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To all those extraordinary Canadians out there, you make us who we are.






Introduction

The Canadian military cemetery at Bény-sur-Mer in northwestern France is just a few kilometres from the Normandy coast. On a clear summer’s day, standing among the headstones, you can see the water and the beaches. The same beaches where hundreds of young Canadian boys were cut down by German guns on June 6, 1944. D-Day.

Many of them had been out of the landing craft that had brought them across the English Channel for only a few desperate seconds. They were strafed and lay dying in the blood and sand and would never know that they had helped spearhead one of Canada’s greatest military accomplishments. Our country’s dead from the Normandy campaign totaled more than two thousand lads.

Now they lie in the ground at Bény-sur-Mer. It’s a quiet, peaceful place, a beautiful cemetery lined with Canadian maple trees. A piece of Canada almost hidden in a tiny corner of another country.

What do we call those men? We call them heroes.

Now, keep that image in the back of your mind and come with me to another, very different front.

The Olympic hockey arena in Sochi, Russia, in 2014. Canada’s formidable women’s hockey team, winners of the previous three gold medals, was down 2–0 to their archrival, the United States, and there were less than four minutes to play. The end of an era was looming.

But that’s not what happened. With 3:26 left on the clock, Canada’s Brianne Jenner scored when the puck bounced off her leg and into the American net. Then, with less than a minute left, 54.6 seconds to be exact, Marie-Philip Poulin scored to tie the game. The unbelievable had happened. A tie is not a win. It was on to overtime, and when Canada picked up an early penalty, the nation feared the comeback was over. But, again, the fairy tale was not to be crushed. At 8:10 into overtime, Poulin took a pass to the side of the net and blasted it home.

So, what do we call those women? Actually, we call them heroes too.

These are two very different examples of what a hero is, and, no, I’m not suggesting that we are abusing the word by equating war and sports. What I’m trying to suggest is that “hero” is a description that covers a wide range of possibilities, and there are a lot of stories that fall into the space between dying for your country and winning for your country.

That’s what this book is about. It’s about people who have put the lives of Canadians of all walks of life first. That’s what being a hero means to me.

We’ve all witnessed heroes very recently. Many of them. They’re the frontline health-care workers who risked everything to be there for us in the battle against COVID-19: doctors, nurses, hospital staff; first responders at police, fire, and paramedic stations; grocery store clerks, truck drivers, farmers, postal workers—the list is long and we must never forget them. While we did our part by staying at home, they defined extraordinary by leaving their families every day and being on the job for us. One of the stories in the pages ahead will capture just one example of these recent extraordinary Canadians.

Before I started writing, people used to ask me, “Who’s your hero, Peter?” I never hesitated. Since I am a baby boomer, much of my youth was spent revering what Tom Brokaw calls “the greatest generation,” the one that preceded mine. So, of course, my father, a veteran himself, was often front and centre in my stories. But so was a lad from Winnipeg by the name of Andrew Mynarski.

On a June night in 1944, Mynarski, a mid-upper gunner on a Lancaster bomber, joined his fellow crew members on board their plane for a mission over the continent. It was supposed to be routine, but it wasn’t. Once they were over the target, they were first hit by flak and then attacked by a German night fighter. With the plane crippled, listing from side to side and plummeting toward earth, the pilot ordered everyone to jump.

One after another, they bailed out until Mynarski stood alone at the doorway. He looked back and saw the tail gunner, Pat Brophy, trapped in his tiny, cramped position. Mynarski abandoned his jump and crawled back through the burning wreckage to help his buddy. With his clothes and his parachute pack on fire, he pushed and pulled as best he could, but nothing worked. Finally, Brophy yelled at him to save himself, to jump. Mynarski refused, but Brophy insisted.

Mynarski went back to the door, looked at Brophy, saluted, and said, “Good night, sir!” And then he jumped.

Andrew Mynarski didn’t survive the night.

By a miracle, Pat Brophy did.

Many years later, I met Brophy while I was on assignment in northern Ontario, where he was living at the time. As I listened to his story, I got chills. Even today, it makes me tear up. But his story also made me realize that if Pat Brophy hadn’t survived that night, no one would ever have learned about Andrew Mynarski’s heroism. Because they did, Mynarski was awarded the country’s highest medal for bravery, the Victoria Cross. His story became a Heritage Minutes episode. A school was named after him.

Andrew Mynarski and the other people I’ve mentioned in this introduction were just ordinary Canadians—everyday Canadians, if you will. They came from different provinces, communities, and backgrounds. But they became extraordinary through their actions.

When Mark Bulgutch and I set out to write this book, with the keen advice of our editor, Simon & Schuster’s Sarah St. Pierre, we decided we wanted to write each story in the voice of the person we were profiling. We interviewed each person at length, for hours at times, to capture their experiences in detail. They shared everything.

Their stories will take you across the country and around the world; they’ll draw on your emotions, sensibilities, and experiences. They’ll make you laugh and cry. They’ll make you think about the real meaning of the words “extraordinary” and “hero.” Their lives may not result in medals, Heritage Minutes, or new names for schools, but then again, they might.

Peter Mansbridge

Stratford, Ontario






CINDY BLACKSTOCK The Fight for Change
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I really was a child living two lives. One was much harder and much more painful than the other. And living the difference set me on a course for a lifetime.

There is something magical about children. About their sense of the world, their wonder, their limitless possibilities. And how, in those opening moments of life, they’re all equal. Until they’re not.

