the 
Vice President of the Indian Association of Alberta in 1970. He then moved myself and my 
brother here, to Edmonton. So, this is how we came to Edmonton itself. But what connects me to 
Edmonton and connects me back home to Sucker Creek is Treaty 8 and Treaty 6.  

Treaty 8 was created by my second great grandfather and his brother and their brothers. They 
negotiated Treaty 8 and signed it in 1899 at Willow Point at Sucker Creek on the very west shore 
of the Lesser Slave Lake. Treaty 6 was signed by several of my relatives as well. The whole 
thing about treaties and treaty relationship is really central to a lot of the identity of who I am. 
But I’m also equally proud of the tremendous Métis heritage that I also come from. My 
grandmother was Métis, born at Lac Ste. Anne, not far from the city here. Her ancestors 
originally came from county Sligo in Ireland in 1812, and they worked in all of the forts from Ft. 
Garry in Manitoba, what is now Manitoba, all the way here to Fort Edmonton until it closed in 
1915. So that Métis part of that history really also defines sharply the work ethic, the 
commitment to family, the commitment to community. The chiefs and the relatives in my family 
also taught us that. So it’s been handed down through the family.  

My father and my grandfather were heavily involved in Indigenous politics. So I grew up during 
the heyday of the Indian Movement from 1968 to 1974. I was very fortunate to be in the eye of 
the hurricane, as I like to call it, because so much social change was happening at the same time. 
But the consistency of supporting the community, the consistency of building relationships, was 
always key to everything that they did. It was easy for me to be inspired by that sense of 
greatness – the greatness to commitment, the greatness to the power of relationship. So that 
really set for me a direction that I wished to go. I’ll never forget my grandmother telling me 
when I was a little boy--she said, don’t you ever forget that there are people that cannot help 
themselves for many different reasons; they’ll need a hand. But once you’re able to take care of 
yourself and you can support your own family, turn and help those who need help. My 
grandfather always taught me that the greatest thing you’ll ever do in your life is doing the things 
that your community asks you to do.  

This kihciy askiy site that we’re at here is something that the community wanted to see built. 
Going into education, I went through post-secondary, graduated with three undergraduate 
degrees. I studied my PhD in Indigenous Peoples Education here at the University of Alberta. I 
started supporting the community working with students, and then through that, the community 
recognized my abilities to get things done. They started to ask me to do things. So that’s how I 
started getting involved in community advocacy. Fairly soon then the local Elders came to me 
and they said, we want you to run for office; we want you to be in City Hall. So, they asked me 



 2

to run for city councillor, and I did. I came in close, not bad for the first time out. But then I was 
also told that maybe I’m in the wrong level of politics, that you should run perhaps as a federal 
MP. So, I tried that, and also came in second, which was pretty good.  

But by that time, I was getting pretty burned out, because I was also working, I was teaching, and 
I just ran out of time and money. I thought, I’d better sit back and rest a while and support the 
next generation that’s coming up to develop their leadership and their capacity as well. So, I 
think when I define myself it would be I’m a community advocate but I’m also a community 
capacity developer, helping build social infrastructure for our people in the cities. Edmonton has 
the second largest urban Indigenous population in Canada but also it has the largest population in 
the way that over 130,000 Indigenous people utilize the City of Edmonton on a daily basis.  

We have eight First Nations that are very close to Edmonton. We have many traditional Métis 
communities like St. Albert and Lac Ste. Anne that have a very strong and large Métis 
population. So, there’s a lot of work to be done. One more lesson that my grandfather taught me 
is, and he said, when you become an Indian, you’ll never be out of work, because there’s always 
something that needs to be done. He was absolutely correct. I just wish I had more hours in the 
day, but I don’t. I also am getting older. So I’ve got to be kinder to myself as well. But I’m really 
pleased with seeing the young leadership that’s making its way up and doing some amazing 
things in their own right, and I’d like to think that I helped out a little bit in helping that and 
supporting those that are making their way now. 

Q:  With respect to that, sometime in the future you can introduce me to one or two of those 
young leaders. 

LC:  Yes, absolutely. 

Q:  What’s your perspective on labour history? 

LC:  We have to take a worldview look at what work means and what labour means. From an 
Indigenous perspective, I would say work is something that you do with and for other people; 
setting up a camp, hunting, and providing meat and provisions for your family and community. 
We don’t see that as work and labour in what is now the contemporary definition of those two 
terms, but it’s something that is “giving.” Not only do you give your sweat and toil and tears for 
something, but you also give your heart. So a part of you is a part of what you create. So work in 
that perspective becomes a different way of seeing that relationship.  

