
MIKE ST EVEN S U SES MUSIC AS  A  MEDIUM FOR  COMMUNI CATI ON A ND SELF- ESTEEM BUI LDI NG 

Sharing music with youth 
BY KAREN  MCCOLL

When harmonica virtuoso Mike 
Stevens was approached by a tough-
looking man at a small northern airport 
one afternoon, he felt a little unnerved. 
The man got really close and asked 
Stevens if he remembered him. 

When Stevens admitted he wasn’t 
sure, the man explained that Stevens 
had visited his community several 
years earlier and had given him 
something. 

“And he pulls out this harmonica 
that’s all full of teeth marks and dirt,” 
recalls Stevens. “He still had it in his 
pocket.”

Encounters like that aren’t unusual 
for Stevens, who started visiting 
northern communities and handing 
out harmonicas more than 15 years 
ago, after an experience in Labrador 
changed his life. Stevens, an award-
winning bluegrass musician, was 
between gigs in Goose Bay, NL, when 
he found himself standing around a 
fire with a group of youth who were 
sniffing gasoline. Not knowing what 
else to do, Stevens pulled out his 
harmonica and played a tune, which 
eventually led to a conversation with 

the teens. From that moment on, 
Stevens has been using music as a way 
to connect with and build self-esteem 
in Indigenous youth at risk. 

“Music can say things a voice can’t,” 
Stevens explains. “I’m from a different 
culture, I don’t know what people are 
experiencing – whether it’s in a remote 
community or whether it’s in my own 
backyard – but if I play something 
that’s real and honest, it cuts through. 
And kids really get it.”

In 2002, Stevens formed ArtsCan 
Circle, a charity that brings artists 
into northern communities, develops 
music lending libraries and even 
builds recording studios in remote 
communities. 

One of Stevens’ latest visits was to 
Gjoa Haven, Nunavut, which he says 
should be renamed “Joy” Haven, based 
on his experience. Stevens travelled 
with three classically-trained musicians 
who taught the students the basics of 
how to play the fiddle. Together, they 
handed out 250 harmonicas and 12 
violins to plant the seeds for a fiddle 
program. 

To break the ice with a new group 

of students, Stevens will often tell 
them he can play “feelings” on his 
harmonica. Then he’ll ask them to 
suggest one. 

“They kind of snicker at first, but 
then they start hollering out feelings,” 
he says. Then Stevens shows them a 
machine that loops sound and asks 
them to make their own sound that 
represents a feeling. Stevens says he’s 
heard everything from “remorse” to 
“stinky feet.”

Stevens’ visit to Gjoa Haven may 
have been brief, but he plans on 
returning soon. 

“We don’t just go to a community 
one time, we continue to go back,” he 
explains. “That’s the deal. We go back 
and we go back and we go back.” 

There are currently about 12 
communities on ArtsCan Circle’s 
circuit – a big volunteer commitment 
for a musician with a full schedule of 
professional gigs, but Stevens wouldn’t 
have it any other way. He says his 
visits to the North are reciprocal, 
because he gets so much out of them. 

“Every time I play a show now, 
there’s a part of every one of those 
communities in me,” he says. “It 
informs everything I do.”

In June, Stevens was recognized for 
his work with ArtsCan Circle with a 
Meritorious Service Medal awarded by 
Governor General David Johnson. 

Stevens says his work wouldn’t be 
possible without funding and in-kind 
support from companies like Canadian 
North, which provides flights for 
ArtsCan volunteers. 

“Canadian North was a massive, 
massive, massive help. It makes the 
different between doing one or two 
trips to maybe doing five trips.”  
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