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            Foreword

         
         by Jeanne Beker

         
         When I began hosting Fashion Television in the mid-eighties, fashion was entering a golden age, about to explode into a glorious mash-up of unprecedented creativity,
            with a dazzling cast of players promoting unbridled self-expression. Designers were becoming the new rock stars, and the models
            were their muses, resulting in some sensational sartorial imagery that set new standards for the shape of things to come.
            It all made for a wildly colourful, electric arena that was a wonderland of unlimited possibilities, and it’s no surprise
            that what our cameras managed to capture over the next twenty-seven years provided endless fantasy fare for fashion fans around
            the world.
         

         
         Sometimes, I felt a little guilty for perhaps overhyping the scene: an entire generation of style aficionados was encouraged
            to get into the business because of the window Fashion Television opened onto that ultra-glam world. And as most people now realize, this business is not for the faint of heart: it can be as tough and ruthless as it is exciting and enriching. Still, we’d opened a Pandora’s box. Little did I know just how much of an impact our show would have on one particular young Ojibwe teen growing up on the Nipissing First Nation reserve—a young man who was inspired not only to follow his dreams but to pursue a career in fashion that would help edify and empower so many others. 

         
         While Indigenous creators had always been amazing artisans when it came to cultural and sartorial expression, precious few
            had ever managed to receive the attention of the fashion cognoscenti they so deserved. The masterful work of Indigenous designers
            was a buried treasure waiting to be unearthed, and Christian Allaire was eager to expose it.
         

         
         The first time I remember taking note of his byline was in 2018, when he wrote a powerful piece for Vogue about six Indigenous designers who were reclaiming their heritage, and how my hometown of Toronto was about to host its first
            Indigenous Fashion Week. Shortly afterwards, I caught wind of the fact that Christian was a fellow Canadian, and when I read
            a feature on him in the Toronto Star in 2020 calling him “a new kind of Vogue editor,” I was buoyed to think that this young talent from Ontario was not only
            making his mark on the esteemed pages of Vogue magazine, but was also telling the kinds of game-changing fashion stories that needed to be heard. I began following him
            and, before long, fell in love with his spirited sense of personal style, keen eye, and wonderful way of writing.
         

         
         In 2022, ten years after Fashion Television had gone off the air, Christian asked if he could interview me for Vogue. I was both delighted and honoured. But what was especially moving for me was hearing how influential Fashion Television had been for him. “I was raised on that show!” he laughed. As it had done for so many kids growing up in small towns across
            Canada and around the world—kids who sometimes felt isolated, as though they weren’t represented or didn’t belong—our series
            had planted untold seeds that grew into big dreams. And since Christian was not merely a dreamer but a doer, he made up his
            mind that he was going to somehow make his big fashion dreams come true.
         

         
         I came away from my interview with Christian feeling incredibly inspired: Here was the next generation, the hope for fashion’s
            future, adamant about telling stories and giving rising new talents a voice. The torch had been passed. And Christian was
            carrying it with incomparable aplomb.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Maadkamgad (The Beginning)

         
         The steady beat of the powwow drum—a hypnotic sound that always reminds me of home—slowly crescendos as the models begin to
            walk. The lights go up; people in their seats hush up and sit up straight. One by one, various Indigenous beauties appear
            on the long, raised catwalk and proceed to strut. Shutters click at rapid-fire speeds at the end of the runway, where the
            photographer’s pit is capturing every ensemble—a chaotic sound that only adds to the growing excitement of the room.
         

         
         It’s 2019, and it’s the Santa Fe Indian Market down in New Mexico. At the annual market, Indigenous artists from across North America take over the downtown plaza in Santa Fe to set up booths and sell their work—whether that be pottery, jewellery, textile, or clothing. For many of the artists, a significant portion of their yearly income is made here. The annual Indigenous Fashion Show is also a standout event at the market, where North America’s leading Indigenous designers present their new ready-to-wear collections. I’ve got a front-row seat for all of the action, of course. I’m here covering the market and fashion show for Vogue magazine, where I’m currently the fashion and style writer.
         