When I think about labour and work in the western concept in terms of the relationship between 
Indigenous people and Canadians, or settlers if we want to call them that, it goes back to even 
before Edmonton became Edmonton. Canada could not have been born without the sweat, toil, 
and tears and commitment of Indigenous people bringing them out here, helping them build their 
forts, creating provisions, tilling fields, and all this sort of work, to create a relationship that was 
mutually beneficial. That’s the origin, when I think about it, as to labour and work and the 
history of labour and work between Indigenous people. One example, as you pointed out, is with 
the Ukrainian people, the settlers when they came here. They relied on the relationship with 
Indigenous people to help them with their fields and their fieldwork and their farm work. In turn, 



 3

the Indigenous people received something in relationship and return as well. So there was a cross 
cultural exchange between the two groups that was mutually beneficial.  

It wasn’t until the politicians and the government showed up and started to build fences, which 
metaphorically re-defined the relationship between the peoples. They created a fence, and on one 
side was us and on one side were the other people. But before those fences were built, there was 
a relationship that was deep; there was a familial relationship. As I’ve mentioned before, the 
headscarf that was worn by the women of the Ukrainian communities was adopted by the 
Indigenous women in the communities that they had a relationship to – a sign of relationship, a 
sign of trust and respect. Still to this day Indigenous women will wear those scarves. That may 
have been forgotten by certain generations, but it certainly is remembered by the older ones as to 
what that really means, that wonderful flowering headscarf that showed not only flowers but 
medicines as well.  

Women in Indigenous communities also had that tradition of utilizing medicine to look after their 
communities. So, there was an immediate connection, a deeper one, born from two different 
continents on different sides of the planet, which I think is a really beautiful story. So, we worked 
the fields in exchange in relationship with the first settlers that were here. Of course, we can look 
to the colonial history and say, okay well they came, they took our land, they took our children, 
they took our rights, etc. But those were the politicians; those were the speculators. Those were 
the ones who wanted to separate people from their natural wealth and their natural wellness. But 
when we look at the building of the forts, again, the fur trade industry was what carried what 
became known as Canada on their backs for over 200 years. Hunting, fishing, trapping, the fur 
industry. A lot of people don’t know this, but Edmonton for many decades was a key point for 
the production of furs. Out of Fort Edmonton, 25 percent of the furs that were sent to Europe 
came out of Edmonton in the 1800s. Of course, it didn’t come out of Edmonton specifically, but 
it came out of all the trade relationships that the Indigenous people had to acquire those furs and 
bring them to Fort Edmonton for trade.  

So, labour and that work that was put into it, again, was supporting the relationship, the kinship 
ties between the settlers and the Indigenous people. Within that trade network, many settlers 
married into Indigenous nations. That’s why as much as up to 40 percent of Canadians have an 
Indigenous person in their family tree. They needed those relationships to have the resources 
accessible to do the trade and the business that was required to build what became Fort 
Edmonton, what became the City of Edmonton, what became the Province of Alberta, and what 
became this great country that we call Canada. So those relationships are really foundational to 
what this nation stands for, and that is a story that really hasn’t been told in its entirety. Usually, 
the story is told about the divisions and the wars and the struggles. But there’s a better story that 
has a longer history and a deeper history, and that is that working relationship that we had 
amongst ourselves. 

Q:  What about the relationship of Indigenous people to the formal labour market? There were 
obstacles to overcome. 

LC:  The obstacles were born in ignorance, and ignorance is one of the ‘parents’ of racism and 
discrimination and prejudice. Those are the three siblings that work together so well and for no 
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good. A part of the reason why those exist is for the limitation of the access of wealth and status 
amongst Indigenous people, so that wealth and the acquisition of wealth and healthiness or 
wellness, if you want to call it that, has been tainted by those ideas and those notions. Legislation 
had come in that legally separated Indigenous people. For example, First Nations people until 
1951 could not protect themselves with a lawyer; it was illegal for a lawyer to defend First 
Nations people. We couldn’t vote in the federal election until 1961. So Indigenous people were 
marginalized legally and forced to live on small patches of land that we call First Nations, and 
very limited in what type of labour and work they could do to sustain their own families. You had 
to get permission to leave your First Nation if you wanted to go work in a lumber mill or if you 
wanted to go hunt. You couldn’t sell your own produce that you grew in your own gardens or 
your wheat fields, because it had to go through the Indian agent. So, there was definitely that 
marginalization.  

