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PROLOGUE



In 2016, in the early hours of a mid-September morning, a guard led me into a secure interview room inside a jail in Manitoba and handed me a red panic button to press should I need assistance. Sitting opposite me at a table was a prisoner still in the process of finishing his breakfast cereal and toast. Raymond Cormier demanded to know which media outlet I was from. When I explained I was a BBC journalist but was there to interview him for a book, he threw his toast at my head and screamed that he was only interested in speaking to the local press. For a second, I considered pushing the panic button but instead adopted the submissive pose advised by BBC hostile environment trainers – head bowed, palms open and visible – and waited for him to calm down. After a few minutes, he did, and he instructed me to turn on my recording equipment. Over the next two hours he spoke without pause, detailing his childhood, adult life, sex life, drug addiction and, most of all, how he had become the prime suspect in one of Canada’s most notorious murder cases. At times he was angry, at times contrite, as he remembered the person he was accused of killing: the fifteen-year-old Indigenous schoolgirl Tina Fontaine. His speech was mumbled, repetitive and often confused, but he stayed firm on one point: ‘I did not kill Tina Fontaine.’


My journey to Cormier’s prison cell had begun two years earlier. At the time, I had been working as a BBC journalist for over a decade, specialising in reporting on Asia. Exploring the continent was my passion. Asia was literally in my blood, as my father was an Indian doctor who had settled in the United Kingdom and married my English mother. I had reported from Japan to the Indian subcontinent, where I was based in Kathmandu as the BBC correspondent. Before this, I had spent three turbulent, gripping years covering Timor-Leste’s violent struggle for independence. As I travelled I found myself coming back to the same issue time and again. Violence against women was a problem in every country in which I worked. In 2013, horrified by the brutal gang rape and murder of a young woman in Delhi months before, I made a documentary on Indian attitudes towards sexual violence. I wondered whether there was any society where attacks against women weren’t seen as inevitable and accepted with complacency.


In the summer of 2014, my career took a different tack when I became the BBC online feature writer covering the US and Canada based in Washington DC. I arrived to find the news cycle dominated by the police killing of the unarmed black teenager Michael Brown and the beheading of the American journalist James Foley by Islamic State terrorists. In our morning editorial meetings we would pick over the previous day’s developments and try to find lesser-known stories we thought important to cover. It was at one of these meetings, in mid-August, that a Canadian colleague said the words that would eventually lead to this book. She was referring to the recent discovery of Tina Fontaine’s body in the Red River in Winnipeg, a story that had made headlines in her own country but had been barely covered elsewhere. ‘There’s been another murder in Canada,’ she told the group of assembled journalists. ‘Canadians are so racist.’


I found her remarks surprising. My personal experience of Canada was slim, but my impressions had been overwhelmingly positive. Canada seemed an enlightened country, home to an inspiringly multicultural Olympic team, a safe haven for refugees, and consistently top of the list of best places to live. It was a shock to hear that it had a problem with racism and violence against Indigenous women.


Among the great many Canadian articles on the issue, there was one story that disturbed and puzzled me. In February 2014, Loretta Saunders, a twenty-six-year-old Inuk student, had been attending university in Halifax, Nova Scotia. She had been working on a thesis on the reasons behind the disproportionately high number of missing and murdered Indigenous women when she herself was murdered. Studying photographs of Loretta’s face, I struggled to understand how this attractive, intelligent young woman had become a target. Loretta was murdered by her roommates over rent money. As I continued to read up on the subject, I began to grasp the extent of the violence and its connection to poverty, historical racism, and marginalisation. I learned that over the past few decades, hundreds of Indigenous women had been murdered or gone missing and that many of their cases had not been solved.


A few months later, in November 2014, there was more news from Winnipeg. A second Indigenous schoolgirl had been brutally attacked. This time, the girl survived, but her assault renewed calls for the federal government to do more to stem the violence. I started to plan a reporting trip to Winnipeg, feeling that the city encapsulated the issue with its large but segregated Indigenous population, its high number of missing and murdered women, and the very public failure of its police to protect Tina before her death. I began to negotiate with Winnipeg’s deputy chief of police, Danny Smyth, for access to the Homicide Unit and its detectives. It was a delicate task that took nearly three months to organise, but by the end of January 2015 my colleagues and I were on a flight to the city.


Our report, ‘Red River Women’, was published in April 2015 as a multimedia article and radio documentary. The reaction from the BBC’s huge worldwide audience was one of shock and surprise, highlighting how little was known about the violence outside Canada. The idea of writing a book about Tina Fontaine began to form in my mind, but I was conscious that without an arrest it was a story with no conclusion. Then, in December 2015, the head of the Winnipeg Police Homicide Unit, Sergeant John O’Donovan, emailed to say that Raymond Cormier, a drifter and convicted felon, had been charged with Tina’s murder. When I asked O’Donovan how much information he was prepared to give me about his investigation, he replied cryptically that he would only speak face to face. Taking a chance, I bought a ticket to Winnipeg, hoping he would open up. I was not disappointed. Over lunch on a snowy January day, the detective detailed the extraordinary lengths to which he and his team had gone to catch the man he firmly believed was responsible for killing the Indigenous teenager. It was at this point that I resolved to write a book that would tell Tina’s story.