         
         It’s my first time attending the Indigenous Fashion Show, which is praised as the fashion show for Indigenous designers. I quickly realize why this is the case. The diverse array of designers in the presentation
            that follows—who span a variety of tribal nations, locations, and styles—perfectly exemplifies the vast beauty found within
            Indigenous culture. Some of the models are adorned in striking traditional pieces, like Margaret Roach Wheeler’s hand-woven
            dresses; others rock more contemporary wears, like Lesley Hampton’s glitzy evening gowns. As I take in each look coming down
            the runway, it becomes apparent why the show draws such a jam-packed audience every year: It powerfully proves that we as
            Native people are not monochrome—that we do not all look or dress the same. Also, the outfits are just flat-out gorgeous.
         

         
         I’m Ojibwe and I grew up on the Nipissing First Nation, a reserve located in northern Ontario, Canada. I’ve been exposed to such fabulous Native fashions since I was born. My older sister, Alysha, is a jingle dress dancer, and our family often went out to our community’s summer powwows to watch her dance. Some of my earliest memories of falling in love with fashion happened at these very powwows. I always loved watching my sister slip into her jingle dress, which is adorned with beautiful ribbons and metal cones and makes a lovely little jingle with each step. I would also gaze at the more elaborate powwow regalia that some of my cousins would wear—like the male fancy dancers, who often sport elaborate porcupine hair roach headpieces, which are often shaped into a mohawk style. 

         
         From a young age, I always knew that what we wore—and what our garments signified—was important to our people. Our regalia
            has never been about just the aesthetics (though they are, indeed, beautiful). They signify a passing-down of traditions,
            and a maintaining of cultural pride. At the Santa Fe show, as I watched some of North America’s most talented Indigenous designers
            showcasing their work, this idea resonated with me even more. Despite years of oppression and government attempts to strip
            our people of our cultural practices, the striking fashion show proves that we are still here—and in fact thriving—creating some of the most beautiful clothes you’ve ever seen, despite the odds.
         

         
         As I’m watching the models do their most dramatic walks and twirls in the garments on the catwalk, I briefly look down at
            my own ensemble—and I immediately feel a sense of shame over what I’m wearing. I realize that I’m not wearing, and nor do I own, a single piece of Native-made anything: not my shoes, not my shirt, and certainly not the cheap jewellery I got for five dollars from a street vendor in Chinatown.
            I look at the crowd around me, and I notice everyone else in the front row is decked out in Indigenous fashion pieces. The
            couture-level outfits—whether it be the long dentalium shell earrings or the floral-print Jamie Okuma dresses—are almost as
            good as the ones on the damn catwalk! I can feel my face get hot with embarrassment. Bro, are you even Native? I ask myself.
         

         
         Once the show comes to an end, and the designers have all taken their bows at the end of the runway, the room instantly buzzes with excitement. I eavesdrop on the wealthy fashion collectors, who are already sharing which looks they’re going to immediately pre-order. I overhear some Native fashionistas snarkily gossip about which designs they loved, and which they hated. But, again, I can’t really hear anything clearly—because I’m too busy looking at what everyone is wearing. There’s a sense of cultural flair that permeates the room. It doesn’t matter if you’re wearing Prada or Gucci here—great style is measured in which Native designer you’re wearing, or which family member made your custom earrings. It’s a place where boujee Natives can truly shine. 

         
         Growing up, I always struggled with my Native identity. I rarely embraced any sense of Indigenous style, like my sister did
            with her beautiful jingle dresses. My mother is Ojibwe, and my father is French Canadian and Italian. I inherited Dad’s fair
            complexion, so all my life, I’ve been told I don’t “look Native.” This created a sense of shame and confusion in me as a kid—so
            much so that I began believing it myself and shunned my Indigenous side. As a teen, I would have rather been caught dead than wear our Ojibwe culture’s traditional ribbon shirts. I went through virtually every fashion phase trying to find myself,
            though—whether it be embracing my preppy side or going completely punk-goth. (Both of which were unfortunate fashion phases
            for me—my parents don’t even have photos of me from this time period in their beloved photo albums!)
         

