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Birdseye’s Frosted Possession: 

Processing, Storing, and  
Transmitting the Gift of  

Inuit Thermocultural Knowledge 
 

 
MARCEL BROUSSEAU  

Portland State University  
 
 
If Clarence Birdseye had taken nothing else from four years in the subarctic, the white 
naturalist and fur-trader came away with a survival story, published in the magazine 
Outing in November 1913. “Camping in a Labrador Snowhole” recounts the voyage of 
Birdseye, his dog team, and Metis1 driver Will Martin, as they travel from the settlement 
of Rigolet through the frigid winter landscape of southern Labrador. As it traces a 
route across the ice of Hamilton Inlet, Birdseye’s narrative reveals a web of relation-
ships, characterized by stopping places—or “grub depot[s]” as Birdseye calls them—
where Birdseye and Martin meet local families and share food, stories, and informa-
tion.2 The story takes its adventurous turn as Birdseye and Martin try to push through 
a blizzard to the coastal settlement of Flat Water, only to be stranded amid blinding 
gales and snowdrifts. Surviving two nights in the storm by building a snow cave, Birds-
eye and Martin continue their journey when the weather shifts, but the narrative ends 
abruptly as the travelers reach another community, “two shacks” at Back Bay, meto-
nymized by the narrator as “warmth and sleep.” Birdseye’s concise narrative of wilder-
ness craft and fortitude clearly appealed to the editors of Outing, who framed it as a 
tale of discovery, stating “How cold is thirty below? Mr. Clarence Birdseye found out 
on the Labrador Coast last winter ….” Accordingly, Birdseye’s narration excitedly 
addresses a curious reader: “Do you know how cold -30 is, with the wind a gale and the 
world asmoke with driving, stinging snow?”3 Amid such gusts of poesy, the matter-of-
fact ethnography of “Camping in a Labrador Snowhole”—its milieu of local toponyms, 
Inuit and Metis family names, foods, and tools—becomes a “remote, exotic, and un-
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familiar northern” fantasy—an “attraction,” in Bruno Cornellier’s words, “aesth-
etically extracted and exalted by … artistic flair.”4 The better for Birdseye the author, 
who went on to post two more pieces to Outing before abandoning his failing fur-
trading business in 1917 and leaving the hinterlands of the North.5  

Birdseye’s aesthetic extractions became a colorful backdrop for what he ulti-
mately took from Labrador. On March 2, 1930, newspapers in Springfield, Massachu-
setts printed a new installment of Birdseye’s adventures, in the form of a full-page 
advertisement rhetorically fit for Outing. Gone from this story were the Inuit and Metis, 
so-called grub depots, shacks, and even dogs. The exotic and unfamiliar North 
remained, with only a proud frontiersman—a scientist and gourmand—alone in a 
cabin, truly learning the secret of the cold:  

Up in the snow-wastes of Labrador, on the ragged edge of 
the world, Clarence Birdseye, the Massachusetts scientist, 
learned about cold—the kind of Arctic cold that freezes your 
breath and bites to the bone. He saw fish drawn through a 
hole in the ice congeal in the middle of a flip; he saw the deer 
carcass he hung outside his cabin door freeze solid in the 
space of an hour. And when he cooked this meat and found 
it finer in flavor than anything he had tasted in the States, he 
realized that intense, sub-zero cold can preserve freshness 
in food as nothing else can … With this discovery, the whole 
future course of food history was affected. For out of this 
discovery has come the Birdseye Quick-Freezing Process …6 

His survival story rewritten as an invention story, Birdseye became Birds Eye, the name 
of a novel series of comestibles: frozen cardboard packages of peas, spinach, rasp-
berries, loganberries, cherries, and various meats and fish.7 This commercial field test, 
wherein ten groceries in Springfield were supplied with newly invented freezers and 
twenty-six different Birds Eye-brand “frosted foods,”8 signaled what Birdseye would 
call “the birth of an industry,” a gambit that became a market worth fifty-five billion 
dollars in sales in the US and one hundred-fifty billion dollars globally by 2019 
estimates.9  

Birdseye’s role in the development of this industry is historicized differently 
depending on generic contexts. While the journalist and popular nonfiction writer 
Mark Kurlansky biographized Birdseye as a singularly curious pioneering inventor, 
academic historians such as Oscar E. Anderson and Mark W. Wilde have decentralized 
Birdseye as but one actor among many innovating within the industrializing early– 
twentieth century economy of frozen food.10 Regardless of their methodological dis-
tinctions, some common themes link these interdisciplinary accounts: indisputably, 
mechanical quick-freezing enacted a paradigm shift in the technical capacity for and 
cultural understandings of storing food. Furthermore, whether or not he invented the 
technology, Birdseye—who sold his business and patents to the Postum Company and 
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Goldman Sachs for twenty-three and a half million dollars in 1929—became the icon of 
the transnational development of the frozen food industry.11 Finally, and most impor-
tantly for this essay, Birdseye’s experiences among Inuit and Metis communities in Lab-
rador represent a complicated archeology that cryptically and ambivalently deter-
mines the cultural practice of frozen food.  

In what follows, I draw on Indigenous studies and media studies approaches to 
reframe the discourse surrounding Birdseye’s agency in the creation of the frozen food 
industry. I argue that Birdseye developed his quick-freezing method through what 
Aileen Moreton-Robinson (Goenpul) calls “white possession,” whereby Labrador Inuit 
and Metis knowledges were expropriated through a “mode of rationalization” that 
pits Indigeneity and whiteness on opposite sides of a nature/culture divide.12 Birdseye’s 
epistemological possession occurred subtly, in the course of events of local, trans-
cultural knowledge sharing in Labrador, and in the subsequent revision of these knowl-
edges through discourses of scientific experimentation and industrial production in 
the United States. In this process, quick-freezing exemplifies a form of “acquired 
property … enclosed and extracted from the common” through Birdseye’s exprop-
riation and industrialization of Indigenous knowledge.13 Labrador Inuit and Metis epis-
temologies of frozen food became aesthetic extractions “servicing the conditions, 
practices, implications, and racialized discourses” of industrial capitalism—a system 
that conversely came to change “traditional Inuit diet all over [what is now] northern 
Canada.”14 However, Inuit and Metis epistemologies survive and subvert “white 
possessive logics.”15 It is necessary to reposition Birdseye amid genealogies that reveal 
the “asymmetrical relations of power” that inform the global industry of quick 
freezing, while reflecting upon the modes of adaptation and self-determination prac-
ticed by Indigenous Labradorians.16 