Nine months later, I was interviewing Raymond Cormier in his prison cell. Afterwards outside in my car, I remained chilled despite the warm September sun. The enormity of the project ahead of me was beginning to sink in. The afternoon before, I had been in Ottawa, interviewing Carolyn Bennett, then the minister for Indigenous and Northern Affairs. She had told me that Tina Fontaine – ‘a real person with a real family and real experiences that we as a country need to learn from’ – had given a face to the issue of missing and murdered women. Over the next year and a half, I continued to work on building up a picture of Tina’s final weeks. But it wasn’t until Raymond Cormier’s trial, in January 2018, that I fully understood many of the details. Even then, the picture was incomplete. We still don’t know how Tina Fontaine died. The case against Cormier, described to me by O’Donovan as compelling and conclusive, proved to be circumstantial and weak. When Cormier was found not guilty, I felt my work needed to explore why the police investigation had taken the path it had. I wanted to understand the pressure officers were under to find a name and face to fit this crime, when so many other killings of Indigenous women and girls had gone unsolved.


The story in this book is based on extensive face-to-face interviews, police notes, transcripts of recordings, and trial testimonies. I interviewed Tina’s family and friends, O’Donovan and his team of detectives, undercover officers, the Crown and defence lawyers, community members from Sagkeeng First Nation, Indigenous politicians and activists, medical and legal experts, and Raymond Cormier himself. The dialogue is pieced together from recorded intercepts of conversations, trial testimonies and interviews. In some cases, I have changed the names of those involved to protect their identities. I’ve tried to build up as accurate a picture as possible. In the few instances where I’ve been unable to locate witnesses, I’ve relied on the reporting of the Winnipeg press corps, which has been generous and supportive throughout this project.


In particular, I want to thank two people for their invaluable help. John O’Donovan has been my main source of police information, sharing notes and information and answering endless questions about procedure and developments with unfailing patience and clarity. He has also become adept at describing his emotions, something I suspect he initially found quite difficult. When I interviewed members of his team, they unanimously told me that O’Donovan was an excellent boss, consistently supportive and understanding. Having worked closely with him for the past three years, I can easily see this to be true.


I am also extremely grateful for the cooperation of Tina’s guardian, Thelma Favel. Thelma welcomed me into her family at a time of acute grief and when she was under pressure to speak to many journalists. She was always generous with her time, and I was moved by her courage and open-heartedness. Thelma and I shared a grim joke that whenever we were together, it was only a matter of minutes before one of us would cry. In truth, I was grateful for the chance to share her grief, as the emotional strain of researching this book took its toll. Her kindness remains with me to this day.


Finally, I want to say a few words about the person I did not have the chance to meet: Tina Fontaine. The details of Tina’s final weeks were painful to piece together. But as I wrote this book, I developed a strong sense of Tina’s teenage character and spirit. Fierce, funny, protective, brave, risk-taking, she was a young woman trying to forge her identity and make difficult choices in what was often a dangerous world. It is a tragedy that Tina did not live to fulfil her potential, like hundreds of other Indigenous women who have met a similar fate. One small consolation is that Tina’s legacy lives on as the face of a movement for much-needed change. As her guardian, Thelma, said of her, ‘She carried her message strong.’





1.



‘THE RED IS AN UNFORGIVING RIVER’


It starts with a river. The Red River plots a wandering course north across the Canadian Prairies, snaking its way through the city of Winnipeg. It curves through the urban landscape, spawning towering glass structures and grand-pillared offices at the point where it meets its tributary, the Assiniboine. The Red is Winnipeg’s lifeblood and the reason for its existence, a highway for the European colonisers who came in search of fur and an ancient gathering place for the Indigenous peoples they traded with. In summer, it hosts fishing trips and dragon boat races. In winter, its frozen waters become skating trails and hockey rinks. Beside its banks are the rail lines that brought Winnipeg its immigrants and wealth, and the suburban gardens where its citizens now relax. But the Red has a darker, more complex role. The river is a drain, a muddy artery clogged with secrets. The homeless build shelters on its banks, waste pollutes its waters, and the desperate choose it as a place to die by suicide, surrendering their lives to its brown, silty depths.


On the morning of August 17, 2014, the Red River was witnessing an unusual clamour of activity as police dive boats motored into position under the metal trusses of the Canadian National Railway bridge. Onlookers gathered to watch as police divers lowered themselves backwards into the water, causing ripples to glint gold in the morning sun. They weren’t looking for the fifteen-yearold Indigenous schoolgirl who had been reported missing the week before. The reality was that in Winnipeg young Indigenous women often disappeared into the underbelly of the city. It rarely warranted such a thorough river trawl. Instead, the boats were searching for the body of Faron Hall, a local hero who had, two days earlier, walked down to the river’s edge, removed all his clothes, placed them neatly in a pile, and waded into the warm, muddy water.


