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I’m a commoner by birth, with no inherited rights of property or privi-
lege other than race (color white) and language (English): Irish peasants on 
my mother’s side, landless Scots on my father’s side. My mother cursed my 
father: “You, son of a coal miner!” The men in my father’s family went under-
ground to mine shale, not coal, (AAPG n.d.), a distinction that my father was 
careful to point out, and which my mother was careful to ignore. My father’s 
retort was to call my mother “Irish,” with all the disdain of a curse, one that 
accounted for her various shortcomings: a voice too loud, a tongue too quick, 
and manners too coarse. One March 17th, long after my mother had died, my 
father phoned from Vancouver to wish me a happy St. Patrick’s Day, adding, 
“Well, you are Irish!” A quick reminder of what is uncommon between us. 
Although, both my 90-year-old father and I know that lowland Scots and 
northern Irish have bonked back and forth across Irish Channel since the 
Battle of the Boyne. Such national leapfrogging makes purity of identity based 
solely on nationality fictional and hard to defend, though defend, my ances-
tors did. While my father’s father, Thomas Chambers, was born in Scotland, 
his father was born in County Antrim, Ireland. However, Thomas Chambers 
would become enraged at the mere insinuation that he was Irish. He also 
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referred to my mother as Irish, which didn’t bode well for my parents’ marital 
relations. Thomas Chambers called my mother Irish even though her family 
had immigrated to Canada a century before his family even stepped off the 
boat. And, although his wife, Agnes Chambers, was born near Edinburgh in 
1888, she went on to celebrate her birthday—March 17th, St. Patrick’s Day—
till she was 105 years old. Just missing steerage on The Titanic, so the story 
goes, my grandparents, Thomas and Agnes Chambers, left the shale mines of 
Broxburn, near Edinburgh, Scotland for the Alberta coal branch, where they 
raised my father and his siblings in a small miner’s shack. Blackballed from the 
Scottish shale mines for his union activity, Thomas Chambers swore that his 
sons would not go underground. And they didn’t.

“A man’s a man for a’ that,” sayeth Robbie Burns (Robertson 1904/1963, 
326), words repeated each year, on the bard’s birthday, as the haggis was 
piped into the small dining room of my grandparent’s home on Grant Street 
in East Vancouver. These words are more likely to be heard at family funer-
als these days.

While my father came from landless Scottish miners, my mother’s people 
did have land back in the old country, centuries ago in County Clare and 
Tipperary, land that had been confiscated from Catholics and bestowed 
upon the good soldiers of Cromwell’s army, as just reward for their defeat 
of the Irish on behalf of the commonwealth, the first one, that is (Elliot 
2004). My mother’s family, the Clarkes, left the United “Kingdom” for 
the colonies, just so many anonymous characters in a mass migration of 
Irish to Ontario. Family oral tradition picks up the story when they land in 
Manitock, near Ottawa, to work on the Rideau Canal. After soldiering for 
the British in the Boer War, my great-grandfather William Nicholas Clarke 
left Ottawa for Vancouver Island. He carried his silver teapot, inscribed 
by the Orange Order, across the country to the place where his children 
would be born but where he would die, late one July night in an automobile 
accident: the crash of a Model T Ford in 1911. The first traffic fatality on 
the Vancouver Island, family legend goes. After a night at the pub, so the 
inquiry transcripts go.

And while my great-grandfather died young, so did his son, George 
William Clarke. My grandfather, George William Clarke, lived his entire 
short life on the West Coast of Canada, and then he died at age 42, of mela-
noma carcinoma which began on his bare back, on his strong shoulders that 
had stroked the one mile from Kitsalino Beach out to sea and home again, 
every day, rain or shine. A butcher by trade, he died unaware of August Jack 
(Khatsahlano, Xats’alanexw), the great storyteller, healer, and Swxwú7mesh 
(Squamish) leader after whom Kitsalino Beach is named. Died ignorant, I 
imagine, of the removal of August Jack and his people from that now trendy 
neighborhood where my mother had spent much of her girlhood.
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My mother’s mother, Alice Clarke, was English. Second generation 
English with their colonial longing for a homeland never seen and forever 
lost, with their blindness to a past not their own. For the immigrants of my 
grandmother’s generation it was as if their adopted country had no story, or 
at least not one worth learning about or remembering. They acted as if the 
story of their new home only began with their arrival on its shores. Alice 
Clarke, my grandmother, believed her station to be above all that Scots-
Irish rabble: she cared not for Scottish bards, secret Masonic handshakes, 
or bearers of the Cross. A devout atheist, a one-time communist, longtime 
welder, and a believer in women’s rights, she walked away from her middle-
class home in Kitsalino, Vancouver; she abandoned her teenaged children to 
the streets of Vancouver, and with her new lover, a handsome rogue, better 
known for congeniality than industriousness, she headed to the Yukon. My 
grandmother walked away from the South. She left a life of curling tongs, 
permanent hair waves, and white gloves for a life in the North, where she 
could carry a rifle and wear red lipstick, where she could swing a prospec-
tor’s axe and chain-smoke Rothman’s cigarettes, where she could begin or 
end the day with rye and ginger neat, if she fancied, and she often did.