I was about five years old when I overheard a discussion at my parents’ dinner table that would influence the rest of my life. My mom had invited her sister and her sister’s son, my cousin, to join us that night for dinner at our house in Topley, a very small town, home to a couple of hundred people, in northern British Columbia. My cousin loved to talk and it wasn’t long before he had the attention of the table, and even though I was kind of running around the room, I was listening to every word he had to say. He was older than me, and he was describing what seemed, to me at least, to be an imaginary place.

“It’s a wonderful spot,” he said. “A place where you can learn about everything, and discuss anything, that you find interesting. A place where others join with you and share their knowledge and experience.”
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Here I am at age four with my sister, Sheila, practicing looking after “little” kids.



I decided right then and there that I wanted to go to that place. I stopped running and asked him, “What is this place?”

“UBC,” he answered. He was talking about the University of British Columbia, though at the time I had no idea what he meant. To me it sounded like: “You Be See.” But even at that age I was determined to find it. I was going to go there. I listened carefully as he went on.

“It’s an expensive place and it costs a lot of money to go there.”

My courage faltered for a moment. I knew our family didn’t have a lot of money. How could I make my dream come true? This was the late 1960s, and I only knew one way to make money back then. In the part of northern British Columbia where we lived, my father, a forest ranger, had taught me to go out in the forest and pick up pine cones. If you saved enough of them to fill a gunnysack you could sell them for reforestation. In my little five-year-old mind, playing near the dinner table, I thought, “How many gunnysacks will I need to fill to go to that wonderful place called ‘You Be See’?”

Despite my worry about money, even then my world seemed full of possibility. However, it was around that same age that I realized something else. Something about the way others saw my family.

My mother worked as a BC Tel operator, and between her job and my dad’s, my brother, my sister, and I were always moving from town to small town to smaller town among the huckleberry bushes of British Columbia’s north. No matter where we were, I noticed that when I went out with my mom everything was normal; people were friendly and talked to us openly. But when I went out with my dad, it was very different. We’d go to a local diner and sit for a long time before we got served, and even then, it seemed to me, we were served grudgingly.

You see, my dad was Gitxsan, but most people just called him Indian. My mom wasn’t. She was non-Indigenous. So when I was with my mother the future seemed kind of limitless—I was seen as someone who could grow up to be a nurse or a teacher, something productive in society. But when I was with my father and associated with my First Nations family and friends, the future suddenly looked so much bleaker.

I was only five, but I was already feeling caught between two worlds.

When it was time for me to go to school, I went to public schools while almost all my Indigenous friends went to residential schools. It would be decades before we realized the horrors my friends were going through, but I was spared that experience. I was very lucky, and even to this day I’m not sure why. At the time, it was up to government-appointed Indian agents to determine where Indigenous kids like me went to school. The Indian Act dictated that those kids living on reserve went to residential schools, and those living off reserve did not. We moved a lot, sometimes living in the bush, sometimes in nearby communities, so perhaps the Indian agents lost track of me or simply didn’t notice. Whatever the case, I attended public school, often the only First Nations kid in my class, and it was there, sometimes from schoolyard gossip, that I would hear non-Indigenous people say that all Indians were on welfare, that all Indians were drunks. To me, with a First Nations father, hearing this often was horrifying. It was, as I look back on it now, a constant form of bullying—in fact, constant racism.

What made these moments worse was when our family travels would take me onto a reserve because I would see so many things that backed up those stereotypes. I would see people who were drunk. I would see people whose only source of income was welfare.

From early childhood, these things shaped my views of what a First Nations person was. Of who I was. I was fighting a battle within myself, trying to determine which side of my identity I should lean to.

When I was young, a local Gitxsan reserve invited everyone in the area to come and visit in an attempt to ease tensions between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. It was a kind of festival atmosphere, and the idea was to raise awareness about traditional customs, culture, and food. I was immedately impressed, especially with the totem poles. Each giant pole told stories, and the elders would explain the legends by talking about each figure carved into the pole from top to bottom. I’d never seen one before, and the history behind the poles that had stood for decades was inspiring.

Then my sweet tooth started to have a craving. I could see one of the tables set up for visitors was serving what looked to me like strawberry ice cream. I love strawberry ice cream. I quickly manoeuvred myself to be first in line and was rewarded with a cone. I brought it to my lips and as I took a bite, I thought, “Oh my God, this is not strawberry ice cream.” It sure wasn’t. It was soapberry ice cream! And soap is not strawberry. It’s bitter. Very bitter. That was my first taste of traditional food, and I didn’t like it and I didn’t finish it!

That day had its dark side as well. Again, I saw drunkenness and everything that goes with it. Even with all the fun going on around me, those were scenes I could not unsee.

On the way home, the events of the day ran through my head. Some of what I had seen and heard had made me feel very uncomfortable with half of my heritage, and I came to the conclusion that these two extremes of First Nations life were like the night sky, a profound darkness that could also include beautiful sparkles. As hard as it is for me to admit it now, I became racist against myself in some ways.

I really was a child living two lives. One was much harder and much more painful than the other. And living the difference set me on a course for a lifetime.

From my vantage point of having two childhoods, I began to realize that I was in the best possible position to ask: “Why are we different?” “Are we really different?” “Why should we be different?” “What makes us different?”

By the time I was in my mid-teens, I was reading Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King Jr., and Mahatma Gandhi in search of the answers to those very questions. They talked about freedom in a way that I fully understood. Even though they were from a different time and place, what they were saying about equality had lasting resonance. Their power was in communicating truths that were accessible and meaningful to everyone, no matter their age, race, or circumstance.

