
Interview with Stephen Kakfwi
Yellowknife, May 2, 2004

Interview took place in the Kakfwi home. We talked a while over coffee before I turned 
the tape recorder on. I explained my quest, the stories that I was gathering, and the 
people I had met on my journey. It was a good while later that I asked to record our 
conversations. 

You said you went to residential school at age nine? Where had you grown up prior to 
going to school?

I was I grew up in Fort Good Hope, a small little Dene community just south of the 
Arctic Circle. I spent the first five years of my life in the bush, born in a tent. My father 
trapped and my mother started getting sick when I was five. She was pretty much gone 
until I was 12, so my father raised us in town. When I was nine, my entire family got 
sick, my grandfather, my grandmother, my aunt, my uncle, and my mother was already 
gone.

TB?

Yeah. Then my father got sick and my older sister. There were three of us left and there 
was nobody to take care of us so they sent us to residential school. I spent six months 
there. That would be probably one of the more traumatic months of my life, but I was 
already traumatized to begin with because of the absence of my mother and the upheaval 
in the family. So many things were happening at that time, so when I got there I was a 
real scrapper as a kid, too. Every kid I didn’t know I was in a scrap with. The nun that 
took care of us was notorious for being mean, and she tried to beat me into submission. I 
got a lot of beatings, eh? It was psychological, outright meanness. I spent a lot of time in 
the closet. I was put in there for long periods of time because I was hiding.

With me it was corners, standing in them. There’s this one, I could tell you about every 
paint drip. But it wasn’t fighting for me, it was talking!

Storytelling.

Yes.    

I think there was some sexual abuse as well. Anyway, when I got out I think I got out just 
in time. I didn’t go back the following year. I stayed with some relatives. The year my 
family returned, that was the year I was sent to another residential school. I was 12 when 
my family got back together and that fall I went to residential school. I was in Grade 7.  
My grandfather and my father decided that was what they had to do so when I was 12, 
they sent me to Fort Smith, a Catholic kind of elite residential school. I stayed there for 
six years. I went back every year for six years. It was lonely, but it reinforced everything 
that my father instilled in me and my grandfather, which was special. They were gifted 
special people and they were here for a reason. Going to that residential school was the 
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same thing. The priests and the people that ran it would say, ‘You’re special, that’s why 
we picked you. You have a destiny, you have something to do, your job is to find out 
what it is.’ Who cares when you are 12 years old? But it made you feel good. I guess out 
of that came my most powerful advice to young people, children, everybody. When 
young people ask me for advice I always tell them, ‘Walk into a room like you own it.’  
Everywhere you walk, you should walk like you own what is there, not only because it’s 
true, secondly, if you don’t, somebody else will. You must never, never, never let 
somebody else assume that power. And it’s from them. Somebody asked me a month 
ago, I was going to meet somebody in a café uptown to discuss work, and he asked me, 
‘How will I know what you look like?’ I said, ‘Look for a guy with a ponytail and an 
attitude.’ I was joking. I didn’t know how to describe myself.  

I would have probably said, ‘Well, you can look at any one of 140 publications. Have 
you bought a diamond lately? Look at the certificate that you get with it.

Pretty amazing, eh?

Speaking of which, before I go, I’d love to ask you to sign my book. I talked to Helen 
Maksagak yesterday, and Peter Irniq.

Peter Irniq, now there’s somebody that’s got some passion.

Even over the last two years, I’ve seen him change. Just the other day at dinner, I had 
brief memories of my grandfather and I realized it came from watching him. He was 
telling stories mostly about his travel and what he had learned from people from other 
countries.

When I was three and a half years old, my grandfather bought a truck and my uncles 
learned to drive it. One day it was raining and my brother and I were at the bottom of the 
hill, and when I was running across the road, I got stuck in the road and it ran over me.  
My mom goes into a trip, I don’t know what was going on in your mind, because I threw 
myself back and it ran over me. I was out for most of the day, but my mother told me that 
I never talked for a year.

Well it’s kind of hard to come to grips with your mortality at the age of three and a half!  
Usually, you’re kind of grown up by the time you figure that out.

