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Dedication

To my mom and dad, and to their generation of Inuit from all across Inuit Nunangat (Inuit land)
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Introduction

In late summer/early fall of 1989, I left the north and moved south. It was an escape and a chance to start over. I needed both, and my new job in Ottawa, typing and translating documents at the Inuit division of the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, was a godsend. I was twenty-two years old and I was completely and totally alone, but being away made me feel like I could breathe. At least I was free.

Part of my job was to go into high schools and talk to students about what life was like in the north. After the first month, I asked my boss if I could share a poem I had written when I was in high school. I, my siblings, and all of the kids in Arviat and the Kivalliq Region had had to leave home in order to graduate from high school. Our only option for grades 10 through 12 was to fly over a thousand kilometres away to Iqaluit or Yellowknife. We had no choice if we wanted to get a high school diploma, and we were told again and again that graduating was essential to our having any hopes for the future.

After a bad experience in Iqaluit when I was fifteen, I dropped out, and when I did go back to school, it was over a year later and this time in Yellowknife. While there, I wrote a piece in my diary called “Searching,” about having to leave home and go into residence, and not only how hard and painful it was to have to do that, but also how unfair. My boss, David, liked the poem and saw potential for it to be something more. He asked if maybe it could become a song, and before I knew it I was working with a producer and musicians. “Searching” became an incredible piece of jazz music and a song, and, shortly thereafter, a music video.

I had no idea we were making a music video; nobody called it that. I thought it was more of a short documentary, and I went along with it because it was work. It was always just part of my job—a very cool part, mostly—but I wasn’t thinking that what we were making might have a bigger life beyond my job or the classroom.

I don’t remember much about recording “Searching” in the studio. I don’t think I had any advance recording for me to practise to. That came later. But I do remember a striking moment when we started filming in the studio. The flutist, named Dario Domingues, wasn’t the conventional flute player, he was from another Indigenous country, and I loved that. Finally I wasn’t alone as a different person. Typically I was in a room full of white men. The producer, the videographer, everybody involved up to that point had been white men. It wasn’t that they made me feel I didn’t belong; I was just always aware that I wasn’t white and was therefore different and therefore maybe less. But with this person playing the flute from his country—suddenly I wasn’t the only different person in this project. And I loved his sound in the song. It felt closer to me, more authentically me.

We spent four days filming outdoors in Ottawa in February in the freezing cold. In Ottawa, it was all a matter of following directions: we need you here at these times. I wasn’t thinking, “I’m gonna have a music video!” It truly never hit me that way. “You want me there? That’s where I’ll be.” I was afraid to ask any questions or to ask for clarification, because asking is challenging and I’m not “allowed” to challenge. This for me was and is part of the effects of colonization in my generation. Afraid to ask, so I’m just going to do what I’m told, “conditioned” to never truly engage. That is how I treated a lot of the filming for “Searching”: “Okay, sure, I stand here. Look straight at you. And then I look over there. And smile. Got it.” I was excited about the project, but it was also becoming clear to me that there was so much I did not know.

We didn’t actually have the track of the finished song, so I wasn’t singing. There was no wardrobe or makeup, but I had this brown leather aviator jacket I’d bought. I had applied for flying school and I also had friends in the RCMP who had given me some patches, so I put those on. By then I had gotten my search and rescue certification, too, so I had the search and rescue patch. I was so proud of this jacket, and I was so excited to wear it for this video shoot. But once we started filming that first day, people would stop and watch, and I got so uncomfortable. I asked one question—“How much longer?”—because I hadn’t expected this. I didn’t want to be watched.

That first day of shooting was when I discovered that being filmed and photographed was a trigger stemming from my childhood sexual abuse. I hadn’t known it would happen until that moment. We were on Bank Street, outdoors, and there was a bit of an audience, and I felt I was on display. It stayed with me the whole time and I hated it. I avoided making eye contact with the camera, because I couldn’t control my emotions and I didn’t want anyone to see that. I didn’t tell Dennis Beauchamp, the director. I didn’t tell anyone. It was nobody’s business. But I had to keep showing up and filming because that was my job.

