4 The ChipeWyan~
Subarctic Huntérs

(From Hearne, 1795.)

Before the flood, caribou were easy to
bt with the bow and arrow, but after
it the arrows could not pierce them: it
was just as if they were nothing but
bone. The bunters bad to aim at their
heads and bit a vein to make them
bleed to death. Then the raven said,

“We cannot kill the caribou because

they are only bone, » and while all

others were asleep it stayed up @ nd
made magic all through the night. It
was the raven that gave the caribou their
present form with flesh on their bones,
through which the arrows could go-
After that they were €asy to bunt. THis 5

what we know abouil the raven.
A mvth about guriboq and\tfx)e
raven (Birket-smith 1930. 83
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glacial wear on their smoothed or striated surfaces. Re

THE CHIPEWYAN HavE been chosen to represent the Subarctic culture areq g
cultural, ecological, historical, and social reasons. They are one of the NUmey.
ous Athapaskan tribes that inhabit interior Alaska and nor’{hwestem Canag,
Most Subarctic peoples depended on caribou and fish for fgod, and the
Chipewyan were reasonably typical in this respect, although caribou were &

more important in their diet. We know more about them than about most Othey

Northern Athapaskans largely because of historical chance. They were reasop.
ably well described by Europeans soon after historic contact, and beginning o
1960 a thorough study was made of a modern community..Furthermore, there
are comparatively recent ethnohistorical studies and additional field research,
among these people. We do not have information of comparable scope for any
other Northern Athapaskan tribe. The sociocultural reasons for describing the
Chipewyan are equally significant because their lifeway was considered one of
the least complex reported for North American Indians. Typically described 4
a band-level society, they formed temporary groups of extended familj
exhibited marked local variability in social organization. Furthermo
Chipewyan provide an opportunity to analyze the impact of the fur
which changed them from caribou hunters to beaver and marten trap
Chipewyan (chip-uh-WI-uhn) is a Cree word meaning “pointe
a reference to the dangling point at the front and back of the poncho
ment worn by men. These people called themselves Dene, meaning “hum
and were unified on the basis of language and lifestyle. The major sub
were territorial and based on the exploitation of regional caribou herds.
time of contact with Europeans, the Chipewyan possibly numbered fc
hundred, one of the lowest Native American population densities.
The Chipewyan language belongs to the Nadene linguistic fam
Athapaskan subfamily. The Nadene are concentrated from near |
Strait to the western shore of Hudson Bay. They were primarily inla
Some Nadene spread south to form the Pacific group concentrated
of coastal Oregon and California. Another cluster settled in the Sout
close cultural and linguistic bonds between the Chipewyan and tl
lead some modern ethnologists to consider them as a single pe
this book. : _
The early historic range of the Chipewyan is shown
Chipewyan country is a vast expanse of tundra extending as m
from east to west and nearly 600 miles from north to south. The ¢
nental, with long, cold winters and short, hot summers. The extrem
the high 80s (degrees Fahrenheit) in summer to —60°F in winter.
works of waterways—foaming as well as hesitant streams and r
and countless smaller lakes—interlace. Barren roc

ecially evident in the north, where rolling masses ¢
strewn valleys with adjacent lines of eskers. Lichens «
ys are covered with dwarf birch, mosses, li
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Figure 4-1 | Early historic range of the Chipewyan Indians.

incorporated in geographical writings. Along river bottoms on the southern Bar-
rens, stands of white spruce appear as outriders of their species; this is the taiga,
where the tundra and northern forest meet. Still farther south the spruce are'
dense, and aspen, birch, and juniper stands are fringed by marshy bogs and ug-S
land tundras. The forested area was foreign to the aboriginal Chipewyan, bu
became important to them in historic times. Above all, Chipewyan country w:
dominated by great caribou herds that meant survival for these Indians. Inte
ingly, and contrary to the title of this book, the Chipewyan maintained tha
did not own the land but that the land owned them.

