NORTHWEST TERRITORIES

JUNE 10 - 19, 2005

Tom K, Western Canada Regional Trustee and Vic P, Area 78 Delegate

Friday, June 10 – I drove to Edmonton and we caught a 9:55 flight with First Air to Yellowknife, arriving 11:42. Tom had flown from Regina that morning to join me in Edmonton. 
We were met with A.A. smiles and hugs at the airport in Yellowknife, by local A.A. members. We picked up our rental vehicle and were guided to our accommodation – the Bayside Bed & Breakfast over looking Great Slave Lake, where frequent float-plane comings and goings provided an exciting northern flavour. 

We settled in briefly and were off to do a presentation with about twenty NWT addictions counsellors at the Tree of Peace Centre at 1:30. Tom gave an excellent summary of ‘what A.A is and is not’ which was followed by an hour of great questions and discussion. As we would for the rest of the trip, we emphasised the importance of the home group to continued sobriety and appealed to the counsellors that they encourage prospective members to take on that responsibility. These people would disperse that day to all parts of the NWT and we felt we’d reached out indirectly, to a lot of alcoholics already! 

Now we had a little time before meeting at the North Slave Correctional Centre for dinner at 5:30. The Yellowknife Round-Up was kicked off with a great feast of caribou, buffalo and local fish served by the inmates – very good. The meal was accompanied by live guitar music and followed with Tom and me sharing our stories. There I met a young native man who celebrated his first sobriety birthday that day, and would soon be returning to Cambridge Bay on Victoria Island, where we both hoped he could find or establish an A.A. group. I left the “A.A. Group” pamphlet with him and silently prayed. Tom and I, absorbed in visiting with the inmates, discovered that everyone else had left and we were ‘locked in’ – only temporarily! 

We caught up with the others at the Ski Club where the round-up was held and, after visiting a bit more, returned to our rooms. By 11:00 PM the sun was still high in the sky and I sat on the deck breathing in the days’ activities and absorbing the fact that we had begun an adventure that was more than a year in the formative stages. 
Saturday, June 11 – We spent the morning preparing for the day and confirming arrangements for the following week. Around 11:00 AM we attended an A.A. meeting on Step Eleven (on the deck, from which we saw a Timber Wolf trundle by), had lunch at noon and prepared to facilitate the workshop “Unity, Participation, and Our Primary Purpose” at 2:00. It was attended by about thirty very enthused members (as Yellowknife A.A.s are) and the resulting discussion was rich in every way. Connection with each other and A.A. as a whole was enhanced for all those present and will be for the many they touch in the days to come. The last segment was devoted to Remote Communities and the heart of A.A. in the north poured out with ideas of carrying the message to the villages and settlements where so many suffer. Two hours went by quickly but the discussion will go on. The chair of the Special Events Committee compiled the results for distribution and they will be made available to the Area 78 Remote Communities Committee.

That evening we shared in another feast at the pot-luck banquet. Later, I was rewarded with joy and love as I shared my story with that group of warm and beautiful A.A. members. Afterward, the fellowship continued and it was a bright sunny midnight before we returned to the B&B. Upon awakening at 3:00 AM, I took a picture over the bay – just because I could. Sleep came easily again as it does following a pleasant dream.

Sunday, June 12 – With no time to spare, we packed up, checked out and headed back to the Ski Club for breakfast. This morning was Tom’s turn to share his experience, strength and hope. Neither of us could tell a story that excluded service, and the home group experience was an important feature – the more I listened the more I realized powerful similarities.

The previous day, I’d been concerned that our meeting in Rae (one and a half hours west of Yellowknife) for Sunday at 1:30 PM, might not materialize. But as the time approached, about five members of that community had surfaced and there was promise in the air. Arriving in Rae, we met our contact at the freindship centre and the coffee was on. They tricled in – about fifteen in all, and we began. Previous discussions in Yellowknife left little doubt that they wanted to start an A.A. group. It may be difficult for some to understand how you could have people sober and struggling to stay sober, but no A.A. 