It is historically well-established that Inuit and Metis practices guided Birdseye’s 
experimentation with quick-frozen food. Kurlansky asserts, citing Birdseye’s own wri-
tings, “fast freezing was a traditional idea that came from the Inuit. All his life 
[Birdseye] credited them.”17 Notwithstanding the absence of Inuit from the afore-
mentioned advertisement of the Birds Eye field test in 1930, Birdseye did accredit Inuit 
through oblique and inconsistent references, which were promulgated and sometimes 
embellished in subsequent historiography. For example, Birdseye wrote in 1941, “[my] 
first winter [in Labrador in 1912–13] I saw natives catching fish in fifty below zero 
weather, which froze stiff almost as soon as they were taken out of the water. Months 
later, when they were thawed out, some of these fish were so fresh that they were still 
alive! … I discovered, too, that birds, game, and fish frozen very rapidly in extremely 
cold weather are much more juicy and delicious than those frozen slowly in the 
relatively mild early fall and spring frosts.”18  

By 1960, four years after Birdseye’s death, the agency of the story had shifted, 
with a New York Times article reporting that, “diverse stories … have been told about 
the experience that led [Birdseye] to become interested in freezing foods …One 
amusing tale is of [Birdseye] the young trapper, crouched over a hole in the ice, fishing 
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Eskimo style [and] toss[ing] his catch high over his shoulder [where] the fish froze 
immediately in the rush of frosty air. Their flavor subsequently was discovered to be 
superior to that of fish transferred to dry land in a more orthodox manner.”19 Although 
each anecdote indicates Inuit cultural practice, together they enact a progressive dis-
possession that pushes Inuit actors further and further to the historical margins while 
still claiming the heritage of their knowledge. This discursive process allows Inuit 
epistemologies “[to] be excluded or turned into peripheral or relational objects of 
knowledge or topics, in contrast to subjectively unmarked white Western epis-
temologies, rationalities, and authorship/authority.”20 It also reflects the “racialized 
structural power relations that [produce] the legal conditions” within which Inuit may 
be symbolized and stereotyped without their consent to authenticate the identity of 
frozen food corporations, in advertising imagery, and in brand names such as Iglo, 
Eskimo Frozen Foods, or the only recently rebranded Eskimo Pie.21 

In its most instrumental definition, the frozen food industry, as inaugurated by 
Birdseye and General Foods, is a “system [of] production, delivery, and consump-
tion.”22 In order to trace more broadly the ways in which Labrador Inuit and Metis 
knowledges inspired, were possessed by, and also survive and exceed this industrial 
complex, I reconsider frozen food as a communication system, characterized by 
dynamics of processing, storage, and transmission. As conceptualized by Friedrich 
Kittler, a communication system encompasses more than the sharing of messages; it 
is also a way of accounting for practices that “control the traffic of persons and goods 
[and thus] comprise all kinds of media … from road systems to language.”23 Insofar as 
mechanically frozen foods are products of an “industry and its support systems,”24 
including standardized and mechanized techniques for killing organisms and trans-
forming them into reusable portions; storing those portions in a manner that manages 
their integrity in relation to microbiological, physiological, biochemical, and physical 
changes;25 transporting those portions efficiently; and addressing those portions to 
potential users through symbolic appeals such as advertising, it can be argued that 
frozen foods are “things communicated,” and that food itself is a form of data, pro-
cessed according to cultural commands, transmitted and stored using technical media, 
and ultimately received by an “information drain,” or digestive system.26  

Considering food as data not only recognizes communication of food as in-
forming the basis of shared—or communal—living, it also invokes the etymology of 
datum as something given, gesturing toward the essence of food as symbolically dis-
tinct from something killed, or as “something killed that is then suppressed, substi-
tuted, or transfigured into a sacrifice.”27 This meaning of food is particularly germane 
to Indigenous discourses of relationality, which, as Elizabeth LaPensée (Anishinaabe-
Métis) declares, define foods “as gifts rather than ‘resources,’” bound up in “a 
reciprocal relationship with place.”28 As emphasized by Robin Wall Kimmerer (Citizen 
Potawatomi), honoring and communicating food as a gift is part and parcel of an 
Indigenous “worldview in which the earth exists not as private property, but as a 
commons, to be tended with respect and reciprocity for the benefit of all.”29 An 
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Indigenous, place-based, commonly shared system for communicating food, such as 
frozen food, comprises technologies and techniques that balance relations among 
“objects, ideas, and beings”30 in order to preserve the data of food—its essential life-
giving qualities—so that it can be shared, consumed, and sustained in its environment. 

However, the entangled histories of frozen food show that the Indigenous 
communication system of frozen food has itself been processed, stored and trans-
mitted from a place-based social system into a globalized one. The food data filling 
freezers worldwide indexes more than the symbolic and material transmutation of 
biological substances from living, to killed, to food, to frozen food, packaged and 
stored within the global cold-chain. Industrially frozen food data also indexes, at every 
stage of its journey, and in the descriptive packages that mediate its reception as data, 
a confusion of historical events, genealogical problems, ideological frames, cultural 
appropriations, and transcultural dialogue. That is to say, your mechanical freezer not 
only discloses nutritional data, but also by necessity, epistemological data: compli-
cated communicative systems of Indigenous and settler-colonial thermocultural 
knowledge. 