In the North, expatriates from the South didn’t ask each other where they 
came from or why they’d come. The North was a place where southerners 
could reimagine and reinvent themselves. Just as Ontario had been such a 
place for the Clarkes, and the Alberta coal branch for the Chambers. Such 
reinvention might have been necessary for those who fled Vancouver for 
the boom in Whitehorse brought on by World War II. Those addicts and 
dealers, prostitutes and rounders might have needed a change in identity, 
but my grandmother, Alice Clarke, looked no further than the blue blood 
in her veins to know who she was. While she may have been a card-carrying 
communist when she welded in the Vancouver shipyards during World War 
II, and “what tho’ on hamely fare” (Robertson 1904/1963, 328) we dined, 
a part of her still held to our British ancestors and the prince that “mak a 
belted knight / A marquis, duke and a’ that” (Robertson 1904/1963, 326). 
My grandmother was what Robbie Burns would have called a “fool” for 
silk and a “knave” for wine (Robertson 1904/1963, 326). She warned me 
against commoners, which, in spite of our circumstances, of “honest pov-
erty” (ibid.) she insisted that we were not. Like the old George Gershwin 
tune, “Let’s Call the Whole Thing Off,” my grandmother repeatedly told 
me that while “They say tomaytoes! We say tomahtoes!” She admonished me 
about the dangers of exceeding the bounds of civility. “Never say the bum is 
drunk,” she would tell me. “Always say, ‘The gentleman is inebriated!’ ” Her 
nicotine-stained fingers held a Melmac mug of instant coffee as if it were 
Ceylon tea in fine bone china. Her stories were mythical tales of freedom, 
lyrical narratives of a heroine with a royal English past who had journeyed 
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to the North, where she could be the unapologetic atheist and freethinker 
that she believed herself to be. In the North, Alice Clarke’s hope for freedom 
lay, not with class struggle, a man’s a man for a’ that (Robertson 1904/1963, 
326), but with modernity.

Because in Canada, as well as in Australia, the settlers believed that to 
be modern they had to break with the past, they and their descendants are 
deeply ambivalent about the past (David Malouf in Rabinovitch & Wachtel 
2009). In many ways, Alice Clarke did her best to divorce the past. She was 
a tradeswoman who laid a fine bead of solder, wielded a hammer and an 
axe, and tightened the screws to the floor, all with equal skill. She sewed silk 
pajamas, linen drapes and muskrat fur coats with equal agility on her indus-
trial sewing machine, the long ash of her cigarette rarely in peril. She sang 
an unending hymn of praise for the seemingly infinite glory of technological 
innovation. Many decades later, her speech garbled by a stroke, she still tried 
to operate her microwave oven and satellite television.

When I entered grade one in Whitehorse, Yukon, I encountered an entire 
curriculum that backed the currency of my grandmother’s ambivalence 
about the past, her faith in modernism, and her restless confusion about 
the present. We show our children what to believe and how to believe when 
they are very young. We show our children how to have faith, says Ted 
Chamberlin (2003), “how to believe properly” (131) in their culture or way 
of life. We learn how to believe scientists and mathematicians, teachers and 
the curriculum, just as we learn how to believe singers, poets, artists, and 
storytellers. We learn to believe with our imaginations (Chamberlin 2003).

