
Uriash Puqiqnak 

 

Question: First, state your name and where you live. 

 

Uriash:  I am Uriash Puqiqnak from Uqsuqtuuq (Gjoa Haven). 

 

Q:  Where were you born? 

 

Uriash: I was born in Ukkusiksalik, inland before we moved to Uqsuqtuuq. I never knew 

Uqsuqtuuq until I was 11 or 12-years-old  when we moved here. I was born in an 

igloo made of snow. I never saw houses until we came here to Uqsuqtuuq. It was 

the first time I saw a building. Ukkusiksalik in English is called Santry Inlet and 

Pat River. It is 110 miles from Uqsuqtuuq.  

 

Q:  When were you born?  

 

Uriash:  I was born March 15, 1946. 

 

Q:  Did you ever attend school or any other program? 

 

Uriash: We went hungry in 1957because there was no food. I have no recollections of my 

father. My stepfather was also from inland. We were near starvation in 

1957.Those people from the place I was born is called Ukkusiksalik so we are 

called Ukkusiksalik Inuit. We were travelling from Ukkusiksalik to Uqsuqtuuq 

area for survival. They had to move in order to survive. Myself, along with my 

mother, before my stepfather came to live with us, I had a stepsister. Because of 

hunger, we were walking in the blizzard, a harsh snowstorm. They did not know 

where they were going, even to the point where you could not look back. We did 

not look back to see if they were still following and we never saw them again. 

They were going toward Uqsuqtuuq looking for animals to harvest. We went 

along with the travellers going towards Uqsuqtuuq and that is why we live here. 

My mother passed away in 1980. My mother lived in Uqsuqtuuq since around 

1960, maybe in 1961. We had move to the Kitimeot region and kids were taken 

from the region to go to school in Inuvik, so I went to school in 1960 and 1961. 

When we got back from school, a school had been built also in Uqsuqtuuq, so I 

attended that school. 

 

Q:  In the 1970s, where were you? 

 

Uriash: In 1970s, I lived here in Uqsuqtuuq. I have always lived here in Uqsuqtuuq since 

the beginning of 1970s. In 1975, we got our firstborn son. 

 

Q: When was the first time you heard about Nunavut Land Claims Agreement? 

 

Uriash: Around 1970, there was CBC.  When Annie Pudloo was the announcer, we would 

listen to her at our camp. Even when we were out hunting or travelling, we would 

stop and get together, all would gather for the Inuktitut radio show. We then 



would listen to the news here, news were very interesting then. We first started 

hearing about Tagak Curley and ITC, Inuit Tapiritsat of Canada, through CBC. It 

was very interesting news when we heard that Inuit are going to work in 

partnership. Let us stand together and rise is what we heard, it was news and 

progressing. First time, I will always remember Tagak Curley interviewed on 

CBC radio and saying, “Let us work together in partnership and rise.” He was 

talking about planning to get an organization, these organizations that exist now, 

and that was in the 1970s. I do not remember the exact year. I remember so 

vividly when Tagak Curley and Inuit Tapiriitsat of Canada started discussing 

about establishing an organization so that Inuit will have a voice.I recall back 

then, yes, Inuit were just used. We did not have a voice as Inuit before these 

discussions came so it was so good to see that foundations were taking place and 

Inuit Tapiriitsat of Canada was forming and that by working together, they were 

going to rise. That is what I first started hearing back then. 

 

Q:  What did you think of it when the Nunavut creation was in the talks? 

 

Uriash: Subsequently, negotiations began. Afterward, Inuit representatives started going 

to communities for consultation. I remember Eric Tagoona well and  I remember, 

the father of Nunavut , John Amagoalik, they went to communities to consult with 

the Inuit. They said they will try and get the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement 

with the Government of Canada through negotiations. So that is how things 

started and they negotiated and came up with Nunavut Land Claims Agreement. 

When the NLCA was negotiated, there were also Quebec representatives working 

with our negotiators, that is what I remember. They would visit the communities 

to inform about the proposed Inuit agreement, the negotiations with the 

government. Q: Puqiqnak, I want to ask about the Inuit qaujimatuqangit 

principles that are in the agreement. Which one do you think is the most 

consequential? 

