Elders recording stories and
traditional knowledge at
Ukkusiksalik, 1996

A% IHAC PbdNCLTE, 1996

above&beyond Contributor Honoured for Oral History Work
AcCnYDALI® DANP o\ a® NNGeNP>L®

e are celebrating at aboved>beyond because one of our

own has been recognized for his valuable contribution

to the northern community and to the country. Our
longest-standing contributor, David Pelly — his work has
appeared regularly, starting with the first edition of this
magazine in 1989 — was recently awarded the Queen’s
Diamond Jubilee Medal “for dedication to the preservation
of Inuit oral history and traditional knowledge [and for his]
many works to help increase Canadians’ understanding of
the North” among other contributions to Nunavut. To mark
the occasion, we asked David to sit down and answer a few
questions.
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Patrick Qaqqutaq, 1915-2001 | <JAb Sb5d%eCs®, dls<b, 1915-2001

aé-b: What does this award mean to you?

DFP: It’s nice to have one’s work highly thought of, or
even to be noticed at all, to be sure. Who would not feel
honoured? I should point out here that abovec~beyond has
been instrumental in my being able to publish much of this
work, having featured my writing on many occasions over
the past 24 years. Many of those articles formed the basis for
my larger, national and international, publishing projects.

There is, however, a much deeper sense of satisfaction
beyond the personal recognition, and that comes from
knowing that somehow a mysterious selection committee
somewhere judged collection and use of Inuit oral history
and traditional knowledge as sufficiently important in its
own right to warrant such recognition. This has little or
nothing to do with me, in particular — I hope the satisfac-
tion, in that sense, is shared by the handful of others who
have been engaged for many years in similar work.
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aé>b: Can you describe how you started working with oral
history?

DEFP: Sure, it’s a good story. When I was living in Baker Lake
in the early ’80s, one day I was having tea with my good
friends Ruth and Hugh Tulurialik, when out of the blue
Ruth said to me: “You're a writer, will you help me with a
book?” She went to her bedroom, came back with a stack of
coloured pencil drawings, and put them on the kitchen
table, with the direct question: “Is that enough for a book?”
Every one of those drawings, plus a few more, appeared in
our book Qikaaluktut, published by Oxford University Press
in 1986. The stories in the book derived from the drawings;
Ruth’s drawings came first. She invited an elder or two to
her house to look at each drawing with us, to tell us stories
or explain the traditional ways which the drawing brought
to mind for them. Based on their input, I created a short
vignette, in Ruth’s voice, to go with each drawing.

That was my first experience of recording and publishing
oral history. It quickly expanded from there; I found myself
travelling to other Kivalliq communities to record the
elders’ stories for one project or another.

It was really the heyday of oral history collection in
Nunavut, when you think of who was still alive then. Many
of those elders were already middle-aged adults before they
moved off the land into a community, so their accounts
were drawn from a way of life that has all but disappeared
from living memory today. I was very lucky with my timing.
The world is moving on.

ad*b: The digital age is now the new global reality. How is
the oral history from the past relevant to this modern world?

DFP: The oral history is a cultural asset that can not be
replaced. It underpins the sense of identity for all Inuit, and
offers the rest of us a rich historical insight. Without this
knowledge record, Inuit today and more so in future would
be diminished, less sure of who they are or from where they
come. The body of knowledge represented by the oral
history also serves to illustrate the profound relationship
people had with their environment.

In a sense, Inuit are fortunate to have made the transition
from the traditional way of life to a contemporary lifestyle
at a time when the technology of the 20th century enabled
them to document their traditions and the elders’ memories
even as the process of transition was underway. One thinks
of the wonderful tape recordings of elders made during the
CBC’s early days in the North, in the 1970s — imagine the life
experiences of those who were elders at that time. Those
recordings are veritable treasures.

adrb: What about the state of those and other oral history
records? What is happening in Nunavut with them?