Perhaps my family, and our adopted country, is more Irish than we 
acknowledge. As Jonathan Swift (1711) said of his people: “We have just 
enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us love one 
another” (cited in Chamberlin 2003, 202). My mother and father fought 
their last battle the year before Sputnik was launched. This battle forever 
ruptured the domesticity of my mother’s life and tore asunder her dream of 
a secure place in the middle class. With me in tow, my mother fled suburbia 
and followed her mother, and her rogue of a new husband, to the North.

The national narrative goes that by the twentieth century, the Dominion 
of Canada had evolved “peacefully” into “an autonomous nation” united with 
other countries by a “common allegiance” to the British Crown. Although 
allegiance was required, the North had nothing in common with the prov-
inces, or with the autonomy and rights that the British North America Act 
(1867) afforded them. Instead, the North became Canada’s “colony within” 
as the leftist political scientist and economist Mel Watkins (1977) called it. 
Never underestimate the capacity of the colonized for imperial rule. (The 
common countenance of the Canadian school, as well as university, curri-
cula—past and present—provide ample exemplars of this.)
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Like most colonies around the globe, the Canadian North was expend-
able. It was to be the first point of defense in a possible nuclear attack from 
the then, and apparently still, evil Russian empire on the true democracies 
of the world, that is, the United States and the “real” Canada, that mile-wide 
strip of civilization along the American-Canadian border (Jockel 1987).

And, the North is still expendable. For example, Canada is littered with 
abandoned mines; however, in the Northwest Territories (NWT) alone (that 
is not including the Yukon, Nunavut, or the northern half of the Western 
and Central provinces), there are over 600 deserted mine sites, all of them 
contaminated. Like all colonies, the North was, and is, vital to the economy 
of the colonial home office—a jeweled chest overflowing, in this case, with 
silver and uranium, lead and zinc, and of course, gold, and then that other 
gold, oil. And natural gas. And now, there are diamonds. Moreover, like 
all colonies, this one bore, and continues to bear, the troublesome burden 
of people living and laboring there, long before the corporations or Corpus 
Christi, long before the schools and their version of history and modernity 
and what ought to be the stake of humanity in the world.

In 1899, following the Klondike Gold Rush, the Crown pursued a treaty 
with the northern Dene. Like most creation stories, treaties are riddled with 
contradictions (Chamberlin 2003), and the numbered treaties between the 
Crown and the indigenous peoples of Canada are no exception. The Crown 
only bothered with treaties when they wanted title to the land, that is, when 
they wanted enclosure of the commons. And by 1899, the British had had 
plenty of experience with this.

Early covenants, such as the Charter of the Forest in 1217, protected the 
traditional rights of British serfs and vassals to forage in forests owned by 
royalty. However, over time, acts of enclosure ended the ancient practice of 
communal access to land. In England, the commons was slowly relegated to 
rough pasture in mountainous areas and a few parts of the lowlands. Over 
the centuries, enclosure of the commons for the creation of commodities 
gave rise to a landless working class: men and boys who went to the mines, 
women and girls who went to the mills. The British honed their skills for 
enacting enclosure of the commons at home. But as their empire grew, so did 
their practice of removing indigenous peoples from land held in common 
so that it could be put to “good” use, John Locke’s sacred work of creating 
capital. And this is the story at the heart of colonialism: the people whose 
land was taken weren’t using it anyways. Well, they were not using it pro-
ductively. “For I aske,” John Locke (1689), the seventeenth century political 
philosopher, queried

whether in the wild woods and uncultivated wast of America left to Nature, 
without any improvement, tillage or husbandry, a thousand acres will yeild 
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the needy and wretched inhabitants as many conveniencies of life as ten acres 
of equally fertile land doe in Devonshire where they are well cultivated? 
(Kurland & Lerner 2000, Chap. 16, doc. 03)

With the empire came British sensibilities about “being civilized” 
(Herzfeld 2006, 135), and with that came a program to rationalize and order 
the emptiness and dishabille of uncivilized space, and the uncivilized people 
living there (Shiva 1997). These ideas might be dismissed as ancient relics of 
a bygone intellectual dark age, if only they did not remain everyday utter-
ances on the prairies and in the North. “That Indian land is just wasted; 
laying there doing nothing!”