Being seen was killing me, so I was grateful that a lot of the filming was at night. In the nighttime, I just tricked my brain into believing it was too dark to be seen, and I got through it that way. We were filming during the Winterlude festival and they had these beautiful ice sculptures for a competition. Dennis told me to get behind one of the sculptures, but I was scared I was going to knock it over. I was so aware of how little space there was between me and this sculpture, and I kept thinking, “I can’t touch this.” I didn’t know if he could see this fear in my face, but I kept thinking, “Somebody is going to be so unhappy.” At one point near the end of the Ottawa shoot, I had to walk along the frozen canal, and it felt so peaceful just walking in the darkness on the ice alone that I thought, “I’m just going to keep going.”

The next month, I was excited to go home and show off Arviat to the video team (director Dennis Beauchamp; Larry Crosley, musician; Bucky Wallingford, government representative) . The community had built this big igloo for the elders to use and we got permission to film in and around there. It was easy for me to forget the camera because everything about the location was familiar. It was home. I was with the elders and they were speaking our language. We weren’t acting. I was so proud that we had our elders in this project, including three elder women wearing their traditional clothing.

I remember always feeling so bad for Dennis—he hadn’t known how very, very cold it was in Arviat even in March. He didn’t have any clue that that his gear and batteries were going to freeze and keep freezing. But there was this magic moment towards the end of the last day. Dennis instructed all of us, and the elders especially, “Just do one more thing. What comes natural to you? What’s one more thing you want to do?” And they walked towards the sun. But they didn’t go as a big group; they went in single file, the way that was inherent to them. There’s a scene in Seven Years in Tibet where the Tibetans are doing their annual trek to the mountains and they are walking in this same single-file formation. I had chills down my spine watching our own elders doing that so naturally, too, walking this winding path towards the setting sun.

To this day, I don’t know how “Searching” ended up on MuchMusic. Whoever submitted it may well have told me, but that conversation would never have registered for me in the same way it might have for them. I just went back to my job and then suddenly I was in David’s office and he put this tape into his VCR and we were watching a music video. I was struck. Not just awestruck, but also struck, because I don’t think I had ever actually let myself think of it as “mine” or that it was partly my project. I never really felt any ownership, I was always removed from it, and in hindsight I think this was a coping mechanism. But when we got to the scene where I’m just behind the ice sculpture—and this is such a silly thing—I thought, “Oh, I’m kind of pretty.” But I didn’t want to say it, because even then, that upbringing was so strong that I thought, “Oh, I can’t be proud.” Arrogance and pride had been conflated, and at that time I believed my pride was a sin and thinking of myself as pretty was a sin. But thinking I was pretty was the icing, because I remembered being on Bank Street and how proud I was of myself for finishing that day and those were good things. Those were the beginnings of unlearning.

None of us were truly aware of the hugeness of it playing on MuchMusic. In fact, when we launched at the Centre Block in Ottawa, I was so unaware of how big a deal it was that I didn’t even invite my parents. I was told I should perform the song live and accompany myself. I said, “Of course,” no hesitation, because it was part of the job. But then I thought, “Wait, I don’t know how to play this thing.” I borrowed somebody’s twelve-string guitar and did my best to figure out the chords. At that point I only knew three. I don’t know why I insisted on a twelve-string guitar—maybe that’s what was offered to me. I don’t even know if it was tuned, and I didn’t know how to tune it. I got up onstage and performed “Searching” by myself in front of the entire room, and I have no memory of it.

“Searching” somehow got me onto the CBC’s radar. Producer Les McLaughlin called me at my office to ask if I would be part of a CBC North project recording Inuit and First Nations artists. He asked me for a demo, and I can clearly remember asking him, “What’s a demo?” Les explained to me that it was some songs recorded just in their rough cuts, and I said, “But I’m not a singer-songwriter.” I told him I had some short pieces I’d written all in Inuktitut and one short piece of writing in English. The English piece was called “Dreams for You” and it was about dreams and dreamers, inspired by a sermon my dad had preached when I was fifteen. I said, “I know three chords on the guitar. Maybe I can borrow a guitar. Let me see if I can put something together.” So over one weekend, I recorded six pieces of music onto a cassette tape and I submitted that to CBC Radio, and they all got selected for this project.

