» CHAPTER 17

“IN THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE"
Little Miss Higgins Sings the Blues
in Nokomis, Saskatchewan’ ‘

Charity Marsh

When we moved to Nokomis, we felt stuck in the
middle of nowhere, but it’s everywhere to us now.?

Introduction: “Over the hills. Across the plains.”

uch of what happens musically in Saskatchewan (and argu-
ably across the prairie provinces) is deeply influenced by
the unique experiences that transpire when one lives in an
expansive geographical setting that is sparsely populated
and is mediated through a discourse of rural sensibilities, a nostalgic
longing for a romanticized past, and a contentious history of colo-
nial/settler relations, as has been argued throughout Overlooking Sas-

1 At the time this chapter was written, Little Miss Higgins lived exclusively in No-
komis with Dave “Foy” Taylor. Currently (2014), Little Miss Higgins is performing
with the musical group the Winnipeg Five, otherwise known as the F-Holes. This
means that much of her time living and creating is now spent in a different region
of the prairies—Winnipeg. The content of this chapter, however, focuses on the
music and life that she created while living in Nokomis.

2 Little Miss Higgins, speaking at Spanning the Distance: Popular Music in Canada,
International Association of Popular Music Canada Conference, in a workshop
featuring her and Taylor held at the University of Regina, May 6, 2006.
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{eatch?wan: Minding the Gap in various ways
isolation from large urban centres and a bustlin.g
But for artists like Little Miss Higgins (a.k.a. Jol
er-songwriter and guitarist with a national repu
sen rural Saskatchewan as her base, isolation
ical space, and small-town living act as catal;r
contextualize her music production and perfor
influence how her music is consumed by audi
outside Saskatchewan.

Rooted in the genres and styles most closely associated w;
blues and vaudeville, Little Miss Higgins’s music and perfo i
both provoke and challenge stereotypical representations ZT;HC}
ewan. From rural and agricultural markers, to “fly-over provi a2

mind the gap” metaphors, to misrepresentations of ouI;l El .
ture, of a robust economic position, of any national politicaallcl :
I'flrge .enough population to matter), to romantic notions of az da
(idyllic landscapes, wide-open spaces, bountiful lakes, livin 13 )
prosperous land for farming, hunting, fishing, and mi,nin )gLs' o
Higgins embraces the contrary and takes up’the forwarf,i-io 1E -
of th‘e province and its citizens in her songs. For her, the tov: )
komis, in south-central Saskatchewan, and the surro,undi 5
have become central characters in her music. And she has
tral to the characterization of Nokomis and its landscape.

To consider how the Saskatchewan landscape shapes the produc-
on, performance, and consumption of Little Miss Higgins’s music,
1 this chapter I turn to the work of social anthropologist Julie Cruik-
' .pank in Do Glaciers Listen? Local Knowledge, Colonial Encounters,
«d Social Imagination, in which she argues that “the enduring power
{ landscape features to act as points of reference for communicating
acit knowledge” leads to the “transforming [of] seemingly neutral
paces into places of significance.”® To acknowledge Nokomis, and
- more generally the province of Saskatchewan, as “places of signifi-
ance” embodies the purpose of Higgins’s entire collection of works.

oreover, to reflect on the cultural practices of Little Miss Higgins
with Foy Taylor, her musical collaborator) and how she is affected by
er surroundings brings to the surface a myriad of critical questions.
What is significant about this unusual pair—two white artists who
are not originally from Saskatchewan who create and perform in the
genres of country blues and vaudeville (genres historically represent-
od as a black cultural form) while living in Nokomis, a white German
settler town located on land identified by the Indian Act as Treaty Six
territory and ultimately embedded within a history of settler colonial-
ism? How has Little Miss Higgins and her music impacted, reshaped,
and influenced how one reads the small town of Nokomis? How has
Nokomis in turn affected Little Miss Higgins and her music, perfor-
mance, and production styles? How do her music and performance
styles challenge conventional concepts of place? How does her music
represent or speak to this cultural, social, political location? What is at
stake now that her cover of Memphis Minnie’s “I'm Gonna Bake My
Biscuits” has become part of the current Saskatchewan vernacular,
carrying an anthem-like quality? How have Little Miss Higgins and
her musical interpretations of Nokomis and Saskatchewan created
new local knowledge, in other words “tacit knowledge embodied in
life experiences and reproduced in everyday behaviour and speech”?*

Through an analysis of songs from her albums, Cobbler Shop Ses-
sions (2005), Junction City (2007), Little Miss Higgins Live (2009),
and Across the Plains (2010) and the music video for “In the Middle
of Nowhere,”s along with interviews that I conducted with both Lit-
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3 Julie Cruikshank, Do Glaciers Listen? Local Knowledge, Colonial Encounters,
and Social Imagination (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2005), 11.

4 Ibid., 9.

s My rationale for including all four albums in this discussion is to illustrate that
what I understand to be happening is not a “one-time” theme in a band’s first al-
bum; rather, there is a trajectory, an ongoing, dynamic connection, between music
and place that continues in subsequent performance and production.

