
Interview with Bobby Kadlun
April 28, 2004, Yellowknife

I had been first introduced to Bobby through Bob Gamble, who walked me to Bobby’s  
apartment to facilitate a meeting because he does not have a phone. I called him Bobby  
in my mind and not Robert or Bob because everyone I knew who knew him well called  
him that, from Betty Brewster to Bob Gamble; and most Inuit Tapirisat of Canada (ITC)  
and Tungavik Federation of Nunavut (TFN) publications printed his name that way. I  
made arrangements to meet Bobby at 4:30 pm again and invited him for dinner. Bobby  
appeared thin from his illness. He was missing most of his front teeth. In spite of that,  
however, bright eyes shone from his sallow face and he met me in front of his building  
exactly on time. I asked him where he would like to go -- his choice.  He chose Chinese.  
With an unexpected spryness, Bobby walked easily and we went into town to a Chinese  
restaurant. It was there that I recorded the conversation between Bobby and myself. At  
times, the background gets a bit loud, but not due to customers; it is the staff talking  
among themselves, mostly in Cantonese.

One thing that a simple transcript cannot capture is the mischievousness that exudes  
from the man, that and humor. His wit is dry, and he is a master storyteller who uses his  
hands, face and body to tell as story as much as he uses words. He is also a master  
mimic,  taking on the voices of the characters that he is talking about. The things he  
enjoyed from the story of his life enlivened his body and transmitted such positive energy  
that I often found myself giggling. In those moments he found difficult or painful, my  
heart silently wept. We did not talk about his suicide attempt, but when we discussed his  
having to give up a small part of his homeland in order to secure the agreement, I felt we  
were also talking about that ( I may be wrong). As you read, do not be fooled by the  
voice that sounds very much like an Elder, but imagine a spry, lively fellow with eyes that  
grow very bright at times, and who possesses an incredible balance of wit and wisdom.

Prior  to  the  commencement  of  the  recording,  Bobby  and  I  were  walking  from  his  
apartment to the restaurant. He told me that while in school in Yellowknife, his principal  
gathered  up  all  the  students  in  the  gym one  day  and  asked,  “Anyone  interested  in  
learning to operate heavy equipment, go over there.”  Bobby went. He had never driven  
before, he said to me, “So I guessed it was time that I learned!”That was in 1972 and  
Bobby was 18. He never finished his 12th year of education. Yet, this is a man for who  
little would go unexplored. He worked on heavy equipment and construction, helping to  
build Highway 3, as well as many buildings in Yellowknife. Then he went to work for the  
oil companies (Gulf) in the Mackenzie Delta. He worked on rigs. When that job ended,  
because Gulf left, he answered an ad to be a negotiator for ITC. I asked him if I could  
record the story and he said yes.  I turned the recorder on.

So you went for an interview?

For negotiating, and they asked me do you want to be involved and I said, “Why not?”  

When was that?
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1978.

What were you doing prior to that, working with heavy equipment?

Before ITC, I worked in the oil patch on drilling rigs. The lean patch was drilling, dealing 
with pipe and it was the hardest work.

So that’s where you learned to yell real loud?

Yep. Gulf pulled out, and things were tough for a while, eh?  So when the job opportunity 
came up to work for ITC, I jumped at it.

Where did you see the ad?

Back home in the community. Cheap, really cheap. 

Well, you had been making oil money. Now, you were going to work for a not-for-profit.

Yep.  

So you had the interview in 1978, you said.

In 1979 is when I actually started. 

Who interviewed you?

Kane Tologanak.

Michael Amarook was president when you came in and Allen Maghagak was president of  
Kitikmeot Inuit Association (KitIA).

I became president after him.  

So you started out as a negotiator?

Yeah.  

At the regional level?

Regional level.  

What did that mean, exactly?

Representing the people, the whole thing really.  Kitikmeot, Keewatin, Baffin. When we 
started the TFN, do you know what it stood for? 
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From the twinkle in his eye, I knew he was teasing. No. Uh-uh.

“Tough Fuckin’ Negotiators!”

You have that reputation … and your colleagues.

We started the TFN with three members from each region on the Board. 

That was in 1982. There you are, chair, before they called it the presidency. That was  
only two years and then you are already here (president).

It didn’t take long.

So you were a regional negotiator until the TFN was formed. 

I served as chair for a couple of years.

You were the first chair?

Um-hmm.  

Did you have to move to Ottawa?

Shakes his head no.

Politically it was just a good position to be in, eh? Chair of the TFN? Yeah. A lot of stuff, 
political shit going on. I just ignored most of it.

Did you have to do a lot of traveling? 

Yeah.

So you got to live at home, but you had to travel all the time?

Nods.  

And Louis Pilakapsi was your vice-chair?

