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O Great Spirit of our Ancestors, I raise my pipe to you, to your
messengers the four winds, and to Mother Earth who provides for
your children. Give us the wisdom to teach our children to love, to
respect, and to be kind to each other so that they may grow with peace
in mind. Let us learn to share all the good things that you provide for
us on this Earth.

- Chief Yellow Hawk

The stories and teachings presented here, on what is
working to help our youth embrace life, are dedicated
to our ancestors and to all of us who strive to help our
young people learn values of the past, skills for the present
and direction for the future. Through all of our work, we
capture the wisdom of our elders and the spirit of our youth
as we create a vision of hope to inspire our people to embrace
their spirit for living.
This storybook is also dedicated to the most important part
of who we are regardless of our political, social or professional
positions. This work is dedicated to the mother and father;
grandmother and grandfather; aunt and uncle; brother and
sister; friend and colleague that each of us are.
This dedication is made because the stories told are not about
constituents or clients—they are about our grandchildren, our
sons and daughters, our nephews and nieces, our brothers and
sisters. We must not forget this, and we must honour our sacred
relationship with the storytellers in this book. The stories told
here are a testament to this sacred relationship and how each of us
working with our hearts has made a difference in the lives of those
we care for and love.

This storybook was created as part of the Honouring Life: Aboriginal Youth and
Communities Empowerment Strategy (AYCES), formerly known as the Aboriginal
Youth Suicide Prevention Strategy (AYSPS). In 2009, the strategy was revised to be
more aligned with resiliency, empowerment and holistic wellness approaches, which are
more culturally appropriate in addressing risk factors of Aboriginal youth. This shift
continues to focus on protective factors and building community capacity to address
Aboriginal youth issues, such as suicide prevention, mental wellness, work experience/
employment opportunities, educational achievement, substance
misuse, violence, and healthy lifestyle.

STORIES
OF HOPE

The purpose of this storybook is to further inspire those who have a vision of wellness for our youth, and to encourage all those involved with
AYCES to remain alive with passion and commitment. The following stories, poetry and artwork have been collected from various individuals
and communities throughout Alberta.
As the Creator’s messengers - the four winds - bring to 		
us different teachings, so will the stories told here. Like the four
winds, these stories provide us with different ways of understanding
how and why storytellers’ participation in their community youth
initiatives made a difference in their lives. In this way, we will come
to understand what is working and what is possible.
Traditionally our stories were not interpreted for us—once told,
it was for each of us to find our own meaning. Whatever meaning
you find, we only hope it inspires you and you act upon that
inspiration with a passion and commitment that gives birth to
new ‘stories of hope’.

We have chosen to place the stories within one of four themes
that reflect a protective factor against suicide. The theme within
each story will highlight a specific teaching. As the storytellers
tell their stories of hope, we will learn how the intricate weaving
of events and relationships create interconnectedness in people’s
lives. We will also learn how various protective factors, as
described through the telling of events and relationships, have
supported resiliency in many youth; increased their likelihood
of making healthy choices; and helped them to stand tall in the
face of many life challenges, making them true warriors.
From the stories collected, the following themes or protective
factors emerged:
• Hope
• Courage
• Relationships
• Purpose/Meaning
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Told by: A Community Member
In 2002, my young handsome nephew nephew died
by suicide to the disbelief of his community and to the
heartbreak of his family and friends. He left behind
a little brother who looked up to him, probably even
idolized him. Well, this little brother went through the
same tough times in the years following his brother’s
death and drinking—drugs, even quitting hockey, a
sport in which he excelled. After a few lost years, my
younger, just as handsome nephew got involved with
the encouragement of some good friends in a local
community play on suicide. He was very nervous,
very, very nervous, but he did it. He stayed involved,
participated in the play and even spoke at the end, telling
the audience through tears about his brother’s suicide.
I was proud of him. I think the whole community
was proud of him. No, I am proud of him. The whole
community is proud of him.

Written by: A Youth
Hope – what you do is right not wrong
Hope – don’t make the wrong decision
Hope – do what’s best for you
Hope – to go to the store
Hope – be happy where you are.
Faith – in your own beliefs
Faith – in yourself
Faith – in your family
Faith – don’t let people treat you bad
Faith – just be happy you live on planet earth.

Written by: A Youth
I want to sit alone with you
I want to sit alone near the old house
The house that stands by the river of memory
Where voices rang out and that’s all I remember

Because we do all things together
All things improve even weather
Our daily meat and bread tastes better
Trees are greener, Rain is wetter
It would be better to be comforting
To be cheery, to make little joke
Or even just to say how sorry I am
When I was past such thinking you come as a song
When I had finished singing you come
When the sun has just passed you were my evening star

Told by: An Elder
And now another thing is Hope. That is another big word. Why do
we use hope? What is hope, what is this word hope? Where does the
hope come from? I will tell you, hope is about respect, kindness 		
and sharing.
Are we doing these things to help our younger generation? We need
to do these things to have hope. These are my feelings at my age, from
the way I was raised.
With my family, from way back when I grew up, it was nothing but
respect and kindness. I never heard any loud talking and the only
thing I heard was ‘Ni ee mobi’, to behave, be polite, because somebody
is in the house.
Back then I never knew or heard about suicide, never, because that was
our value, to respect, to be kind and to share with each other. Today I
don’t see any of that. It is hard not seeing it because that is what brings
hope; this is why there is a lot of suicide.
My dad didn’t go to school, but he used to tell me, “Keep this in mind
when you’re walking down the street… if you meet anybody, stop and
greet them. You don’t know this person who’s walking down the street,
they may have had a hard morning, hard night, something may have
happened to them. And when you say Oki or hello right away, you will

notice their eyes, they just perk up. ‘Well! At least somebody told me
hello, how are you this morning.’” See these were all the teachings that
I learnt.
We should always shake a hand—that’s another respectful thing to
do towards each other. Shaking hands makes us feel good. We don’t
know, but in the next minute we may turn around, and something
might happen to this guy or this woman. If we did not shake hands,
we might then feel bad or regret it. I saw him, I saw her, and I should
have shaken hands with them, even a stranger.
You know, even when we travel far or near, we can be a stranger
amongst others. I expect for somebody to say Oki or hello, and right
there I might feel, oh they noticed me, and I’m one of them. But no,
nobody shares and has the decency to respect each other. And that’s
where all our problems are arriving from. And that’s the truth for me!
So hope can be in our lives today if we start to respect each other, to
greet each other, to love each other from the heart. Then we don’t have
to say Oh I hope, hope, hope, hope. I understand the word hope, but
looking around, where’s the hope? It is as simple as saying Oki, saying
hello. Because when you ignore people, it kind of hurts you. What did
I do to you, what did I do to that guy? What is there to hope for? So
remember acknowledging them right away will give them hope.

