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The Western
Subarctic

: Nations have been asserting
. before the Nisga'a signed the

HE NORTHERN boreal forest and forest-tundra transition of the Western Sub-
arctic stretches from the interior of Alaska to Hudson Bay. In the north it is
bounded by the treeline, though some Subarctic Native groups made seasonal -

forays after caribou out onto the barrenlands. In the south it grades into the Plains |

d Plateau. Lakes, rivers and muskeg cover much of its surface, Winters are long

nd piercingly cold, with deep accumulations of snow; but the forest provndes shel-

Summers are short and pleasantly hot, but are plagued by swarms of biting in-

cts. From a southern urban perspective it seems a harsh and demanding

vironment, yet it was home to many groups of mobile hunters and fishers,

hose modern descendants are determined to maintain traditional ties to the land,
Physiographically diverse, the Western Subarctic can be divided into three

oad regions. In the east is the rocky Canadian Shield, extending from the East-

n Subarctic across northern Manitoba and Saskatchewan and into Nunavat and

he Northwest Territories. To the west, the Northwest Territories, northern Al-

rta and northeastern British Columbia are in the Mackenzie Lowlands, which
lope gradually to the Mackenzie River delta. At the western edge is the
rdillera, the array of mountain ranges and valleys that characterize the Yukon

d central British Columbia. In this region many of the rivers flow to the Pacific,

hich provided Native People with access to bountiful salmen runs, and to trade

rridors that linked them with coastal culeures.

\For the big-game hunters of the Western Subarctic, caribou and moose were

sential resources. Some of the more southerly groups intercepted the bison

erds, and in the Cordillera people hunted mountain goat and sheep. Smaller
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fLoke
’-" Athabasca

! Cree

\ Sarcee
Chilcotin Y

asove Ethiographic groups in the Western Subaretic

mammals, especially the snowshoe hare, played an important role in the:d
Great numbers of migratory waterfowl could be taken for brief périod
year, and the lakes and rivers provided whitefish, lake trout, pike, grayling
other fish. K
The Athapaskan people, or Dene as many prefer to be called, lived through

this vast region. More than twenty Athapaskan languages, including those
Alaska, have been defined for the Subarctic. All are closely related, which i
cates they differentiated relatively recently. Their classification is somewhat:
trary since they tend to grade into one another through a series of interme
dialects, and neighbouring groups usually understood each other’s languages

~ Athapaskan migrations and cultural adaptations have attracted considera
anthropological interest. From their northern homeland the Athapaskans spica
far to the south in a series of separate movements. The Sarcee on the Plains
the Nicola and Chilcotin in the Plateau appear to be relatively recent example
The Navajo and Apache of the American Southwest, as well as the cluster
Athapaskan language speakers on the Pacific coast around the Oregon-Californ
border, are evidence of earlier, more extensive migrations. When they entered
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other stone tools, several bison bones and the remains of a hearth which coy
dated to 7200 years ago.

To the east, the huge Laurentide ice sheet blocked human entry until 2
8000 years ago. The Plano hunters were the first people to move into thi
leaving behind the large lanceolate spearpoints known on the Plains as .
Basin, at sites far out onto the barrenlands. The Plano people are assumed to
been big-game hunters, attracted to the north by the large herds of caribou

At the same time as these early cultures were hunting across the re
a different population was entering from the west. These were people w
Eurasian technology, crossing into North America shortly before Beringia fi
disappeared. Small distinctive tools commonly termed microblades
parallel-sided stone Hakes with razor-sharp edges that were set as cutting o s
ing edges into grooved bone or antler spearpoints or other tools—marked
presence. Stone knives, spearpoints, scrapers and other implements were alg
part of their tool kits. Microblade technology is evident in Alaska at least 1 ;
years ago and somewhat later in the Yukon and adjacent arcas of the North
_ Territories and the northern interior of British Columbia. In these reg

microblades may indicate that local peoples gradually adopted this technolg
At later sites, notched stone projectile points have been found with microbl
which suggests people and ideas mixed throughout a large area.

The microblade technology did not spread east past the Mackenzie R;ve
ley, where diversified cultures followed the late Plano hunters. In the
Shield country around Hudson Bay, proto-Algonquian cultures became recog,
able about 6000 years ago. Termed “Shield Archaic” by archaeologists, these
ple used notched stone spearpoints, knives and scrapers and occupied an
from the Eastern Subarctic to the eastern portions of the Western Subarctic
hfeways represented by these archaeologlml remains would be immediately
miliar to the Cree or Innu. :

Between about 3500 and 3000 years ago a new group from the north push

into the lands east of the Mackenzie River and left behind the very small
tools that were their trademark technology. These were the Tuniit people of
tic antiquity (see chapter 10). Archaeologists refer to this branch of the Tur
Pre-Dorset. Their expansion is assaciated with colder climatic conditions, whig
pushed the treeline far to the south. Following the caribou herds, Tuniit hiinte
moved south as far as what is today northern Saskatchewan and Manitoba; T
occupation of these lands was short-lived, lasting only a few centuries. Trace
their ancient camps consist mostly of scattered stone tools around fire-cra¢
rocks that once were hearths used to heat their shelters. '

The first traces of Athapaskan cultures are still much debated. Some believet
Athapaskans were present during the period when microblades first appeared ai
spread, which would give them an ancient heritage in the Western Subarctic. Ot
ers have traced Athapaskan migrations through later styles of projectile poi
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. Linguistic and social units, however, cannot be defined through the distribution of
* stone tools, Furthermore, the ancient Athapaskans were culturally diverse and oc¢-
cupied a wide range of environments, which means they probably left a varied sig-
" pature in the archaeological record. Nevertheless, the emergence of specific
Athapaskan cultures has been charted at archaeological sites in several regions.

In the east, the Taltheilei tradition spans the last 2500 years in the historic

" homeland of the Chipewyan, Yellowkaife and Dogrib Athapaskans. Most of our
‘information comes from around Great Slave Lake and Lake Athabasca, though
sites are found more widely in the Northwest Territories, Nunavut, northern
Manitoba and Saskatchewan, and parts of Alberta. Evidence of Taltheilei cultures
appears far out on the barrentands, suggesting that these people, like. their his-
- oric counterparts, tanged between the forests and tundra to intercept migrating
caribou herds. The ancient Plano, Algonquian, Tuniit and Athapaskan (Taltheilei)
. peoples, for example, sequentially occupied the Migod site in southern Nunavut,
from which they all hunted the caribou herds out on the barrenlands, Fishing has
 always been a vital part of the Athapaskan economy as well, as the location of
many sites suggests (“Taltheilei” refers to water). Stone-stemmed and lanceolate
spearpoints, changing in form over time, as well as knives, endscrapers and stone-
slab or boulder-flake hide scrapers {generally known by the Athapaskan term chi-
thos) are the characteristic tools. Small notched points that presumably tipped
- arrows appeared later. Implements of native copper are also relatively common
{rom that time. Finally, beads and other European goods mark the transition to
such historic Athapaskans as the Chipewyan.

About 1300 years ago a massive volcanic eruption in the St. Elias Range, at the
southern end of the present Yukon-Alaska border, blasted immense quantities of
volcanic ash-into the air. Winds swept the ash about 1000 kilometres to the east,

" blanketing the southern Yukoen with a thick layer of grit. Visible today along river
banks and road cuts, the horizontal white band in the otherwise brown seil is
known as White River ash. The eruption and ashfall must have alarmed the local

people, darkening the sky, fouling the water and covering the land so that the

' arcas most affected must have been temporarily uninhiabitable.