Slowly my perception of myself began to change through education and I came to know from that early age that we, the Indigenous “we” in my blood, really weren’t any different from the “we” on my non-Indigenous side. That only because we were seen to be different, the system treated us differently and not in a way that was good. The rules were racist, plain and simple. Why were Indigenous kids shipped off to faraway schools? Why were we living on reserves? Why were we offered different health care? How was it acceptable that we didn’t have clean drinking water? The accepted image of our “difference” was echoed in the media that influenced so much of our lives. I never saw a First Nations person be a teacher or a doctor or an engineer or anything like that. The only people I saw on TV in those roles, whether they were real or dramatic, were white people.

I was determined to change things. I was convinced I could make a difference. And I knew part of my goal would have to start by getting to “You Be See.”

It wasn’t long after that dining room conversation with my cousin that I realized that “You Be See” wasn’t some faraway, unattainable, mystical place. It was real and it was something reachable, even for me. It was, of course, UBC, the University of British Columbia. And a dozen years after I’d heard my cousin talking about it, I was there, studying and learning in the same classrooms that had educated the likes of prime ministers, Supreme Court chief justices, Olympic athletes, business leaders, authors, architects, and opera singers.

Now it was time for Cindy Blackstock.

UBC was just as wonderful as I had expected. My cousin had been correct. It was a place for ideas and passion. And when I walked out of that institution in 1987, I had an Arts degree in one hand and a job offer in the other. I was twenty-one and ready for work with the BC government’s Child Protection Services to make a real difference in people’s lives. I had been deeply affected by my experiences growing up, and I had never been able to accept that in this great country—and we have a great country—there are such historic inequities in the way we treat our citizens. As far as I was concerned those who suffer the most are those who should suffer least. Those who were here first, those who were living off this land before anyone else even knew there was land here to live off. My particular passion was for Indigenous children and to ensure they had the same basic rights as non-Indigenous kids.

I thought I was ready, but I’m not sure anyone can ever be ready for the front lines of child protection. I saw a lot of things I wished I hadn’t, a lot of things that shaped my view of society.

I’d barely started working when I was confronted with what was to be an all-too-regular part of the job: making a decision about whether to take a child out of their home and away from their parent or parents.


[image: Image]
I made it! This is my UBC graduation photo, taken in 1987. Favourite memory of UBC? The legendary UBC cinnamon buns!



We’d received a call from a woman who was very concerned about the well-being of the kids in the apartment next door to her and I was sent to determine what should be done. It was an apartment in a low-income building in downtown Vancouver. I knocked on the door and a little First Nations girl appeared. She was barely five years old, but she had an air of confidence that suggested she was clearly in charge. Her two younger siblings were playing on the carpet behind her. One looked about three, the other about four.

“Can I see your mom?” I asked.

She said yes and began to lead me down a bleak-looking hallway, but suddenly she stopped, turned, and asked me, “Do you want to see what my mom does?”

Before I could answer, she started staggering as she walked and slurring her words. I was shocked and felt sickened. Already I was concerned that this was no place to raise a child, but now I was watching a five-year-old mimic what she saw in her mother. We got to the room where her mom was, and she was out cold. Drunk. We could not wake her and I had to call for paramedics. Later I discovered that she had severe addiction issues.

When it came time to make the decision whether to keep the children with her, my decision was easy, perhaps too easy. I took those three little First Nations girls out of their home and had them placed in foster care. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Eventually, I was able to find an extended family member who took them in. I felt relieved about that, but I couldn’t escape the fact that I’d separated them from their mother. They say you never forget your first. I don’t. But sadly there were many more that followed.

What I quickly discovered was that when I was working “off reserve” doing more general child protection for non-Indigenous kids, there were food banks, youth programs, baseball diamonds, and lots of other places to provide support and a healthy environment for families who were struggling. But when I went “on reserve,” none of those resources existed. There were no nonprofit groups providing food at food banks, and the schools and community centres were run-down and in disarray. The pieces that were fundamentally expected in mainstream society did not happen for First Nations. That, I decided, was driving a lot of the disadvantage.

I developed a new theme to my learning and it’s stuck with me ever since. I repeat it to myself all the time: “I have to stop paying so much attention to all the stuff I can see, and instead pay more attention to the stuff I can’t see.” So I tried paying less attention to things like the drunkenness, and more attention to the fact that those affected by alcohol simply didn’t have the services, the facilities, and the benefits that their non–First Nations counterparts did have.

It’s not only about equality among citizens. It’s not just about the fair treatment of Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations. This is about kids. About the most innocent and vulnerable members of our society. Children. And there are children in this country who have been treated and continue to be treated as worth less than others.

In 2002, I became the executive director of the First Nations Child and Family Caring Society, a national nonprofit organization developed by First Nations child and family service agencies to ensure the safety and well-being of our youth and their families through education initiatives, public policy campaigns, and quality resources to support communities. It’s from here that I feel I can make a difference by fighting in court, by lobbying government officials both elected and unelected, and by standing up for those who can’t find a way to stand up for themselves. I was convinced that a strong relationship with bureaucracy could lead to the implementation of successful new policies that would provide a solution to First Nations childhood issues.

When I started, quite frankly, I didn’t know where to begin. But I went to my Indigenous strength, the one I finessed thanks to the writings of my heroes: Mandela, King, and Gandhi. Express complex things simply. That would be the best way to reach people with the truth and evoke change. This was the path I’d been on since I was a little girl. Address inequalities. Especially for children.

One case still haunts me. Just before Christmas 2012, a little four-year-old First Nations girl was admitted for dental surgery, but things went terribly wrong and she was left with terminal brain issues. The doctor asked for her to be admitted to palliative care with a special bed that would keep her at an angle to prevent suffocation. The request went through the hands of fifteen different bureaucrats, most of them in the federal public service, before someone at the end of the line wrote on the application: “Absolutely not.”