Told by: An Elder
We talk about having hard times, we talk about loss, and then we talk about
something good. The daughter that I lost, she was just a little girl; she was three
and a half at the time. I was diagnosed with colitis; I was told I had six months
to live. And there I was trying to look after my kids. I had five kids. It was in the
spring, so you know how dandelions bug everybody; we have to get rid of these
dandelions.
Well to me, dandelions are beautiful. So I went outside of my house—all the kids
were playing outside in the morning, and I was in so much pain, I just stood there.
There was a bumble bee, so real to this day, every bit of that comes to my mind
clear as I’m sitting here.
This bumble bee was flying around me and I was listening to it, and I thought to
myself, this time next year I won’t be here. Just then my little girl came running to
me with a whole hand of broken dandelions, and she said, “Mommy I brought you
these flowers.” I took them, I was holding them and right there where I stood—I
don’t know how long I stood there—I was thinking about my poor kids and with
my whole being I asked the creator,
“Let me live to raise my children or take me now so they’ll forget me.”
At that time, I will always remember carrying that handful of broken dandelions
into the house. I put some water in a bowl and I remember later on, when she came
back in, she said, ‘there’re my flowers.’ They were all broken up.
So when we talk about suicide, and when the doctor tells you this is how much
time you have left, the creator is there if you really believe. Whichever way it was
going to go, to me I was going to go at that time. And I thought to myself, okay if I
want to get better, I have to do something to get better. That is how I’m here today.
So every spring when the dandelions come out, nobody better tell me they don’t
like dandelions! You know how precious life is.
I believe we’re always taken care of, no matter what, through the power of the
creator if you really believe.

whatever they had that made them special and unique,
you have the ability to do that too. You just have to
aspire to be like that.

Told by: An AYCES Committee Member
This story comes from a woman who knows all too well how suicide affects
everyone. As a young child, she lost two uncles to suicide, and though she
did not fully understand suicide at the time, it was the sadness of her father
that hurt her deeply. Today, working as a member of the AYCES Committee
and as a community member, she tells us of finding hope in the darkness:
Many days and nights, I often wonder what the world would be like if it was
perfect, but perfect is not a vocabulary in this world.
As a member of the AYCES Committee and a member of my home community,
I see and face all the challenges in this world.
As I look around, I see from generation to generation all the changes taking place
for our youth. Nowadays it’s harder to face the world as there is such a wide variety
of youth challenges on the rise: drugs, alcohol and low self-esteem.
While there are many ways a person can be destroyed, there is only one way they can
overcome the challenges, and that is by having the courage to hold on to the hopes
and dreams of possibilities.
I received a story of a kid being bullied in school. He was cleaning out his locker so
his mom didn’t have to after his suicide. I printed it off and asked one of our youth
members on the AYCES Committee to see if he could come up with a skit or play from
this story.
Within a few days, he had written a play and added some Cree words to it. He was then able to recruit
some other youth as the cast. They rehearsed the play and came up with some wonderful props.
They performed in the local community with tons of nerves floating around. However, with a prayer and
God’s guidance, they were at ease just before the play started, and it turned out to be a huge success. It was
also performed at an elder’s conference and a youth suicide gathering in Edmonton.
The feedback was overwhelming, and now this group of youth is able to find hope and change.

Told by: A Youth Worker
When some youth are struggling, trying to find
themselves, I say to them there are some wickedly
awesome relations out there—they are wicked role
models and their blood is running through your veins.
Their genes are part of you too. So

But if you have nobody, absolutely nobody, take the
time to research and look back at your family history,
your relatives. Find something there that you can grab
and say “Gee that woman, that man, they are pretty
awesome. I want to be like that guy.”
If you don’t have that, it is really hard to wake up and
be positive, especially when you’re down. You’ve got
to go back to these kids and say, research your uncles,
research your brothers, research anybody in your
family, because we all came from survivors, we all came
from warriors, we all came from rich, rich, rich, rich
deep-rooted culture. We all have something, we’ve just
got to find it, grab it and use that as your torch to get
through those tough times. For me, as far as my own
experience, my grandfather was probably my most
influential person in my life, just because of who he
was. He was an Elder, a spiritual leader, a medicine
man, powerful, powerful looking, a huge man. When
he walked into a teepee, you felt his presence. People
respected him, his lifestyle, the way he was brought
up. That’s what I use as my savior to get through.
For me, he’s my savior, my great spirit, my way to get
through things. He’s the guy who keeps me going.
Remember, we still have our own way—our
ancestors from three or four generations back saw
that. You’re Blood Indian, here’s your way here.
Take this, this is who you are. That’s what I try to tell
kids. Find someone who is powerful in your family,
grab that and use that as your power.

I would like to talk about my own experience, about
how I came into this position. A few years back,
actually almost seven years ago, I was working as a
mental health community leader and we were dealing
with a rash of suicides in the community.
At that time, we did not have the resources or the
funding to support the community—we were in
crisis mode. So what we did was approach two other
community healing projects. At that time, there were
just two, a community wellness program and the
residential school program.
We came together and talked about how we could
support the families, and I said we have to come
together somehow. So we came together and we
decided we would approach the elders first. We
decided to go to the community elders and ask them
what they think we should do to help the community.
We did this because a long time ago in our traditional
ways they had already dealt with these things in our
community and could pass those teachings on.
So we went to the different sacred societies within
the community and we approached them and said,
‘This is what we are dealing with, and how should we
deal with this?”
So to begin with, the elders said we need to start off
with a ceremony and they said, “We are dealing with
something called suicide, it’s a spirit. And the only
way we can deal with it is through prayer, because it
is a spiritual thing. We need to pray.”