Older people told my mother, ‘Don’t worry because he is going to grow up to be an old 
man.’ My grandfather and this other man, when this man died he told his widow, he died 
in 1976, he told her on his death bed that she shouldn’t cry, or feel that it is hopeless 
because he said, ‘The young man that went to school, the grandson of old Kakfwi, he will 
be there for many years into the future to take care of old women, all those who need, and 
the children. And they didn’t tell me until four years ago.

That kind of thing is best kept.

2



I am glad that she did because you don’t want to be burdened by things like that. 

You’ve been crafted for this role.

Yeah, I like to think I do it because I want to. I want to feel that it is my choice, even 
though I know that half the time that it isn’t. I want to have the illusion. I tell you, 
nothing has been real in my life. Everything is a dream, and it keeps getting more unreal.

I can relate to that.

Yeah, everything is unreal, but you learn to enjoy it. I think Wah-shee was one of the 
most inspiring people. Wah-shee at his best, there is no comparison. Nobody can put it 
any better and say it like he can when he is at the top of his game. He’s an artist, and he 
has tremendous ups and downs. Mostly, I think he started leading because it was he knew 
the enormity of what he was questioning.  

This story, this saga, because if you were to tell it, it would take a week to tell. The 
people in it are extraordinary people, in any age at any time, they would have been. They  
have paid the price. I have had the privilege of seeing many of them at their best, and I 
have seen many of them now at their worst, but you are right. What did you do after high 
school?

Some interesting things.  I grew up under my grandfather. I was quiet and aloof and 
really shy. I read poetry and history. One day I read Bob Dylan’s lyrics and I said, wow, 
this guy is neat!  

That was his magic.

I heard him start singing, and I said, ‘God no one could sound that bad!’ But I’ve always 
had this thing that one day I would go on stage with my guitar, you know. I come from a 
family of fire carriers. These are people who go out of camp, scouting, setting up the next 
camp, that’s how I am never with my people, I am always wandering away from them, 
traveling, being alone. I don’t like to be alone, but I am alone. I don’t like to travel, but I 
travel. I am just a walking contradiction. After high school, I thought I am going to go 
home, May 2, 1970. The next day, May 3, that’s when the four students got shot at Kent 
State, and I was faced with this newscast. I thought, I can’t stay here I can’t stay there, 
one of the dilemmas of the time. Out of those years there came a sort of dream, the sound 
of someone who kept crying, it was depressing, the cry of despair. I always thought I had 
to do something about it. Challenge the government, challenge everybody. I wrote a song 
about it. I tried to go to university. While I was there I thought I would write a book. It 
was going to be called, in keeping after the American Indian movement, the Red 
movement, it was called, “The Awakening of Red Dreamer.” Even then I knew I was a 
dreamer.

Right after Vine Deloria Jr. wrote ‘Custer Died for Your Sins.’
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Yeah! I realized that I had nothing to write about because I hadn’t done a goddamned 
thing! Anyway, I thought it was a great title, but I had nothing to write about. So, I went 
into teaching, then I got drawn into Jim Antoine, James Wah-shee.

What were you teaching?

I was in adult education, territorial program. I taught reading and writing for people, and I 
was trying to finish a degree. I was in the wrong business. I was just lost and trying to 
find something to do. Then one year, I ended up quitting teaching and coming to 
Yellowknife in October, and George Erasmus, I walked by his office and he said, ‘Steve, 
what are you doing?’ I said, ‘Just visiting.’ He said, ‘I’ve got a job for you.’ He told me 
to come back later. I came back and he said, ‘Well, do you want that job or not?’ I got 
into working as a community worker, I did that for a while. I organized the Berger 
Inquiry to a great extent, then I worked on a regional basis for a while, then I worked 
with George for a few years.

I wanted to meet him while I was here.

That was when he was head of the whole thing. Wah-shee was in and then he took over.  
And in 1983 I ran. When he left, nobody said thank you or anything and I was elected 
with about 75 per cent of the vote and he was supporting this other candidate. It took 
about 18 years to get over that. It didn’t matter that I was supporting him and then he got 
into the constitutional stuff and I supported him on the national level. He undermined 
Wah-shee and then ran against Wah-shee.

Was it all internal politics that the dispute was over, or did it involve bigger issues?