This is the legacy of colonialism, the story of the enclosure of the com-
mons, a commons unproductive in the hands of those without the brains, 
industry, or culture to realize what they had. This is the heart of the treaty 
story in Canada. In the language of the Crown, the indigenous peo-
ples . . . “DO HEREBY CEDE, RELEASE, SURRENDER AND YIELD 
UP to the Government of the Dominion of Canada, for Her Majesty the 
Queen and Her Successors forever, all their rights, titles, and privileges 
whatsoever, to the lands included” (AANDC 2010; Fumoleau 1973, 75) 
within the bounds of the treaty. In the language of the commoner: Hand 
over your valuable land and resources in exchange for a flag, a suit, a silver 
medal, annual annuities of five dollars per year, and one square mile of land 
per family of five. “As long as the sun shines and the rivers flow” (ibid.) is 
the poetry of the treaties, the poetry of that solemn and binding covenant 
kept alive in the stories. Poetry, conspicuously absent from the written agree-
ment.2 The trick of the treaties is that they both recognize Aboriginal title 
and extinguish it in a single sleight of hand. Like a writ of marriage and a 
decree nisi absolute rolled into one.

For the northern Dene, like southern First Nations such as the Blackfoot, 
the treaties were conversation starters, rather than conversation stoppers. 
The treaty negotiations, signings, and annual payments were “ceremonies 
of belief” in a never ending, constantly unfolding narrative about what it 
means for newcomer and old-timer to live together in these lands.3 In the 
old stories of the Dene and the Blackfoot, human beings are the “newcom-
ers,” and the animals are the “old-timers,” who receive the newcomers with 
compassion. In the old stories, the animals and humans understood and 
spoke each other’s language. That was the time, the Inuit say, when the 
animals “took their hoods off” to speak to human beings (Chambers 2010, 
13). In the new stories, the Dene and the Blackfoot are the old-timers, and 
my ancestors, the newcomers. For the Dene and the Blackfoot, the treaty 
negotiations are part of a very old tradition of speaking on behalf of the 
commons. At the negotiations, the Dene and the Blackfoot spoke to their 
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people’s need to make a livelihood. They spoke as if their lives depended 
upon it, because they did.

Even without You-tube and Facebook, stories travel; some have legs. And, 
as far north as their land was, by 1899, the Dene had already heard the sto-
ries from the South—the ones about how destitute the people were after the 
demise of the bison. They had heard the ones about the beaver trapped to 
the brink of extinction. They had heard the stories about the Cree and the 
Blackfoot enclosed on reserves, divorced from their livelihood, exiled from 
the places that had sustained them. In the North, people pay attention to 
stories, and wise people pay careful attention to certain stories, like the ones 
that tell about times of want, stories about times when the land cannot or 
does not provide, stories of famine.

As stories about the starvation that followed the demise of the buffalo 
herds made their way north, the Dene foresaw the danger to be unleashed if 
they relinquished responsibility to the land, to a people who had no stories, 
no songs, and no memories of their land. Perhaps for the Dene, and the 
Blackfoot, the treaties, the initial negotiations as well as the annual celebra-
tions, were ceremonies that sanctified the land for everyone who lived on it: 
human and other-than human. The treaties certainly were, and continue 
to be, an invitation—an invitation to meet again: same time, same place, 
next year.

And, like other First Nations in Canada, the Dene had creation stories 
that predated the treaties. Like the one about Yamozha, who broke into the 
giant beaver’s lodge, and chased the mother and her young to the fork of the 
DehCho (the Mackenzie River) and the Bear River, near present-day Tulita. 
At the confluence of these two great rivers, Yamozha killed and skinned the 
massive beaver, pinning their hides to the nearby cliffs, roasting their juicy 
flesh over an open fire. Where the delicious and precious grease dripped off 
the roasting beavers and soaked the earth, the ground ignited and has smol-
dered ever since. In 1920, Imperial Oil struck oil where the beavers gave up 
their fat, and then the Dominion of Canada wanted another treaty, number 
11 (Chambers 1989; Chambers, Hasebe-Ludt, & Donald 2002).

