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ALL OUR FATHER'S RELATIO

Awarded Honorary Doctor of Laws Degree
by Simon Fraser University 2023
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— Documentary film chronicling
the Grant family’s journey to their
ancestral village in China

The Grant family in Vancouver
after relocation from the Musqueam
reserve
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Larry and Howard Grant (right) meet their uncle during the
filming of All Our Father’s Relations




UBC President's Medal of Excellence Award
2019

Larry Grant speaking on language revitalization
and reconciliation

A LIFELONG STRUGGLE TO BELONG

Dr. Larry Grant receiving an honorary degree at
Simon Fraser University 2023

ShIR gtugs
Belong (2024) by Larry Grant, in

conversation with Scott Steedman
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Reclaiming a Language, Reclaiming Oneself
The Story of the Grant Brothers: Language,
Identity, and the Path to Reconciliation

On the streets of Vancouver, some names are being rewritten.

‘They appear in two languages side by side — English, and
hongeminar. These are the names the Musqueam Nation gave to
this land, names that existed for thousands of years before European
colonizers ever arrived. The man who brought these names back to
the road signs is Larry Grant—an elder of the Musqueam Nation,

now 89 years old.

His younger brother Howard Grant guarded the same land through
a different language: the language of politics. On March 29, 2026,
Howard left this world. After him, his brother remains. The names

remain. And the land remains.
A Childhood in the Margins

On September 1, 1936, Larry Grant was born in Agassiz, British
Columbia. His Chinese name is Hong Lai Hing and his Musqueam
name is s?oyoloq. His father, Hong Tim Hing, had come from
southern China’s Guangdong province, paid the Chinese head tax,
and entered Canada under a borrowed name. His mother, Agnes
Grant, was one of the last fluent speakers of hangominoem. Ten years
later, the youngest child of the family was born: Howard Grant,
whose Musqueam name is qiyoplenox¥, and whose Chinese name is

Hong Mun Hing.

Their parents’ marriage was no accident. Chinese farmers were the
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only group permitted to lease land on Indigenous reserves, whereas
Musqueam people held land but whose traditions were rooted in
fishing and hunting rather than agriculture — thus the people from
two communities pushed to the edges of society by discriminatory

laws found each other and supported each other.

But from the moment their children came into this world, they
were pushed into a crack in the law. Under the Indian Act, non-
Indigenous people were forbidden from residing on reserves. Larry
and his siblings had lived with their mother on the reserve since
birth, while their father was barred from joining them. The year
Howard was born, the government discovered that Agnes had
married a Chinese immigrant and immediately stripped her and
her children of their Indigenous status. Reclassified as Chinese,
the family was forced to leave the reserve and move to Vancouver’s
Chinatown. It was not until after thirty-four years of legal struggle
that the Grant siblings were finally legally recognized as members of
the Musqueam Nation.

A Lost Language

Larry spent forty-four years working as a longshoreman and

mechanic. For half a century, honqeminem lay dormant within him.

“It was my own decision,” he says. “I wasn’t forced. My father was
upset — I could speak freely with my mother in hongeminer, but
I couldn’t speak with him in Cantonese.” His parents argued about

this. To end their conflict, Larry stopped speaking hengaminorh.

'The Second World War was raging at the time. Every story cast

white people as heroes and the Japanese as villains. Larry was often
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mistaken for Japanese. He thought if he spoke only English, people
would recognize him as English. But he quickly found out he would
never be recognized that way. It took him many years to truly absorb

that truth.

Howard never had the chance to learn honqeminerh the way his
brothers did. He did not speak Cantonese either.

Reclaiming the Mother Tongue

In 1998, Larry retired. It was Howard who encouraged him to
enroll in the honqominom language program being developed at
the University of British Columbia. Larry’s first reaction, he recalls,
was: “What good is learning a language at my age?” But Howard
told him: why not take the language class — and while he was at it,
get a UBC student number, which would come with a library card.

Howard knew his brother loved to read.

And so a library card became the doorway back to Larry’s mother

tongue.

Aged 62, Larry was the oldest student in the class, yet he never
hesitated to correct a classmate or even the professor. A few months
in, the instructor asked whether he would consider becoming a co-
teacher. He refused: “No, no. I haven't spoken this language for over
fifty years. Let me finish the course first.”

Soon after, Dr. Michael Ames, director of the UBC Museum of
Anthropology, arrived at the Musqueam Band Office with papers
for Larry to sign. “You're acting just like the Canadian government,”

he told Ames, “asking someone to sign without telling them what’s
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in the document.” Ames explained that it was a teaching contract.
Larry eventually signed, and is still teaching to this day, twenty-six

years later.

During those early days of relearning, Larry began to dream of
deceased elders speaking to him in hongominoem. In Musqueam
culture, to dream of the dead is to be called by them. “It scared me,”
he says, “but my wife and I talked about it for several weeks, and she
said: no, no — they’re just encouraging you, telling you not to stop.”
To reclaim the language was, for Larry, to rebuild his connection to

his ancestors.
Journey to the Ancestral Village

In 2013, Larry, Howard, and other family members traveled to
China. They had learned that Sei Mun Village — the village their
father came from — was about to be demolished to make way for
the high-speed rail line. If they did not go now, they might never

have the chance.

