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Foreword

The Mushuau Innu, and indeed the people of Canada, would now be 
better off had the federal government in 1992 opted for an acceptable 
partnership with us to regain control of our lives. We, the people of 
the Barrens, showed the way by listening to our elders, resulting in 
the visionary document Gathering Voices: Finding Strength to Help 
Our Children.1
 We know our story. We have documented for ourselves, for 
governments, for the Canadian Human Rights Commission and for 
the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, the events leading 
to the ravages in our families and community, affecting everyone 
especially our children. In 1992, we invited governments, which have 
been party to our downward spiral, to support our efforts to regain 
responsibility for our own future. We focused on our families and 
our Innu strengths tested over centuries. We have been only partially 
successful in our efforts.
 I appreciate the informed tribute of Gerry Steele who reflects on 
his involvement with the Mushuau Innu since 1993. He describes 
himself as a participant observer. He draws extensively on his own 
records in an effort to promote understanding between the Innu 
and Canadians represented by the various levels of government.
 In spite of his expressions of disappointment, I find his message 
to be positive and constructive. Recognizing the difficulty in recon-
ciling the unavoidable constraints of the federal government with 
the developmental needs of the Innu people, he makes the case for a 
different and more acceptable partnership. We Innu have consistently 
argued for this.
 I welcome the contribution of Gerry Steele to our unfinished 
task of having the strengths of the Innu people accepted as a means 
to overcome the limitations of big government in our partnership. 
For the sake of the Innu and the Aboriginal communities across 
Canada, I hope that the message gets the attention it deserves.

— Chief Katie Rich
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Introduction

The privilege of having been close to the Mushuau Innu, the people 
known to many in Canada and the world by their association with 
Davis Inlet, motivates me to record the part of their story with which 
I have been associated since 1993.
 Unless I had reasonable expectation that my effort to contribute 
to a better understanding of these people would, like the precept 
in the Hippocratic Oath, do no harm, my respect for them would 
outweigh my sense of obligation to speak out as a well-intentioned 
participant observer.
 The indigenous residents of the interior of Labrador see 
themselves as the People of the Barrens. That association with land 
captures their soul and defines their self-image. The lessening of their 
relationship with their land of history and their identification with 
Davis Inlet (and before that with the Old Davis Inlet) reflect not their 
soul but their dilemma. Out of courtesy to outsiders, they accepted 
identification with Davis Inlet, but among themselves their reality 
was better captured in the name Utshimassit or the Bosses’ Place, 
meaning a settlement chosen by those in authority on the outside. 
The protest designation Utshimassit is insightful, as it represents the 
place where the Mushuau Innu lost control of their lives.
 The decision by the government and the church, which caused 
this land-based people to occupy a sedentary community on the 
Labrador coast as a better way to serve their health, educational, 
spiritual and nutritional needs, has proven to be, in many respects, 
a bad decision.
 The sad plight of the Mushuau Innu illustrates, somewhat 
redundantly, that an intervention in the cultural, economic, spiritual 
and familial life of a people, no matter how elevated the purpose, is 
an extremely complicated business.
 The lack of understanding of this complexity by people who act 
as social engineers or as agents of change may lessen their culpability 
as outsiders, but it does not and cannot prevent the unanticipated 
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and undesirable results of their intervention. When this lack of 
understanding is reinforced by insufficient respect for the people or 
is inspired by conceit or a notion of superiority, then their culpability 
is clear.
 Humility and respect are the only acceptable starting points; 
while it may not guarantee a successful outcome, it offers the hope 
that certain paths will simply not be chosen in the first place. Above 
all, humility and respect would suggest that the people affected be 
not only partners but also leaders in control of change and that they 
be given adequate time to bring about change.
 The chapters that follow offer the views of a participant observer 
on the largely oral history of the Mushuau Innu until their settle-
ment in David Inlet in 1967; on the menace of substance abuse 
resulting in the crisis of suicides and other deaths in 1992; on the 
heroic Innu leaders who stepped forward to deal with governments; 
and, lastly, on some of the non-Innu individuals who came and 
went over the years.
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The People of the Barrens

