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Interview with Catherine Pilakapsi, interpreted by Mary Rose Angoshadluk 

May 10, 2004, Rankin Inlet 

 

The interview took place in Catherine’s office in the company of Mary Rose Angoshadluk 

who acted as interpreter. Catherine sat at her desk facing Mary Rose and I. Behind her 

was a window from which one could see a significant part of the community of Rankin 

Inlet. The voice being transcribed is that of Mary Rose, which is why comments are in the 

third person, but the thoughts and experiences are those of Catherine. Catherine also 

speaks and understands English, but is more comfortable working in Inuktitut and is part 

of the Inuktitut Literacy Council, and so has devoted a great deal of her career to the 

preservation of the language and the education of others. 

 

So, tell me your story – where do you come from? Tell me about you. 

 

She is originally from Coral Harbour. 

 

So, how did you wind up here? 

 

They were living in Coral Harbour and she got married to Mr. Louis Pilakapsi and her 

husband was working for the DEW-Line. And two years later they went back to Coral 

Harbour and Louis Pilakapsi’s stepfather got very sick and he was in Churchill. His Dad 

wanted to see Louis. So they went to Churchill and spent seven years. After seven years, 

her husband was working for the mine in Moon Lake and from Moon Lake they moved 

back to Coral Harbour for three months and after three months, they moved to Rankin 

Inlet and they have been in Rankin Inlet ever since. 

 

How old were you when you got married? 

 

She lost her mother when she was age seven and she was like homeless after her mother 

died, so she got married when she was pretty young. Really young. 

 

When you were living in all these different places, had you already had kids by then? 

 

When they moved to Churchill, they had a three-month old baby. Then she adopted a 

little girl from her older sister. And the little girl and the adopted daughter were three 

months apart. The time they were in Churchill, the seven years, she had two children, but 

she ended up in a sanatorium. A sanatorium is a place where the people are who had TB. 

 

Did you have TB yourself? 

 

Yeah.  She was in a sanatorium for nine months. 

 

So you caught it in Churchill?  What years were these? 

 

Yes. Between 1960 and 1962. 
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What was it like in Churchill then? 

 

The population was not too high back then. There was an army base and a navy base and 

there was the camp. That was where they were staying then, and on the other side the 

Dene had their own area.  

 

Was there much traffic between the different areas? 

 

The traffic was quite heavy because the runway was in the camp, and they had to do quite 

a bit of travel, plus they are not that far from each other. There were a lot of students who 

were going to Churchill Vocational Centre (CVC). 

 

I’ve got the names of the students from CVC who were there in 1966. 

 

She probably knows quite a few of them. [Takes a look at the list] 

 

Here’s the student council from then [pointing to notebook] and these are the third years 

who were there then. 

 

Mike Tuluak. We were thinking that this was somebody else, there is another family 

using this name. Do you know if they were from Cape Dorset? 

 

It’s hard to say because sometimes they only listed their first name, especially before 

Project Naming.  

 

Mary Ecko and Mark Gordon. 

 

So you know a lot of these guys? 

 

We know most of them, yeah.   

 

Every person I’ve talked to gives me a fuller vision of what it was like there. What 

memories do you have from then?  Do you remember the Harpoons? The Tagoonas and 

the Kusugaks? 

 

Oh yes. 

 

Were they good? 

 

When they first started, this was a big thing for them, and the people who were there to 

watch them, this was all new to them. The ladies would all be wearing mini-skirts and 

some would be wearing big bell bottoms and back then, that’s when the men had their 

long hair. 

 

So even though you were there because your husband was in the mining, you were still a 

part of all of this community? 
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When they were living in Churchill, her late husband used to work for the federal 

government. He would be the main person in the garage who was looking after all the 

equipment and he would be maintaining the roads. 

 

Were you still there when Tagak was teaching there in19 68 or 1967? 

 

No, she only started being a Board member when he was very young. There were only a 

very few Board members when they first started. There was Tagak Curley, John 

Amagoalik, James Arvaluk, Peter Irniq. She they were all quite young. Peter Irniq, his 

wife was from the south and that was her first time ever to see an Inuk with a Qallunaat 

wife. There were probably more before then, but that was her first experience.   

 

Did it surprise you that so many people came out of Churchill from that time to become 

leaders? 

 

She is very proud of them because the schools were pretty strict and they made sure they 

completed their school and many of them are leaders today.  

 

And many of them came from leadership families, right? They saw their parents and their 

grandparents in leadership positions. 