So we had a big ceremony with the community,
the elders and all of the different religious
denominations. At the ceremony the elders said,
“We promise you, we will help you right through the
whole process. When you do work with the people,
we will be there to help you.”

The elders were very happy with what we told them.
So, they said, we will go with this model but we
are going to do it in a way that will adapt to our
own ways of knowing. So we did that and called
it ‘Gathering of Siksika Healing’, GOSH. Oh my
GOSH! That was the beginning.

Then the elders said, “This is what needs to happen.”
Before we can do anything to help, we need to know
exactly what direction you see yourselves going and
how you see yourselves getting there.

So this is how we did the GOSH training. The first
part of the medicine wheel was establishing a sense of
belonging, ‘who are you and where do you come from’.
We had to look at our own genogram, our family
history, ‘who are we and where do we come from’.

They said they wanted us to get all the community
service providers together including our leadership,
Chief and Council and all the agencies. So all the
agencies came together, and we talked about suicide
in the community and what we could do to help
the people.
So after much discussion, we introduced a document
called GONA, Gathering of Native Americans.
In it is the medicine wheel concept to healing a
community; it is a holistic approach to dealing with
community issues.
We brought this document to the elders and said,
“This is what they did in the United States, this is
a document and it is called GONA, Gathering of
Native Americans.” And they said, “Tell us about it,
what is it?” So we told them it was a holistic approach
to healing communities.

And then we got the community to start looking at
their own history. People started to see the strength
in their own family and community.
“Oh! My uncle was a farmer, my grandfather was a
rancher or my great grandmother was a medicine
woman.” They start seeing many things in the tree,
their medicine tree. This was the whole purpose
of that first part. From that, they start to feel good
about who they are. “This is who I am.” “This is my
linage.” And by doing this, we began acknowledging
our ancestors.
And then the second part was Mastery, utilizing the
skills that we have, that we were born with, those
gifts we were all granted. The creator granted us each
something. Some have the gift of singing, the gift of
healing; you know we all have our own gifts to bring
to the world. And so we began to recognize those
strengths, those gifts that we have.

The third part was interdependence and that was
looking at our own wellness and our own healing.
We looked at our physical, mental, emotional
and spiritual wellness and how they are all
interconnected.
We looked at the animals and how the environment
has a connection to us, how those teachings helped
our people a long time ago. We have always learned
from the animals. We know when the animals are
going to fly south that winter is coming and when
they are doing certain things out there something is
going to happen. Those are the teachings we received
way back from the elders. So we were asking how we
could bring some of that back to help our people.
The fourth step was generosity, and that is giving of
yourself, giving to your community, your family, your
loved ones.
So we got together, and we started doing that
healing, that journey. There were three times we
were meant to have the GOSH training, but it
didn’t happen, but then something happened for
our community.
It was a Saturday; we were in the community having
a memorial for all the people who had passed away
that previous year when someone came and said,
“Hey guys, come and look.” So we went out and in
this small town by our community, there are two
bars and two liquor stores in that little hamlet.
And one of those bars was called the Queens Hotel
and it started on fire. So the community went over
there and we were all standing there watching it.

It was powerful with all the people who were
there—it was amazing. It was one of those brick
buildings and it burnt right down to the ground. It
just crumpled and the last thing to go was the sign.
On the front of the building was a big sign that said
‘Queen’s Hotel’ and that was the last thing to go.
When it hit the ground, the ground shook. It was
really powerful for the people of my community,
because it was the first tavern to open way back
when alcohol was first introduced to our people. The
elders who were there told us it was a sign for us,
that healing was going to happen, that the burning of
the hotel cleared the way for us.
So that started the healing process, and when we
started the GOSH training two days later on the
Monday, we were successful. So from that, we had
the GOSH training. We trained the people so that
the people were empowered to heal themselves, so
that they could help other people to heal as well.
At the training, a lot of people talked about that
place, the hotel. They talked about how it had an
impact on our people and our culture, on our ways.
They also talked about how alcohol and drugs were a
factor in how things happened to our people.
From the training, good things started to happen.
The people started to recognize the strength of their
history, their ancestors who they were related to.
They started to look at their rich heritage.
They talked about what their strengths were in their
community and what was happening that was good
in their community.

And what happened from that is the community
collaborated and discussed what the issues were
and collectively developed an action plan to address
suicide among our youth.
We approached the Chiefs in Alberta at a chief
summit and discussed the issues of ‘mental health’
in Aboriginal communities and the lack of access to
mental health services to rural communities.
When we approached the Chiefs on this issue,
this was apparently the first time they voted “Yes”
unanimously on an issue. The Chiefs acknowledged
there were issues in our communities and that
suicide was a crisis.
After receiving direction from the Chiefs, it was
decided we would bring these concerns to the United
Nations and a working committee was developed to
write a position paper.
My community was appointed to bring the position
paper to the UN and to present on behalf of all of
Alberta. That is how the Aboriginal Youth Suicide
Prevention Strategy, now called AYCES, came to be
and now I am the AYCES coordinator. I didn’t know
it was going to come back to me later to lead. That’s
the story.
We turned a situation that was hurting our
community around to help our community. And
from that, our community organized a 24-hour
crisis unit. They are still in existence today, and it has
reduced the crisis in the community and made
help available.
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Told by: A Mother
I would like to say it’s the relationships you have with the person—having someone to go to,
to talk to about stuff—that is what helps, because it gives you hope.
Before the program, the kids used to react to someone attempting suicide by saying the
person went ‘sideways’. However, since going out to the conferences and talking about it
(suicide), the youth have become more respectful and more aware of it. So now they pick
up on things, and they become more concerned for their friends and family.
Now they tell the staff, ‘wow’ my friend is hurting herself, or my buddy at the school is
hurting himself. They notice and pick up on that. Having that sense of knowledge and
what to look for really helps. They are asking, “What should I do?”
It shows the kids are concerned for their friends when they tell us. They say, “We
have this worker over there, you can come in and see her. Or there’s a gentlemen
who just came in, he’s there for us.” So what I have noticed is a lot of them are
turning to us for help, which are opening the doors for other friends.
My daughter had a presentation at school—they handed out pamphlets and
bracelets. One day she came home and said, “Mom I’m not sure if I should be
worried about this, but you know my friend that comes over, well I’m not sure
if you’ve noticed, but my friend always has long sleeves.”
It turns out that the girl is hurting herself. It got to a point she scared herself
and she panicked. So my daughter brought this out to me. They had a counselor
come in, and they talked, not just to the one girl but the whole class.

