Qikiqtarjuaq Newsletter # 3  An Inuit Christmas
MERRY CHRISTmas EVERYONE!
Does this look familiar?!!
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That darn old “to do” list of Christmas chores?
· shopping & wrapping

· buying & preparing

· planning & inviting

· cooking & baking

· surprising & scheduling 
Being up here in the north, alone for Christmas, has given me reason (and time!!!) to pause and wonder about this special time of year. Up here in these tiny Arctic hamlets, there are few , and I mean FEW, distractions: no trees, no Santas, no reindeers, no shopping malls, and right now, little outdoor light, with the sun never rising above the horizon.
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 Our home at 2 pm in the afternoon.

Sitting inside this home in the middle of nowhere, on a cold dark afternoon, gets me thinking and wondering and imagining...what was Christmas like up here half a century ago? So I began asking questions and researching and...well, I’de like to take you on a little trip back in time...
a time less than 50 years ago,  when the Inuit lived in igloos up here on Broughton Island. [image: image3.jpg]
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 Broughton Island is just off the east coast of Baffin Island. Qikiqtarjuaq is the top red dot on the island.
Imagine it is Christmas eve...

Imagine an Inuit family...               [image: image5.png]



Imagine them crawling through the entrance of their snow home [image: image6.png]



and walking out into a freezing night, to witness a vast expanse of snow and ice for miles and miles.  
Instead of seeing Santa and his reindeer racing across the sky, they see the Northern Lights dancing in shades of green across the Arctic canvas. [image: image7.png]



The sound of snow crunching under their feet, huskies barking and rifles shooting in festivity fill the air as they move from their small igloo to the big community one used for celebrations. 
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Inside the large snow house it is warm, the air thick with smoke from the stone qulliqs, burning seal fat. [image: image9.jpg]



Everyone finds a place to sit, on the bed platforms, or on the floor, both covered with the dry hides of polar bear or caribou.     [image: image10.png]



Snow melts in a cooking pot on the qulliq, for water to drink and, if they are lucky, tea. Then begins a feast of raw seal, polar bear meat or maktaaq, whale blubber. All hands dig in.
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maktaaq
After the feast, the games and dancing begin, with throat singing...       [image: image13.jpg]



                 and Inuit drums....           [image: image14.png]


 
          and a captive audience... [image: image15.png]


   
As one Inuit elder, Elise Qulaut, recalls:

When I was a little girl, on Christmas, we used to gather in a big igloo. Then I remember that there was a feast (nirivijjuaq) and dancing in Avvajja. Before the feast started, people would go out and shoot in the air. I was scared and I thought people were shooting the moon. It was Christmas or Happy New Year, I don’t know. Back then, Christmas was during only one day, today, it’s all the week. I remember that people, mostly the closest camps, they used to gather in this qarmaq and say a prayer or the midnight mass, even when the missionary was not around.
This old style of celebrating Christmas is also remembered by Atsainak Akeeshoo who recalls the celebration of Christmas in a hunting camp in the fifties.

If we were lucky, we would each get two pieces of candy or gum and maybe even a hard biscuit. Sometimes the RCMP used to come, [image: image16.jpg]



by dog team, just before Christmas and they would leave a whole box of biscuits and that would be saved till Christmas night.
Christmas was not at all commercial then. We celebrated the birth of Christ and followed what the three wise men did on Christmas night. Christmas was not for Santa Claus and toys and free candies. There was a form of a Santa Claus, a gift-giver, but we weren’t taught to believe in him. I wonder how many children know about our old Christmas days and how much fun they can be without all kinds of treats in schools, big community parties for children with cartoons and free gifts from the government?
Today, the children rely on Santa Claus to make their Christmas a happy time with tinsel and gifts. We still have a gift-giving or exchanging but it doesn’t get into a fever-pitch like it used to.
Why not try to bring the old spirit of Christmas back this year so we can overflow with happiness.  Inuit and Whites exchanging gifts and going into each others’ homes to wish each other a Merry Christmas!
Wow!  I couldn’t have said it any better! 

“Bring the old spirit of Christmas back this year so we can overflow with happiness!”
So here’s a question: what IS the old spirit of Christmas--- to you?  
For me, after much reflection and inspiration, it truly is about happiness. 
So I decided to make a list of what happiness is to me, and it’s certainly not a “TO DO” list!

Inspired by the Inuit of old who had so little... [image: image17.png]



                      and yes, inspired even by Mr. Scrooge [image: image18.png]


who had so much,            

I’m calling it my “HOW TO BE HAPPY” list:
· be there for family and friends

· be grateful for what I have & share with others

· be giving of time and forgiving of past hurts

· be aware that we are all God’s children with our own faults & fancies
· be tolerant of others

· in other words, try to be like Christ, who was born on the most decisive day in human history, over 2000 years ago...to me, the greatest teacher ever.
No matter where you are: north, south, east or west, past, present or future, Christ is with us this Christmas season, standing in the gap between earth and heaven. And what confirmation I got of that on Sunday, when, outside the church here in Qikiqtarjuaq, I took a picture of the hamlet’s Christmas cross up on the hill. Look closely. Doesn’t it appear to be a sunlit day, with blue sky, even though it was in semi-darkness? Doesn’t the cross appear to be floating, above the clouds? Standing in the gap between God and humans? This is the true spirit of Christmas!
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“And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” [John 1:14]  

 The birth of Christ...CHRISTmas...is:  happiness, love, truth, grace and peace on earth. 
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Merry CHRISTmas family & friends!   
Love Dawn/Ma/Oma
.
.