Hall was a homeless alcoholic who had shot to national fame in 2009 after performing two rescues in the river. The first was of a teenage boy who had fallen from a bridge while dodging traffic on a cold May evening. Hall had dived into the icy water and pulled the boy out of the strong current, which was dragging him under. Hall didn’t see anything special in the rescue. He had learned to swim during his childhood on the Dakota Tipi First Nation reserve, and he felt it was his duty to help those who weren’t so able. A few months later, he was called on to use his swimming skills again. After a day spent drinking with friends by the river, a woman had slipped and fallen in. Her boyfriend jumped in to help, and Hall, realising that they were both in trouble, quickly followed. He managed to save the woman but not the man, a failure that weighed heavily on his conscience. ‘The Red is an unforgiving river,’ he later told a local reporter. ‘It can take your life and spit you out.’


For his actions, Hall was rewarded with a medal and money, some of which he donated to a local homeless shelter. But fame sat uneasily on his shoulders. On one occasion, he was beaten up after being recognised as the ‘homeless hero’. On another, he faced public shame when the press reported how he had been arrested for drinking and begging. Like many Indigenous men, Hall encountered an excess of violence and sadness in his life. His mother died young, his sister was fatally stabbed, and Hall himself struggled with addiction. He served time for assault and eventually returned to living rough in a makeshift tent on the riverbank, within sight of the sweeping cables of the Esplanade Riel pedestrian bridge.


On the day Hall walked into the Red, it wasn’t clear if he was trying to cool off, attempt a third rescue, or had something more melancholy on his mind. Whatever his motives, he was soon seen flailing in the strong current that swept beneath the bridge. A water taxi sped to the rescue, and the boat pilot tried to grab on to the homeless man. But the pilot suffered a heart attack in the process and was dispatched to a nearby hospital for treatment. By Sunday morning, the dive teams knew they were looking for a body.


At the same time that the divers were combing the riverbed, Alexander Cunningham, the captain of the pleasure cruise boat MS River Rouge, was finishing a late breakfast and returning to where he’d moored his vessel the previous night. Cunningham had taken the boat out on Saturday evening for a birthday party cruise. After motoring up and down the river, he had come to a stop at the wooden structure of the Alexander Docks, a kilometre north of where Hall was last seen. Decades before, river cruising had been a glamorous activity in Winnipeg, attracting tourists from around the province and from the US cities of Grand Forks and Fargo. The River Rouge had once been a fancy boat, its interior decorated with oil paintings, run by a man who liked to be known as the Commodore. It could even boast that Princess Margaret had been a passenger, back in the 1970s, when going on board meant formal dress for women and a jacket and tie for men. Half a dozen similar cruisers plied the river then, some with ornamental paddle wheels harking back to the glory days of the early settlers. But by 2014, only the River Rouge was left, hiring itself out for parties and private events.


Cunningham was in his seventies and had a lifetime of sailing experience. That summer, he had returned to captain the River Rouge after a decade spent piloting boats in the Yukon. He compared coming back to the Red to reuniting with an old friend whose character he understood intimately. Cunningham knew exactly where the Red’s currents ran strongest and how, if they combined with a strong offshore wind, his boat’s five-hundredtonne bulk would act like a sail and pull him off course. He understood how much the river could fluctuate with the seasons as it crossed the floodplain on which Winnipeg was built. The captain could calculate the precise angle and speed needed to approach each bridge, and knew exactly when to slow down where the water was shallower. He also knew the effect his boat could have on the debris that littered the riverbed. Once, years earlier, when he had turned the River Rouge around quickly at the confluence of the Assiniboine and the Red, a dead body had popped up in the water in front of him. He was pretty sure it was the sucking action of his two propellers that had pulled the corpse up from where it had been stuck on the muddy bottom.


In the early hours of August 17, Captain Cunningham had used those same powerful propellers in reverse to slow his boat down so he could swing it into position at the Alexander Docks. Hours later, as he watched the action on the river unfold from his boat deck, the secret his engines had inadvertently dislodged had already floated north in the current.


Among the onlookers and Sunday walkers who were watching the search for Faron Hall were Dwayne Oliver and his ten-year-old son. They had woken up early and parked near the Alexander Docks to visit the nearby Manitoba Museum. But discovering it wasn’t yet open, they had headed to the riverbank to find a good place to fish later in the day. The pair had stood for a while staring out over the water, following the police boat and divers a few hundred metres away. As they began to walk north from the dock towards a point where long reeds and scrubby trees marked a bend in the river, they chatted about the person the divers were searching for. The boy found a discarded life preserver and picked it up, telling his father it could have been used to help. It was here, about four and a half metres from the shore, that Oliver saw something unusual half-submerged in the shallows. He told his son to hang back as he inched closer to what appeared to be the back of a human body slouched over on its knees and wrapped up in a tan-coloured blanket. His suspicion that he’d stumbled across something sinister was confirmed by the caustic smell of rotting flesh and a black cloud of flies.