Groups are so common on the rest of the continent that we don’t think of a world without them – with no regular meetings or connection between members on solid A.A. turf. The need, and the desire, were pretty obvious so we suggested that the first meeting of the group be a business meeting! 

The order of business: (1) a name; (2) a meeting day and time; (3) group officers; (4) the type of meeting. From suggestions of, “Caribou”, “Raven” and “The Good, The Bad and The Ugly” and other enthusiastic and halirous discussion, there arose before us in that room – a step meeting that meets Wednesday at 7:00 PM in Rae, NWT. We elected a GSR, who will chair the meetings for the first month, a secretary and a treasurer. We finshed with the Seventh Tradition and the Serenity Prayer and they gave us gifts to take away and I left a part of my heart with that Dogrib community. If you are passing through, ask where the “Raven” meets!

Back on the road, elated and full of joy, we headed for Hay River, four and a half hours away. Slowing down occasionally, for buffalo on the road, we finally stopped for a bite in Big River and gased-up before catching the legendary Merv Harvie ferry across the mighty MacKenzie River. Around 10:30, we checked into the hotel in Hay River. My sleep was sound and peaceful. 

Monday, June 13 – After breakfast, we contacted a local member and visited for a while, toured around the town and prepared to meet Kristine, the Clinical Director of the Nats’ejee K’eh Treatment Centre on the Dene Reserve near Hay River for lunch. That is the only reserve in the NWT and the only treatment centre – it serves the whole NWT and Nunavut. Following lunch in the cafeteria and a tour of the beautiful facility, we met with about five staff people, and twenty clients who were returning home (all over the north) the next day. 

It was (and still is) our conclusion that, although many have been introduced to the A.A. twelve step recovery program, there are many who do not have access to an A.A. group in their communities and are not aware of the importance of communication, connection, service and unity to long term sobriety. We tried to offer insight and support through A.A. literature; to encourage their commitment to their own sobriety through taking responsibility for a group; and to relate the imporance of the A.A. group to the staff. Being aware of A.A. meetings being held in the centre, we emphasized the importance of incorporating the traditions and focusing on the steps. 

The reception was very good and challenging questions followed. Many were hungry for further understanding and received the pamphlets we gave away as hungry people would food. Three young men were all returning to the fly-in hamlet of Wha Ti, and seemed to take the proposal of forming a group seriously – more prayers! We stayed around for a while afterward, collecting contact names, handing out more literature and encouraging them to place the common welfare first to ensure their own survival.

That night we went to an A.A. meeting in Hay River where about six local members welcomed the twenty from the treatment centre. Many shared, including ourselves, and then we went for coffee with two A.A. men for a meeting after the meeting. The blessing of so many new comers at once may be a mixed one, and puts a strain on the struggling local group, but members there accept the challenge and continue to carry the message. The GSR expressed interest in connecting with Area 78 and I hope we see him at an Assembly in the next year – Red Deer is a 13 hour drive from Hay River (the closest of any place we visited). 

Tuesday, June 14 – In the morning, we left for Fort Smith, 3 ½ hours away and enjoyed the drive through Wood Buffalo National Park – a beautiful wilderness and wildlife sanctuary that, unlike southern parks, incorporates man (fishing, hunting and trapping for subsistance) into the balance. It is the nesting ground of the Whooping Crane and natural home to buffalo, wolves, bears and thousands of birds.

We met with our A.A. contact there for lunch and returned to Aurora College Campus for a meeting with fifteen professionals including a minister, several corrections personel, college staff  members and counselors. He had put a great effort into advertising this event and it paid off with a very enthused discussion following an informative outline of Alcoholic Anonymous from Tom. More literature disappeared from our supply and it felt good to see more people become more aware of A.A. 

I mention our suupply of pamphlets here because, even though we started with one small suitcase full and another stack about two feet high, we were constantly rationing them, knowing we had a long way to go and many more people to see.

