
After about 20 years of spreading 
his love for music across North 
America, including numerous Arctic 
communities, Mike Stevens has inspired 
and touched the lives of countless 
children. 

Stevens founded ArtsCan Circle in 
2002, an initiative aimed at nurturing 
the self-confidence and voice of 
Indigenous youth through music 
workshops. But what those kids might 
not realize, is that they have equally 
touched and inspired Stevens. He 
recently recounted a story about a 
girl named Braidy in Gjoa Haven, 
Nunavut. That’s one of the nearly two 
dozen communities in which ArtsCan 
has committed to holding annual 
workshops. 

Stevens remembers seeing Braidy 
wheeled around town in her wheelchair, 
she was quiet and reserved. After 
finishing a long workshop and packing 
up all his gear, Stevens said Braidy 
approached him and asked if she 
could sing a song. It was the first time 
Stevens heard her speak. “Singing is 
the hardest thing to do in the world 
for a kid because you’re putting it all 
out there. Playing an instrument is one 
thing, but when you’re singing, you 

can’t blame the instrument if someone 
doesn’t like it,” Stevens said. So he 
set his equipment back up and Braidy 
picked up the microphone. “I’ll never 
forget it. She picked a Michael Jackson 
song to sing, and it was unbelievable. 
She stood up from her chair and sang 
at the top of her lungs. I had to leave 
the room because I lost it,” he said. “I 
always called Gjoa Haven ‘Joy Haven,’ 
because it’s kinda remarkable, the kids 
are brilliant.” 

Over the years, Stevens estimates he 
has travelled to 50 communities, about 
20 with ArtsCan, handing out over 
40,000 harmonicas along the way. “But 
it’s not about the music workshops, 
it’s about connecting and building 
relationships. So we’ll play music in 
the airport, in the kitchen of the hotel – 
anywhere.” 

Because ArtsCan makes a life-long 
commitment to the communities it 
visits, Stevens said the organization 
has to be careful with how it expands. 
That’s especially true for remote 
communities like Gjoa Haven. “That’s 
why it’s so amazing that Canadian 
North has stepped up to help us,” he 
said. 

Stevens’ teaching philosophy is 

based on recognizing that not everyone 
excels in school, and that there are 
many different ways to be smart. He 
knows this first-hand – he said he has 
a condition called synesthesia, which 
is when sounds can trigger the vision 
of colours. “It makes it really easy to 
score a movie, and things like that, but 
it’s bad if you want to pay attention at 
school.” 

The philosophy of ArtsCan is not to 
go into communities with the idea of 
fixing anything. Rather, musicians and 
volunteers travel to communities with 
humility, hoping to listen and learn 
from local culture and knowledge, 
Stevens said. 

That’s a philosophy that Stevens said 
he shared with the late Gord Downie, 
who was a personal friend. Downie, the 
frontman for the Tragically Hip, spent 
the last few years of his life drawing 
national attention to injustices against 
Canada’s indigenous people. “I loved 
what Gord was doing. Anything that 
finds a way to get this country to think 
about this stuff, and have a closer look 
at the next 150 years, I think is brilliant,” 
he said. 

Travelling to communities like Gjoa 
Haven, where Stevens said ArtsCan will 
make its next trip in the spring of 2018, 
is all about listening and learning from 
locals like Braidy, Stevens said. “I love 
it there, I learn a lot every time I go. My 
favourite place to be is in the North, 
because there’s lots of real people in the 
North. The economic power may be the 
big cities, but absolutely the heart and 
soul of Canada is in places like Gjoa 
Haven,” he said. 

Stevens said his encounter with 
Braidy inspired him to mail her a 
karaoke machine. 

Canadian North is proud to sponsor 
ArtsCan and help Stevens bring 
the power and love for music to 
communities like Gjoa Haven. 

Braidy of Gjoa Haven, Nunavut belts out a 

Michael Jackson tune for ArtsCans’ Mike Stevens. 
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