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Imagine a world where newly arrived people know where they are, feel 

welcome, and feel connected. Imagine that. I hope we can have a world 

like that.

- Curtis Clearsky
Blackfoot and Anishnaabe First Nations

There’s a whole world out there we don’t know anything about. A whole 

other world of Aboriginal people who are doing things. We don’t know 

about the positives, about the pluses. We don’t know about the triumphs 

of Aboriginal people.

- John Roberts
Born in Saint John, New Brunswick; Anglo/Irish heritage  

For me the only way to erase misconceptions is by education. It’s by 

providing more opportunities for interaction and doing things together.

- Wazi Dlamini-Kapenda
Canadian of African descent, born in Swaziland

Quotes from pages 10, 19 and 37.



Story gatherers

Rosanne Sia
Born in Vancouver, Rosanne Sia grew up in a city with a 
strong Asian community. Having Chinese Canadian friends 
and mentors allows her to connect with her Chinese 
heritage and think about what it means to be part Chinese 
in Canada. More recent travels have also given her the 
chance to explore her Latvian background. Rosanne has 
an MA in history from the University of British Columbia, 
where she researched the history of race, gender and 
sexuality in Vancouver.

Damara Jacobs-Morris
Damara Jacobs-Morris is a proud member of the Squamish 
Nation. She carries the ancestral names Siyamiya iy 
Cha7awtenaat. Her background is in community-based arts 
programming. She believes strongly in the arts’ capacity 
to create space for cross-cultural sharing and dialogue. 
She has an MA in art education from the University of 
Arizona and a BA in communications from Simon Fraser 
University.

Yumi Onozawa
Yumi was born in Japan and has lived in Canada since 
1995. She studied world religions at the University of 
Regina and University of Calgary and realized that to learn 
about other people’s beliefs and cultures is to embrace 
her own. She practices this understanding through helping 
to develop a healthy multicultural community in Greater 
Vancouver.
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O u r  R o o t s :  S t o r i e s  f r o m  G r a n d v i e w - W o o d l a n d

This compilation is the product of Our Roots, a story-gath-
ering project in the Grandview-Woodland neighbourhood of 
Vancouver.  Thirty-six people shared their thoughts and ex-
periences through interviews conducted between September 
2011 and June 2012.

Our Roots is part of a larger project called the Vancouver 
Dialogues Project, which aims to strengthen understanding 
and build relationships between the city’s Aboriginal and im-
migrant/newcomer communities. 

The Dialogues Project has demonstrated that story sharing 
can be a powerful tool in bringing communities together. In-
dividuals who come from different backgrounds and commu-
nities get to know one another through sharing their histories 
and experiences. Although everyone has gone through differ-
ent life paths, with challenges and successes, they do share 
some common values. These values are mostly reflected in 
the stories they share with others.

Our Roots focuses on the Grandview-Woodland neighbour-
hood (bounded by Burrard Inlet to the north, Nanaimo Street 
to the east, Broadway to the south and Clark Drive to the 
west) as it is one of the most vibrant and diverse neighbour-
hoods in Vancouver. The area has a significant First Nations 
population and residents from different cultural back-
grounds.  Many consider Commercial Drive as the heart of 
this neighbourhood.  

The project started in the fall of 2011, and reached out to 
residents and businesses to find out their general percep-
tions and experiences of the area and the communities. 
Fourteen interviews were conducted during this period and 
they were featured during the 2011 Story Gallery Festival 
held at the Britannia Community Centre in October 2011. 

After the success of the initial interviews, the project 
continued in the spring of 2012 and focused more closely 
on learning about the relationships between Aboriginal and 
immigrant communities in Grandview-Woodland. In addition 
to being asked about their connections to the neighbouhood 
and how welcoming it is, participants were asked whether 
they think the Aboriginal and immigrant communities relate 
to each other and how better understanding and connections 
can be built among communities.

As noted by the story gatherers, the individuals featured in 
this collection relate to the Grandview-Woodland neighbour-
hood in different ways. Many feel this is a special place in 

Introduction

Vancouver. Many have been impressed by the kindness and 
liveliness of the area. Some spoke about feeling nurtured by 
the community and some spoke of their desire for a space 
to create a family or sense of home here. Everyone had 
incredible enthusiasm and desire to make the community 
open, understanding and welcoming for all people. The story 
gatherers heard stories about every corner of the neighbour-
hood, from Broadway SkyTrain Station to the Aboriginal 
Friendship Centre to small businesses, such as delicatessens 
and bakeries on Commercial Drive.  

Some common sentiments were voiced in the interviews. 
Some mentioned that the simple acts of shopping in the 
neighbourhood or walking down the street are ways of 
engaging with neighbours. Some felt very rooted to their 
neighbourhood, with a strong sense of connection with fel-
low residents.  Some were uncertain about their sense of 
belonging to the neighbourhood. A few mentioned the same 
community spaces, such as the Britannia Community Centre 
and Macdonald Elementary School, as key hubs in the 
community. Many First Nations participants brought up the 
importance of the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre in 
the area and to their community.

For the most part, each individual’s story is presented here 
verbatim except for minor editing to portray their true voices.       

The project owes thanks to many who have helped in differ-
ent ways: Kamala Todd who pointed us to the importance of
story gathering; the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre
and Britannia Community Centre for providing venues for key
gatherings; our colleagues at Cultural Services for funding 
support and Corporate Communications for editorial as-
sistance; and our community partner MOSAIC for generously 
supporting the whole story gathering process and being our 
local host in the neighbourhood.  

We have three exceptional story gatherers: Rosanne Sia, 
Damara Jacobs-Morris and Yumi Onozawa. We thank them 
for their genuine interest and commitment to the project and 
for capturing these wonderful stories.          

And of course, thank you to all the individuals featured in 
this book for generously giving their time and sharing their 
stories.

  Vancouver Dialogues Project
  July 2012
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O u r  R o o t s :  S t o r i e s  f r o m  G r a n d v i e w - W o o d l a n d

When I first came here from 
Mexico, my interest was to 
stay connected to my country. 
Since the North American 
Free Trade Agreement was 
signed in 1994 between 
Mexico, the US and Canada, 
lots of people have been 
displaced from their land in 
Mexico and no longer have 
a livelihood or an income. 
This increased migration to 
the US and Canada, as people 
came looking for better op-
portunities to escape from poverty and support their families. Now Mexicans also come to 
escape military, paramilitary and government violence related to the drug war and crime 
as well as violence against women and homophobia. 

In Vancouver, I started to connect with people working in solidarity for Mexico. I met a lot 
of First Nations activists as well as community leaders, organizers and activists within the 
immigrant and refugee communities. They taught me a lot and gave me a sense of belong-
ing and meaning to my journey in Vancouver.

I believe the issues faced by my community are very connected to the issues of First Na-
tions. Two of the main issues are discrimination and colonization. Discrimination based 
on skin colour, culture, heritage, religion and even gender identity. Colonization in the 
sense that both communities have been displaced from their land, taken away from their 
families, their traditions, their language, and been told their culture is not valuable. It’s 
the ongoing belief that they are worth less. 

I do believe immigrants and refugees have the desire to connect with First Nations people. 
The barrier is the power imbalance. People are struggling with hopelessness and violence 
and poverty. I don’t see either community represented in positions of power, so the policy 
being created is not inclusive. I’m a believer in dialogue and communication, but it has 
to be accompanied by access and opportunity to address the discrimination, poverty and 
violence that these communities face.

I’m interested in art and storytelling to address social inclusion. I believe that art gives 
you this space where you can talk about very painful things and have the opportunity to 
reinvent yourself. The more stories we hear from people who are different from ourselves, 
the closer we get to each other. Every day I learn from the people that I work with, particu-
larly from women and young people and the community that I’ve built in Vancouver. Their 
stories, experiences and struggles are an inspiration for me. They make me feel like my 
heart will explode with so much wisdom, resilience, survival and resistance. I feel moti-
vated to work in solidarity with others to build healthier and inclusive communities when I 
connect with, understand, un-learn, re-learn and learn from these different stories.

Alejandra López Bravo
Mexican-mestiza Vancouverite

I’m a believer 
in dialogue and 
communication, but it 
has to be accompanied 
by access and 
opportunity to address 
the discrimination, 
poverty and violence 
that [First Nations, 
immigrant and refugee] 
communities face.Alejandra lives in the Grandview-Woodland neighbourhood, where she has 

worked with immigrant and refugee community groups.
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O u r  R o o t s :  S t o r i e s  f r o m  G r a n d v i e w - W o o d l a n d

I have been in Vancouver for 10 years. 
I used to live in Powell River but my 
daughter brought me down here.  She 
said, “I got a surprise for you.”  At the 
Friendship Centre, the urban Heiltsuk 
dancers were dancing on Wednesday 
night; that was the surprise. I said, 
“That’s it.  I’m movin’ here.”  I did not 
want to move before but when I saw 
the dancers, that was it. 

The Friendship Centre is my second 
home. I used to stay home all the time 
before. I had nothing to do so I came 
down here one time; that’s when Laura 
[the Elders Coordinator] asked me to 
be with her, to help her. I said, “Sure, 
anything for you.”  She wasn’t gonna 
live here; she just came for school, 

and she was gonna go back home. But people say that every time family leaves from 
home for Vancouver, they get stuck here. They have more opportunity here. Where I come 
from there are no jobs.

I help Laura because she is really good to me. We do a lot of things together [and cook 
for the elders]. We cook on Wednesday morning, whatever we want to eat. We want to 
start putting money in so that we can start buying meat. But I think I’d rather stick to 
fish. Before we used to only get 15 [elders to serve]. Now a lot of people are coming 
because we have food banks. They come in for the food bank to eat. We have food banks 
and lunch. I always wait until everybody gets a bag. Then whatever is left over, that’s 
what I take home.

