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I’d like to welcome you all, and to thank you all for turning out. It’s very gratifying to see members of the Malaspina community, as well as members of Ellen’s family and her community here today.

Today, we want to recognize Auntie Ellen, Kwulasulwut, for her contributions to the First Nations Studies department, and to Aboriginal education as a whole at Malaspina University-College. She has touched the lives of many students, as well as faculty and staff, in her years at Malaspina.

Now, I did not meet Ellen for quite some time – but I heard about her for years. Much like the ghost in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, which is whispered about and on everyone’s mind, but which you do not see for several acts, I heard a lot of good things about Ellen before I ever met her. I met her grandchildren, her children, and many who worked with her, but it was not until I actually took the dean’s job in 2005 that I met her in person. Of course, she taught me many things in that first year, and I have to say that the convocation ceremony in 2006 was a fitting end to my first year working with the First Nations Studies department, and with Auntie, because Malaspina awarded an honourary doctorate to Auntie Ellen. What a wonderful event for me, being able to honour not only students’ accomplishments but also being able to experience the special atmosphere surrounding Auntie Ellen getting her award.

For me, Ellen embodies everything that is good about cross-cultural education. She has said “we must go forth with both hands full: one filled with traditional knowledge, and the other filled with the White man’s knowledge.” I believe this to be true, and to be true for all people, whether they are Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal, Christian or Muslim, male or female. I believe life’s greatest challenge is to move outside of one’s self and to embark on the potentially threatening exploration of the “other.” I believe this is the ultimate sign of “maturity” for a human being.

One of the people whose writings form part of the tradition that I have studied over the years is the Romantic poet Percy Shelley. I think Shelley, in his short essay “On Love,” tries to describe why we might feel the urge to know “the other.” The impulse to connect with each other, and with all things, Shelley called “love”: “[L]ove is that powerful attraction towards all that we conceive or fear or hope beyond ourselves when we find within our own thoughts the chasm of an insufficient void and seek to awaken in all things that are, a community with what we experience within ourselves.” I believe Ellen White embodies this approach to life, and that the things she does are done out of “love.”

Again, my deepest thanks to Kwulasulwut for her time spent here with us. I find it curious that all three of us [President Nilson and Vice-president Ross, as well as me] chose to use the word “treasure” to describe Ellen. She is indeed a treasure, and I am glad that she, her family, and her culture and community have shared that treasure with the Malaspina community. 