Calls started coming in from people wanting to buy the songs, so I asked around to find out how I could put together my own release. I found out I could basically lease back the songs from the CBC, and so I did. Later that year, in 1990, I put out my first cassette, Dreams for You, with a photo of myself on the cover that was taken at the launch party for the “Searching” music video. It was by a government photographer, and I’d bought a black leather dress with a jacket. I had a bowl cut! I still wonder how they managed to get me to smile, because I was so uncomfortable being the centre of attention. I would have been dying. I walked back to my apartment after that party. It was a long walk, but the adrenaline kicked in and it kept me going for years.

Part of what fed the adrenaline was that for the first time, I felt that I belonged. I didn’t want to lose that feeling. But more than anything, I felt a sense of duty: I better not screw this up. That photo still brings back those feelings, because with that picture, I realized that kids were watching. I got this really cool letter from a mother whose little girl had wanted to be Susan Aglukark for Halloween. The mother had the front and back covers of Dreams for You enlarged and then put them on her daughter’s front and back. She sent me a photo—her daughter had even insisted on getting the bowl cut. It was sweet and cute, but it was also this huge pressure. This child is watching, people are watching. This isn’t just about me anymore.






Chapter 1

Born into a Blizzard

I was born in Fort Churchill on January 27, 1967. My mother went into labour at around four o’clock in the morning, and she and my dad got dressed to make their way to the nursing station. They walked outside into a true blizzard, the kind of crazy whiteout where you can’t see your hand in front of your face. It was scary, but luckily they didn’t have to go far, and if there was one thing they knew well, it was winter.

My parents, David and Dorothy, were just twenty-two and twenty when I was born, and they were already the parents of three when I arrived on the scene. I am the fourth of seven: Barbara, Brian, Nanci, me, Lillian, and the twins, Esther and David. I remember vividly when my younger sister Lillian came home. She was this special little bundle, always the tiniest one, and from day one I felt it was my job to take care of her, and that’s the way it’s always been. When the twins arrived a few years later, everybody fell in love with them right away. They were this double package that came home, and everybody in the community just collectively said, “Okay, we’re all responsible for these two.”

I have a large extended family. My father was the eldest of thirteen children and my mother is one of six. My earliest years in Rankin Inlet were defined by family, especially my cousins, and these are some of my happiest memories. The Rankin crew included Samson, Bobby, and Kathy; they were among the brightest constants in my day-to-day.

My dad’s uncle Aliyaq was his biggest influence growing up and coming of age. Aliyaq was fond of and took him under his wing when it came to hunting and all the traditional stuff that males taught young boys. As communities go, as the village-raising-the-children concept goes, the whole village did influence Dad, but he had a special bond with his uncle Aliyaq. Samson, one of Aliyaq’s sons, was the same age as me, and we went to school together. Bobby was my cousin through my dad’s sister Auntie Rosie. Bobby and I always had a connection through music, I think because Auntie Rosie was also a musician. She sings and plays, too, and so what bonded Bobby and me is that we always saw his mom and my dad playing and singing together.

Kathy was the youngest child of my mom’s uncle, John Tiktak. He was the brother of my great-grandmother, who adopted and raised my mom. We often hear of villages—groups of Inuit families—as being the family at camp, so this camp belongs to this family, that camp belongs to that family. My mother grew up with Tiktak’s camp, and so her childhood memories were attached to her grandmother and her uncle Tiktak’s family. Kathy was Uncle Tiktak’s youngest, arriving long after her siblings, so she wasn’t much older than I was. She was the cousin that I played dolls with, whose home I slept over at all the time. There was something comforting about Kathy’s house in that her parents were older than mine. They were always smoking, but it didn’t matter. They had the old iron stove in the middle of the house, so it was always warm and they always had a pot of tea on it. They had one of those clocks that had the bird that chirps every hour. My great-uncle Tiktak was a pioneering soapstone carver, so there was always something creative going on around the house, too. It felt like family.

If I close my eyes, I’m eight years old, playing outside with my cousins Samson and Bobby. We’re playing tag but we call it “not it” because that’s what everyone’s always shouting when they play it. We’re yelling “Not it!” as we race between construction piles. Construction season, or barge season, in our communities begins with the delivery of construction materials by barge. Once the ice opens up and the Arctic waterways are safe, deliveries of supplies begin. These barges are loaded with everything: nonperishable foods, household items, vehicles (all-terrain vehicles, trucks, cars, and boats), and of course construction supplies. Massive piles of plywood and scraps of building materials are our playgrounds until they are delivered to construction sites. We jump and run from pile to pile until it is too dark to see, and then we play hide-and-seek. We run and chase and shout and laugh for hours. The air is cool on my face, the laughter tumbles out of my body. I feel safe and loved and a true sense of belonging. It is beautiful.