The treaties are a story that we share. I say “we” because when I got 
married 40 years ago, I acquired treaty status through marriage. But, even 
without that marriage, even without the status of being both Dene and not-
Dene, the treaties would still be my story, and my family’s story. It is our 
story: the one about the commons, what was shared and what was lost. It is 
an elegy to what remains to be lost if we refuse to listen to each other’s stories 
no matter how strange they may sound, if we refuse to learn from each oth-
er’s stories, songs, and poems, from each other’s knowledge about this world 
and how to make our way in it. Old-timers and newcomers alike, “we are 
all treaty people” (Epp 2008). “The treaties are for you, too” Frank Weasel 
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Head, Blackfoot spiritual leader and holder of many transferred rights, told 
a group of young non-Aboriginal student teachers at the southern prairie 
university where I teach (personal communication 2005).

“As long as the sun shines and the rivers flow” is the covenant of the 
treaties in Canada, a lyrical phrase that is what Chamberlin (2003) calls “a 
testament to the power of tales” (144). “As long as the sun shines and the 
rivers flow” is like John Milton’s “bright countenance of truth,” the true face 
of the commons that we share, indigenous and newcomer, men and women, 
southerner and northerner, human and other-than-human. The commons is 
what sustains us all: it is the true curriculum, the one that calls us to renew 
our relationships with one another, that calls us to renew our commitment 
to what we have in common, to our stake in the world and its survival, upon 
which our own depends.

In the words of the bard, Robbie Burns,
Then let us pray that come it may,
As come it will for a’ that;
That Sense and Worth, o’er a’ the earth,
May bear the gree, and a’ that.
For a’ that, and a’ that,
It’s coming yet, for a’ that,
That man to man the warld o’er
Shall brothers be for a’ that. (Robertson 1904/1963, 329)

My ancestor didn’t know the old stories, the ones that were here, in what 
is now Canada, before they arrived. They didn’t know and they didn’t ask. 
My ancestors were under the spell of a different story, the classic European 
emigration story: The Pied Piper of Hamelin. They were charmed by sweet 
promises of progress and adventure because they wanted to believe those 
things were possible, particularly for them. They wanted to believe in those 
ideas of the North that were rampant in the South, in the imaginations 
of southern Canadians: that it is a cold and empty landscape, amenable 
to transformation through civilization and history; that it is a frozen terra 
heaving with permafrost, waiting for the orderly press of modernity—roads, 
airstrips, utilidors, plywood houses and diesel fuel; that it is a dangerous 
hinterland, where “nature” is a cunning enemy that can be outsmarted, if 
not caged, by technology.

My family believed and lived out this immigration fairy tale, a different 
story than the one told by their Aboriginal neighbors and coworkers. What 
my family, and immigrants like them, shared with indigenous northerners 
was the need to make a living, to earn a livelihood. The Dene, the Métis, 
and the Inuvialuit needed diesel fuel, matches, shells, batteries, flour, sugar, 
and tea, especially when living out on their traplines or at their fish camps. 
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My father, and later, my stepfather flew the planes that carried such supplies 
South to North, from town to bush. My uncle and my step-grandfather, that 
handsome rogue who ran off with Alice, flew the planes that carried the sick 
and the wounded from bush camp to hospital. The bush pilots of my fam-
ily and others like them carried children from home and hearth to “hostel,” 
that Northern euphemism for the residential schools.

In the North, as in the South, the tale of the treaties does not begin in 
1876 or 1899; nor does it end with the last of the numbered treaties in 1921. 
Instead, the treaty tale laid the path for other stories: the ones about Imperial 
Oil and Eldorado, Cominco and Giant Mines, Diavik and De Beers. The 
one about the people from the small village of Deline, formerly called Fort 
Franklin. The men and women packed out raw uranium in burlap sacks 
from the nearby mine at Port Radium on Great Bear Lake. Packed out raw 
uranium for three dollars a day—only to learn that their labor had helped 
build the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, only to suffer twice 
as many illnesses as any other aboriginal community. Only to live with the 
two tonnes of radioactive tailings left behind. Deline is the kind of hot spot 
that no place wants to be.