The thing that turned out really good was, because the friends had the courage to reach out to her, she actually turned
around, she got counseling. She found the courage to reach out for help, and her friends were there and she thanked her friends 		
for that.
My daughter was happy the presentation was given in her school, because if it wasn’t for that, she wouldn’t have known what to 		
look for.
I’ve seen a big difference since the program came onto the reserve.
I think it is good to have these stories told, because they will help other people.

How do our kids get to that point? Not just our kids,
but how do our people get to that point where they
have no reason to want to breathe or to see life? As a
parent, you feel like such a failure and nobody gets it.
Then, it just happens and I don’t know why it
happens. They say things happen for a reason, but
it was exactly the time we put this program into our
communities and we got our blessings from the leaders
of the day.
Each of the coordinators had to go out to do a survey.
We weren’t fully with the project at that time; we were
just starting the partnership with AYCES. So we got
our worker out there too to do the survey.
Then one of our communities put a survey in the
newspaper. It wasn’t properly done in terms of
following proper protocol—it had some pretty tough
questions and there was big political outrage. All
of this came back to me, because it was under my
portfolio. As a result of this, I was asked at our next
assembly to resign as I had brought this into the
communities and I had no right to ask the type of
questions in the survey.
All of this took place about two or three days after
my daughter had tried to die by suicide, and I just
broke down. But I didn’t want to cry in front of them,
because I didn’t want to show them I was weak. So
I left the room to get something, but before I came
back in, my daughter had come to the office to see me.
At that point, the overwhelming of emotions that my
daughter had recently attempted was too much.

I thought to myself that this community doesn’t want
to face it and try to address these issues. I understood
it was not easy—I am not blaming anyone. I
understand people don’t want to talk about their
crap, but we have got to do it.
So I pulled myself together and went back upstairs
were they asked me again for my resignation. I started
to cry. Then I said, “You know I’m not crying because
you gave me heck, you can give me heck all you want.
I’m crying because you’ll never know until it hits you
how important this is. Until you know or feel it, until
it happens to someone in your family or a friend, you
won’t know how important this is. You can’t shut the
door on things like this.”
And I left it at that. I hate to say it, but there was a
suicide in that community that next day.
Today they’re at the table with us, and I hate to say
that was a sign, but sometimes things happen for a
reason, and that suicide made them open up their eyes
and see it. We now can bring hope to our children.
I even had comments from parents saying if the
project got shut down and anything ever happened
to their child, they would sue. Yes, it wasn’t done
properly, but the need is there and everybody knows.
But our communities are so secretive, we have to
stand-up.

Told by: An Elder
I think sometimes it’s very hard to share the story about yourself
to a young person or to your own children. I think sometimes
we’re still afraid what they might think of us. It’s pretty hard to go
and say I felt like doing this. I think when that shame goes away
and we accept that we are human, it is easier and it will help our
young people share as well.
This is a story of a grandfather.
He was twelve years old and had
decided he had enough. He said,
“I got punished for something I
did, but what I got punished for
I didn’t mean to do, and I really
thought that’s it.”
Then he said, “I went out and I
made a place. This is where I’m going
to put an end to myself. I wanted to
do this, because I wanted to make my
parents cry for what they did to me.”
And then, he told the story of how he
nearly took his life, but changed his
mind in the end.
So I asked him, have you ever shared this
with your children, and he said to me,
“Should I?”

I said to him, “It is that thought of not doing it that came to
you at that instant, that is why you’re a grandfather today. That
thought doesn’t come to everybody.” He said, “I don’t even know
why I’m sharing this today or why I’m talking about this today.
All of a sudden, I just thought about it, and after all these years,
I thought I should tell someone.” Today he said, “I thank the
creator. There’s a reason I didn’t do this.”
Sometimes we do not want to talk about what’s really there, but
somebody has to do it.

Told by: A Mother
Told by: A 15 Year Old Girl
I would like to share something. I have a little
cousin, and she just turned 15. She was telling me
about her friends—this is the thing, they all talk
about it (suicide) amongst each other. But really,
she was not talking about a friend; she was being
indirect and was really talking about herself. I knew
it was her, because her mother had been talking
about it. But she didn’t know how to say it was
about her.
Anyways, she and I started talking. We were just
talking about teenage suicide, along that line. And
I just told her, “Well you know you’re a role model.
You have a three year old niece.” I asked her how she
would feel if her niece at 15 just took her life. And
I told her, would you want her to grow up and take
her own life? Would you want that for her? And she
said, “No.”
I said, “You always have to realize these younger
people look up to you and they’re always watching
you. You are totally their world.”
She really thought about it, and she thanked me.
She never realized how deep the impact would have
been. They don’t realize how much it hurts other
people, even the little people who look up to them.
She’s a role model now.
There is always somebody who looks up to you, even
if you don’t know that.