Our region, the Kivalliq Region, the land west of Hudson Bay, is the southernmost region of Nunavut. It may be as early as July that the ice opens up, and as soon as it does, barge season begins. It’s very busy between late summer and early fall, before things freeze up again. Barge season brings a new energy to the community. There is just generally a sense of more: more food, more choices, more for the new winter coming up.

Even in winter, we were always outdoors. Even blizzards are good memories. You play within boundaries, you play outside by your house, but you’re still playing outside. There’s a difference between storms and blizzards. Storms are when the winds are high, there’s a lot of snow blowing around, and it’s full winter. Storms, generally, can get very, very cold. I know that’s an odd thing to say—all of winter is cold—but a storm brings an added threat to being outside because of how dramatically cold it can get. It’s not safe in a storm. But a blizzard? A blizzard can provide some leeway.

One November or December when we were little—it had to be one of those two months, because that is when the blizzards are very bad—we were having a big blizzard. Blizzards can last up to a week, and the snow will keep piling up until it’s ten, twelve, fourteen feet high. That winter we’d had a series of blizzards, and the snow did something cool. Right next to our house, it built up an interesting curve three or four feet away from the house, so there was an opening all along one side of our home. We were so antsy and we could see this hollow space like a little cove right outside our window. I dressed up the twins, Esther and David, who were very little, and we went outside to play in this incredible concave space the blizzards had built for us. There was still a blizzard going on, but it had calmed down a bit, and if you dress right and you’re sheltered enough, it’s beautiful.

We kids were taught to pay attention to the natural environment, to play when we felt safe. Obviously, everybody still goes to work in the blizzards and storms, everyone goes to get groceries, and we kids have to walk to school all winter, too. But in our blizzard cove outside our home, there was this peaceful lull. We can hear the blizzard, but it’s nighttime, so it’s dark. All we have are the streetlights and the lights from the house. I don’t know how long we sit out there, but we play and talk for ages and we can hear the blizzard all around us, and we know we’re perfectly safe.

Different blizzards have different sounds, and there’s a steadiness that is calming. A constant, steady wind blowing—not hard, not gusty, necessarily, but steady. Wind blowing in winter has a different sound than wind in summer, and it has a different effect in winter than in the other seasons. That night in the cove wasn’t the height of the blizzard, and the height of a blizzard is different from the height of a storm. A storm is brutal. A blizzard is mostly just consistent.

When people talk about traditional knowledge and survival skills, that’s part of what they’re referring to. I’m not saying I have those, but knowing sound is very important for Inuit, especially hunters. You have to rely on the weather and know its sounds for survival year-round. Part of the change and challenge for my generation was that we were less aware of the seasons than our parents and grandparents had been. I’ve learned it from my parents’ generation, whose entire being was about surviving on the land. That’s what they were learning. I was born into settlement life, though, so my understanding of the seasons is a bit different. For my generation the land was no longer about survival, but it was and is still a critical part of Inuit ways of being.

Barge season signals that summer is almost over and school’s about to start. School starts in August or September, and what comes with all of that is a short period of time when you can pick cloudberries and other berries. People pay attention to the weather leading up to berries and different berry seasons, because the weather will determine how good the berries are. How much rain did we get? How dry is it? That’s the first season that I am hyper-aware of in my memory: it’s the end of summer, it’s early fall. Oh no, winter’s coming. That’s when we got more active at camp. We had to stock up as much as we could for the winter, because it was about to get harder to hunt. You still do, but it’s going to get harder, so you do as much as you can when you can. Part of that energy in the fall was fishing: let’s get as much as we can, let’s dry as much as we can.

There are seasons for everything, but fall was a heightened time, because it was the start of getting through another year. Our year isn’t January to December, it’s August to July. School starts and that’s the focus for us kids: get through the school year. We hardly ever stayed out in the true dead of winter. October into November, it starts to get very cold. You can feel the land starting to freeze, you can see the water begin to freeze. It’s a very, very beautiful time. That first sheen of ice that freezes on the lake, for example, is so clean and pure looking. And then comes the first layer of snow, and that signals that the land is getting ready for winter. We put our heads down and just get through November, get through December, get through January, get through February. Those are four very cold, very dark months, and you just get through them.