If that sounds shocking, it is. If it sounds abnormal, it isn’t. If she wasn’t Indigenous, getting care would not be an issue; it all would have just happened. The extra costs would be covered by basic health-care funding. But not here. Why? That is the Canadian system. And it has been forever. But it doesn’t make it right.

This is just one story of so many, and we at the Caring Society used these examples in our arguments before the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal to make our case that federal government laws were discriminating against Indigenous children in Canada. In February 2016, the court ruled in our favour. The settlement, it was estimated, could reach into the billions of dollars for the generations who had been discriminated against in the past. It was a stunning victory, but we’re still waiting for a settlement.

As for the little girl, she was able to spend her final days in palliative care with the bed that allowed her some comfort. Who paid? The doctor did. Out of his own pocket.

It’s stories like hers that illustrate how racism still exists in Canada. While I’ve witnessed racism firsthand by non-Indigenous people in Canada, in my view the worst offender may well be the government through its unwillingness to change its approach to decades- if not centuries-old problems. I had to change tactics and it took an unexpected source to make me realize this.

I’d been working for the Caring Society for about ten years when I traveled to India to, among other things, visit the home of one of my heroes—Mahatma Gandhi. I spent time at what I considered the museum’s top five highlights, went to the gift shop, and then waited outside for my colleagues who were still on the tour inside. Within a few minutes, I found myself talking to the maintenance man who was on a smoke break.

“What do you do in Canada?” he asked.

I explained my role at the Caring Society. “I document all the inequalities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous kids. I suggest solutions. The government sometimes agrees but still does nothing. Then they ask for another report.”

“How long have you been doing this?”

“About a decade.”

“Let me get this straight. Every time you work with the government, you document the inequalities, you come up with solutions, they agree, they don’t implement anything, and your response is to do exactly the same thing all over again?”

I nodded.

“Didn’t you learn anything when you were in that house just now?” He paused and looked me straight in the eye. “Your conversation has to be with the Canadian people, not the government.”

He was right. Governments don’t create change. They respond to change. I’d learned the lesson from my heroes about talking simply; what I hadn’t learned was who to talk to. So I started.

When I returned home, I immediately reached out to Canadians through speeches at a wide range of conferences for social workers, educators, lawyers, judges, and health-care workers. I was suddenly on the “speech circuit,” and the audiences wanted stories and information and I was more than happy to provide them. I even spoke at the United Nations. And all the speeches led to interviews, lots of them, giving me even more opportunities to spread the word. It was difficult for everyone to understand that the inequities I outlined were actually happening because for so long they had believed that First Nations were getting the same benefits as everyone else. But the evidence started to mount.

It wasn’t just about the present-day treatment of Indigenous peoples, but past treatment too. At this time, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, led by Justice Murray Sinclair and others, conducted meetings across the country where thousands of residential school survivors shared their truth. The Caring Society took part in each event, bringing a stuffed bear—a child’s stuffy symbolizing our spiritual leader, Spirit Bear—to each one. In 2015, the TRC released its final report, further evidence of the historical mistreatment of Indigenous people. In 2016, Gord Downie’s Secret Path album taught us its own truth about Chanie Wenjack. Chanie was a runaway from a residential school who tried to walk hundreds of kilometres home along railway tracks in Northern Ontario. He died trying to make it home. Slowly, attitudes have begun to change.

Now it’s not only the writings of the great teachers of the past that inspire me to keep moving forward. It’s the young people I’ve met along my journey who fight for the same advantages that their non-Indigenous brothers and sisters have.

Shannen Koostachin is one of many. Shannen grew up in Attawapiskat in northern Ontario. Attawapiskat is a remote Indigenous community on the shores of James Bay with a tortured past of bad water, alcoholism, drugs, and teen suicide, but thirteen-year-old Shannen was determined to see a different future. She wanted a new school built in her community to replace the portable trailers that had been placed on a toxic waste dump by the Canadian government. The site had been repeatedly condemned, but no replacement school was forthcoming. She took her fight to Ottawa, and I stood there on Parliament Hill on a clear, sunny May day in 2008 and watched as Shannen grabbed the microphone and challenged ministers and bureaucrats to do the right thing. She was passionate and strong and, as the cameras rolled, she pleaded for help:

“Just give us a school in our home. Just give us a chance so we can grow up and be somebody important.”

Canadians watched. But nothing changed. The government said it didn’t have the money. For them, they made it clear that a new school in Attawapiskat just wasn’t a priority.

Shannen returned home, but she refused to give up. She chose to go to school off reserve in New Liskeard, Ontario, hundreds of kilometres away. She did it despite being terribly homesick, and whenever she had a chance to visit her family, she made the journey home and back.

On June 1, 2010, the travelling stopped. Not far from New Liskeard, Shannen was in a terrible car crash. She died that night.

In September 2014, Ottawa, perhaps out of guilt, made Shannen’s dream of a new school a reality and found the money to create Kattawapiskak Elementary School in Attawapiskat. Finally. But at such great cost. At the school, there is a plaque dedicated to Shannen. In 2019, a non-Indigenous school in Stoney Creek was named after her.

Shannen Koostachin is one of my heroes. Despite her tragic death, her dream of better education facilities for Indigenous kids continues to be acted on by children all over Canada. She inspired them, both in life and in death, to understand how inequities happen not only in education but across all different kinds of issues. And there are many more dreams still to be realized.