         
         My inability to embrace my Indigenous culture—and my desire to shun Indigenous fashion altogether—stemmed from the lack of
            Native representation in mainstream magazines and television. I certainly didn’t see Indigenous culture or fashion in Vogue, where I work now. But in Santa Fe, after seeing my fellow Native folks completely decked out, something clicked inside of me. Though I looked perfectly stylish on paper in my black suit, tie-dye tee, and heeled boots,
            I felt something I rarely ever felt: Completely underdressed. Foolish, even.
         

         
         Call it an aha moment, but attending that fashion show was a cultural awakening; it inspired me to reclaim a part of myself that I had suppressed
            for so many years. Fashion, I realized, could be more than just what you wear: it could be a tool to reconnect with yourself.
            And boy, did I have a lot of shopping to do.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Beknaaged mshkawendam (Winner’s Determination)

         
         It was her against me. And there could only be one winner.

         
         My sister Alysha and I were about to compete in our recurring “fashion show” contest. It’s a game that our cousins Jade and
            Cassidy would make us play whenever they babysat us at our parents’ house. How and why they came up with this game, I still don’t know, but it wasn’t the only peculiar one they had us take part in. (Another classic
            competition was called “Dead Horses,” where the task was to see who could “play dead,” by lying on the floor, silent and unmoving,
            the longest. I now realize it was just a clever way to make me and my sister shut up for a good hour or so.)
         

         
         But back to the fashion show contest.

         
         The rules were quite simple: Alysha and I would have ten minutes to come up with a show-stopping catwalk look—the caveat being that it had to be made using only found objects from around the house. Towels, brooms, clothes, pillows: nothing was off limits in order to make our couture creations come to life. Once we had our final look, my sister and I would then have to “walk the runway” donning the handmade ensemble in front of our cousins, who would judge both of the looks and determine the grand winner. Only one look would come out on top. But the DIY’d garment wasn’t the only thing being judged—you had to really sell it, too.
         

         
         I took the competition very seriously. I’ve been extremely competitive since birth. I hate losing; it simply isn’t an option
            for me. I am, by all means, a sore loser. Besides, my sister was already starting to excel at both sports and school. Fashion and the arts was supposed to be my thing. And I’d be damned before I let her win this competition, too.
         

         
         “The timer starts now!” Jade yelled from the kitchen.

         
         “Ready, set, fashion!”
         

         
         With only ten minutes on the clock, my sister and I bolted around the house in search of the very best props to complete our
            outfits. Adrenaline pumped through my veins. My heart beat at a furious rate, like I was running on a treadmill at full speed.
         

         
         My sister and I both ran upstairs to our mom’s closet. I knew exactly what I wanted. “I saw it first!” I screamed angrily
            as we both reached for one of our mom’s fur coats, which she never wore. With ferocity, I yanked it off the closet hanger
            as my sister tried to snatch it out of my hands. “It’s mine!” I won the tug-of-wear and ran off down the hallway, the plushy fur coat piled up in my arms. 

         
         I instantly had a vision about using the coat as an Old Hollywood–style shrug. It would make whatever outfit I wore underneath
            it appear luxurious and expensive. But still, I needed an under layer. Think, Christian, think! I ran downstairs towards the kitchen, and tried to come up with something more creative and unexpected to wear.
         

         
         Aha!

         
         I yanked open the cabinet under the kitchen sink and retrieved a large box of black garbage bags. You know—the big, shiny
            kind. I had the genius idea of transforming one into a strapless, latex-like minidress. This was, obviously, inspired by Posh
            Spice—my style icon at the time—who wore a similar frock in the Spice World movie.
         

         
         I got to work, haphazardly wrapping the garbage bag around myself, somehow transforming it into a saucy little tube dress.
            Voila, I had the perfect little black dress. I then shrugged the fur coat over one shoulder, like I was Joan Collins. The
            look was really coming together. But, I wasn’t done just yet. I still needed accessories.
         

         
         “Three minutes left!”