Christmas is a little break in those four months. I think that’s why it is so celebrated in our part of the Arctic. For a few weeks every November, my mom would craft and make things. It wasn’t until I was an adult that I realized she’d been making gifts, sewing and knitting and getting ready for Christmas. A lot of our gifts were handmade. That bright spot amidst the dark, cold months helps get us through, and then January hits, but you know spring is coming in about six weeks. This part of winter is very, very cold, forty or fifty below without the wind chill, but you can dress for it. An Arctic cold isn’t like a humid cold, which gets right into your bones. It’s hard to get the chill out of your body with a humid cold, whereas as children in the Arctic, we were taught by our elders how to dress and how to know when we shouldn’t be outside. The wisdom of our elders and our parents protected us. But we still had to walk to school every day, and so we had to dress for it. Even if it was sixty below, our breath crystallizing in the air the second it left our bodies, we still had to get to and from school twice a day, because we always came home for lunch. It’s beautiful when your breath crystallizes, but it’s deceptively beautiful, because your lungs can literally freeze.

It took about ten minutes to get dressed in all my layers every morning. There were winter pants like something a downhill skier might wear, but even thicker and layered. There was a parka that my mom made with layers especially for winter. In my mom’s generation, everything would have been handsewn from caribou and sealskin, but we kids didn’t have many of those traditional winter clothes. But we did have homemade parkas and winter pants to withstand the wind and the cold, and typically commercially made boots, though we did have some traditional boots with soles made from caribou or walrus or sealskin. I remember walking with my younger siblings to school and back in December and January, it took about fifteen minutes, and we’d stop to play. We didn’t think of the season as dangerous, really. We dressed for it and we didn’t know any different. It was part of our fun, walking to and from school in this weather. Lunch was more rushed, because we only had an hour and we had to put on all our layers at school, get home, take everything off, eat, put all our layers back on again, and hustle back to school.

Spring and fall are still my favourite seasons. A perfect day in the spring for me is twenty below. It’s cold, but you don’t feel it if you’re dressed for it. The sun balances everything, and when it’s clear and sunny and you’re out on the land, it’s just so beautiful. Spring is when there’s new energy because you got through the winter. Fishing season has started, so a lot of your early evenings and definitely your weekends are going to be spent on trips out on the land, to camp or to the cabin. Not everyone had a cabin, and for those who did, it was more of a hut, but for the most part we’d be stuck in canvas tents. If it was too cold, it would just be a day trip, leaving early in the morning and coming back at night. But in the spring we could spend the whole weekend on the land and on the frozen lake, ice fishing. There’s nothing in the world more peaceful than ice fishing in the spring.

THESE memories of being a little kid on the land, in the elements, in the seasons, and with my family and cousins, bring me so much happiness even now. Because although there is a “before” and “after” to my childhood, I can always ground myself in these moments. I go for long walks on the outskirts of the community, picking flowers, turning stones, watching minnows in shallow waters. I pick berries and look for treasures like oddly shaped and pretty-coloured rocks. Alone time out on the land means the tundra, the water’s edge, the rivers, the camp, hunting, fishing, egg picking, berry picking, cleaning fish and geese. I love this land, the way it requires quiet focus, nurturing my contemplative side.

My worst memory from the “before” is when I was five or six years old. There’s a big bumblebee on my wrist—not touching my skin, but on my coat cuff. I totally freak out. Samson and I are at one end of town, and I go running and screaming down the main road towards our house. A guy stops and asks me what’s wrong but I’m crying and crying and crying, and when I finally show him this bumblebee on my wrist—it hadn’t left, it was still there!—he starts to laugh and just flicks it away. It was done, this big crisis was over with the flick of a finger.

The worst thing that had ever happened to me up to that point was that bumblebee on my wrist. It was a beautiful childhood and a peaceful one. There was no sense of fear or threat anywhere around us. There was a sense of hope then.