Little Miss Higgi - i ] :
Glerd Thompgg::s and Foy Taylor—Cobbler Shop Sessions. Courtesy of Jolene Higgins. Phoft
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Christine Ramsay in her chapter on the province’s capital—as well as
in several of the other contributions.” For the purposes of this chapter,
however, it is essential to emphasize that the topography of Saskatch-
ewan is diverse. Contrary to its representation of flatness and flowing
felds upon fields of wheat, Saskatchewan is also home to deserts, roll-
ing hills, dense bush, numerous lakes, and rocky terrain. Saskatche-
wan takes its place in the middle of the prairie provinces, sharing bor-
ders with Manitoba and Alberta, and to the north lies the Northwest
Territories. Currently, the population is approximately 1,000,040
. people, with about 220,000 people living in Regina (the capital city
- of the province, located in south Saskatchewan) and about 250,000
people living in Saskatoon (the business centre of the province, locat-
ed in central Saskatchewan). The fact that these two cities comprise
almost half the population of the province is significant when try-
ing to understand its geographical, political, and cultural landscapes.
Throughout the province are a number of smaller cities, towns, and
reserves, but they seem few and far between because of long stretches
of highways and numerous grid roads. Because one can travel for
hours only to come across a sign-post, a cluster of vacant buildings or
the remains of an old house or barn”! (as David Garneau’s chapter
in Overlooking Saskatchewan so well elaborates)," the prairie land-
scape seems vast, and one is easily overcome by a feeling of isolation.
Being “stuck in the middle of nowhere” can be simultaneously fright-
ening and liberating. '

In my previous work on hip hop culture in Saskatchewan, I have
detailed how, for much of the province, “the remaining evidence of
once thriving settler communities amounts to abandoned, decrepit, and
boarded up buildings, which followed the amalgamation of schools,
post-offices, and other services, along with mass purchases of farm land
by large agri-business, and the decline in the use of the railroad.”** Over
the past decade, “the uncertainty of crops, the rise in farming costs, and

tle Miss Higgins and Foy Taylor over the past several yea :
unfierstand in this chapter how living in Nokomis has s}:s 5
Miss Higgins’s music; to explore how her music in turn haped'
th? community of Nokomis; and ultimately to theorize ES e
Miss Higgins calls into question conventional understandin o
and space in relation to Saskatchewan. Applying Doreeng;})f
concept of “a global sense of place” from her article of that ¢; )
her argument that place is not fixed or bound but should btl
stood or conceived as a “meeting place,” as an “ongoing pr ed :
rather than pre-given,”® I consider Nokomis and its impoL;t0 il
place of musical significance. Building on Cruikshank’s ar ur?lnc
!andscape “ha[s] provided imaginative grist for comprehgendi
interpreting shifting social circumstances,” I propose that the 5
lgndscape around Nokomis, as seen and heard through the m
Fhscourse of Little Miss Higgins, has been transformed from a
ingly neutral space” into a “place of significance”” and that s :
her. {nusical interpretations of this landscape (geographical, s
political, cultural) in turn represent new and complex mear,nin‘
Saskatchewan and its shifting place in current national narrativeg"

Space, Place, and Isolation: Saskatchewan
and “the Middle of Nowhere”

Miles and miles of emptiness

You might hear an echo from the distance
Don’t you go down that road

You might get seized by the snow

Out in the Middle of Nowhere?

To some, Saskatchewan is “the middle of nowhere”—a “fly-ove
or “drive-through” province that seemingly calls for little attentio
For those of us who live, work, play, and create in Saskatchew:
Eowever, “the middle of nowhere”, as Little Miss Higgins suggest

everywhere to us now.” The rationale for and the problematizin
Saskatchewan’s troubled reputation have already been theorized k
the editors of this collection—Randal Rogers in his introduction

9 See also my discussion of the racialization of Saskatchewan as it pertains more
specifically to Regina’s North Central community in Charity Marsh, ““Keepin’ It
Real’? Masculinity, Indigeneity, and Media Representations of Gangsta Rap in
Regina,” in Making It like a Man: Canadian Masculinities in Practice, ed. Christine
Ramsay (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2011), 149—70.

10  Charity Marsh, “Bits and Pieces of Truth: Storytelling, Identity, and Hip Hop in
Saskatchewan,” in Perspectives on Contemporary Aboriginal Music in Canada,
ed. A. Hoefnagels and B. Diamond (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press,
2012), 350.

11 Also see David Garneau, “Making Art like a Man!,” in Making It like a Man: Ca-
nadian Masculinities in Practice, ed. Christine Ramsay (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier
University Press, 2011), 55-78. .

12 Marsh, “Bits and Pieces of Truth,” 351.

6 D(?reen Massey, “A Global Sense of Place,” in Space, Place, and Gender (G
brldge, UK: Polity Press, 1991), 146-156, and Doreen Massey, “Landscape as 2 P
ocation: Reflections on Moving Mountains,” Journal of Material Culture 11,
(2006): 34.

7 Cruikshank, Do Glaciers Listen?, 12.

8 Little Miss Higgins, “In the Middle of Nowhere,” Junction City, 2007.
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the depressed markets for wheat, barley, flax, canola
have c;eated difficult socio-economic conditic;ns for i;:i:d .
te;st;zlvéuuci :2 [szs] %;d toa frOW}ng pattern of relocation-ﬁ?riih
B e ﬁ;,e t rapped up in this migration pattern ig the f¢
! o ten years, Saskatchewan has witnessed
oom (or bubble), leading to an inflated real estate e
creasing suburban developments (homes, super-sized Hlllarket,‘
ties, etc.) at the edges of the major cities, and ironicalsl Ollj)p
n}wﬁ of and the push for revitalization projects’ in the do}:vn?th
tohe e%lma”and Saskatoqn. Yet what has also been happenig :
radar,” so to speak, is a push back and quiet resistan bg
entrepreneurs, and people interested in the slow food m e
share concerns about sustainability of the land. These folli) Vemefn:
' frqm ur.ba‘n centres o small towns and rural communiti -
Miss nggms and Foy Taylor are among these people— "
made this transition from Regina to Nokomis P

