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FOCUS ABORIGINAL PUBLISHING

In recent years, there has been an explosion of books from 
talented authors and illustrators of First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit (FNMI) heritage. Equally important has been the marked 
increase in attention to the superb stories coming from those 
creators, both in the field of adult writing and in the realm of 
children’s and teen books. Consider the 2014 Governor Gen-
eral’s Literary Awards, where the Fiction prize went to Thomas 
King for The Inconvenient Indian (Doubleday), the Non-Fic-
tion shortlist included Edmund Metatawabin’s memoir Up 
Ghost River (Knopf Canada) and the Children’s Text shortlist 
included The Skraelings by Rachel and Sean Qitsualik-Tinsley 
(Inhabit Media).
 Without a doubt, the publishers of these books want them 
to reach a wide audience of both FNMI and non-Aboriginal 
readers. As Randal McIlroy, editor-in-chief of Pemmican Pub-
lications of Winnipeg says, “The image I like to use is one of 
windows and mirrors. For readers [within the Métis commu-
nity], these books recognize and validate our cultural heritage. 
For those from the outside, these books are a great chance to 
learn more about it.” 
 For FNMI and non-Aboriginal publishers alike, it is exciting 
to find the talented authors and illustrators who can tell those 
stories. For FNMI publishers, there are also the challenges of 
finding and retaining the staff to help bring those books into 
being and finding ways to reach and develop their audiences.
 For mainstream publishers, the task is to ensure that they 
can find and appropriately support the Aboriginal talents 
whose voices they want to bring to a wider audience. 

Theytus Books  
We need to find a way to reach those YA readers 

Established in 1982, and based in Syilx territory on the Pent-
icton Indian reserve in British Columbia, Theytus Books is one 
of the oldest First Nations (FN) publishing houses. Children’s 
books make up about one-third of its list. Titles range from 
Margaret Manuel’s board book, I See Me, and Beth Cuthand 
and Mary Longman’s picture book, The Little Duck Sikihpsis, 
to Larry Loyie’s memoir of residential school Goodbye Buffalo 
Bay. The company has also published four traditional stories 
told in bilingual editions (English and Dogrib).
 Has the children’s book list changed over the years? Editor-
in-chief Paul Seesequasis says it has changed in some ways 
and not others. “We’ve always had a fairly extensive children’s 
book focus and, more recently, YA titles or crossover titles. Pic-
ture books have been a bit part of that, and we’ve done a few 
language books that fit in nicely. It’s a pretty broad sweep.

Dynamic Voices, New Audiences 
The challenges and successes in publishing Aboriginal stories

By GILLIAN o’REILLy

 “The changes are in technology and economics. We used to 
do a lot of hardcover / full-colour books. Given our size, [to do 
that now] would be fairly daunting. So we are doing softcover, 
not-so-expensive books. I would love to do hardcover, glossy, 
full-colour books.”
 The other change, he adds, is in technology — the exciting 
possibilities of how to marry eBooks and apps with tradi-
tional books. “Particularly in the language books, there is a lot 
of potential there,” he says, noting that their Dogrib/English 
books came with a CD that allowed readers to hear the stories, 
a technology that might almost be considered obsolete. 
 The success of big-name authors in the adult field — like 
Joseph Boyden, Thomas King and Richard Wagamese — has 
helped grow the audience for FNMI stories. “It’s a positive 
thing for non-Indigenous awareness. There is a trickle-down 
effect. I am encouraged by the success of those three, and I 
am more encouraged by the emerging voices, the really tal-
ented writers coming out of small presses.”
 What are the other challenges today and in the next few 
years for FNMI publishers as a whole? A member of the board 
of the National Reading Campaign (NRC), Seesequasis points 
first of all to the need to strengthen First Nations libraries, 
as discussed at the NRC’s recent Aboriginal Roundtable (see 
sidebar).
 The second challenge is reaching YA readers, whom he 
describes as an increasingly transient population. “It is more 
critical somehow that now is the time to encourage reading — 
and to encourage reading Indigenous writers. We need to find 
a way to reach those readers, and to find a way to ensure that 
our books can be read online or on a phone. Often they will 
buy print books, too. We need to have the resources to reach 
those readers the way we should be reaching them.”