When Indigenous people became successful, particularly in agriculture, it was usually the local 
farmers and agriculturalists that sought legislation to limit or mitigate the sale of Indigenous 
products so that their own products weren’t undercut or undersold. Oftentimes, many of these 
agricultural products were left to rot if not sold, or if they were sold, they were sold very cheaply. 
So that created that whole step towards entrenched poverty. You couldn’t get an education 
greater than grade 8 unless you left your reserve and renounced your identity as an Indigenous 
person. This is the kind of history that really limited how Indigenous people can be productive.  

The Métis, which I’m proud to say is a big part of my family, didn’t have those same restrictions, 
but they had the social restrictions of being Métis. Canada was still kind of ticked off at them for 
the Riel Resistance. They didn’t have land grants. So they had a difficult time trying to make a 
successful time of it themselves. However, many did, and many did survive. At that time, 
Indigenous people were forced to hide their identity because of the entrenchment of racist 
ideology against Indigenous people. So, in other words, it wasn’t cool to be an Indigenous person 
back in the day, back in the mid last century. You had to hide that identity; you were forced to. 
But those were the conditions that we had to work towards to change.  

Q:  What things did you encounter when you entered the formal labour market? 

LC:  When I was 14 years old, I lied and said I was 16, and I went to work at the Hotel 
Macdonald. Because I was Indigenous, there was always speculation that I wasn’t a good worker. 
I found myself at quite a young age having to work twice as hard as anyone else to meet the 
same standard of expectation that my superiors had upon me. That’s not to say that they didn’t 
recognize that hard work. They certainly did, because I did manage to excel. But I also didn’t put 
up with a lot with that racism and that discrimination. I pointed it out when I had to. That was the 
first inkling of my activism days, saying, you know what, this ain’t right; this needs to change.  

So, again at a young age, I began to realize that the issue here is education. They don’t really 
know Indigenous people. At that time, there weren’t a lot of Indigenous people in Edmonton like 
today. So I was unusual in that aspect. But certainly, there was a lot of racism and discrimination: 
outward hatred, name calling, random violence. But those were the things that we expected. 
Either you stood your ground or you didn’t. So that really helped me to realize that I had to say 
something and do something to change this reality. Another lesson that my grandparents taught 
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me is that we have to think seven generations ahead. You’re not thinking about yourself, but 
you’re thinking about the next generation and what you’re going to leave behind to make their 
world a little bit better. I think that’s another core principle that was left for me, is to do things to 
help the next generation. Then they will help the next generation, and so forth and so on. 

Q:  What about the relationship of Indigenous people to trade unions? It hasn’t always been a 
happy one. 

LC:  No, it hasn’t. But trade unions, or unions, weren’t a new idea to Indigenous people. The 
concept of the union is to work together and to protect each other and to support each other in 
times of need. That really defines what a traditional Indigenous community is all about; it’s how 
can we work together to mutually benefit from what we can gain together. So, unions were also 
influenced - it’s an organization; it’s an institution that is also influenced by the zeitgeist of the 
time. If racism is rampant and unchecked, certainly these organizations are going to be 
influenced by that. It doesn’t make it impossible for an Indigenous person to rise to the top of 
those institutions, but it makes it even more challenging to take that effort to make your way to 
the top to become a leader within the union. I’ve known a few of those union leaders that told me 
stories of those struggles and that consistency. But they also said the same thing I just did; I was 
thinking about the next generation; I was thinking about how can we make things right. Within 
our own history as Indigenous people, we know that this dysfunction of relationship that we call 
racism and discrimination and prejudice is not normal for people to work together. Then my 
grandfather taught me – he taught me a lot. He was a man of few words, and when he did speak, 
I listened very closely. He said, you know, it took seven generations to get us in this mess; it'll 
take seven generations for us to come out of it. He said, you are generation number two. So, he 
said, do the best you can. Move that flag forward and then teach your kids well, and they’ll pick 
it up and they’ll move it forward. That’s the only thing that we can really do. 

Q:  What would you say to trade union leaders in Alberta about enabling more participation and 
working with the Indigenous community in this province? 

LC:  Because I’m an educator by trade, education is key. Awareness is key. Countering the 
historical narrative that’s been largely negative and untrue, and has to be retold, re-visioned. The 
true story of what the nature and spirit of Alberta and Edmonton is about needs to be told and 
needs to be shared with everyone from the president down to the labourer, that there’s a different 
story. You have to become aware that Indigenous people were partners in building what we now 
enjoy. That story needs to be told. And more practically, policy needs to be created to create 
opportunities for Indigenous people to enter. Indigenous policy should not be seen as a nicety, 
but rather a necessity. To have a place for them within their administrative policies I think is 
important.  

