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Ian Gladue, 39, is the ideal Indigenous
entrepreneur. He saw a need within the
Indigenous community and he acted to
fill it.

Gladue, a native of Bigstone Cree
Nation in northern Alberta on Treaty

8 territory, is the co-owner of Native
Delights — a restaurant in Edmonton
focusing on First Nation foods - and a
strong promoter of Indigenous cuisine.

Gladue worked a food concession busi-
ness years ago, and recalled working
at First Nation pow wows. He said the
lineups at the pow wows for traditional
Indigenous cuisine was very impres-
sive. He said he remembered asking
himself at the time why this cuisine
could not be featured in the cities.

“That realization was the first pebble in
the pond for me,” said Gladue. He said
native food -

such as bannock, traditional dried bison
meat, and Indian tacos - was so pop-
ular, he was so surprised that no ven-
dors were taking advantage of that. He
said he approached other concession
business owners who were not sure it
would work.

"I saw that as a challenge,” he said. "I
have always loved a good challenge.
That is the type of person I am.”

From this realization came Gladue’s
decision to start a concession business
in Edmonton that eventually lead to a
restaurant specializing in Indigenous
cuisine. However, he said he faced
many challenges he had to overcome
along the way.

Growing up in Hobbema, he said he
faced serious challenges. His electri-
cian father got a job and the family
was living in a shack at the time. There
were six children living in one bed-
room in a 200-square-foot home, he

recalled. At the age of 13, he said his
father was tired of his out-of-control
behaviour and kicked him out of the
house. Despite that experience, he said
he learned many important values from
his father, including being responsible,
being generous, working hard, and
being honest.

From his mother — who he counts as a
main role model in his life = he said he
learned the value of being straight up

with people and always speaking your
mind.

At the age of 13, he said he hitchhiked
to Edmonton and started a new life. It
was not easy. He slept under bridges
and said he used to ring doorbells at
apartment buildings to get access to
buildings to sleep in laundry rooms,
where it was quiet.

Looking back, Gladue said he always
had a passion for cooking.

“When we were kids and playing in ca-
reers, like doctor or whatnot, I had my
own restaurant with my own menus,”
he recalled. He said he would prepare
beef mandarin stir fry and submarine
sandwiches for his family. He recalled
back on Hobbema reserve accepting

a job at a kitchen and working for a
woman (who has since passed away)
who taught him all he knows about
cooking and maintaining a kitchen.
Even if worked and ended up going
away on a “bender,” he said she always
took him back and “never gave up on
him.”

“She never judged me and she gave
me that extra confidence to move on.”

But at 13, he said he was totally in the
party scene and into drugs and alcohol.
This lifestyle, he said, came from the

reserve life, where parties and boozing
were everywhere, even in group sports



activities, such as volleyball.

"I was so influenced by my surround-
ings,” he said, but also pointing out
that it was funny that he never once
saw his father drink in his presence.

"I did not have any positive influenc-
es in my life at the time. The people I
had known were either dead, in jail, or
working for gangs.”

Gladue remembered that during this
time he was very unhappy. When he
reached Edmonton, he fell into criminal
activity, such as breaking and enter-
ing, robbing, and selling drugs. At 18,
he was arrested for attempting to sell
drugs to an undercover police officer.
He did not show up for his sentencing
and he said a warrant was put out for
his arrest all over Canada. At 21, he
grew very tired of running from the
police and he turned himself in. Af-

ter spending some time in prison, he
moved away and got himself a job in
the oil fields of northern Alberta, work-
ing on the rigs.

Gladue credited the birth of his first
daughter Mercedes with turning his life
around.

“One day - around the age of 26 -1
was looking at myself in the mirror and
I realized how selfish I was. I was pale
and strung out. I realized after thinking
about my daughter and her life there
was more to life than money.”

Around 2008, he started saving every

penny he earned working on the oil
fields. He saw he wanted more out of
life because he was tired of missing his
daughter’s first words, first steps, and
so many Christmases.

The next big event in his life was his
surviving a catastrophic burn injury

on the oil fields. He was not sure if he
would walk again. He said he had to
have 890 staples placed in his leg. He
said he experienced a lot of self-pity
and had a spiritual crisis where he was
angry that the “Creator would allow
something like this to happen to him.”
He said he experienced a “spiritual
awakening,” when he met the man who
was mainly responsible for his injury
and he forgave him.

After these events, he decided to move
on to Edmonton to live out his dream
of bringing Indigenous cuisine to the
city. But, he quickly came up against
an obstacle. He discovered the cooking
van he would need was very expensive
- between $100,000 to $130,000.

Coming the reserve and having bad
personal credit, he did not know how
he would come up with that kind of
money. Instead of that expensive vehi-
cle, he settled on purchasing a hot dog
stand. He quickly learned, however,
that he would have to overcome sev-
eral hurdles placed by Alberta Health.
But he never gave up and failed count-
less times at Alberta Health inspections
of his stand. Finally, in April 2012,

he passed the test and the inspector
informed him that he was first vendor
in Edmonton to get a Class C High Risk
Mobile Cart. He said he had built the
cart from scratch.

Eventually, he was selling bannock
burgers and Indian tacos, two main
features of Indigenous food. He said
he was selling so much food, the line-
ups were incredible. He said he was
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still selling out in April and there was
still snow on the ground. He was now
able to afford a concession truck and
in 2014, he opened Native Delights,
his restaurant devoted to Indigenous
cuisine. Then, he opened a second
location in Edmonton. They were now
able to do catering business. He was
focusing on promoting his business at
various public events in Edmonton. He
tapped into all the multicultural events
in the city.

Gladue was motivated to sell Indig-
enous cuisine because he wanted to
promote this kind of food in a positive
way. He said he was bothered that
tourists would visit Canada and they
would only be given maple syrup. He
said he wanted to provide visitors to
Canada with the cuisine Indigenous to
the country. Through his restaurants,
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he said he has been passionate about
promoting pansawan, a traditional

Indigenous dry meat made from thin-
ly sliced bison. The meat is important
to his people and he said he is glad to
promote it. He has consulted with tra-
ditional elders in his community about
preparing and promoting the meat, so

he had that blessing from the commu-
nity.

The product is now available in 23
stores, including Save On Foods and
Freson Bros. It will soon be approved
federally and they intend to ship it
around the world.

Just recently, he has been able sell a
franchise of his business to another
proprietor in Edmonton. Gladue at-
tributed much of his success to Rondell
Gladue, his wife and partner of Native
Delights Inc. and Pansawan Inc. from
Cold Lake First Nation, who he married
last year.

Gladue now has four children and he
has been sober for six years and drug
free for nine.

Gladue said he would caution other
Indigenous entrepreneurs to “never
give up” and to “keep moving forward.”
He also reminds them that there are no
successes in life without some failure.
He also recommended Indigenous en-
trepreneurs “keep smudging,” meaning
keep in touch with your spirituality and
keep improving yourself. Although he
said he had to build his business from
his own savings and did not receive
help, he hopes First Nation govern-
ments and organizations help out en-
trepreneurs, but he cautioned that First
Nation entrepreneurs must do their
own part and do the hard work.
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