 

It’s probably from their parents too, because back then parents were very strict and would 

tell their children, “You do this and that - this is where you will end up.” In our cultural 

way, Inuit showing their love to their children and comparing it to the Southern people, 

it’s very different. Being Inuit, we show them our love, but just because we love our child 

we try to protect them and we cut them right off because we are so afraid something 

might happen to them. If we had shown them our love but let them go, maybe they would 

have been more educated, but the way we are, if our child doesn’t want to go we’ll just 

do that instead of letting them go. 

 

What about women traditionally? I have learned the importance of traditional leadership 

and traditional way of life and I also heard about so many great women who were 

outspoken? What is the tradition of women in leadership? 

 

Back then, in the Inuit tradition, a man was the head of the house, and we were told by 

our parents that you have to listen because the man is the head of the house. As soon as 

she knew an elderly woman, because they had the wisdom and the knowledge, they 

would be respected. As she understands it, whether they are female or they are male, as 

long as they are the eldest we have to listen because they have the wisdom and the 

knowledge and they know something that we don’t know. She really likes this because 

each person has a different knowledge and a different wisdom. Back then, men were head 

of the house, but today she knows that women have to stand up for themselves and she is 

very happy that they can stand up for themselves now. 
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 I was looking at the lists of who was doing what. You had very few women back then, 

Meeka of course, but then it slowly increases and now you have women in every major 

organization. 

 

Maybe the reason why men were the head of everything is that men would be providing 

the country food, men would be providing this and that for the family, and the men were 

well respected and the women were the ones who were staying home and doing the 

preparing for everyone.  

 

That the men are the public face and the women are the private face? 

 

Yes, but on the other hand, we have to remember that the women are always sewing. 

Because of the sewing, they are able to be kept warm. They were the cooks of the house, 

and without the women I don’t think the man would have been able to get very far. We 

have to remember that, too. 

 

I have heard stories of well respected women who made sure that not only their own 

families were taken care of, but also other families if someone was without. 

 

Parents were telling the younger people to make sure they are there for each other to help 

each other. 

 

When did you first become aware of Inuit beginning to come together to get a greater 

voice for themselves? 

 

When they were living in Coral Harbour she started to find out that Inuit can be Board 

members because that’s where they opened the settlement council, that’s where it started, 

her knowledge. 

 

Then you moved to Churchill. 

 

After they were in Coral and they were living in Churchill, she started meeting Tagak 

Curley and James Arvaluk and so when they started up the Inuit Tapirisat of Canada 

(ITC), that was when she discovered that Inuit can be leaders. They can be role models 

for the people. 

 

And you spent years watching all of this evolve and develop. What are your 

observations? 

 

That’s when her husband started to be involved and she had children at home so she was 

never sitting with these members, but her husband was greatly involved. When they 

moved to Rankin, he used to be a counselor and a Board member and he started to be 

involved in the creation of Nunavut and in the negotiations. He did a lot for them. 

 

People don’t know how much, I think. 
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Like when her late husband started being on the Board of Directors, he was the mayor of 

Rankin and the president of the Kivalliq Inuit Association (KivIA), he would be attending 

all of these meetings and she and her kids would be home alone most of the time. He did 

so much for the community, not only the community but Nunavut-wide. She even told 

her husband one time that he has been on the Board of Directors for too long, and that he 

had been traveling too much and that she was getting tired of being home alone. 

Especially when spring came around, she would be kind of harsh to her husband, telling 

her husband that she too, would like a little attention, because he did a lot of work for not 

only himself, not only his wife, but for the whole people of Nunavut. One time she got 

mad at her husband because she wanted to go out on the land. Her husband used to say to 

her, “Look, you’re not the only one I am working for. There’re the whole people of 

Nunavut I am working for.” He would tell his wife that he was doing it not just for her, 

but for the whole future of his people. 

 

How did you make it through that?  I mean it’s years that he was away. 

 

When she finally realized that he is doing it for the people of Nunavut, when she finally 

accepted that if she loved the people as much as her husband did, then she would just 

start accepting it. Because her children were not as small, they were older now, so she 

could accept his being away – they would agree with each other. 

 

Forgive my ignorance, but did you have sons? 

 

She has five boys and one adopted son. 

 

How did they learn to hunt? 

 

Every chance that Louis had he would take his boys out. The little time that he had, he 

would spend out on the land with her sons. Right now, her son is the provider for her.    

 

How did you start getting involved in the community? 

 

She started off being an interpreter for the nursing station, and in 1985, when Kivalliq 

opened a residence, she was the supervisor for the girl’s dorm and she worked with 

KivIA. 