Adapted from Nicole Starosielski’s definition, thermocultural knowledges des-
cribe and convey “the modes by which temperature is managed and organized in 
embodied and culturally specific ways.”31 As historical accounts show, Birdseye was 
given a gift—datum—of Inuit–Metis thermocultural knowledge during his colonial 
adventures in the contact zone of early twentieth–century Labrador. This gift of 
knowledge enfolded Birdseye into what Debbie H. Martin (Inuit) calls an Inuit–Metis 
culture of sharing, wherein communal interdependence is affirmed through acts of 
giving and reciprocity.32 In subsequent commercial ventures Birdseye did not process 
Inuit thermocultural knowledge as a gift, but as a possession to be stored and trans-
mitted through the modes of Western scientific discourse amid a globalized market 
economy. In Birdseye’s possession, Inuit knowledges were displaced, stripped of their 
cultural context, and caricatured for commercial effect. However, Labrador Inuit 
resiliently retain their thermoculture of frozen food, adapting their “collective tradi-
tions, practices and social norms” to the shifting relationalities wrought by the market 
economy and the global cold chain.33 In the context of Inuit sovereignty, frozen food 
is neither a historic adventure nor a progress narrative; it is an ongoing relationship 
with the gift of food, a communicative system that extends to a contested colonial 
archive where Inuit food data has been processed, stored, and transmitted without 
being reciprocated. In the following sections I read this archive as mediating entangled 
histories of Inuit thermoculture and white possession, gesturing toward what Keavy 
Martin calls a “reciprocity that … may still need to occur fully.”34 

Processing, or Receiving the Gift 
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Animals and plants are rendered as food through techniques of processing, which 
makes food data storable and transmittable. Processing mediates material and envi-
ronmental conditions, and follows cultural commands, making food into a culturally 
located object, adapted to communal contexts and the sharing of needs. Sharing, 
which ends with transmission, begins with processing, with “dividing and apportioning 
the food, [an act] of inclusion and exclusion” that determines what, where, how, and 
with whom food will be used.35 Archaeology of Labrador Inuit food practices reveals 
multiple time-honored techniques of food processing correlated to “innovative meth-
ods of [storage, including] dehydration, freezing, fermentation, and preservation of 
fat and oils.” As Marianne Stopp asserts, historic food processing occurred “within a 
context of residential and logistical mobility,” as Inuit moved in “small nomadic bands” 
with the subarctic seasons, hunting, gathering, and storing food systematically. 
Researching ethnographic records dating to the seventeenth century, Stopp notes 
“the dissimilarity of Aboriginal food storage and processing approaches to known 
historic European practices (such as pickling and salting),” marking food processing as 
a site for the implementation of the coloniality of power, wherein colonization 
changed Native food practices by selectively devaluing Indigenous knowledges and 
enforcing European cultural and economic values.36  

Indeed, Beatrix Arendt documents how the settlement of Moravians—
Protestant missionaries from Germany who “established a [mission] station in Nain in 
1771, and expanded their missionary practices along the coast”—gradually 
transformed Inuit foodways in northern Labrador by implicating them in “an extensive 
global trade market” wherein Inuit would process food to trade for European goods, 
and not only for communal sustenance.37 As Lynne Fitzhugh observes, in southern and 
central Labrador, settler economies emerged with far more secular goals than the 
Moravians, tied “to outside mercantile interests whose sole objective was the exploi-
tation of marketable resources.” European colonization transformed relationships to 
food across the Labrador Peninsula, as the “[British] Crown viewed Labrador … as a 
pantry to be raided by its mercantile companies.” Alongside the centuries-old trans-
Atlantic exploration of the Newfoundland cod fisheries, Labrador became, by the late 
eighteenth century, the site of “merchant adventurers from … England and … rugged 
Canadian entrepreneurs [and] independent planters” trading in seal, salmon, and most 
of all, fur.38 Within this colonized economy, Inuit communities strove to continue their 
customs of land use and occupancy, centered around migratory seasonal hunts, partic-
ularly moving inland in late summer to settle in skin tents and hunt caribou, animals 
which were processed to create “a surplus for the winter months” as they “provided 
most of the meat, and skin for winter clothing for an entire village.” By late fall or early 
winter, Inuit returned to their sod houses on the coast, hunted seal on the sea ice, and 
fished for tom cod through the ice, which stayed frozen until June, when salmon 
fishing would begin.39  



Journal of Transnational American Studies 13.1 (2022) 

	
	

75 

Cycles of seasonal movement persisted despite Moravian strategies to compel 
northern Inuit to permanent settlement. Indeed, even amid colonizing European pop-
ulations, “economic life in Labrador [required] considerable mobility” for subsistence 
in the subarctic environment. Thus, Labrador’s “complex [historic] flow of social 
orders,” wherein since the eighteenth century “outsiders came and sought, directly 
and indirectly, to effect change among the people living there,” ultimately generated 
what Hugh Brody calls “patterns of life … overflowing” across identities of “Indian, 
Inuit, and Settler.”40 Distinctly “gathered on the landscape,” this multiracial, trans-
cultural society historically comprised Innu (Indigenous Montagnais-Naskapi peoples) 
living mainly in the interior; Anglo-Celtic “liveyers” settled on the southern coasts, 
Moravian Settlers along the north coast, Metis, or mixed-race “trapping clans” around 
Sandwich Bay and Lake Melville, and Inuit throughout north, south, and central 
Labrador.41 Interlinking this diverse, yet “small and isolated” population, Fitzhugh 
asserts, are “family trees, Aboriginal and Settler, their roots and branches elaborately 
entwined [and probably] not exceeding three hundred in number.”42 The collectivities 
of these families are the Inuit and Metis of Labrador, inheritors and witnesses of the 
changes wrought by continuous contact between Indigenous peoples and “explorers, 
early settlers, missionaries, and colonial and postcolonial governments.”43 

Observing that “food practices are intertwined” with contact and change, 
Maura Hanrahan posits that three phases of change, namely “disruption, adaptation 
and transformation,” have distinctly “affect[ed] food acquisition, consumption, and 
meaning” in Labrador.44 Disruption marks the initial devastations of European colon-
ization, with crisis from epidemic disease, but continuation of Native customs. Adap-
tation describes transcultural exchange, as Inuit incorporated introduced or imported 
foods like root vegetables and coffee during missionary and mercantile colonization, 
and as settlers “learn[ed] from the aboriginal people how to survive in [the] harsh 
environment.”45 Transformation accounts for governmental revisions of entire social 
structures, such as those undertaken by the Canadian settler state in the twentieth 
century. Transformation meant that new communicative systems—wage labor, 
commercial food, Inuit relocation to permanent housing with its appliances—
integrated and informed Inuit and Metis foodways. Along these lines, new food data—
in the forms of chicken, ground beef, pasta, bottled milk, cereal, soda, sugar—filled 
Inuit and Metis stomachs, and new chronic diseases—obesity, diabetes, 
atherosclerotic heart disease, hypertension, gall bladder disease, dental caries—
transformed Inuit and Metis subsistence economies and health practices.46  