From the Urban to the Rural:

21;(11{ ;s ilrcl):atej in sou.th-central Saskatchewan, 136 kilometres t
o R gN En .1§z k.llometres southeast of Saskatoon. More sig

tly, Nokomis is situated on both the Canadian National R
glaln (ifne, ap[?romm‘ately 616 kilometres west of Winnipeg ail
toi:,? : ;a;sI;ac;ﬁscitiaﬂzvay hnfe, 136 kilometres north of Regi;la.i*
own junctioﬁ wjthnf?l : <})1n Highway 20, which runs north and sout
o ighway 15, which runs east and west. Be
A an important hub—where the two railway
e 1s was once a bustling town with the potential to g
smallu:’g ar way to Fl%e city of Moose Jaw.!s As is the case with m:
e i s Crmdt s, o
e pped in Nokomis its evolution and prog
SonOrj '1?11“ z.roo7 ’album fzjtrfctzon City,. and more specifically in th
g at Train’s a Comin’ Down,” Little Miss Higgins sings ab
?e sym}:fol'xsm'of the train and its impact on Nokomis, or Junc
) ;;}t', :Ss it i]s nicknamed by the people who have lived there in the
well as those who currently reside in the town. As she €

Ibid.

See i i
v ;l;: }l;)vtvp o.f Nokf)mls _websnte, http://nokomisweb.com/history.html.

> is sixty-nine kilometres west of Regina and has become an import
tourist destination in Saskatchewan.

13
14
15
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| (he stories
Higgins, the constan
b qually is is integra
. .ommunities are read and understood.

“The passenger train no longer stops here, but freight, cargo,
in cars move through every hour of the day. The lyrics and
... have been greatly influenced by the sound of the train and
ies (past and present) of this community.”*¢ For Little Miss
t reminder of what could have been and what ac-
| to how the stories of Nokomis and its surrounding

Musically, through the tempo, riffs, repetition, timbre, lyrics, and

nstrumental and vocal styles, Little Miss Higgins captures an ideal-
zed and romantic sense of what small-town prairie life was once like.

’ve nowhere to be tonight.

Nothing to see and no big sights.
Just the creaks and the cracks and a matter of fact

That train’s a’ comin’ down the railroad track."”

The solitude that she describes is relieved (or disrupted, depending
 on how one chooses to interpret this statement) by the sound of the
train coming through the town. Trying to articulate how she under-
j stands the train as a metaphor in and for her music, Little Miss Hig-
. gins suggests that “My style of music fits with the romantic nostalgia
- associated with the train. There is a wonderful synergy between my

music and the sadness and joy of hearing the train roll through a
prairie town, as the haunting call of the horn brings a comfort [to the
folks still here] somehow.”!® The train evokes a complicated history;
symbolically, the train signifies freedom of movement, transportation

~ of goods and people, and the myth of progress while simultaneously

connoting imperialist agendas, colonization of people and lands, and
more recently a costly and inefficient—not to mention dangerous—
mode of transportation in North America. Thus, when Little Miss
Higgins refers to the connection between the train and her style of
music, a style born from a complicated and tension-filled history, she
is attempting to present the nuances of this place.

When we look at the development of western Canada, it is im-
portant to acknowledge that the region, including Nokomis, was
part of a national project of colonial (white) settlement. Primarily
settled by German immigrants moving north from the United States,

Little Miss Higgins, interview with Charity Marsh, Regina, January 27, 2007.
Little Mi§s Hig_gins, “That Train’s a Comin’ Down,” Junction City, 2007.
Higgins, interview with Charity Marsh, January 27, 2007.

16
17
18
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Nokomis was named by its first postmistress. Nokomis
ishnabe Yvord meaning “grandmother,” which the ols .
German immigrant) borrowed from the infamous I-f')iaztjml
Ey H.W. Longfellow.”” The poem perpetuates the racist i
noble savage” and “Indian squaw” that were part of ththhs
ethos on the prairies and across the plains. As alread e :
Nokomis is located within the territory of Treaty Six : I;lentn
ﬁve reserves within a 200-kilometre radius of the towr; YI'] i ;
is recggnized and identified as a white community bor-n fe '
tler hlstgry, agricultural roots, and junction town reputart(')m'
conventional stories relating to these ideals are subsequentll o
ontf)_the landscape of Nokomis and area and, more enyma
prairies. Massey quotes Barbara Bender on the, ways ii wir'a
landsc.apes can “refuse to be disciplined. They make a mockelc
oppositions that we create between time (History) and s acry
raphy), or between nature (Science) and culture (SocialpAn:lff
ogy).”® Indeed, what we hear in the music of Little Miss Hiog
and what we witness in her performances suggest that this pa
landscape provokes much more. P
As the lyrical focus of the song shifts from the train to othe
pects 'of life, including the landscape, the sun, the garden, the dirt,
working the land, it is at this moment that we are given,a glimpyk’

bricf : 2 :
Eer;:jf; moment of reflection by the narrator, of Little Miss H

taking time to enjoy, to live, to feel, to be in the present while also
remembering the past:

Slow those horses that drive this wagon on.
Kill the fatted calf until the break of dawn.