We keep our identity. I got my status card. We are all from different places: back east, 
west coast; some were born down in the States. We’re all just kind of packed in here, like 
a lot of other friendship centres. There are lots of people from Bella Bella. When some-
body passes away, we have a service here and they all show up, and don’t realize how 
many live here. I have nieces and nephews I did not even know. From the time they were 
babies, they were adopted out. They started to come out of the woods; they said they 
were from Bella Bella.

We ask each other where we come from, where we went to school. We’re all from differ-
ent nations and residential schools. We tried to survive, get over that. But in a way it’s 
hard for us to erase the things we went through.  

Alice Rosypskye
Heiltsuk First Nation

The Friendship 
Centre is my second 
home.

Alice is involved with the Elders program at the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre. She is a Heiltsuk dancer.
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O u r  R o o t s :  S t o r i e s  f r o m  G r a n d v i e w - W o o d l a n d

I came as a refugee to Canada from Bosnia, former Yugoslavia. When I arrived at the 
airport in Vancouver, I remember seeing Bill Reid’s statue. I thought Aboriginal people 
must be so respected and well treated in Canada. I soon realized I was wrong in many 
ways, especially after visiting the Downtown Eastside. What surprised me the most was 
the number of Aboriginal people who were homeless.   

To this day, it’s very hard for me to see homeless 
people. Back home, we had poor people, some of 
whom begged on the street, but they had homes.  
I realized there are deeper issues affecting  
Aboriginal people in Canada.

I was shocked by the lack of knowledge of some 
Canadian-born people about Aboriginal history – 
things like the last residential school was closed 
in 1996. I heard my friends from different ethnic 
backgrounds make comments like, “Why don’t they 
just forget what happened and move on?” But it’s 
not so easy to move on, given the history. There 
needs to be an acknowledgment of that history and 
an understanding of how people got into certain 
situations before moving on is possible. 

I work in the Culture Connections program at  
MOSAIC, helping newcomers with cultural adaptation, 
language skills and social activities by matching them with host volunteers who help 
newcomers adjust to their new lives in Canada. Sometimes I meet new immigrants who 
have negative stereotypes about First Nations. They associate them with homelessness 
and alcoholism. It comes from a lack of knowledge and education about issues that 
Aboriginal people face.

If we present the history of First Nations in a positive way, talk about Aboriginal history 
and culture and introduce Aboriginal people to newcomers, stereotypes can be broken. 
It can make a difference in how people view one another. I think it’s important to create 
understanding about First Nations people and their history because they are the first 
people of Canada and they have a wealth of knowledge and experience to share. 

Over the next few months, I hope to introduce my program to Aboriginal communities in 
the hopes of engaging them to become host volunteers. I feel it would be a wonderful 
way for new immigrants to be welcomed to Canada. It would also be a way for First 
Nations to meet newcomers. Introducing people to each other is the first step. After that, 
a friendship can take on its own life. 

Alzira Islamovic 
From former Yugoslavia

Introducing people 
to each other is the 
first step. After that, 
a friendship can take 
on its own life.

Alzira works as the Culture Connections program facilitator at MOSAIC, an organization that 
supports immigrants and refugees.
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O u r  R o o t s :  S t o r i e s  f r o m  G r a n d v i e w - W o o d l a n d

A lot of women started the collectives located along Commercial Drive [a long time ago]. 
I was involved with a lot of things like WAVAW [Women Against Violence Against Women]. 
I was trying to find myself in this world. There was a strong women-of-colour contingent 
because we realized there were things that we were left out of even though it was a femi-
nist movement. The groups were more prone to look at the issues of Caucasian women. 

As a First Nations woman I 
cannot exclude the male side 
of things. That’s not how I 
grew up. I said I’m not going 
to give up my father or my 
brother or my nephews or my 
uncles because they are the 
ones who supported me all 
my life. It was quite an inter-
esting time but that’s how I 
got to know this area. I also 
recognized a lot of our people 

lived in this area but that was because it was low-income housing. 

Who is an immigrant? Everyone is an immigrant to me as a First Nations person. There’s 
one important thing I really want the people who put this project on and these types of 
projects to know: you can’t just talk to one or two groups of people. If you want to talk 
to me as a First Nations person in Vancouver my dialogue will be totally different with a 
person from China than my dialogue would be with someone from Iran; it would definitely 
be different with a person from England. This is an English-speaking territory. The word 
Canada is associated with the Queen and my dialogue would be so different with that 
person. That is what I worry about. 

It is no different than using the political terminology like ‘Aboriginal’. It’s not something 
I call myself; it’s what the government wants to call us. They generalize each of us so 
that we’re Aboriginal, First Nations, Inuit and Métis altogether. No, we’re not. We are so 
vastly different. To me that’s how different I would say a newcomer or immigrant is. Who 
are you specifically talking about when you say immigrant? I want to know the history of 
the dialogue between me as a First Nations woman with Caucasians in the west side of 
Vancouver. You wouldn’t let me come into your house; we could only stand on your door-
steps. So how has that changed from today? No one is talking about that. We’re always 
targeting others like us. First Nations having to talk to other people of colour. 

Until you know my history you cannot know the strength of my people. 

Amanda White
Haida First Nation

They generalize each 
of us so that we’re 
Aboriginal, First 
Nations, Inuit and 
Métis altogether. No 
we’re not. We are 
so vastly different. 
To me that’s how 
different I would 
say a newcomer or 
immigrant is. Who 
are you specifically 
talking about when 
you say immigrant?

Front entrance mosaic created by Amanda White and students at Tillicum 
Elementary School.
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O u r  R o o t s :  S t o r i e s  f r o m  G r a n d v i e w - W o o d l a n d

I’ve been interested in immigrant 
communities, multicultural 
communities and refugees for some 
length of time. Before working at 
MOSAIC, I volunteered there as a 
host. I would get matched with an 
immigrant and then spend time with 
them, helping them to feel more at 
home, talking with them about what 
they were noticing as strange and 
exploring the city with them. I really 
enjoyed that. I like it because it’s one 
way of shaking up the way you see 
the world. It challenges you.

I’m not sure how much knowledge 
newcomers have about Aboriginals. 
We had a speaker from the 
Musqueam Nation come to MOSAIC 
to give a talk for the Culture 
Connections program. Those that 
came to that presentation were 
really interested. They showed a 
great deal of very lively curiosity.  
So I think it speaks to a need.

In general, how do we cross paths in our daily lives? If you’re a newcomer, you often 
spend a lot of time in English classes. Newcomers tell me, “I never hear a native English 
speaker.” Because of their activities and the streams they fall into, they mostly meet 
other immigrants. Myself, sometimes I go to events and I’m surprised to find myself 
sitting with all white people. So how is it that the streams don’t mix? 

The Culture Connections program tries to help newcomers feel more at home in their 
communities. We organize outings so newcomers can be made to feel welcome and start 
to get involved in the community. Until we literally take them to a location and introduce 
them to the people, there are a lot of barriers to getting there.

Aboriginals are a group of people that newcomers don’t necessarily know how to 
access. Our program organizes visits to pow-wows and the Museum of Anthropology. 
But intercultural communication is more complex than just engaging immigrant service 
societies. Something more comprehensive will mean connecting with the right agencies 
and people. Part of our challenge is that the Culture Connections program is a one-
woman operation. We don’t have the energy to be carving the way. But when lucky 
meetings happen, when we find the right connections, those are directions we absolutely 
want to follow. 

Astarte Sands 
Born in Ontario with family roots in Ireland and Newfoundland

Intercultural 
communication is more 
complex than just 
engaging immigrant 
service societies. 
Something more 
comprehensive will 
mean connecting with 
the right agencies and 
people.

Astarte is a long-time resident of Grandview-Woodland, where she works as the volunteer resources coordinator at 
MOSAIC, an organization that supports immigrants and refugees.
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O u r  R o o t s :  S t o r i e s  f r o m  G r a n d v i e w - W o o d l a n d

I started going to the [Aboriginal] 
Friendship Centre with the Peak 
House [residential treatment] 
program for a Narcotics Anonymous 
meeting. When we were sitting in 
the meeting, you could hear this 
drumming coming through the wall. 
It was just this amazing feeling, 
just so spiritual, just like sitting 
and hearing someone sharing about 
their life and hearing drumming 
coming from another side. So when 
I got out of Peak House, I started 
going to the Friendship Centre for 
family night on Tuesdays and West 
Coast night on Wednesdays.  

At the Friendship Centre, everyone 
is so loving. They smile, they talk 
to you. We’re all there to help each 
other wherever we can. It’s amazing 

how much love everyone has there. Growing up not being in the Native culture, coming 
out to Vancouver, this is where I found the Native culture I was looking for. It’s what I 
was missing, having this love from everywhere. ’Cause growing up in Tsawwassen, we 
didn’t get that feeling. People in a small town are judgmental and there’s lots of drama 
everywhere. And coming out here and just having people who love you and care for you 
even though they don’t know you, it was amazing; it was an amazing feeling for me.

Community to me is a group of people that cares for each other. It isn’t just a geographic 
thing; it isn’t just physical area but it’s about people and connection that each person 
has for each other. It’s formation of bonds, love and appreciation what these people are 
doing for each other and what they are doing for the group as a whole or people individu-
ally. That’s something that I always wanted to be part of.  Now I have little communities 
everywhere in my life; I can go anywhere and I know I will be okay. 

Audrey Nishiyama 
Aboriginal, Japanese, Scottish and Irish heritage

At the Friendship 
Centre, everyone 
is so loving. They 
smile, they talk to 
you. We’re all there 
to help each other 
wherever we can. It’s 
amazing how much 
love everyone has 
there. This is where 
I found the Native 
culture I was looking 
for. It’s what I was 
missing.