Chapter 2

The Hallelujah Kids

My parents were preachers, and often guest ministers at new churches. For most of my childhood we moved in, around, and between Rankin Inlet and Arviat in what is now Nunavut. There were also brief stays as visiting ministers in Baker Lake, Cambridge Bay, and Whale Cove, to name a few. My formative early childhood years were in Rankin, and there was so much that my parents were doing in the community. The energy always felt so hopeful because it was rooted in their absolute faith and conviction. But they didn’t start out as preachers.

My parents had a traditional arrangement, in that my mother stayed home and raised the children and my dad was always out and working and busy. Until I was about a year old, my dad worked as an interpreter and translator for the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development in Churchill, Manitoba. In the early part of their marriage, my mother was influenced by a minister and she latched on to his message. My mother became a Christian first, and then my father followed. My mother absorbs information very naturally—she should have been a university student—so she picked up the Bible and began to read and write in English and Inuktitut. The more she learned, the more she wanted to learn.

I only recently learned that Mom was never ordained. I’d always assumed she was. She continues to read and study the Bible, and she’s even developing a curriculum of her own because she wants to be ready to teach people when they ask her about it.

In the early years of my father’s preaching as a Glad Tidings minister, most of his parishioners in Rankin Inlet were Inuit. They were really good people who got it, and many of those people are still followers of their faith today. But not everybody appreciated what my parents were doing. We were living in a yellow house in Rankin when my parents became active in the ministry. They would host gatherings in our home before they had an actual church, and eventually this became the ministry. The yellow house would be packed, and there was this feeling, this vibe, that a real need was being filled for everyone. I loved these gatherings: there was music, singing, food, laughter, sharing, and scripture reading.

There could be about thirty people crammed into the yellow house, and as crowded as it often got, and as loud as it was with the talking and singing, it never felt unsafe. The adults took up the main room and we kids would sit in a corner of the living room and watch everything going on—especially when the guitars came out and the singing started. There was so much lightness and hope in these gatherings, it was pure happiness. I would often fall asleep on the edge of my parents’ bed next to a pile of coats after spending the night at “church.”

My dad’s uncle, my great-uncle Aliyaq, was also a minister, but not with my parents’ church. He was with the Anglican church in Rankin, and that’s actually my earliest memory of what a church was. Everything was so impressive and neatly arranged. They had solid wood pews, all lined up exactly equal, and as you walked in, the pulpit was right in the middle on top of a little stage. It was a beautifully designed pulpit, built from wood with this gorgeous cross in differently coloured woods, some dark, some light. I always loved the angle of the pulpit, too, jutting out from the stage so it faces up a bit, a Bible sitting on the top. They’d write the order of songs and scripture for the day’s service and hang it on the wall. And there were these little red velvet curtains hanging down either side of the pulpit. The wood was so smooth and the velvet looked so pretty. I’d never seen velvet before, let alone red fabric. There was even stained glass! They also had a few singers wearing gowns, though not a choir, per se. Everything was just so impressive.

We didn’t go to a lot of services at my great-uncle’s church, because soon my parents were deep into their own faith, the Pentecostal, or Glad Tidings, religion. The first church was just one room in Rankin Inlet, maybe forty feet by sixty feet, and it smelled like a garage, oil and gas fumes lingering even though it had been cleaned and painted. We kids always had to sit in the front pew, always the one on the left, and my mom would dress up me and my sister Barbara in similar or matching outfits. Sometimes my great-aunt and great-uncle Tiktak came and they’d bring Kathy and we’d play together after the service.

When I was around seven years old, I talked my dad into letting me sing at church. I kept insisting that I had to sing this little song I’d learned, and my dad finally agreed. I stepped up to the pulpit, completely fearless and convinced and convicted, thinking “I have to sing this song.” It was called “Happy, Happy, Happy,” and I sang it with so much pride and my heart was bursting as I shared this song with everyone. Joy filled my entire being, and I can remember that feeling even now, more than five decades later.

Throughout our childhood, whether we were living in Rankin or in Arviat, music was a big part of my dad’s life, our life. My dad and five or six of his siblings all played instruments or sang. None of us could write or read music, we didn’t have choirs or access to much written music, and we didn’t have pianos. But my dad had his guitar, and when my parents started their church, the church had a few instruments. When I was little, I was always in the audience, sitting back and observing, listening, singing along.