Or, the story about Giant Mine five miles north of downtown Yellowknife, 
Northwest Territories that went broke after 64 years of mining gold, leaving 
a toxic legacy of 237,000 tons of arsenic trioxide stored in 15 underground 
chambers “a stone’s throw from Great Slave Lake.” So much arsenic trioxide 
that it could fill an 11-story office building and there would still be tons 
left over. And you don’t need much—like that catchy Brylcreem pomade 
jingle from the 1950s, “A l’il dab’ll do ya”—kill you, that is. With global 
warming, the permafrost is melting, and groundwater is leaking into these 
chambers. The federal government is left holding the bag, because Royal 
Oak, the company that last owned the mine, went broke. The Canadian 
government’s latest plan, the “Frozen Block Alternative,” is to freeze the 
chambers and keep them frozen, like your local hockey arena (AANDC 
2011). Sounds more precariously perched than the ash on my grandmother’s 
cigarette. And a lot more dangerous. It is a bit ironic that in the North, of 
all places, survival might depend on our capacity to keep toxic waste frozen, 
artificially.

There may be as many as ten thousand such abandoned mines in Canada 
most of which are most likely hazardous to public health and the environ-
ment: 5,700 hundred in Ontario, 45 in Quebec and 75 in the northern 
Saskatchewan, including the “dreaded uranium mines.” There are over 600 
contaminated sites in the Northwest Territories, and the worst of these are 
old gold mines (McLearn 2009).

Like all stories, the one about the treaties, and the land arrangements 
that followed in their wake, hold some Northerners together and keep others 
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apart, hold some Canadians together and keep others apart (Chamberlin 
2003). And no story tells the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the 
truth; each is a bargain between what can be told and what cannot, or will 
not, be spoken. Between what has been forgotten, intentionally or otherwise, 
and what is remembered, in whole or in part. The stories of the treaties “like 
all narratives, tell one story in place of another” (Cixous & Calle-Gruber 
1997, 178). Dante (cited in Hanrahan 2006, 184) writes:

In order to tell a certain story, sometimes we must tell another story, and go 
so far as to burn it.

The treaty story does not include the Inuvialuit of the Western Arctic, the 
Inuinnait of the Central Arctic or the Inuit of the Eastern Arctic. Without a 
treaty the Western Inuvialuit sought a comprehensive land claim agreement 
that gave them ownership over 35,000 square miles of their traditional ter-
ritory and protected their rights to harvest throughout that territory. It gave 
them the right as well as the responsibility to protect and preserve the living 
beings in the Arctic on which the survival of those who live there depends, 
which then later evolved into “co-management” of arctic wildlife, fisheries 
and environment. Signed in 1984, the Inuvialuit Final Agreement (IFA) was 
one of the first of its kind, and was hailed as a model for joint “management” 
of resources. Often idealized, the IFA is fraught with problems, not the least 
of which is the metaphor of “management”—as if the critical question was 
how to “manage” the animals, birds, fish, plants, oceans, and rivers. And in 
the Eastern Arctic, Inuit fought for their own territory, and 1999, Nunavut 
(which translates as “our land”) came into being.

“In all our conflicts,” says Ted Chamberlin (2003) “we need to find a 
ceremony that will sanctify the land for everyone who lives on it” (227). Or, 
perhaps for everything and everyone who lives within it.

Eventually my mother moved to the South. This time my grandmother 
followed her. By then Al Boles, Alice’s handsome rogue, was gone. He flew 
away with a doctor he was flying around on her medical rounds to northern 
communities. Eventually, I left the North, too, first for graduate school, and 
then the academy. I became a doctor, instead of eloping with one. While all 
that glitters may not be gold, it could be. That is the power of the imagina-
tion and of what we learn to believe.

