The Gillespie sisters and the File Hills Residential School
     This paper attempts locating Kate and Janet Gillespie within two separate but overlapping contexts: first, Canadian Prairie culture of 1885-1914; and second, a present-day emerging conversation regarding missionaries and colonization. The paper focuses on the Gillespies and not the students in the schools; teachers, administrators, and staff are part of the Residential Schools’ story. 
     Catherine (Kate) Gillespie, born in 1866 near Teeswater, Ontario, graduated from high school and earned a Third Class Ontario teaching certificate. In the mid-1880’s Kate’s parents and four siblings, including younger sister Janet, joined the thousands of Ontarians headed west to the Prairies. Kate stayed teaching in Ontario for a further couple of years. In 1889, Kate joined her family as they broke land south of Balcarres, Saskatchewan. 

      Kate taught four years in various non-Native schools in south-eastern Saskatchewan. In 1894 she was offered a classroom teaching job at the Crowstand Native Residential School. Recognizing that teaching in the Native education system provided career opportunities the non-Native system could not afford her, in the summer of 1897, Kate took a basic nursing course to give her greater skills for the work. That fall she became the teacher at the day school on the Mistawasis Reserve, near Prince Albert, Saskatchewan.  
     At Mistawasis she confronted a challenge that did not exist in the residential schools. Day school students could choose to not come to school. Thus Kate went from expecting 100% attendance to facing the reality that often less than half the enrolled students were in school. On bad weather days and other times no students attended school. Kate devised a plan addressing this situation; on days when no students attended school she visited the students in their homes assigning work to be done. She made the same circuit after lunch “taking up” the work assigned. Kate found this teaching method frustrating, failing to see the significance of her adapting to the patterns of the Native peoples.              

     New family responsibilities were thrust upon Kate in the fall of 1899. Her mother died. Her sister Janet, who was “not particularly strong”, and their father, William, moved in with Kate.
 Kate was now the bread winner for a household of three. She put her family situation to work in addressing the challenge of raising the average attendance in the school. The teacher’s house was remodeled; the Gillespies living on the main floor and the upstairs rooms available for students to stay overnight either on a planned or unplanned basis. Janet became the cook and house-keeper and William looked after the outside work, while Kate taught school and coordinated the operation. 
     This experience gave Kate the courage in the summer of 1901 to write the Rev. R. P. MacKay, Secretary of the Foreign Missions Committee of The Presbyterian Church in Canada, suggesting she be named the new principal of File Hills Residential School, the incumbent principal having tendered his resignation.
 Gillespie demonstrated her organizational skills and persuasiveness arguing the Foreign Missions Committee could stretch their funds further if they followed her staffing plan for both the Mistawasis School and File Hills. 

     In the fall of 1901 Kate Gillespie was appointed Principal of the File Hills Residential School, which had an enrollment of 15 students. Janet became the matron and William was given oversight of the outdoor work. Kate was the first woman appointed a Residential School principal. Her Third Class Teaching Certificate would not have been sufficient for her to become a school principal in Ontario, but at the turn of the century on the Canadian Prairies such things were possible. She faced gender challenges, among them being paid less than her male counterparts, a situation about which Kate described herself as “piqued”. Further when her father died less than a year after their arrival at the school, Kate was concerned having no adult male on the school property put students and school staff at risk. As consideration was given to hiring “a new man”, Kate was conscious of the challenges of being a woman charged with directing a man’s work. 

     An innovation Gillespie brought to the File Hills curriculum was taking the entire school for a two to three week camping trip by the Qu’Appelle Lakes. Living on the land out-of-doors allowed students to practice traditional skills of fire building and keeping, cooking on an open fire, and living in tents. While all of this was done under the careful eyes of Kate and Janet there would have been space for students to exhibit non-classroom rooted abilities.
  
     Among the responsibilities of residential school principals was leading worship gatherings both in the school and on nearby reserves. Kate was one of the first lay people appointed a school principal. Again the frontier edge of the Prairie north-west made possible an appointment that would never have occurred further east. While the pattern of her Sunday responsibilities changed during Kate’s seven years as school principal, she led at least one worship service each Sunday during her time at the school. At the start gatherings were held at the school on a Sunday evening. The students had attended worship earlier in the day often led by Janet; the evening gathering was for adults from the reserve and the File Hills Colony. For the first year of Gillespie’s principalship her letters to the Rev. MacKay regularly contained a request for Cree hymnbooks so those gathered could sing in their Native language. When Cree hymnbooks were finally found in the Methodist Church Bookroom, not enough books were sent to File Hills and Kate’s next letter included a request for more books. 