Such conditions would have forced many groups to abandon their country in
search of unaffected lands, dispersing to the north and south of the ashfall area.
As people moved into regions already occupied by neighbouring people local hos~
tilities likely resuited. Many groups might have been forced to continue their
wanderings for considerable distances. Alaskan archaeologist William Workman
“has pointed out that the time of this environmental disaster corresponds with lin-
- guistic estimates of Athapaskan divergence. He suggests that the ashfall was a
““triggering mechanism” that stimulated the southward migrations that eventu-
ally led to the Navajo and Apache of the American Southwest. However, as these
movements are very difficult to demonstrate archaeologically, this hypothesis re-
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As plant and animal life gradually returned to its wsual state in the 3
area, humans reoccupied the land, In the layers overlying the White River 4
chacologists have found implements of the Atshihik culture, dating to just b
the advent of the global era. Stone spear and arrow points, knives, chi-thg
wedges for splitting wood are typical artifacts, as are distinctive arrowpoints
and other tools of copper. N uggets of this metal occur locally and were heaj
hammered to shape. Such tools continued into the global era and can be link
the Tutchone people who occupy the southern Yukon today. B :

High-elevation ice patches in the southern Yukon began to retreat duri
warm summers of the fate 1990s. Great quantities of caribou dung exposed b
melting ice showed that the animals had congregated long ago on the ice pa
to escape the summer heat and biting insects. Human hunters pursued thei
to these locations, leaving behind the spears and arrows they lost duri
hunt. As these froze into the ice, they were perfectly preserved and the wo
shafts can now be dated. Short spears or darts, which were hurled by atlatls:{
throwers), have been dated from about 8350 to 1250 years ago. These da
often found intact, with stone points in place, as well as with preserved i
feathers and caribou hair, The bow and arrow appeared about 1300 years
after which arrows gradually replaced atlatl darts in the ice patch remains.
points disappeared as the intact arrows were tipped with barbed antler poines

The melting ice revealed another remarkable discovery just south of
Yukon border, in northwestern British Columbia. In-the summer of 1999, hur
on a glacier came across the almost perfectly preserved remains of a young m
who had perished there about 550 years ago. At the time.of his death, this i
vidual was wearing a fur garment and a finely woven Hat of plant fibres, Ha
carrying several wooden implements, including an atlatl dart, and food suppli
in the form of dried salmon. The hat is of a type characteristic of the coastal [

git, and local oral histories tell of frequent travel between the coast and inte

over the glacier. The Tutchone people of the Champagne and Aishihik First:N
tions termed this discovery Rwaday Dan Ts'inchi (“Long Ago Person Foun
They worked with archaeologists and the Tlingit people of Alaska to remove
study these remains, and cremated them and returned the ashes to the glacie
lowing the analysis, : .

In the northern Yukon, the deeply stratified Klo-kut site, which was occuy
from about 1000 years ago into the global era, has shown developments link

 the historic Gwich’in. Excavated stone tools include such distincrive Athapasks

items as tapered-stem projectile points {(known as Kavik points) and chi-tho
Well-preserved bone tools such as barbed points, fish-hook components an
carved fish effigy lure, as well as trays and other items of birchbark, have
been recovered and indicate a stable cconomy of caribou hunting and fishing ¢
tending into recent times. , '

In northern Manitoba and Saskatchewan south of the Taltheilei sites, the
chaeological sequence is similar to that of the Eastern Subarctic (see chapter 5)
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ABOVE LEFT Ncﬁacofogisfs exarnining an aow with barbed antler point and wooden shaft found preserved
‘i o Yokon fce patch., From ieft to right are Greg Hare (Government of Yukon), fames Baker (Carcross—fﬁgish
First Nation) and Gordon jrrold (University of Alaska). Governnient of Yukon photo. ABOVE RIGHT Human
] ﬁgurs pictograph in northem Saskatchewan. Humans with upraised arms are a comimon ﬁntum of Canadian

Shield rock art. Photo by Tim Jones

About 1800 years ago pottery was introduced from the south, joining side-
notched projectile points and other elements of the earlier tool kit. Archaeological
remains from after about 1000 years ago consist of the distinctive fabric-
impressed Selkirk pottery, smali side-notched arrowpoints and other stone tools.
These Selkirk sites persist into the global era and are generally associated with
such Algonquian people as the Cree.

Closely paralleling the distribution of Selkirk pottery is that of red ochre pic-
tographs. Paintings on prominent rock bluffs along major waterways are common
across much of northern Manitoba and adjacent Saskatchewan. Humans, game
animals and such mythological beings as Thunderbirds are commonly depicted.

' Occasional small offerings left near the paintings also suggest the images served a
religious function. They are very similar to the numerous pictographs of north-
ern Ontario; and all appear to be the work of Algonquian artists. In the Western *
Subarctic, these people were the ancestors of the Cree.
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THE ATHAPASKANS (DENE)
“The broad term “Athapaskan” is simply a linguistic label that indicates a common
“origin for all the related languages from the interior of Alaska to western Hudson
Bay. Its derivation, however, comes not from the people to whom it refers but

van south of the Taltheilei sites, the ar-
from the Cree. The Native inhabitants of the Mackenzie basin refer to themselves

f the Eastern Subarctic {see chapter 5).
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as Dene ("people "). Athapaskan groups in other areas use similaz, though
ing, terms. Today the term “Dene Nation” has become the preferred <o
self-designation in the Northwest Territories.

The fluid Athapaskan social groups are not the same as pohtical
Small, highly mobile bands tended to resemble their neighbours in spe
lifestyle, and division into named units is somewhat arbitrary, often refle
ministrative or anthropological conveniencé rather than Aborlgmal
Group names indicate linguistic differences, though not all of them spoke
separate languages. The now-extinct Yellowknife, for example, were.
ethnic entity but they spoke a dialect of Chipewyan. Similarly, some maode
guists classify Slavey, Hare and Mountain as dialects of the same fanguage
separate languages, such as Beaver and Sekani, grade into one another t _
series of dialects. Modern group names often come from terms applied by.
pean traders ‘or the Cree. As the explorer David Thompson wrote
Chipewyan, “The country is occupied by a peaple who call themselves ‘D
by the Hudson Bay Traders‘Northern Indians,” and by their southern ne:g
‘Cheepawyans.’” This Cree term means “pointed skins,” referring eithe
way they prepared beaver pelts or to the pointed tails.on their shirts.

All northern Athapaskans lived by hunting and fishing; gathering plant
played only a minor role. During the historic fur trade many shifted to hy
and trapping fur-bearing animals. Athapaskan lifeways were flexible, an‘
group closely adapted to the territory it inhabited. Groups living in the Co
on the west, where mnost rivers drain to the Pacific, differed sngmflcantiy O
those living on the Shield and Mackenzie Lowlands to the east, where the
flow north to the Arctic or into Hudson Bay.

THE ATHAPASKANS OF THE SHIELD
AND MACKENZIE LOWLANDS

Few environments in Aboriginal North America were as challenging to hu;
survival as the Western Subarctic, Long severe winters and short warm ST
chavacterized the seasons. During the winter, intense cold, deep snow and lim
daylight made starvation and death by exposure constant dangers. During
pleasant months of summer, dense swarms of mosquitoes and blackflies my
people had to keep their bodies covered at all times. David | Thompson, on'wes
Hudson: Bay in 1784, commented: “Summer such as it is, comes at once, an

it myriads of tormenting Musketoes; the air is thick with them, there is no «
tion day nor night of suffering from them ... and [we] were thankful for th
weather that put an end to our sufferings” (Glover 1962: 17).

Although the land supported huge herds of barren-ground caribou i
northern transitional forest and tundra, woodland caribou and moose in the
boreal forest and numerous fish in the lakes and rivers, these resources were
always predictable. Failure to find animals or poor luck in fishing could mean
aster for the entire group.
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ABOVE Chipewyan earibow-hunting camp oi the barrentands near Fort Churchill, ca, 1880, cmc 74880

- In the east are the Chipewyan, the most numerous and widespread of the
northern Athapaskans. They were an “edge-of-the-forest” people, occupying
the northern transitional forest west of Hudson Bay and far out orito the tundra
or barrenlands. The barren-ground caribou were essential to the Chipewyan,
who based their economy ori following the herds in their seasonal movements.
Both humans and caribou found shelter in the forests during the winter. When
the animals began to migrate out onto the barrenlands in the spring, the
Chipewyan hunters ambushed them along their major routes. During the
summer, humans and the herds ranged far out onto the barrenlands. In the fal,
 the caribou were again taken in large numbers as they migrated south. Their

flesh was cut into thin strips, dried in the sun and pounded into peminican for

winter provisions. '

One productive method the Chipewyan used to take caribou was to build large
enclosures of brushy trees near caribou migration paths. Samuel Hearne, who
travelled with the Chipewyan in the late eighteenth century, claimed to have seen
some “that were not less than a mile round.” Inside was a maze of fences, with
snares placed in every opening. Long lines of brush fences, which Hearne claimed
were sometimes “not less than two or three miles,” funnelled the animals to the
pound’s narrow entranceway. Once the caribou had been driven inside, this en-
trance was blocked with brush. Women and children raced around the fence to
prevent animals from escaping, while men speared those entangled in the snares
and shot with arrows those that still ran loose. When such techniques.succeeded,
the hunters captured so many caribou that their group could remain in one place
for much of the winter. ' :

Out on the barrenlands during the summer the Chipewyan hunted caribou
with bows and arrows or speared them from canoes as they crossed rivers and

lakes. Small, light bark canoes were carried from the woods for this purpose.
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Hearne also described Chipewyan using lines of sticks to direct the cariboy
narrow pass, where concealed hunters waited.