Audrey loves the sense of community she feels at the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre.
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O u r  R o o t s :  S t o r i e s  f r o m  G r a n d v i e w - W o o d l a n d

One of the reasons I came to the Drive is I love reggae music. Since I was a teenager, I’ve 
just listened to reggae music. It was kinda weird that a Japanese girl keeps listening to 
reggae. It’s closed down now but there was a reggae party every Wednesday on Commer-
cial Drive. I went there every Wednesday and every week, even by myself. I don’t know 
anybody at the beginning but I get to know the people there. It’s good to get to know new 
people through the music, especially for me, my English is not that great. But with music 
and dance, it’s so easy to communicate with people without talking; it’s perfect for me.  

A lot of dramas happen on the Drive. People are sometimes funny but they are very 
friendly. I can always meet anybody whom I know their face. Even I walk three blocks, I 
say, “Hi, how are you doing?” five or six times. I feel like I am at home. I don’t say hi so 
many times even in my hometown in Japan. People are very, very friendly, open and love 
to talk.  

A lot of Aboriginal people 
came to our reggae party. 
A few of my favorite la-
dies are there. They love 
dancing, they love music, 
it’s always fun to see their 
face here. At the reggae 
party, they’re always there 
and give me a big smile 
and hug; that makes 
me happy. Actually my 
neighbours, in my apart-
ment, they are Natives 
too. There are a young 
man and grandma living 
together. It’s good that 
a young generation and 
older generation are there 
and look after each other. 
We used to do that in 
Japan but we stop doing 
that. I used to live with 
my grandma and grandpa 
but my brother doesn’t 
live with my mom any-
more, and me either. It’s 
nice to have at least three 
generations. It’s good for 
younger kids to live with 
grandma and grandpa.

Ayako Haga
Japanese descent

I walk three blocks, I 
say, “Hi, how are you 
doing?” five or six 
times. I feel like I am 
at home.

Ayako has lived on Commercial Drive for over 10 years. She is a dressmaker and 
has her own studio on the Drive. 
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Curtis Clearsky 
Blackfoot and Anishinaabe First Nations

Imagine a world 
where newly arrived 
people know where 
they are, feel 
welcome, and feel 
connected. Imagine 
that. I hope we can 
have a world like 
that.

Curtis has lived in and now works with youth in the Grandview-Woodland neighbourhood.

We say, “all my relations” as indigenous 
people here from Turtle Island. We 
acknowledge that we’re related to 
everything and everybody. We do have 
relationships with newly arrived people, 
whether they know it or not.

When the newly arrived come to Canada, 
Canadians expect them to know certain 
things: to know English, which is a 
colonial language, to respect Canadian 
principles. But as indigenous people, we 
are not recognized. They should know who 
we are. Because this is our continent. This 
is where we come from.

Newly arrived people might not 
understand who we are. It’s not their fault; 

think of how Canada portrays us. The media is always highlighting the negative things 
about us. So sometimes people might not want to interact with us. When there’s an 
indigenous person walking down the street, it might be scary to them. But we’re family 
people. We come from families. From mothers, fathers, daughters, sons, grandmothers, 
grandfathers and cousins. 

How do we break down barriers? How do we break down walls? There are so many 
barriers. There are so many walls. But once we get past that, there are so many 
commonalities. We all need to eat. We’re all from Mother Earth. We all have families. 
We all sleep. We all have music. We all have stories to share, stories to hear, stories to 
listen to. There are a lot of areas where we could connect. People have to look for those 
opportunities.

Let’s imagine a society, maybe Canada; we’ll call it northern Turtle Island. Imagine when 
people came off the airplane they were met by indigenous people, not a customs person. 
When we look at traditional ways of entering up here on the coast, there was a whole 
protocol of ceremony and approach. What is your intent in coming? Are you coming for 
war? Are you coming for peace? 

If the newly arrived say, “I’m coming here for my family.  My family is struggling, we 
need to help make money for them,” indigenous people would welcome them. They’d 
help them get a job and help them get what they need. They would teach them about the 
real name of this continent, Turtle Island, and about the territory they’ve entered. 

Imagine a world where newly arrived people know where they are, feel welcome, and feel 
connected. Imagine that. I hope we can have a world like that.
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I was born in Penang, an island in Malaysia. That’s where I grew up until I left for Eng-
land at 17 to finish my schooling. Arriving in England was a total shock. It was shock and 
trauma, really. Because I had this strange notion that having gone to an English school in 
Penang I knew the mother country. But nobody had ever told me anything about racism.

I got involved in the women’s movement in England, maybe six or seven years after I ar-
rived. At first, it was mostly a white movement. But then I started coming across black 
women, South Asian women, Chinese women and lesbians. People started expressing and 
sharing their experiences. It was a pretty painful process.

Later on, a group of us decided to leave London. We were looking for a place that was di-
verse and more livable in terms of size. I joined friends who were living around Commercial 
Drive. I got to know the area and never thought of leaving. 

It’s the one area where I have least had to worry about how I behave. Who am I here? I 
don’t have to be self-conscious. There’s no judgment around. I can dress the way I like. I 
can be with my friends and partner the way I want without having to second-guess, “Oh, 
is this okay? Is this appropriate? Will I get into trouble?” None of that. Some people might 
not think of the Drive as the safest area. But I do. I feel totally safe and at home here.

I sing with the Cultural Medicine Cabinet, a choir that’s largely composed of people who 
live in the neighbourhood. It’s a healing space for people who don’t particularly fit into the 
mainstream. We sing political songs, union songs, gospel, South American activist songs 
and African songs. When I sing I enter a zone where other concerns just drop away. You’re 
just with the music and people. You’re singing in harmonies, joining your voices together. 
That’s an amazing way of connecting, heart to heart. I feel nourished and connected to a 
wider community after every session. 

Da Choong
Chinese Malaysian heritage

When I sing I enter 
a zone where other 
concerns just drop 
away. You’re just 
with the music 
and people….I 
feel nourished and 
connected to a wider 
community after 
every session.

Da lives in the Commercial Drive area and is part of the Cultural Medicine Cabinet Choir.
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Frank Murdocco
From the Calabria region of Italy

We tried to bring 
Italy to Vancouver.

Frank opened Café Calabria on Commercial Drive in 1976.

When we first came to Vancouver, I opened Café Calabria. Because Calabria is the same 
name [of the place in Italy] where I was born. I am from Calabria; I am Italian, of course. 

I have been here since then, 35 years later. Me with my three sons. So we tried to 
bring Italy to Vancouver; that is what we tried to do. Thirty-five years ago, there were 
not too many shops on the Drive. It was more Italian. Today it’s a little bit different; it’s 
better because it is mixed. Everybody is welcomed to the Drive. So things change, like 
everything else, I guess. But it changed for the better. So we live with all kinds of people.

I’m easygoing and I talk to everybody. It doesn’t matter what people say. I speak a little 
bit of Spanish, a little bit of Portuguese. I speak good French. English – a little bit.  
And I speak Italian. So I like to talk to everybody. And I want people to feel welcome 
when they come in. That’s why we have all the people – family, women with kids.  
I want people to feel comfortable even if you come by yourself. Nobody’s gonna bother 
you here because it’s a place that you are welcome.
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I’ve been coming to Vancouver for the last 10 years to visit my brother because he lives 
on the street here on Commercial Drive. I always come to Vancouver to carve with him. 
People are welcoming on Commercial Drive. I see people care about my brother. They 
welcome me too. I never have a sad day carving.  People always say, “Oh that’s beautiful!  
That’s great!” People come and talk to us. They want to learn about our culture.

Early on we were raised as 
white as can be. Go to school, 
that was it. But ever since I 
started learning about carv-
ing, learning about our family 
and our culture, it was like, 
“Oh gee, we’re not just any 
Indians. We’re Nuu-chah-
nulth Indians.” When Captain 
Cook landed in 1778, when 
he landed, he left. Because 
our people were powerful and 
were strong. From time to 
time, I see [my brother] sit 
up, “Yeah!  I’m a Nuu-chah-
nulth Indian come from the 
west coast of Vancouver Is-
land and I come from a chief 
family.” His eyes will light up.

One day, I hope that he just 
comes to Victoria to visit me 
on his own. Because before, 
he used to come home. But 
he doesn’t no more. That’s 
where my worries is. I’m hop-
ing that this community loves 
him as much as my brother 
boasts about it: “Everybody 
loves me.”  So I’ve got to 
trust that one statement: 
“Everybody loves me.”

Frank Williams
Nuu-chah-nulth First Nation

“Yeah!  I’m a Nuu-
chah-nulth Indian 
come from the west 
coast of Vancouver 
Island and I come 
from a chief family.”

Frank and his brother are carvers. He often visits his brother who lives on the 
street on Commercial Drive.
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Gaylene Wilson 
Shuswap and Chilcotin First Nations

I don’t like the 
word “immigrant.” 
I call them teachers 
because they come 
over here and they 
teach us about their 
countries. They 
educate us. They 
learn our grief and 
we learn their grief.

I don’t live here anymore, but East Van is still home. What brings me back is the kinship 
I have with other Aboriginal people. It’s a kinship for Aboriginals that don’t live on the 
reserve and don’t have the family bonds the reserve provides. We come from similar 
backgrounds, so we understand how we’ve survived. We have each other as family.

Here, Aboriginal people would give you everything off their back if they could. They have 
this generous spirit. It’s a door that’s always open. It’s not about what you wear or what 
you have. You don’t have to be anybody special. If you sit on the sidewalk with a cup of 
coffee, somebody’s bound to come up to say hello. 

We create our own city-Aboriginal culture. We pick up information from programs.  
Instead of one isolated culture, we learn them all, and we put them together. We learn 
little bits of each other by bonding with Natives from all over. And the spirits, they talk. 
Always listen to them. And then you get somewhere.

I don’t like the word “immigrant.” I call them teachers because they come over here and 
they teach us about their countries. They educate us. They learn our grief and we learn 
their grief. Life, it’s always going to be hard. There is no easy way. But you look at these 
people walking in different shoes. It makes you stronger. I teach my kids to be open-
minded about all people. You might lose your best friend for life if you’re prejudiced. 
People have to open their doors and let others in.