musician in the Métis fiddling culture. In the YA novels by 
T.D. Thompson, “the teen protagonist is very real, but there is 
a subtle incorporation of Métis elements.”
 At the 2013 National Reading Campaign Roundtable on 
Aboriginal Readers, McIlroy talked about the challenge of cre-
ating stories for the contemporary reader. “[We] are looking for 
fiction that reflects modern realities, with emphasis on young, 
urban Métis people, the issues and challenges they face, and 
how they may draw on their community and history. This is 
our way to nurture and retain those readers who may begin 
with us via our popular books for children. As well, it vindi-
cates the divergent reality of modern Métis life in Canada.”
 Given that divergent reality, what makes a Métis story? “This 
is very much a fluid work in process,” McIlroy observes, citing 
the conundrum presented by a Mennonite colleague who 
wondered whether she was a Mennonite artist or an artist 
who happened to be Mennonite. What he has occasionally 
seen is tokenism where “people send a story and plant some 
bannock in it. Those kinds of cultural straitjackets are pretty 
easy to avoid.”
 It is clear, McIlroy says, that there need to be more and better 
library services in northern and remote Canada. For Pem-
mican, however, the greatest challenge for an office of two 
people “is attracting and nurturing authors — and nurturing 
them more deeply. We also need to connect more deeply 
with school and college librarians — and that’s anything but a 
cakewalk.”

Inhabit Media  
Looking for an authentic Northern voice

“We are like the little publisher that could... or at least we keep 
trying,” says Louise Flaherty of Inhabit Media.
 For Inhabit Media, based in Iqaluit and Toronto, some of 
the challenges are different from more southern presses. The 
company, founded in 2006, now has approximately 200 books 
in print — about 80-90 titles in various language editions. 
Almost every book Inhabit Media publishes is available in 
English and Inuktitut. Many are also available in Inuinnaqtun 
and French and there are eBook editions in other Inuit dia-
lects. Books for children and teens make up about 75 percent 
of its list.

 Thirdly, he says, it is important to encourage reading for its 
own sake. First Nations schools, he says, focus more heavily 
on training in the skilled trades, and he feels it is essential 
that books and openness to arts and culture are seen to be as 
important as a skilled trade.
 A particular challenge for a publishing house like Theytus, 
he adds, is staffing. As an Indigenous publishing house, it is 
incumbent on the firm to use FN staff as much as possible, but 
finding and retaining good FN editors, marketing people and 
designers is difficult. “This difficulty is not reflected in the way 
funding goes to FN publishers.”
 Furthermore, “FN publishers are in remoter areas without 
the supports that mainstream publishers have. So when they 
are going through periods of transition, it is harder to come 
out of that turbulence.”