         
         I began to panic. Shit, I need jewellery. I ran back upstairs to my mom’s room, cursing each step I had to take, losing valuable time, in pursuit of the perfect jewels. As I ascended the long staircase, my sister ran down quickly in the opposite direction and I caught a glimpse of her outfit. From what I could gather, she had decided to go the sportier route: she had fashioned one of my dad’s Maple Leaf jerseys into a one-shouldered dress, and she had a fanny pack styled cross-body overtop it. It was half hockey, half haute couture. 

         
         She thinks she can beat me in that? I scoffed. Pshh. I’ve got this in the bag.
         

         
         Back in my parents’ room, I scavenged my mom’s jewellery box and began layering some of her necklaces. Pearls, silver, gold—I
            piled it all on. I still needed shoes. All of her heels were much too large for me, so I settled on a pair of her black tights,
            to keep the look monochromatic and sleek. Plus, it kind of looked like I was wearing over-the-knee boots, if you really squinted.
            I took a look at myself in her full-length mirror. In the finished ensemble, I felt elegant—like I was worthy of going to
            the Oscars.
         

         
         “Time’s up!” Jade screamed from downstairs. “Time to walk the runway!”

         
         I took a deep breath. This was my moment to shine.

         
         And, in the words of the great RuPaul, I thought to myself: Don’t fuck it up.
         

         
         The runway stage was set.

         
         My cousins fashioned the long main-floor hallway connecting our kitchen, dining room, and living room into a makeshift catwalk.
            Along the length of it, they set up lamps, flashlights, and anything that emitted some sort of light. Then they turned all
            the other house lights down low, making the hallway feel dramatic and spotlit. At the very end of the catwalk, Jade and Cassidy
            sat in two chairs—thrones—which gave them a great vantage point from which to judge our looks as we sauntered towards them. Listen, it wasn’t a Paris
            couture show, but for small-town Nipissing, it was a pretty decent setup.
         

         
         Before my sister and I were to face off on the catwalk, the tradition was to first choose our “strutting song.” This would be an upbeat track that would play as we walked down the runway and tried to sell our look. As kids of the nineties, my sister chose “Everybody (Backstreet’s Back)” by the Backstreet Boys; I chose Britney Spears’s “Oops! . . . I Did It Again.” I loved Britney.
         

         
         It was showtime, baby.

         
         My sister was up first. The music blared from our living room stereo. I heard “Backstreet’s back, alright!” and watched her
            from our staircase, off to the side of the runway. Her final look was, admittedly, strong. Her hockey-jersey dress and fanny
            pack were punctuated with a pair of my mom’s old heels—a shocking accessory to see Alysha in, given she was a true tomboy
            and detested anything girly. In her hands, she also held a mini hockey stick, making campy swish-swish movements with it as
            she walked slowly down the hall, as if she were on ice. It was all so theatrical. My cousins hollered in delight, clapping
            as she did a twirl and made her way back to the kitchen.
         

         
         Shit. I really had to bring my A game.

         
         I had yet to lose a fashion competition. The game had become my game, and now, seeing my sister step it up with a look that was so genius, I felt threatened. But there was no time to stress
            about it: Britney was already cueing up on the radio.
         

         
         “Are you ready, Christian,” my cousin Cassidy shouted as I took my spot on the runway.

         
         “I was born ready!” I screamed back, exuding false confidence.

         
         The heavy beat of “Oops! . . . I Did It Again” began to wail. I sauntered down the runway fiercely, stroking the fur coat like it was the most luxurious item you’d ever seen. In my hand, I held a long white straw that I fake-smoked like a cigarette. Mid-runway, I did a slow twirl, just the way I saw the nineties models like Shalom Harlow do on Fashion Television.
         

         
         I dropped the fur coat to the ground—discarding it like I owned a hundred thousand other minks.

         
         My cousins clapped and cheered. Okay, I thought, I’m off to a good start.
         

         
         As I approached the end of the runway, I could see my cousins’ faces more clearly. They were eating the look up. My garbage-bag tube dress was clinging to my skin so tightly, but I sucked in extra hard, making sure it clung to all the
            right places. As I sauntered down to the end of the runway, I caught a glimpse of my sister watching me from the staircase.
            I blew her an over-the-top kiss. In response, she stuck her tongue out at me and gave me the finger.
         