| Traditional Life

When the Chipewyan first encountered Europeans, their econo:
on caribou and fish, was well established and probably had
same for thousands of years. The baseline ethnographic acc
examines each major aspect of their sociocultural lives. Althot
information is based on observations by Samuel Hearne, his
plemented by those of later observers as they relate to abo
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QRIGLVS ACCOUNT  The Chipewyan regarded the Primordiy
centering about a woman who lived in a cave and subsisted o, e Worlq |
narrative unfolds, a doglike creature followed her into the cave g li:,r 1€s. A
She thought that she dreamed this animal turned into a handsome © With, Lo
who had sexual intercourse with her, but it was no dream, and the i’voung
C4me pregnant. At this juncture a giant man approached: he was so ta?lman
head reached nearly to the clouds. With a stick he outlined the bodieq that s
and caused them to fill. The giant tore the doglike being to shye cloe of Watg,
its internal organs into the water, creating fish. He tossed the flesh 0nntd ey

in bits and it became land animals, and he tore the skin and threy, ;; .he ang
sky to become birds. The giant told the woman that her offspring intg

able to kill as many of these creatures s they required and she Need nog yan
about the animals’ abundance, as it was his command for them to mulg lWi ry
giant returned from whence he had come and was never seen again Ply. The

In this way, order in the world emerged, and the abundance of Zame
assured. This tale justified the Chipewyans’ indiscriminate killing of gk v
led 1o a supernatural association with dogs, because the woman’s humé ]
spring were descended from a creature related to the dog. The creation
count not only was taught to children but also was used to guide thoygps.

about the adult world. &

Would .

CLOTHING  Chipewyan garments were made from the skins of cariboy
killed in the early fall when the hides were strong and the hair dense by
long. Eight to ten skins were required to outfit an individual for winter.
upper garment of a man consisted of a loose-fitting, sleeved poncho with ¢
hair side out and the skins cut to a point in front and back. He sometimes wg
a fur boa when the temperature was low, and his ears might be protected by

a fur band or cap. His ankle-length leggings were of dehaired skins, wi
casins sewn at the bottom. In severe weather he draped a caribou skin
over his shoulders. The garb of a woman included a sleeved dress that rea
her knees or ankles; to hold a long dress up from the ground she wore abe
around her waist. Her leggings reached from below the knee to the ankle anc
may or may not have had attached moccasins, She also wore a cape, and bot
sexes used mittens of double thickness. The people could slip their hands ou
of the mittens without the chance of losing them because each was attache
to 4 leather harness that hung about the neck. o

SETTLEMENTS AND MANUFACTURES Habitations ranged from i
family dwellings to clusters of as many as seventy units, but large aggres®
usually were of brief duration. The size of 2 community depended on the if
of year and the local availability of food, People lived in a Subarctic vart "5

the tepee best known from the American Plains. A Chipewyan tent Was
with poles set in a circle and bound near the top. The cone was cove u:
as many as seventy sewn caribou skins, and it measured over 20 feet 3G
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the base. An opening at the apex of the cone permitted smoke from the
central fireplace to filter upward. If spruce boughs were available, they were
placed around the fire and covered with caribou skins; on these people relaxed,
worked, and slept.

Most manufactures could be found in and around the tents. A well-
supplied camp included tripods of poles from which hung caribou-skin bags
filled with meat. Among the possessions of women were cooking and storage
containers of birch bark or skin. The women commonly used a basket of folded
and sewn bark for cooking by filling it with water, preheated stones, and raw
meat. They probably had skin bags in which they kept sewing awls and thread
of caribou sinew. The men’s tool kits included antler wedges for splitting
planks from logs; a crooked knife with a copper blade and antler handle, the
most important form of knife; a curved, wooden-handled knife with a beaver
incisor for a blade, another highly useful tool for cutting small sections of wood,;
and a hand drill with a copper bit and an antler handle, the only drill form
known. Awls were of copper, and a copper ax head was hafted on a wooden
or antler handle. These uses of native copper, and its use in ice-pick points,
arrow points, spearheads, and spoons, reflect a reliance on this metal. The cop-
per tools were made by pounding a raw lump of the metal into shape. These
people never heated or smelted copper but processed it as they did stone.