At the Caring Society, we host gatherings with Spirit Bear. The children think of them as teddy bear tea parties, but they are so much more than that. We believe that as the bear has been in the presence of all the stories about an era of terrible shame in Canadian history, it represents Indigenous children of both past and present. Today in our centre, children of all diversities arrive with their own bears and everyone brings books and we have readings, many of which discuss the challenges faced by Indigenous kids. At these gatherings, the children express such a clear sense of fairness and understanding.
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In 2016, children who attended the Tribunal hearings made a beautiful book full of their drawings and wishes for a better future for First Nations children. In this picture, I am showing them the pages of the book and how much their messages mean to me.



These children have something my generation of kids didn’t have. They have us to make sure their voices are heard and amplified so they can make a difference. So in peaceful and loving ways they are getting involved. Over the past two decades, our kids have grown to be young adults full of passion to press for changes for First Nations kids and beyond. They are applying the same skills to fight for other disadvantaged populations and issues. That is the power of change.

There are times I think back to my first working days. Back to when I was twenty-one. Back to that home with the three little girls. Because there is a postscript to that story.

Their mom, as I learned a few months later, was a residential school survivor, although in those days we didn’t know what that meant, what scars she almost certainly carried. In fact, there were still residential schools in existence the day that I took her kids from her. No one was talking about the impact the schools had had on her and on so many kids like her. Instead, across Canadian society there was a deafening silence. And there certainly were no services provided for those who were victims, as if the government didn’t want to provide care because somehow that would recognize its own wrongdoing and complicity.

I often think about those three little girls and their mom, and I wonder what happened to them. It was probably the only decision that I could have made at the time, but sometimes at night I lie awake and wonder: “Was there something else I could have done?”

So while we’ve made progress, at least in the courts, there’s still such a long way to go to ensure that court decisions are reflected in society. Some people say I complain too much. That I don’t take time to celebrate even the small victories. And they’re right. But small victories are just that. Small. I want big, meaningful victories that actually make a real difference. That’s why I’m still fighting.

Cindy Blackstock is a Canadian-born Gitxsan activist for child welfare and the executive director of the First Nations Child and Family Caring Society of Canada. She was honoured to work with First Nations colleagues on a successful human rights challenge to Canada’s inequitable provision of child and family services and failure to implement Jordan’s Principle, a hard-fought litigation that resulted in hundreds of thousands of services being provided to First Nations children, youth, and families. A professor at McGill University’s School of Social Work, she has a BA in psychology from the University of British Columbia, a master’s in management from McGill University, a master’s in jurisprudence in children’s law and policy from Loyola University Chicago, a PhD in social work from the University of Toronto, and twenty honorary doctorate degrees. She has received over fifty awards, including an Atkinson Charitable Foundation’s Economic Justice fellowship, a National Aboriginal Achievement Award, and an Amnesty International Ambassador of Conscience Award. In 2018, she was named an Officer of the Order of Canada in recognition of her leadership as a champion of Indigenous children and for her efforts to build a culture of reconciliation.






GINA CODY The Power of a Name
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At university, there were a few women in my classes, but looking around, it was a sea of men. Women made up roughly 10 percent of the students. There was always some skepticism about our abilities.

My birth certificate records my name as Parvaneh Baktash, but right from the beginning I was called Gina. I had big, dark eyes, and my relatives thought that made me look like one of the best-known actresses in the world at the time, Gina Lollobrigida.

I am the youngest of five children. My three brothers, sister, and I grew up in Iran in the aftermath of great political turmoil.

During the Second World War, the English and Soviets invaded Iran and forced the abdication of the Shah. Then, in 1951, Parliament elected Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh, but his government was overthrown just two years later in a coup d’état organized by the US and the UK. My father supported the prime minister and, after he was deposed, went into hiding for a while to escape possible arrest. That’s when my family moved to the capital, Tehran, because it was easier to go unnoticed in a big city. This was the world I was born into in 1956.

Because my parents had lived through such tumultuous times, they were focused on teaching their children survival skills, especially my sister and me. They pounded into us their understanding of life—for girls and women to survive, they have to be the equals of boys and men. My father often repeated a saying that taught me not to become a victim. It’s more poetic in Farsi, but it translates roughly as “Your enemies cannot hit people until there are people who allow themselves to be hit.”

My mother never finished high school, which she always regretted. She was married at sixteen and felt she lost a measure of independence. My father was a good man, but my mother hated the fact that she had to ask him for money. He would always give her the money, but that wasn’t the point.

She wanted much more for me and my older sister, and she saw education as the path to a better, happier life. I remember studying all night for an exam the next day. My mother stayed up with me because getting good marks was important to us both and she didn’t want me to fall asleep.

“Gina,” she said. “I know you are suffering now, but you see your three older brothers? They can sleep on the street if anything happens. You cannot.”

That’s a very powerful thing to say to a kid. It brings tears to my eyes today.

My father was just as adamant, and his lessons touched every aspect of my life. Almost as soon as I’d learned to walk, he took me for swimming lessons. When I was five or six years old, my parents bought a bicycle for my sister. She’s four years older than me, but my dad wanted me to be able to ride that bike too. It was too big for me, of course. I had to stretch for the pedals and reach up to hold the handlebars, but he taught me to ride it. Then he taught me how to ride a horse. And as soon as I was old enough to drive a car, I was behind the wheel. He always told me that I should be able to escape any situation I found myself in. The political upheaval he had seen really marked him. And he, in turn, instilled in me the unshakeable belief that a woman had to be as strong—and as capable—as a man to survive.