Caribou were essential for more than food. The Chipewyan relied on caii
hides for clothing and lodge covers, and they cut them into strips for snare
nets, snowshoe lacings and many other purposes. Antlers and bones provide
materials for many of their tools, and the women used sinew to sew clot
complete suit of winter clothing, according to Hearne, required eight to.¢
hides, which were obtained in August and September when they were thic
uamarred by warble-fly holes. Hearne stated that the Chipewyan killed
animals for their hides at that time, and took only the choicest portions of m

Although the caribou were the staff of life to the Chipewyan, much as
were to the Plains tribes, other animals played a role in the diet. They occa
ally hunted musk-oxen while out on the barrenlands, frequently shot or’s
arctic hares and took waterfowl seasonally when they were abundant, Fish
was second only to caribou hunting in importance, the Chipewyan using n.
bone hooks to take large quantities. In 1785 David Thompson comme
“When the land is scarce of Deer [caribou]. .. they take to the Lakes to .
Trout or Pike at which they are very expert.”

The Chipewyan did not participate in the historic fur trade as enthusiasti
as the Cree, but it did cause changes in their culture and distribution. The ;¢
ern transitional forest provided the caribou that sustained them but it con
few of the fur-bearing animals sought by European traders. Some band;
sponded to the traders’ urgings and pushed into the boreal forests to the s
and west, reaching as far as northeastern Alberta in their search for furs. Ot
who remained in their former territory and maintained the traditional lifes
became known as the “Caribou-Eater” Chipewyan. o

To the northwest were the Yellowknife, who spoke a dialect of the Chip
language. Their name comes from the copper tools they manufactured from
posits found in their territory along the Coppermine River: Although they
linguistically and culturally Chipewyan, they are mentioned in the historieal
erature as a separate entity. They were apparently considered as such by Hearn
Chipewyan guides who plundered them, taking young women, furs, and b
and arrows, The Yellowknife, in turn, harassed the Dogrib and other neighb
ing groups. In the nineteenth century many perished through disease and
Dogrib’ retaliatory attacks. Finally, they disappeared as a distinct group, and
Dogrib and Chipewyan absorbed the survivors and their lands. =

The Dogrib occupied the land between Great Bear and Great Slave Lk
Their culture was similar to the Chipewyan, though they did not venture asf
out onto the barrentands. Caribou were the essential resource, with moose; ha
and fish being of secondary importance. ,

The Hare, between Great Bear Lake and the Mackenzie River, speak a'la
guage closely related to Dogrib and differ little from that group. They lived:by;
hunting and fishing, pursuing the barren-ground caribou out onte the tundr
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so they relied on fish

4 hares throughout much of the year. This dependence on hares for food and

{othing sufficiently distinguished them from their neighbours to give them their

but it also led to a precarious existence. Since hares go through a popula-

me,
this group suffered periodic food shortages

on cycle every seven (o ten years,

5 nd starvation.

_Closely related to the Hare are the Bearlake and Mountain Athapaskans. The
today recognized as.a distinct group, are a historic fusion
{ Hare, Dogrib and Slavey people whose ancestors settled around the fur trade

osts near Great Bear Lake. The Mountain Athapaskans are the Aboriginal inhab-
where they hunted moose, woodland caribou

as game was scarce and there

i mountam goat. winter living was challenging
ere few large lakes for ice fishing. Historic records show that starvation was

‘common.

- Another closely related language is Slavey. Their territory covers a large area
{ the Northwest Territories west of Great Bear and Great Slave Lakes, plus
ortheastern British Columbia and northwestern Alberta. Unlike more northerly
thapaskans, the Slavey were fully aforest people, hunting moose and woodland
aribou. Unlike herd animals such as the barren-ground cariboy, these species

“had to be hunted individually with bows and arrows or speared when crossing

snares, and they relied

vater. The Slavey also took both large and small game in
eavily on fishing. Although the many small bands speaking dialects of the
any cultural or political unit, they have in re-
cent times used the term “Slavey” to distinguish themselves from other Atha-
They are also known today as Dene-thah in

To the south, along the Peace River of northern British Columbia and Alberta,’

- are the people the traders called the Beaver Indians. They call themselves Dunne-
7. The Dunne-za once dwelled farther to the east but,

according to Alexander
Mackenzie, gun-bearing Cree pushed them westward in the late eighteenth cen-
apparently takes its name from the truce negotiated be-
tween these two peoples. The Dunne-za lifestyle was based almost entirely on

' big-game hunting. Herds of bison came into the open lands along the Peace, and

the Dunne-za drove them into pounds in a technique similar to that used by the

' Plains tribes. Moose were available throughout Dunne-za territory, and Native

groups hunted woodland caribou in some areas. Beaver were abundant and were
sought for both their meat and fur. Hunters considered fishing to be beneath

 their dignity and they resorted to it only when they could not find game.

Athapaskan societies were

Throughout the Shield and Mackenzie Lowlands,
composed of a man

small, simple and highly mobile. The basic unit was the family,
and his wife or wives, their children and perhaps an aged parent or two. Most
but only exceptional men could provide for several

groups were ‘polygynous,
Matonabbee, the powerful Chipewyan

wives and defend them from other men;
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chief described by Hearne, had seven wives. Several families, bound by ties of,
ship and marriage, lived and travelled together throughout much of the

When fishing was good or more men were needed to communally hunt car
much Jarger groups might gather. Hearne encountered a Chipewyan. suny
camp of seventy tents, which he estimated “did not contain less than 600 perso

Leadership was based on ability, and the best hunter or most experienced s
rior took charge during that activity, The Chipewyan and Dogrib, with their
munal caribou hunts, emphasized leadership more than groups such as
Slavey, in which hunting was an individual activity, Leadership roles were te)
rary, and all adults felt free to come to their own decisions or join another s
group. Flexibility and respect for individual autonomy are at the core of Aj
paskan culture.

Although the Athapaskans were not known as ferocious warriors, hostilj
were common. Raids between Athapaskan groups were usually to revenge);
wrongdoings or to steal women. The Athapaskans also had long-standing en
ties with their southern Cree neighbours and with the Inuit in the north. Hed
recounted the savage slaughter of a small Inuit camp by his Chipewyan gmde
they travelled to the mouth of the Coppermine River in 1771.

Housing was simple and lightweight so that it could be easily packed up.
moved. Throughout the area the conical tipi covered with caribou or moose
was the most common year-round dwelling. A few groups built more substanti
winter structures of poles chinked with moss. In the summer, simple lea
were all that was required. ‘

Most groups in the summer travelled pnmanly by water, in canoes cover
with spruce bark or birchbark. In a few areas moosehides were used to cover
canoe frame. Lacking good navigable rivers, the Chipewyan walked out onto
barrenlands carrying small lightweight canoes. In the winter, snowshoes were
sential, Goods were carried on toboggans; which were hauled by the wo
Dogsleds were unknown until the fur trade period. P

Clothing was generally made of tanned caribou or moose hides, and sot
groups also used hare skins. Both men and women generally ware long puliov
shirts or dresses, leggings with attached moccasins and breechcloths. They add
mittens, a cap and a robe in the winter. Some northern groups attached hood
their winter coars, but this is thought to be a late Inuit influence. Fringes and d
signs in moose hair or porcupine quills were added for decoration. People also ta
tooed parallel lines on their cheeks or chin and occasionally perforated their nas
septumt to insert a quill or other ornament.