     During the later part of Gillespie’s principalship, each Sunday she would drive buggy or sleigh (depending on the weather) out the gates of the school on her way to the Presbyterian Church on the reserve and there, with one of the senior male students translating, she led worship and preached. While Gillespie knew enough Cree to engage in a rudimentary conversation she could not preach in Cree. She argued trusting her interpreters was a completely effective way of doing ministry. “Interpreters” was Gillespie’s title for those who translated from English to Cree, a word giving space for creativity and agency. She recognized her words, even her meaning, would be reworked and contextualized by those who translated for her; they could be trusted to interpret the message. Each Sunday evening before the worship gathering, the senior students sat around Kate and Janet’s dining room table to eat and talk; there trust was built and friendships forged.   
     To this point the Gillespie sisters sound too good to be true. While Kate’s letters do discuss health concerns among the students, she does not mention the high mortality rate among former File Hills students. Student and former student deaths were not higher at File Hills than at other schools as John Milloy has noted, what is different is our ability to document the shocking level of student mortality within the Residential School System results from an audit of the File Hills school done at the time Gillespie was principal. Gillespie was blind to the fact that student deaths were not solely the result of students coming to the school sick, but that previously healthy students were exposed to life-threatening diseases at the school. 

     Gillespie, a product of her Presbyterian heritage, had a deep antipathy towards Roman Catholics, regarding Catholics in general and the Fort Qu’appelle School in particular as competition in a struggle to save souls and gain an upper hand on neighbouring reserves. Kate was also a product of the burgeoning middle class values of Canadian society. She along with the Indian Agent W. H. Graham held up the File Hills Colony as an example for all Native people. The signs of the colony’s success were the well-appointed houses, the independent farms, and the former File Hills students dressed like proper Canadian ladies and gentlemen. Gillespie unable to separate herself from these socio-economic goals did not ask what was being lost from the lives of her students as she imbued them with the vision of “making good”.
  
     Kate’s letters demonstrate her love and care for the students at File Hills, she and Janet for all intents and purposes were surrogate parents. But there is no evidence Kate ever asked any questions about the school system which put her in the role of surrogate parent. She accepted the role without asking whether it would not have been better to let Native parents parent their children.   

    1908 brought changes as Kate married W. R. Motherwell and both sisters moved to the Motherwell Homestead about 20 kilometers from the File Hills School. Gillespie’s marriage to Motherwell indicates that he, a prominent politician on the rise, saw no political risks in marrying a residential school principal. Being a principal, teacher, or other staff member at a residential school carried no social stigma in the early part of the 20th century. As Sarah Carter, in her analysis of the Motherwell home, notes Kate’s arrival led to physical changes which opened up the house bringing the family into greater contact with those who visited.
 Among the regular visitors to the house following Kate and Janet’s arrival were Native people whom they had taught. A further change made to the Motherwell house, not noted by Carter, was tearing down a wall between adjoining rooms on the second floor to create a dayroom/bedroom for Janet. When former students visited and stayed too late to get home before dark they were invited to stay overnight and sleep in Janet’s dayroom.
 They were invited into the inner sanctum of the family. The offer of such hospitality indicates the Gillespie’s willingness to cross the division between cultures.    
     Recent scholarship on Christian missions has argued for a nuanced telling of the connection between missionaries and colonization. Prior to the 1960’s much mission history was hagiographic in nature, painting the missionaries as self-sacrificing heroes. By the middle of the 1970’s missionaries were portrayed as either willing or unwitting agents of colonization. Both tellings depicted the missionaries as the ones with the power and the indigenous population as those being acted upon, having little or no agency in the relationship. Further the missionaries were assumed to have been unchanged by their interaction with another cultural group while the indigenous community was changed. Recent writing about mission and missionaries has recognized the agency of the indigenous community and the malleability of the missionaries. This paper has sought to follow this nuanced approach: demonstrating Kate Gillespie’s creation of space for some Native people to exercise responsibility and power; noting some ways the Gillespies were changed by their interaction with Native people; and arguing the story of the Gillespie sisters and their connection with Native people is one of mutual impact and adjustment.  
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