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whose story is   
  our history?

In Victoria, a bronze figure of Canada’s first Prime Minister, 
Sir John A. Macdonald, is removed from its high-profile 
location at City Hall. 

In Calgary, a bridge named after Hector-Louis Langevin, a 
Father of Confederation, is renamed Reconciliation Bridge. 

In Halifax, a statue of city founder Edward Cornwallis is  
packed into a box and moved to an industrial yard.

Does removing these monuments, made in the spirit of 
reconciliation, mean Canada’s history is being erased? 
Or  are we recognizing that there’s more to our nation’s 
story — our history — than a one-dimensional view  
of our past?
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As human
beings, we need 
to know where 

we’ve come from. 
Our identity is 

framed 
by our 

past. The 
question public 

history raises is: 
What stories 

are we telling 
or not telling 

about that
past?

For decades, learning history meant 
learning undisputable dates and facts 
that chronicled the exploits of elites 
and politicians, and traced political 
movements	and	confl	icts.	It	was	but	
a small slice of human experience, 
however, and this approach gradually 
gave way to social history, a richer and 
more nuanced way to understand the 
past by including stories of how people 
and societies change over time. 

Public history, which includes oral 
history, builds on this. It moves the 
study of history outside the academy, 
and questions how history is told in 
public	places,	such	as	how	it	is	refl	ected	
in monuments, museums and even the 
ubiquitous	Heritage	Minutes	on	TV,	as	
well as in Ambrose University History 
classes. When the view is widened, 
the story — the carved-in-stone notion 
of “our history” — can change. Those 
monuments meant to be permanent
can move.

“Public history talks about the idea 
of shared authority,” explains Dr. Ken 
Draper, Professor of History. “Who 
really owns the past? Does the historian 
or researcher, who might have spent 
years studying what happened? Or do 
people who were there own it, because 
they were part of it? Public history says 
it’s not one or the other, but both. The 
people who were there might know 
what they saw or how they felt, but the 
researcher might have more knowledge 
about larger issues at play. So to shut out 
one or the other, you lose something.”

Because history has so much to 
do with perspective, much depends 
on who is telling the story. A century 
ago, the Historic Sites and Monuments 
Board of Canada — described by one 
historian	as	a	“Victorian	gentleman’s	
club” aiming to strengthen the British 
imperial tradition in Canadians’ 
collective memory by commemorating 
the imperial story — began to 
memorialize Canada’s history. Today, 
many monuments and sites established 
decades ago are being seen through a 
new lens. Sir John A. Macdonald, for 
example, has long been celebrated by 
Canadians as the leader who brought 
French and English together to forge 
a nation. But for Indigenous peoples, 
there is another, darker story about 
displacement, violated treaties and 
residential schools that isn’t represented
in statues.

“Monuments tend to be put up by 
the ‘winners,’ and for a long time the 
dominant voices have been white and 
male,” Draper says. “Public history
asks about whether monuments should 
be	removed,	because	they’re	off	ensive,	
or whether they should remain and 
become a focal point for telling all 
sides of a story.

Bringing more into the picture can 
make it harder to tell Canada’s story, 
but there’s a growing attentiveness, 
especially in museums, to tell stories 
that have been ignored or suppressed. 
There’s a growing interest in women’s 
history, in family history, in refugees 
and displacement. That doesn’t change 

the fact that it can be uncomfortable 
when what you think you know is 
challenged, when every “truth” has 
a “counter truth.” But accepting the 
value of multiple perspectives opens 
a window to greater understanding of 
the human experience.

“As human beings, we need to know 
where we’ve come from,” Draper says. 
“Our identity is framed by our past. 
The question public history raises is: 
What stories are we telling or not 
telling about that past?

“This is why monuments can become 
such a focus of debate and controversy. 
The reason we put up monuments is 
to remind us of certain things about 
ourselves and our past. So when a 
monument is removed, there is a sense 
that part of who we are, our identity is 
also being removed or is under attack. 

