






Violet was one of the first Witsuwit’en students to attend public school in the Bulkley Valley. Starting school in Houston and continuing 
at Muheim in Smithers, she developed a lifelong love of learning. She held fond memories of school. Education broadened her 
horizons and opened new possibilities for the future. Violet dreamed of being a nurse.

However, family circumstances intervened. The family did not have access to Indian healt
h services, and medical debts had accumulated. The first of 14 children, Violet had to leave school to help support the family. Violet 
took a job at Sacred Heart Hospital in Smithers. She had reached Grade 7.

On Vancouver Island, Violet returned to her long-delayed dream of education. In 1968 and 1969 she took the practical nursing program 
in Nanaimo and did a practicum at Duncan General Hospital. She then went on to work at Ladysmith Hospital in 1969 and Saltair 
Hospital in 1970.

In this period, Violet also began to get politically involved. In 1969, she began to attend meetings of the British Columbia Association of In this period, Violet also began to get politically involved. In 1969, she began to attend meetings of the British Columbia Association of 
Non-Status Indians (BCANSI). Legal enfranchisement had deprived non-Status Indians of accessing to rights under the Indian Act, 
including reserve residence and band services and funding. However, non-Status Indians continued to suffer from poverty and 
discrimination. BCANSI sought to improve access to education and employment, as well as fight discrimination in the Indian services. 
Violet participated in these campaigns and began public speaking on these issues.

In the fall of 1971, the Gellenbeck family relocated to Terrace. Violet continued organizing with BCANSI and also became involved with In the fall of 1971, the Gellenbeck family relocated to Terrace. Violet continued organizing with BCANSI and also became involved with 
another Indigenous rights organization, the Union of Native Nations (UNN). She was a founder of the Kermode Indian Friendship 
Center in Terrace, serving as organization president for several years. 