         
         It was now time for the judging to begin.

         
         After each fashion competition, my cousins would make my sister and I wait in the living room—still fully dressed—while they
            secretly deliberated in the kitchen. Alysha and I would often get into fights while we waited, talking shit to each other
            like siblings do. This time, however, we waited quietly and patiently. For the first time, it felt like there wasn’t a clear
            winner. Is my sister about to beat me at my own game?

         
         My cousins finally emerged looking stoic. They loved to act like they were judges on a reality show or something, making the
            game tense and suspenseful.
         

         
         “We’ve thought long and hard,” Jade began. “But, as always, there can only be one winner. There are no ties in fashion.”

         
         I fidgeted nervously with my mom’s heavy necklaces.

         
         “Tonight’s winner brought the right mix of layers, fabrics, and performance,” Cassidy continued. “They also incorporated unexpected
            elements that made their outfit shine.”
         

         
         I knew they had to be talking about me. I’d fashioned a goddamn garbage bag into a dress!

         
         “So, the winner is,” they said simultaneously, before dramatically pausing.

         
         I braced myself to walk up and accept the winner’s trophy, which was just a bunch of silver tinfoil shaped into an Oscars-like
            statuette. That was a close match, I thought.
         

         
         “ALYSHA!”

         
         It took me a few seconds to realize what I had just heard.

         
         My sister hollered and ran around the room with her trophy—shoving her victory in my face over and over and over. It was the
            first time I had ever lost a fashion competition. I could feel my face burning up, my cheeks turning a vibrant shade of fire
            hydrant red. I was completely fucking pissed. How could they pick her dumb outfit over mine?
         

         
         I began to cry.

         
         Not like a misty little tear; I began to sob.

         
         “I HATE ALL OF YOU!” I screamed.

         
         I stormed out the front door, furiously ripping off my mom’s necklaces and discarding them around the front yard. I then tore
            myself out of my garbage-bag dress—emerging out of it like the Hulk, left only in my little gym shorts and black tights.
         

         
         It was getting dark out, but I didn’t care. I was going to leave home for good and never come back. I will show them, I thought as I began walking down our long muddy road with no shoes on. I could hear the distant yelling of my cousins, begging me to come back inside. They were babysitting me, after all—and this baby was fleeing from home. 

         
         Fashion meant everything to me. It was my biggest obsession, one of my few interests, and it angered me that my cousins wouldn’t
            even give me that. My sister had the book smarts, was outgoing, and had the most friends. She didn’t need (or obsess) about fashion like I
            did. I was the artsy, cool fashion kid, not her. And my cousins had robbed me of that. Good riddance, then!
         

         
         I wiped away tears as I walked barefoot through our neighbour’s yard. I wanted to move out of this dumb town—away from the
            stupid muddy roads and the stupid babysitter games that I was forced to play. I wanted to move to the glitz and glamour of
            New York or Paris or London, or one of those other fashion capitals that I’d always read about in Vogue or seen on Fashion Television. I knew real fashion people would appreciate my eye for style. And maybe I would finally fit in. I’d finally be understood.
         

         
         As I neared the end of our long dirt road, I took a look around. There wasn’t a person or approaching car in sight. It was
            getting really dark now, and I was a little hungry.
         

         
         Usually, we’d conclude our fashion show contest with a pizza party. I craved a slice of pepperoni-and-cheese real bad. So,
            I turned around and slowly began to walk back home, picking up the scraps of my dress and my mom’s strewn-about necklaces
            in the front yard. I’d “run away” for about fifteen minutes.
         

         
         As I came back inside, my cousins and sister tried not to acknowledge my temper tantrum. I sniffled, but my tears had already dried up. 

         
         “We just ordered pizza,” Jade said kindly. “You in?”

         
         “Yes, please,” I said quietly, as I threw my shredded garbage-bag dress in the trash.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Mino-biiskonyewin (Fashionably Dressed)

         
         It was a rare hot and humid day. Our rez never got this hot—even at the height of summer. This meant one thing: it was time to go swimming.
         