This project, kihciy askiy-Sacred Land, is an example of that. kihciy askiy is a case study on an 
Indigenous Procurement Strategy for contractors and sub contractors. Over 60 percent of our 
contractors and subcontractors on this project are Indigenous people. They have had to bid and 
they have to be good at what they do, but we’ve opened the door. Now the City of Edmonton is 
developing an Indigenous Procurement Strategy for all of its contracts and all of its work that it 
does, to create the opportunity for Indigenous people to compete fairly in acquiring those 
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contracts. That’s a huge step forward. Edmonton, with this project, which is the first of its kind in 
Canada, is also inspiring other cities. I’ve gotten four phone calls and did four interviews in four 
different cities – Toronto, Saskatoon, Winnipeg, Calgary – about how we’re doing this and what 
are some of the elements that are unique.  

We took the initiative and we stepped beyond fear to try something new. There’s no template; 
there’s no book that we can borrow from to call our own. We’re actually creating it as we’re 
moving forward, but it’s based on relationship again. It’s taken time for us to build that 
relationship, to try something new. Thank goodness there are a lot of good people in the city of 
Edmonton who’ve made that commitment and continue to make that commitment, and it inspires 
me. It inspires me to see people in my own community willing to take that initiative and that 
courage to work towards a relationship that’s more equitable. Indigenous people, like anyone 
else, don’t want a handout. We just want a chance to compete fairly. 

Q:  In what way will bringing people to this place and having them experience it enhance the 
vision that your people have in mind? 

LC:  I think foundationally the most elemental way that I can describe that is that it’ll show us 
how much more we have in common than we have difference. When you come to that 
understanding, the fear factor diminishes. Suddenly you’re not afraid of the other person 
anymore, because you come here and you share your story. You share your history, you share 
your traditional knowledge, and then you start to see yourself in the other person’s story. That is 
really key. When you start to see yourself in another person’s story, you start to recognize that 
inherent humanity that we share together and that’s a value that we have to re-instill in our 
relationships. I think that’s really key, because when you do that then you’re more apt and ready 
to create a relationship to produce something together. If you want to know someone really well, 
build a garden and maintain it together. That common effort can be quite revealing. 

Q:  Is there anything else you’d like to add about labour history? 

LC:  Well, yes. A lot of people don’t realize just how much Indigenous people have put into the 
creation of the city of Edmonton and this province. A lot of people don’t know how many Métis 
helped build bridges and towers, the CN Tower for example, built by Métis ironworkers. 
Beautiful stories, working together and leaving something behind for their great-grandchildren to 
see in the future, showing them that nothing’s impossible. The more that we understand those 
contributions, the better we can really respect each other. That’s really key. Edmonton has the 
second largest Indigenous population in Canada, but it’s not that we’re just here – we’re active. 
We’re working in many different trades and many different levels of government. We’re here, 
and I think that’s the story that really needs to be told. Edmonton was not built by the settler; it 
was built with the settler. 

Q (DB):  Talk about the generational changes that are taking place in the young people. 

LC:  When we talk about labour we talk about work; we talk about the generations. I started out 
as a construction worker. I worked in building roads in a number of these communities that are 
close to here. I actually worked as a labourer and an equipment operator and was represented by 
a fine union. Then I went to university, because I wanted first to go out and do work, kind of 
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figure out what I wanted to do after I’d worked. I think that’s a good way of doing things. I think 
the British call it the Gap Year, where you take some time off and just kind of sort things out in 
terms of where you might want to be.  

What I do see with what’s happened over the last three generations, for example, my father being 
one of the first to leave our First Nation and go and work without seeking permission from 
anyone – the lumber mills, the mines, the different areas. We traveled a lot around northern 
Alberta and parts of British Columbia where he would work until he got involved in politics. I 
followed a similar path to his as well. I also went into construction and did work and then 
eventually got into politics and that whole sort of thing. But what we’re seeing now is we’re 
seeing, because we showed that we can lay a path that is open for other people. I’m looking at 
younger generations who are going into university out of high school, who are going into areas 
and fields of work that really span everything nowadays. I have a distant relative; his name is 
Rob Cardinal; he’s an astrophysicist. He’s discovered three comets and various things in the sky. 
I’m inspired by that. Douglas Cardinal, who’s a distant relative and very dear friend of mine, is 
an architect, perhaps the most renowned architect in the history of Canada. He’s Indigenous – 
Blackfoot Métis. The generational connection that we have and that I’m seeing happening with 
our young people is they’re saying, you know what, these doors sometimes were kicked open 
and sometimes forced open and sometimes unlocked, and the previous generation opened that so 
that we can poke our heads in and see if that’s where we want to be, to make that choice of where 
we want to go with what our purpose in life is. 