As we kids got older, being church people also meant being part of the music team, or what they called the worship team. Whether it was at my dad’s church or Uncle Aliyaq’s church, my siblings and I were always there, singing along. Dad and his siblings recorded themselves playing sometimes, so Dad had all of these cassette tapes of their jam sessions. My parents were even part of a recording session with CBC Northern Service in the late 1970s, after we left Rankin and moved to Arviat. The record was called Inuktitut Gospel Songs: Performed by David and Dorothy Aglukark. The local radio station and CBC played it a lot, but it wasn’t a big event, like “Oh, they made a record!” It was part of their work and their ministry.

In Arviat my parents started their actual ministry, which became the Glad Tidings church. As we grew up and the church became a bigger influence in our lives, our exposure to secular music shrank to almost nothing. The only secular music we were exposed to was watching The Tommy Hunter Show on Friday nights on CBC and what was on local radio. My parents had grown up listening to local radio, which played this funny mix of Creedence Clearwater Revival and the Eagles and all of this great ’70s rock, music that shaped their way of engaging in church. The instruments in our church were your four basics: guitar, bass, drums, and piano. Some of us kids would be the “musicians,” because even though we didn’t know what we were doing, it was fun for a while. We played gospel songs and gospel music set to folk and easy rock. I looked forward to Sunday mornings, Sunday evenings, and Wednesday nights because it meant going to church and we’d have a heck of a time playing music.

As I got into my early teens, I would try to listen to the radio because there was something that was starting to wake up in me. I loved music and my body wanted to move to the music. But the more our parents were learning as they became faith leaders, the more the stricter aspects of the faith were spilling into their parenting at home. There were so many rules about what was right and wrong, and it introduced an element of fear. There had always been a foundational element of fear thanks to colonization, but these were added layers about committing sin. I was so scared to be caught dancing. I was so scared to say a mean word. I was so scared to appear proud. If I did, the implication was “You’re a bad person, you’re an evil person.” So I learned to keep my head down and just be plain Susan. I was afraid that if I was anything else, if I was too much, too proud, then I was a sinner. But if the radio was on and a CCR song or something came on—CCR was one of our favourites—and we were in our room, my sister Barbara and I would have a silent dance party and hope our parents didn’t hear us. We’d just hold our breath and dance, trying not to make noise.

There was a clear line between good and evil, the devil’s music and church music. I was allowed to move my body to music in church in response to the Holy Spirit, but nowhere else. We didn’t question it. We didn’t say, “Why not? What’s wrong with it?” We just believed it was an evil thing, no question. You couldn’t let your body move to it. We couldn’t go to teen dances. We weren’t just contained—we were stifled. To this day, that influence is still very strong.

IN Rankin Inlet, our religion made us a bit of a target. We were bullied for being preachers’ kids, and while there were some hurtful jokes among the cousins about my parents, mostly these people were not Inuit. The really nasty teasing didn’t start until we moved to Arviat. Arviat has a large Inuit community. In 1978, it had a population of maybe seven hundred people, so the resistance to my parents’ Glad Tidings church was not so much from the community itself but from the other faiths, the other religions.

In Arviat the bullying was more along the lines of “You guys are different. You guys are too good for us. You’re this, you’re that, your parents are weird.” We became known as the Hallelujah Kids. A couple of older girls would just walk by and yell “Hallelujah!” into my ear. It made me very afraid. I was always afraid. A couple of times I was hit or punched for no reason. School became this really scary place for me.

There was a clear line in Arviat. There were four other churches at the time, and even to a child it was obvious that there was tension between the denominations, or at least something uncomfortable. I remember admiring the Catholic church, and I loved attending a Friday or weekend youth program at the Alliance Church, but I was always reminded, “But that’s not your parents’ church.”

It was then that I started to understand that church is different for different people. And we were the different ones, the new ones in town. I could feel a kind of a boundary between us and everybody else. “You’re the new ones in town, you’re the noisy ones in town.” Those first three or four years in Arviat were a tough time. But then it let up a bit, as enough people started attending my parents’ church that it became less notorious and more part of the community. “The kids are okay. They’re just David and Dorothy’s children.”

I was always kind of outside looking in and I was always madly in love with my parents. Even as their strictness grew, what I admired most about them was their conviction in their faith. They chose ministry and they were bullied for choosing ministry, mocked and belittled for their values. My child heart would break because these were my parents. What was wrong with what they’d chosen to do? Yet they carried on doing the thing that they felt compelled to do and they chose ministry as their best way to help people. That’s all they were doing.