Wah-shee and George, they tried to make it a philosophical thing. We were so influenced 
by the socialist movement at the time, with George and I it was never clear. Because 
George wanted to be the executive director, the president, the chief negotiator and in 
charge of research. There were three of us who went in to him with a plan. The 
movement was dying and we needed to do something.

Was that nationally or just regionally?

Here in the North. This was about 1979, 1980.

Inuit Tapirisat of Canada (ITC) was going through a similar crisis.

Yes, we are a nation. Yes, we believe in self-determination. We believe we should have 
our own economy. Show us something. We said we had to divvy up the work, you cannot 
do all of it. He basically told us to go to hell. I think because he grew up here. I grew up 
in Fort Good Hope.  We had to go to places like Fort Good Hope and show them how to 
build houses, how to build offices and staff them for our chiefs. You cannot continue the 
way that we were, or we would have nothing. So he said, ‘Why don’t you run?’So I did. I 
wasn’t really into leadership at the time, but what he didn’t know was that a lot of our 
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chiefs were looking for a change. The divisions took 20 years to do. It took a long time.  
But that’s when I left. I had to face reality. Am I serious or am I not? So I went to 
Quebec, and then I moved back to my hometown again. We developed our first home 
ownership program. We took the money from the government and hired a carpenter and 
architect and put our people to work. We started some businesses, we built a huge law 
office complex for our chiefs and Wah-shee was supporting us. He was minister at the 
time. I worked for the Berger Inquiry.

That really opened up a lot for people, just the process of it.

The power of the media, the power of communication. It’s no secret, but if there is a 
secret for power negotiation, it’s the power to influence perception, to create the stage, 
and create the images on it, the messages on it. It’s enough to overcome the government 
sometimes, the Vatican, DeBeers, take them all on.  

Oh, you’re getting at my heart now! So once you had your civic awakening, you never 
got out of it?

The politics of being with people and being alone. Being alone in a room with a thousand 
people, I never understood it. The world you are in is not the world that you make. You 
become a prisoner and you realize how alone and depressed you can be. Like my song.  
People say, wow, I wish I could be like you are! They don’t know.

Hamlet is my favorite play.“I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself lord of 
infinite space, but Denmark’s a prison.”

I know. Like I am sleepless, I know. But I think it’s been years since I slept two hours. I 
get so passionate about things, so driven. And others, not. But then I bounce back, the 
energy. That’s how to survive. It’s a gift and a curse. Maybe that’s why I have so much 
admiration for people who want to do this type of work, who pursue leadership with a 
passion and why I despise people who mess with us. People who think, ‘I’ll do whatever 
people want me to do.’ Or ‘I just want everybody to like me.’ I’ve never been a populist.  
I am here to do what I want to do, the things I think need to be done. I am lucky in the 
sense that many of the things that I have done, at least most of them, people have 
supported me. People get angry, and say, ‘Why are you asking us, you are going to do 
what you want anyway.’

Oh that may be the secret to getting things done anyway. I think about ITC, mostly 
communication was one-way.

If you want to get some stuff done, you can’t ask everybody. When we did the Vatican, 
Pope John Paul, fall of 1982, I just said one day, we had heard he was in town in Ottawa, 
let’s get the Inuit, Assembly of First Nations, and do it. That was the plan. We wanted the 
attention of course, and we pulled it off. We negotiated with the Vatican, and they said he 
couldn’t make it and they wanted to try to make us come to Ottawa. We said no. When he 
was boarding the plane in Ottawa, he said, ‘ I very much regret not being able to 
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complete my visit in Fort Simpson. Perhaps providence will provide me with another 
opportunity. With a twinkle in his eye, he said, ‘Excuse me, I’ve just invited myself for 
another visit. That’s how we pulled off the second one. He came back and continued his 
visit in 1987. There was a time in the North, when all the national Aboriginal 
organizations came together and cooperated on something, not once but twice.

The other being the constitutional debate.

Yeah, we pulled those off.

I have in my mind this magnificent kind of cooperation of Aboriginal Peoples coming 
together, the likes of which we have never seen in the US.

It is exceptional, no doubt. I guess that I was just bragging because I managed to pull it 
off twice. It just as easily could have been , ‘No, no Steve, this time the Inuit are going to 
go it alone.’ Or ‘No, no, Steve, this time the Métis are going to have our own.’ But we 
got them all back here so that was fun to do.

