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My Participation in Smudging: The Cleansing 
Ritual of the Aboriginal People

By Miriam Johnston

While thinking 
about what I was 
going to tell you 

about this week, I was sitting 
on a bench at the bus station 
waiting for my bus to arrive, 
I noticed a dry leaf on the 
pavement and I thought that 
maybe I could photograph it. 

I got distracted for a 
moment, and realized that 
subconsciously I have 
crushed and torn the leaf 
apart with my foot without 
even noticing. Why is it that 
we trample on the things that 
we find beautiful? How many 
times have you seen a bug on 
the ground and stomped on it 
just because you could? 

I never even thought about 
this subconscious desire to 
trample on everything below 
me until this summer, when I 
worked at a day camp called 
Riveredge. I was working the 
regular day camp, but there 
were also Aboriginal Day 
Camps on the same site.

The land was actually 
Blackfoot land that we 
had been 
graciously 
allowed to 
use. During 
training, the 
aboriginal 
coordinators 
explained 
that we 
should refrain from killing 
living things such as ants 
and spiders unnecessarily 
and to enforce this with the 
kids too. They also asked 
to make sure not to pull 
the grass out of the ground 
and pull the leaves off the 

trees. As a kid and even an 
adult, I was guilty of doing 
this, destroying the nature 
around me without a thought 
because I was bored. 

Somehow as humans we 
have to make a conscious 
effort not to destroy the 
nature around us. Putting 
into practice these rules of 
respect, it almost became 
instinct to tell kids not to pull 
grass or to kill bugs, even 
though I admit sometimes I 
forgot.

 I think because at a young 
age I wasn’t told not to do 
it so it was just habit. The 
main reason kids wouldn’t 
listen when you asked was 
the question of Why? Why 
should I stop? And until 
that point I’d never had an 
answer. Now my answer is 
always, it’s not respectful to 
the environment.

While I was there, I 
also participated with my 
groups in a couple smudging 
rituals held every Tuesday, 
Wednesday and Thursday. 
I personally was very 
interested in this ceremony 

as I’d never done it before 
but it had been mentioned 
in books I’d read called the 
House of Night series, which 
used both aboriginal tradition 
and combined it with a more 
religious and structured 
aspect to vampires than the 

acclaimed Twilight series.
The smudging ritual was 

always held 
in one of the 
four tepees 
we had on site 
and the door 
would always 
be left open. 
Tepees always 
face the east 

and on the inside there is a 
wood platform made with a 
circle left in the middle filled 
with mulch. The platform 
ends before the door and the 
pathway leads straight to 
the middle circle to leave a 
straight and clear pathway to 

the door. 
The leader of the 

ceremony sits directly in 
front of the circle with a 
straight view to the door. The 
women sit on the right of 
the leader and the men sit on 
the left. My first smudging 
ritual I ended up showing 
up a little late due to trying 
to find a place for a girl who 
couldn’t participate in the 
ceremony due to conflicting 
religion and I ended up 
sitting on the wrong side. It 
was very embarrassing. 

During the ceremony no 
part of the body should be 
in the sight line of the door 

or in the circle. No words 
are stated except explaining 
how the smudge bowl will 
be passed. In the case of 
the smudging ceremony I 
participated in, the smudge 
bowl was a large shell. 
Depending on the nation of 
aboriginal people doing the 
smudging, the herbs burned 
in the smudge bowl slightly 
differ. The one I participated 
in used both sage and sweet 
grass even though the 
Blackfoot do not use sweet 
grass. Sage is actually the 
only herb needed to burn 
and sweet grass should never 
be burned on its own for 

smudging. 
Sage is a very slow 

burning herb, so depending 
on how 
much is 
used, it will 
smoke long 
enough 
for the 
ceremony. 
Once the 
sage has been lit in the 
smudge bowl, the leader 
placed it in front of her and 
wafted the smoke to different 
parts of the body that she felt 
negative energy from. The 
hands can be place above the 
bowl to feel what part of the 

body needs cleansing.
The very last part is the 

waft the smoke to the heart 
and hold the hands there 
together. The bowl is first 
passed to the left, to the 
women. 

The bowl is never passed 
across the body and is passed 
in a zig zag direction. Each 
person takes their turn at 
smudging and then passes it 
on. It crosses the doorway to 
the mens side, and eventually 
makes it back to the leader. 
Once it makes it back to the 
leader, the ceremony is over.

Inevitably there are 
kids who aren’t allowed to 
participate because their 
parents are devout Christians, 
which is slightly ironic 
because of the horrors of 
residential schools, but they 
don’t understand that this 
ceremony isn’t a conversion 
or a conflict. 