When my mom got banned from the reserve for marrying a white man, she came to East 
Vancouver. My mom did, I did, and my kids will. And I hope their kids will too. I don’t 
live here anymore, but I’ll always come down to be reminded of my roots.

Gaylene lived in the Grandview-Woodland neighbourhood when she was a young woman, and still considers East 
Vancouver home.
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Gina Coates 
Kwakwaka’wakw First Nation, Finnish, Scottish and Welsh heritage

To learn about other 
cultures, I think 
people need to learn 
firsthand.

Gina lives and works in the Commercial Drive area. Her grandmother, Rita, is also featured 
in this book.

I was always aware of my Aboriginal heritage because I 
grew up with my grandmother. I grew up with her sing-
ing and speaking her Native language around me. I’ve 
been to more than a dozen potlatches in her hometown 
in northern British Columbia. I’ve danced in potlatches 
in Vancouver. There’s a lot to learn, but I feel like I 
know quite a bit.

When I worked in the west side, I wasn’t at all con-
nected to my Aboriginal heritage. I didn’t know any Na-
tive people. But ever since working for a hair salon on 
Commercial Drive, I feel like I’m part of an Aboriginal 
community.

At work, I meet a lot of Aboriginal people. They always 
ask me where I’m from. I’m not sure how they can tell 
that I’m Native because the majority of my background 
is European. But they ask me, “Where are you from?” I 
tell them and they say, “Oh, I know so and so.” So we’d 
make connections. Some people I’m related to and I 
don’t even know it. 

There aren’t a lot of connections between immigrants 
and Aboriginals on Commercial Drive. They kind of 
separate themselves. Sometimes I sit in Grandview Park 
to eat my lunch and observe. I see all kinds of mothers 
in the park: Canadian, foreign, Aboriginal. It looks like 
they build relationships together. But other than that, I see groups of Aboriginals, then 
groups of foreigners, and groups of Canadians. It’s rare to see them together. 

I’m not sure where I fit into that because of my mixed heritage. I’ve made friends with a 
lot of foreigners. They’re easy to get along with. I have Aboriginal friends and then I have 
Canadian friends. But they don’t all come together as one.

To learn about other cultures, I think people need to learn firsthand. I have a girlfriend 
from an Asian background who wrote a paper about residential schools, especially how 
Aboriginals felt about their art being taken away from them. She interviewed my grand-
mother. At the end, she said, “I learned more from your grandmother in one hour than I 
have from the class at school.” I think she feels more confident knowing where I come 
from. And I feel better. I’ve been friends with her for so long, and sometimes I felt she 
stereotyped me into what she saw on TV. But my grandmother and I showed her where 
we’re from.
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I was born in Kemano; it’s up north, and I moved to Kitlope to live with my aunt. I moved 
down here in 1979. I was looking for work and I found a job at the Indian Centre [now 
Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre]. Most of those carvings and paintings in the 
Indian Centre, all those little totem poles inside and the big one in the stairwell [were 
done by me]. 

My friend at the school district 
showed me the doors at Sir 
William Macdonald Elementary 
and he called them “puke 
brown” and asked me, “What 
can you do with this?” I said 
I could put designs on them. 
After a year the school said they 
wanted me to put designs on the 
door. I wanted to carve the door 
and make an archway. I came up 
with that archway; it has salmon 
on it. They go up and spawn and 
come back down. It’s the cycle of 
life. I made the carving like the 
old treasure boxes that people 
would keep food, clothing and 
special things in. I carved the 
eagle and the doors and painted 
the archway. The eagle that’s at 
the top and the bears that are on 
the side are to protect the people 
who enter the school. 

There was a celebration for the doors at the Macdonald school and the East Indian girls 
danced. A lot of times I tell my niece’s daughters about that. There are three of them 
and they get into a lot of fights with East Indians at Broadway Station. I don’t know but 
I think most of the time they are looking for fights. They are involved in drinking and 
drugs. But I tell them the story about the girls dancing for the doors I carved. 

When they were going to close the Macdonald school the teachers called me up and 
wanted me to respond to the closing. I was the first one to talk and I didn’t want to talk 
and I didn’t know what to talk about but I had to talk to the school board. I told them 
about the cycle of life and the eagle and the bears and I said if you close this school 
down you are closing the doors on these children’s futures. I got a call from one of the 
teachers and he said, “We did it!” and they didn’t close down the school. 

Henry Robertson
Kemano/Kitlope First Nation

I carved the eagle and 
the doors and painted 
the archway. The eagle 
that’s at the top and 
the bears that are on 
the side are to protect 
the people who enter 
the school. Henry began carving from a young age. 

The doors of Macdonald Elementary 
school, carved by Henry.
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I’ve lived in three places in 23 years and they’ve all 
been in this pocket of Commercial Drive. I never found 
another place to move to because this is where the 
Indians are if you’re going to live in Vancouver. Close 
to the Friendship Centre and close to lots of different 
Native housing co-ops. And it’s always felt really 
important to me to live around my own people.

I absolutely feel a part of the community and I think 
I feel most connected to it when I’m out just walking 
around…either walking the dog or grocery shopping. 
[Sometimes] I’m out grocery shopping and I can’t go 
more than half a block without bumping into someone 
and saying hello.

For a long time I felt like this neighbourhood has had 
integrity because it’s had room for people. There’s a 
real collection of misfits and I’m not putting myself on the outside of that at all but when 
I was in my early twenties and I would go to the Britannia gym to work out and I would 
think, “We’re such misfits; look at all us clustered in this little tiny gym lifting weights.” 
The people were such a mishmash. It would be this elder Chinese woman who doesn’t 
speak a word of English making room for this fit little Caucasian kid and me and my young 
Aboriginal friends and everyone just piled into this little gym. It all just sounds like what 
our neighbourhood is. It’s got integrity ’cause it’s who the people are; it’s who we are.

Sometimes when I feel challenged by our own people who think that you can’t be a real 
Indian if you’re a city-Indian it makes me think of the divisiveness that happens amongst 
our people, so that’s part of why I like our neighbourhood, because we can focus on what’s 
really working and not be divisive and recognize that it’s not always smooth, families 
aren’t smooth, communities aren’t smooth, hiccups happen.

I like being in this neighbourhood because I’m Aboriginal and because I’m in the same 
income pocket as some people here and there’s lots of artists in the area. As a mixed-
media artist I get to be a part of that and open my studio during the [Eastside] Culture 
Crawl and have people come visit my space.

Emotionally I feel absolutely safe here. Most of the time I feel physically safe; it’s 
very rare for me to feel unsafe. I feel like if anything were to happen and I shouted 
someone would open their door. I feel sometimes there is racism between pockets of our 
community…but I think you would be a liar or stupid to say there is no racism in this area 
or any area — and I’m not a liar or stupid!

Jada Pape
Snuneymuxw (Nanaimo) First Nation

It’s always felt really 
important to me to 
live around my own 
people.

Jada is a long-time resident of the Commercial Drive area.
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I grew up in Maple Ridge and when I moved out of my parents’ home the first place 
I came was East Vancouver. I noticed changes happening in the community as far as 
artistic venues go. It was pre-Olympics and I saw that a lot of the creative spaces that we 
would gather at were being shut down. It was really frustrating for me as an artist.  

I decided to move to Haida Gwaii and ended up staying there for 
two years. Learning about the rich history there, and what the 
culture has been through with colonization, going from a population 
of 30,000 people down to 800. How much they have been through 
and how they are reclaiming culture was really inspirational to me. 
At the same time I see the intergenerational trauma afflicting youth, 
and started to consider what could address these issues from a 
strength-based perspective.

And then I moved to Montréal where I started my company Young 
Artist Warriors. It was inspired by the experience from Haida Gwaii. 
The company works with youth through art and culture as a way of 
generating not just self-esteem but cultural-esteem. I really believe 
that you cannot have one without another. You have to be proud of 
your lineage and draw strength from that to be proud of yourself 
too. I worked with youth that had unimaginable hardships. These 
were youth running away from Inuit reserves, absolute impoverished 
communities. I wanted to use my art as a tool for social change 
and mix my two passions of being creative and also affecting my 
community in a positive way. I used my skills as a portrait artist to 
paint large-scale portraits for youth. And then I facilitated their art 
practice. We mixed this with traditional, cultural and spiritual work 
with an Anishnaabe elder, Oscar Kitsabish.

After that project I applied for a job here at the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre 
to supervise the summer day camp working with younger youth, aged six to 12. My 
favourite activities were the ones that included the elders. I really love to create that 
bridge between youth and elders. My role was to facilitate this space where they could 
come together to do cultural work. We created a button blanket with the emblem of the 
Friendship Centre. It led the parade last year at National Aboriginal Day. To work with the 
west coast elders and west coast kids on something that was directly relevant to them 
was very powerful to me and a lot of the youth too.  

I now work for the Aboriginal Program with Langley School District #35, and still 
facilitate workshops through my company Young Artist Warriors. I hope that through my 
art practice, I can initiate positive change in my community, and empower youth to do 
the same. All My Relations. 

Jeska Slater
Cree First Nation and Scottish heritage

I hope that through 
my art practice,  
I can initiate 
positive change  
in my community, 
and empower youth 
to do the same.

Jeska is an artist and works with youth through her company Young Artist 
Warriors.
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It’s almost like there are two streams. There’s a stream of non-Aboriginal people, a whole 
bunch of people who came from all kinds of places, going one way. Then there’s a stream 
of Aboriginal people going this other way. I wonder if we can flow into a common sea. But 
there’s a big divide.

You’ve got the history of how we treated Aboriginal people. How we abused them and how 
they suffered by being forced to assimilate and lose their culture and their way of life. 
The perception or the image of Aboriginal people is, a lot of times, quite negative. I can’t 
blame them if they want to keep to themselves. We have to overcome our prejudices. 
We’re all on this planet together. We have to live together.