My mother’s faith in education was almost instinctual. For my father, it was professional. He ran a private, all-boys high school. The message was clear from both, and as I grew up, nothing was more important to me than my schooling. I’ll admit it got to the point where my obsession with school wasn’t always healthy. I wanted to be first in my class, and I was very tough on myself. If a project or a test was graded out of 20, and I got 19, I couldn’t sleep. I would cry. I never discussed my feelings with anybody, so I just suffered inside. That was my character. I studied all day and sometimes all night and ended up skipping a grade because I had learned a whole year’s worth of lessons in two months at home.

When I was sixteen I was ready for university. I went to what is now called Sharif University of Technology. Often called “Iran’s MIT” (Massachusetts Institute of Technology), it was the best school in the country for engineering and science. I was very good in math and physics—so much so that my father decided I should teach some courses at his school. The boys there were just a year or two younger than I was. At first my father sat at the back of the classroom to make sure the kids wouldn’t give me a hard time. But once he saw I could teach, he left me alone with the boys.

“If you can manage these kids,” he said, “you can manage anyone in your life. Just handle them.” It was another of his lessons.

At university, there were a few women in my classes, but looking around, it was a sea of men. Women made up roughly 10 percent of the students. There was always some skepticism about our abilities. I remember an in-class physics quiz where everyone failed except one student. The professor didn’t know the name of the person who passed; he just knew the student’s ID number. He read it out, and I raised my hand.

“It can’t be yours,” he said. He asked me three times, to be certain. I then had to show him my student ID card. I know he wouldn’t have done that with a male student.

In 1978, I graduated with a bachelor of science degree in structural engineering. I saw all the boys who were going further than one undergraduate degree, so I thought, “Why wouldn’t I want that?” My parents had told me over and over again that I had to go as far as I could. They wanted me to get my master’s degree and then a PhD. By then, I too was a firm believer in higher education and I wanted to study abroad.

I passed all the necessary government exams and was ready to leave Iran when there was a popular uprising against the Shah. The country was once again in turmoil. People were in the streets every day, fighting in a revolution they thought would bring them a democratic government. When the Shah was finally overthrown, I had all the paperwork done, and the permissions needed to leave the country, but I just couldn’t. I decided to stay. I would rather be in the fire than watching it from the outside. But after several months, the people’s revolution became a religious revolution led by the Ayatollah Khomeini. I knew the role of women would be severely circumscribed, and I felt I had to leave.

Because I had graduated from such a prestigious university, I really could have continued my education just about anywhere. But I had applied to only two schools: McGill University, in Montreal, and the University of California, in Los Angeles. Both accepted me. I had some friends in California and seriously considered going to UCLA. Also, I didn’t know a lot about Canada. The strongest image I had of Canada was its United Nations peacekeepers—the blue berets. That stuck with me. I knew that anywhere there was trouble in the world, Canadians were trying to help. Canada was a country of peace. The only other thing I knew was that Canada was cold in winter.

Ultimately, two things made my decision. First, I had only two thousand dollars. I knew that would go further in Montreal than in Los Angeles, though it wouldn’t be enough for my tuition in either place. And my brother was already living in Montreal. He had just graduated from Concordia University with an engineering degree.

I arrived in Montreal during the Labour Day weekend. I was supposed to register at McGill on the Tuesday, but my brother had mentioned me to one of his Concordia professors, who asked to meet me beforehand.

First thing Tuesday morning I went to see Professor Cedric Marsh from Concordia University. We sat down together in a room. He looked at the marks on my transcript. We talked for an hour or so. And then he said, “You should come to Concordia. I will make sure you get a scholarship. Why would you go anywhere else?”

He walked me to the registrar’s office, showed them my acceptance letter from McGill, and said, “Write her a letter for Immigration Canada because I want her as a student.” They typed it right up. Marsh told me to take it to Immigration Canada and get my work permit. Then I could start helping him with his projects. I didn’t even know what Immigration Canada was, let alone where it was. My brother was waiting for me, though.

“What the heck happened?” he wanted to know.

“I’m not sure,” I told him, “but here’s a letter I have to take to Immigration Canada.”

I was hyper-excited that somebody really wanted me. It didn’t even enter my mind that Concordia didn’t have the same reputation as McGill. To me they were equal. I got my work permit, and that very afternoon I started testing aluminum products for the professor because that was his specialty.

I loved the work. I would often stay past midnight, sometimes until 2 or 3 a.m. Then I would go home and come back at 7 a.m. I got paid by the hour, and so with my scholarship I had a pretty good life.

Concordia made me a teaching assistant too. They’d never before had a TA who was a woman in engineering courses. I was a novelty, but I was also a good teacher. My classroom was packed because I taught the material in a way students could understand. In engineering you can’t memorize everything; you have to understand the underlying concepts.

As for the courses I was taking, there were even fewer women students than in Iran—I’d say no more than 5 percent. I remember hearing sexist comments all the time. But I would shrug my shoulders and walk away. If anyone said those things to me now I would be very angry, but at that time I felt I had a mission to succeed and nothing was going to stop me.
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A close-up shot of me with the data acquisition equipment in the Concordia University laboratory in 1982.



Concordia liked the idea of a woman doing well in engineering. When businesses came to see the campus or the engineering facilities, I was always asked to give the tours. I remember a brochure the school published, and I was in three or four pictures. I didn’t think it was particularly noteworthy to be a woman in that faculty, but the school obviously did.