         
         To make the most of the sweltering day, my mom took my sister and me to our grandma Leda’s house, where we often swam in the
            July and August months when we weren’t in school. Grandma’s house was located in Garden Village, a small subdivision of Nipissing
            First Nation—our traditional homelands, where we spent all of our summers when we were growing up. As kids, her house was
            our version of heaven, mostly because her backyard opened up onto a picturesque portion of Lake Nipissing, giving us our own
            little private beach for the entire summer break.
         

         
         Heading to Grandma’s house was always an event. We weren’t just going to take advantage of a dip in the lake. A visit to Grandma Leda’s meant that we would also be seeing everyone from my mom’s side of the family, who all treated the house as a meeting point. And boy, there was always a lot of family to visit with: my mom is one of eighteen children, and all my aunts and uncles each had kids of their own, too, so the house was always chock full of cousins. It was basically like a big, Native version of the Brady Bunch. 

         
         In the summers, especially on Sundays, you’d find the whole family gathering for a big rezzy breakfast. In her tiny (but mighty)
            kitchen, my grandma would usually be baking up a huge pot of beans, or my auntie Joanne would be frying up her famous fry
            bread (the best ever). Sometimes, the house was so full of people that the kids would have to eat breakfast on the floor,
            or outside on the grass. The kids never minded, though—in fact, we preferred having time away from the nagging adults.
         

         
         Grandma Leda was the glue that held our family together. She also scared us. A residential school survivor, Grandma Leda had
            a quiet strength about her. She also spoke mostly Ojibwe, so she was a woman of few words. But even so, she was always the
            family member that my sister and I looked forward to seeing the most. Because at Grandma’s house, you knew you were loved,
            cared for, and fed. Boy, were we fed.
         

         
         Mom and Dad’s house was located just ten minutes away from Grandma’s, so the ride down to Garden Village—“GV,” as we called it—was always filled with a lot of anticipation. To get there, you had to drive down a miles-long road past a dilapidated barn, wide-open farm fields filled with dairy cows, and past the famous rez restaurant—a hybrid lunch spot/gas station that always advertised “Fresh Fish! Caught Local!” but the food was famously terrible. 

         
         “Mom, are you gonna come swim with us,” I asked in the car, fidgeting in the backseat with my bathing suit already on.

         
         “No,” she said, “but I’m sure some of your cousins will want to.”

         
         My sister and I were both eating a small order of McDonald’s fries, which we always begged for on the car ride down.

         
         Driving down to the rez always felt like crossing some sort of invisible border. There was a tangible energy shift once you
            arrived. My parents lived in town, and our neighbours were mostly upper-middle-class white French Canadians with perfectly
            manicured lawns and brand new Hondas. But on the rez, the community signs featured words in Ojibwe, and there were smoke shacks
            and houses selling pickerel, and big pickup trucks parked in the driveways, and open windows with bed sheets being used as
            curtains. This, to me, felt like home.
         

         
         We pulled up to Grandma’s house, where a ton of cars were parked out front, which meant that most of the family was already
            there. My sister and I rapidly unbuckled our seats and began hightailing it to the backyard to immediately jump into the lake.
         

         
         “Hey!” my dad yelled as he put the van in park. “You guys only have an hour to swim. Lysh needs to get ready for the powwow
            soon.”
         

         
         Later in the afternoon, we would be heading to our annual Nipissing summer powwow—our community’s most famous event. It was held in Jocko Point, just a fifteen-minute car ride away (located deeper in the bush), and all of our community members would show up for the traditional dance. Jingle dress dancers, fancy dancers, grass dancers—everyone came to the powwow in their finest regalia, where they would proceed to dance clockwise in a circle as the powwow drummers provided a steady beat. It was a no-alcohol, no-pictures event, of course—a sacred continuation of tradition. 

         
         My sister, who started jingle dress dancing when she was young, was going to be dancing in the powwow that afternoon—even
            in the humid heat. But that was happening later. For now, Lysh and I cared only about nose-diving right into that cool, refreshing
            water. As we ran full-speed towards the lake and jumped in from the dock, we could hear Grandma Leda yelling out at us, from
            up at the house.
         