Just after my daughter tried to die by suicide, we had a youth conference. We had a speaker from the
Province; he was working with the youth network. He came in, and he told us a story.
It was a story about how he had walked in on a nine year old boy just before he tried to die by suicide.
He talked about how he listened and talked to the boy, telling him that he was loved, and how that
saved his life.
So my daughter got up and told her story, and it was so quiet you could have heard a pin drop. The
kids knew her they thought—you have it made, why would you want to do that? She is beautiful, she
plays hockey, she is independent—they thought she had it all.
Well after she told her story, someone else came up and disclosed that they too wanted to. By youth
telling their stories that day at the youth conference, they changed their minds and talked about hope.
So even though we don’t see the tangible measurements of this program, these are the stories you hear
behind closed doors. They are phenomenal. I don’t know how you’ll ever measure that, but they
are there.
Why is it we are getting to the point where there’s no hope? They feel there’s no hope. I have been
suicidal twice in my life - I understand that, I understand where you think there is nothing beyond
tomorrow, this pain is so unbearable, I can’t deal with it. Without this project, I would never have
shared that. This is the first time in my life I have been able to share this.
I realize kids have got to hear these stories so they hear there is hope. You are feeling like this, but it
will get better, it can get better. You have so much more down the road, and you keep doing a little bit
at a time.
What we have tried to do is bring the family on board, the community on board, because the issues
our kids are facing, our young adults, they’re all combined. We’ve got things going on, we have made
strides to say, “Let’s start working together to bring community together. We need to start supporting
one another.” We need to have a place where you can share your story if you feel life is not worth living
and you need to talk. Whether you’re 16 or 60, sharing your story can save your life and that of others.
There is hope.

Told by: A Community Member

Told by: A Project Coordinator
There were two suicides in our community, both women, and one was
pregnant. At any other time I would have asked, “How they could do
that to their kids. How could they do that to that unborn life inside of
them?” But because of the place I was at, I completely understood how
these women must have felt.
I feel you have to go through those times in your life, the hardest times.
When those two women took their lives, it was the hardest time in my life
too. I was at that point too, but I didn’t want to die because I had children.
It was just so hard to get up in the morning and go through the routine, go
through the motions. I had to make money for my kids. I felt I completely
understood how those women felt—if I didn’t have the faith in the creator
or the skills that I have, their story could have very well been mine.
So now when I do my presentations, I tell them don’t judge because you can
never completely understand where that person is at. Things can seem fine,
but do they have the skills or the capacity to make it through?
Don’t judge! You never know. Whether it’s an elder, whether it’s a youth,
whether it’s a professional person, if they are struggling, stop and take the time
and ask them, “How are you really doing?”
You can never tell anyone “I know how it feels” until it happens to you, and
then you can honestly say I know, I know.
What I reinforce is that people care, you’re never alone—people care and
there’s always help and always hope to get through those rough times. You are
stronger than you think, people care.
It’s okay to feel how you’re feeling at that moment. If you’re feeling like crap, it’s
okay to feel like that. If you hate that person at that time, it’s okay to feel like
that, as long as you know that’s how you’re feeling and you are working it out.
You don’t need to be apologetic for how you feel at that moment. Just have an
awareness of what you are thinking and feeling and allow it to work out.

Told by: A Youth
I wonder why people think about dying by suicide.. The person thinking
about suicide is probably thinking no-one loves him or cares about him.
Maybe he’s getting bullied, has no friends, or he thinks his life isn’t worth
living. Maybe something bad at home is happening and he doesn’t want
to be a part of it anymore. He’s frustrated because his dad is never home
and he always has to watch his brother and sister. He doesn’t go to school
because he’s mad all the time at his dad. He’s in a gang because he wants
to die faster. He drinks to take away the pain but it doesn’t, just gets
him drunk.
He went to school on Monday, a teacher talked to him, he
realized his life was worth something to live
about. He has a chance to restart.

I had never thought of myself as suicidal. Sure, as a teenager thoughts
of “what would happen if my life was over” would pop into my head.
“Would people miss me?” I would wonder. However, these were single
flashes that dissipated as quickly as sugar in a cup of coffee. It wasn’t until
I was twenty-two, living on my own, faced with nothing but reality, that
I was one night pushed to my limits. The incident was tiny, some would
think insignificant, that made me want to end my life. But building up
over time, one little thing was all I needed.
In the end, I knew what was best. I called the only person I felt would not
judge me, in a time where judgement was what was pushing me down. I
knew that I needed company to keep me from making a terrible decision.
Thinking back to that night, to the lonely nights leading up to that one,
I am filled with pain and sadness and shame, all because I cannot believe
I ever let myself think so lowly. I had/have an amazing life, and no-one
should have the power to make me think otherwise. The days after that
night were not easy—it was not as if I picked myself up right away.
Instead, I spent many nights even more lonely because I had this dark
secret, a secret I have not shared with many people, my parents included.
There was no one defining moment when I told myself “enough is
enough.” I simply grew up, and eventually, I could look at myself in the
mirror and say that I once again had everything to live for. The loneliness
was overcome and I was able to be happy with just myself. I was able to
let people a little closer than I ever had, and with that, came strength.
I had many walls put up—I am not going to attempt to try and guess
when or why they went up, but they did. Although sometimes I revert
back to holding back or holding things in, I have learned that it is better
to be open and honest with people and receive the love they are willing to
give. If we were meant to be alone, we would not have been placed on a
planet with more than six billion people.

Told by: A Youth
The best time of the season of my life
is the fall. It’s nice and cool and doesn’t
rain. When you wake up early in the
morning you hear a lot of birds, for the
last time of the summer. And there’s a lot
of things you can do in fall—a lot of the
youth go hunting. If my friends are feeling
low, I take them hunting. It’s pretty fun and
what I like to do. Sometimes I help them
as a friend. If they feel bad, I just tell them
we’ll go hunting and they say okay. When I
had my quad, sometimes my friends would
feel bad they aren’t going anywhere, so I’d
tell them who cares, I have room, hop on and
I’ll bring you along. They hop on and I bring
them along and it’s early in the morning and
you spend your whole day with them.
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I bring them somewhere if they’re mad or
something. If they don’t get over it, I just let
them do what they want. I don’t let them ask. 		
			
I just let them go. Then after they’ve calmed down, I go along with them, and at
first, I let them have fun and just look at them. Then if they start having their
fun, I start having my fun with them. It gets to the point where we both have
a lot of fun. Especially on a quad. It cheers you up fast, because you want to go
mud bogging and hunting.
And at the end of the day, they’re all happy. They’re okay. They get along with
their day. So pretty much, that’s what I like to do to help them.