Birdseye arrived in 1912 at the outset of the transformation phase in Labrador, 
wherein “national and global integration” forced a “rapid pace [of] economic, 
technological and social changes” on “‘relatively isolated self-reliant communities 
based on hunting and fishing’” in the region.47 Indeed, the 26-year-old Birdseye was 
invited to Labrador as an agent of systemic change: Dr. Wilfred Grenfell, leader of the 
International Grenfell Association and British Medical Officer to the Royal National 
Mission for Deep Sea Fishermen—whose missionary hospital service served as a 
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colonial “de facto government” for central and southern Labrador48—encouraged 
Birdseye to found a fox trading and farming business to instigate economic develop-
ment in the region. Birdseye, for his part, saw it as a potential bonanza; backed by New 
York investor Harris Hammond, he traveled around Labrador purchasing furs and foxes 
for breeding in captivity (such a journey was the source for his adventure story in 
Outing), eventually establishing a fox farm at Muddy Bay and building a cottage with 
the “only bathroom … on the coast.”49 As diverting as Birdseye’s aesthetic extractions 
of Labrador made his journey out to be, he was in Labrador to extract as much wealth 
as possible from the venerable Labrador fur-trading economy—then dominated by the 
Hudson Bay Company—by using husbandry to tame the contingency of trapping 
foxes. If Birdseye exoticized Labrador as foreign and wild in his accounts, then it may 
likewise be observed that Labradorians saw Birdseye’s experiment in “fur farming”—
requiring the care, feeding, protection, and sanitation of wild animals—as “alien and 
unnecessarily complex,” not to mention overly optimistic about a “volatile” market-
place.50  

Birdseye’s optimism reflected his calculation that as a “scientifically conducted 
business” a fox farm would facilitate a “scientifically conducted industry.” Insinuating 
himself into the Labrador fur trade, he sought to breed rare black and silver foxes while 
also trapping common red foxes; to sell black and silver foxes “alive for breeding 
purposes” for sums of up to forty-five thousand and six thousand dollars a pair 
respectively; and to sell skins, which could earn up to twenty-five hundred dollars for 
black foxes, although only twelve dollars for red foxes. In keeping with Grenfell’s logic, 
Birdseye could not manage such an enterprise all by himself; he would need workers—
to whom he would pay wages, stimulating the local cash economy—to travel into the 
field to trap foxes for breeding as well as for skinning, as well as to feed and tend to 
the “extremely nervous” foxes, to clean their pens, and to help facilitate their 
breeding. “The cost of establishing such a farm is prohibitive to the small operator,” 
Birdseye cautioned his Outing readers, while also offering tips, such as “where wild 
meat and fresh fish are readily obtainable the year round the cost of fox food becomes 
negligible.”51 Although promoting fox farming as the progression from primitive 
trapping to standardized, practicable cultivation, Birdseye implicitly conceded the 
need for contingent, local knowledge. 

Indeed, as Chesley Lethbridge recounts in his 2007 memoir, Birdseye depended 
on the labor and expertise of Labradorian Metis who fished cod year-round, “caught 
by net in summer, and caught by hook through the ice in winter.” Lethbridge’s great 
uncle Garland lived in Sandwich Bay—of which Muddy Bay is a southern cove—and 
was employed by Birdseye to catch “feed for the fox farm.” His story furnishes an 
alternate history of Birdseye’s discovery of quick-freezing: 

One of [my great uncle’s] duties was to catch rock cod … 
Birdseye, taking a keen interest in what his employee was 
doing, noticed that the quickly frozen fish caught in really 
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cold temperatures seemed to “flick” back to life when 
thawed in the house. Uncle Garland told him that it would 
only happen when it would freeze quickly like that at 20 
degrees below zero or more, not on somewhat warmer 
days, such as five degrees below zero. He also informed 
him that the fish kept better when it froze like that, and 
that you could freeze anything using ice and salt.52 

Lethbridge’s account exemplifies what Glen Coulthard (Yellowknives Dene) calls 
“grounded normativity,” or “the modalities of Indigenous land-connected practices 
and longstanding experiential knowledge that inform and structure our ethical 
engagements with the world and our relationships with human and nonhuman others 
over time.”53 Although Garland Lethbridge’s ice-fishing, and his subsequent counsel of 
Birdseye, occur within an uncommon context—the contracted feeding of captive wild 
foxes—the practices used by Lethbridge are appropriate to the setting and the season, 
a customary Inuit mode of processing fish. These methods, imparted over time by Inuit 
to settlers, became common transcultural knowledge, such that “everyone in Labra-
dor knew that game or fish caught when it would freeze quickly retained its taste and 
texture.”54 A recollection by Harriet White about early twentieth-century ice fishing in 
the Inuit community of Carawalla, in the Hamilton Inlet—the first “grub depot” 
described in Birdseye’s survival story—provides a sense of the process as practiced for 
culinary storage: “In the winter we used to go up around Carawalla Head and catch big 
tomcods, great, big, old, black ones. We’d walk across the neck and go over and cut 
great big holes with a tom-cod chisel. When you’d catch all the fish you could, you’d 
pick ’um up off the ice, put ’um on the komatik [(dog sled)] and hall ’um home. You’d 
haul ’um home and put ’um up on a scaffold. When you wanted fish you’d just go and 
chop ’um off and thaw ’um.”55  

Birdseye, in keeping with Kurlansky’s thesis, was manifestly curious about 
knowledge such as this; Chesley Lethbridge emphasizes Birdseye’s “keen interest.” As 
Lethbridge narrates the story, Birdseye’s curiosity leads to a conversation with Garland 
Lethbridge, and a dialogic relationship ensues, in which Garland Lethbridge begins to 
teach Birdseye, who by his own admission, “knew nothing about the virtues of quick-
freezing, whether accomplished naturally or artificially” before “he went to Labra-
dor.”56 Within this dialogue, something transpires between Garland Lethbridge and 
Birdseye, a breath of information—data—is given to Birdseye, inspiring him. What 
Birdseye does next is not food processing, but experimentation: As Chesley Lethbridge 
recounts it, a collaborative science occurs, in which Garland Lethbridge gives Birdseye 
an idea—that is, allows him to see something outside his experience—and Birdseye 
tests it for empirical proof: 