 

Uriash: There are a lot of important areas. We know when things are important, as 

Canadians, the Northerners are very different in all areas compared to the 

provinces, especially cultural differences. For example, in Nunavut, it is the 

North, winters are harsh, the days are long and cold. As the Government of 

Canada makes laws,  the law that is created has to be followed by all Canadians, 

including us. Looking at that, we should not be included in the law since we are 

distinctive and live way up in Canada’s North. Living in Canada’s North, we 

should be seen differently in some areas.  Inuit have been raised differently. For 

Inuit, survival is the most important thing in life. Without outside help, our 

parents survived and knew the techniques of survival in their immediate 

environment. They worked hard for survival. If they had not worked hard to 

survive, we would not be here.  I recall at times we would go hungry and we did 

not even know if we would have something to eat the next day. I think our parents 

were worried about survival to the point where they would stay up all night. My 

parent, my mother, from what I remember,  would fish all night long so that her 

children will have food to eat. She worked so hard so that we can survive, so that 

we will not die of starvation or have clothing for us. Inuit brutally work hard on 



this, sometimes  with no more dogs and poor clothing. They went through 

challenges and worked hard to overcome the hardships so that we can survive and 

here we are today. We have risen because of the hard work of our ancestors. We 

should not forget Inuit culture and tradition and their way of survival, wisdom, 

desire.  Today, we are more powerful then before as we are in the more prominent 

places  We have to be grateful for their hard work for we are being recognized 

more because of them. Our voices are heard not just in Canada, but in the 

Circumpolar Conferences they are starting to recognize us more. But in Canada, 

with the Government of Canada’s laws, we are affected and they are the opposite 

of our tradition. That is the reason that our laws should be different because it 

sometimes gets problematic.  Another example is GST.  Canadians,started paying 

seven per cent. We have to help the government as Canadians and add seven per 

cent to all costs of our purchases.  This has been very hard on us, too. We only 

have airlines to rely on for transportation in Nunavut and  everything is flown 

here and very expensive when they arrive to our communities. Adding seven per 

cent to the purcase makes it even more expensive. This should be reviewed and 

adjusted. That is just my example of the distinctiveness of our society. 

 

Q: What would you like to see in Nunavut’s future? 

 

Uriash:  Under the agreement, there is expectation that Inuit of Nunavut will have to 

benefit and profit from it, according to the NLCA. We have expectations. Inuit 

will have to be self-sufficient and incorporate Inuit qaujimajatuqangit to Institutes 

of Public Government and other organizations in Nunavut. I do not expect it to be 

implemented right away, but this is for our grandchildren and our children after 

we are long gone or cannot speak any more. They will benefit more according to 

the agreement. We have a lot of work to do in implementing the agreement 

through our government. But today,  what I think is missing is implementation. 

We still have to implement Articles 23 and 24 in the NLCA.  Also, Nunavut 

became a  territory, and was recognized by the Government of Canada in 1999. 

The Nunavut government was created by this. As we have come this far and we 

have Nunavut now, we expect and hope to have more Inuit going into business 

and Inuit business increasing. There will be more benefits going to them and I 

expect more of that will come out once the articles are implemented.  I forget 

which year it was,  our government ministers or their deputies were discussing the 

Inuktitut in the workplace requirement and we will eventually achieve this plan.  

What we are missing now is for the agreement to be implemented because we 

have not implemented most of the articles.  We have not advanced on that. We 

have to start advancing on that. I have hopes on that. 

 

Q:  I would like to ask you to share something for the future generations to hear that 

will be remembered. 

 

Uriash: Today with Nunavut underway and with the agreement passed, we are advancing 

and not going backwards. We are going forward. Youth, I want you to remember 

this because we will not always be here for you to implement the agreement. 

Youth will have to stand up for themselves. They will have to be strong and 



achieve to advance the objectives of the agreement and have a reliable future in 

Nunavut. So, get education, advance your education, have training/education 

programs available for Inuit. Get your education in Inuktitut,  English and French. 

That is the only way that we will advance and Nunavut will rise. If we can get our 

own medical people, doctors, professions will be taken by Beneficiaries instead of 

using visitors. Then we will be able to see Nunavut prosper. We will see Inuit 

living and managing their own affairs. We are using our visitors to manage our 

affairs. Of course we welcome them, but I want to see and support Inuit to take 

over these jobs. The vision that I see is Inuit working in the executive areas and 

living their lives comfortably in their homeland. That is what I envision. One day, 

Nunavut Inuit will take full control of their homeland and manage their own 

affairs, as they once did.  I also believe that we should recognize and show our 

gratitude to our ancestors. We should give them acknowledgement and give them 

credit by using Inuit culture, wisdom, experience.  Let us stand together and give 

them recognition that they deserve. 

 

 