Told by: A Young Father
Told by: An 11 Year Old Girl
A good relationship is when
someone loves you and cares for you
and when someone can trust you
with secrets and enjoys spending
time with you. He lets me be first
when we are doing something safe
and when I got something to say
he will listen to me.
A good relationship has to
have happiness and take
responsibility for what they are
doing. He will remember little
things that are important to
me and we will be loyal to
each other.

We will talk about our interests, fun activities and
belief. We will respect, consider, understand and talk
about thoughts, feelings, and ideas and communicate
with each other by talking on the telephone and having a
good conversation.
We try to make our wishes come true and together help
each other to reach our full potential.

I had been away for awhile and saw many different things, but I just wanted to come home. When I
got back to the reserve, it was a struggle. The struggle was hard for me; it was between who I was and
how the people on the reserve saw me.
They saw me as an ‘Apple’ after living off the reserve, even though I could speak my language fluently.
I just was not accepted into the community because they saw me as different, having lived off the
reserve and seeing different things.
I remember I was also stereotyped by the white people, but I used to fight them. I never drank or
smoked, because I didn’t want to be cast as a bad Indian. I only fought to protect others.
I still fight but in a different way. I remember when I used to fight on the street and in the bars. The
people on the reserve that turn away from me now, I used to fight for them. It’s because I try to bring
home the old ways, stuff like that. So I’m considered wrong. I love the reserve life; I’m free there to
hunt, fish and trap.
If someone is struggling, I tell them my story—get in touch with yourself, believe in yourself. Get
in touch with your Indian culture and go out in the real world. My Blackfoot language, my sweet
grass, my smudging in the morning, living in the real world helps me do that. It all comes back to our
culture. That’s what got me through the toughest times and in touch with myself.
Culture is the main part before you can go ahead, because once you have that culture, you can do
anything. You can set your mind to do anything.
That’s what I tell my kids—you can do anything you want to do. Don’t let anybody or anyone say you
can’t, not even me. That’s what I tell the person.
To me, your culture and seeing the real world is what helps to know yourself, going to watch movies
and doing the fun stuff—rock climbing, fishing, hunting and stuff like that. Remember you’ve got to
be a teenager.
Experience is hands on; I am stronger because of what I experienced.
Doing sweats and learning your language is a good place to start.

Told by: A Youth Worker

Told by: A Youth Worker

Before this program started, there were communication barriers in
this community. Now there’s actually a place where people come to
us beyond just youth council where they come and participate in
these events. They actually come and speak on that level where
we can do an intervention and a safe plan and put that kind of
training really into use.

I was recently talking to a person who told me that the end of June was a really dark time for them and they
were ready that night. But they said it just ended up working itself through until morning. I could have left the
conversation, but I kept thinking, well what was it? What was the thing that kept you from going through with it?
The person answered, “my kids.” I said take that, that little bit there. It’s not just because you needed to get out—it’s
because you have a connection. That’s your connection, and use it.
It’s more or less trying to get them to understand how they feel at a
certain point and how those feelings can work their way out in your
soul and how you work it through.

Before I was here, I worked with youth in another community
and I’m finding I’ve had the opportunity to deal with a few
of them on that level now. Talking about how things are
meant to be—I didn’t start off in the mental health. But
starting off slow, I learned that I work pretty good with
youth and I’ve gained a good relationship and rapport
with a lot of youth in this community. And then to go
from leadership development and youth to more of a
serious position of mental health—I guess you just end
up where you’re supposed to be at that time, because
I have a lot of youth that I really care for, and five
years ago, my heart was broken for the youth in our
community. I didn’t know where I would end up
and how those skills just develop slowly and you
can end up in a position where you can really help.
I think that a lot of times it’s not the event or the
program, it’s the relationship that you get with that
person. Because I didn’t have those relationships when I
was younger. I didn’t have grown ups or even people in their early 20s I
felt I could go to and talk with. So for those people to be coming up in
this community—there are others there for our youth now, whereas that
wasn’t really visible or evident in the past. And so a lot of times I think
it’s those relationships.

Because I didn’t know. A couple years ago, in 2005, my uncle passed
on. He died by suicide. It was really hard on my family because
when I was six, my dad died by suicide too. At that point in time,
I have to be really honest with you, I think I grew up and was quite
sheltered. Due to childhood anxiety, I never really thought about it
until 2005, when my uncle did that, and more or less going through
the same emotion and seeing the same people, it started flashing
back all of the sudden. But I put that away and I kept working.
About two or three months later, one of my bosses died by suicide.
I don’t know what it was—I can’t tell you—but I just disconnected
myself from everyone and everything. I stayed away from my family
and more or less did my own thing—misery loves company. Now
that I’ve worked myself out through that dark time, I realize I was
grieving and going through the motions of everything else again.
So sometimes I think people have to be aware that this thing might
have happened in your life, but it might not hit you until years later.
After that, I was sort of in an up and down time in my life and
then I got this job. I was talking to my sister, and she was saying
she didn’t know if she could have the same type of bravery in taking
this job considering everything that had happened in our family. I don’t know if it’s bravery—I don’t think of it as
that I have a cause or an ambition. It’s more or less, let’s work it out and let’s work it out as community. Because to
lose two people in one family, that’s just too much, and we need to have a connection somehow. And if we can get
to younger kids, how can we do that? I’m still making those connections out there and working it through.

Told by: A Youth

Told by: A Youth

Told by: An Elder

My auntie is 16 years old. She’s from out of
town. She’s my dad’s sister. When I went to
visit my dad, we went to my Kookum’s, my
dad’s mom’s place. I went into my auntie’s
room. She had stuff on her to attempt
suicide. I ran to my dad and told him she was
suicidal and that she ran away. My dad and
my uncle went to go look for her. She had
hurt herself. My dad and uncle found her.
She was just about to kill herself but my dad
stopped her. He took her home. My Kookum
was worried but my auntie was okay. She
hasn’t done that ever since that time she tried
to die by suicide. She was happy with her life
because me and my dad talked about trying
to kill yourself. We said to her that we loved
her a lot and everyone she knew said they
loved her and cared about her a lot.