During Uncle Garland’s term of employment, Birdseye, who 
had a science background, took Uncle Garland’s idea and 
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began to work with it. He started doing some simple 
experimental work such as taking the two fish that was 
caught at different temperatures, and breaking the flesh of 
the fish apart. He discovered that a fish that was frozen at 
the higher temperatures contained a lot more ice crystals 
than the one that was frozen at the lower temperature. The 
more ice crystals, the more bacteria would set in and cause 
the fish to spoil more quickly. Uncle Garland died before the 
experiment was carried any further. Because nobody in the 
Lethbridge family understood the importance of the 
invention, Mr. Birdseye took the idea with him when he left 
the area, and completed it over time. In 1929, he sold it to 
General Foods for the sum of twenty-two million dollars, and 
not a penny went to Mr. Lethbridge’s family.57  

In Lethbridge’s account, Birdseye takes Garland Lethbridge’s idea twice: once while 
Garland is alive, and again after Garland’s death. There is a sense however, in the story, 
that the idea, taken and worked on, is reciprocally shared with Garland, during his 
“term of employment,” since the results of Birdseye’s analyses are described in 
Chesley Lethbridge’s story. However, Birdseye’s process becomes his alone, since, as 
Chesley Lethbridge describes it, nobody in the Lethbridge family, after Garland’s 
death, understood the particular importance of the observation that ice crystal size 
and quantity is determined by the temperature at freezing. 

What was the importance of this invention? Lethbridge seems to imply that if 
anyone in his family had understood, they might have been able to change what 
appears, in hindsight, to have been a dispossession. His concern is not with the 
mechanical discoveries of Birdseye’s analysis, which reveal the molecular processes by 
which fish frozen quickly in extreme cold are better preserved, something that every-
one in Labrador already knew empirically. Lethbridge is reflecting on the under-
standing that the knowledge of variable crystalline structures in freezing could be a 
form of capital. As an aspect of the grounded normativity of Labrador Inuit and Metis 
people, quick freezing was a mode of food processing embedded in a seasonal system 
wherein meat was salted and dried in the summer and frozen in the winter, in order to 
create stores for community and family survival. Quick freezing was a necessary cul-
tural practice conditioned by, and connected to, features of the land and the extreme 
cold. To the outsider Birdseye—already in Labrador to capitalize on the fur trade—
quick freezing, as proven by the universal structures of crystal development, was a 
transportable and salable idea. Although Kurlansky argues that, in his Labrador exper-
iments, Birdseye “was not thinking of plans to launch a new food industry,” local 
testimony tells a different story.58 Jessie Luther, a US artist who taught crafts at the 
Grenfell Mission in St. Anthony, Newfoundland from 1906 until 1916, describes Birdseye 
as a “roving visitor” to the Mission, pitching “a plan for extensive refrigeration of fish, 
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and possibly venison as a business venture, his odd name making as much impression 
as his business among those who, at the time, were not financially interested.”59 For 
Birdseye, whose entire enterprise in Labrador was backed by outside investment, 
soliciting venture capital was just part of the process. 

Storage, or Possessing the Gift 

Declaring that Birdseye “took the idea with him when he left the area, and completed 
it over time,” Lethbridge evokes a historic moment wherein the idea of quick freezing 
is still in its potential, raw material carried south to the US, where it will be refined. In 
this sense Birdseye’s so-called discovery follows an established pattern, as outlined by 
Harold Innis, that in “the northern part of North America economic development is 
powerfully directed toward … staples for export to more highly industrialized reg-
ions.”60 Although an immaterial idea such as quick freezing is not an economic staple, 
as the basis for an industrial system it reshaped the market for staple products, such 
as north-Atlantic cod, with far-reaching effects. This industrial reshaping was inaug-
urated in the US and Europe, not in Labrador. In this sense, Lethbridge’s figuration that 
Birdseye “took the idea” is an assertion that Birdseye had already processed Garland’s 
idea for export from Labrador. Indeed, as mentioned above, Birdseye “took” the idea 
twice: Once, for local experimentation, and again on leaving because he had already 
made it his possession, stored away as capital.  

What happened to Garland Lethbridge’s idea after Birdseye took it to the US? 
As Birdseye worked to “complete it,” the knowledge given by Lethbridge led him to 
research the established discourse of frozen food as a communication system, a trans-
atlantic set of practices that began with ice-based refrigeration in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Based on the commodity of ice, early industrial refrigeration was itself a seasonal, 
land-based practice. However, mechanization expanded the spatial and temporal 
potential of commercial food processing through transcendent configurations of stor-
age and transmission, such as Philip Armour’s fin de siѐcle “networks of refrigerated 
railcars, icing stations, and branch distribution houses” through which processed 
meat, not livestock, could be shipped “hundreds of miles” across the US to consumers 
outside of the natural constraints of perishability. By 1912, the year Birdseye traveled 
to Labrador, mechanical quick-freezing devices were already being invented in Europe 
with analyses published; a freezer invented by J.A. Otteson of Denmark was imported 
by the US Bureau of Fisheries for study and logistical use in World War I. Industrial 
development increased, as scientific discourse fixated on the necessity of using chilled 
brine as a medium for artificial quick-freezing,61 corroborating the grounded norma-
tivity of Garland Lethbridge’s declaration to Birdseye “that you could freeze anything 
using ice and salt.”62  

Birdseye’s research and mechanical tinkering—financed by the Clothel Refrig-
eration Company and his sale of stock, and with consultation from experts such as the 
chief technologist of the US Bureau of Fisheries, Harden Taylor—led him to develop a 
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“‘Rube Goldberg contraption’”:63 a freezing machine that employed “metal plates … 
in the form of opposed imperforate conveyor belts” that “simultaneously quick fr[oze 
a] packaged block [of densely-packed raw food] by maintaining the metal plates at a 
temperature of 20° to 50° below 0° F.” The belts, frozen by constant spraying with a 
calcium chloride brine, would squeeze the package of food to compress air pockets 
and transfer cold, completely freezing the package in about “one hour and one 
quarter” as opposed to the nearly ten hours needed for the common industrial sharp-
freezing methods of the time. Birdseye’s innovation in this process was the use of 
packaging as a medium for containing the food throughout the process, allowing a 
small, easily frozen quantity of food to become a “quick frozen block, frozen in the 
package or container in which it is to be marketed.”64 The first Birds Eye packages 
promoted and sold by General Foods after its 1929 acquisition of Birdseye’s company 
consisted of food wrapped in parchment paper and cartoned in “compact cardboards 
… cold-waxed on both sides,” with descriptive text printed on the boxes, explaining 
the food data inside.65 Processed through Birdseye’s method, quick-frozen food was 
packaged to be protected from the elements of freezing, transferred into storage, and 
thereafter sold in the same package, with no additional processing in-between.  