The late-eighteenth-century explorers—Hearne, Thompson and Mackel
zie—noted a lack of obvious religious practices or ceremonies. These early:o
servers, however, did not delve into the spiritual beliefs held by their Nati
guides and acquaintances. Later anthropological studies revealed complex-ve
gious thought, centring on the relationship becween hunters and the animals
which they depended. The Dunne-za sent children into the bush on vision ques




ives. Several families, bound by ties of ki
[ together throughout much of the ye
vere needed to communally hunt caribg
arne encountered a Chipewyan sumy
ed “did not contain less than 600 persor
the best hanter or most experienced wi
e.Chipewyan and Dogrib, with their con
idership more than groups such as ¢
ual activity. Leadership roles were temﬁ'
their own decisions or join another soci
idual autonomy are at the core of Ath

: known as ferocious warriors, hostiliti
can groups were usually to revenge past
‘hapaskans also had long-standing enmi:
s and with the Inuit in the north. Hearsie
1 Inuit camp by his Chipewyan guides
armine Riverin 1771.

so that it could be easily packed up and

tipi covered with caribou or moose hide
ing. A few groups built more substantial
i moss. In the summer, simple lean-tos

d primarily by water, in canoes covered
rreas mooschides were used to cover the
2rs, the Chipewyan walked out onto the
moes. In the winter, snowshoes were es-
ns, which were hauled by the women.
de period. :
ned caribou or moose hides, and some
1d women generally wore long pullover
noccasins and breechcloths. They added
ame northern groups attached hoods 1o
se a ate Inuit influence. Fringes and de-
‘re added for decoration. People also tat-
1and occasionally perforated their nasal
. . . .
ts—Hearne, Thompson and Macken-
actices or ceremonies. These early ob-
spiritual beliefs held by their Native
logical studies revealed complex reli-
p between hunters and the animals on
*hildren into the bush on vision quests,

asovE Slavey shaman at Fort Rae, 1913,

~ cmc 26080

The Western Subarctic | 245

to seek supernatural power from the ani-
mals. Such experiences were riot to be re-
vealed but to be reflected upon and
nurtured as private knowledge. Hunters
slept near their medicine bundles, which
contained images or charms relating to
supernatural aid they had received as ado-
lescents. In their dreams they encountered
animals and gained assistance and knowl-

edge from their spirit power.

Young men entering puberty had few
. restrictions, but young women were se-
. cluded. They were placed in a small hut,
. often at some distance from the main
camp, where they ‘were attended and in-
structed by female relatives. They ate only
dried meat and had to take liquids through
a bone drinking tube; to avoid touching
their body they had to use a scratching
stick. Throughout most of their lives
women were periodically restricted, since
men believed that menstruating women
were offensive to the animal spirits and
“thus threatened the hunting success and
survival of the entire group. Women saw their “moon sickness” as a sign of potent

" power, and they used caution to avoid inflicting harm. At such times, women re-

frained from walking on hunting trails or on ice where men fished or hunted
beavers, and they could never touch or step over the personal gear of the hunter.
Among the Dunne-za, menstruating women could not even walk behind the
lodges for fear of severing the sacred link between the hunter or his medicine
bundle and the animals in the bush.

Old age was a difficult time in societies that had to follow game. Individuals
who could no longer keep up with the group were left behind. When a person .
died, the Chipewyan mighe simply lcave the body on the ground; other groups
interred their dead or raised them on scaffolds. Some personal pessessions of the
deceased were burned or left behind and the camp was abandoned. _

The supernatural helped many to deal with the uncertainties of everyday life.
Dreams provided guidance in making decisions. Shamans could call upen their
spirit powers to locate game or to overcome their enemies. Illness was treated by
blowing on the afflicted part of the body, or by sucking out a small object believed
to have caused the disease. As well as such individual practices, occasional group
ceremonies fostered social cohesion. Such gatherings featured feasting, singing,
drumming, dancing and gambling.
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THE CORDILLERAN ATHAPASKANS

The mountains and plateaus of the Subarctic Cordillera extend from north
Yukon to central British Columbia. Vast stretches of boreal forest cover:
rugged landscape, but there are also large areas of meadows, flood plain
muskeg, as well as afpine tundra at higher elevations. Climate varies from am
the harshest in the Subarctic in the northern territory of the Gwich’in to m
benign among the Carrier in the south, Latitude is not the only conmderﬁt'
local climatic conditions vary widely according to altitude and proximity ¢
coast. In the south the Subarctic grades into the open counny of the Plateau
the Chilcotin have been placed in that culture area.

Rivers flowing to the Pacific teemed with salmon durmg their seasonal s 5P
ing cycles. All but the easternmost Cordilleran peoples had access to this reliah
food supply. Hence, they could sustain a larger population density and a.ny
settled way of life than the eastern Athapaskans, Other resources, howe:
played at least as large a role in the economy of most groups. Caribou were ¢
tial, particularly to such northerners as the Gwich’in. They also hunted or's

- mountain sheep and goats, moose, bear and smaller game. Freshwater fish
important to many groups, and plant foods were more abundant and playe
larger role in the diet than among the eastern Athapaskans. Local resources co
also be exchanged for exotic foodstuffs, such as eulachon oil, in trade with ¢}
coastal neighbours. Many Northwest Coast influences pervaded the lives of t
Cordilleran Athapaskans and distinguished them from their kin to the cast.

In the north, bordering on the Inuit, are the Gwiclin. Their lands today ar
Alaska, Yukon and the Northwest Territories. Salmon ascended the Yukon Ri
system far into Gwich'in territory, though the Mackenzie River groups in tf
cast relied on Arctic char and whitefish instead. Traps were the most produciiy
means of takmg fish; and the Gwicl'in established summer camps to constr
and operate them. Moose, smailer animals and waterfowl were also import

but caribou weré paramount to the Gwich‘in. They provided the most food
well as hides for shelter and clothing. Although individual hunters could pur
them, the major technique was the communal surround. Long lines of posts:di
rected caribou to roughly circular enclosures, in which they were snared, spee_gré

. or shot with arrows.

South of the Gwich’in are the Han, a distinct though little-known socie
‘Thicir territory is on the Yukon River drainage, straddling the Yukon-Alaska bo
der. They ate mainly fish, particularly salmon, though they also hunted moo:
and caribou. .

The Tutchone occupy the southern Yukon. Some bands depended heavily.
annual salmon runs, whereas others primarily hunted, Native copper was foun
in Tutchone territory and was used extensively to make tools, When the histor:
fur trade began, the Tutchone were drawn into a trading relationship vith
Chilkat Tlingit. Through these ties of trade and intermarriage, the Tlingit heavil
influenced Tiitchone culture. Tuichone somety was divided into two moietie
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Wolf and Crow (the latter equivalent to the Tlingit Raven), each of which had
several clans iri the Tlingit style. Marriage partners had to be of the opposite moi-
ety, and all children took their mother’ affiliation,
The spread of Tlingit dominance into the Cordillera is most clearly seen in
' northwestern British Columbia and the adjacent southern Yukon—the territory
of the Inland Tlingit and Tagish peoples. The local Athapaskans traded and inter-
married with the Tlingit in the nineteenth century, adopting their Janguage and
sacial organization, They held potlatches, divided their society into Wolves and
Crows, and used crests to denote their kin groups. The Tagish language gradually
declined and is virtually extinct today. ‘ ‘
Also in northwestern British Columbia, along the Stikine River drainage, are
the Tahltan, The Stikine provided dependable salmon runs and a major trade
route 1o the Stikine Tlingit on the west. The Tahltan established themselves as in-
termediaries in the trade between coastal groups and Athapaskans farther inland.
They also interacted intensively with the Tlingit, including intermarriage and re-
ciprocal potlatching, and they adopted many elements of Tlingit culture, They
had matrilineal moieties (Wolf and Raven) that were divided into clans in the

Tlingit fashion,
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One group of Athapaskans, the Tsetsaut, breached the mountain barrier
reached the Pacific at the end of several long inlets on the British Columbia-A’
border. Apparently they were not fully adapted to the coast, as they relied
heavily on inland game hunting than on fishing. Adjacent groups, particular}
Tahltan, harassed and raided them and the survivors were finally absorbed b
Nisga'a. By the early twentieth century the Tsetsaut were extinct.