Pemmican Publications  
The challenge is attracting and nurturing authors

“We want good stories and commercial appeal with a cultural 
mandate,” says Randal McIlroy.
 Over the last three decades, Winnipeg’s Pemmican Publi-
cations, an arm’s-length affiliate of the Manitoba Métis Fed-
eration, has tried to put that into practice. Among its authors 
are Joe McLellan, author of 12 books to date in the Nanabosho 
series; Deborah Delaronde (“It’s magical the way she wove 
traditional elements into a Métis story.”) and Bonnie Murray, 
author of four books with English and Michif text.
 McIlroy says that one change over the years has been in an 
increased willingness to take on certain subjects. “We are not 
afraid to tackle some topics that might have been too daunting 
before.” He cites Peter Eyvindson’s Kookum’s Red Shoes, which 
deals with residential schools; Angel St. Cyr’s Chickadee’s 
Trust, about a child new to a neighbourhood and dealing with 
bullies; and Linda Ducharme’s The Bannock Book, a tradi-
tional kitchen story, but with the addition of the fact that the 
girl is preparing bannock for her diabetic grandfather (and a 
diabetic-adjusted recipe is included).
 Pemmican has found ways to work with traditional material 
but with a new slant. In the picture book, Girls Dance, Boys 
Fiddle, the protagonist is a girl who wants her own role as a 
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 Flaherty, an Inuk who saw books written only in English 
in her growing-up years, had been an elementary school 
teacher before she co-founded the company with Neil Chris-
topher, a southerner who came north to teach and stayed, 
and his brother Danny Christopher. She says, “I knew we were 
lacking in books with Inuit content, written by Inuit for an 
Inuit audience. Why I started was to make sure the children 
in my daughters’ generation had more appealing books than  
I had.”
 Neil Christopher says that when they sit down to decide on 
the work-list for the year, “we always make sure that the bulk of 
our list is for an Northern audience.  However we always make 
sure that one or two might appeal to a southern audience.”
 He points to Inhabit Media’s picture book on custom adop-
tion (Nala’s Magical Mitsiaq) as a book that is likely to find most 
of its readers in the North but has now also found a southern 
audience.
 It is a challenge to produce books in so many languages. 
Flaherty has a limited pool of translators; she tries to pick ones 
who are educators as well. Christopher observes that all their 
translators are, in a way, social justice advocates. “We select 
talented Inuktituk-speaking educators, because of their talent 
but also because of their commitment to the language. We 
make sure we don’t get sloppy with the language, sloppy with 
the orthography or sloppy with the grammar.”
 While they publish in Inuktituk and other northern dialects, 
they see themselves as publishing not just Inuit authors but 
as publishing Nunavummiut authors (those from the entire 
northern community). “We are looking for an authentic 
northern voice,” says Christopher. “Part of that is living here, 
having a shared experience of the North.”
 Unlike Theytus and Pemmican, who try to work almost 
entirely with First Nations and Métis authors and illustrators, 
Inhabit has reached out to national and international cre-
ators to help them achieve their goals. While they have pro-
lific northern authors like Rachel and Sean Qitsualik-Tinsley, 
the company has often paired southern writers and mentors 
with northern writers to develop texts. In addition, they have 
worked with many non-northern illustrators, who have been 
very excited by the imaginative possibilities of northern sto-
ries. Flaherty and Christopher took this step in order to be 
able to produce their list at the pace they needed. “We were 
not content to do one or two books a year. We have wonderful 
artists in the North, but not a tremendous number of illustra-
tors. We maintain control and approval, but we don’t have the 
luxury of not trying to involve national and international art-
ists [and southern mentors].”
 Inhabit has three people in the Iqaluit office (sometimes 
more at busy times) and two or three at the Toronto office. 
Staffing — finding translators and editors — is an ongoing 
challenge, as is the cost of living and consequent higher sala-
ries (30 percent more) in the North. Christopher observes, “We 
don’t get to sell our books for 30 percent more. We have to do 
more with fewer people.” 

Annick Press  
“There is a richness of storytelling and wisdom that excited us.”

Annick Press has technically been publishing FNMI stories 
since 1988, when it released Michael Kusugak and Robert 
Munsch’s A Promise Is a Promise, and went on to publish 
many more books by Kusugak. In recent years, the non-
Aboriginal company has accelerated its publishing of FNMI 
stories: two books in the non-fiction We Thought of It series; 
The Night Wanderer, Drew Hayden Taylor’s First Nations vam-
pire story; Fatty Legs (about an Inuk girl in residential school); 
and most recently the anthology Dreaming in Indian, edited 
by Lisa Charleyboy and Mary Beth Leatherdale. Another title 
by the same editors, Urban Tribes: Native Americans in the 
City, will appear in the fall of 2015.
 “We’ve wanted to be a catalyst for FNMI voices for some 
time,” says publisher Rick Wilks. “There is a richness of sto-
rytelling and wisdom that excited us. At the same time we are 
very aware that this is a diverse community with a history 
and experiences that have remained largely marginalized in 
the broader Canadian consciousness. The best way we might 
contribute to giving voice to this community was by working 
with leading Aboriginal artists and providing a platform.”
 Wilks says he is excited by new dynamic voices, such as 
those in Dreaming in Indian, who are challenging the status 
quo. “If we can play a role in bringing these voices to all 
Canadians, that makes for very exciting publishing. There is 
no question that the need for a better informed dialogue is 
there. Youth have interest and empathy for the issues that the 
Aboriginal community wants to get out there. We want to fuel 
the conversation.”
 Mindful of the challenges for non-Aboriginal publishers in 
publishing FNMI stories, Wilks adds,  “There is an energy, self-
assurance and spirit [in FNMI writing] that is making a strong 
statement in relation to Aboriginal history and contemporary 
life. Our challenge as a non-Aboriginal publisher is to not get 
in the way, to let that confidence shine through and speak for 
itself.”  
 An NRC board member and former co-chair, Wilks says, 
“The issue of ensuring the books are visible in Aboriginal 
communities demands that we communicate with networks 
within those communities and support the work of the 
National Reading Campaign which has identified the need  
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Bringing Métis 
Children’s Literature 

to Life 
is a guidebook for teachers to 

support the children’s  literature 
published by the Gabriel Dumont 
Institute. The guidebook supports 

teaching about the Métis and 
utilizes strategies that foster and 
promote literacy development 
(listening, speaking, reading, 

writing, viewing, and representing). 