The problem became convincing people to purchase “premium priced” quick-
frozen food, which bore the costs of its experimental manufacture, particularly in the 
face of “deep-seated prejudice” against commonly sharp-frozen food, and in the midst 
of the Depression.66 As Wilde asserts, this is where the legend of Birdseye was born, 
through a marketing strategy that capitalized his aesthetic extractions of Labrador and 
glorified his interactions with Garland Lethbridge through combinations of ethno-
graphic, scientific, and religious rhetoric. Thus, Garland Lethbridge’s idea was also 
packaged and stored for sale, but in the process, he was compressed, reduced, and 
frozen out of the Birds Eye-branded narrative. Although Birds Eye’s initial advertise-
ment, as shown above, depicted Birdseye alone in the wilderness, subsequent promo-
tions reiterated an ethnospectacular story of discovery, crediting nameless, voiceless 
Inuit. For example, the copy in a 1945 advertisement for Birds Eye Frosted Foods—
printed as the industry was about to enter a postwar economic upswing—reads:  

Twenty-five years ago, far north in the Arctic, a man from 
the States watched an Eskimo catch a fish.  

The Eskimo jerked the fish out of a hole in the ice. The fish 
flew through the air, landed with a “splat”—and lay there 
with hardly a wiggle.  

It didn’t wiggle, because it was frozen stiff as a poker! In 
the 50-below Arctic cold, it had frozen almost the instant it 
hit the ice. 

Right then and there a whole new industry was born! 
For the man from the states was Clarence Birdseye, a 
scientist. He discovered that the Eskimo’s quick-frozen fish 
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kept their fresh flavor and texture for months. But he didn’t 
just marvel at this. In typical American fashion he went home 
and did something about it. 

Result—a new food miracle … Birds Eye Frosted Foods!67 

Illustrated by Ben Stahl with what can only be described as a caricature of Inuit ice-
fishing, the advertisement revels in calculated myth making, dating Birdseye’s story to 
1920, three years after he left Labrador, and turning him into a passive observer in the 
Arctic, not a boss contracting wage labor amid a colonial fur market. Most importantly, 
the advertisement evacuates the historical personage of Garland Lethbridge—a Metis 
descendent of a longstanding mixed-race community in Sandwich Bay dating to the 
early nineteenth century—and replaces him with an ethnic Arctic type, an Eskimo, who 
functions as the object to Birdseye’s subject.68 In this communicative possession and 
displacement, Lethbridge’s knowledge—and the Inuit epistemologies that informed 
it—become “anecdotal” data included in Birdseye’s story but “exclud[ed] from [his] 
science.”69 This possession of Inuit-Metis knowledge as proprietary anecdotal data 
functions within what Lisa Lowe calls the “modern liberal humanis[tic] … economy of 
affirmation and forgetting,” wherein Birdseye, as a liberal subject, pursues individual 
freedom and social progress by spatially “exteriori[zing]” the “unfree” and temporally 
positing them as an “internal contradiction” that will be overcome by his social system. 
Lowe’s framework makes clear that Birdseye “interpret[ed his] connections and 
relation” to Lethbridge—and by extension Labrador Inuit and Metis people—by 
making them geographically exterior—far to the north, across national, racial, and 
meridional borders—as well as intellectually exterior to science and bound to nature, 
forgotten agents in the formation of scientific progress.70  

At the same time, since removing Indigeneity entirely from his progress nar-
rative would reduce the liberating scope of Birdseye’s science and elide the referent 
for his individual overcoming of nature, the Birds Eye advertisement affirms Inuit 
knowledges, not as enlightened acts, but as primitive, ahistorical modalities 
conditioning the possibility of Birdseye’s technical mastery. In this act of “extracting 
Inuit” from Lethbridge, Birds Eye takes the objectified Indigenous identity that will 
work—perform symbolic labor—for its mythology.71 Birdseye’s “white possessive 
logics” served an epistemological purpose that was also a promotional strategy, 
establishing Birds Eye as a progress narrative “operat[ing] … within knowledge 
production through universals, dominant norms, values, and beliefs.”72 Preserving 
food—and thus protecting its data—is the “most vital, the oldest, largest, most varied, 
and most widespread, of all human activities,” Birdseye lectured to an audience at 
McGill University in 1943. Referring frozen food to a universal human condition divided 
by racialized stages of development, he qualified an epistemological divide between 
“today[‘s] primitive people [and] highly civilized populations,” wherein “Eskimos 
[who] keep seal and walrus meat for weeks by burying it in the cold sand” follow 
“ancient practices” relative to “the perishable food industry” which promised to 
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overmaster even the “canning and pasteurizing” developed in the enlightened 
“Christian Era.”73 Delivered under the auspices of his professional role as Consultant to 
the General Foods Corporation, Birdseye’s remarks were not just theoretical but subtly 
autobiographical. Connecting “Eskimo” food storage to “Christian” canning, to 
pasteurization, to “modern” industrial freezing was the proprietary stadial narrative 
Birdseye’s travels had authorized him to tell. In this return journey north—a quarter-
century after, and a thousand miles southwest of his years in Labrador—Birdseye 
made the characterization and plot of the “entrancing industrial stor[y]” of frozen 
food evolutionarily unambiguous: “Although the comparative virtues of quick-frozen 
game and seafoods have probably been at least dimly appreciated for many thousands 
of years by inhabitants of the Far North, the scientific study of quick-freezing and the 
first commercial use of quick-frozen products is very recent indeed, dating only from 
about the year 1915.”74  

Within this “ideological self-description” by Birdseye, dialogic Native infor-
mation is stored away, and the Metis grounded normativity represented by Garland 
Lethbridge is segregated to the other side of a nature/science divide.75 Positioning 
frozen food as an emergent property of modern white society, Birdseye commun-
icated in a “selective fashion,” elucidating the “relations between system and envi-
ronment” from the perspective of an possessive, internal observer engaged in 
“‘boundary maintenance,’” 76 inflecting the system of frozen food according a series 
of ideological distinctions: primitivity and civilization; Eskimo, Christian, and modern; 
“dim” appreciation, scientific study, and commercial use; millennia and recency. 
Furthermore, Birdseye plotted these distinctions as proliferating on a temporal axis, 
wherein different modes of processing, storing, and transmitting food data are either 
edited out into the environment, or assimilated into the system as it encloses itself 
around so-called scientific principles and commercial values. However, frozen food is 
not a closed system of communication. Its relations with its environment “are not 
static but dynamic,” meaning the boundaries of the system are open to any number of 
“channels that conduct causality,” which can redetermine the meaning of the system 
and the environment.77 This is to say that while Birdseye’s self-observation reflected 
the authoritative position of the scientist and businessman whose eponym marks his 
white possession of frozen food, he remained but one observer, subject to the 
communicative biases of the social systems to which he was internalized. 