Yeah.

Betty told me that the Feds were always afraid of him.

Um-hmm.

Was TFN formed before the plebiscites of 1982 or after?
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Before.  

And the fed was dead set against it?

Oh yes.

How could you tell?

They told us.

In other words, you can have a land claim, but you can’t have Nunavut.

That’s  what  they  were saying,  yes.  Ok,  we’ll  negotiate  the  claim.  But  while  we are 
negotiating, we’ll create a bunch of Boards and the names of the Boards are going to be 
Nunavut-this  and Nunavut-that  and Nunavut-this  and Nunavut-that,  Nunavut  Wildlife 
Management Board, Nunavut Impact Review Board, Nunavut Law Board.

Because before that, Nunavut had been a t-shirt and a poster, but it hadn’t really be on  
anything until TFN. So that escalated things.

Um-hmm.  

So you had to lead TFN through the plebiscite, then?

Basically, we just allowed the thing to take its own course provided the plebiscite results 
were favorable. That’s what we wanted, the majority were voting in favor. We got that. 
And we were still negotiating the claim, Nunavut-this and that. Back 1981 or so, again 
the  feds  were not  still  comfortable,  eh?  Most  political  stuff  in  Ottawa had turned to 
Mulroney and his boys, Conservative. How we going to work this now? Just keep the 
pressure on, just keep the pressure on.

So when you actually joined ITC, Keith Crow was on the federal side and Barry Dewar  
and Bob Mitchell and then after TFN was formed, that’s when the government changed  
and you got Tom Molloy.  

Um-hmm.

So what were these guys like?

They were ok. Tom Molloy and Bob Mitchell were independent of the government, eh? 
We nicknamed him ‘Tomato Molloy.’

Why?

In the negotiations when he would get stalled, he would [motions with his hands up his  
face].
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Turned red? 

Smiles and nods.  

Did he do that a lot, did he get pissed off a lot?

Yeah. He took it though. I was surprised that he lasted as long as he did.

Who else was on the federal side that you had a lot of contact with?

Keith Crow, Barry Dewar, mostly them. The territorial guy was a real lunatic.

Ross McKennon.

Um-hmm.

Then you had the Department of  Indian Affairs and Northern Development  (DIAND)  
ministers and Van Loon.

Um-hmm.

Norman Williams?

One thing about Ottawa is treat the feds like royalty, eh? Especially guys like Van Loon 
and some of the ministers. Take them out for a beer. Just take them out, have a drink, just 
be regular guys.    

Who was the toughest guy to negotiate with?

Had to be one of their legals.

You remember his name? No? When was this?

Early 1990s.

And you had Bob Gamble on the other side of the table.

Occasionally.

To me it sounds like he was more of a silent partner?

Um-hmm.

From the time you started in 1978, were you there right through the whole time, or did  
you leave for a while?
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No, pretty much right through.

That’s what people said, you were one of the steadiest guys. How did you do it?

Just did.

Where did you learn how to negotiate?

On the job.

Trial by fire?

Yeah.

Had your family been in leadership? 

Shakes his head.  

In 1989, you resigned as chief negotiator and became a member at large in KitIA? You  
had had enough?

There were days, yeah.

But then when they needed you again at the end they called you back?

Yeah.

Who called you?

One of our boys, in our offices in Ottawa. One of our legals.  

John Merritt?

Yeah.

What was he like?

Good. He was a good lawyer. I liked him, and his partner, an Australian.

Peter Jull?

Nope.

Leister?
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Jeff Leister.  

Bobby continues to flip through the charts. So you knew everybody. I mean you came in  
so early, and you were there throughout the whole 1980s.

Thirteen years.

Who was the best person to work with?

Probably John [Merritt].

What was Louis Pilakapsi like? He was your vice-president right?

Pilakapsi. He was good. He was very good at the Board level, eh? He could catch on with 
all the detailed stuff. He was a really good person. If he didn’t like something, he’d say it. 
Occasionally, he and I would have our differences. Loan guarantees, for example.

You were against loan guarantees? 

Nods.

Spending money you didn’t have yet? 

Nods.

That loan guarantee thing really risked blowing everything apart.

When was this?

Would have been 1981.

Because that had been building up since before you came on board? Nunasi?

You know what we called it?

What?

Lunacy corp.

People have said there was a huge leadership change. So you had Tagak, right when he  
becomes  land  claims  director,  he  dissolves  the  whole  land  claim  commission  and  
recreates the way he wants it to be?

Yeah.  Basically.

But that didn’t sit well with the Board?
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The ITC Board.

So they came in and reshaped it again?

Yep.  They said, “You’ve got to deal with this fuckin’ thing.” and I said, “That’s all I 
wanted to hear.”