When I think of new immigrants, most are too busy dealing with a different culture and, 
in many cases, a different language. Over 50 per cent of the households in Vancouver 
speak English as a second language. They’re too busy just trying to make it. They’re 
struggling to find work. They’re trying to find their way around this labyrinth called 
Canada. 

What really bothered me when I was teaching job-search skills to immigrants was how 
people with university educations, with master’s degrees, with PhDs, couldn’t find jobs. 
They’d work at McDonald’s, or Mac’s, or drive taxis. They struggle so their kids will make 
it. So, if you’re talking about connecting new immigrants with Aboriginal people, then 
you’ve got a really big hurdle. In fact, just begin with the next generation. That’s where 
we can make a start.

There’s a whole world out there we don’t know anything about. A whole other world of 
Aboriginal people who are doing things. We don’t know about the positives, about the 
pluses. We don’t know about the triumphs of Aboriginal people. 

John Roberts 
Born in Saint John, New Brunswick; Anglo/Irish heritage

There’s a whole world 
out there we don’t 
know anything about. 
A whole other world of 
Aboriginal people who 
are doing things….We 
don’t know about the 
triumphs of Aboriginal 
people.

John is actively involved in the Seniors Centre at Britannia Community Centre.
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I came to Canada when 
I was seven years old. 
My family came to the 
border and we were met 
by white agents. We went 
through their process to 
enter Canada. Canada is 
a colonial nation that was 
imposed on indigenous 
people who live here. We 
came through that imposed 
process. We didn’t meet the 
indigenous people when we 
came. We met the colonial 
nation. 

When we talk about 
immigrant and indigenous 
groups, I think it’s 
important that there’s not 
just two groups. That’s 
not my experience of 
Vancouver. Immigrants 
include people of colour 
and white people. It’s a 

different experience. People 
of colour can be here for 

seven generations and people are still asking where they’re from. But white people can 
be here for seven generations – or even two – and no one’s going to ask where they’re 
from. It’s about who gets included in the image of belonging in Canada. 

Is Commercial Drive welcoming? I would say for sure yes and no. I think that there are a 
lot of people that are so inclusive, aware, and really welcoming of all different types of 
people. But there are also horrific things that have happened on the Drive. People have 
been killed and beaten up because of their race. I think people don’t like to talk about 
that because it calls us to account. People feel the sense that this is their community 
and they should do something about it, but it’s hard to grapple with something so 
horrifying.

I think it’s important for all of us to come together. Immigrants should understand where 
we are and acknowledge that indigenous people have been here a long time. We’re here 
now, and what does that mean? Coming together, we can help build awareness and 
respect for each other. And support. I think we can support each other so everybody 
can live with dignity, respect and equal access to a good life. That should be part of our 
consciousness and our priorities as we look out for our community.

María Escolán 
From El Salvador 

I think [immigrants 
and indigenous 
people] can support 
each other so 
everybody can live 
with dignity, respect 
and equal access to 
a good life.

María lives in Grandview-Woodland, where she works as the youth program 
coordinator at MOSAIC.
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We had heard about the neighbourhood because [Commercial] Drive is famous. We 
understood it to be the old Italian and Portuguese neighbourhood, so coming here it was 
a very different diversity. Much more European than where we lived before, it seems to 
me, and a strong First Nations Aboriginal community. I don’t think we knew how well we 
would fit in, but in terms of the kind of socialist leanings of the Drive we fit in perfectly.
 
One of my favorite things is when you leave Open Door Yoga you walk out into that plaza 
outside of Britannia and there will be all sorts of people sitting around and shooting the 
breeze. There will be an oompah band with five guys 
over 70 playing the tuba or some scarf dancing in the 
middle of the plaza and no one lifts an eyebrow. I like 
that about the neighbourhood. I think it’s kind. I think 
this neighbourhood is kind.
 
We see a lot of family in the neighbourhood. The 
people who are visibly First Nations who I see the 
most are moms. Heading over to Macdonald school 
or up to Saint Francis school or heading down to 
Britannia. Once in awhile there are the hordes of 
teens who flock together but really for me it’s more 
families that I experience in the neighbourhood.
 
I don’t know that people mix but they gently 
just [exist]. There seems to me a fair amount of 
acceptance that people just do what they do in the 
neighbourhood. I don’t know about relationships 
but I feel for us it’s just your neighbours are your 
neighbours. We have a good working relationship with 
the immediate block, which is fairly diverse. I don’t 
have a sense of a strong mixing in the community; I 
have a sense of tolerance.  
 
How do communities get to know each other? They get to know each other by shopping 
the same places and having their kids go to the same schools, by having to share the 
same parks and that happens in this neighbourhood. I find it incredibly valuable to be 
able to walk to everything. There’s the library, the medical clinic, the post office; there’s 
grocery shopping and entertainment and you can’t help but mix it up, which is how I 
think community happens. We all need the same things. Everybody has to eat; everybody 
has to send their kids to school. I think this sort of legislated multiculturalism forgets 
that. These festivals are great but it’s really about your neighbours. I think the most 
important thing is to fight to protect and preserve economic diversity so that people can 
feel like they belong. 

Marie Lopes
Portuguese, Chinese and British Canadian

I think the most 
important thing is to 
fight to protect and 
preserve economic 
diversity so that 
people can feel like 
they belong.

Marie loves living in the Commercial Drive area.
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There’s a lot nowadays about 
story sharing. In the writing 
group I belong to we are writ-
ing our own memoirs, our own 
stories really, so storytelling is 
a whole other way of reach-
ing out. The idea of coming 
together and telling our own 
stories is good. I don’t know 
how it would work. You’d 
have to be aware of different 
cultural approaches to story-
telling and there would also 
have to be some guidelines 
for everybody, to get to really 
know people on a personal 
level.

First of all I think there has 
to be a [desire to connect], 
before anything else can happen. I think there is and I hear it, so I think that there are a 
lot of people who want to create community, and create good neighbourhoods and so on. 
I think that’s number one. You would need to have a meeting of representatives from all 
the groups who could honestly talk about their culture or their ideas and what would or 
wouldn’t work. It would have to be working by consensus, by figuring it out, by trial and 
error. Starting off small with one or two events. Maybe just seeing what it is that people 
want and need. 

I have taken part in very few Aboriginal ceremonies. While some felt very participatory 
for everyone, not all did. Perhaps this is the way it is, but I think for me, or anyone, to 
learn about another culture, it helps to know that we can participate and be open to the 
instructions offered. This, to me, builds bridges and understanding. It has to start there. 
People have to believe in building bridges. It has to be something meaningful, some sort 
of goal because telling stories is good but people need to do something beyond that to 
keep that alliance going. 

Patricia Hogan
Born in Putnam, Connecticut; from Irish descent

Telling stories is good 
but people need to do 
something beyond that 
to keep that alliance 
going.

Patricia lives in the Grandview-Woodland neighbourhood and is part of 
QUIRKE (Queer Imaging and Riting Kollective for Elders), which is based out 
of the Britannia Community Centre.
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[We can bridge relationships] by being involved with each other…by being together. 
Inviting each other to events. Making sure that there is a place for each other. ’Cause I 
think the society at large don’t always think of that. It’s just a free for all. It’s like open 
the door and let everyone come in with no thought of protocol or that kind of thing or 
respecting differences. I don’t think there is much discussion about that. 

I guess [Grandview-Woodland] is a comfortable area. A large part is because I have family 
here. My aunt has lived in this area for 50 years. Also, my brother, who is a year younger 
than I am, spent probably 20 or over 25 years in the Main and Hastings area…sort of 
homeless, on the street. That was pretty, I guess, intense…I was always looking for him. 
Trying to get him out of here. He’s not here now. 

The 21st century has 
sort of bred that whole 
idea that if we don’t get 
it for ourselves then we’ll 
lose out. We have to look 
out for ourselves first 
instead of trying to do it 
together. But when you 
try to face the Canadian 
society generally trying to 
do it together they’re not 
prepared for it. 

Patrick Stewart
Nisga’a First Nation

The 21st century 
has sort of bred 
that whole idea that 
if we don’t get it 
for ourselves then 
we’ll lose out. We 
have to look out 
for ourselves first 
instead of trying to 
do it together.

Patrick is an architect and is also 
chair of the Aboriginal Homeless-
ness Steering Committee for Metro 
Vancouver, which holds meetings at 
the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship 
Centre.
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I’m from Haida Gwaii. I was 38 when I figured I wasn’t accomplishing much in my life. 
I went to this lady and realized, “Oh, she’s talking about doing upgrading.” And I said, 
“Well, maybe I’ll join.” And then she came to get me one day. I was working in a restau-
rant making five dollars an hour. She said, “There’s room for you now.” And I said, “Oh 
no, I don’t think I’ll bother. I got a job now working in a restaurant here for five bucks 
an hour.”  But she talked me into going so I went. I did upgrading in Masset and then I 
came here to the University of British Columbia for the Native Indian Teacher Education 
Program. I got my degree in social and education studies and then I did my masters.

I worked at Capilano College as the First Nations advisor. I developed programs, evalu-
ated programs, etcetera. Anytime there was anything 
to do with developing I always came up against 
resistance from all over. But I stayed there because I 
know I was helping the students. A lot of the students 
have done well. Gone on to be teachers and lawyers. 
They’re in all different fields.  

The Aboriginal Friendship Centre means a lot to me 
because I have so many different friends here now. I 
get really lonely sitting at home all by myself.  People 
from all different places come here. They’ve got Métis 
people, Cree people, and people from all up and down 
the coast. It just seemed like I fit right in and I started 
doing everything that I’m doing right now.  

I belong to a dance group called Rainbow Creek Danc-
ers and we go all over the place. I use it as a part of 
our healing with the residential school issue. It helps 
us a lot. It’s kind of like prayer. We also try to cook 
traditional food, our smoked salmon and our smoked 
cod, but a lot of time we can’t get it. 

Without the Friendship Centre, elders might just live 
in a room downtown and some might not even have 
a place to have their food. I know that the tradi-
tional foods are very important for the elders for their 
strength.  