No need to hurry, just mosey along.
Take your own sweet time and let the rush roll on.?®

Romanticizing an “old” way of life in comparison with the contem-
porary, quick-paced, capitalist, corporate-driven life, she sings, “Let
the fast be furious and crash. / I wanna see blue skies, big and wide.
* /1 wanna hear that water splash.”?* This song presents a particular
* Lision of a past, one that is arguably simpler, and filled with hard
~ work, but a vision that also insists on the value of taking time to enjoy
life in and on the land. As Cruikshank argues, however, “the notion
of a nature that is harmonious and in balance is often mobilised in
the cause of a foundationalism in which a settled past is necessarily
presupposed in order to enable a narrative of subsequent loss.”* To
see such loss, we have only to juxtapose this nostalgia of an idealized
time and place with the realities of small-town prairie life today. As
discussed above, for the most part, young people are leaving small
towns across the prairies in droves. If they do not leave or move on to
a bigger centre, these youth are often regarded as being unmotivated,
or stuck, and therefore less successful. People who represent the pil-
lars of communities are aging, moving off the land, or dying. Farms
are being overtaken by corporate agriculture business, and grain el-
evators are being torn down, literally and figuratively symbolizing
the death or destruction of small towns on the prairies. This kind
of narrative “entails a nostalgia and a backward-looking rather than
forward-looking.”2¢ As Little Miss Higgins continues to sing, howev-
er, she offers hope, promise, and an «understanding of both place and
landscape as events, as happenings, as moments that will be again dis-
persed,”?” which ultimately offer something more than just nostalgia:

My fingernails are filthy.
My skin feels well and warm.

_ Garden work and sun and dirt
And now my soul is torn

Between the beauty of the day

And the mystic of the night

And now it’s time to take a flight

Roaming through my mind, my mind, my mind.?!
the train’s a comin’ down the railroad track

For Little Miss Higgi i : :
ggins, the train symbolizes contemporary life a . : :
Y polaRy; the train’s a comin’ down the railroad track

a disruption of its daily routines while presenting “the possibility.
both an escape” and a reminder of a “lost way of life.”?2 She sings:

23 Higgins, “That Train’s a Comin’ Down.”
24 Ibid.
25 Cruikshank, Do Glaciers Listen?, 10.

26 Ibid., 10-11.
27 Doreen Massey, For Space (London: Sage, 2005), 21.

19 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Hiawatha (Chicago: Reilly and Britton, 1909)-
20 Df)reen Massey, “Landscape as a Provocation,”3 4. ’

21 Hfggins, “That Train’s a Comin’ Down.”

22 Higgins, interview with Charity Marsh, January 27, 2007.
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the train’s a comin’ down the railroad track
- .
the train’s a comin’ down the railroad track?s

The train still comes throu g

gh Nokomis over and
day. Its symbolic value, though dimini ; over agg
forgotten. > thovgh ciminished, is not completely,

Little Mis's Higgins: “Stay away from me, 'cause it's justm :
Jolene Higgins was born in Alberta but grew up in Inde ee:jnd-
sas, returning to Alberta in her teens. Dave Taylor was é’en e
in Wmn}peg. She explains: “We’re imports to Saskatcc})lm -
!(md of like hockey players.”?? Even though they refer to t;Wa
imports, they both refer to Nokomis as home. In fact. in ey il
that I have done with Jolene, she speaks about her r’elatio:iri,uf{i
komis and the time that she has lived in the town by refer:
many 'gardens they have grown. This interconnectivity bet;lv
spent in Nokomis and nurturing the land (along with the .
yvherem the garden nourishes the body) is essential when c;e'
ing how_one begins to relate to a place and have a place becont'ey
L1Ft1e Miss Higgins identifies with the prairie landscape and tll;[;
bem,g part of the prairies: “I'm a prairie girl for sure, I love i
that’s why I’'m so drawn to Saskatchewan. Plus the re,nt’s chea
tel'l too many people, though, we want to keep it that way.”30 AII)
th1§ l?st.c‘omment was meant as a joke, it is a powerful s-tatem
artist’s l1v1_ng expenses are often no match for an artist’s earning
for an artist who does not live extravagantly. Living in a rural

Miss H‘iggins is able to invest more time and energy into song wr
r‘ehearsm‘g, performing, staying connected to her fans through in '
tive media sites, and undertaking all the other administrative task
being a musician. b'
Whll_e visiting Jolene Higgins and Dave Taylor at their hom
Nokomis in 2006, the merging of musical style (at least how bl
apd country styles are typically represented) and lifestyle was
diately apparent to me. Nokomis is a small town, everyone
each other, and there is an emphasis on what c01,’11d be referre

28 Higgins, “That Train’s a Comin’ Down.”

29 Hisei : ; RSl
- beiffms, speaking at the Little Miss Higgins Workshop, 2006.
292 | BELONGING

Miss Higgins ab

oL

s country living—gardening, tinkering, cooking, visiting with neigh-

farming, and so on. During one of our interviews, I asked Little
out this connection, and she responded that “Living
ere [in Nokomis] I have found a narrative thread between my style
¢ music and my surroundings.”*' Reflecting on the work of Walter
enjamin and Mikhail Bakhtin, Cruikshank argues that “Narrative is
rounded in material circumstances of everyday life and is capable of
ddressing questions about the consequences of historical events.”*
he connection of the blues and vaudeville genres with small-town
iving and the Saskatchewan landscape that Little Miss Higgins dis-
usses plays an integral role in her development as a musician, along

ours,

 with her performance practice and style. For her, there is a dynamic

elationship between how she lives and writes and performs. Hig-

- gins and Taylor grow a large garden and are fully immersed in their

ommunity. Taylor became the mayor of Nokomis. When at home
and not on tour, they visit with neighbours and friends, participate in
community events, help to tend the bar, compose songs, rehearse for

- performances, and administer Little Miss Higgins Inc. There is some-

thing symbiotic, almost “authentic,” about how they live their lives as
blues musicians in this small prairie town.