DFP: One might better direct that question to the Govern-
ment of Nunavut’s Department of Culture & Heritage and/
or Inuit Heritage Trust. I know the GN has made some
efforts to address this urgent need. For example, I'm told
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the old Inuit Cultural Institute reel-to-reel tape recordings,
all quite fragile, have been digitized and organized into a
database. I'm equally sure that more must be done. The
hundreds of cassette tapes out there, while perhaps some-
what more stable, also need to be digitized, starting with
those old CBC recordings, and including local collections
sitting in various communities; there are lots of them.

Private collections like mine and others who have done
similar work are looking for a permanent home too, I'd
expect. Of course, the Nunavut archives already have some
of these in its collection, so a database for present (and
future) holdings is needed and I believe the GN has that in
its plan. The sooner the better.

In the end, the entire collection of Nunavut’s oral history
should be digitized and documented in a central database.
It would be most satisfying to know that the oral history
collected during the critical years, basically 1970 to 1999, is
preserved for the future — priority for digitization should
be given to that material. In February 2000, the Nunavut
Social Development Council recommended creation of a
Nunavut Research and Resource Centre to be responsible

David Pelly with Ruth Apnaqtuu;iTquriaIik, Baker Lake, 1984
CAANC Adc 4L PC 5a.%D¢ Iondc,SbLoedd®, 1984

for “collecting, archiving and distributing Inuit traditional
knowledge from all regions of Nunavut.” Something along
those lines is still needed.

aéb: For young people today, including young Inuit,
education is rooted to a large extent in the new computer
technology. So how can the oral history fit into the new
learning model?

DFP: This is outside of my expertise, to be sure. But it seems
to me that these developments in educational technology
just add to the importance of getting all of Nunavut’s existing
oral history and traditional knowledge recordings digitized,

arcticjournal.ca
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archived, and documented in a central database. Once that
is done, individual teachers and students across Nunavut,
and indeed people everywhere, could be given access
directly to the rich Nunavut material.

aéb: Is there a high point of your career in oral history
collection that you could tell us about?

DEFP: That would have to be the publication of Sacred Hunt
by Douglas & McIntyre/Greystone in 2001. The publisher
told me at the time that he believed it was the first general
trade book in Canada to be based largely on Inuit traditional
knowledge, what The Honourable Peter Irniq at the time
called “the real stuff.” In assembling that material on the
relationship between Inuit and seals, I interviewed people all
across Nunavut and Nunavik and even Greenland. It was
fascinating work. Because the book is so deeply rooted in
Inuit testimony, I believe it provides a cultural insight unlike
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most popular ethnographic works before it, as well as publicly
celebrating Inuit traditional knowledge in an unprecedented
manner. I wish all the European parliamentarians who
voted for the EU’s ban on seal imports could read it, in order
to better understand the relationship they are tampering with.

adrb: What'’s next?

DFP: 'm at work right now on a new book, the history of
Ukkusiksalik (Wager Bay), which will be based primarily on
the vast amount of oral history material collected from two
dozen elders whose families once lived in that area. Most of
that recording was done in the 1990s and a number of those
elders have since passed away, but I expect the families will
be very happy to see their relatives’ stories published. ’'m
hoping the book will appear in 2014.

a¢b: Could you talk about the power of oral history?