The stories used in this guidebook 
are written and illustrated by 

Métis authors and illustrators. Each story brings traditional and 
contemporary Métis culture to life. They honour the past and present. 
Métis children often see themselves in these publications. Non-Métis 

students will see and connect with the universal themes and relate 
them to their own lives while learning about Métis culture. Most 

importantly, this resource is about engaging readers in the history and 
traditions of Métis culture through literature.

Download this free resource at:
http://www.metismuseum.ca/resource.php/13827

Request a catalogue or order online! 
www.shopmetis.ca

Gabriel Dumont Institute
2–604 22nd Street West, Saskatoon, SK, S7M 5W1
(T) 306.934.4941 / (F) 306.244.0252
www.gdins.org / www.metismuseum.ca

Taanishi Books – Emergent Reader Series 
Available Now!

Leveled reader set containing 27 books under 9 different themes, 
all relating to Métis culture. Each book has a level from A to I (3 for each 

level), word counts, cultural connections, and a lesson plan.

Various Pricing Available. Complete 27-Book Set: $175
9-Book Theme Sets (1 Book per Theme, chosen from one 

of the three options below): $63.00 
(A-C 8-page Stories, D-G 12-page Stories, F-I 16-page Stories)
6-book set of individual titles: $42.00     Individual titles: $7.00 

Michif and English bilingual versions also available!

facebook.com/gabrieldumontinstitute

@gdins_org

pinterest.com/gabrieldumontin

Ronsdale Press
VISIT OUR WEBSITE AT: www.ronsdalepress.com

DISTRIBUTED BY PGC / RAINCOAST

The Journal
z Lois Donovan
Thirteen-year-old Kami, a 
Japanese-Canadian girl, is 
thrown back in time to 1929,
where she encounters racism 
and ends up working as a
 domestic for Judge Emily
 Murphy of the “Famous Five”
at the time of the “Persons”
case. On her return to the
 present, Kami must come to terms with her own 
ideals after having found dark  elements amid the 
most progressive actions.

978-1-55380-350-8 (PRINT) � 978-1-55380-351-5 (EBOOK)

200  pp � $11.95

Eco Warrior
z Philip Roy
The seventh volume in 
the “Submarine Outlaw”
 series follows Alfred in his
homemade submarine to 
the Southern Ocean. Here 
he meets Paul Watson of 
the Sea Shepherd Society,
and together they fight 
off the Japanese whalers.

 Alfred learns that every action, large or small, matters
greatly in the fight to save the planet.

978-1-55380-347-8 (PRINT) � 978-1-55380-348-5 (EBOOK)

232 pp � $11.95

New Adventures from Ronsdale Press



for libraries and trained staff as a national priority.”
 An interesting feature of Dreaming in Indian and its forth-
coming sequel is that the books have not only the same edi-
tors but also the same designer, Inti Amaterasu (Hiro Chavez). 
“Inti Amaterasu has deep roots with the Indigenous commu-
nity. He has actively worked with a good number of Aborig-
inal people and organizations and has a deep understanding 
of the issues, artistic sensibilities and struggles. He is highly 
respected within the FN community, so we knew that people 
would be comfortable and trusting in their working relation-
ship. He is also incredibly talented.”
 Who does Annick see as the audience for these books? 
“Everyone! We hope that the books will play a supportive role 
in chronicling and enriching the lives of FNMI communi-
ties. But we also very much wish to open the eyes of all Cana-
dians... There is a great need to build understanding across 
this country, challenge perceived notions and create room for 
a different vision to assert itself through literature.”