         
         “NO RUNNING ON THE DOCK!!”

         
          

         Powwow regalia is what, I believe, introduced me to the world of fashion and design.

         
         From as early as I can remember, my mom, my aunties, or my grandma Leda were always sewing regalia around the house—regalia
            being the traditional attire our people wear for ceremonial purposes or powwows, garments rooted in tradition and intention.
         

         
         Sometimes, a gaggle of my aunties would come over to our parents’ house to work on various pieces for my sister. They’d be
            sitting around the kitchen table with their sewing machines and smokes as they beaded a new pair of moccasins, or appliquéd
            ribbons onto a skirt. But the most serious sewing happened at Grandma Leda’s house—on her extra-long kitchen table that could
            easily sit twenty people.
         

         
         Some of my earliest memories revolve around hearing the sound of the jingles. I would watch my mom and aunties hand-sew rows and rows of metal cones, one by one, onto my sister’s many jingle dresses; those cones create a wonderful clinking sound when the finished design is worn. The intention of the jingle sounds, according to our traditions, is to provide healing—both for the dancer, and for those watching. I certainly found the sound to be soothing (and still do). 

         
         Though I didn’t quite comprehend what a jingle dress meant as a kid, I did recognize that it was a special garment, considering
            that I saw just how much time, attention, and detail was put into every design. I especially loved the rainbow assortment
            of ribbons and florals on the dresses. It all seemed so fancy.
         

         
         I, of course, had custom creations that had been made for me, too. Though I wasn’t really interested in them. When I was two
            years old, my grandma Leda sewed me my very first ribbon shirt, designed in classic shades of red, white, yellow, and black—the
            four colours of our traditional medicine wheel teachings, which reflect living a harmonious life. To me, though, ribbon shirts
            didn’t seem quite as elaborate or striking as jingle dresses; I was more fascinated by the over-the-top embellishments that
            Lysh’s garments got to have. Inexplicably, I also felt a natural pull towards the more feminine silhouette of a dress or skirt;
            a button-up shirt just seemed so plain. So rigid.
         

         
         As I watched my mom and aunties and grandma work on various regalia pieces, I would sit there quietly and eavesdrop—stealing
            sips of my mom’s tea, which she always let run ice-cold. I would hear them consider the colours being applied onto the garment,
            the directions of the ribbons, the angles of the cones, or the density of them.
         

         
         Being surrounded by this idea that design could be something meaningful—something embedded in culture—deepened my fascination with clothing. I understood from the care taken in creating Indigenous outfits that what you wear should represent your individuality in some way—who you are, where you come from. And I inherently knew that fashion was something that you should take pride in. 

         
         Clothing, I realized, wasn’t just a necessity. What you wear and put on your back every day should mean something. For me,
            in fact, clothing meant everything.
         

         
          

         Back in GV, my sister and I were drying off from our swim down by the lake.

         
         “Alysha!” my mom yelled out from up at Grandma’s house. “Time to get ready!”

         
         The Nipissing powwow would start in just over an hour, so it was time to braid Lysh’s hair and get her into her jingle dress
            for the afternoon dance.
         

         
         Inside the house, some of my cousins were already getting dressed in their regalia in the living room. It was a colourful
            calamity of ribbons, feathers, and jingles; I was always amazed that everyone knew whose regalia was whose, considering the
            room would turn into one big mess of colours and textures and designs and beadwork.
         

         
         “Bwaaaa, stand still,” barked one of my aunties, as she tried to slip beaded cuffs onto one of my cousins. “Ever fidgety,
            you.”
         

         
         I was too young to show an interest in powwow dancing myself, so I would watch everyone else get dressed from the sidelines.
            Seeing the outfits come to life was always my favourite part of the whole thing. I didn’t care so much about the actual dancing
            or powwow part. I just loved the fittings. Mostly because they allowed me to see my cousins and my sister in a new light. In our day-to-day, they’d be wearing graphic tees and sporty shorts—but in their ornate regalia, everyone looked so regal. Majestic, even. 