Although my days were busy and I was working very hard, I had time to meet another Concordia student, Tom Cody, who was working on his MBA. He noticed me probably because I had an office next to the student lounge where he hung out. He used to ask to use my phone as a pretext to talk to me. He knew a surprising amount about the history and geography of Iran—I remember he once started a conversation about a river in Iran. I thought, “How does anybody know about rivers in Iran?” He was well read, but I think he may have refreshed his knowledge to impress me.

My original plan was to finish my higher education and return to Iran. I thought the heat of the revolution would have dissipated by then, and there would be a democratic government in place. But it didn’t turn out that way, and so going home was out of the question.

In 1981, after I graduated with my master’s degree in engineering, Tom and I decided to get married. We tried to go see my parents first, but Iran was fighting a war with Iraq, and the country was in a shell. Tom was denied a visa. I went home alone, got the blessing of my parents, and was married a month later. I became a Canadian citizen shortly after that.

I began working on my PhD. My thesis was about designing buildings to be resistant to earthquakes. It was a subject close to my heart because there had been a terrible earthquake in Iran about a year before I left that killed at least 15,000 people. I finished my experiments and only had to do the write-up when I got a job offer from the government of Ontario. At the time my French wasn’t that great, which would have been an obstacle to my progress in Quebec, so I welcomed the opportunity. I spoke to my thesis supervisor, and he said, “Gina, you should take the job. You can finish the PhD later.”

The job was in Toronto, at the Ministry of Housing, helping to write the building code, which obviously tapped into my knowledge of how to make buildings stronger. I liked it. But I’m a very driven person, and before too long I wanted to do more. I had signed a contract with the government to work for two years, but only nine months in I got an offer with Construction Control Inc. (CCI), an engineering company that I had dealt with at the ministry. The government very nicely agreed to let me go, and CCI sent me to a small company they had just acquired, Stanford Engineering.

Going from public service to private industry was certainly different. The technical side of things was not difficult; now I was just doing more consulting. A construction boom was starting in Toronto and our company was becoming very busy. The previous owner, who was the president at the time, would panic when we had a lot of jobs.
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Professor Cedric Marsh and me in the university lab testing steel structures with earthquake simulations in 1985.



“Don’t worry,” I’d say. “We can handle it.”

It wasn’t that we couldn’t do the work; he had just never tried to juggle more than four or five jobs. Now we had lots more. I would come in at seven in the morning with the coffee for everyone and get things ready. I reorganized the office. We hired and trained more draftsmen and inspectors. The owner began to rely on me. I was young and didn’t yet have kids. And I had a very supportive husband. I’d stay late most nights and bring work home on the weekends. I knew that was how I would be accepted as a woman. And it paid off. When I joined Stanford Engineering, the company’s revenue increased fivefold and the net profit at least tenfold within the first year.

I had a solid education and background, but I still had to learn everything as I went. There were just so many new experiences. Eventually I got into cranes and hoists. I didn’t even know what cranes were; I had to learn from the president, who was retiring from the firm. He was the top guy in cranes and hoists, and for a year I became his right-hand person. I got to know all the clients in that time.

When I started doing crane inspections I was swimming in a pool inhabited only by men. Among the hundreds of crane operators there was not one woman. And they were adamant that they were not going to let a woman in—they didn’t even try to hide that. They would tell me stories about past women who had somehow gotten into the group. The men gave them such a hard time that they would quit.

I remember a weekend I had to go to a construction site in Hamilton. The site had been shut down due to deficiencies in the crane and couldn’t reopen until the crane had been inspected and approved. My husband, Tom, offered to drive me there, and then go out for lunch together.

When we arrived, I put on my overalls and climbed up the crane to do my inspection. Part of the process involves walking onto the boom. For obvious reasons, the crane operator isn’t supposed to move anything, but this guy started moving it. I was startled at first, even a bit scared. Naively, I didn’t think he was doing it deliberately. I thought, “What an idiot he is! He knows he’s not allowed to move the boom because it’s dangerous.”

I finished my inspection and walked back to the operator, but I didn’t say a word about the movement. Just “I’ll write my report as quickly as I can.” His smile told me everything I had to know about what he had done.

On the ground, Tom had noticed the boom move with me on it. When I told him I hadn’t mentioned it to the operator on my way out, he was incredulous.

I explained that I wanted him to accept me. What would I have achieved by arguing with him? He thought I was going to be scared and I was going to scream. I was betting that by my not getting emotional he would remember me and respect me the next time.
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Here I am in 1992, on a crane for Stanford Engineering.



That was always how I operated. I was absolutely determined to say the right thing and not make mistakes. Otherwise, it would confirm what others expected of a woman—not just me but any women engineers. So my mindset was to ignore anything negative toward me and to just concentrate on my words and deeds. I knew I would have obstacles, but I was oblivious to them. I was going to make it. I was going to survive. That was all that mattered.

I was often the only woman present at industry association meetings. Whenever the question came up of who was going to take minutes, I would speak up immediately. I’d even offer to prepare the agenda for the next meeting. They’d agree, of course, and I thought that was great. The meetings became my meetings, and I came prepared. I would memorize the agenda, and I’d read every report three times so I would know every aspect of anything that might come up.

Still, I worried. Sometimes I would wake up in the middle of the night before a meeting the next day. I knew that I was going to meet people who were more experienced. Some were twice my age, and I would have to convince them to see things my way. That pressure was constant. But my preparation forced others to listen, and I earned their respect. Pretty soon, everyone in construction knew me.

I was very busy working, but three years after I left Montreal, I finally finished writing my thesis. In 1989, I became the first woman to earn a PhD in building engineering at Concordia. I was aware that I was the first, but I didn’t feel any particular pride in doing something that made history. I was happy to achieve this academic pinnacle—to become Dr. Cody—something my parents had inspired me to do, but nobody else thought it was terribly significant at the time.