Oliver and his son headed back to the dock, calling 911 as they ran. It was only a few minutes before they heard sirens and saw the flashing lights of a fire truck carrying a specialised rescue dinghy, which was quickly launched on to the river by a crew clad in wetsuits. The boat sped north to where the tourists pointed, closely followed by the police dive crews, who by now had abandoned their search for Faron Hall. The teams could easily spot the suspicious object: a large bundle, stained brown with river mud, that had become lodged in the long reeds. As they drew up alongside it, one crew member reached over and pulled the saturated mass towards them. It was a struggle to haul it on board, and only when it was safely secured could they see they were dealing with a human body. It was too small to be Faron Hall. The material the body was wrapped in had been knotted at the top, but a mottled, bruised-looking arm had worked its way out of the opening to hang exposed in the water. The recovery crews motored back towards the Alexander Docks, where police officers helped to bring the grim parcel ashore. At 1.50 p.m., faced with a potential crime, the officers alerted the head of the Winnipeg Police Homicide Unit, Sergeant John O’Donovan.


Across town, in the quiet residential neighbourhood of Charles-wood, fifty-three-year-old O’Donovan had been enjoying a Sunday at home with his wife, Mary. The couple, originally from the west of Ireland, had just finished lunch, and O’Donovan was getting his two rescue greyhounds ready for a walk when his phone began to vibrate. As officers described their discovery to him, the detective was struck by the detail of the knots tied at the top of the bundle. This was no suicide or accidental drowning. Hastily apologising to his wife, O’Donovan grabbed his jacket and headed out to his car, already mentally setting up the process of initiating a murder investigation.


During his thirty-minute drive to the Winnipeg Police headquarters, O’Donovan coordinated his investigation on speaker phone. First, he called the forensic supervisor to find out the sex, age and condition of the body. Could she tell him how long it had been in the water? He phoned the street supervisor to ask about the exact location where the body had been found. Had any security cameras caught anything? Who might have seen something significant? And he spoke to the sergeant in charge of the district to find out what resources were available to seal off the area and interview possible witnesses. It was the height of the summer holidays, and his team was having difficulty finding enough officers to deploy to the scene. As O’Donovan reached Portage Avenue, in the city’s downtown, he made a strategic stop at a Tim Hortons, figuring caffeine would help him concentrate after his heavy lunch. A few minutes later he parked his car behind Red River College and headed across the street into the 1960s purpose-built home of the Winnipeg Police Service, a vast concrete bunker known as the Public Safety Building.


Once at his desk, the detective began entering what he knew into a newly created computer file. He worked methodically, despite feeling pressure from the operation under way on the riverbank. O’Donovan enjoyed the work. The process of meticulously unravelling the tiniest details of a homicide still fascinated him, even after more than a decade investigating murders.


At the Alexander Docks, Constable Susan Roy-Hageman was the forensic supervisor O’Donovan had called for basic information. She had arrived not long after the rescue crew had secured the recovered bundle on the dock and covered it with a black tarpaulin. After years spent processing crime scenes and identifying bodies, Roy-Hageman knew her first task would be to remove the tarpaulin and take photographs. The bundle was holding too much water to handle easily, so she decided to make two small incisions into the fabric to drain some of it away. This was a gamble, as vital evidence could be lost as the water ran out. But she was confident that if she monitored the flow carefully, nothing significant would disappear. The next step was to take prints from the body’s exposed fingers, which she emailed to her technicians to process. The result came back quickly: there was no match in the system. Realising she could get nothing more on the dock, Roy-Hageman gave the order for the entire bundle to be placed in a zippered bag and moved to St Boniface Hospital in Winnipeg’s French-speaking district for a more thorough examination.


O’Donovan had already dispatched two investigators to the hospital’s autopsy suite to take notes and send back photos. The forensic pathologist on duty that day was Dr Dennis Rhee, who had only recently moved to Winnipeg from California, where he had completed his training and residency. Over the past decade Rhee had dealt with more than a hundred homicide victims, some of whom had been concealed in a similar way to the body now before him. The pathologist began his investigation by photographing the knots that held everything together at the top of the bundle, recording that there were two sets, each consisting of several simple knots tied on top of each other. As he removed the material around the body, he saw that it had been packed with several rocks, large and small, weighing 11.5 kilograms in total. Everything inside was coated with a layer of dark green river mud, so it was only after close inspection that Rhee was able to see that the material was double thickness. On one side it was embroidered with a leaf pattern, and he could see buttons and eyelets running along the bottom edge. The doctor recognised it as a duvet cover and handed it over to the police forensic team for further investigation.