One of the best meetings was yet to come that day. That evening the Fort Smith A.A.s had scheduled a workshop on “Unity and Participation” to take place from 5:30 to 7:30 including a pizza dinner. That was to be followed by an A.A.meeting which hadn’t taken place for some time in Fort Smith. We began with the workshop outline used in Yellowknife, which I knew we would not complete, so we started by choosing questions and dealing with them member by member around the table. There were eight local A.A.s in attendance – all eager to explore and pleased that someone from ‘outside’ had visited them for the ‘first time’. Around and around we went, engaged in a thrilling and unifying experience. In one member’s comfortable office,  the GSR, his alternate, and the others, commited to more involvement with their group and their district (which includes Hay River and Fort Resolution) and with Area 78. 
I asked at 7:30 if they wanted to stop and hold an A.A. meeting and the decision was unanimous – since we have you guys here, lets keep working and learning. We know that being at the end of the road in A.A. creates the desire to change and Fort Smith is there – literally – look at a map!  Realizing that Tom and I were driving the 3 ½ hours back to Hay River that night, they let us go about 9:30 and we left, reluctantly but believing that another A.A. group was off the ground and looking forward to carrying the message and living by the traditions. On the return trip, we stopped to take pictures of a black bear in the never setting sun around 11:30, and slowed as we indentified a wolf running ahead of us on the highway around midnight. Not feeling tired, but able to fall asleep immediately, I thanked God for the gift of service in Alcoholics Anonymous.

Wednesday, June 15 – Today we wanted to be back in Yellowknife for another meeting with another group of counsellors at the Tree of Peace by 4:00 PM. After a brief meeting with Kristine at the Nats’ejee K’eh centre to confirm our commitment and dispel some possible confusion, we headed back around the west end of Great Slave Lake to Yellowknife, across 300 miles of wilderness. By more than coincidence, as we left the ferry after crossing the Mackenzie again, I spoke briefly with the daughter of a memberH.HH from Norman Wells whom I’d been in touch with, as she was getting on from the other direction! We had lunch in Fort Providence, looked for one of the counsellors we’d met in Yellowknife, couldn’t find her and carried on. 

After the final stretch of rough gravel road, sending hope and prayers to the ‘Raven’ in Rae as we passed, we arrived at the Tree of Peace and spent an hour delivering our A.A. message. That night one member cooked us a delicious steak dinner and guided us on a really wonderful tour of Yellowknife. Thus ended the first leg of our adventure – the southern half!

Thursday, June 16 – Breakfast at the comfortable B&B, over looking the bay, drop off the vehicle at the airport and we were off with Canadian North Airlines to Norman Wells, 1 hour and 15 minutes north on a 737. Concerned before hand that plans to meet people there and travel to Fort Good Hope by boat may not work out, we were prepared to take a short flight with Northwright Air, scheduled one hour later. Thanks to the flexibility and adaptability of Northwright, because the scheduled flight was full, they put another plane and two pilots into service and off we flew in only slightly more than an hour. Thrilled completely, I sat right behind the pilots, looking at the instrument panel and straight ahead at the scenery as the Beachcraft 99 twin turbo cruised low over the big river and wild countryside. 

Fort Good Hope is truly remote, 90 miles down river from Norman Wells and only accessible by air and water. Upon landing, we hitched a ride into town and were delivered to the RCMP station where we met the energetic and helpful Detachment Commander, Corporal D. M. Rorison. Donna, as we came to know her quite well, went into action, led us to a meeting of pro-prohibitionists and introduced us to the two nuns who are the Catholic mission there. The meeting was over by 4:00 PM or so and there were sketchy plans for an A.A. gathering at 6:00. Looking after us with resources available, the police provided us with TV dinners they had on hand for prisoners. Sister Joan toured us through the beautifully ornate and historic church and we talked at length with her.

The meeting did take place in a member’s house with his brother and a friend. It was a wonderful meeting and everyone seemed at home with A.A. friends. That night Tom stayed at the Corporal’s house and I stayed with Constable Mike Wallace. 

Friday June 17 – Donna made us omelettes in the morning and we set out to meet with the A.A. members again. As Mike delivered us (with Tom locked in the back seat again) to the airport, I knew my image of the RCMP had changed forever. Fort Good Hope is a rough assignment, but much of the history of the Force is in the far north, and it brings out the very best in them as courageous, caring and sincere men and women. I think their understanding of Alcoholics Anonymous was altered too, as was the Nuns’ – all for the better.

