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Members of the YWCA, distinguished guests,

Thank you for the opportunity to be with you in this extraordinary beautiful 

setting in the Rocky Mountains of Alberta. Can you imagine the awe and 

wonder of seeing these jagged peaks for the first time…we cast our minds 

 to a time when this setting was completely pristine… that we can enjoy 

these mountains as our ancestors enjoyed them and believed that the 

Creator meant us to respect its beauty and grandeur and to love this land and 

not conquer it. I always ask for closing comments after what I have said.

I am a child of Canada born in a small town 65 miles east of Edmonton, 

a Métis with a wonderful heritage from both my mother and my father.

I have come to share my experiences with you, to help you my sisters,

 and our sisters across this country address our mutual goals of providing a 

way to eliminate the negative attitudes towards Aboriginal women where ever 

they are in Canada……

In order to understand why this occurs in a country which is viewed by many 

people in the world as a compassionate and caring nation I must trace back 

The beginnings of the injustice, which began when the first explorer landed. 

I have evidence that the word “squaw” was born out of an inability of the 

colonists to pronounce the word “Esquao”. On my great Aunt’s Hudson Bay 

documents her name is spelled “E-squaw.” Unfortunate to note that this word 

is always used  in a derogatory way anywhere in North America to any 

indigenous woman or little girl. So the very first thing you will learn this 

morning is how to say the beautiful word “Esquao.”  We will say it now –

Esquao, Esquao, Esquao…and at the close of this presentation. It is  my 

gift to you. We at the Institute for the Advancement of Aboriginal Women 

have reclaimed this beautiful word which is a stylized version of the Cree 

word for “woman”. We have reclaimed it through the wonderful exciting 

Esquao Awards which have just been held in Edmonton with a thousand 

people attending to see our women being honoured. These Awards are like 

none other – there is no jury, there is no competition – the communities 

nominate the women and we honour them. We encourage sons to nominate 

their mothers or sisters, or grand daughters to nominate their grandmothers 

because we want to recognize and strengthen our connection to each other. 

We do reserve the right to place the women in the appropriate categories and 

We have created a process “Her Name Lives On” in which we have named the 

different awards in memory of the outstanding Aboriginal women who have 

been at the forefront of the fight for the rights of Aboriginal women. Why am 

I telling you about the Esquao Awards? To illustrate a couple of things – the 

need to erase the stigma of being an Aboriginal woman in this country. The 

need to share our vision with you: 

“That Aboriginal Women walk in Canadian society with dignity, power and 

grace – fully accepted- with no apology, no humiliation and no hesitation.

I recently had a conversation with my sister.. I told her I would be 

receiving an Award nominated from the women in my community. 

She said to me “I hope they are grateful” Betty, I said “ They are 

wonderful women! I realized she didn’t get it! I wasn’t doing for them

I love them – they are me. 

If I bring one message to you it is that I love the women  - they are me! We 

are sisters. This may seem like too simple a message but I believe the opposite exists. Many years ago I was asked by good friend who was a 

School Principal whether I thought she should help a little Aboriginal boy in 

her class.. I asked her “If he wasn’t native would you help him? She said yes 

and I said  “then you must help him”. We are afraid of the unknown.

The YWCA in it’s reaching out to the women of the north have a lot to offer 

But it must be on their terms and with their own women. I have my dear 

Friend Marggo Pariseau with me who told her story in the Edmonton

Hundredth year anniversary book, about coming to the city looking for work 

And being met by Clara Woodbridge who steered her away from the pimps 

Waiting at the bus depot. Clara was a wonderful Aboriginal woman who 

Helped Aboriginal women all her life and has an Esquao Award named after 

her. There are wonderful stories she has left with us. And she was the YWCA 

volunteer.. she was Marggo’s “Angel Among Us” the theme of our Esquao Awards. 

In 2004 /2005 we conducted a research project entitltled “Can You Hear 

Us? in which we held gathering sessions across the country to see how our 

                     (Decision –making )

women were involved in their communities. Out of this we produced an 

information package, which I will show to you. We found that Aboriginal 

women faced poverty, isolation and discrimination and that there was no 

place, no location in this country where an Aboriginal woman was welcomed 

or felt safe. In the IAAW report Crimes Against Aboriginal Women the 

closest we could compare the situation facing Aboriginal Women was the 

trauma of a war zone. To illustrate this the poster of an Aboriginal Women 

used for target practice shown in the National Post February 2001

So how can we together address this injustice and the indifference towards 

Aboriginal Women?

IAAW has declared the Decade of Difference for Aboriginal Women 2005- 

2015  to combat the indifference in this society.  We asked for support from 

all levels of government and received none. However, this occasion offers you 

and your organization an opportunity to be involved and support us. 

In Alberta we have decided that the Saturday before Mothers Day will be 

dedicated to honouring the 500 plus murdered and missing Aboriginal 

women. We march in a major display of the concern for the women and ask 

that the YWCA in Edmonton join with us by forming a contingent of 

supporters. We will call on our women all over this country to show the public 

and the politicians that the women and the men of this country care about the 

loss of our women. In the Edmonton Native Friendship Centre we have the 

showpiece of the buckskin and beads display we used to decorate our float in 

the Capital Ex Parade. On the fringes of the float we have written the names 

of the 500 murdered women. 

The Institute for the Advancement of Aboriginal Women presents 

you with the document that we hope will be endorsed by this national 

convention to address show us as sisters, in this country.

Now I want to show you some visuals of the work we do: 
Remember the word I have given you - Esquao Esquao Esquao 

I will now have your comments and questions..

Thank you for being with me today