Suicide is something no-one wants to hear about or see,
especially if it is someone they love. If you don’t want people
to die by suicide, you have to know what to say and do to help
them stop doing what they are trying to do. You have to know
the right time and how to
say that everyone around
them loves them and cares
about them. If something
is wrong, suicide is not the
right thing to do. You can
talk to someone about
what is going wrong and
somehow they can help
you with what’s going
wrong in your life.
The thing that’s very
valuable is you and the
people around you.

I want to share a story about two old women, and this is a true story.
A long time ago, tribes did different things, and in this tribe when
the person grew really old, they became a burden. So if they were
traveling far, living off the land, well, to make a long story short, they
left the two old women who were going to be a burden while they
were traveling.

The poeple who try to die by suicide don’t
like the way their life is. Help them out and
tell them how much their family cares for
them and loves them.

They both had granddaughters. One granddaughter took a small axe,
and she hid it and let her grandmother know where it was, as this
was going to be a survival tool. And the other granddaughter, she
took what we call Babish. She also hid it and told her grandmother
where it was hidden. Babish is what we call it when you cut raw hide
into really narrow strips, instead of using nails to build things. You
can use the raw hide, and it’s a life saving thing. You can do anything
with raw hide.
So the granddaughters left that hidden things there for their
grandmothers, and the tribe moved on and they were gone for a
year. And these two old women survived with that little axe and the
Babish that was there for them. They set snares, made their own fish
nets and reels, and they caught fish. They were living pretty well.
A year after this, the tribe was coming back that way again and they
were starving, but the two old women were healthy—they had done
all this.
I wanted to share this with you because it teaches the relationship
between our youth and our elders. The compassion and care shown
by the two teenagers gave the elders the will to live. In this story, the
elders were never left behind again. We must do the same for 		
our youth.
Compassion and care—that was survival. These two old women
wanted to live.

Written by: A Youth
Too
young to know, too young
		
to understand,
too young to work, too young
to love,
too young to be old,
I’m always too young.
Too young to do anything they
tell me.
I’m not old enough to know what
they’re saying, what they’re doing.
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I’m too young to understand all the
knowledge I have, all the things I
see, hear and do.
I’m not mature enough or
responsible enough to work.
They have no faith in me and
therefore cannot trust.
I’m too young to love; I don’t
understand what it is.
My emotions run wild; hormones
control my every feeling and
emotion,
blinded by the annoyances of youth.
I’m too young to be old, I’m not the
right age, I haven’t matured.
I’m an incompetent child disabled
by youth.

Unintelligent for the lack of my age;
Yet if all of this is true, then why
does my brain ponder on all that
they say I am not capable to do.
I question their authority and I
challenge their reign, the length of
which they cannot sustain.
They say that to be this inquiring is
not right of mind.
But I can’t help wondering if they
are the ones distorted by time.
Someday soon they will grow to see
that by being so inquiring I’m not
what they see.
I’m old enough to know, to think on
my own, to decide my own path and
to learn what I know.
They are the ones who are too close
minded to see that the ones that
they discriminate are people like me.
Someday soon I will show them
that those who are supposedly
incapable of so many things are
really quite capable to do all of
these things.

Told by: A Community School
Counselor
I was a counselor in a high school
talking to a youth from Nunavut. The
young girl had severe issues. She didn’t
trust anyone, she wouldn’t participate in
anything and when she spoke she said,
“I want to die.”
One day I was talking to another girl,
and I noticed her looking out of the
window at some ducks on a pond across
the road. I asked one of the boys from
the reserve to catch and kill the duck.
I brought the duck to the girl from
Nunavut, who plucked, cooked and ate
it. After that, the girl started to open
up and talk to me. She now works in
Calgary and is doing very well.
All it took to help the girl was a
duck—it gave her meaning.

Told by: A 20 Year Old First Nation Youth
I don’t like to talk about it that much. I think it was this year, before
April or sometime, the project coordinator called and asked me to go to
this youth conference, a conference. It was part of the youth project in
our community. She told me that another person and my cousin could
come with me. Just as she called, right at that time, I was trying to get rid
of myself because I felt nobody liked me and all my family hated me. It
seemed that everyone was putting me down. I had tried to do it three times
before, but I guess it wasn’t meant to be those times. That day though, I
was going to do it, really do it. That’s how I felt that night she called me.
It seemed like no one was listening, that someone was telling me what to
do. At that time, I was really mad, I was going to do it, but it seemed like
someone didn’t want me to. I just wanted to get out of there, I just didn’t
want to stay there, I was just mad. My grandmother didn’t even know I
was that depressed. I didn’t tell anybody. I had everything planned. The call
from the coordinator asking me to go to the conference gave me another
way out.
The conference was good because it talked about healing yourself, and this
girl was talking about suicide and that helped me think about things. It was
the talking at the youth conference that helped me a lot. I told all of them
what I was planning to do when I got the call to come to the conference.
Talking to them taught me not to think about doing that ever again. Going
to these conferences, they helped me to move on.
I always think back there—if she hadn’t called me I would have just done
it in the night after that—I just get scared now. Every time I think of doing
that, I go for walks now, go visit my cousins, clean up and watch TV. I don’t
want to do it ever!

I talked to my grandmother about it after when I got back, and she was
wondering why I was thinking about that. I told her it seems like all you
guys didn’t like me. I was saying this to her and she said, “No it’s just that
I’m getting old and I get grumpy alot.” She told me not to do it, not to think
about that stuff. My sisters didn’t even know I was going to do that, and
they started crying. I said don’t cry, I’m still here. My big sister, she was kind
of mad at me for a while, but then she came and talked to me. Now she tells
me not to do that. After that, when I started to think about it, I guess I
felt stupid.
I can laugh about it now but before I couldn’t.
Now when people put me down, I don’t listen to them. I think about the
next day, I just go for a walk and don’t listen to them. I listen to music
or do anything to get it out of my head. Or sometimes I call the project
coordinator and ask her what’s happening; I call those AFL (Alberta
Future Leader) workers sometimes.
I also go to pow wows now. I always heal from the pow wows. They teach
me a lot.
I used to really put myself down. There’s nothing good that comes from
putting yourself down. You know, talk to whoever you’re close to, your
grandpa or grandma, or just phone home, your social worker, or go for a
walk. Reach out to someone if they’re willing to listen to you.
That’s my story!