Still, there was always the pressure of being preachers’ kids. They hadn’t made a wrong choice; it was just the implications of their choice on us as children in our small community, and how we were treated because of it. I always kept a piece of myself locked away, steeling myself against being bullied and teased, for being treated differently, because we were the Hallelujah Kids.

However, were it not for church and faith in my life at that time, I wouldn’t have become who I am now. I don’t mean as a public figure, but as a pretty normal person. My parents used everything they had to keep our life as normal as possible, but without faith in our household, I would have been an entirely different person. I might not even be on this earth. For me, it’s a kind of double-edged sword: their faith was a lifesaver, but it was also the thing that made our life very difficult as children in our communities and, sometimes, at home. They believed so strongly in what they were doing. As a child, I latched on to that hope and the power of believing in something.






Chapter 3

The Eskimo Problem

When I think back to the late 1960s and early ’70s, I realize how fortunate I was that we had such an innocent childhood. We didn’t have a clue what had just occurred in our parents’ generation. I’ve never known the traditional life that our parents were born into or what it was like to live through having that taken away and being put into settlements and sent to residential schools and day schools. So many things fell into place once I began to learn that history. I started to understand that frenetic energy that lurked in the community all the time, like something was there but we just couldn’t see it or name it. And we definitely didn’t talk about it.

INUIT Nunangat is the land, water, and ice of our Inuit homeland. Any time Inuit are in or on Inuit Nunangat, no matter where it is, we are home. It is ours; we belong. Our way of life has existed for thousands of years. European colonizers arrived in the 1500s and began claiming pieces of our home as their own. In 1670, a British royal charter gave the Hudson’s Bay Company “sole trade and commerce” rights to what they called Rupert’s Land, a massive area that included all lands within the drainage basin of Hudson Bay, including what is now known as the Kivalliq Region. The HBC essentially had a monopoly and autonomy over the area and its people for almost two hundred years.

In 1867, the three provinces of Canada were officially united, and two years later, the United Kingdom signed the Deed of Surrender, relinquishing Rupert’s Land and the North-Western Territory to the Dominion of Canada. In 1870, the renamed North-West Territories joined Canada. In 1876, Canada passed the Indian Act. The act excluded Inuit, Métis, and “non-status Indians,” but the colonial legislation has been the foundation for ongoing settler violence against all Indigenous people ever since.

The 1880s is when the semi-permanent presence of outsiders began in our region. There weren’t settlements yet, no permanent churches or Hudson’s Bay Company outposts or mining companies, but they would come and go, and the impact on Inuit people is hard to put into words. It was primarily resource extraction for many decades—furs, nickel, whale, and whalebone. “What can we take out of here? What’s the best way to get that out of there? How much money can we make?”

The HBC established its first post in the Kivalliq Region, at Chesterfield Inlet, in 1911 and its second in Eskimo Point (now Arviat) in 1921. As the HBC and the mining industry had more success financially in the north, they realized they needed more workers. “Okay, let’s put the Eskimo to work.” But by the 1940s and ’50s, when the HBC’s bottom line was threatened, the federal government got involved. The attitude seemed to be “Somebody should be responsible for the costs of the original folks of this area, i.e., the Eskimo. We don’t want to cover that cost, but they keep coming into where we are. Can somebody handle this?” So we were a nuisance from the beginning until they needed us, and then once they were done needing us, where could they put us or how could they contain us? Settlements. They could “settle” us, “relocate” us into permanent villages and towns.

Our settlements were never established out of goodness on their part or to forge a healthy relationship with us, but were instead a response to corporate pressures to deal with Inuit. It really was a matter of controlling us, and the best way to control us was to move us into permanent settlements.

LIFE in the settlements was supposed to be better; there was hope among Inuit that it would be better—whatever that meant. There were promises of housing and goods and “stability.”

The government established an “Eskimo Identification” system, which essentially gave out dog tags and reduced every Inuk to a number, such as E-186 (which I later used as the title of a song). The letter represented your region—E for Eastern Arctic, where I was from, and W for Western Arctic—and the first number showed the district you were from and then the next set of numbers were your place in the family order or community. This dehumanizing process was also essential to getting our social benefits: we couldn’t receive them without our disc number. The Eskimo tag
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