Because you inherited this problem. So it haunted until you join in 1979 and then you get  
the presidency. How did you deal with it?

I just ignored most if it, basically and just hoped somebody sensible would come along. 
And they usually did. I kept my hands off.

But you and Louis differed on that. When you had disagreements with each other, how  
did you get through them?  I mean, you guys stayed together for30 years.

Damn near.

When you had disagreements with each other, how did you get through it?

A lot of times we would just ignore it. Because I knew somebody would come along and 
fix it.

How did you know that? 

If it’s a problem, then somebody’s going to have to get their hands dirty.  

Never a bitter word to say about anybody. Well, that’s what they say about you. So, you  
just ignored it, hoped somebody would fix it and just concentrated on the negotiations.  
How did you approach it in the negotiations?

Well,  it  never  really  came up in the negotiations.  I  think the government  types were 
scared, you know. They knew that the one way to piss off Bob was to bring up or sew 
disunity or loan guarantees and they never did. Just once I got so pissed off, eh? You’ve 
seen on the negotiations, they have long tables, eh?

Right.

We got to this one issue, I think it had something to do with extinguishment. So I went 
under  the table  [mimes going under  and then grabbing somebody by the neck]  Tom 
Molloy.

You went under the table and grabbed Tom Molloy?

By the necktie.  
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What did he do?

He got up and then went to [makes a karate chop with his hands].

He was going to karate chop the tie?

And he didn’t know I was going to let go, eh? I let go and [with sound effects Bobby 
swings through the completed karate chop and ends with his hand crashing against the 
table – and chuckles] he chopped the table.

And afterwards, you guys would go out for drinks together?

Yep. Then he said, [assumes Tom’s voice] “Bob, do you want to take a few minutes?” I 
said, “No. Do you?”

One of their legal, she was a real bitch, eh? She was screaming all the time.  

Which one was this? I don’t have many women down on the federal side.  

Nope not there. Might have been before then. I didn’t like her.

Good reason not to remember her name.

During the negotiations,  I wrote a note to one of my colleagues who happened to be 
sitting right across from her, eh? Just by luck. So I said, “Meeka, could you convince her, 
give her a real mean look like you’re going to attack her?”

This is Meeka? She can give a good look! So Meeka sat at the negotiating table?

Yes, oh yes.

Was she the only woman who sat at the negotiating table, the only Inuk?

For  a  while.  There  was  another  one.  Rosie  something-or-another,  from  Keewatin. 
Tagak’s sister.

When was she at the table?

Oh, early 1990s.

When it got hot and heavy? So, Tagak was out of it, but she was there. So those were the  
only two Inuk women who sat at the table.

Yeap.

And then you had the translators, like Leah Idlout and Betty Brewster.
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Yeah.

You have a great sense of humor, but you must have also believed in it to have done it for  
13 years.

To get a good deal you’ve got to encourage political changes as well, right, especially if 
the fed wants extinguishment.  I was totally, totally opposed to extinguishment.  If you 
want extinguishment, then we’ve got to change it. And basically, that’s the deal right. It 
kind of happened in that way.  

How did you get what you wanted from the federals?

Don’t beat them up. You want to do something good, there’s one way of dealing with it is 
get your own homeland. [Takes out a pencil] May I?

Certainly.   

[He writes on a piece of paper Nunavut] There was Nunavut and the Dene-Métis used to 
say, “Don’t try to get Nunavut, you’re going to get ‘none-of-it.’ eh?”  [Writes on a piece 
of paper Denendeh]  Denendeh.  [Writes deadendeh] When they said, “Don’t try and get 
Nunavut, you’re going to get none-of-it, I’d say, ok, “Don’t try and get Denendeh, you’re 
going to hit a deadend-eh?”

Did you guys support their efforts, did they support you? Or you guys had to negotiate  
overlapping agreements and that was hard.

That was hard. Pretty hard actually.

Was that the hardest thing you had to do?

Yeah. Especially the Contwoyto Lake area.  

That’s your homeland area.

Yeah. When we had that line, we had it going straight down, uh? And for some reason, 
John Parker included a large section of the Contwoyto area, uh. I lost a lot of my respect 
for the guy.

Cause that’s your homeland area, huh? Cause when you signed the document, you had to  
sign away a little bit of home.

And I really gave it to John Parker, eh?

And it’s still not settled. [Pause with sadness in his eyes]So what was the high point for  
you?
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Political change.  Settling the claim, and political change.  

So, signing it, did you think you had done a good deal?

Yeah.  We got Nunavut, eh?

What were the hardest times?

I think I’d have to say dealing with the Dene-Métis on the line, that was hard. Convincing 
our boys to accept that line.

You had to go to the communities and explain that.

Yeah.

That must have been hard, I mean, were you convinced, but then you had to convince  
everyone else.