And more

Over the past decade, Canadians have seen fine books coming 
from a variety of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal publishers, 
including: Native Northwest, HighWater Press, Gabriel Dumont 
Institute, Fifth House Publishers, Harbour Publishing, Red 
Deer Press, Groundwood Books, Coteau Books, Kegedonce 
Press, Orca Book Publishers, Simply Read and more. A relative 
newcomer is Strong Nations; located on Vancouver Island, 
it has published over 90 books in its Strong Readers levelled 
reading series. The company also sells titles from other pub-
lishers both online and in its recently established bricks-and-
mortar outlet in Nanaimo.
 GoodMinds.com, the distributor based on the Six Nations 
of the Grand River at Brantford, Ontario, has been an active 
player in the fostering of FNMI literature since 2000, with its 
considerable expertise and an extensive catalogue of bias-
free books and teaching resources, and its support for First 
Nation Communities READ and other book-related initiatives. 
Recently, the company embarked on its own publishing ven-
ture through its new Indigenous Education Press, releasing 
the impressive Residential Schools, With the Words and Images 
of Survivors by noted author Larry Loyie, with Wayne K. Spear 
and Constance Brissenden. 
 There are still many challenges in getting FNMI stories to 
press and to the readers who need to read them. The conversa-
tion around these issues is ongoing. But the increasing quality 
and quantity of what is being published and the determina-
tion of publishers to see those stories told present an encour-
aging picture of the future.

Gillian O’Reilly is the editor of Canadian Children’s Book News.
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Bringing readers and  
Aboriginal Stories Together 

First Nation Communities READ:  
Shared reading encourages literacy 

For over a decade, the First Nation Communities READ (FNCR) 
program has been bringing attention to children’s and YA books, as 
well as adult books, through an annual reading program. FNCR was 
launched in 2003, by the First Nations public library community in 
Ontario with coordination support from the Southern Ontario  
Library Service. As each community reads the selected title, and  
other recommended titles, the shared activity encourages family 
literacy, intergenerational storytelling and information sharing. 
 The chosen FNCR title receives additional 

recognition as the recipient of the $5000 
Aboriginal Literature Award supported by  
the Periodical Marketers of Canada. This  
prize was instituted in 2014 and Julie Flett’s 
Wild Berries / Pakwa Che Menisu was the  
first winner.

     Copies of the selected title are distributed 
to First Nation public libraries in Ontario.  

A poster featuring the selected title and recommended books is 
widely distributed, and participation from other provinces allows  
the poster to be disseminated in many parts of the country. In 2015, 
there are eight provinces and territories participating. In addition,  
the creator of the selected title tours to First Nation communities  
over the summer.
 Selected and recommended books are those written and / or  
illustrated by or otherwise involve the participation of an FNMI 
creator; or contain FNMI content produced with FNMI support or 
endorsement. The program alternates between children’s books and 
YA / adult titles. The 2015 selected and recommended titles will be  
YA or adult books.
 This year’s shortlist is being released in April and the winning  
YA / adult title will be announced in May. For further information,  
visit the SOLS website at www.sols.org and click on Links.

National Reading Campaign: A goal of strengthening libraries 

One of the many tasks for the ongoing National Reading Campaign 
(NRC) has been to find answers to the question of how to support 
Aboriginal readers. To that end, two Roundtables were staged in  
2013 and 2014, with a third to take place in early 2016. The 2013  
conference focused on Aboriginal Readers: Opening New Worlds  
and the 2014 conference was titled “Aboriginal Readers: Best  
Practices & Advocacy.” 
 Speakers at the two gatherings included noted educator Harvey 
McCue; Dr. Sabrina Redwing Saunders, CEO of Six Nations Public 
Library; author Joseph Boyden; Dr. Cindy Blackstock; Bob Rae; Kim 
Delormier of the Kahnawake Library; Harriet Roy of the Pahkisimon 
Nuye?áh Library System in La Ronge, Saskatchewan; Jeff Burham 
of GoodMinds.com and many others, including Paul Seesequasis, 
Randal McIlroy and Louise Flaherty. 
 The consensus arising from the two Roundtables is that there 
needs to be a library in every Aboriginal community and enhanced 
library services for Aboriginal people living in urban and rural com-
munities. NRC Executive Director Sandy Crawley says, “Our most 
concrete goal is the overarching need to strengthen libraries on 
reserves and to assist First Nations librarians in the goal of forming a 
National Aboriginal Library Association, which could bring together 
private sector librarians, academic librarians and public librarians.”
 A wealth of background information and videos of many of the 
thought-provoking presentations from both Roundtables are  
available at www.nationalreadingcampaign.ca.