A little later that year, on the night of December 6, 1989, an event shook my world—and deeply affected many others too. A man shot and killed fourteen women at the École Polytechnique at the University of Montreal. Fourteen killed simply because they were women trying to become engineers! It would have been bad enough had the atrocity been committed by a deranged person who just fired at everyone, but he had separated the women from the men. It was a personal affront, and I felt distraught and frustrated that I couldn’t do anything. It still burns at the back of my mind every single day.

We desperately needed more female engineers. Far too often, I was still the only woman in the room. I was at a conference once with 700 delegates and I was the only woman. The emcee opened the conference by saying, “Lady and gentlemen.” It was actually funny, but it was also sad.

Meanwhile, Stanford Engineering continued to grow. We had gone from just five employees to thirty, and we were very profitable. The people in charge at CCI couldn’t help but notice. They asked me to run other companies they owned until eventually I was managing more of them. I wasn’t doing what you might call hard-core engineering. But I reviewed everything and had to know the subject matter. When there was a meeting, though, I was the engineer, not the manager.

Originally, the owner of CCI had given shares to a small group of engineers as part of their compensation. Over time, as they left, I bought their shares. You could say I was the last loyal employee—it came to the point where the only shareholders were the original owner and me. When he retired, I bought his shares too, and I became the sole owner. It was a big change on paper, but the workflow didn’t change at all. I had already been in charge of everything.

Running a business and engineering are not exactly the same work. But engineering is common sense. If your table has four legs and you take one away, the table is going to collapse—that’s common sense. The problem with a lot of engineers is they complicate things at the beginning and then they look for a solution to the complicated problem they’ve created. The same thing happens in business. If you simplify the business, you will succeed. Some people make it complicated for no good reason.

We weren’t a giant among engineering companies, but we had a good company and our clients trusted us. Our customers were smart businesspeople. They watched their pennies and they watched our work. We didn’t overcharge. We were honest. We earned their trust. It could take ten years to earn a client’s trust, and I knew we could lose it in a day by doing one stupid thing. I was a control freak, still trying to avoid making any mistake. But it wasn’t just my respect and reputation on the line. I knew it was crucially important to deliver on what we promised.

Many times a job would cost more than we’d originally quoted the client. Never ideal, but that was fine. We’d just do the work and do it well. And we’d finish the job at the price we’d agreed to. That was why we had what I called “forever clients.”

Because I was running a strong and efficient company, I naturally made money, but I wasn’t driven by that. I was a businessperson. I would look at every project and examine every invoice, even if there were thousands a month. I loved my job. I loved what I did and the trust that my clients gave me. Their loyalty was very rewarding.

By 2011, I had the ninth most profitable company in Canada owned by a woman. But there were still reminders that I was a woman. I can’t count how many times my executive assistant would transfer a call to me and, hearing my voice, the guy would ask, “Can I please speak to your boss?” That kind of stuff never ended.

People often ask me if I went out of my way to hire women. I tried to set the same bar for men and women. I just thought the brightest should get the job. But it’s true that I was probably more willing than other firms to take a chance on a woman.

I remember one of my engineers was doing some work at an apartment building. The superintendent there was a woman from Romania, an engineer who couldn’t get work in her chosen profession in Canada. My employee took her CV and brought it to me. I read it and thought that maybe all she needed was someone to open the door of opportunity, just a crack. So I called her to come in for an interview the next day. I was so impressed I hired her on the spot. We no longer work together, but we keep in touch. To this day, every time she calls me she gets emotional and says, “Gina, you changed my life.” But she was brilliant. I hadn’t harmed my business at all by hiring her. I had improved it.

By 2016 I was ready to sell my business and retire. As much as I loved my job, I was tired. The pressure was relentless. I was reading emails at midnight. I was always “on.” I knew it was time to slow down, but also I wanted to do something different. By then, I had two grown daughters: Tina, who is now a lawyer, and Roya, who has a PhD in engineering. It probably says something about the emphasis we put on education in our family that Roya once reflected, “I didn’t know what a PhD was when I was a kid, but I knew I was supposed to get one.”

I believe there are three chapters in life. The first is getting ready to do your life’s work. The second is doing the work. The third chapter is giving back. I really believe that people who, for whatever reason, don’t do the third chapter have missed out on something. I’m not just a taxpayer. I’m a citizen. I wanted to do something to earn my citizenship. I got a lot from Canada and I thought that it was only right to do what I could to acknowledge my debt and gratitude.

I thought about my education. One thing that always helped me was having a PhD. People in my industry may not have been willing to accept Mrs. Cody as an engineer, but it was impossible for them to argue with Dr. Cody. For women, education is the great equalizer and something I fiercely promoted. It was natural for me to look at how I could do something in this field.

I had maintained a close relationship with Concordia University. I had accepted their invitation to serve on the school’s board of governors. So I began to think about how I could give back to this place that had been instrumental to my good life. More than being an option, I felt it was an obligation. Concordia changed my life and I wanted to change somebody else’s life.

I also wanted to do something important for Canada. We are at the cusp of the fourth Industrial Revolution, and Canada is right at the centre of it. The first Industrial Revolution used water and steam power to mechanize production; the second, electric power to create mass production; and the third, electronics and information technology to automate production. Now we are in a digital revolution that is evolving so quickly that if we miss it we may never catch up. My particular fear is that if women don’t get into STEM programs, if they don’t learn science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, they will be left further behind. If Canada lets that happen, if it forgets about half the population, I don’t know what this country will become.
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