In the early days, did you take part in some of the international stuff?

I have done some international travel to raise awareness on Dene issues. I raised some 
money in New York and went to Germany.

Did you go to East Germany?

No, I left that to other people.

I was thinking in terms of 1972 when the national Indian Brotherhood started talking 
about international…

1972? I didn’t get involved until 1974. But there were talks then. I didn’t travel until 
1976. In 1976, I was one of the most experienced ones, and I didn’t have any idea how to 
travel. Planes, hotels, it was just incredibly overwhelming. I went South for two weeks in 
1976 and they shipped me back to my hometown for two weeks to recover. I couldn’t 
handle it. But there was nobody else, so after two weeks they shipped me South again! 
And like a fool I went, to speak about what was going on up here. It was hard, too, but 
then after I started doing it. I got into it and I stayed until December, being on TV, radio, 
newspaper, speaking to groups.

You are pretty good at it. I’ve read an awful lot about you. What was that whole 
constitutional thing about because it is so hard for me to imagine?

All of us understood because we were all talking about it, even before Berger. That was 
the beauty of what happened. In 1974, I went home and my people already knew I was 
there for a reason so I came back and I was telling my father and grandfather, we’re 
going to have our own governments, we are going to have our own economies and we are 
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going to take back our land. We are going to put people in Ottawa and we are going to 
put things in the constitution.  And they said, ‘You really going to do all that?’ I said, ‘Oh 
yeah, Dad, we’re going to do it! Damn right!’ ‘You really think so, eh?’ He was really 
laughing at me, he was laughing at the audacity. When the Berger Inquiry came, it was 
not my dad it was not my grandfather, it was not the traditional leaders who led. It was 
me. They stepped aside for us. What an incredible blessing to have.

It wasn’t just in your nation and your culture, it was happening everywhere. I look at the 
stories of the Inuit that I know.

I think they knew. This has got to be it. They loved it. And Wah-shee, we used to hear 
Wah-shee on the radio, and my dad used to say, ‘Steve, do you think you could do what 
Wah-shee is doing?’ I said, ‘Of course, Dad.’ I never thought about it that way, I still 
don’t.  But I know nobody could talk like Wah-shee. He was damn good at what he did. I 
cant say that about George, he’s not the same person. George has some other gifts, but 
I’ve always found Wah-shee inspiring. I still do.

What about George Manuel?

I’ve met with him. I enjoyed it. For me, he was an older man, like my dad. I was too 
young and too anxious. George had the diplomacy of the Elders, and I wanted to fight 
right now. Lots of anger, eh? Still. 

I can see where some people mastered that and some people didn’t.

I think of the people who I hold no respect for, people who tried to do me in. They tried 
to destroy my friends so I walked out of there. People still ask me, ‘What do you do with 
all that anger , they ended the careers of some of your best friends?’ I just tell them, ‘I 
walked out of there.’ I don’t want to get to be an old man, harboring resentments. I 
forgive, not because they ask me, but because I have to. I forgive the little things and I 
forgive the big things. And that’s hard.

I’m still working on it. I grew up in Alabama. I have a lot of hard memories. How did you  
go from being an activist to being a member of the establishment?

I don’t know, I think I never developed an affinity for it. Being the premier and the 
minister, people ask, ‘Don’t you miss it?’ It was just like being in a sanitized place. I 
have absolutely no affection, no feeling for this thing called the Government of the 
Northwest Territories. I was there because I wanted to do some things, not because I 
wanted to serve that, but to change it. It is just a tool, that’s all it is. You can change it.

What kind of impact do you think you had?