DFP: The powerful nature of oral history never ceases to
amaze me. People sometimes question the accuracy of
accounts from generations past. I never do. Many of the
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stories that were recorded in the 1970s and *80s came from  acb: DSOD>IHPa®AC DaobbI¢ DLENAPLTHAC Ho%nd-
elders who had learned those stories from their grandparents ~ g*"*g®?
early in the 20th century. At that time, they were living in
camps on the land, where long hours were passed engaged ~ CANS: \**HoL Dobb¢ DACNPTHAS CKAPNMa PY%<bh,
in story-telling. Grandparents repeated over and over again A 0A® Ac *g®d¢ <A™/ AcNio™Lo® <D®CHePPALLC
the old stories they had learned as children. T often had an elder ~ Sb.oAJNI&¢ PP D PP 0 IACAHCH oL, AMAC Dabbe
tell me with confidence that the story he or she had related ~ gACP®CHALLE 1970-M0 <1 80-*M0 A “cn T L U<
was true, citing their own elders in turn as the source. Soif ~ CL°do™*L Dabbad Acc PP g Pedlac Ao ¢ /Dad-
we accept the validity of just that single transition, we know ~ 5<J¢ CA* Lo, 0a®bHCcP*I¢ oacGio oal, dlrc®
right away that we have accurate stories dating back to  AbSGa DabbSbeCcP®IC AN YDL/T AL DabbD/b-
perhaps the mid-19th century. I'm equally certain that the ~ A*a%CcP®IC Coda LA™ IN*ILTa® AP/De N0, Db-
same theory extends back over several more generations. Why  D*/DUJc D®DM, A1 a 5%dN* g Dobb*L Acdyn-
wouldn’t it? The oral history served as a cultural repository. ~ <*Lo®, A*ancP®CC Povb*La® Patb®o. CALc Aco-
Perhaps even without knowing it, that’s why people toldand ~ n7*UL Ac<ndNd CAPI ACHP G GHPNHNE, H>rLDJC
retold the old stories. C*Q bPNNC Acdo® DabhHOJC PINIRPohoa® AL
One time, as Tuinnaq Kanayuk Bruce finished upalong ~ PN*Mo 1900. @ >**D*Lo /20doJC>P AZDHEC®ILLC
oral account of events near Ukkusiksalik, the telling of which ~ $.0ALLE AYDL**Nc Dbt DACNR T HAC AD*CDHECHIC
took several hours, she leaned over the recorder, looked me ~ Acd/1¢ D®JAAD . ALLh bDALYOCH*eC, CAL*a
straight in the eyes, and said softly but emphatically: “This ~ A0AC PabbAUP¢ L5 Dabbn Y PCAQ*IN° DathITHAC,
is true. I have told you in the same words that my grand- CALECH®, D% % bad® > PatbNHJ ddaPsb SboA-
mother used.” I believe her: in the same words. That is how  /TaD<a® ‘bay Lo DPd/PNeP< DbP>Inb L ddaPob AbSGoc
stories from the land have been transmitted through the DatbOa, cAchPNDS DLCo¢ DA Hco, Adeb Cd*an-
generations for centuries. @ ®Ig e, Lo PHENL®Io: “Ao<s DOPNR M daaNdL
DsobInc DP-CH e BANCDDCS: PoPInc PPCHC CAL e
Dathe oales®Ie DHPIDBHCELDC PSRN gt PYL-
s of CALMoDbor @
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Remember, 05/t 1o
You MUST REGISTER before you go!
The registration and de-registration process for Nunavut Territorial Parks is designed to help park visitors De juin a octobre
have a safe and enjoyable experience. Registration and de-registration must be completed and signed DOu lunli au vendredi, 9h 003 17 h 00

jointly by group leaders and registration staff; and is available at the Unikkaarvik Visitor Center in Igaluit or e etz

the Katannilik Park Visitor Centre in Kimmirut. Iqaluit Kimmirut
Centre des visiteurs Centre des visiteurs du
Unikkaarvik parc territorial Katannifik
Rappelez-vous... 1 867-979-4636 W 8679392416
Vous DEVEZ vous INSCRIRE avant de partir!
Le processus d'inscription et de désinscription des parcs territoriaux du Nunavut vise a assurer aux visiteurs —
un séjour agréable et sécuritaire. Linscription et la désinscription doivent étre remplies et signées par le chef )" |
de groupe et le personnel chargé des inscriptions; les formulaires sont disponibles au Centre des visiteus MIRNGU[QSIRVIIF i’ .
Unikkaarvik d'igaluit ou au Centre des visiteurs du parc Katannilik a Kimmirat. i s T s i unavut
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