Turning his attention to the body, Rhee saw that the victim was small, young and female. He measured her height as 160 centimetres (5 feet 3 inches) and her weight as 33 kilograms (73 pounds) and concluded that he was probably looking at a very young teenager. She was wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt with the words ‘Born To Rock’ printed across the front, a bra, a short skirt that looked like it had once been white, underwear, pink Adidas high-top sneakers and short socks. From his experience, he noted the body’s state of decomposition as ‘moderate’. Because there was some bloating in her abdomen and limbs, the pathologist estimated that the girl had been in the water for more than a few days but not longer than a few weeks. His observation was confirmed by the marbled red-and-green hue of her skin, under which her blood vessels had broken down and become visible, like branches of a tree. On parts of her body her skin had sloughed off entirely and was lying detached in paper-thin sheets, another indication of a prolonged period of submersion.


Rhee tried to form a picture of what the girl had looked like. He could see that her hair was black and straight and of medium length, with the exception of the right side of her head, which was shaved very short. But he struggled to make out her facial features. The skin on her nose and cheeks had mostly slid away, and although the globes of her eyes were still present, they were unrecognisable in what had become a mask of red and pink. The pathologist knew it would be impossible to match the victim’s face to a photograph. But he could see another way to identify her. She had a tattoo on her back, high up between her shoulder blades, that was still distinct despite the decomposition. It was a name, ‘Eugene Fontaine’, and had two dates written beneath it: ‘01-03-1970 – 30-10-2011’. On either side of the tattoo the pathologist could make out the delicately inked outline of angel wings.


In the autopsy room gallery, the police investigators emailed a picture of the tattoo to O’Donovan, who immediately contacted the city’s Missing Persons Unit. In their files was the name of a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl, Tina Fontaine, who had run away from home in early July and had been listed as missing several times. She was described as being Aboriginal, five foot four (163 centimetres), and weighing one hundred pounds (45.4 kilograms). A recent photograph showed that her hair was black and shaved short on one side. The report also noted that she was the daughter of Eugene Fontaine, who had been killed in 2011. At first, O’Donovan could not believe that the bloated body from the autopsy pictures belonged to the slim young girl in the missing persons photograph. But the tattoo was a definite confirmation of her identity.


O’Donovan needed to know if Rhee could identify any obvious injuries that had led to Tina’s death. A full-body X-ray had already revealed that she had no broken bones. The pathologist had observed several shallow depressions on the skin of her face – on her right cheek and right forehead – and two more on her scalp. Some of the underlying nose cartilage was also missing, and he found more indentations on the back of her right thigh and the front of her left knee. But without conducting a full post-mortem, he could not say whether these marks were caused by injuries or decomposition. One thing was clear, though, O’Donovan thought as he read over Rhee’s notes: Tina had not put herself in the river.


The detective’s next task was to notify Tina’s family and officially confirm her identity. After some deliberation, he asked his investigators to crop the autopsy photos so that only Tina’s tattoo was visible. The pictures were some of the most distressing he had seen in his career, and he was loath to show them to Tina’s family. His team felt the same. It was the first time many of them had seen the damage that warm, polluted river water could do to a body. It was especially difficult to see this happen to someone so young.


Later that Sunday evening, eight kilometres to the north of where Tina had been found, police divers finally recovered the remains of Faron Hall. They announced their discovery to the press, adding that they weren’t treating his death as suspicious. The coincidence of finding two bodies in the river on the same day was already making headlines, and O’Donovan’s boss, Danny Smyth, the superintendent of crime investigations, announced he would schedule a news conference for the following morning.


O’Donovan, who did not leave his desk until 10 p.m. that Sunday, was already back at work the following day when Smyth caught up with him. The detective had been in the office since 7 a.m., when he led the morning briefing to determine what was known about Tina’s movements. Working with him was the team he had assembled: six pairs of detectives assigned to focus primarily on this case. After discussing their strategy to collect information, O’Donovan had just enough time to put on a jacket and make an attempt at straightening his tie before being brought out before the media to conduct his briefing.


At the front of the room, balanced on a wooden plinth, the police press team had placed a poster of the most up-to-date picture of Tina they could find. It was a close-up portrait of the schoolgirl looking straight into the camera. She was wearing large gold hoop earrings, and her shoulders were tanned and bare apart from the flimsy straps of a summer top. Her black hair was short and swept across her forehead, showing clearly that it had been shaved on one side, and she was smiling. O’Donovan thought how young and fresh-faced she looked. She could easily have been mistaken for eleven or twelve rather than fifteen. As he placed his prepared list of case notes on the table and looked out over the packed room, the gulf between the image beside him and the autopsy photos provoked an unexpected wave of anger. The detective had been planning to present the facts calmly, point by point, but now he just wanted to speak.


‘This is a child that’s been murdered,’ he began, his Irish accent clearly detectable. ‘I think society would be horrified if we found a litter of kittens or pups in the river in this condition.’


O’Donovan paused for a moment as the video cameras trained their lights on his face and the reporters digested what he was saying. A buzz had begun to ripple around the room. The Winnipeg press corps was used to announcements about dead Indigenous youth, especially after hot summer weekends when people had been out drinking and having fun on the river. But hearing a detective speak with such passion about an Indigenous victim was unusual. The journalists put up their hands to ask questions. Did O’Donovan know how Tina had died? The detective hesitated before answering. It was normal in investigations to keep those details quiet, he said, because revealing them could identify the person who had killed her.