Q (DB):  Can you repeat again the value of this site? 

LC:  kihciy askiy-Sacred Land was a vision created 16 years ago. The vision was quite simple. 
We’re the only people in this city that have to leave the city in order to do our ceremonies. Our 
Elders also knew that in the near future most of our people will be living in the urban centres, 
and at the last count over 70 percent of Indigenous people in Canada no longer live in their 
traditional communities or on the First Nations or Métis settlements; they’re actually making the 
urban centres their homes. An important question then is: why? Well, the answer to that is 
because that’s where the jobs are; that’s where work is. They also want to provide for their 
families; they also want to have opportunities for new chances at doing different things and 
exploring their own purposes. So, kihciy askiy then becomes a very important site where 
Indigenous people can come to learn, connect, and do ceremony to their own traditions and 
cultures.  

There are over 60 different Indigenous nations in Canada, and every single one of them are 
represented here in the city of Edmonton. So kihciy askiy then becomes a site where each of 
those traditional knowledge keepers can come and transfer their knowledge to their own people 
in their own way. While this is predominantly Cree territory, we also recognize that our relatives 
from across Canada also have need to access their culture and their history. So now a young 
person can take a bus from downtown with a towel wrapped under their arm and come down 
here to have a sweat lodge with their elder. We can have space for Indigenous children and 
families to learn about their history, their identity, and who they really are and what opportunities 
may lie ahead for them in the future. Kihciy askiy is a place of prayer, a place a connection: 
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connecting to your ancestors, connecting to Mother Earth, connecting to the history of your 
people, connecting to your family, and connecting to your identity. That’s so important to 
develop contributing and participating citizens to work in a good way to become who they are 
and to contribute to the broader society. That’s why kihciy askiy then becomes important. It also 
becomes important as a place of teaching for non-Indigenous people. They can also come down 
here and in a good way learn about our histories, traditions, and our spiritual understandings.  

Again, education is key in how we can hold these relationships together. kihciy askiy, while we 
say it is a place of prayer, it’s also a place of relationships. It’s all about relationships. And we 
have a responsibility, we have a stewardship responsibility, because we don’t own the land. 
That’s a difference from the way the Europeans saw the land as something to be owned and 
cultivated and utilized for your own prosperity. Indigenous people saw it different and still see it 
different, that we also have a responsibility to this tree to ensure that we take care of the water, 
we take care of the sky so it can rain properly so it can grow and prosper in its own way. 

Q (DB):  Do you have any knowledge to share about the Jasper Place neighbourhood? 

LC:  Well, I don’t know a lot, but I do know this, is that Jasper Place, when you really think 
about it, is the gateway to Edmonton. We were coming from the west, and you have the 
Indigenous nations out west who would make their way through Jasper Place. It’s a logical place 
where you’d want to set up your camp before you came into Edmonton or into the Fort, 
sufficiently far enough away where you could still have your own little space to do what you 
want. I’m not surprised that Jasper Place has a large Indigenous population, because oftentimes, 
Indigenous people coming into the city will want to keep close to their relatives, want to keep 
close to their ancestors who had made that part of Edmonton their home. So, I think that’s a very 
interesting location in the city. 

Q (DB):  The geography of the place goes back a long way. 

LC:  All major cities in Canada were born from Indigenous gathering places, and it only makes 
sense. If you’re a trader and you have wares to sell, you have to bring them to where the people 
are. Edmonton is an ancient gathering place going back 12,000 years. So, when the forts were 
built where they were in Rossdale Flats, it’s because that’s where the people were. You went to 
the place where people were trading. Along the way, as Edmonton grew and the forts grew, the 
trails became very important – the land trails I should say, because the river itself was a major 
throughway. But the trails then became what are now like Stony Plain Road, Fort Saskatchewan 
Trail, St. Albert Trail. These are all old Indigenous trading routes. So they were just capitalized 
upon, because it only made sense. These were the quickest ways to get to places and the safest 
ways to get to places. kihciy askiy is also connected to Jasper Place as well because due north is 
where Jasper Place is really, pretty much due north. The elders that we worked with in creating 
kihciy askiy talk about stopping here at a kihciy askiy site and camping and getting ready to go 
into the city or the town of Edmonton back in the day. 

[ END ] 