In the eastern Cordillera of northern British Columbia and southern Y
are the Kaska and Sekani. The Sekani are virtually indistinguishable fro
Dunne-za and appear to have diverged from them only recently. To the'norek
they are mixed with the Kaska, whose speech is closely related to Tahltan, B
lived by hunting moese, woodland caribou and mountain sheep, with fis
being of lesser importance. Since their rivers are in the Mackenzie drainage thi
did not have direct access to salmon but could take trout and whitefish. Althoyg
farther removed from the Northwest Coast than most Cordilleran Athapask,
they felt some coastal influences. The Kaska divided their society into Wol
Crow and traced descent through the female line, and several western Sel
bands briefly adopted the matrilineal clans of the Gitksan and western Car
Both held modest potlatches. Their cultures are transitional betwee
Cordillera and the Mackenzie Lowlands. -

Occupying a large area of central British Columbia are the many gro
known collectively as the Carrier. The name Dakelh is also used today, b
refers more generally to Native People. Variations in culture and language e
between these related groups. Those in the northwest, who today prefer t
known as the Wet'suwet’en, speak a dialect sufficiently distinct thar some:
guists classify it as a separate language. The upper reaches of both the Fraser
Skeena river basins extend through Carrier térritory and provide teeming ma
of spawning salmon. Salmon were the staple food for most Carrier groups:
supported a relatively settled lifestyle and the highest population density in
Western Subarctic. When the salmon were running, many plant foods werg’
available and hunting was most productive. In the lean months of late wir
however, supplies of dried foods often ran low, forcing some groups to seek
hospitality of the Gitksan or Nuxalk to the west. ,

The basic Carrier social group was the extended family, usually consisting
several brothers, their wives and children. When the sons reached adulthood,
Drought their wives and children into their family band. Fach family held righ
a hunting territory and fishing sites. This typically simple Athapaskan orga

tion began to be elaborated in the fur trade period, as extensive trade and int
marriage with coastal peoples brought in the potlatch and ranking systems. In 4
north the Wetsuwet’en, bordering on the Gitksan of the upper Skeena, ado i
clan organization with descent traced through the mother. Southern grou
which were in contact with the Nuxalk in the Bella Coola Valley, lacked such cla
and traced descent through either the male or female line. In both cases,
painted or carved crests, generally depicting animals, in Northwest Coast style
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denote particular kin groups. Those
closest to the Gitksan adopted much of
their ceremonial system. They raised
totem poles to display crest privileges,
the nobles wore the intricate Chilkat
blankets of mountain-goat wool on im-
portant occasions, and high-ranking
women slit their lower lip to wear a
labret as a badge of status.

The Carrier situation was typical of
most Cordilleran groups. Contact with
the Tlingit, Gitksan and Nuxalk led
Athapaskan groups, from the Gwich'in
to the northern Carrier, to organize
their societies into descent groups,
traced matrilineally, “Big men” or
“chiefs” amassed power as the rank sys-
tem spread inland, and they obtained
new wealth in trade and transformed it
into status through potlatching. Al-
though these “chiefs” had great pres-
tige and were accorded respect, they did
not have real political authority; the ba-
sic individual autonomy of the Atha-
paskans was retained.

Potlatches spread to all Cordilleran groups, though they were modest events
compared to the extravagances of the Northwest Coast. Each important event—

rier) village of Moricetown, Photo by A, McMillan

_ the naming of a child, the assumption of a family crest, a marriage or a funeral—

demanded a feast and the distribution of goods. Newly wealthy families could
purchase high-ranking titles or crests, or acquire them by sponsoring the funeral
potlatch of a former owner. Frequent potlatches, with distributions of wealth,
were required to maintain high status. .

Trade relations between the coast and interior were of long standing. In ex-
change for furs and prepared hides, the Athapaskans received wealth goods, such
as dentalium shells and woven blankets of mountain-goat wool, and exotic foods,
such as eulachon oil, dried clams and seaweed. The “grease trails,” so-called for
the many boxes of eulachon oil carried far into the interior, were major arteries of
trade and travel, along which Native People guided such Européan explorers as
Alexander Mackenzie. _ _

When the Europeans arrived, with their shining array of metal tools and other
goods eagerly sought by Native People, trade between coastal and interior groups
intensified. Coastal groups denied the Athapaskans direct access to the foreigners
but sold them European goods in return for furs. In turn, the Athapaskans with
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the closest ties to the coast became intermediaries in trade with those far

land. Although the coastal peoples continued to regard themselves as supetioy
they found their inland neighbours to be important sources of wealth: ¢,
chiefs made excursions far into the interior and sought to consolidat
influence through marriages, offering young women of high rank to Ath;
leaders. Such kin ties brought many Cordilleran Athapaskans, particular]
Tagish, Tahltan and Carrier, into the Northwest Coast sphere of influeq

they rapidly adopted many elements of coastal social organization.

The requirement of mobility meant that housing was kept simple. The 1
ein Cordilleran peoples—the Gwich’in, Han and Tutchone—made portablg
dome-shaped winter houses, with moose or caribou hides spread over a
. work of bent and tied poles. The Han, like many of the Alaskan Athapaska
built rectangular pit-houses, heavily banked with turf to withstand the
the south, the Carrier made winter homes of split poles covered in spru
The Sekani in the east lived in conical lodges wrapped with bark or hide. Al
western groups, from the Gwich’in o the Carrier, constructed rectangula '
covered structures at summer fish camps, which they used as living quai
well as for smoking and drying fish. The Carrier borrowed two addltmna
types: the coastal-style plank house used for potlatches and, among the $0
groups, the semi-subterranean pit-house characteristic of the Plateau.

The rugged lands and turbulent rivers of the Cordillera meant most g
travelled on foot. Only in the north was water transport practical for a
tance. Most groups lacked birchbark and constructed their canoes of the b
spruce bark. Many made small dugout canoes, but these were not steame;
spread like coastal dugouts. They also built rafts and other temporary crt
carry people and goods for short distances. In the winter, people snowshoed,
ging their loads on toboggans.

In clothing and appearance, the Cordilleran people differed little from' ki
northern Athapaskans. Robert Campbell, travelling among the Gwich'in and
in 1851, left a good déscription of their apparel:

Their dress which when new is pretty & picturesque, is made of the skin of t
moose or the reindeer, principally the latter. The skirt [shirt] or coat is finished
a point, both before & behind, & reaches down to the knees, being frequently o
namented with coloured beads, porcupine quills or long hair, The coat has a h¢
large enough to admit the head, but does not open in front, & is provided wi

hood which can be used, when wanted, as a head-dress. The trowsers or leg o
ering, & shoes are made of the same material, & the garment made with the h
inside for warmth, Osgood 1971: 91 : '

Dentalium shells, which they obtained in trade with the coast, were also
frequently as clothing and hair decorations, and worn as necklaces and as o
ments in perforations through the earlobes and nasal septum. Tattooing, par
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AgovE Canier worman scraping noosehide with a stone-bladed scraper, 1922. cMc 56902

larly on the cheeks and chin, was common. The Carrier also donned unique cere-
monial regalia, featuring elaborate wigs and breast-plates of dentalium.