First impressions do matter! Mine came when I was examining a 
relief map of Labrador in the passenger waiting area of the Goose 
Bay airport, trying to locate the community of Davis Inlet before 
boarding a Twin Otter for the first of my many trips there on behalf 
of Health Canada.
 An employee of the airport, no doubt noticing the progress 
of my finger up the northern coast, offered his help. “Ah, another 
government do-gooder going to Davis Inlet, I bet. Don’t worry, you’ll 
know when you’re getting close because the place stinks.”
 “What does it stink of?” I asked.
 “Can’t say exactly. I’ve never been there and wouldn’t be caught 
dead even getting close. You’ll find out for yourself.”
 What I did find over time was confirmation of my suspicion that 
the aggressive spokesman captured perfectly well the wider lack of 
understanding and acceptance that have complicated life for Mushuau 
Innu in their attempts to deal with the outside world. If the airport 
employee had meant to discourage me, he had the opposite effect.
 In July 1993, I had accepted an assignment with Health Canada, 
out of Halifax, to coordinate that department’s efforts to work with 
community leaders and other government departments to respond to 
the crisis of endangered youth in Davis Inlet — a crisis that had come 
to the attention of other Canadians and much of the international 
community.
 On Valentine’s Day in 1992, six children died in a house fire 
after their parents had left them to fend for themselves. A shocked 
community learned that the children were relying on a hot plate 
for heat when flames engulfed the house. Neighbours who climbed 
the hill to witness the flames were helpless to quell the fire and were 
enraged to discover the next morning the bones of the children in 
the ashes.
 The shock brought temporary sobriety to the village and enough 
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time for the adults to realize that alcohol was a problem for 80 percent 
of their members, that seventeen deaths between 1989 and 1992 were 
alcohol-related, that forty-seven of the sixty-six deaths between 1965 
and 1992 were alcohol-related and that, in this same period, all but 
one infant death could be associated with alcohol abuse.
 The sobriety did not last. With the advent of winter in late 1992, 
many parents were again drinking, and some children were sniffing 
gasoline. The discovery of several screaming children, high on gasoline 
fumes in a freezing building near the wharf, welcoming death, angered 
the community into action. In part because of the international inter-
est in this unflattering aspect of the Canadian image, Ottawa quickly 
developed an interest in getting a grip on things.
 The reaction of Canadians and others to these tragedies, even 
if one of sincere alarm, fell short of what was required to gain an 
understanding of the underlying causes. It was a missed opportunity 
because governments became preoccupied with the shocking and 
unfocused headlines in newspapers and on television. This led them 
in directions that were often frustrating for the Innu leadership.
 In contrast, the Innu stubbornly focused on finding a way to 
come to grips with their tragedies; they decided to use holistic means 
of healing, which would be family-centred and facilitated through a 
local healing centre. The community envisioned using Innu strengths 