Transmission, or Sharing the Gift 

Garland Lethbridge’s idea about quick-freezing food was literally datum to Birdseye in 
Labrador—a gift that entered Birdseye into a Native Labradorian social system that 
Kimmerer calls “a particular relationship, an obligation of sorts to give, to receive, and 
to reciprocate.”78 In Birdseye’s possession, however, frozen food, as a communicative 
system guided by Inuit knowledge, was itself processed, stored, and transmitted 
through “scientific … assertion[s] of universal authority,” and thus “disengaged from 
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[the] local social and cultural circumstances” of Labrador.79 The data of Inuit frozen 
food was accepted as a possession through forgetting it as a giving by Inuit to Birdseye, 
and affirming it as a scientific observing of Inuit by Birdseye. By affirming what he had 
seen, but forgetting that it had been given, Birdseye freed himself from his 
“oblig[ation] to reciprocate the present that ha[d] been received,” left no trace of 
Garland Lethbridge in the patents that secured his intellectual property, and registered 
an epistemological debt to a fabled Eskimo, located somewhere to the north, some-
time in the past.80 Since an aesthetic extraction such as this cannot be addressed, there 
is no possibility of reciprocity, nobody to be responsible to. However, Chesley 
Lethbridge recalls a rumor of response from Birdseye, embedded in a logic of petition, 
wherein the Lethbridge family would have to make themselves known to Birdseye 
through writing—the very medium that he used to make them forgotten: “There was 
a rumor circulating at the time in the Sandwich Bay area that if any of Uncle Garland’s 
family would write to Mr. Birdseye, he would send them some money. No one in the 
family could write because none of them had a chance to go to school, so instead of 
his family living in comfort, they died in poverty.”81 Here, Birdseye’s freedom from 
responsibility becomes a function of a colonial politics of recognition, as outlined by 
Coulthard, citing Frantz Fanon: Lethbridge’s family must make themselves known on 
the “terms, values, and conditions” of the colonizer, not their own, and must thus 
address their dispossession in the proprietary terms of Birdseye’s white possession, by 
“identify[ing] with ‘white liberty and white justice,’” which they cannot do without 
using writing, the proper mode of address. In this way, Birdseye’s freedom from 
reciprocity is affirmed, not as a factor of his domination of social relations—his 
“explicit nonrecognition of the equal status of the colonized population”—but as an 
outcome of the failure of liberal self-determination by Lethbridge’s kin, whose inability 
to write secures their forgottenness and their poverty.82 

Despite Birdseye’s forgetting of Garland Lethbridge’s gift of knowledge, Chesley 
Lethbridge’s account makes clear that Birdseye was not forgotten by Labradorians. 
However, to paraphrase Fanon, Birdseye neither needed nor wanted such recognition 
from the subaltern snow-wastes; what he wanted was industry and markets, Birds Eye 
in all directions.83 As he proclaimed in 1941, his reciprocity was the sharing of a new and 
civilizing food communication system with the north. He was returning the gift with 
commercial and strategic interest, a common idea quickened to a proper technology: 
“Now, as a result of the idea that came to me while I wintered in Labrador, quick-
freezing is making possible more efficient distribution of Dominion produced perish-
able foods. The Hudson’s Bay Company, in making Canadian produced fruits, vege-
tables and sea foods available throughout the year by quick-freezing, is making a 
contribution to the Dominion war economy of 1941 by conserving foreign exchange 
and developing opportunities for export trade to England and other countries.”84  

Birdseye’s sense of excitement about the distribution of Birds Eye frozen food 
across international markets testifies to the major difficulty in the development of 
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frozen food as a communication system: building an infrastructure capable of trans-
mitting frozen food in properly cold storage, from the point of freezing through the 
point of sale, and until the point of cooking. A network of controlled cold such as this 
required new refrigeration machinery beyond the limits of block-ice configurations, 
such as the refrigerated railcars described above, or the literal iceboxes that were only 
used by roughly half of US households by the 1920s.85 The development of this infra-
structure was commercially driven by General Foods—who had a monopoly on the as 
yet insolvent industry—using what Wilde calls a “‘piggy-back[ing]’ approach on 
existing, even competing systems.”86 By appropriating and retrofitting extant can-
neries, ice-refrigerated rail networks, and cold storage warehouses, and by investing 
in the invention of new freezer cabinets for retail sale and home storage, General 
Foods transformed an existing infrastructure, and set the stage for the World War II-
era intensification and postwar transnationalization of what is now called the cold 
chain, or “the succession of refrigeration steps along the supply chain that are applied 
to keep perishable food in the desired temperature range.”87 

This infrastructural network—comprising processing plants, cold storage ware-
houses, land, sea, and air transportation, retail storage, consumer transportation, and 
home storage—enables the reification of frozen food as a communication system. As 
its standardization is necessary to mitigate “safety risk [and] foodborne illnesses,” the 
cold chain is a medium of globalization. However, economic disparities and physical 
obstacles cause the “chain [to differ] significantly between and among countries in 
terms of … the absence of proper refrigeration equipment, reliable sources of electri-
city, and the high energy cost,” among other factors.88 The cold chain is a means for 
sharing food data on a global scale, but this sharing network, constructed through and 
designed for commercial enterprise, reflects and compounds the inequalities of global 
capital. 