 

I have a chart here that shows where people who wound up in leadership generally 

learned things, how they got started. You can see where I have most women, they start in 

health and social services. 

 

She started off being a member of the Elders and she is still involved with the Elders 

because back then, there weren’t many jobs opening so that’s where she started with the 

health and translation. 

 

Mali Curley wanted to be a hairdresser. 
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Mali Curley’s Mum and her Mum were sisters. She used to babysit for the Hudson Bay 

Company staff manager.   

 

That’s the connection I am seeing between the leadership families and all of this stuff so, 

am I on the right track? 

 

Yes. Definitely.   

 

Did Louis used to bring home the debates to you? 

 

She doesn’t know why, but when he got home he hardly mentioned to her what he did in 

his work. He had a good record of keeping confidentiality at home or away from home.  

Maybe it would have been better if he had mentioned the debates because then she would 

have learned from him.   

 

And he probably would have learned from you a different perspective. 

 

Yes. 

 

There are so many stories about him. Betty Brewster tells me there were many times 

when they were being badgered by the big guys, the feds, and he was the one who acted 

as father to everyone and said, “Remember it’s not you, it’s the role that you’re in.” He 

was the stabilizing force. 

 

He was a very strong person and he would tell people to stand up for themselves, not to 

just quit without completing the work that you are doing.  

 

Was he always like that? 

 

He always keeps things going, he has to make sure that everything’s done. He was a 

really hard worker. Maybe he learned it from his grandparents, because she has not seen 

his father, but she has seen his mother and his mother wasn’t really that kind of person so 

it could be from the grandparents or great-grandparents. 

 

What were their names? 

 

His mother’s name was Tuktuk, and his father’s name was Manu. Louis Pilakapsi grew 

up being mistreated and she thinks that’s where he got the strength to stand up for 

yourself.   

 

The very last time that Louis Pilakapsi was going to his boat before the tragic accident, 

Father Papien was here and met up with Louis Pilakapsi and you know how the sun was 

shining and when Father Papien and Louis met, they hugged each other and you know 

Father Papien has a gold tooth? She noticed the tooth was very shiny, but that was the 

very last time they were going to meet each other.   
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How would you like to see Louis remembered? I have being doing this for three years 

and I know that he was at almost all of the Nunavut negotiations, yet he is almost never 

mentioned. 

 

When he was a negotiator, people come first and that’s what she would like to see 

recognized, that he did it not just for his wife, but for the people. 

 

So many people had to do so many things because when you really look at it, there were 

not really that many people involved so they all had to do many things. In the course of 

20 years, everybody held every position.   

 

And when he was at home, if he knew that somebody out there has no food, has no 

money, he would either give them the money or he would go shopping with his wife and 

shop for whatever is needed and go with his wife to this family who was in need, and he 

was always there for people. Even though he was always out, he seemed to understand 

everything. He seemed to have a spiritual connection.  

 

You were translating for health services and then what did you do? 

 

Sometimes she would make meals for the staff. She would be making bread for the health 

centre. She spent time in the sanatorium, but while she was there, they had her 

interpreting.   

 

What gave you the courage to do that? 

 

When she was a child, she went to school to Grade 6 level and from that she kind of 

knew English. Now she regrets that she grew up being homeless. She could have been in 

Chesterfield, and people who went to Chesterfield now are leaders and maybe she could 

have been in that position. Back then, only the Roman Catholics were sent to 

Chesterfield. Her dad was a mayor too, at one time for the hamlet, and she wanted to be 

in a leadership position. 

 

What was your Dad’s name? 

 

Louis Satien. 

 

When she was a child, because she was growing up in this situation where she felt 

unwanted, or where she was homeless, she told herself that when she starts having 

children she is going to be the best mother that she can be, and that she is not going to 

have her children grow up in her same situation. Because of that, her husband was able to 

travel all over and be there for the people of Nunavut. She was very close to her children. 

 

Your story and your husband’s story are very similar. 

 

They are very similar and that is what made them strong and that’s what made them get 

through. 
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What advice would you give for other Indigenous Peoples and women who are trying to 

be supportive of or trying to lead this kind of effort? 

 

Her advice to everybody is if we want to see our future generations, we have to let them 

go first. And when you talk to them, you tell them that there is a good future for them and 

that they should do something so that there is a good future. It is their future and we have 

to make sure that it’s all there for them.   

 

To be optimistic? 

 

Yes. 

 

Who did you learn the most from? 

 

She doesn’t really know, but her children, she wanted to give them good opportunities 

and she wants to make sure her children have a good start. 

 

So you were inspired by your children, for your children. 

 

Yes.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 