Davis Inlet, photo by Peter Garrow
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such as elders, and focusing on culture, language and spirituality. 
Their only temporary deviation from this resolve was the difficult 
decision to meet the urgent needs of about twenty young people by 
sending them to an Aboriginal treatment centre in Alberta.
 The Innu had survived in difficult circumstances for thousands 
of years in the harsh interior of Labrador. As a representative of the 
federal government, I was participating in an immediate response 
to the crisis, and I felt obligated to gain an understanding of the 
influence which, in one generation, had reduced them to personal 
and community-wide dysfunction.
 Humility and respect are only starting points in attempting to 
discover the historic strengths of the Innu people. One must reject 
the sense of superiority that has so often marked encounters between 
the Innu and outsiders — whether from governments, commerce 
or the church. Humility and respect translate into wisdom when an 
outsider accepts that the Innu possess superiority in their domain 
because of their unique and privileged association with the land, 
Nitassinan.
 For example, an outsider flying over the endless expanse of 
rivers, lakes, trees, rocks and tundra can be forgiven for being unable 
to make meaning of the seemingly innumerable features. For the 
Innu, every aspect of their ancient land has a descriptive name, and 
the significance of these names comprise their oral history and, in 
a very real way, the unwritten meaning behind their spirituality.
 I remember once seeing a large-scale map prepared for their 
land-claim negotiations. That paper was a record of the hundreds 
of ways the Innu related to specific sites over the years: the 
summer trails for passage on foot and in canoes; the winter paths 
for hauling toboggans (later for dog teams and, more recently, for 
snowmobiles); stop-overs for camping or longer stays; places noted 
for shelter, fish, berries, caribou migration routes and fur-bearing 
creatures from bears to porcupines; places of birth and death, 
where loved ones were returned to the soil; places of memorable 
happenings — tragic, heroic or inspiring wonder and leading to 
spiritual insights.
 The traditional lands of the Innu document their history, 
but that record remains unknown unless it is interpreted — as in 
translating an unfamiliar text — and that can be done only by those 
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who were fashioned by those lands: the elders, the keepers of the 
stories and their meanings. Some young Innu are fortunate to learn 
of their association with the land directly from the elders; many are 
creating their own association with the land by purposefully being 
there, usually in groups as a family or hunters. What they have in 
common with those for whom the land was home is the experience 
of the land defining who they are — the People of the Barrens.
 The relationship between the Innu and their land drives their 
conviction that the teachings of the land must be the source of 
healing in their coastal community, which, for better or worse, is a 
home away from home.
 Outsiders must have the openness of mind to accept that the 
Innu of Natuashish, like the Innu of Davis Inlet previously, are exer-
cising more than nostalgia or escapism when they retreat regularly 
into the Barrens. It matters not if they go by snowmobile or atv or 
float plane, or if they bring food in cans from the community store, 
or have a satellite telephone.

Elders, wife and husband, photo by Peter Garrow
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Cooking porcupine over an open fire, photo by Gerry Steele

 It is not the trappings that are essential. What is essential is being 
on the land, sheltered by a traditional Innu tent — with a homemade, 
galvanized metal stove for heat and a floor of spruce boughs — and 
inviting dialogue with the rhythms of nature. It is inescapable: the 
light and darkness, the heat and cold, the wind and stillness, the 
sound of quiet and the prattle of children, the power of the star-lit 
sky above and the mysteries of life on the ground — insects, rare 
flowers, bears, wolves, porcupines and, especially, caribou. The Innu 
know what the naturalist Hal Borland meant when he said, “If you 
would know strength and patience, welcome the company of trees,” 
or what the poet Rabindranath Tagore meant when he wrote, “Trees 
are the earth’s endless effort to speak to the listening heaven.” The 
spirituality of the Innu also draws upon the rocks, the streams, the 
patterns of the seasons and the secrets of the animals.
 One reason behind the modern retreat to the land is economic. 
For that reason, today’s hunt for caribou and other creatures is 
an element of continuity, perhaps the easiest way for outsiders 
to understand the symbiosis between the Innu and the land. The 
historic Innu accepted the land as his pantry. He was at the mercy of 
the land, which defined life as satisfying or challenging, depending 



The People of the Barrens

15

on the plenitude or scarcity of food to be found, and sometimes even 
resulted in starvation.
 What outsiders have failed to grasp is that the land was also the 
pharmacy, the educator, the place for proving leadership, the source 
of spirituality and culture, and the assurance of awe and wonder 
leading to an encounter with the Creator.
 It would be presumptuous of an outsider like me to go too far 
in attempting to grasp, let alone explain, the all-encompassing tie 
between the Innu and the land. Nevertheless, that relationship is the 
starting point in appreciating the insistence of the Innu, since even 
before the crisis of 1992, on the centrality of the family unit and the 
absolute requirement that their community control their destiny as 
a people of the Barrens.
 Failure to appreciate and accept the basic three-fold principles 
of the Innu — land, family and control — deprives the outsider 
of sharing the Innu’s world view but, more seriously, risks leading 
governments and others in a wrong approach in trying to help.