I still have family and friends in the North: my oldest son, Kris Erasmus 
and his family, live in Yellowknife, on top of the highly toxic arsenic tri-
oxide left behind after the gold was gone. And for the past five years I’ve 
had the gift of returning North to work with the people of Ulukhaktok 
(formerly called “Holman Island”), a predominantly Inuinnait community 
in the Inuvialuit Settlement Region, the only Inuinnait community that 
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chose to remain in the Northwest Territories after Nunavut was formed. As 
a research team, we have puzzled over the curriculum question: What are 
the living literacies of this place? And the pedagogical question: How do the 
people of Ulukhaktok collectively remember (Connerton 1989) what needs 
to be remembered? And how do the people teach the young to remember? 
What is it children must learn so that they earn a livelihood in, and be com-
mitted to, the place that they live in? To be educated so that they may act on 
that commitment in ways that works on behalf of all of those who inhabit 
that place? We recorded Elders’ life histories, and then struggled with trans-
lations from Inuinnaqtun to English, and back again (Chambers & Balanoff 
2009; Chambers 2010). In their stories, the Inuinnait Elders speak of a dif-
ferent kind of commons, one of a shared past, a past that is still present. 
But like the Avalon of my ancestors, the past of the Inuinnait Elders, and 
all the knowledge and wisdom it holds, is slowly being shrouded in mists 
of fog, not from the Welsh marshes of my ancestral home, but from the 
rapidly melting sea ice. Like the constellations on a clear night, the past of 
which Ulukhaktok Elders speak may help us find our way through these 
times, when the commons continues to be enclosed and what remains is 
endangered (Chambers & Balanoff 2009). For Ulukhaktokmiut, the people 
of Ulukhaktok, the countenance of the commons lives on in the language, 
stories, dances, and songs, in clothing and art, in tools and what must be 
made from them. It lives on: in nunakput, our land; and in hila, which 
encompasses all of the cosmos, atmosphere, oceans, and living beings who 
dwell in these realms. It is in dwelling on the land with all those other 
beings, where the past becomes present: for Innuinait dwelling and way-
finding within nunakput is impossible without the commons, without the 
collective wisdom of those who had come before, without the smarts and the 
skills to live in this place (Chambers 2010). What we have in common, the 
Ulukhaktokmiut Elders tell us, is our need to live, to make a livelihood that 
does no harm. What we have in common is our need for a curriculum that 
can help us to do just that.

Perhaps what the commons needs most—at the moment—is some good 
old-fashioned common sense. Growing up in the North, I witnessed the 
common sense that I hear the Elders in Ulukhaktok speak of—a knowl-
edge of the world; not the entire world but the world where they make their 
livelihood and have done so for a long time—a phenomenological knowl-
edge, based on lived experience, wayfinding and dwelling in the places that 
sustain you (Ingold 2000). Knowledge acquired through the senses is held 
in common and remembered through repeated performances, oral retell-
ings, narrative reenactments, and rhythmic mnemonics. The social memory 
of these experiences is inscribed on the land and in the material culture, 
not necessarily alphabetically, but through sign and symbol. Social memory 
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is inscribed through inukhuit (or “inukshuks,” the stone monuments seen 
throughout Inuit territory), tepee rings, caribou blinds, caches, and other 
stone formations. They are found in clothing and songs. The memories and 
the knowledge are reenacted in stories, dances, and string games. The com-
mons are kept alive in people’s kitchens in their town homes, and at their 
hunting camps on the land; and the human relationship to the commons is 
renewed through ceremonies, such as when the people of Ulukhaktok greet 
and feed the sun, each year when it returns. Or, when the Blackfoot gather 
each summer for the sun dance. Common sense dictates the people always 
be grateful and never take for granted those things that make life possible in 
the first place: in the South, the rise of the sun each day, and the collective 
memory of the once great bison herds, and in the North, the return of the 
sun each spring, and the now precarious caribou herds, and the land that 
sustains them.

Over 30 years ago, during the last big oil crisis, Thomas Berger (1977/1988) 
consulted northern Canadians about the conditions under which a natu-
ral gas pipeline should be built through their land to ship natural gas to 
midwestern American markets. Berger’s first stop on his northern tour was 
Aklavik, a small community in the Mackenzie River delta of the Northwest 
Territories, a place where I had spent a few years of my childhood. A for-
mer special constable with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, the man 
who allegedly had killed the infamous Mad Trapper, spoke first. Lazurus 
Sittichinnli told Thomas Berger, “I know all this land” because I’ve earned 
my living on the land for “a long time.” And then he said:

I can see that for the future,
for my grandchildren,
and the future for their children,
I can see
that everything is spoiling,
and I don’t like
what I see. (E. Chambers 1989, 270).

This message was repeated 30 years later by one of the Elders in Ulukhaktok. 
“It seems like our earth is getting tired,” Mary Akoakhion sighed. “You know 
how it is when people get old; well, our earth is getting old, too” she said. 
“And the weather is getting bad, very quickly” (Chambers 2010). Perhaps, as 
Voltaire once observed, common sense is not so common after all.