I went there to make things better for my people, and keep the momentum of change 
going and to embrace the difference between people so that the Dene were not alone, the 
Inuit were not alone, the Métis were not alone, the non-Aboriginal people were not alone. 
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So that people in the communities could feel better about themselves. I don’t want to go 
back to, ‘Ok, we are all friends and neighbors and by the way, the government is in 
charge, or the church is in charge.’ We had to make sure that that would never happen 
again. One of the big gifts for me was that it was a movement, it was the people, they 
marched on the government and occupied it for three days. I said, ‘Don’t touch them 
because we want their support.’ My politics was not in the legislature, it was out in the 
communities and that was the only thing that saved me. Because there are so many things 
I have done over the years that have affected children and young people. I did a lot of 
different things, but sometimes I did very specific things, intervened in individual cases, 
and sometimes small things can make a big difference in a family’s life. We were talking 
about the trauma of residential school. It was a lot more trauma having your land taken 
away, being told that you have no rights. It was the trauma of grandparents, and our 
parents. Residential school is all part of it, the storytelling. Some of our grandparents 
never told us about what happened to them. There is a big part of our history missing.  At 
the age of 50 I realize we have to tell the stories, through song, write the books. I haven’t 
written any books, but I have written poetry, songs. 

What was it like being around all those guys, when Nunavut was becoming a major 
issue? So many people have said that without your support, they never would have been 
able to get where they did even though you may have had some disputes and even though 
you may have been unhappy with some of the overlapping issues.

I always saw the Dene leaders as the angry and the radical, we don’t give a shit about 
Ottawa, we are going to fight the oil companies, the mining companies and we are going 
to win. The Inuit were the diplomats, ‘We can’t help it, they like us.’ Everybody loves the 
Inuit, so we are just going to get our own territory, get our own government, and we’re 
not going to talk about self-government. We’re just going to say, ‘Hey, we love Canada, 
you want us to be a part of Canada so give us our own public government.’  How can you 
say no to that? But I could see what their talk was, you know? Why not use that? It was a 
form of self-determination and I said why not? I admired their leadership, John 
Amagoalik and Tagak Curley, and all kinds of people. Some of them I got along with, 
some of them I didn’t, some of them didn’t like me. Every time there was a vote on it, I 
was a part of it, a supporter. Then we got to negotiate the line, and that was tough.

Who negotiated it?

I oversaw the negotiations, but I wasn’t a part of it. On the Inuit side was Barry Rasmus, 
and George. At one part, with the southern part of the boundary that was down this way, 
we tabled a position that said back in 1780, the Chipewyan were far north of Churchill so 
we are claiming all of our traditional territory, which included Baker Lake, and Rankin.  
After about a week of that, I said, no we’re not. It’s unreasonable and it’ all bullshit. I 
disowned them. I sided with the Inuit. And that blew everybody away! Because I said I 
never do what you want, eh? I do what I think it right. I knew I would suffer for it.

Why did you think that was right?
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Because we weren’t using it anymore. Because the Chipewyan, 75 per cent of the 
population were decimated in the last century. They never use it and they never will. 
Nobody hunts for moose in that anymore. It costs too damn much. It is too far. People 
from Fort Smith will never fly there any more. I can get moose ten miles from here, so 
it’s about respecting people’s current boundaries, not the way things were when Jesus 
walked the earth. We don’t want to go the way of the Israelis and the Palestinians. Let’s 
be practical here. So, that’s what I did. Some of the Chipewyan people, they wouldn’t 
talk to me for ten years. But they know what the problem is. Nobody ever said, ‘Steve, 
you sold us out.’ They knew I was right then.

Yet, for the Inuit, there is this tiny little corner right here that has torn away their heart. I  
was talking to Bobby. They knew that the whole thing could be made or broken right 
here, but they knew they had to let it go. Those must have been the most difficult 
negotiations because here you are, spirit brothers in a way, and yet here you are having 
to slog it out between you.

Well you take it over the years. John Amagoalik and I argued a lot, we didn’t like each 
other. But, at least on my part, there was a tremendous respect for how he was, the things 
he said and how he worked. We would sit down and negotiate and sometimes we would 
be openly disdainful. He’d talk for half an hour and then it would be my turn, and he 
would pick up the Globe and Mail, and start reading! And I would be on the other side, 
and I refused to acknowledge what he was doing. I’d be talking as if he was staring me 
right in the face, that’s how we carried this crazy thing on, never acknowledged our 
differences. One day, John and I walked into the legislature, we were going to give a joint 
presentation and we are sitting in front of everybody, complimenting one another. No 
John, you first. No Steve, you first. No John, you first, you know?  