In contrast to other Athapaskans, some Cordilleran groups cremated their
dead. The Carrier derive their name from the custom that required a widow to
carry on her back a bag containing the cremated remains of her husband. She had
to transport this bundle throughout the mourning period (a year or more), which
supposedly discouraged early remarriage. At the end of the mourning period,
the remains were placed in a box on top of a post carved with the crest-of the
deceased. )

In many other traits the Cordilleran people shared the basic Athapaskan life-
ways. Shamans interceded with the supernatural world, removing some of the
uncertainty of daily life. Religious concepts centred on the respect for animals
and the hunter’s quest to obtain at Jeast one spirit helper. Girls were secluded at
puberty, and menstruating women were isolated and subjected to taboos for fear
of offending the spirits of game animals and fish. Oral traditions told by the eld-
ers described how the world came into being and stressed the relationship be-
rween humans and animals. Although stories involving Raven clearly originated

on the coast, others reflect pan-Subarctic themes. Under the vencer of Northwest

Coast influences, the simpler egalitarian Athapaskan culture was still evident.

A R R .
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INTO THE GLOBAL ERA

The Chipewyan were the first of the Canadian Athapaskans to come intos;
tained contact with Europeans. York Factory, a trading post establlshed
southwestern Hudson Bay in 1682, provided trade opportunities pnmarliy
the Cree. Shortly thereafter, the Chipewyan felt the effect of the new econom
the Cree used their newly acquired firearms to plunder them and the Chipewy
suffered severe losses in warfare, The English traders eventually became away
these “Northern Indians,” as they were called, through captives held by the C
Tn an effort to bring them into direct trade, the Hudson's Bay Company org
ized an expedition to Chipewyan lands and negotiated a peace with the C
during the winter of 1715-16. This was followed in 1717 by the constructio
Fort Churchill, ar the mouth of the Churchill River, specifically for’
Chipewyan trade.

The Chipewyan, however, failed to wholeheartedly embrace the fur trad;
lifestyle, as the Cree had done. The caribou herds provided for all their needs, an
fur-bearing animals were scarce in the northern transitional forests. As Samu
Hearne noted: “The real wants of these people are few, and easily supplied
hatchet, an ice-chisel, a file, and a knife, are all that is required to enable the;
with a little industry, to procure a comfortable livelihood.” He observed .t
those who went to the fort with furs risked starving on the long trip across't
barrenlands and were not better off than those who remained behind with t
caribou. Nevertheless, some of the Chipewyan joined their fortunes to the fort
controlling trade with groups farther west. Hoping to break this trade monopoly,
Hearne made his famous journey in 1770-71, travelling from Churchill to-th
Arctic coast at the mouth of the Coppermine River on a mission to bring the
Indians” into the post to trade.

" When the “free traders” who would form the Montreal-based North Wi
Company arrived, both the Hudson's Bay Company and Chipewyan dominance i
the fur trade were threatened. Peter Pond established the first post near Lak
Athabasca in 1778. In 1786 a post, later known as Fort Resolution, was built on'th
southern shore of Great Slave Lake. In 1788 Fort Chipewyan was constructed of
Lake Athabasca. Many of the Chipewyan had pushed south into this region forit
more abundant fur-bearing animals and preferred to go to the new post rathe
than undertake the arduous journey to Churchill. The Hudson’s Bay Compan
was forced to abandon its long-standing policy of requiring Natives to bring thei
furs to the coastal forts and began to establish numerous posts inland. A period
intense rivalry ensued, continuing until the two companies merged in 1821. =

‘Alexander Mackenzie, as an agent of the North West Company, explored 6
the north and west, reaching the mouth of the mighty river that now bears hi
name in 1789. Setting out from Fort Chipewyan, he traversed the lands of th
Slavey, Hare and eastern Gwich’in. Following this journey, the North West Con
pany constructed several posts in the lower Mackenzie Valley, beginning wit
Fort Good Hope in 1805. The Gwich'in became intermediaries in trade with the.
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Inuit, denying the latter access to the posts. They also obtained Russian goods
through the Alaskan Athapaskans.

On a second ambitious expedition in 1793, Mackenzie set out to find a route to

.the Pacific. His travels took him through Dunne-za, Sekani and Carrier territory,
and he finally reached salt water at Bella Coola. Although Mackenzie was the first
European known to have reached the Carrier homeland, he met people who were
already accustomed to European goods through trade with the Nuxalk. He saw
iron and brass tools in their possession and he noted one man carrying “a lance
‘that very much resembled a serjeant’s halberd.” His party fell in with a Carrier
_group heading to the coast to trade, taking beaver, otter, marten, bear and lynx
skins, as well as dressed moosehides obtained from the “Rocky-Mountain Indi-

ans” (presumably Sekani). Again, trading posts soon followed exploration. A post
existed among the Dunne-za of the upper Peace River by at least 1798. Further
west, Fort McLeod was constructed among the Sekani in 1805, and Fort St. James
and Fort Fraser among the Carrier in 1806.

Modern scholars have disagreed sharply in their assessment of the impact the
early years of trade had on the Athapaskans. June Helm and other Subarctic

- ethnographers have championed a model stressing continuity. In this view, the

Athapaskans remained essentially in their homelands, adjusting their territorial

- poundaries only slightly to secure more access to fur-bearing animals or Euro-
pean goods. The new trade items made life easier and were eagerly sought as

status goods but they were grafted onto the pre-existing culture without drasti-
cally altering it. This stable fur trade era is seen as persisting without major
disruptions until the federal government began to administer the Canadian
north after 194s. '

Some ethnohistorians, such as Shepard Krech LI hold an alternate point of
view. They believe that cultures changed radically and populations were dislo-
cated. For example, the Chipewyan, Slavey and Dunne-za lost land and large
numbers of people in warfare with the Cree. Such northern peoples as the Dogrib
and Hare once lived farther south but were forced into the relatively impover-
ished northern transitional forest. There they lived a precarious existence and
later depended on the trading posts for survival. In this view, the Mackenzie Low-
lands Athapaskan practice of tracing kinship bilaterally (through either the
mother or the father) was not an ancient trait but a late adaptation to provide
greater flexibility in times of decreasing populations.

Certainly one of the major disruptions Europeans brought was epidemic out-
breaks of disease. How early such scourges as smallpox wrought their destruc-
tion, or how high the tofl, cannot be known. By 1781, we have historic records of
a devastating smallpox epidemic among the Chipewyan and Cree near Hudson
Bay. Hearne estimated that nine-tenths of the Chipewyan avound Churchill per-
ished. Influenza, measles, whooping cough and scarlet fever also-caused huge
losses. Starvation often followed outbreaks of disease, as the survivors were too
weakened to provide for themselves. Krech's study of the Gwiclvin refers to the
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“almost constant sickness, disease and mortality” of the nineteenth century3
he estimates that approximately 8o per cent of the population died.

Aboriginal People also suffered through the widespread use of liquor as apy
ducement to trade. As early as 1785, David Thompson lamented that”bran
was being liberally dispensed to the Native People of western Hudson Bay,
menting: “No matter what service the Indian performs. . . strong grog is give
him, and sometimes for two or three days Men and Women are all drunk, and
come the most degraded of human beings” (Glover 1962: 36). The use of ale
in trade was particularly prevalent during the years of intense rivalry bety
the two great fur trade companies, after which it was discouraged.

As trading posts continued to be established throughout Athapaskan land
the nineteenth century, Native People depended increasingly on items from
global economy. Metal tools and European clothing rapidly replaced their Abo
inal counterparts. Firearms and ammunition were among the most import
trade goods. Flunting became more of an individual activity, no longer requi
the communal effort to construct corrals or drive the herds to where hun
waited. Steel traps came into use but did not replace Native snares and deads;
Commercial twine fishnets supplanted laboriously produced Native examp
Hunters took enough fish and meat that they had a surplus to feed dogs, team
which were trained to pull sleds or toboggans. Flour, tea, and molasses became
ples of the Native diet, and tobacco became part of everyday life. To obtain th
necessities the Athapaskans spent the winters tmppmg, bringing to the posts fa
valued in the global market.

A state of mutual dependence developed: the posts existed only for the fi
brought in by Native trappers, and the Natives altered much of their tradmon
lifestyle to acquire furs to exchange for outside goods. Global market consider.