Peggy Shannon
Haida Gwaii First Nation

The Aboriginal 
Friendship Centre 
means a lot to me 
because I have so 
many different friends 
here now.

Peggy is an active participant of the Elders Program at the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship 
Centre.
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I learned about Aboriginals when I moved to East 
Pender [Street] next to the Macdonald Elementary 
School, almost 12 years ago. I looked after my 
own kids when they went to school there. Chinese 
parents, they still like me to look after their kids 
after school. 

Right now, Aboriginal parents say they want to 
have their own culture at school. They want to 
learn their language, their music and their crafts. 
They want to open an Aboriginal program. I think 
they are happy about the program because it 
means people are looking with them, instead  
of looking down at them. The Chinese parents 
discussed the program. I think for us, it’s okay.  
We say we just learn one more thing. 

Most Chinese immigrants, they push their kids 
very hard. After school they want them to learn the 
piano or learn something else. When my girl was 
five years old, I read a book with her every night. 
She read 10 books a week, but I always had a treat 
for her – one chocolate bar. She ate quite a lot of 
chocolate bars! But that’s why she goes to univer-
sity and doesn’t have any trouble with English.

When I go out at 10 o’clock I see a whole bunch of 
kids running around the neighbourhood. They are 
only five to 12 years old and many are Aboriginal. 
This is not the right time for them. They must stay 
home. I think their parents are busy, I don’t know. 
To raise your children, it is not easy. You have a 
hard job. Right at the beginning you have to raise 
your kids right, when they are one to five years old.

I don’t think there is much contact between Aboriginals and immigrants, but in school 
you can make a bridge to other people. I see other parents at three o’clock. If they have a 
problem they can ask for help. You talk to a good person, they comfort you. Nobody else 
can solve the problem; the only one to solve the problem is you. But someone can sug-
gest what is a good idea, what is a better idea. You decide what is best for you. Comfort-
ing is really, really important.

Po Lin Cheung 
Chinese descent 

I don’t think there is 
much contact between 
Aboriginals and 
immigrants, but in 
school you can make a 
bridge to other people.

Po Lin lives in Grandview-Woodland, where she works as an after-school caretaker for children.
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Growing up here, hopefully 
when my daughter Kathryn 
grows up she’ll turn out to 
be a good listener, a helpful 
person, kind; I would like for 
her to grow up kind, respect-
ful to all people. People are 
good to us, and we’re new, 
so when other people are 
new, then she’ll be just as 
helpful to them.

On our first visit to the 
neighbourhood, we waited 
in the McDonald’s for the 
lady from BC Housing to 
show up. It was a rainy 
day, typical Vancouver rain, 
but we weren’t prepared. 
Kathryn didn’t have boots. 
She was wearing her runners 
and socks and since we had 
walked from the bus stop, 
she had soaking wet feet. 
We met a lady at McDon-

ald’s and she told us that she had a pair of rubber boots in her car that were too small for 
her son and if we would like them, she would go get them for us. And of course Kathryn 
just loved rubber boots on her feet. For a stranger to do good will like that, we just knew 
this neighbourhood had to be good.  

I like to live in the city. On the reserve, you’re missing out on the multiculturalism. The 
reserves are not filled with Chinese and other immigrants, so you’re missing that culture. 
Living here, though, Kathryn also won’t lose her Aboriginal culture. She’s learning a city-
Aboriginal culture. Here we have a Friendship Centre, which is a 10 minute walk away. 
We have an Urban Native Youth [Association], same about 10 minutes away. We have 
an Aboriginal mother’s and children’s food program right next door and Kathryn goes to 
a school that offers Aboriginal culture and parents are welcome to attend. I myself don’t 
feel very connected to my Aboriginal heritage. But I’m here to learn too.   

When people heard I was moving to East Hastings, they said, “Oh, you don’t want to 
live there!” But if I had listened to somebody else I wouldn’t have gotten what I wanted. 
Because I would have taken their negative attitude that they learned from somewhere 
else; but if you actually stop and look around you’ll see that it’s actually a good neigh-
bourhood.

Raylene Carefoot
Shuswap and Chilcotin First Nations

When people heard I 
was moving to East 
Hastings, they said, 
“Oh, you don’t want 
to live there!”…
But if you actually 
stop and look around 
you’ll see that it’s 
actually a good 
neighbourhood.

Raylene and her daughter love their neighbourhood for its friendliness, diversity 
and connections to Aboriginal organizations.
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I went to the Britannia preschool, the Britannia elementary school, and the Britannia 
high school. I also volunteered at Britannia and now I work at Britannia too.     

My parents immigrated here from China. When they first came here, they didn’t know 
where to settle. Grandview-Woodland was a central point between Chinatown and the 
services at Britannia because there were ESL lessons and childcare for myself and my 
older brother. The people at Britannia were really nice. They knew all about our family. 
They took us in and took care of us.

Growing up, I learned the basic concept of respect at home and at school. That’s one 
thing I carry with me everywhere I go in life. There are differences in every culture and 
those are differences we need to respect because we might not know their culture that 
well, at first. It’s when we start looking into things that we start to understand, “Okay, 
that’s why things happen or they do things that way.”

I started volunteering at Britannia as a way to give back to the community that gave so 
much to my family. Through the ‘Play It Fair!’ program, I try to instill values the kids can 
take with them throughout their lives. Values like respect for diversity, inclusion, coopera-
tion and responsibility. I teach these values through play.  

I hope to keep living in this neighbourhood. Here, you feel part of the community. I grew 
up here; I live here; I belong here.

Ricky Tu
Born in Canada to parents who immigrated from China

I grew up here;  
I live here;  
I belong here.

Having grown up in the neighbourhood, Ricky is actively involved with the Britannia Community Centre. 

27



O u r  R o o t s :  S t o r i e s  f r o m  G r a n d v i e w - W o o d l a n d

I love where I live. I love my deck. 
I love sitting out every evening, all 
through the winter, looking out at the 
mountains for an hour or so. I love 
watching parents with kids. I’ve lived 
here five years now, so I’ve watched 
them develop: “Oh Lord, the baby’s 
toddling now!” I love that when I’m 
cooking and can’t decide what side 
to have with my dinner I can say, “I 
know, I’ll just run across the street, 
get the vegetables, and have it 
fresh.” It’s wonderful living.

But I worry about all the young single 
mothers on Commercial Drive. These 
are mostly Native kids. They’re moth-
ers way before they should be moth-
ers. Parenting, when they still need to 
be parented themselves. I see them 
at Broadway Station. They don’t look 
more than 15 or 16. I’d get on the 
SkyTrain to Metrotown, come back, 
and they’d still be there. Something 
has to be done.

I think people are afraid of what they don’t understand. That’s why I like talking about 
my culture. The more we understand each other, the better we can tolerate each other. 
We need to have conversations to be understood as a people and to understand others.

How can you not notice and be curious about all the different people on Commercial 
Drive? I found a place where you can go for a free body massage on a mechanical bed.  
It became my social life. It was run by Asian people – Chinese, Korean and Filipino. 
Sometimes they’d all talk in Chinese. They’d look really serious talking while they at-
tended to us on the beds. I’d look curiously at them. One of them noticed and told me, 
“We’re talking about our culture. How Chinese men, they’re very conscious of their wives. 
Their wife is the most important person to them. And to a Chinese mother, it’s her son.” 
I said, “Really? You know what? In my culture, it’s pretty much the same.” I learned a lot 
from them. 

I always wonder why people come here. I ask, “If you were born in Hong Kong and it 
was your home, why would you want to move here?” I’d like to understand. Canada is my 
country, specifically BC, and even specific to that it’s the coast, the northern west coast. 
I’d never want to be far away. I don’t think I’d ever want to move to another country. So 
I’m always curious about that, and I always ask. 

Rita Barnes  
Kwakwaka’wakw First Nation

I think people are 
afraid of what they 
don’t understand. 
That’s why I like 
talking about my 
culture. The more 
we understand each 
other, the better we 
can tolerate each 
other.

Rita Barnes is a resident of Grandview-Woodland. Her granddaughter, Gina, is also featured in this book.
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When we were younger, we knew we were Métis, but we were never allowed to talk about 
it. This is back in the ’60s, early ’70s. There was an element of shame for being of an 
Aboriginal background. I remember when I was eleven years old my mother heard me 
telling one of my friends we were Métis. She grabbed me by the scruff of the neck, 
dragged me into the house, and gave me a total dressing down. It’s only been in the last 
twelve, thirteen years that I’ve gone beyond that. It’s taken years for me to say: “I am 
Métis. This is my background. I’m proud of our history. I’m proud of our culture.”

When I started rediscovering my heritage, I was living on Commercial Drive. This neigh-
bourhood throws its arms open and says, “Come on in. This is your home.” It’s a very 
relaxed, laid-back area of town. People end up here and they stay here because they feel 
welcome. 

I find there’s quite a harmonious relationship between im-
migrant and Native groups in this area. I see that reflected 
in the cultural events, which always seem to make room 
for an Aboriginal element. And vice-versa. I went to a 
pow-wow once, and lo and behold there was a kiosk for 
Koreans. I think community radio might also be fantastic 
for this area. Some people think radio is a relic from the 
past, but I find it has the power to bring people together.

I work with the Vancouver Métis Community Association. 
We were approached back in 2002 by Corrections Canada 
to develop a program to help Métis offenders reintegrate 
into the community. Aboriginal and Métis offenders face 
particular challenges – they feel the residual effects of 
residential schools, often alcoholism, drugs, physical 
abuse and sexual abuse. A lot of them bring baggage they 
have to unload before they can move forward. What people 
don’t understand is this takes many years. We go into the 
prisons and start working with them on average two years 
before they’re eligible for parole and follow them through 
five, six, or seven years after they get out into the com-
munity. 

The way the law is written, most offenders are coming 
back to the community. The community’s got to learn to 
accept that, rather than, “Let’s lock them up and throw away the key.” They’re coming 
back. And how do we want them back? That’s the question we should ask ourselves.