Whether this line would make or break the deal, I kind of knew and I kind of knew that 
we could sell this line.

And you guys had more authority to make decisions, the Dene-Métis would always have  
to go back.

Yeah.  And  they  had  nobody  there,  nobody  in  that  area  and  John  Parker  had  some 
explaining to do.

What were the other negotiators like? Paul Quassa, John Amagoalik.

John Amagoalik had left the land claims section, and Thomas Suluk took over from him. 
He was good.  

In what way?

Just dealing with government and finding ways of dealing with the issues.  

What about Paul Quassa?

So and so. It is very difficult to convince him of what you believe in because you never 
know if he was going to support you or not.

How did you handle it when you disagreed?

Like that loan guarantee thing. I hated it, eh? But I had to sign it because it came from the 
Board of Directors of the TFN, whether I liked it or not.
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But not everyone who held the president role felt they had to listen to the Board.

[Chinese conversation gets very loud near us]  Excuse my French, I mean Chinese.

Did you guys ever do that to the feds? Start talking in Inuktitut strategically?

Yeah.

Betty said she used to have conversations with you instead of straight translation.

Yeah that’s right.

What about Leah?

No, she pretty much just did her job. 

What did the women bring to the negotiations? A lot of them were there as translators,  
etc., for a long time.

Especially Betty. I used to feel sorry for her.

She had a hard time of it? From the feds and you?

Yeah and sometimes the Board. We argued.  

She said the person she used to turn to would be Louis. He would remind her it was her  
position, “Not you.”

Pilakapsi.  There were some tough people there, you know.

Everyone I’ve met is extraordinary. Who did you learn the most from?

I’d have to say two people, John Merritt and Randy Ames. Those two guys, eh?  

And you had your Grade 12?

I was going to take my high school here [in Yellowknife]. And the principle, Ron Teuton, 
said, “All those guys who want to be heavy equipment operators go over here.” 

Who should be remembered that is part of this story? Is there anyone who isn’t talked  
about who really should be remembered?

Meeka. 

What about Mike Panika?
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I don’t know him.

That’s what I’m trying to do, go year by year, as each person comes on board, try to  
write what they were doing. I still have a lot of work to do. How were these guys to work  
with [regional guys]? Did you rely on them a lot?

Yeah. Lucasie Ivalu was good. And Mary was good [Crnkovich]. Dougald Brown was 
good, and Michael Baines too. I believe they are still in Calgary.  

You spent most of your time on the negotiations. You focused on the claim, that is what  
was important to you?

Yes. One other guy who did a lot of work on Nunavut was Rick Van Loon and Barry 
Dewar.

How were they to work with?

Helpful.

They were helpful?

Yeah.

That’s hard for me to understand, but they actually want to see some of this?

Some of it.

Did you ever meet some of the prime ministers?

Yeah.

Who do you remember most?

Trudeau.  During  one  of  the  dinners  we  had  at  24  Sussex,  I  brought  pictures  of 
Coppermine.

He actually put the pictures in his pocket?

Yeah. He took a canoe and paddled down the river, that next summer.

Wow. He switched. Started out with the white paper, huh? And then was he supportive?

He was not supportive, initially. He was the Prime Minister, eh?  He wouldn’t do much.

I am trying to trace (negotiators) back to the leaders they came from, Panapakuju and  
Awa. Do you think they learned things from those guys [traditional leaders]?
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Yeah.  I think they learned quite a lot actually.

Were there times when you were unsure?

Lot of times. A lot of times, I would go into negotiations, and you are really up against 
policy, Inuit policy, TFN policy. 

So you had to cross the line sometimes, even on your own side?

A lot of times I crossed and made it clear and nobody could get me! If they tried, [fists 
clenched] their asses would be hurt!

What about the feds. Were they smart?

A lot of times, we were not sure. Occasionally they would get smart, and that was when 
we were not sure. So we would keep going and let them put the brakes on.

Another thing that amazed me is how no matter what trouble people got into, people  
would come and go and there would always be someone who could just step up.

That happened occasionally.

And the fed, when they changed?

When they changed, when they would appoint new ministers, we would have our papers, 
have our briefing papers all compiled and ready to present, explaining exactly where we 
are. 

You had to educate a lot of people.

Sometimes it was fun, eh, dealing with new ministers and bureaucrats.

Somebody was telling me, I think it was Simon Awa, that you would argue to have the  
negotiations up North, where it was daylight all the time, and wear them down.

Take them out fishing. And then, “Let’s go home!”

What do you want people to remember the most about you?

I’ve never thought about it.

Shall I tell  you what other people have told me about you? “One of the most steady  
guys.” “Sharp as a tack.” “Probably one of the smartest negotiators.”  

Sounds pretty good.
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