- tions rather than a sense of reciprocal obligation drove the fur trade comparie
however. After the merger of 1821, they closed many posts as a cost-saving mea
ure, despite the effect this had on local First Nations. A group of outraged Dun
za massacred five company employees at a post on the Peace River that i
scheduled for closure. In retaliation, the company shut down all posts in the aré
subjecting the focal Native People to considerable hardship. :

Throughout the rest of the nineteenth century most Athapaskans continue
to be tied to the fur trade. In isolated northern communities, this way of life p
sisted well into the rwentieth century. This complex of rifles, dog teams, traplin
and a global market economy became the “traditional” Athapaskan culture Nativ
informants described to anthropologists. ) :

The latter half of the nineteenth century also saw the arrival of missionari
predominantly Roman Catholic. Missions were established, generaly at the trad
ing posts; howevey, the priests had to travel extensively to bush camps and iso
lated communities to keep contact with their converts. Unlike the traders, th
missionaries attempted to transform Native cultures to make them conform with
Euro-Canadian practices. They introduced schools, which acculturated as much as
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ortality” of the nineteenth centu Jucated Native children. Although most education was in English, an Anglican
sionary among the Gwich’in devised a writing system for their language. By
end of the century, all but the most isolated Athapaskans were at least nomi-
ally Christian, ' ,

 As more Euro-Canadian males moved inte the Western Subarctic, a mixed
__P_uiation, now generally known as Métis, grew. In the Mackenzie district, two
stinct groups emerged. One was the so-called “Red River Métis,” descended
v Erench-Canadian workers in the far trade and their Aboriginal, usually
ce, wives. They settled in the area as the fur trade spread to the northwest and
re later joined by refugees from the Plains after the final defeat of the “Métis
Jation” in 1885. The second group was formed in the north from the union of
ottish and English Hudson’s Bay Cempany employees with Athapaskan
men. The Métis worked as post employees, interpreters and canoeists, and
ted as cultural intermediaries between Natives and Euro-Canadians.

The Cordilleran Athapaskans experienced massive cultural disruption when
1d was discovered in their lands. The Cariboo gold rush, which climaxed in
862, brought a mass of gold seekers into Carrier territory. In the 1870s lesser
gold strikes occurred to the north, in the lands of the Sekani, Kaska and Tahltan,
Finally, the 1898 Klondike gold rush in the Yukon profoundly affected the Tagish,
tchone and Gwich’in and almost destroyed the Han, the Native occupants
ound what became Dawson City. In a matter of months Dawson’s population
velled to an estimated 40,000 people, making it the largest Canadian city west of
innipeg. The few hundred Haan were simply swamped by the newcomers. Al-
ough Dawson was an ephemeral settlement, it boasted such amenities as sa-
ons, dance halls and brothels. These novel attractions, plus opportunities for
age labour, drew many Athapaskans to Dawson. Some became prospectors or
ackers, and others worked cutting cordwood or as deckhands on the steamers,
like the essential role they played in the fur trade, however, the Athapaskans
mained on the margins of the new economy. When the gold rush waned, they
und themselves largely abandoned. : :

* As more non-Natives moved into the north, the Canadian government negoti-
ted treaties similar to those signed across the Prairie provinces in the years fol-
owing Confederation. Treaty 8, signed in 1899, covers northeastern British
“olumbia, northern Alberta, northwestern Saskatchewan and a small portion of
he Northwest Territories {as far north as Great Slave Lake). Increased develop-
sent in the north and the discovery of ol in the Mackenzie Valley led to Treaty 11
n 1921—the last of the historic federal accords with Canadian First Nations. It
overs the lands from Great Slave Lake to the Arctic Ocean, including the entire
Mackenzie Valley. No agreements were ever completed in the Yukon or with the
Gordilleran peoples of British Columbia. Native leaders saw the treaties essen-
tially as pacts of friendship and assistance, rather than as deeds of sale. However,
he terms of the treaties specifically removed Aboriginal title to the land in ex-
hang;re for small annual payments, reserves and guarantees of continued hunting,
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fishing and trapping rights. Some promises have yet to be fulfilled, such as esta
lishing reserves for all treaty groups in the Northwest Territories, whereas oth
rights were continually eroded before being protected in the 1982 constitution;

‘The “frontier” of Euro-Canadian settlement gradually moved to the north 4
west. Homesteaders took suitable farming and ranching lands in central Britis
Columbia and along the Peace River of northern British Columbia and Alberga
Farther north, the transportation corridors opened up by the gold rush conting
to attract new settlers. Mining camps and permanent towns sprang up throug
out much of the Western Subarctic. As new roads were built, the pace of ng
Native settlement increased. Construction of the Alaska Highway during Worl
War Two made the formerly remote lands of the Slavey, Kaska and Tutchone:
cessible to a steady stream of Euro-Canadian arrivals. By the end of the war s
Athapaskans, particularly in the south, had long since been displaced from m
of their land and had become minorities, while in the north many remote group
were still living a life centred on the trading posts.

THE MODERN DENE

In the post-war years, non-Natives rapidly expanded into Athapaskan lands
Mining, logging and other extractive industries brought in a stream of transien
workers from the south, and Aboriginal People progressively becamne minorifie
in their homelands. As the population grew, new government services were pro
vided, improving living conditions for the Dene but increasing their dependency.

Particularly important were new government programs in health, education
housing and welfare, Medical facilities were established to combat high rates
tuberculosis and infant mortality. Schools were constructed in many Native com
munities, and elsewhere children were sent to residential schools in central lo
tions. These schools separated children from their parents and their cultu
educated them in a language their parents could not understand and instilled for
eign values. Only recently has this trend been reversed. Financial assistance-als
became available, in the form of family allowances, welfare and old age pensions
All of these programns have encouraged a sedentary life in towns.

The typical Dene village includes a store, schaol and church. The original trad
ing posts have become stores, which offer a variety of southern goods for cash sale
Wooden-frame housing built under government subsidy is gradually replacin
the older log cabin homes. These permanent facilities discourage mobility, thoug
men sometimes leave the villages for short periods to tend traplines or hunt, a
whole families occasionally depart to fishing camps during the summer.

Modern transportation has made northern communities less isolated. Snow
mobiles and manufactured boats with outboard motors have almost totally ré
placed snowshoes and canoes. Mining and oil exploration companies are cuttin,
new roads into Athapaskan lands. More small chartered planes are flying peopl
around the north, Hunters and trappers can now quickly travel frem their vd

lages to distant locations to find game.
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The Dene of the Northwest Territories have been very active politically in re-
it decades. The Indian Brotherhood of the Northwest Territories was formed in
-0, and later changed its name to the Dene Nation. Although it is dedicated to
hancing education, health and communication among the Dene, it has also fo-
ssed on their land claim. To advance their claim, the Dene have had to challenge
"],'e.government interpretation of Treaties 8 and 1. The Dene position is that
hese were agreements of mutual friendship and that they surrendered neither
‘heir sovereignty nor their rights to their lands through treaties.

_In 1973, the Dene filed a legal caveat to halt all further development on their
'tfa;iitional lands. Justice William Morrow of the Supreme Court of the North-
west Territorics subsequently conducted a series of hearings in Dene communi-
ties. After listening to Native testimony, particularly from individuals swho had
actually attended the signing of Treaty 11, he concluded that the treaties had been
misrepresented or inadequately explained. His ruling favoured the Dene, stating
that they should be permitted to advance a claim for title to the land and that
motwithstanding the language of the two treaties ... there is sufficient doubt on
the facts that aboriginal title was extinguished.” This judgement was subse-
quently overturned on technical grounds, but it forced the federal government to
recognize that the Dene'had a strong negotiating position. That the government
has failed to establish reserves promised by treaty also strengthens the Dene ar-
gument. Shortly after this decision, the Dene and Métis of the Northwest Terri-

tories began their lengthy negotiations with the federal government over land

claims and Aboriginal rights. _

Meanwhile, oil and gas development threatened Dene lands. Particularly wor-
risome were plans for a pipeline down the Mackenzie Valley. Strong opposition
by Aboriginal People and environmentalists led to a federal inquiry headed by

* Justice Thomas Berger. Beginning in 1975, Berger travelled to each Dene and

Inuit community on the Mackenzie to hold hearings. Native opponents to the
pipeline were primarily concerned with the impact on game and fur-bearing ani-
mals and the government’s failure to settle land claims before any construction
began. In his 1977 report, Berger recommended that any such project be post-
‘poned to allow timé to settle Aboriginal claims. In his words:

1 we build the pipeline, it will seem strange, years from now, that we refused to
do justice to the native people merely to continue to provide ourselves with a
range of consumer goods and comforts. ... The pipeline, if it were built now,
would do enormous damage to the social fabric in the North, would bring only

limited economic benefits, and would stand in the way of a just settlement of na-
tive claims. . . . It would leave a legacy of bitierness. Berger 1977: 200

The pipeline plans were shelved because of Berger's recommendations and the
heavy publicity they received, plus uncertain economic conditions. The Dene
were left with a legacy of political organization and articulate Jeaders that could
be mobilized to pursue other agendas, such as land claims. '
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In the Yukon, where no historic treaties were signed, land claims have be

paramount concern. The Council for Yukon Indians has vigorously presse
case in negotiations with the federal government. Concern over surrends
Aboriginal title to their lands led individual Yukon First Nations to reject a:
agreement-in-principle. Finally, in 1993 an Umbrella Final Agreement was si
between the Government of Canada, the Government of the Yukon and the G
cil for Yukon Indians. The Yukon First Nations agreed to”cede, release and sur
der” their Aboriginal claims to non-settlement land in return for title to'
40,000 square kilometres and financial compensation which will total over'g;
million. Yukon First Nations interests will also be protected through member

~on various boards and committees dealing with wildlife management, resoq
development and heritage preservation. Separate agreements with individual Fi
Nations deal with specific issues, This process is still ongoing: by the beginnin
2004 only nine of the fourteen Yukon First Nations had finalized their ttea
The Umbrella Final Agreement also commits the federal governiment to nego
ing separate self-government agreements with Yukon TFirst Nations.

The treaty process in the Northwest Territories remains incomplete. TheD
Nation and the Métis Association of the Northwest Territories negotiated j joi
with the federal government, reaching a final agreement in 1990. However, an
sembly of the Dene and Métis organizations rejected the agreement later th
year, primarily due to concern over extinguishing Aboriginal rights and titl
the land.

Not all Dene groups, however, supported that assembly’s positiOn
Gwich'in of the Mackenzie delta withdrew from the broader Dene-Métis clair
negotiate on their own. The Gwich’in. Comprehensive Land Claim Agreem
was finalized in 1992. Its terms follow the model of the proposed Dene-Mé
agreement, providing title to lands {over 20,000 square kilometres, with right
subsurface minerals for only a portion), financial compensation ($75 milli
royalties on resources removed from Gwich'in land and membership on regul
tory boards dealing with land and resources. It also called for separate talks on
issue of self-government. The neighbouring Sahtu Dene and Métis of Great Be
Lake also withdrew from the broader claim, striking a similar accord in 199
which provides financial compensation, title to lands, resource royaitlcs and
commitment from the federal government to negotiate self-government. .-

Separate self-government agreements have now been completed, both i in't
Yukon and Northwest Territories. They nullify the Indian bands under the Indla
Act and replace them with First Nations governments, and specify local control
over social programs as well as clauses to protect language and culture, They typ
ically include, among other things, provisions for Natives to manage their he)
irage resources, such as archaeological sites. Some also stipulate that Dene.pl
names supersede their non-Native equivalents. Following the Gwich’in Land
Claim Agreement, for example, the community of Arctic Red River beca '_
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gehtchic. This is just one of many name changes taking place across Canada’s
rth, as our official maps come closer to Native reality.

“Most recently, the Th Cho Final Agreement of 2003 brought the Dogrib into
reaty with Canada. Tt specified a self-governing Dogrib territory of 39,000 square
]dl{)metres, encompassing the four Dogrib communities. They have outright title
these lands, including surface and subsurface resources, A payment of $152 mil-
lion was compensation for past land use. With this agreement, the Dogrib First
Nation Government replaced the four Dogrib bands. This legistative body will
have wide-ranging regulatory authority over Dogrib lands, including hunting,
fishing and industrial development on the land, and it will be responsible for her-
jtage resources. Although the Dogrib First Nation Government will regulate local
{ssues, it recognizes the primacy of Canadian courts and Parliament.

In British Columbia, where the Cordilleran Athapaskans lack historic treaties,
“land claims negotiafions are proceeding through the B.C. Treaty Commission
process. Athapaskan groups in British Columbia presently in talks include the
- Wetsuwet'en Nation, the Kaska-Dena Council, the Carrier-Sekani Tribal Coun-
‘dl, the Cheslatra Carxier Nation and a number of smaller bands. In addition, such
Yukon groups as the Carcross/ Tagish First Nation and the Champagne and Aishi-
" hik First Nations are negotiating through this process for those portions of their
\raditional territories that fall within British Columbia.

Farther east, historic Treaty 8 encompasses the lands of the Dene and western
Woods Cree. In northern Alberta the Lubicon Cree have been involved in a
lengthy and bitter tand claims dispute. This isolated group was apparently missed
during treaty signing and did not apply for jands until much later. A proposed re-
serve in 1940 was never surveyed due to disputes about the number of band.
members and consequent reserve size. In subsequent decades oil exploration
companies built roads that opened up what had been a remote area but destroyed
much of the game upon which the Lubicon depended. Under Chief Bernard Omi-
nayak, the Lubicon organized court chatlenges, roadblocks and highly publicized
protests at the 1988 Winter Olympics in Calgary. ‘The Lubicon maintained that

" they held Aboriginal itle to the land and were entitled to compensation for the
destruction of their hunting and trapping way of life. The government insisted,
however, that this was simply a specific claim for reserve entitlement. After the
bitter collapse of a near-agreement with the Lubicon, the government encouraged
some of the Cree to form separate bands. It then negotiated reserve lands and
financial compensation with those groups, leaving the remaining Lubicon in a
difficult and unresolved position. : :

Dene leaders have played an active role in political struggles for Aboriginal
rights on the national stage. George Erasmus, a Dogyib from the Northwest Terri-
tories, served as President of the Dene Nation before becoming National Chief of
the Assembly of First Nations for two terms. More recently he was co-chair of
the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. Stephen Kakfwi, a Sahtu Deng,
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also served as President of the Dene Nation. Most recently, he was the premie

the Northwest Territories. _

Wage labour has replaced traditional activities as the economic basis::
Native communities in northern Canada. Although transient non-Natives fr.
the south take many jobs in the mining and lumber industries, more Dene.
now finding employment through new econemic partnerships. These incl
diamond mines in Dogrib territory, a copper mine in the Yukon, and oil and g
exploration among the Dene Tha’ in northern Alberta. Guiding big-ga
hunters, fighting forest fires and building roads also provide seasonal incom;
Commercial fisheries exist in a few places, such as around Great Slave Lake, an
cattle ranches have been established among the Dunne-za. The global demand f
furs has declined, and few individuals still trap as a way of life. Many peopl
however, hunt and fish for subsistence, to put food on the household’s table ar
to reaffirm Native identity. ' ]

Athapaskan languages are still in common use taday. Although all are enda
gered, only Han and Tagish face the immediate threat of extinction. The De
Janguages in the Northwest Territories are particularly strong, and some villag
communicate primarily in Chipewyan, Dogrib, Slavey or Gwich'in. Six Abori
nal languages, along with English and French, are official languages of the No
west Territories government. In British Columbia, the Dunne-za, Sekani
Kaska languages are endangered, though Carrier is in a stronger position. Mo
ern school programs that teach Aboriginal languages are helping to ensure thei
survival, but globalizing forces such as television and the market economy te
to make English all-pervasive and to erode the use of Aboriginal languages.

The later history of the Dene was one of progressive loss of control over thei
own lives. In recent decades, however, the Dene have managed to reverse thi
trend. Unlike First Nations in southern Canada, which have lost most of thei
fands and traditional economy, the Dene still retain much of their heritage. In
deed, many envisage not just survival but an opportunity to flourish: they can fol
low a Dene lifestyle with the advantages of modern technology but without thy
traditional fears of winter starvation or the sudden appearance of enemy warrio