Labrador’s place in the cold chain reflects its “small and isolated” population,89 
making it a “highly complex” node in the Canadian network, with its “challenging 
climate” and “sparsely scattered, difficult to access … communit[ies, each with] its 
own unique characteristics in terms of distance to market, accessibility, consumer 
income, population density … and availability of country food.”90 The difficulty of 
access to the cold chain negatively affects Labrador Inuit and Metis lifeways according 
to the four dimensions of food security—availability, access, utilization, and stability—
insofar as traditional Labrador Inuit and Metis diets—“what could be acquired through 
hunting, fishing and trapping”—“have been supplemented or replaced with store-
bought foods.”91  

“At any given time” however, “there is a local sense of continuity” among 
Labrador Inuit and Metis communities, and although the changes wrought by govern-
mentalization limiting seasonal mobility and restricting hunting in favor of commercial 
food may seem to “amount to a new cultural or socio-economic form” they are nego-
tiated, resisted, and survived as a “change[s] of content, not of form.”92 Case in point: 
Community freezers have become a new aspect of the grounded normativity of 
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Labrador Inuit and Metis people. The community freezer in the community of Nain, in 
the Inuit homeland of Nunatsiavut, on the northern coast of Labrador, has operated 
for many years, and “requires no financial commitment for users, offering a risk-free 
situation” for residents dealing with financial stress, or difficulty in undertaking seas-
onal hunting and fishing.93 In the community of Happy Valley-Goose Bay, in the 
southern Inuit homeland of NunatuKavut (ᓄᓇᑐᑲᕗᑦ), a “community freezer supplies 
cod (fresh and salted), salmon and caribou to the … many elders who live there and 
cannot access the land and sea as easily as others.”94 In these reappropriations of 
quick-freezing, Inuit communities incorporate Birdseye’s mechanical legacy into their 
own longstanding “social strategies” of using food data to “promote relations among 
various families” and ensure communal survival.  

In community freezer survivance initiatives, the mechanical freezer—index of 
Birdseye’s dispossession—becomes repossessed as a medium of reciprocity, replaced 
into a communication system where Birds Eye’s fabled “intense sub-zero cold” 
produces “interdependence among community members.”95 In this way, Inuit in 
northern and southern Labrador have combined “traditional technologies”96 with 
settler colonial machinery in order to, in the words of Marisa Elena Duarte (Yaqui), 
“create something better.”97 And yet, at the same time, this “embedd[ing of the 
mechanical freezer within] Indigenous values,” within Inuit “methods for classifying, 
categorizing, and making sense of [food] data,” is also a reclamation of Birdseye’s 
freezer as part of the gift economy that inspired it.98 Indigenizing the mechanical 
freezer, Labrador Inuit dissimilate it from its commercial use and enter it into systems 
of relationality as a giver of gifts. This is not Birdseye’s reciprocity, but Inuit self-
determination over the meaning of objects: once a white possession, the mechanical 
freezer becomes, through Inuit cultural sovereignty, and place-based relationality, a 
gift that keeps on giving. 

Conclusion, or Digestif 

The recommended temperature range for commercial and residential freezers is from 
zero to minus twenty-two degrees Fahrenheit, or from minus eighteen to minus thirty 
degrees Celsius, roughly the hyperbolic “thirty below” of Birdseye’s adventures in 
Outing. In this coincidence, one may read a historical contingency, in that Birdseye was 
a fortunate man who was able to invent an industry through a methodology of 
“ask[ing] questions and tak[ing] risks.”99 This is to agree with Wilde that “the timing 
and circumstances surrounding [the] introduction [of the frozen food industry] were 
far from inevitable,” and that Labrador Inuit were not fated to become aesthetic ex-
tractions underwriting the progress narrative of frozen food.100 By this token, how-
ever, English, Portuguese, Basque, Breton, and French vessels were not fated to turn 
the Newfoundland and Labrador fisheries into economic staples and the French and 
English were not fated to colonize the Indigenous lands and peoples of Canada. As 
these things happened, so did Birdseye’s discovery of frozen food happen, in Labrador, 
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in the event of dialogue with Garland Lethbridge, his Metis laborer, as the proffering 
of a gift of food data. That, in processing it, Birdseye possessed this data and stored it 
as the context of a scientific fantasy, is the genealogical problem Birdseye inscribed 
into the history of frozen food. In this regard, this essay has been an attempt to make 
a “just treatment of th[is] past, [a] cutting of the roots, [a] rejection of traditional 
attitudes of reverence, [a] present[ation of] other origins.”101  

In another regard, however, this essay has been an occasion for thinking 
through what Kimmerer calls the “moral covenant of reciprocity” and how its call for 
“us to honor our responsibilities for all we have been given, for all that we have taken,” 
applies to the frozen archives of Inuit-settler discourse sitting in seemingly innum-
erable homes, restaurants, hospitals, schools, offices, community centers, and so on, 
around the world.102 Keavy Martin provides an analogous meditation in considering the 
historic publication and transmission of Inuit songs by the Greenlandic-Danish anthro-
pologist Knud Rasmussen, a contemporary of Birdseye who explored northern Green-
land. In Martin’s analysis, songs such as those recorded and extracted by Rasmussen 
in his ethnographic practice are comparable to “food-items” and are thus “‘soft’ 
item[s] that might be more freely given and taken … [but] should not be hoarded.” 
Further continuing the analogy of shared song to shared food, Martin declares that 
“having been nourished by these songs … Rasmussen, his anthologizers, and their 
[non-Inuit] audience are required to compensate the communities that provided the 
sustenance.” In the event of the historic gulf separating Rasmussen’s early to mid-
twentieth-century authorship and the present day, Martin declares that “the challenge 
remains for [Rasmussen’s] readers to find their own ways of reciprocating [the 
nourishment received by the sharing of Inuit song].”103 

Between the epistemological data of song and the physical data of food, the 
gift of Inuit knowledge shared by Garland Lethbridge with Clarence Birdseye likewise 
remains a challenge of reciprocity. Amid the expansive communicative system of the 
cold-chain, the complication of the mechanical freezer with the environment of Labra-
dor is more than a metaphorical temperature relation. Lethbridge’s gift has been 
colonized by Birdseye’s; a genealogy of Inuit place-based knowledge has been taken 
and entangled in a system of thermocultural displacement that preserves forty percent 
of food in the world, consumes fifteen percent of the electricity worldwide, and 
produces at least one percent of the carbon dioxide warming the globe.104 Martin 
encourages that this challenge, however, be seen as a “productive and empowering” 
move toward accountability. “An offer of food … should not be refused or handled 
squeamishly,” Martin asserts, “rather, [you] must learn to accept the gift—and the 
responsibilities that come with it.”105 

Notes 

With thanks to John C. Kennedy. 
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