Stories like you hear from 1776 in the US, where people would argue like crazy in the 
hall and then they would go out to the pub together afterward, people in ITC, Tungavik 
Federation of Nunavut (TFN) with the feds. John was one of the first people to mention 
your name to me, three and a half years ago, and with tremendous respect.

Those of us who chose to get involved in the 1970s, even though some of us have a lot of 
differences, we are in a club of our own. Nobody can ever do it again, nobody can take 
that away from us. We are still here. And John Amagoalik is there. Paul Quassa, we did 
that together. I didn’t grow up loving Inuit at all, we are traditional enemies. When I was 
nine years old, that is who I was fighting with every day. But then I am here, and I didn’t 
give a shit about anything else. Nunavut is a dream, and it’s going to happen.

Did you always think so?

The NWT is one third of all Canada, spanning all the times zones of Canada. We’re crazy 
you know? The more I was in government, the more it made sense to me. I mean, even 
the size of Nunavut, you could probably cut it in half.
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Were there people in the NWT, who felt that, ‘We’re getting rid of the poorer people, 
economically depressed areas?’

No, I think most of the people in the NWT wanted the territories to stay together. It was 
the Dene that supported the Inuit. They actually asked us and we voted. In 1982, I was in 
the communities, and we said, yeah we should support them. That’s what we want, so 
let’s support them and then we can get what we want. It’s not completely selfless.

So you guys lobbied for them?

I think some of us thought that, shit, they are becoming like us, you know? They are 
dreaming. They are dreamers, and that’s the best kind of people in the world for me. I 
like it. It creates excitement.

Tagak always felt it was important to have good relations with the Dene. I know in the 
late 1960s when he was in adult education, as soon as he hit the ground, he disappeared.  
Turned out he was going to the Dene offices and visiting the Dene Elders.

He was an MLA. I think he came to Fort Good hope in 1982. He came and talked to me.  
I said, that’s great, here’s an Inuit leader talking about education in the Dene 
communities. There are little specific things that you kind of pick up from all the years.

What were the high points for you in all your years in civic service, activism?

I think getting married because I never thought I wanted to get married. I think it was 
realizing you loved somebody enough to do that. And then having children. I never 
thought I wanted children either, and they taught me to love, humanized me again. That 
was the fun. Ten years ago, we were campaigning for election and this woman was asked, 
‘Would you support Steve Kakfwi?’ What do you mean, what is it going to take? She 
said, ‘You know, you could smile a little more often.’ That was the single biggest 
problem that people had with me. They wanted to support me, but I acted like I didn’t 
give a shit, stone-faced, never smiled. No compassion, nothing. I am running, here’s what 
I want to do, and I hope you vote for me. That’s it. No smile, no hugs, nothing. Someone 
told me that, and this Dene Elder came to me one night and said, I have a message for 
you, and it’s not about the election. I am a spiritual leader and it’s my job to make sure it 
goes ok. You know in the bible, there’s the story of the prodigal son, you know that 
story? I said yeah, I guess I am the prodigal son. He said, ‘No, you are the good son who 
never left. He’s out in the field, doing his job. He doesn’t have any heart, he doesn’t have 
any feeling. He’s just being like a machine.’ That’s the trouble with you, you have no 
heart. If you love your people, you don’t show it. If you love your job, you don’t show it. 
We have a machine working for us. That’s it, that’s all I wanted to tell you. So over the 
years I guess I have tried to find more ways to connect. I ended up smiling more, to the 
point of being goofy sometimes. I ended up singing. I get up and perform for people just 
for the hell of it. If I don’t do it, I am going to go back into my shell.

Sounds like your family are the people that you have learned from the most.
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Yeah, when you said the highlights, they are mostly inside. At the end of the day, when 
everything is just a memory, the thing I am proud of the most is being able to be a father 
and grandfather. Strange things to say but, I think being able to say one of the things I 
like about myself is the will to want to see everybody as individuals, the gifts. So when 
somebody sees Wah-shee and says, ‘Well, he’s a drunk, a broken man,’ I see the gift.   
He’s a gifted man. I see all the good. I don’t even want to think about the negative. For 
me, I am so full of love like that. That’s what I tell my children, everybody has a gift.
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	You’ve been crafted for this role.