Told by: A Project Coordinator
I never knew this, I just phoned. I thought we would take a
few people from the reserve over to this conference. It was a
family violence prevention conference, and I encouraged this
one young man to come with two others. They were College
students, three of them; we encouraged them to represent
the reserve. At the conference, they had sharing circles. We
kept encouraging them to talk. On the first day, the young
man I had encouraged to come didn’t really say anything.
The next day he shared a little and thanked the presenters.
We thought right on.
Then, on the last day at the closing circle, all of our youth
spoke. I was really surprised and happy at how well they did.
The young man I had encouraged to attend seemed really
nervous about talking at the end. He then got up and
talked—he admitted that, before this conference he was
thinking about suicide and said now that he had come and
met everyone, well, he just shared it all.
We were just wowed, all of us. I think he helped everybody
in that room by sharing, by going up and actually sharing
that. People there were just wowed, and they were all saying
we like that you came. I didn’t know he was planning to die
by suicide until that last day, until he shared that.
You never know, you just never know by any acts of
kindness who you’re going to help or how any of these
programs help people. You just never know when you reach
out. I could not tell before that he was thinking of suicide.

Told by: A Community Member
Told by: A Youth Worker
I tell the kids, you have to take care in what you are doing. Setting this teepee
up, I’m not going to touch these poles, I’m not even going to touch this canvas.
I’m just going to direct you on how to do it. You’ve never touched the teepee
before, so make it a good experience. I teach them to remember that there’s an
elder coming later on and that elder is going to sit in this teepee. If you take
care in what you are doing, you’re going to have a nice teepee. It will look good
because you put your heart into it and you really tried to do a good job. Do that
because your hard work is going to show—your attitude shows in your work.
And as a First Nations person, I’m proud of our images, and the teepee is a
part of our image. The elder will point out mistakes, because you learn from
your mistakes. If the elder is quiet, you’ve done your job. But most importantly,
the end result is your work—it’s like a brand. “That’s my work. It makes me feel
good.” You need that praise, and in order to get that praise, you have to make
sure you do a good job.
I also try to create things for the youth to do, like our drum group. Those guys
wanted to drum, and first we were drumming using our drum kit up stairs, the
base drum. Then we bought an old drum and put duct tape around that. They
went through all that trouble to sing, and we wanted to reward their effort and
get them a drum. So I ordered a drum, and now they’re proud to hit that drum.
Those are the kinds of positive things for youth, because with the drum comes
responsibility. Someone has to be the keeper of that drum—there’s protocol
surrounding that drum. If I’m going to give you this drum, you guys have to
take care of it and it’s your responsibility. It’s not a weekend program, it’s not a
two hour program—it’s a commitment. To me, that’s youth work.
Long term planning, development programming, seeing them through those
tough times, that’s youth programming. The work that is being done through
AYCES is a part of that bigger picture.

When I was growing up, I went to a conference in
Sucker Creek, and one of the youth heads actually
stood up and said what worked for her was that she
thought she was Number 1. And that’s the way we
should all look at ourselves, is that we’re Number 1
and we should come first. And that actually stuck
with me growing up, and it’s really helped me get
through a lot of things.

Told by: A Youth Worker
I always want the youth to keep themselves busy, even
though there are times when it’s really difficult. I try
to buy equipment for them, and sometimes I notice
the equipment isn’t being used. I was just talking
to a youth worker the other day that you can’t just
expect the youth to come to the centre and take the
equipment to the ball diamond to start a game. You
have to go to the ball diamond. Even if you’re the only
one there, a second person will show up, and you start
throwing that ball back and forth. Then people will
be driving around and they’ll say, “Oh, there’s going to
be a ball game. Let’s all go over there.” And that’s how
you start a baseball game. Rather than just keeping
the equipment at the arena and expecting somebody
to show up to ask for it. We do have equipment for
the youth.

We would like to offer our deepest appreciation to everyone who has made this storybook possible. In acknowledging the pilot sites, their ways of knowing have been
honoured by using, where possible, the traditional names they have given to their projects. The traditional language used is a language of hope and wellness. It is a way
of knowing – how to embrace life.
Pilot Sites
• Aatsitaapiiksi Partnership (Lethbridge)
• Piikani Child and Family Service
• Kainai Wellness Centre – Blood Tribe Services, Standoff
• Napi Friendship Association
• Medicine Tree - Sik-Ooh-Kotoki Friendship Society
• Aboriginal Youth Wellness Project: Urban Aboriginal Mental Health 		
Program, Population Health Department of Alberta Health Services Chinook Health
• Our Journey to hope, healing and a safe community - Eden Valley 		
• Maskwacis Justice Society - Ermineskin, Louis Bull, Montana, 		
Samson & Pigeon Lake
• Métis Tri-Settlement – East Prairie, Gift Lake & Peavine
• Dene Tha’ Oojon–T’sana (Health Living) – Bushe River, Meander River,
& Chateh

Government Ministries and Agencies
• Health & Wellness
• Children’s Services
• Aboriginal Relations
• Education
• Seniors & Community Support
• Solicitor General & Public Security
• Alberta Health Services - Alberta Mental Health Board and Alberta 		
Alcohol & Drug Abuse Commission
• First Nations & Inuit Health Branch
Storytellers and Readers
These stories could not have been told if not for the courage of each storyteller.
It is their courage to embrace life and their kindness to help others choose life
that has helped them share their stories of hope.
We would also like to thank those of you who will be listening to these stories
with care and respect. We are reminded the stories told here have been offered to
us so we can learn what is working and what is hopeful and from these teachings
find guidance for the decisions and directions we must set for the future.
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What is important is that these stories have been given to you. They are
now yours. Do with them what you will. Tell them to others. Find hope and
inspiration in them. Make them the topic of a discussion group. Create your
own story around them. Add to them or take away from them, but you can’t say
you never heard them.