It simply is to cleanse 
negative energy and to heal. 
There is no preaching and no 
teaching through words, it 
is just an experience which 
induces more respect for that 

culture.
One of the other activities 

I was lucky enough to do 
was making my own smudge 
bowl. We used clay to form a 
creative bowl and decorated 
the bottom with rocks which 
also served the purpose 

of keeping the heat from 
burning your skin during 
smudging. 

Later on that summer, one 
of the aboriginal coordinators 
took us out to Sandy Beach 
Park to pick sage. It was very 
specific, before you could 
pick anything you had to 
drop tobacco shavings on 
the ground as an offering 
and say “thank you mother 
earth”. It was also important 
to pick only the male sage, 
because the female sage is 
necessary to keep the species 
alive. The female ones were 
identified by buds. It was 
also encouraged not to pick 
too much or more than you’d 
need because sage is good 
for years. It is more optimal 
to pick longer sage so that 
the baby sage can be allowed 
to grow. Once we were done 
picking, we wrapped our 
sage in bundles with string.

 I was told in order to use 
the sage you should wait 
three days for it to dry so 
that when you pull the leaves 
off the stalk they come off 
easily. The leaves are then 

rolled into a 
ball, and are 
ready to be used 
for smudging.

Now that I 
had my smudge 
bowl and my 
sage, I could 
smudge on 

my own. I was surprised to 
learn that you could do it on 
your own, whenever and for 
whatever reason. Finally I 
smudged for the first time on 
my own so I attached some 
pictures of my experience.

“It simply is to cleanse negative 
energy and to heal. There is no 
preaching and no teaching through 
words, it is just an experience which 
induces more respect for that culture.”

Sage burning in smudge bowl, after personal smudge.

It was very specific, before you 
could pick anything you had to drop 
tobacco shavings on the ground as an 
offering and say, “Thank you mother 
earth”.
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Observed Transit Etiquette: 
Three Golden Rules
By Miriam Johnston

Many people use 
transit to get to 
and from work, 

using combinations of buses 
and trains. I have observed 
many instances and almost 
silent pressure of practicing 
proper “Transit 
Etiquette”. 

Spending 20 
minutes in a 
space with 15+ 
strangers at a 
time can lead to 
some interesting 
judgments and 
assumptions 
based on a 
persons observed “Transit 
Etiquette”. 

Transit Etiquette isn’t 
a law enforced or a set of 
rules put out on display, but 
is rather a list of unspoken 
rules enforced by glares and 
occasional snide comments, 
usually in ones own head. 
I find myself even judging 
people based on the way they 
act in a transit setting.

Rule 1: Seat Sharing
There is a general 

expectation on a bus or 
train that people will sit in 
their own set of two seats 
if there are to per row, or 
will seat with at least one 
seat between themselves 
and another person if that is 
possible. 

If there is a bus full of 
empty sections, it is expected 
and polite not to sit directly 
next to someone. Why? 
Because people want their 
privacy, the morning transit 
ride is already bad enough 
at 6 in the morning coming 

in from the cold and on top 
of that personal space is 
unnecessarily compromised. 
Having two seats to yourself 
is comfortable, that is the 
logical reason. The main 
reason the atmosphere of 
transit has enforced this now 
though is because it’s just 

seen as weird. 
If someone who appears 

intimidating to you sits down 
right next to you by choice, 
it will induce fear, because it 
makes you think, “Do they 
have ulterior motives for 
sitting here? “even if you 
know you’re completely safe. 
The feeling when someone 
does this is paranoia and 
anger and generally makes 
an impression on this person 
as, “Pushy, or just down right 
stupid.” 

I don’t even have to be 
the one sitting next to the 
person but I can just see the 
disbelief on the victims face 
or mild annoyance.

On the other hand, putting 
a bag on the seat next to you 
or sitting in the outside seat 
when the train or bus is full 
is equally inconsiderate. 
It’s gotten to a point where 
I can’t do that confidently 
without feeling bad about 
it, even if I know my stop is 
next and I need to get out.

If there is an empty seat, 

don’t stand beside it. It 
blocks the seat to people 
who want to sit and it gives 
longing and false hope to 
the people who can’t reach 
the goal of comfort in the 
morning.

Rule 2: Direct Eye 
Contact

When 
you’re facing 
someone 
on the train, 
there is a 
certain social 
regulation for 
how much 
time you can 
spend making 

eye contact and staring at 
someone. 

We as a culture are so 
conscious of if people are 
close to us, looking at us, 
or invading our personal 
privacy in public in any way. 
It is expected that eye contact 
shouldn’t last more than 2 
seconds, and that it can’t 
happen more than 2-3 times. 