Ron Kearse 
Métis (Aboriginal, British/Scottish) 

This neighbourhood 
throws its arms open 
and says, “Come on 
in. This is your home.” 
It’s a very relaxed, 
laid-back area of town. 
People end up here 
and they stay here 
because they feel wel-
come.

Ron is a resident of Grandview-Woodland and an active member of the Vancouver Métis 
Community Association.
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I came to Commercial Drive a month or two after arriving in Cana-
da. It was a lovely experience. I could relate to everybody here. For 
me, it was a mini copy of the whole world brought together into one 
neighbourhood. 

People get along really well. In many parts of the world, people 
fight over the results of the FIFA World Cup. The Drive was differ-
ent. When Brazil played against the Netherlands, the Dutch and 
Brazilian fans watched the game in two coffee shops on the same 
block. I thought there would be clashes when the Netherlands won. 
All of the sudden, I saw the Brazilian fans coming outside, dancing 
and joining the Dutch fans in celebration. I don’t think you would 
find these kinds of feelings anywhere else. 

I wanted to be part of the City of Vancouver Dialogues Project the 
moment I saw the announcements. What I learned was how to 
un-learn things. I tried to un-learn what I had learned that did not 
give the right picture of Aboriginal communities. At the same time, 
I think it was important for Aboriginal communities to learn about 
immigrants, to understand the differences between immigrants and 
refugees, and to recognize how immigrants are bringing skills and 
resources to this country.

I was surprised to see the similarities we have. Many Aboriginal people talked about the 
importance of their land, and how to maintain their identities, their cultures and their 
languages. I felt for them because I was also concerned about these issues, coming from 
the Kurdish minority in Iraq. The Kurds are the biggest nation without a country of our 
own. Our people are divided among four countries: Iraq, Turkey, Syria and Iran. In Iraq, 
we were starting to lose our language because we were not allowed to be educated in 
Kurdish and it was not recognized as the official language. The government in Iraq was 
confiscating land from Kurds and redistributing it to Arabs, resettling Kurds into residen-
tial complexes. So for me, the issues were similar. It was an eye-opening experience.

We are all members of this community. We are Canadians. We are trying to make this 
country a better place. It will only become a better place when there is an actual dia-
logue and an actual understanding of the communities that live here. When we have that 
understanding, then we will be able to trust each other so we can come together to build 
this country and make it a better place.

Saleem Spindari 
Kurdish Canadian

[Canada] will only 
become a better 
place when there is 
an actual dialogue 
and an actual un-
derstanding of the 
communities that 
live here.

Saleem works as the coordinator of the Community Outreach Program at 
MOSAIC on Commercial Drive.
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In 1953, I came to Vancouver with my parents from Puglia in southern Italy.  It was a bit 
strange for the first year or so. It was hard to find the food we were used to. Back then, 
you couldn’t find a good loaf of bread. Language was the most difficult part, but it came 
along. After about a year you could understand everything, and then things improved all 
the time. I took some night courses, so I learned a lot.

My family is from a long line of cabinetmakers in Italy, so I first got a job doing that. It 
was fine, but I didn’t see any big future in it. So I branched out into commerce. In this 
neighbourhood, there were quite a few European people, mostly Italian, who I thought I 
could help by providing tools and goods. It was a fairly poor district. There were a lot of 
empty stores. But you could see that it was just starting to catch on, to be a good place 
to be. It was helped by a lot of entrepreneurs, new people that took a chance and came 
in, like myself and other people. It’s been growing ever since. It’s been getting better and 
better all the time. For the last 47 years, I’ve been a fixture on the Drive.  

We started the first Italian Days. The first year I was the president. We invited everyone to 
bring their culture and their food. All the regions in Italy were represented. People were 
strolling, buying food, some wine and some beer. It was a lot of fun. Our object was to in-
troduce Commercial Drive to Vancouver. And we succeeded. After that, it was well known 
as the Italian part of Vancouver.  

Certain things you still have to come to Commercial Drive to buy, including some of the things 
we sell. People come from everywhere to buy particular seeds like rapine and radicchio. So 
even though they live somewhere else, this is where we create that sense of community.

Sam Buonassisi
From the Puglia region of Italy

You could see that 
[Commercial Drive was 
starting to be] the place 
to be. It was helped by 
a lot of entrepreneurs, 
new people that took a 
chance and came in….
It’s been growing ever 
since…and getting bet-
ter and better all the 
time.

Sam is the owner of Magnet Home Hardware store on Commercial Drive.
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Sandra Mudd
Born in London, England

It’s like culture is 
a way of defining 
who we are as 
different from the 
other. So what you 
see on Commercial 
Drive celebrates the 
differences rather 
than the similarities.

Sandra lives in the Grandview-Woodland neighbourhood.

The European culture is different than the Aboriginal culture and after many years of as-
suming the European culture knew best there is a stepping back, I feel, and now people 
know they’ve got something to contribute but there’s always a fight between the two 
cultural systems. Even in terms of socializing and understanding about socializing. I’m 
thinking of potlatching for instance. My Squamish Nation friend is very generous and 
when you go to his house the spread is huge. Now part of that is because he is a profes-
sional cook, but part of that is this notion that when you entertain it’s lavish, which is a 
bit overwhelming for those of us who grew up in England after the war, where we had just 
small amounts of food. 

So those are the kinds of cultural things that make it a little difficult to understand. There 
isn’t a sharing of the culture; it’s like culture is a way of defining who we are as different 

from the other. So what you see 
on Commercial Drive celebrates 
the differences rather than the 
similarities. In a way this is the 
last place to expect openness 
between immigrant and Aborigi-
nal cultures. I haven’t thought 
this through but that’s what I am 
feeling. 

In terms of welcoming to the 
community something major 
changed in the last year. I came 
home one day and I saw a sign 
on the road from the City saying 
they would come in the next few 
days and pull down some trees. 
The next thing I know I see signs 
on those trees from neighbours 
and then they put together a 
Facebook page and a website 
about how they disagreed with 

that. They got the City to agree to hold public meetings. After a series of meetings with 
City Hall they decided that instead of taking down 30 trees, they took down something 
like five and others would be pruned. 

Since that happened I have noticed a difference in the neighbourhood in terms of friendli-
ness on our street but I’m not sure that extends to other streets. Our block has attempted 
a block party but it wasn’t that successful. There are little pockets here and there but it’s 
very individualist. 
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This area of Hastings is friendly and real. I was once 
asked, “Do you live in an area where you could go next 
door and borrow 10 dollars if need be?” I know we are 
that type of neighbourhood. If you call for help, people 
will come to your aid. 

This area has a strong sense of community. It’s full of 
small businesses, many of which have been serving the 
area for decades. The Aboriginal people are well repre-
sented. We come from all over Canada. The Aboriginal 
Friendship Centre is a good place to find out about who 
lives here. Other cultures, such as the Italians, have 
helped build this community.
 
We have many homeless people who are integral to our 
community. Many have died tragic deaths in the last five 
years. We miss them. Our area knew them and acknowl-
edged them as friends. The gang used to sit under a tree 
across from the Longhouse Church on Franklin Street. 
They’d make funny, friendly comments to passersby, 
always chuckling at their own jokes. They called it the 
Yum-Yum Tree. A bench should be put there with the 
names of the people who have passed carved into it. The 
spirit feels good there.
 
There are many diverse cultures in Vancouver, so it makes sense for everyone to come 
together to share our various traditions. The local First Nations should be the key organiz-
ers. We are sharing their land; they understand the dynamics of the earth and its energy 
in the Vancouver area. I do think the Aboriginal people and some immigrants, especially 
the Chinese, are close. The Chinese remember how the Aboriginal people helped them 
during difficult times, back when they first arrived in Canada to work on the rails.

A cultural building should be set up in Vancouver where any culture can put on an event 
for the rest of Vancouver. There would be dancing, performances, workshops, art, film 
and traditional food. I think some of us Vancouverites are timid about asking questions 
directly to other cultures. So a cultural building would make a huge difference for bring-
ing cultures together in a positive way. A place could be built in the upcoming revamping 
of the Georgia Viaduct, a central area near the SkyTrain. Tourists and locals alike would 
benefit from and enjoy the celebrations. Youth would get a chance to grow up under-
standing and caring for their neighbours in this fair city. It could go a long way.

Sandra Todd 
Cree First Nation and Métis 

There are many diverse 
cultures in Vancouver, 
so it makes sense 
for everyone to come 
together to share our 
various traditions. 
The local First Nations 
should be the key 
organizers. We are 
sharing their land; 
they understand the 
dynamics of the earth 
and its energy in the 
Vancouver area.

Sandra owns a clothing store called Velveteen Vintage at Nanaimo and Hastings Streets, 
where she trains youth to work in retail.
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I like to shop in the community where I live. That is a wonderful way of getting to know 
your community. Recycling your money is to help community build and get stronger when 
you are shopping where you live. It’s kind of an old fashioned idea, but I know that when 
I grew up in Winnipeg, my foster mother shopped in her neighbourhood. That was a tradi-
tional way to do it. Now people drive across the [border] for certain deals, shop online, or 
shop in the middle of the night! Before, you shopped in the day; people got to know the 
merchant and got to know each other, and the community was built. Now sometimes, you 
never see the same person in the grocery store; you do not get the same teller or cashier. 
So you don’t get to know people in the way you did before. You can now continue to shop 
local wherever your community is. That’s how Commercial Drive started for me; it started 
with shopping.

I would like to see more 
Native art and shops 
in this neighbourhood. 
I think they’d do well. 
Native crafts would be 
just great. You see lots of 
women’s shops and crafts 
because the lesbian 
community is growing up 
in this area and becom-
ing its own. I can see 
now the change over the 
past 10 years or so with 
the Native community 
growing and becoming 
stronger in this neigh-
bourhood. I can see what 
kind of shops are needed 
around here, places for 
people to go and learn, 
talk and watch that part 
of the community grow.