Howard hesitated at first. It was not until the very last moment that

he decided to board the same flight with his brothers.

But once he stepped through the village gate, all hesitation

dissolved.

“The moment I walked into Sei Mun Village,” Larry says, “an
emotion came over me, and my mind said: I'm home. I belong here,
because my father comes from here, and my grandfather comes

from here.”
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On the journey back to Canada, Howard said he was glad he had
gone. This journey, which was later made into the documentary
film All Our Father’s Relations, allowed the Grant brothers to
find a sense of balance within their dual heritage and intertwined

identities.
Reconciliation and Forgiveness

When asked whether there is a word in hongaminam that
corresponds to “reconciliation,” Larry paused before answering: “The
closest word in our language to reconciliation is q¥aitol. It means

putting aside your differences and becoming friends again.”

A language thousands of years old had already woven the deepest
meaning of reconciliation into a single word — not a clause in a
treaty, not a promise in a government report, but something between
people: setting aside what divides them and drawing close once

more.

Yet the question presses: Indigenous rights remain inadequately
recognized, the trauma of residential schools remains raw, and land
claims remain unresolved. When justice has not yet been fully done,

is forgiveness possible? Is reconciliation?

“I think forgiveness is necessary for self-growth,” Larry says. “If you
do not forgive the things that have been done to you, you get locked
in that mindset. Your mind stays there. But if you forgive, you can

move forward from that.”

“We forgive,” he continues, “to open up our minds so that we can

move forward. But all of the injustices will never be successfully
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rectified — because social injustice is built into the system that we
live in. Regardless of how hard we work in this generation, it may
return in the next. History moves in a great circle. It may not be as
severe, or it may be more severe, in the generations that follow. But
it is never going to disappear. And if we are not vigilant, it comes

back and destroys people’s minds.”

This is the most clear-eyed account of the human condition one

could hear from a man who has lived nearly a century of it.
Howard’s Path
Had Howard, then, reconciled?

At the question, Larry was quiet for a moment. “He [Howard] was
never one to expose all his thoughts and feelings fully,” he said at
last. “But from what I could see, he was proud to be a Canadian,
proud to be Musqueam, and proud of his Chinese heritage.

That part of his life he carried with dignity. I don't think he fully

reconciled. It’s just something that he was able to work around.”

“And that’s the same as myself and our other siblings. We have been
able to work around all of the social injustices we were faced with,

and survive — hopefully with dignity. That’s all I can say about that.”

Where Larry chose language, Howard chose Indigenous political
advocacy. For more than twenty-six years, he served as Executive
Director of the First Nations Summit of British Columbia, helping
advance landmark cases including R. v. Guerin and R. v. Sparrow.
He played a key role in the BC government’s 2014 formal apology

to the Chinese community for more than a hundred discriminatory
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laws and policies. He traveled to China on multiple occasions,
working to bring Indigenous businesses and leaders into broader
international conversations. For these contributions, he was awarded
the Order of British Columbia in 2024 and the King Charles III
Coronation Medal in 2025.

He never had the chance to learn hongominem. He never spoke
the word gvaltal. But through political advocacy, through an entire
career, he lived its meaning — setting aside what divides, drawing

close again, however long and difficult that road.
A Language Written Back onto the Map

Today, buildings and pathways across the UBC campus bear signs

written in hongaminerh — names that Larry provided.

“Having our language out there in the way that we wanted,” he says,
“brings about an awareness that we have something truly valuable

to the wellness of our young people. It tells people that Musqueam
people still exist here, are still able to do things, and we still have our

language.”

He paused, then added: “This is actually a huge reconciliation

— when individuals relearn the language, the language brings self-
worth, self-identity, and cultural meaning. And those are precisely
the things the residential school system’s assimilation policies tried

to destroy entirely.”

Language was what they tried to take. Language is also the way
back.
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A Lifelong Mission

Larry believes hongomifnom will be reclaimed — but he knows
clearly that it will take generations. “ It is a very slow proposition,”
he says. “But I truly, deeply believe that Musqueam will be successful
in reclaiming our language, and the value of the cultural activities

and symbols that are tied to it.”

In the history of Canada, the systematic discrimination and
persecution of Indigenous peoples and Chinese Canadians is among
its darkest chapters. For those who lived through it, “reconciliation”
is not a word that can be spoken lightly. It is a lifelong mission — to
heal what was broken, to rebuild what was destroyed, and to find,

with hard-won wisdom, a way toward the future.

One brother used language, one used Indigenous political advocacy.
One walked into classrooms, one walked into council chambers.
One returned Musqueam names to the map, the other returned
indigenous rights to the negotiating tables. Both were practitioners
of qvaltol — setting aside differences, becoming friends again.

Howard is gone. Larry remains.

And that word is still waiting for more people to learn how to say it.
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