If you’re going to stare 
at someone you can’t do it 

while their looking and if 
they do you have to pretend 
that you aren’t looking. 
When I stare at someone I 
make deductions like some 
sort of protégé Sherlock 

Holmes because people are 
interesting. 

But chances are, the less 
of the asshole you’re acting 
like, the less I’m probably 
going to notice you and start 
making assumptions about 
you. 

The people who break 
train etiquette are by far the 
most interesting to watch, 
and the more acceptable it 
becomes to stare at them, 
because constant glares and 
staring are the train etiquette 
enforcers’ ways of telling 
someone that they broke the 
rules.

Rule 3: Train Doors
It’s expected that if you’re 

standing in front of a train 
door, that you get out of the 
train briefly at every stop 
to let people who need to 
get out pass. If the train is 
packed, open the train door 
even if you don’t need to get 
off. 

I have never found 
anything more stressful 
in my life than being in a 
stuffed full train and being 

far from both doors with 
mounds of people in my way. 
If those people become a 
brick wall unwilling to move, 
then I will miss my stop. The 
reason why I get stressed 

about it because there are 
always those people who just 
have to stay put.

Another thing about trains 
is that they can’t move until 
the doors close, so if you see 
that a train has been sitting 
there for a couple of minutes 
and you have had to run for 
the train and it’s packed then 
don’t get on it. Squeezing 
yourself into an already 
packed train blocks the door 
and prevents in from leaving, 
and forces the people who 
are already overwhelmed 
with people around them 
to endure an even greater 

invasion on their personal 
space. 

Getting onto a train just 
as the door is about to close 
causes it to stay open for 
even more annoying people 
like you who want to squeeze 
onto the train and the string 
of people becomes endless 
and the train ends up sitting 
there for 10 minutes. 

In many of cases train 
doors actually malfunction 
and won’t close and I’ve 
actually have had a situation 
where the door had been 
trying to close on its own 
for 10 minutes and it finally 

was about to close and one 
of those stragglers decided 
to block it and open it again, 
to the collective sigh of 
people who had been already 
frustrated by this situation.

Now I know this blog 
post sounds very dictatorial, 
but this is simply what I’ve 
observed over the past 4 
years of taking transit.

 It reflects a cultural aspect 
of ours that we really value 
our personal space and 
security.  

People consider 
themselves to be 
uncomfortable enough taking 

public transit, so they expect 
people to leave them alone 
as they leave other people 
alone. And for the most 
part, I notice, people police 
themselves and set these 
expectations for themselves, 
and care about how other 
people see them. 

No one enforces train 
etiquette; it’s just a social 
pressure that has been 
instilled in us through our 
upbringing. 

Most people you see will 
automatically enforce theses 
rules on themselves without 
thinking about it.“We as a culture are so conscious 

of if people are close to us, looking at 
us, or invading our personal privacy 
in public in any way. It is expected that 
eye contact shouldn’t last more than 2 
seconds, and that it can’t happen more 
than 2-3 times.”

My Halloween
By Miriam Johnston

I had a super awesome 
Halloween in which I did 
almost nothing Hallow-

een related. 
I carved a white pumpkin, 

something cool and differ-
ent, but other than handing 
out some candy that was the 
Halloweeniest thing I did. 

My boyfriend dropped off 
my early Christmas present 
earlier, and it is an electric 
purple Polaroid camera.

I quickly went around 
the house taking photos of 
things, but I had to be careful 
because each roll of film has 
only 10 pictures to take. I 
only have 4 rolls of film. I 
bothered all of my family 
members with a picture each, 
and I bothered my pets too. 

I took a couple Halloween 
photos and when my boy-
friend arrived later we took 
a cute photo together. We 
planned on watching horror 
movies, but I was sick and 
tired unfortunately, so we 
just went to bed.

The next day we went 
to Symons Valley Ranch, a 

farmers market close to Kin-
cora in NW Calgary. 

We tried lots of samples of 
dips, and sushi, and olive oil. 
It was fun and we bought a 
couple things. 

There is a new Japanese 
booth there called Sacchi 
Japan, and they only make an 
avocado roll for sushi, but it 
was delicious.

Later I took my boyfriend 

out to dinner at the Sushi 
Boat, one of our favourite 

restaurants. It is a fun restau-
rant because you can both or-
der sushi from the menu, and 
grab plates that look good off 
of the sushi boat. 

When we eat sushi we 
usually order too much, and 
that’s why we go to the sushi 
boat, because you take food 
as you go. If you’re hungrier, 

you can order or take more, 
if you’re full, you can take 

what you want.
Sushi Boat is almost as 

good as Kinjo sushi, but 
when we go to Kinjo, we 
almost always order way too 
much food and the cost of 
the meal ends up being very 
pricey.

Electric purple Polaroid instax mini camera with some Polaroids
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