‘This is a child, so, I mean, society should be horrified,’ he continued. He sensed he was acting emotionally, but wanted to make his point again. Tina, he told his audience, had been tiny. He wanted to stress her vulnerability.


‘She was barely in the city, for a little over a month,’ he said, his voice breaking slightly. ‘She’s definitely been exploited, taken advantage of and murdered, and put into the river in this condition.’


His colleagues, more used to O’Donovan’s stoic leadership, absorbed his unusual display with quiet nods of support.


After the press conference, O’Donovan’s administration clerk took him to one side to say she was proud of the way he had spoken up for the victim. There was, among his team and throughout the building, a collective revulsion at the thought of a child-killer lurking somewhere in their community.


More than two thousand kilometres to the east, in the town of Belleville, Ontario, Indigenous activist Nahanni Fontaine was enjoying a holiday visiting friends. She’d been sitting on their sofa, drinking coffee in her pyjamas, when the Winnipeg press conference came on TV. Fontaine, who had grown up on the same Manitoba reserve as Tina and was distantly related to the teenager, watched O’Donovan speak with a heavy sense of resignation. The forty-three-year-old had spent years advocating for the family and friends of other Indigenous women who had gone missing or been found dead, and her first instinct was to grab her phone to start calling them. The girl in the river wasn’t their relative, but they would still need help with processing the death. As the broadcast continued, however, Fontaine’s sadness turned to astonishment. She had witnessed plenty of press conferences concerning the death of Indigenous women, but she had never seen anything like the one being given by O’Donovan. The typical explanation offered by authorities was that runaway girls like Tina were dying because they had chosen to follow a ‘high-risk lifestyle’. But here was a police officer speaking about Tina with compassion and empathy, as if she were a true victim – as if she mattered. For once, somebody seemed to care.


Fontaine knew this wasn’t always the case. She could cite numerous examples of official indifference to girls like Tina stretching back years. Most notorious was the case of the teenager found dead on frozen, snow-covered ground in 1971 on the outskirts of the remote Manitoban town of The Pas. Nineteen-year-old Helen Betty Osborne was originally from the Indigenous community of Norway House Cree Nation, but because her reserve didn’t have a secondary school, she had moved to The Pas to continue her education. Her family said she had hoped to become a teacher. Late one night, while walking home, she was picked up by four young white men who had been cruising the streets looking for an ‘Indian girl’ to have sex with. Osborne was forced into the men’s car and driven to an isolated spot where she was sexually assaulted and stabbed more than fifty times with a screwdriver. She was so disfigured that police could identify her only by her fingerprints.


It took sixteen years before three of the men were charged with Osborne’s murder, even though the identity of all four men was an open secret in The Pas. Only one of them was convicted.


In 1988, after a Winnipeg police constable shot dead the Indigenous leader J.J. Harper in a case of mistaken identity, the Aboriginal Justice Inquiry of Manitoba was established to investigate this and Osborne’s killing. Commissioners spent a year visiting towns, cities, reserves, and jails to collect information on how the Indigenous community interacted with the police and judicial system. Its findings were stark. In the case of Helen Betty Osborne, it described a police culture defined by racism, sexism, and indifference, operating in a community where callous treatment of Indigenous people was the norm. The justice system as a whole, they concluded, had failed Manitoba’s Indigenous population on a massive scale.


The commission’s final report listed examples of how the white population of The Pas had ignored and belittled their Indigenous neighbours. There were rumours of white men throwing Indigenous men off a bridge into the Saskatchewan River, allegations that were never seriously investigated by the town’s all-white police force. Officers were criticised for routinely stopping and interrogating young Indigenous men on the streets, and the report found that police had turned a blind eye when white men harassed Indigenous girls for sex. If the girls refused to cooperate, it was assumed that a bit of alcohol or violence would change their minds, and officers never thought to question whether the girls were being groomed or coerced into sexual activity. When they investigated Osborne’s murder, some officers had threatened and intimidated her Indigenous friends though police had taken care to inform the parents of their white suspects of their rights.


‘This discriminatory conduct was probably so inbred that the officers did not notice that their conduct displayed prejudice and discrimination,’ the report stated. It found that police behaviour reflected a hierarchy established by Canada’s early settlers: white men at the top, Indigenous men beneath them, and Indigenous women at the very bottom. ‘It is intolerable that our society holds women, and Aboriginal women in particular, in a position of such low esteem,’ the report concluded.