‘I'm gonna’ bake my biscuits.”:

Little Miss Higgins Learns the Memphis Minnie-Style Blues

Although Little Miss Higgins was trained classically on piano, she
began playing and teaching herself guitar when she was fourteen. In
one interview, she explains how she went about learning how to play

the blues on her own as well:

[Wlith the guitar, I guess I taught myself through theory
and . .. learning chords, .. .but then learning blues music
and country blues, jazz, blues, and all that stuff, there was
never a way to learn it by note or by sheet music ... I mean
you can find a lot of old songs on the Internet, you know
that old stuff. Pm still learning that way. That’s how I learn
a lot of songs. And whether they become pieces on the stage

Higgins, interview with Charity Marsh, January 27, 2007.

Cruikshank, Do Glaciers Listen?, 5. See Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller,” in
Iluminations, trans. H. Zohn, ed. H. Arendt (New York: Schocken, 1969), 82-109;
Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogical Imagination, trans. C. Emerson and M. Holquist,
ed. M. Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981); and Mikhail Bakhtin,
Rabelais and His World, trans. H. Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University

Press, 1984).

32
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or just part of learning, learning a new mix and learnjy
progressions that may transform into something else fih
how I do it mostly, yeah, just by ear.?® &

As her ear and guitar playing developed, Little Miss Higpin
drawn to blues-based genres, and eventually she was intrgﬁms
the songs and guitar-playing style of Memphis Minnie (alo

Kansas Joe McCoy, who often played rhythm guitar accom i
ff)r Memphis Minnie) while living in Yellowknife, Northwesl:a}f‘
ries. Qne of the most significant musical figures to shape Littl
ngglns’§ music, writing, and performance style, Memphis

was an influential American blues musician, songwriter, and
whose career was most active in the 1930s and 194os.,“She
over 180 songs, and she was an amazing guitar player . . . . She
jam sessions in this little club, and she would have these cutting
tests with other musicians, like Big Bill Broonzy, and the prize

always be a bottle of gin. And there’s no way anyone else was goi

to get that prize.”3*

S'imilar to other popular music genres, there has always been m
mgsu_:al sharing, borrowing, and covering in the blues. Little
Higgins has covered a number of Memphis Minnie songs anc
(r'e)introduced her audience to a musician of great significance
history of the blues, a performer who has not always been given
due. On stage, Little Miss Higgins talks about Memphis Minni -
value of her music, and her overall impact on the blues. :

When describing her own musical style, Little Miss Higgins:
plains that “we play the old blues stuff and country blues tied in 3
some jazz and vaudeville styles.”* Rather than focusing solely on
ditional blues patterns, such as the twelve-bar blues played str:
she looks to the technique and musical style of Memphis Minni
peated listening is one method that Little Miss Higgins uses to lea
Memphis Minnie’s music: »

[Y]ou figure out okay, yeah, it’s kind of a twelve-bar blues,
but there is this that is different, and there’s this. There’s quick
fives, there’s quick fours, there’s this and this . . . . Or maybe
she doesn’t go to the five or go to the four ever. And there’ll
be a song that follows more of a jazz progression or more

33 {Lit(tjle Miss Higgins, interview with the Charity Marsh, Regina, July 26, 2007
34 id.
35 Higgins, speaking at the Little Miss Higgins Workshop, 2006.
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of that jazzy vaudeville kind of progression, but at least you
kind of have a basis of chord progressions to work off of.*¢

' Thus, Little Miss Higgins learns the style much in the same way that

Memphis Minnie learned how to play the blues, by listening to others
Jay and, in the case of Higgins, by repeatedly listening to recordings

- of blues artists.

Prior to the arrival of Higgins and Taylor in Nokomis, the blues
and vaudeville were not popular genres listened to or performed often
at the Nokomis Beverage Room, the one bar in town and an import-

ant gathering place for the community. When they first began to live,

write, rehearse, and perform in Nokomis, a few of the folks initially
had suspicions, reservations, and at times outright resistance to the
new musicians and their choice of musical genres. Higgins explains:

.« remember one of the first times we played in the [Nokomis] bar,

someone, one of the old guys, was like ‘You’re playing “nigger” mu-
sic. It was a jam session, and I just said, ‘Well, s0?>”%

This man’s response to Higgins’s style of music is highly problem-
atic, yet it is not necessarily surprising considering the contentious race
politics that are part of Saskatchewan’s cultural landscape and the co-
lonial history and development of North America. In our conversations
about this experience, Taylor explained that, though this kind of rac-
ism is unacceptable and frustrating, there is something understandable
about why some locals might share this attitude: not having known
difference, or ignoring difference, can simply lead to isolation and igno-
rance and the inability to handle difference productively:

TAYLOR: People out there are good people, it’s just some peo-
ple’s attitudes. I mean, if you condemn people for what they
believe, you’ll never talk to them again. You’re never going to
deal with eradicating the problem.

