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SYLVIA OLSEN was born and brought up in the white, middle-class 
of 1950s Victoria. Thirty-two years ago, at age 17, she married 

into the Tsartlip First Nation. Here she raised her own four children. 

Family as community defines Tsartlip Reserve life on the shores of 
Saanich Inlet near Victoria, B.C. Sylvia’s mother-in-law has 200 di-
rect descendants: children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren.  

The savvy, quick-as-a-whip, community development consultant 
is now an author in demand, writing fiction for young people that 
draws on the First Nations and non-First Nations characters she has 
come to know. Her books are contemporary, non-romanticized, first 
person narratives of astonishing insight. Girl With A Baby (Sono Nis 
2003) and No Time to Say Goodbye (with Rita Morris & Ann Sam, 
Sono Nis 2001) take the reader to an in-between place where First 

Nations and non-First Nations come together.

“I find myself writing 

about the in-between place 

where First Nations and 

non-First Nations come 

together. Over the past 

decade there have been many 

important discussions about 

cultural appropriation and the 

use of cultural voice. What 

is often missing is the voice 

of those of us whose worlds 

are of various cultures. I write 

stories about the things I 

know, while honouring the 

things I do not.” 

Writing between the Lines of Culture

Sylvia Olsen

The astonishing BC BESTSELLER
and Saskatchewan Young Readers’ 
Snow Willow Award nominee

THE GIRL WITH A BABY
By Sylvia Olsen
A work of fiction wholly inspired by the 
real-life story of Sylvia’s daughter Heather, 
who at age fourteen gave birth to Yetsa 
and became a teen mom. 

Sono Nis Press 
200 pp. paper. $9.95

The Great New Read that mothers and 
grandmothers are buying for their teens



The astonishing 
BC BESTSELLER
and Saskatchewan Young Readers’ 
Snow Willow Award nominee

YOU ARE THE SAME GIRL THAT CAME TO 
school last year. They are the same 

kids. But nothing was the same and I knew 
it. I had become the girl with a baby. Jane 
has always been the good 
Williams. Her brothers might be high 
school dropouts and late-night rowdy par-
tiers, but never Jane. Jane never drinks, 
smokes dope or misses a 
single day of school. She’s in the drama 
club…smart and hot…
one of the popular ones. 

Or she used to be. Now she’s one of 
those: the teenage mothers packing 

diaper bags with their knapsacks, wheeling 
strollers into the high school daycare, tired and grumpy. 

Jane’s only 14, younger than most of them, and she can feel the stares in the 
school halls. She can hear the whispers on her whitebread street, too: too bad, gone the way 

of her brothers, guess those Indians are all the same. 

Jane isn’t what she used to be—but then, maybe she’s more. When baby Destiny was being born, 
grandmother Tet told her she came from a long line of strong mothers, and Jane’s discovering it’s true. 
Because of baby Destiny, Jane dares to demand the best, not just of herself, but of her whole family. This 
Jane accepts the consequences of her decisions, good and bad, and pushes through prejudices the former 
Jane just tiptoed around. This Jane is a strong link in something bigger than herself. She’s a girl with a 
baby, two feet on the ground, one hand in the warm grasp of Tet and her Indian past, and the other hold-
ing firmly to the future. 

TEEN FICTION • 200 pp • 5.25 x 7.75 
ISBN 1-55039-142-9 • paper • $9.95 
Recommended for ages 12+ 



SO: Everywhere I go now I hear women say: “ I  was a girl with a baby…” 
Every family has a story about one of their own teens, from some point in 
time. But those are not most families’ favourite stories.

Since becoming mother to a teenage mother, and grandmother to an exquisite 
granddaughter, Sylvia Olsen has studied the often-chaotic world of teen 
parenthood.

SO:  Teen moms are the most vulnerable in our society. Teen pregnancy 
escalated in mainstream society in the 1980’s and 1990’s. While stats show 
those numbers leveling off now, the numbers are not lowering in First Nations 
communities.

Informed by her daughter’s experience at the local high school daycare, 
where 75% of the teen moms and their babies come from the Saanich First 
Nations, Sylvia undertook a one-year research project inviting the girls to 
‘talk back’ about their experience. Ancillary outcomes are the high school 
daycare, which had closed, has re-opened. And, two young moms who would 
otherwise have dropped-out of school will graduate in June.