Since Helen Betty Osborne’s death, dozens more Indigenous women had been killed in Manitoba, some of them from Osborne’s own family. In 2003, a cousin, sixteen-year-old Felicia Solomon Osborne, told her mother that she thought she had been followed by a car as she walked home from her Winnipeg high school. A few weeks later, she disappeared. Her mother immediately called the police, but she was told Felicia needed to be missing for twenty-four hours before a search could start. In fact, it was more than a week before the police interviewed her and almost two months before they issued a press release asking for help in finding Felicia. A month after that, the Winnipeg Police Service River Patrol was conducting routine maintenance at the Alexander Docks when they discovered a dismembered human thigh. A few days later, a man walking along the bank of the Red River found an arm. The police established that the body parts belonged to Felicia but learned nothing more about the fate of the teenager. Newspaper reports speculated that she had been killed because she was caught up with gangs and the sex trade. Her mother vehemently denied this, and Felicia’s killing remained a mystery.


Five years later, another Osborne cousin, Claudette, also disappeared. The twenty-one-year-old was last seen in July 2008, heading to the low-budget Lincoln Motor Hotel, on one of Winnipeg’s inner-city highways. Claudette, who had struggled with an alcohol and drug addiction, had given birth to her fourth child only weeks before. According to her sister, Bernadette Smith, Claudette tried to call relatives to say she was being hassled by a man she had just met, a long-distance truck driver from Calgary.


‘She was still bleeding and this gentleman – I don’t know if I’d call him a gentleman – this man was trying to have sex with her, and she was calling people at four in the morning asking for help,’ said Smith.


Claudette, frightened for her safety, left a phone message describing how the man was trying to push himself on her and pleaded for someone to come and get her. But the cell phone she was calling had run out of credit and her message did not immediately appear. It was days before the family heard her cry for help, and by then she was gone.


Smith reported her sister’s disappearance to the police but felt it was a struggle to get them interested. She said it took them nearly a week to check the security cameras at the hotel, by which time any relevant footage had been recorded over. Detectives did track down the truck driver from Calgary, but they couldn’t find any evidence to place Claudette in his vehicle. Smith said the police told her to let the matter go as he had a wife and kids and was embarrassed.


She responded with anger. ‘Our loved one is missing, and he’s picking up women and he’s got a family and a wife at home and children, and he’s embarrassed? He should be embarrassed!’


To Smith, it seemed the police were treating the truck driver more like the victim. ‘I mean we’re all human beings, but we really feel like because we’re Indigenous people in Canada, we’re not taken seriously. They just think that no one is waiting for us, that nobody cares about us, that we’re disposable,’ she said.


Almost unbelievably, a fourth woman from Helen Betty Osborne’s extended family was also killed. Hillary Wilson was eighteen when she went missing from her home in Winnipeg in August 2009. Her body was later found on a dirt path on the outskirts of the city. A few weeks earlier, the body of one of her best friends had also been discovered, this time on nearby farmland. Raven Thundersky, whose own sister had been murdered and who was trying to raise awareness about violence against Indigenous women, spoke to the CBC after the girls were found. ‘I can’t remember the last time – and I mean for Aboriginal women – when the last time was that we actually were able to see the face and have the name of one of the murderers responsible for taking one of our women,’ she said.


The Osborne women represented just a small segment of a much larger phenomenon happening throughout Canada. Nahanni Fontaine had counted more than 120 missing and murdered Indigenous women in Manitoba alone over the previous three decades. The Royal Canadian Mounted Police, which collated national figures on the problem for the first time in 2014, estimated that nearly 1,200 Indigenous women had been murdered or gone missing in Canada between 1980 and 2012.


The Native Women’s Association of Canada had collected its own figures, which showed that the number of those murdered or missing nationally over the last forty years was closer to four thousand. Even taking the lower figure, the conclusions were chilling: Indigenous women made up only 4 per cent of Canada’s female population but were four times more likely to be murdered or go missing. In Manitoba, according to the RCMP figures, almost half of all women murdered were Indigenous.


The frustration for activists like Fontaine was in getting the wider population interested in a problem it didn’t see as its own. In 2010 she had scored a victory when she was appointed the Manitoba government’s special advisor on Aboriginal women’s issues, the first such position in Canada. She was thankful for the official recognition but felt the support was not universal. At the core of the issue was the perception that the violence against women was confined within the Indigenous community. It was true that domestic violence and sexual assault were problems. This had been highlighted in Manitoba’s 1988 Aboriginal Justice Inquiry, which found that one in three Indigenous women in the province had experienced abuse by their partners, a figure far higher than that for non-Indigenous women. But the more recent RCMP figures highlighted a different concern: whereas 74 per cent of non-Indigenous women murdered between 1980 and 2012 were killed by a partner or close family member, for Indigenous women the figure was only 60 per cent. Indigenous women were more likely to be killed outside the home by strangers or ‘casual acquaintances’, a term often used to describe the sex worker and client relationship. When Indigenous women left their reserves and moved into cities, they were falling prey to random predators.


One of the most shocking illustrations of this trend was the Robert Pickton case in Vancouver. Pickton, a pig farmer, was known to have killed at least thirty-three women and bragged that he was one short of killing fifty. More than half of his victims were Indigenous. Pickton found his often drug addicted and sexually exploited victims in Vancouver’s shabby Downtown Eastside. It was 1997 when police began to notice that an alarming number of women were disappearing, but it took another five years before they arrested Pickton, and only then because his farm was raided on an unrelated charge. The investigation had struggled because it fell between the jurisdiction of two police forces and because it took time to persuade senior officers that the women hadn’t just drifted away. Pickton was ultimately convicted on six counts of second-degree murder.