These days, on almost 
every block from about 
Broadway to, I’d say, 
Venables [Street], just 
off Commercial on one 

side or the other, either east or west, there is Native housing, which is wonderful. Just 
wonderful to have so much Native housing in the community. It gives roots again, which 
is something that everyone needs; we all need roots. And to see these buildings come up 
and become a part of the community, to see so many Native people in this area is just a 
wonderful thing, and to have a Friendship Centre right on Hastings [Street] is wonderful.

Sheila Sherban 
Cree First Nation and Métis 

I can see now the 
change over the past 
10 years or so with 
the Native community 
growing and becoming 
stronger in this 
neighbourhood.

Sheila loves spending time on Commercial Drive.
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Tony Antunes
Portuguese descent

When Joe’s Café 
opened on Commercial 
Drive…it was very 
exciting. Everybody 
wants to come and 
play pool and have 
espresso. We can speak 
our language, we can 
talk about the job 
[openings].

I born in Portugal 67 years ago. I come to this country when I was 23. Then, I only speak 
a few words in English. I work road building, mining, construction, logging. You come to a 
fresh country, which is not yours, you don’t speak their language. For the first year, is not 
easy. But then, time goes by goes by, things is much easier. Like today, I don’t feel [like an 
outsider for being] from Portugal.

I always live here. Always live around Commercial Drive. All this time. Is where most 
Portuguese and my sister were, and we tend to stick together. It’s a family bond, which we 
cannot set apart.  

My brother decide to open up Joe’s Cafe because we getting tired of working outside in 
construction all the time. He say, “I’m going to do something.” And then he did. When 
Joe’s Café opened on Commercial Drive, by the first Portuguese guy, I think it was very 
exciting. Everybody wants to come and play pool and have espresso. We can speak our 
language, we can talk about the job, where is the next job [openings], and some friends 
we got a job for each other. With the time goes by, Portuguese start to move away. We still 
have lots of them come around, but is not like before, no.

Today, the hold-ons is like Joe’s Café, Café Roma, Calabria, Napoli come a little bit later. 
That’s the old ones around at that time. We used to know everybody on the coffee shops. 
Today is much, much more different.

My customers, they are welcome. We always have a smile for them, they know that. And a 
good cup of coffee. And a place to stay a few hours watching soccer games or reading the 
paper, whatever they feel like.

Tony immigrated to Canada as a young man. Joe’s Café, opened by Tony’s brother in 1975, was a gathering spot for the local 
Portuguese community.
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Tre Raniga 
Born in Fiji; Indian heritage

I think it should 
be required that 
immigrants get 
educated in Aboriginal 
issues. It’s the history 
of Canada. They were 
here first.

I think it should be required that immigrants get educated in Aboriginal issues. It’s the 
history of Canada. They were here first. When we moved to North Vancouver from Fiji,  
I don’t think my parents knew much about Aboriginals. If anything, I would say they had 
a negative association. They’d learned that from their time in Canada. 

I didn’t learn about Aboriginal issues until I was in university. I think in elementary 
school the most we did was make totem poles for art class. In secondary school,  
I remember watching The Last of the 
Mohicans. That was essentially my 
history lesson about Aboriginals!  
I can’t remember learning anything 
else until post-secondary school.

Most people just know the stereo-
types our society has of Aboriginals. 
They don’t think about root causes. 
If they learned about them, people 
might be able to understand and feel 
empathy, first of all. And, second, 
realize it’s not the fault of Aboriginal 
people. Right now, I think that’s 
mostly what you get: “Oh, it’s their 
fault!” 

A lot has to do with how we’ve 
treated Aboriginal people and the 
residential schools where they were 
abused. Their kids have grown up 
and now become parents. They have 
issues they still have to deal with, 
but they don’t have the support. It 
just breeds a negative within nega-
tive. How do you stop it? It’s a tough 
pattern to break. 

The key thing for me has always 
been assimilation. By assimilation,  
I mean reaching out to mix with 
society, but also preserving your 
culture. Having an Aboriginal day  
or weekend event could be a start. You could bring out parts of the Aboriginal culture and 
show how it’s related to all walks of life. That can go a long way, especially with kids. If 
you’re trying to preserve your culture, you’re going to have to do it when they’re young. 
But it takes a lot of work. How do we organize that? Where do we start? 

Tre is co-owner of Waves Coffee House on Commercial Drive.
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If there could be more of this exchange of cultures within our communities and really 
doing more things together I think it really opens up our community and opens us up to 
new experiences. 

Recently I was invited to the 
opening ceremony for the 
Dragon Boat Festival. I was 
the only black person there 
but I tell you I’ve never 
seen anything like that. The 
blessing, the chanting and 
the praying was done by the 
priests and members of the 
congregation of the Ever-
green Taoist Church. It was 
just an amazing experience 
for me. I enjoy things like 
that. I enjoy learning more 
about what other people do. 
It opens up everyone and it 
allows everyone to appreci-
ate each other more.

For me the only way to erase misconceptions is by education. It’s by providing more op-
portunities for interaction and doing things together. For me if you tell me you’re only go-
ing to learn about the culture of First Nations on Aboriginal Day that doesn’t do it. There 
have to be more opportunities on both sides. I cannot say anything about someone’s 
culture if I haven’t educated myself about it.

It’s being open to working with people from other cultures. Sometimes you go into an 
organization and you find mainly one group of people from same cultural background, 
and you have to think, “Where is the multicultural aspect of this organization?” It has to 
start with ensuring that your organization will operate within a multicultural society and 
you have to be open to hiring people of different backgrounds. In order for us to learn 
about each other we have to be open to working with each other. It’s not science; it’s just 
a willingness to work together towards a common goal. 

At HIPPY [Home Instruction for Parents of Preschool Youngsters] Canada our goal is to 
support parents and to support their children. We all know that all parents want the same 
things for their kids. I don’t care what background you are; we all want our children to 
be the best human beings they can be in this world. That’s all we want. We want them to 
have a successful life. That’s our common thread and that’s what we work towards.

Wazi Dlamini-Kapenda
Canadian of African descent, born in Swaziland

In order for us to 
learn about each 
other we have to be 
open to working with 
each other.

Wazi is the manager of multicultural programs at HIPPY Canada, an organization 
that supports parents in preparing their children for school. There is a HIPPY site 
at Britannia Community Centre.
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When I first came to Vancouver, around ’94 or ’95, this was the first part of the city that 
I came to. Back in those days I was a traveller, a street roamin’ little punk rock kid who 
liked to hitch around and use my thumb to get places. Generally I’d come into a city and 
head for the tall buildings because that’s where I’d find other people sitting around with 
their leather jackets and spikes. But Commercial Drive was where I found people from all 
walks of life intermingling, cooperating and growing as a community. 

I found spoken word poetry here. At the time, I was in a place in my life where I needed 
something larger than myself to be accountable to. I came here lost, but I found some-

thing I wanted to be part of. And it happened like 
the snap of a finger. As soon as I entered Café 
du Soleil on Commercial Drive, there was such a 
groundswell of love and acceptance from everybody 
in the slam poetry scene.

The community taught me how to teach it. People 
were interested in what I had to say. I was this guy 
up on stage talking about some tough stuff, and 
they wanted to hear it. So I always make sure that 
I offer that energy back to others. I always say that 
I have the honour of teaching spoken word poetry. 
It’s not often than an ex-inmate, ex-addict, ex-
homeless street kid without a whole lot of education 
gets offered the opportunity to travel North America 
teaching spoken word to high school students. This 
community gave me the ability to take my life ex-
periences and translate it into something that I can 
teach the community. 

As a performer, I strip myself bare on stage. As a 
community trying to engage another community, 
I think we have to do the same. When you get out 
there and expose who you are, that’s where you 
get the deepest connection between disparate 
groups of people. It can be scary and it’ll take you 
to some dark places: residential schools, sexual 
abuse, alcoholism, racism, slavery, subjugation and 
injustices. But if that’s part of your culture, then 

you need to deal with it. In order to heal, we need to do it together. For me, if there is an 
end game for community, that’s it. Being able to openly share all parts of ourselves with 
one another.

Zaccheus Jackson 
Blackfoot First Nation

When you get out 
there and expose who 
you are, that’s where 
you get the deepest 
connection between 
disparate groups of 
people.

Zaccheus lives on Commercial Drive, where he also performs and teaches slam poetry.
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Days of Sun, a community engagement project 
Artist: Anne Marie Slater
Year: 1999

The Days of Sun community public art project was a community-engaged 
series of dialogues that produced paintings and three sidewalk mosaics 
of inlaid bronze, text, and tile. The streetwork mosaics were designed to 
address the roots of home and welcome people to the community.

Installed in front of the REACH Community Health Centre, the project  
involved over 200 participants in storytelling, events, a painting series 
and design workshops for the public art installed on Commercial Drive.

Dialogues about what home meant to different cultures engaged families 
and newcomers to Canada from the Multicultural Family Centre, Kettle 
Friendship Centre, MOSAIC, Britannia Community Services Centre, and 
the REACH Community Health Centre. They were organized by Our Own 
Backyard, a community mapping project funded by the Samuel and 
Saidye Bronfman Family Foundation.  
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Our Roots is a story-gathering initiative with a focus on the Grandview-Woodland 
neighbourhood of Vancouver.  Thirty-six participants shared their thoughts and 
experiences through interviews conducted between September 2011 and June 2012.
They talked about their perceptions of the community, how connections are made 
among people, and how strengthened understanding could be built between First 
Nations and immigrant communities.  

This book portrays a vibrant and unique community through the eyes of some 
individuals and their stories reflect the diversity and richness of the Grandview-
Woodland neighbourhood.

Our Roots is part of the Vancouver Dialogues Project, and is supported as a civic  
project in celebration of Vancouver’s 125th Anniversary and year as a Cultural  
Capital of Canada.