         
         “Hey, that ribbon’s fraying, eh,” my auntie Lola said, eyeing my sister in her dress as she came out from one of the bedrooms.
            Auntie Lola wasted no time—she got out her trusted tiny little scissors and began to clean up the fraying bits. My aunties
            were eagle-eyed when it came to the outfits. Everything had to look perfect. You’d think they were couturiers or something.
         

         
         Once everyone got dressed, it was time to head over to the sacred powwow grounds. It was a real sight to see, watching everyone
            cram into their cars in their voluminous outfits, but watching them pile out was even funnier. Why they never thought to change
            at the location I’ll never know. Perhaps they liked to make an entrance. Us Native people are so dramatic.
         

         
         The summer powwow in Jocko Point was always a well-attended event. It often got so busy that you had to park your car at the
            last remaining spot at the end of a long dirt road and then walk the rest of the way in. This afternoon looked as jam-packed
            as ever. Guess we’ll be walking. The five-minute walk to the grounds always felt like an hour.
         

         
         “Don’t wear your moccasins,” my mom said to my sister as we parked and everyone began to get out of the car. She handed her
            her sandals. “You’ll get them dirty on the walk over.”
         

         
         The dance circle was fairly large at this powwow, which meant the organizers were expecting a big turnout. A mishmash of beach chairs and folding chairs were set up all around it, as families claimed their spots. Luckily, you didn’t have to worry about bringing hats or umbrellas or anything to block the sun. The area was perfectly shaded by trees. A perk of having a powwow in the middle of the bush. (Though I always hated the porta-potties.)
         

         
         On the outer perimeter of the powwow circle were vendors selling beaded jewellery, handmade ribbon shirts, and, of course,
            fry bread—some of the best fry bread you’ve ever had probably, which you could also get Indian taco–style, my favourite. (For non-Native folks, that’s a piece of fry bread with chili, cheese, lettuce, and sour cream on top.)
         

         
         Mom and Dad set up their chairs near some of my uncles and aunties, who were already parked in a prime viewing spot. My regalia-clad
            cousins and sister all headed over to take their places in the powwow circle for Grand Entry—the kickoff dance circle. I always
            felt a little left out when they’d head off, leaving me alone with the adults.
         

         
         I slumped into a chair and pulled out my pink Game Boy, ready to play Pokémon. In retrospect, I had the most terrible attitude at powwows. I would count the seconds until it was over, wishing I was back
            at home so I could watch Spice World or play my Nintendo. I was far too young and naive to recognize the true special beauty of a powwow ceremony. To me, it seemed
            like just another family function that I was forced to attend.
         

         
         As everyone began to dance in a circle, I dreamed of being somewhere entirely else.

         
          

         It wasn’t just my culture’s intricate regalia that compelled my interest in the world of style. As a kid, I quickly became
            interested in fashion from the outside world, too.
         

         
         It began with the copies of Vogue that my mom would, on occasion, leave strewn around the house. When I was bored, I’d flip through the magazine’s glossy pages and take great delight in the editorial spreads, shot by iconic photographers like Steven Meisel or Annie Leibovitz. Poring over these photos transported me to another world—a world where the clothes were otherworldly and totally jaw-dropping. 

         
         If our Indigenous clothing taught me that fashion can be deeply personal and reflective of your roots, then the exquisite
            fashions in Vogue taught me that fashion can also be aspirational—even unattainable. I never knew that clothes could be so beautiful and expensive until I saw the dreamy couture frocks modelled in Vogue. There were beaded and sequined gowns; big fur coats; sky-high stiletto heels; lavish diamond jewellery. None of it looked
            like anything I’d ever seen on the rez.
         

         
         I was—one word—obsessed.
         

         
         When my mom wasn’t looking, I began to steal her copies of Vogue and stash them in my bedroom closet (I still have a pile to this day, in the same closet). At night, just before bed, I would
            often revisit the pages of these issues, many of which reflected the fashions in the early 2000s. I made a point of folding
            the corner of the pages where I particularly loved a design or image, bookmarking it for future viewing pleasure.
         

         
         Vogue wasn’t the only thing that introduced me to the world of high fashion. On TV, I quickly became infatuated with Fashion Television—a half-hour
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