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Mahahaa is one of the Inuit traditional stories that I heard about when I taught children in Iqaluit.
It fascinated the children, as the being can tickle you to death. What an image it must leave in the
children’s minds when they imagine having to be creative to escape an encounter with a Mahahaa.

When a friend and colleague, Neil Christopher, and I'started the Nunavut Bilingual Education
Society, we published a series of educational resources inspired by Inuit traditional stories and informed
by our research with Inuit Elders. Mahahaa the Tickler was one of the stories published in our first book.
The series was popular in our Nunavut schools. I think the students loved these scary stories from their
own culture. Babah Kalluk illustrated the series with a style that could be described as a fusion of Inuit art
with a Southern comic book style. I believe Babah inspired many young Inuit artists with his imaginative
interpretations of Inuit mythological beings and his unique art style.

It has been our goal to try to entice Inuit children and youth to read stories from their culture.
Traditionally, they would have listened to traditional stories in the comfort of their homes with
someone from their family sharing them orally. Now, with so much new media surrounding our youth,
I feel we must print these stories to ensure they will be passed down to our future generations as they
were shared with us orally.

As publishers, we want readers to learn about our Inuit traditional stories, and Mahahaa is one of
them. I hope you will be as captivated by the story of Mahahaa as our children in Nunavut are.

—Louise Flaherty, Iqaluit, Nunavut
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his story begins in the High Arctic of Canada, in the early spring.

This is the time in the Arctic when the wind is getting warmer and
the days are growing longer, but the ground is still blanketed with snow
and ice.

Somewhere on Somerset Island there lived a young girl and her father.
The girl’s name was Aulaja and she was nine years old. Her father’s name
was Kudloo and he was a good hunter and father. Aulaja’s mother had
become sick and died during the winter. It was a very sad and hard winter
for the family. Aulaja spent much of her time alone because her father
had to find food for them and the dogs. Every time her father left to go
hunting, he told Aulaja the same thing: “Be careful and cautious while I
am gone; there are things that live on this land that would do you harm.
Keep the dogs close by and listen to them, for they can sense more than
we can.”
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Siku was a very strong dog. She was large with a huge head and muscular
neck, and her eyes were so light in colour they almost looked white. Siku
had many scars from living and hunting in the North. When she was a pup,
she got lost for several days on the ice. No one knew what had happened

to her, but when she finally found her way back to the camp she had many
scars and had lost most of her tail. Even though Siku had had a tough life,
she was very gentle and she loved Aulaja.

Kudloo knew that Siku and Aulaja were good friends who often played
together. Kudloo noticed that Siku kept a close eye on Aulaja, and that is
why he often left Siku to watch over his daughter when he was hunting.

On this particular morning, Kudloo was preparing for a hunt as he had
done many times before. Before he left, he gave Aulaja the same warning
as always: “Be careful and cautious while I am gone, there are things that
live on this land that would do you harm. Keep Siku close by and listen to
her, for she can sense more than you can.” And with that, he left Aulaja
alone in the ig/u.
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After Kudloo left and the sounds of the sled dogs had faded into the
distance, Aulaja went back to bed and slept for a few more hours. When
she woke up she could not hear the wind blowing; everything was still and
quiet in the iglu. She crawled outside to see if it was a nice day. It was. The

sun was shining and there was almost no wind. Siku was awake and waiting
patiently for Aulaja to get up. Aulaja untied Siku and the two of them went
to the lake to get some water.

The family got water from a hole in the lake ice that was covered by a
caribou skin. The caribou skin helped prevent the hole from freezing over
during the night. Aulaja removed the caribou skin and scooped out some
water with an old cup. After she drank her fill, Aulaja decided it was a good
day to go jigging for fish.
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Aulaja ran back and tied Siku up near the iglu. Siku had no patience for fishing.
She always whined and tried to make Aulaja play with her. But today Aulaja was
not in the mood to play with her dog; she just wanted to fish. So, after she tied up
Siku and found her fishing line and lure, Aulaja headed back to the lake.

The best place to fish was at the far end of the lake where the river ran out of
it. There the lake had high banks and surrounding hills that protected the area
from the wind. Today there was barely any wind and the sun was strong and
warm.

Aulaja knelt down on the ice beside an old fishing hole. She used a piece of
caribou antler to break the thin layer of ice that had formed during the night.