“But this should make us look inside 
ourselves a bit more, to ask what we 
believe and what we ‘know.’ It should 
prompt us to reassess the notions of our 
own story and how our past shapes our 
identity.”

While this can leave people feeling 
like they’re standing on shaky historical 
ground, Draper says this is precisely 
what makes public history fun and 
engaging, because it links past and 
present. 

“In public history, we want to create 
a cultural memory, a collective memory, 
of what Canadians know and remember 
about their past. The challenge is when 
that collective memory comes to be 
contested. Sometimes people are open 
to that and see the value of a bigger 
story that doesn’t just celebrate who we 
are, but recognizes there are aspects 
of the past that are quite dark. We 
have a real opportunity to have these 
important conversations and to rethink 
our own stories. 

“When we ask how the stories
that we tell about ourselves shape 
us,	and	see	our	world	from	diff	erent	
perspectives, then we can understand 
how to live in the positive and authentic 
ways that will enable humans to 
continue	to	fl	ourish.”	>>>

As humanAs human
beings, we need 
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gathering and 
sharing refugees’ 
stories
In 2016, as part of its commitment 
to enrich public history, Ambrose 
University launched an oral history 
research project to capture a life-
changing moment in Canada’s history 
that is fascinating, sobering and 
inspiring.

“Refugee Stories: The Immigration 
and Resettlement of Germans in 
Western Canada” is documenting the 
stories and memories of ethnic German 
refugees from Eastern European 
countries and Germany who came to 
Western Canada in the 15 years after 
the Second World War. 

Immigrants’ stories of leaving and 
arriving, coming to a new country 
where they had no status, and even 
what they ate and where they slept in 
the	first	few	years	in	Canada,	deepen	
the understanding of how relocation 
shaped lives and changed the face of 
Western Canada.

Lead investigator Dr. Kyle Jantzen 
and Dr. Ken Draper, both Professors 
of History, spearhead the project. 

Jantzen is conducting personal 
interviews with immigrants and their 
family members, recording thoughts 
and feelings about coming to live in 
a new country.

Draper engages Ambrose Public 
History students, who also take part 
in the project, a rare opportunity for 
undergraduate students to experience 
the work of practicing historians. 
The students have played a key role 
in reading the interview transcripts, 
identifying themes consistent across 
multiple interviews and exploring how 
best to present the stories to the public.

One major theme to emerge, 
for example, was how women had 
a heightened role in keeping their 
families together and managing the 
transition to a new country. With many 
husbands and fathers, the traditional 
family leaders, in camps, missing or 
dead, this great responsibility fell to 
mothers and wives.

In their classes, students reviewed 
the academic literature and learned 
about the bitter story of dislocation 
and resettlement. Immigrants who 
shared their stories, by contrast, may 
not have had this wider perspective 
of what was happening at the time.

Bringing the literature and the 
stories together — listening to the 

words of real people as they shared 
real stories of their experiences — 
students deepened their knowledge 
and gained more nuanced insights 
into what was happening at the time.

German-Canadian communities 
throughout Alberta are involved in 
the Refugee Stories project, which is 
supported by the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in Canada Alberta Synod, the 
Lutheran Church Alberta-BC Synod 
and the Mennonite Historical Society of 
Alberta. It is funded in part by Canadian 
Lutheran World Relief, the University of 
Winnipeg Chair in German-Canadian 
Studies and Ambrose. The project 
continues to invite immigrants to 
share their stories.

Public History @ Ambrose
Visit publichistory.ambrose.edu to 
learn more about two innovative 
oral history research projects 
led by faculty and students in 
Ambrose University’s History 
program.

Placing Memory in High River’s 
Built Environment  
Life in the town of High River, Alta.

Refugee Stories: The Immi-
gration and Resettlement of 
Germans in Western Canada 
The history of immigration to 
Canada
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