SO: There are huge stereotypes about being a single mom. But teen moms 
perceive themselves differently. They despair, but don’t stay there. They talk 
about how hard it is, but they also talk about it as fulfilling. I haven’t studied 
white girls to the same extent, but I know for Indian girls becoming a teen 
mom is not the worst thing in the world. My sense is it’s because the value of 
children to community doesn’t resonate in the same way in white society.

Background to The Girl with a Baby

Sylvia Olsen

Authority on the world famous 
Cowichan Sweater
From 1976 to 1991 Sylvia bought, sold and repaired 
what were once simply known as Indian sweaters. 
Over the years as she talked with her Coast Salish 
neighbours and family about their lives as knitters, 
Sylvia came to recognize the significance of the 
knitters and their sweaters to the economic survival 
of the Cowichan people. Their stories led to her 
Masters thesis, We Indians Were Sure Hard Workers. 
A History of Coast Salish Wool Working (Sylvia 
Olsen, University of Victoria. 1988) and to a Canadian 
documentary film, The Story of the Coast Salish 
Knitters. (Prairie Girl Films/National Film Board of 
Canada. Writer/director Christine Welsh. 2000).

First Nations 
Community Development 
consultant. 
Currently working as Construction 
Supervisor of a band-run social hous-
ing development, some might say 
Sylvia’s own housing is a metaphor 
for her life between the lines of cul-
ture.  She recently moved into her 
‘cabin in the back’ giving over the 
family home to her adult children 
and two granddaughters.  

more on



Reviews

American Library Association on 

The Girl with a Baby

Gr 6-10. Inspired by the true story of the 

Canadian author’s half-Indian daughter, 

this stirring contemporary novel tells of 

teenage mother Jane, 14, who wants to stay 

in school and raise her baby, Destiny, to 

be respectful of tradition and smart in the 

new ways. Jane’s family left the reservation 

because of resentment against Dad, who 

is white; now in a white area, they face 

prejudice for being Indian. Dad is barely 

there, and Jane’s brothers have dropped 

out of school. But supported by her strong 

grandmother and a school friend, Jane makes 

it. In fact, she makes it big, and the double 

climax of the story is the baby’s traditional 

naming ceremony and Jane’s dazzling star 

performance in the school play. Gorgeous, 

strong, gifted Jane is too perfect, especially 

in contrast to her white “rich bitch” rival. 

But this goes far beyond the old-fashioned 

“problem novel.” Jane’s home, on and off 

reservation, is drawn without romanticism, 

and from the painful birth scene in the 

opening chapter, Jane’s fi rst-person narrative 

never denies how hard it is, and how thrilling. 

– Hazel Rochman, March 2004

opening chapter, Jane’s fi rst-person narrative 

never denies how hard it is, and how thrilling. 

“I often fi nd myself writing about the 

in-between place where First Nations 

and non-First Nations come together,” 

says Sylvia Olsen, who married into 

the Tsartlip Nation 31 years ago.

  Olsen, who has worked with teen 

parents from the Saanich First Nations, 

has tracked that middle ground 

between cultures in her young adult 

novel The Girl with a Baby (Sono Nis 

$9.95).  

  Jane Williams lives with her Native 

family on a predominantly white cul-

de-sac, where she’s never felt welcome. 

To make matters worse, at age 14 she’s 

pregnant. 

  At fi rst she tried to conceal her 

pregnancy. “I wore big sweat-shirts 

and no one would suspect anything of 

me. I’m the good Williams. I’m the 

only good Williams. I get good grades, 

I volunteer at the animal shelter, I’m in 

the drama club at school.” 

  Sylvia Olsen’s fi rst book, No Time 

to Say Goodbye was adopted by the 

B.C. Teachers’ Federation. Both titles 

have been nominated for Saskatchewan 

Young Readers’ Snow Willow Awards. 

She lives near Victoria, B.C., having 

raised four children on the Tsartlip 

Reserve.

Reprinted with permission 

BC BOOKWORLD Spring 2004