Aulaja stared down into the fishing hole. She could see many large, dark shadows
swimming deep in the lake. CHAR!Huge Arctic char, she thought. And with
that, she dropped in her lure and hook and began to jig.

Aulaja jigged for many hours. She watched as the dark shadows swam around her
lure uninterested. Aulaja jigged and jigged, but the fish would not bite.
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Just as Aulaja was about to give up, she noticed that the wind had picked
up. Over the sound of the wind she heard Siku barking angrily, which
was strange because Siku almost never barked. As she listened closer, she
noticed another sound on the wind . .. it was laughter, wicked laughter.

Aulaja thought she was imagining things, so she stood up and shook her
head and tried to listen again. But this time all she could hear was the sound
of wind and Siku barking in the distance.
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As Aulaja walked quickly across the lake, she noticed that the wind

was getting stronger and snow was beginning to blow around. All of a
sudden, she heard it again . . . laughter, and this time it sounded as if it was
whispered into her ear. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and she
felt a shiver run down her spine. Aulaja spun around, looking for the source
of this laughter. But all she could see was snow moving across the ice.

Aulaja knew that something was wrong. She was beginning to feel afraid, so
she quickened her pace across the lake. She knew that she would feel safer
near the iglu and Siku. Aulaja had seen Siku scare off polar bears, wolves,
and other animals. She always felt safe when she was near her dog.
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Aulaja dropped her hook and line and ran towards the iglu, which she could
barely see because of the wind and snow blowing into her eyes.

She was almost across the lake and still she could hear the laughing, but now
it seemed to be farther away. She was going to make it to the iglu. She knew
that she would soon be close to Siku and everything would be all right.

She jumped over the caribou skin that covered the drinking hole. She was
almost home. Her heart felt like it was going to explode. She was breathing so
hard the cold air made her throat burn.
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And then she saw where the laughter was coming from ... a strange
creature, which showed off many sharp teeth as it smiled, stood between
her and the iglu. It was Mahahaa—the tickler. Her grandfather had told her
stories about this creature. This ancient, manlike demon was light blue in
colour, like old ice, and very thin. The creature had barely any clothes on,
but it did not seem to feel the cold. Its white eyes peered through the dark,
stringy hair that hung in front of its face. Its fingers were long and bony
with sharp fingernails. Mahahaa began to laugh and wiggle its long fingers,
which moved like eels attached to its hands.
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Aulaja was frozen with fear. She had never seen anything so frightening in
all her life.
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Mahahaa ran towards her, hunched over on all fours like a dog, moving
with unbelievable speed. Aulaja turned to run, but the creature was already
upon her, knocking her to the ground. Even before Aulaja landed on the
lake ice, Mahahaa was on top of her, using its nails to rip into her clothing.
When Mahahaa’s nails found the soft flesh of Aulaja’s stomach, it began to
tickle her. Harder and harder it tickled, the sharp nails scratching into her
stomach. Aulaja was in great pain, but she could not stop the laughter that
was building inside her. Finally, Aulaja started to laugh ... it was more like
a scream than a laugh . . . but she could not stop. The more she laughed, the
more it hurt—and the happier Mahahaa seemed to get. No matter how hard
she fought she could not stop the tickling, as Mahahaa was much stronger
than any human.
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Aulaja could not breathe. She was laughing so hard she could not take in
any air. She felt herself slipping into unconsciousness. The white world of
ice and snow was disappearing as she slipped into blackness.
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But just before her life slipped away completely, Mahahaa stopped. As she
began to regain her senses, Aulaja heard Mahahaa screaming and the deep
throaty growls of Siku.

Aulaja quickly rolled over to see what was happening, and to her surprise

she found that Siku had broken her rope and was fighting with Mahahaa.

Never had she seen a dog fight with such fury. Siku grabbed Mahahaa
behind the neck and was shaking the creature back and forth in a frenzy.
Mahahaa tried to get hold of the dog but couldn’t. It reached for the
dog’s tail, but Siku did not have much of a tail, so there was little for
Mahahaa to grasp.

As if by instinct, Siku forced Mahahaa towards the water hole. The more
Mahahaa fought, the harder Siku bit down until finally, by dragging and
pushing, Siku got Mahahaa to the hole. Mahahaa did not know what was
happening until it was too late.

26




L HHL PO e e R G Sl Zd< LNedtlLd, A*NSGgS_c ALSIC
OrPCP>"Ho PLYDH]0Hs.