After another 1 ½ hour flight, the captain sucked the little twin onto the single Inuvik runway, in a stout cross-wind, and I felt we’d reached the true north! An A.A. member, who would be our guide, chauffeur and beloved friend for the next three days, was there to meet us, with his son. His A.A. warmth I shall not forget. We checked in and went for Caribou burgers, where we met another A.A. (and his tale-spinning father). 

That evening, a cool north wind off the polar icecap diverted plans for a picnic into a pot-luck supper and meeting indoors. One member, who had done so much to arrange for our visit, and the other ladies, provided a fantastic meal and we had a wonderful sharing session with the Delta Group of Inuvik – a solid A.A. group that carries the message to newcomers and surrounding communities. We met the GSR, and a lady from Tsiigehtchic, who put a great effort into arranging for our visit to that settlement the next day. Afterward, Tom and I stood outside the hotel in bright daylight enjoying a warmer breeze – at midnight. My prayers were that their connection with Area 78 and the rest of the fellowship would grow as we had discussed, and that we might see the GSR at the Area 78 Assembly sometime soon.

Saturday, June 18 – With two four-wheel drive trucks, we headed down the Dempster Highway, past the sign indicating south, “Whitehorse, Yukon, 1220 km” and in 1 ½ hours were on another ferry across the Mackenzie River. I had no expectations and, grateful for our local friends’ leadership, I was simply present and delighted to be there. Our companions were well known and Tom and I were included fully in the warm and jovial greeting. 

Our scheduled meeting came together at 11:30 and about ten were gathered together. We discussed what an A.A. group looks like; the importance of regular meetings and being there for the newcomer; the value of being connected to the rest of A.A; what a GSR does; unity, and the area delegate’s role. Around 1:00, several more showed up for the advertised A.A. meeting. There was one who added special meaning to that A.A. gathering – a wet newcomer. One member from Inuvik chaired the meeting, suggesting that, because it was the first of the new Tsiigehtchic A.A. Group, we read from the ‘Twelve and Twelve’ and discuss Step One!

After a ‘meeting at depth’ we took group pictures outside and gathered at a member’s house for lunch. As with other friends we’d made along the way, parting was sweet sorrow indeed, and deep in my heart I wished them success in their determination to establish a solid A.A. home group.

We returned to Inuvik in a leisurely fashion, allowing for pictures and plenty of visiting along the way. That night, we met with another member who is trying to establish a meeting at the hospital, went for a late dinner with him and returned to the hotel for our last sunny night in the north. The literature supply was gone.
Sunday, June 19 – I took a nostalgic walk through the town before we met our friends for brunch. We toured a few places we’d missed, including the Northern Interpretive Centre where our man’s grandfather had contributed to the fabulous display of aboriginal history. From there we headed for the airport and our flight back to Edmonton – in the far south.

Between Tom and I, we took some great pictures, both of us kept lots of notes and contact lists, and we brought back various gifts and tokens. But, although I present this account of our Twelfth Step adventure, there is nothing that serves to encompass or describe the vastness of it. 
Like the land itself, alcoholics by the hundred still experience long periods with no access to the sunlight. Because of the great distances and isolation, great effort is required to maintain connection and communication. There exists enormous evidence that A.A. needs to include the Twelve Traditions or it doesn’t last long. Maybe those in Rae, Fort Smith and Tsiigehtchic will continue with their home groups and work at maintaining the lifelines to the rest of Alcoholics Anonymous. I hope so, for the sake of the many in those communities who have a desire to stop drinking – now and in the future. 
This trip is only a beginning and there is desperate need for follow-up by everyone involved. Creating and maintaining awareness of the Special Forum scheduled for Yellowknife in 2007 is a vital step. Area 78 contains a vast frontier – Let us remain conscious of a great need for “the hand of A.A. always to be there.” – Let us grasp the challenge – I Am Responsible!
Vic P. Delegate Area 78, Panel 54
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