HIGGINS: And it’s what they’ve been exposed to.
ANDERSON: Or not exposed to.
HIGGINS: And us coming in there and playing this music, you

know at first they were like “What is this?” [And] then when
I say “This is a Memphis Minnie” song . . . things change.

e e

3¢  Higgins, interview with Charity Marsh, July 26, 2007.
37 Ibid.
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TAYLOR: Y'eah. Now we got people because the cp '
Shop Sessions, 2005] is in the jukebox [at the Nok [C.o

erage Room], and you got people plugging “Bak g g
cuits,” and they’re all singing “Baked My Biscuite »M :
ty-year-old country blues song from a lady fromsl‘vIAl
Aqd they love it. Had we gone in there with some i
attl'tude'that we were better, or they were lesser blgh—b
thelr attitudes, then it would be miserable living th ecau-‘s ¢
times you have to work at certain things, anng tl:}'el.(S
the beginning of how things can get better. e

HIGGINS: You just go, and you do it. It doesn’

. 2 A sn’t need t \
attitude. And they didn’t have to like it. We could hau(:ebe
there, and they could have not liked us and said “ng
want you to play here anymore.” But that didn’t l’lappe

‘ Although there are often tensions when one attempts to i
Into a new community and a new cultural landscape, as Hig
Tay.l(.)r suggest, shifting attitudes along the lines of race’: olit'gg
pohtxcs3 and a politics of difference more generally canll))e a o
in multiple ways with varying results. Living in Nokomis hI;I;
some challenges for the musicians, yet it also offers some sig
pr1v1legffs: “We couldn’t really ask for much more, though Igtfét
. be full-time musicians, pretty much, and the neighi)ours ar;: fri
If you pull outa hammer, the pick-ups start pulling up, and eve :
got a beeL" in one pocket and advice in the other. It ﬁt’s pretty W
Whether in a small town or a big urban centre, difference of any
is often trgated with suspicion, fear, and concern. In an urban c '
problematic responses are often masked or made less visible
a fa.lse perception of inclusivity, diversity, and tolerance. It wot
ter‘rlbly. na'ive to think that attitudes like the one presented to
Miss Higgins in the Nokomis Beverage Room by one elderly man
more common in small towns than in urban centres. And what
evolvgd throughout the process of Higgins and Taylor making th
home in Nokomis is that through the blues, a genre of great sig
cance in narrating colonial histories and oppressions, the citizen

38 Little Miss'Higgins, Foy Taylor, and Darci Anderson, interview with Ch
Marsh, Regina, January 28, 2007.
39 gltfd _1[? David Beff)’a,,“Little Miss Higgins Looks at the World through a Pa
S teg):a;“:x&ted (.}las}slgs, _Vue Weekly.com 607 (2007), http://vueweekly.com/
gla.sze i e_miss_ 1gglns_looks_at_the_world_through_a_pair_of_sepia“#
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- No
narr
is being represente

komis actively participate in complex dialogues about race, gender.

. . . :
ations of history, and constructions of place and space. Nokomis
d on local and global stages. Furthermore, through

edia coverage of Little Miss Higgins’s music (and ultimately her life

m
in Nokomis) by CBC’s Holger Petersen, the host of Saturday Night
‘Blues, Nokomis has become known as a blues hotbed.

Reading Landscape: Velvet Barley Bed
«Being a musician
wan, | cannot ignore my surroun
clearly identifies an ethical responsibility that Jolene Higgins feels to

her surroundings as bot
-~ nunity that she calls home. When asked about her creative process

i and how she writes songs,

based in a small community in rural Saskatche-
dings.”* It is this declaration that

h an artist and an active member of the com-
Higgins refers back to her surroundings:

I find whenever there’s water running . . . there’s a song in the
water somehow. Whether it’s the shower or washing dishes
or outside and P’ve got the sprayer on, I always start to sing
or something. And usually these little bits happen, and I try
to remember the little bits and then take it to the guitar. Then
once I’ve figured it out on the guitar, I can usually remember
it ... usually. And then if not, I let it go, and if it’s gone it’s
gone. And then if it’s words I write them down. [ try to write
them down. I’ve got a little tape recorder now that I sing into
if T have it around, . .. try to keep it nearby so I don’t lose

things. *Cause it’s easy to lose them.”

Her fondness for Nokomis, her neighbours, and the surrounding land-
scape are expressed in a number of songs in her albums and highlight-
ed in her performances. From the frivolity of “Bargain Shop Panties,”
identifying a little bargain shop in the nearby town of Watrous, to the
more contemplative and explicitly political commentary on historical
relations in Canada in “Snowin’ Today: A Lament for Louis Riel,”
two of the songs from her 2010 album Across the Plains, the influence
of the Saskatchewan landscape has been profound. If, as Cruikshank
claims, “landscapes are places of remembrance,” and “culturally sig-
nificant landforms may provide a kind of archive where memories
can be mentally stored,”* then Little Miss Higgins’s musical tributes

40  Higgins, interview with Charity Marsh, July 26, 2007.

41 Ibid.
42 Cruikshank, Do Glaciers Listen?, 1.
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to the prairie landscape re/present la istori '

the yers of historie 55
whlls S{multar}eously creating new ones. In the songS ‘?{llgl -
Bed,” Little Miss Higgins sings about how the topography :fe
and the fields of barley make her feel as she drives down Highy
the road leading into Nokomis: e

Well I feel so at home

Driving down that road

And see a velvet barley bed

I want to rest my weary head*?