NepdbERRit >Rite RHORSOE S o dibcall R o RS Ty
do®*Nn.o™L <on > JDNPND>IDC™ NS,
0G% < NOAP* o oo D.

/d< Ab*ano <*a*NC*L i?L%q_v"“Fc. > e ’dId% oo
<LAPNL® o0 APLPe. P> 7% dc<da AdAHL Pao
SRR S RO O lop VAT R P (i AN (a8 5o
5619 SRL L o) 2| Eilde] peod B AN o Mo yAS Sy oo r Il ©r e
LHIH CdUITDe. /d< PLN P Cde P/L*LJbA? P> 7%
/A (Ol B

With Mahahaa right over the hole, Siku released her hold, and the strong

current took the creature under the ice.

And suddenly it was over. The laughter was gone. Siku stopped growling
and only her panting and the whistling of the wind was left, and even
that was growing quieter.

Siku had saved her friend from this demon. Aulaja ran vo Siku and
hugged her dog with all her might. Aulaja was so relieved she buried her
face into Siku’s thick fur. Siku was calm now, and Aulaja wondered how
her dog had known exactly what to do when she saw Mahahaa. Had Siku
metr a creature like this before? Aulaja thought.
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Her thoughts about Siku were suddenly interrupted by the sound of muffled
laughter beneath the ice. Aulaja’s heart sank. The sound was moving towards
the open hole. With a splash, Mahahaa’s arm came up out of the water and
the creature began pulling itself out. Siku instantly sprang towards the
creature, but this time, Mahahaa was ready and it slashed deep cuts into the
dog’s side. Siku’s beautiful dark fur began to turn red. Aulaja screamed at the
sight of her dog’s injury.

Siku did not even whimper. She grabbed Mahahaa’s arm and drove it
back into the water. But this time, Siku did not let go of the arm and
she went into the water too.

After the sound of splashing had subsided, Aulaja was left with only the
fading sound of wind.

Aulaja broke down and began to cry. Her favourite dog was gone. Siku had
died saving her, and now Aulaja was alone.

Aulaja stumbled back to the iglu and cried herself to sleep.
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Aulaja had no idea how long she had slept, but when she woke she heard
the sound of something moving outside her iglu. She froze. Whatever it
was, it was coming into the iglu.

Aulaja held her breath. She was afraid; she could not fight Mahahaa on her
own.

A man in a parka crawled into the iglu. It was her father. As soon as she
saw him, she ran and hugged him. She tried to explain what had happened
to her and Siku, but only sobs came out.

“What is wrong, daughter?” her father asked again and again. “And
where is Siku?”

When Aulaja calmed down, she explained what had happened. Her father
listened silently. When she finished explaining, he lifted her torn parka
and looked at the scratches that covered her stomach.

Kudloo took a deep breath and told Aulaja that she was lucky to be alive.
“I knew Siku was a good dog and that she would protect you. That is why
I left her with you,” he explained.

“Do you remember when Siku was a pup and we lost her on the ice?”

Kudloo asked.

“Yes,” Aulaja answered. Even though Aulaja had been very young when
it happened, she remembered how close to death the little pup was when
they found her.
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“Well,” her father began, “when we found her she had scratches all over
her, and for a few months after her experience alone on the ice, Siku always
growled at people when they laughed. I always wondered why that was.
Maybe she had met Mahahaa on the ice when she was lost and that is why
she was so beaten up and without a tail. How else could she have known
what to do with such a creature?”

Aulaja stared at her father and once again began to cry at the thought of
her favourite dog dying to save her. Aulaja knew that she would never
have another friend like Siku.
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In the morning, Kudloo went to the drinking hole and filled it in with
large pieces of ice and blocks of snow. Then Kudloo and Aulaja packed
their belongings onto the gamuriik and with their dogs, they left that
place.

But before they left they built an inuksuk with many thin rocks to
represent Mahahaa’s long fingers. This was to warn others not to stop and
fish at this lake, for Mahahaa was trapped beneath the ice.
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BABAH KALLUK is an Inuk artist from Resolute Bay, Nunavut. Babah has

been illustrating children’s books and creating concept artwork for films for

over twenty-five years. His artistic style can be described as a fusion of southern
comic art and northern Inuit art styles, which resonates strongly with young Inuit.
Babah?’s illustrations of Inuit mythology characters are well known, and his creative
interpretations have influenced other carvers and visual artists throughout the
Arctic. Babah’s recent projects are based on his lived experiences growing up in the

High Arctic.