Just as the people of Ulukhaktok don’t take for granted the return of 
the sun or the caribou, I mustn’t take for granted this second chance I’ve 
been given to learn to live differently. When I was a young child living 
in Aklavik and Inuvik, in the Canadian North, even when I was a young 
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woman living in Yellowknife, I did not understand “the great gift,” as 
David Malouf (Rabinovitch & Wachtel 2009) has called “the presence of 
one another”—old-timers and newcomers. While I did venture out of doors 
periodically camping and canoeing—the outside world seemed dangerous 
and wild; “out-of-doors,” as the slightly old-fashioned English expression 
goes, was nature. I felt at home with culture: at the kitchen table, with my 
grandmother’s stories of our uncommonness and the fidelity of our blood to 
royalty in some faraway land. While the outside world was an unpredictable 
and dangerous place, the school with its alphabetic literacy and its ceremo-
nies of modernity was predictable and safe; it, too, was culture. I haven’t 
come across equivalents for the words nature or culture in Inuinnaqtun or 
Blackfoot. Both languages have words for home, as well as songs and stories 
aplenty to find your way home when you are lost.

One thing I seem to have in common with my mother and my grand-
mother is a deep estrangement from home, from the commons, from the 
common ground, and even the common good. Exile, self-imposed or other-
wise, wounds deeply. My mother moved so many times before her 69 birth-
day that I lost count. She celebrated her birthday, the last as it turned out, a 
little too hard and ended up in the hospital, once again. She never left. And 
my grandmother, Alice Clarke, lived out her last years in the South, but 
always grieved for her northern home and her northern life. What Emily 
Dickinson said of her mother, I could say of my grandmother: “Home was 
so far from home.” A victim of a stroke, Alice Clarke lived the last decade of 
her life in a seniors’ lodge in Kamloops, British Columbia. She was rebellious 
to the end; mollified somewhat by her daily ounce of Tia Maria, prescribed, 
she said, by the attending physician, and by the Peter Jackson cigarettes she 
chain-smoked silently in front of a television, and by the stories she watched 
in a language that she no longer understood.

I do not want to take for granted my treaty rights and my treaty responsi-
bilities; and I do not want this for my children, or my grandchildren either. 
I do not want to take for granted this opportunity I have been given to live 
differently than my ancestors. This last chance to stop moving, to start lis-
tening: “ . . . to find my place on the planet,” as Gary Snyder (1974) says, “and 
to dig in and take responsibility from there” (101). “To dig in” sounds oddly 
agrarian for my blood, and the planet too big a place, too big a responsibility. 
But to find “my place,” right here—to be responsible for how I live here, how 
I work this common ground with others—that does sound like common 
sense, and worthwhile labor. Work that is worth doing as best I can.

And as treaty people, I believe, this is our common countenance. And, 
if curriculum scholars and practitioners, such as myself, consider the matter 
carefully, this IS our work. It is work that needs to be done, for a’ that, and 
for the common good; it is work best done together.
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Endnotes

1. At Blackfoot Crossing in southern Alberta, the site of the signing of Treaty 
7, Frank Weasel Head told a class of undergraduate education students, both 
Blackfoot and Euro-Canadian, that “not just Indians have treaty rights; we 
are all treaty people.” The treaties formalized a shared relationship from 
which both parties benefit and for which both bear responsibilities. Year 
later, Roger Epp published a collection of essays with the title, We Are All 
Treaty People; he credits the phrase to Muriel Lee, an Ojibwa-Cree who said: 
“on these prairies, we are all treaty people.”

2. Oral histories from witnesses to the negotiations and signing of the treaties 
report that the indigenous people, in each instance, agreed to the terms 
because the promises made on behalf of the Crown were to “last as long as 
the grass grew, the river ran, and the sun shone—to an Indian that meant 
FOREVER” (Fumoleau 1973, 75). While witnesses report this poetic word-
ing, it is not included in the actual text of the numbered treaties.

3. Chamberlin credits the phrase “ceremony of belief” to Frank Weasel Head 
from an interview about a horse quirt originally owned by Crop Eared Wolf. 
Frank Weasel Head explained that carvings on the quirt recorded dreams 
rather than actual events. The text of the carvings was, in Frank’s words, 
“ ‘a ceremony of belief, not a chronicle of events, and the reading of it was 
a crucial part of its power, then and now.’ It was a charm” (179). The same 
could be said of the treaties.
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