The image that she creates is one that any person who has ¢t
through or even seen photographs of Saskatchewan’s crops ju
to harvest can relate to, remember, and envision. The song]a
tures her evolving relationship to her home and the prairie lan

Rather than understanding landscape as something that we
E‘ravel across, I believe that Massey offers us an exciting alter

[B]oth space and landscape could be imagined as provisionally
!:wmed simultaneities of ongoing, unfinished, stories.”* Acknoy
mg“that these stories are unfinished and ongoing contributes to th
Sf nature as er}dle§sly geographically mobile,” further problema

any notion of intrinsic indigeneity (in the sense of having been etern:
ly present), any question of things being essentially and only local
the concept of “local belonging,” which “underminels] certain po.
cal claims to place.”* Breaking the pattern of “inwardlookingness.
what Cruikshank suggests is “a tendency to focus only on the co
of the particular landscape, or place, itself,”* allows for the poss
of new meanings, interpretations, and relationships.

Ix} t.he song “Snowin’ Today,” the listener is presented with s
posm.bllity. From the combination of musical styles and instrumes
of D1?<ieland and French and Métis folk song, and the singing s
and timbre of Little Miss and Foy’s voices, in its music, lyrics,
Performance Little Miss narrates a story firmly and politically roofe
in the Saskatchewan landscape—the story of Métis leader Louis

it might not be long before we’re all gone
the touch wood hills

43
44
4s
46

Little Miss Higgins, “Velvet Barley Bed,” Junction City, 2007.
Massey, “Landscape as a Provocation,” 21.

Ibid., 5.

Cruikshank, Do Glaciers Listen?, 15.
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there was a war
or so it was declared
over the hills across the plains

Louis Riel should of had a knife
to cut that rope and cut it twice
and tie it around the necks

of those to blame

well i don’t know what of the truth’s been told
i just read his words and so
i know he was a leader so great

snowin’ today

snow like feathers

and the cold has slacked its tethers
visions of past

through the old looking glass

take my cares away with the weather?”

Rather than focusing solely on the “factual” story of Riel, Little Miss
Higgins makes connections among the landscape, the weather, the
narrative, and how the story is retold. The lament is for a great leader
who has come to signify much more than one political moment in
history. The story of Riel and what he represents in this place will

never be finished.
However, in a piece such as “The Dirty Ol Tractor,” Little Miss

Higgins breaks from this pattern of focusing solely on the boundaries
of the place:

Ain’t no change but it’s changing

Ain’t no cloud but it’s raining

well i look up and there ain’t a thing in the sky
well maybe i’m blind and I don’t know why

I ain’t got no song but I'm singing

My bell got broke but 'm a ringing*®

At the same time, she integrates the here and now, reminding us of the
rewards of such labours:

47 Little Miss Higgins, “Snowin’ Today: A Lament for Louis Riel,” Across the Plains,

2010.

48 Lictle Miss Higgins, “The Dirty OI’ Tractor,” Junction City, 2007.
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ods. The effect is one of merging past and present to create a sense
rimelessness—a timelessness that accompanies nostalgic notions of
ing in small rural towns.

Musically, the song is in a standard twelve-bar blues form, with
introduction, a chorus, a verse, a bridge, and an outro. The lyrics
scribe the vastness of the prairie landscape, the isolation, the quiet,

,nd the importance of keeping your head:

I show up before the sun goes down
and I know it’s okay to put some seeds in the groy d
What you gonna’ plant? .
some potatoes, maybe some pea i ;
S, € :
o peas, corn, basil and whate

;Fo;var'd.thcla end of the song, Little Miss Higgins sings the I
» .

nl:edc':’fmca statement “they just want more of what they ﬁo

Thus, l?uilding on Cruikshank’s argument that land ‘
more specxﬁcally the glaciers found in the Saint Eli:n i
‘ have. provided imaginative grist for comprehendin - M :
ing shifting social circumstances,”s° | propose that t%x .
scape of Nokomis and area, as seen and heard throu ehprh
dlscour.se of Little Miss Higgins, has transformed “seergni o
spaces into places of significance”s! and, in turn represexl:tg ne
complex meanings of Saskatchewan and its shif;in la i
national (and international) narratives. bt

The beer’s all gone and the barkeep’s broke

Don’t gamble your roll, Don’t ya throw away stones
You’ll get lost on that road

You’ll go down with the show

In the middle of nowhere

Nowhere! ...

Miles and milesof emptiness.
You might hear an echo from the distance.

Don’t you go down that road
You might get seized by the snow
In the middle of nowhere
Nowhere!?

Little Miss Higgins Presents “In the Middle of Nowhere” in the No
Beverage Room and “Bargain Shop Panties” in Watrous
The d'ebut music video for Little Miss Higgins was for the s
Fhe Middle of Nowhere.” By setting the video in Nokomis sp :
in tl.le Nokomis Beverage Room, Little Miss Higgins pla’ys
audience, talfing us back to an earlier time while making us awa
we are also in the present. The mise en scéne, with its techne
costumes, props, gestures, and images, transforms Nokomis,'
the 19 30s and 1940s through various symbols and signifiers. T
eo, sﬁot in black and white, provides an additional layer to an
familiar narrative, that of the blues with all its tensions, playfi
aqd heartafche. The video foregrounds the musicians playing
mlxed audience (rural folks, urbanites, farmers, and those som

in between); the tension-filled poker game (which ends up being:
by the most experienced of the players); and the realities of rur

(such as b‘emg stuck in the mud or snow). Numerous close-up sh
of l?oth thtle Miss Higgins and Foy Taylor playing guitar for
audience in the bar flash throughout the video. The video nar

hroughout the video, Little Miss Higgins introduces the world to
-some actual personalities, narratives, and stories of Nokomis, while it
concludes ironically, with the camera panning to a poster on the wall
behind Little Miss and Foy advertising the very performance that we
are seeing. Thus, we continue to see her walking the line of roman-
ticizing while complicating a world being told through a particular
lens—a double lens that mixes fictions and realities. To go back to a
time of the Great Depression, of prohibition, of small-town gangster-
ism is to present a partial tale. For her, there is more to Nokomis than
being lost in the past “in the middle of nowhere.”