Indigenous women had also been killed along what became known as the Highway of Tears. Between 1969 and 2006, there were eighteen recorded murders and disappearances along British Columbia’s Highway 16, a remote road that stretches from Prince Rupert, on the Pacific coast, through forests and logging towns to the city of Prince George. Locals said the number of missing was closer to fifty, and very few of the cases had been solved.


‘We victim-blame,’ says Fontaine, describing how this violence was viewed in mainstream society, where she felt there was a misogynistic impression of what ‘Native women’ were like. It was true that Indigenous women were more likely to live vulnerable lives dominated by drugs, alcohol, and sex work, but Fontaine saw nothing inevitable about it. To her, the real issues were abuse, poverty and a lack of opportunities. But most of all, she felt women were suffering because of an intrinsic racism.


‘Whereas Indigenous people understood Indigenous women and girls as life-givers, as sacred and equal, we saw that shift to “They’re whores, they’re promiscuous, they’re squaws,”’ she says of their treatment by the early settlers in Canada. ‘Squaw is the Iroquois word for female genitalia. We have a swear word that starts with a c and ends with a t, and this is essentially what generations of Indigenous women and girls have been called.’


Fontaine liked to tell the story of a civic project she commissioned, a mural showing the faces of murdered Indigenous women painted on a bridge over a highway in Winnipeg. The artist told Fontaine that while he was working, a young white man riding a bicycle had stopped to ask him what he was doing. When the artist told him, the man replied, ‘Oh, those fucking whores deserved what they got.’ It was unbelievable, Fontaine said, that he hadn’t thought to blame the killers.


On the morning after Tina’s body was found, as he assembled his team inside the Public Safety Building, O’Donovan was acutely aware of the political sensitivities surrounding the teenager’s death. The demand from the Indigenous community to do more to solve dozens of deaths and disappearances was something the city had already tried to address. In 2011, the Winnipeg Police Service had joined with the RCMP to form Project Devote, a special task force dedicated to investigating cold cases.


The task force’s official objective was to reinvestigate longstanding unsolved cases of missing or murdered vulnerable people, regardless of the victim’s race. The reality was that most of its twenty-eight cases involved Indigenous women, including all three of the unsolved Osborne murders. But although Devote had been running for a couple of years, it had made headway with just one case, and that was only after the main suspect confessed while in prison for another murder. Devote was located separately from the main Winnipeg Police headquarters, in an office crammed full of cold-case box files, a large map tacked on its wall pinned with the possible location of perpetrators. Detectives spoke of their struggle to track down witnesses and find evidence for crimes that had taken place so long ago. The victims’ relatives, though grateful that the cases had been reopened, criticised the lack of results. Bernadette Smith had so little faith in Devote that she joined with friends to organise a private boat to drag the Red River for evidence in Claudette Osborne’s disappearance. It was a small fishing boat that pulled single lines along behind it – barely effective, but at least she felt she was taking action.


But, by the summer of 2014, something seemed to be changing in Winnipeg. The anger and compassion for a dead Indigenous child that O’Donovan had so clearly articulated in his press conference was beginning to be felt across the city. Two days after Tina’s body was found, Winnipeggers flocked to a rally in support of Indigenous peoples. More than a thousand gathered at the Alexander Docks to commemorate Tina Fontaine’s and Faron Hall’s lives. Indigenous men and women were joined by other Canadians who wanted to demonstrate their support. Office workers, students and parents pushing children in buggies gathered together and walked down Main Street, holding up traffic behind them. Some carried placards on which they had written the names of other Indigenous women who had been murdered or gone missing and whose cases remained unsolved. It was only a few weeks after the unarmed black teenager Michael Brown had been shot dead by a white police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, an event that sparked a mass protest and the birth of the #BlackLivesMatter movement in the United States. The Winnipeg marchers spoke of wanting to ignite something similar that might fan out across all of Canada. Many called for the government to initiate a national inquiry into the violence.


On that warm summer evening, the marchers headed along Main Street towards the Forks, the spiritual heart of the city, at the confluence of the Red and Assiniboine Rivers. Only a few weeks earlier, on a grassy bank overlooking the water, Nahanni Fontaine had unveiled a monument to the missing and murdered. It was made from smooth white granite, its rounded contours echoing the shape of a woman’s body. To Fontaine, it symbolised the Indigenous ‘female spirit, both beautiful and hard’. Now the marchers converged around it, laying pouches of ceremonial tobacco at its base and settling down in the nearby Oodena Celebration Circle to listen to singing and drumming. Even as the sun went down and the sky turned a deep, inky blue they remained in place, lighting candles for the dead. Beside them in the dark, the waters of the Red River slid silently by.
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