The music video for “Bargain Shop Panties,” released in July 2011,
also plays with notions of time. Beginning with a shot of Little Miss
in period costume doing laundry with an old washboard and water
pump in front of an old barn and a clothes line, the audience bears
witness to her frustrations with her old, worn-out, drab-coloured
panties. After watching her drive off in an old Dodge truck, obviously
heading to the Bargain Shop in Watrous, an important signifier of the

49 Ibid.
50 I(;,;rgikshank, Do Glaciers Listen?, 11.
51 id. 3
: = 52 Higgins, “In the Middle of Nowhere.”
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“blgger” small towns in Saskatchewan, to bu
audlfence sees present-day Little Miss st,andin
pla(liymg her electric guitar, A seemingly frivo
?}? the place fron‘{ which these panties come—th B

1s song and the video also play with ideas of o
explicitly detail the importance of functional .
ously offering much innuend oy

nclusion: “Here we go around again.”
‘pecause Little Miss Higgins is a blues-based artist living in a town
ut p whose history is bound to a project of white settlement and a town
I ; surrounded by reservations (in other words, a white woman, drawing
ast and pre; primarily black art forms, living in a white settler colonial town,
Sy——— Pfactictele;fWhile simy surrounded by the colon}zed or other), concepts §uch as landscape,
the blues place, and space become integral parts of how one interprets the com-
lex meanings of her music. Nokomis has a historical context, just as
the blues and vaudeville are marked by and through histories. Little
Miss Higgins and her music brush up against these racialized, myth-
ical, and romanticized spaces, not by ignoring racial boundaries but
by challenging reified meanings and telling new stories that have be-
come immersed in this landscape. The result, as Cruikshank suggests,
s the creation of stories “that participants tell orally or in writing
- about their experiences”—stories that, in turn, “encounter successive
- audiences whose interpretations of what they hear or read are shaped
by their own contemporary concerns.”* Drawing on Benjamin,

Y some new

g on tOp ofa V.i e
lous song aboye -

No“’r dop’t get my panties in a knot
Don’t think they’re what they’re not
They’ve got a clear-cut job

And they fit the perfect spot

Oh Bargain Shop Panties

Yeah Bargain Shop Panties

So lovely so divine

I buy them all the time

My Bargain Sho i

p Panties
So lovely so divine Cruikshank goes on to state that stories, and I would argue songs,
They’ll fit you just fine - “allow listeners to embellish events, to reinterpret them, to mull over
My Bargain Shop Panties what they hear and to learn something new each time, providing raw

material for developing philosophy.”s Reflecting on how Higgins and
Taylor worked through some of the problematic initial responses to
their music when they first began to play in Nokomis and eventually
moved to the small town illustrates this very idea. As Cruikshank
writes, “In some cases, meetings between humans or landscapes may
generate insights on all sides. But encounters, as Gillian Beer notes,
do not guarantee understanding and may instead emphasize what is
incommensurate.”*¢

Yet, when walking into the Nokomis Beverage Room today, the
music of Little Miss Higgins can regularly be heard playing on the
jukebox. Nokomis is one of many Saskatchewan towns that have ad-
opted her version of the Memphis Minnie tune “Bake My Biscuits,”
and, at most of her performances, this favourite call-and-response
tune is requested. The lyrics are playful and filled with metaphors.
Little Miss sings “I’m gonna’ bake my biscuits,” and the audience re-
sponds “I'm gonna’ bake my biscuits.” Then she ends with “I’'m gon-
na’ bake my biscuits. And I ain’t gonna’ give nobody none.”” Thus,
to hear and to sing along—to bake one’s biscuits—are, in a real sense,

So l‘ovely so divine
I think they’ll blow your mind
My Bargain Shop Panties’

Throughout the video, ther
fans, young and old, rural
a(':tual Bargain Shop and o
Little Miss in her kerchief,

€ are a number of guest appearances.
and urban, men and women, both :
n tl_le farm. Some are costumed to
fachion O o e while others are dressed in contempo
ookl Velr}I, lay. She calls out to them “Bargain Shop Panti
1tional blues style these ici
nd : articipant
sm%mf!;) back “Bargain Shop Panties 3 peats respond to 1
n bo :
th of these songs and their subsequent videos, transit

between past and
res .
Higgins i challen present, then and now, suggest that Little ]

nected to a specific pl ; >
place (Nokomi
Saskatchewan) s or Watrous or any small to

e st o Is lbc'>und.to one representation. For her and her fan
ostalgic, frivolous, contemplative, celebratory, fictio!

al, and real—reveal ‘.
e“’/an histories. al the many complex and living layers of Saskat

s4  Cruikshank, Do Glaciers Listen?, 10.
55 Ibid., 9.

s6¢ Ibid., 10.
57 Little Miss Higgins, “Bake My Biscuits,” Cobbler Shop Sessions, 2005.

1 - T :
Little Miss Higgins, Bargain Shop Panties,” Across the Plains, 2010
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value. Higgins and her music have thus become an “authens;
slyly ironic piece of Saskatchewan’s contemporary vernaCufn
turn might influence how audiences from all over the natio .

understand Saskatchewan—gap or no gap. e

304

to belong to this place and to recognize, hold close, and preses
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