CONVEYANCES The little that is known about aboriginal Chipewyan
boats suggests that they had only small skin-covered canoes with wooden
frames (Figure 4-2). These vessels were used to hunt caribou as they swam
across lakes, and canoes lashed together formed rafts to ferry people across
rivers. The toboggan for winter transport was up to 14 feet long and about
14 inches wide. It was made from thin juniper planks that were steamed and
bent upward at the front. The planks were joined to crosspieces, probably
with thongs. Chipewyan men, or women if the occasion arose, pulled the

Figure 4-2 l Man carrying a small birch-bark canoe in early historic times.
(From Hearne, 1795.)
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.4 not us€ dogs as traction animg)
. they presumahly did n ood was unavailable, the beca
ns: (]f. - ~ia[i()ns. lt W o e : peo l
assoC o caribou €8 skins as a substityg. Ple
sewn C& ; 3
ential for iravel over deep snow, ap 4 en .
qce faster than a walk. Snowshgeg Wererl Og,
les in hpe oo fl‘élln B SnOWshoe
ical in outline; t by
dv turned-up tip and Was as)nunemcldl mre -, }?efouter edg 14
9 y m - ‘ . j i,
hhgl:h) 'trl:ner edge was relatively straight. Men SIe pCuriou T A and y, eg
but the i he with an eved snowshoe needle. sly, althey, O
laced the babiche bb'rio with an eyed needle, they used ayq e Wom,.
= A PR be an instance of “cultural blindp b~ R
ments. This would appear to bt < )

tobogga
their supernatural asSC
make toboggans by usmg‘{‘
Snowshoes were es:j
along for hours on end at 1h E
lashing babiche through

“,

. omen prepared meals and
HOUSEHOLD LIFE In camp, wom ared g,
dren, as did their counterparts throughout most (?f .d.le weosid. i thes@zr -
tions was added one of their most important 3CUV1[1€S: the task of proc
skins, particularly those of caribou. After 2 man had killed a Cariboy, p,; g
recovered it. skinned it, and removed bits of flesh and fat with 4 bone , Wife
If the hair was to be removed, the woman pr. OPPeF* 4 wooden beam oblj °P 5
in the ground, draped the skin over it with the hair side up, ang TeMoyey
hair with a scraper. A dehaired skin often was smoke-cured by hanging e
a pole framework under which decayed wood smoldered. A skin ¢ be 0
with the hair intact was scraped, softened in water, and Wrung out apg sed
and a paste of partly decayed caribou brains was rubbed on the inner su'
Later the skin was dried once again and finally scraped with g copper-h
er_ld scraper. The skin probably was rubbed by hand to make it pliable ang
atively SOf.t' This process of skin preparation was a key technological comp)
for the Chipewyan, who relied on caribou skins not only for clothing byt ’
for beddmg dwelling covers, containers, and ropes. American Indiang did
tan skins in the technical sense.
Favorite foods largely were caribou products: the hq |
1 : - Ihe-head and fat from he
_ack, a fetus, and grubs from beneath the skin. The Chipé‘wyan did not -: l.

1SO

10t
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dried by the sun or near a fire. The dry meat was pounded into a powder,

mixed with fat, Efnd stuffed into caribou intestines; this highly concentrated
food was a favorite of travelers. Dried meat had the advantage of being light

and portable. Many Chipewyan considered it more desirable than fresh meat.

SUBSISTENCE ACTIVITIES Aboriginal Indian life on the Barren Grounds
cobably would have been impossible without the presence of caribou as a
basic fo_od and an essential raw material for manufactures. The Chipewyan
words for “meat’ and “caribou” are quite similar, which is in itself revealing.
Caribou migrating north in the spring were typically lean, and men hunted
them largely as day-to-day food. In the early fall the herds began to wander
south; at this time they were usually abundant with prime skins, a thick fat
and the most nourishing meat. That was the time for the most intense
hunts. The subsistence cycle began anew in the early spring with caribou hunt
preparations. Band members gathered at birch groves along the northern for-
est border, where they cut tent poles and built canoes for summer travels in the
Barrens. The primary goal was to intercept caribou, and some people reported
¢ they preyed on caribou in the manner of wolves.

As many as two hundred people might assemble for the trip north over
the snows of spring. Women and young girls pulled the heavily loaded tobog-
gans along the most direct route, and men and boys hunted on snowshoes
adjacent to the toboggan trail. Dogs, burdened with parcels of tent skins, con-
poles, accompanied the women. The female—male division of labor
been more arduous for females, but this may
lled toboggans along the most direct route,
e way. Men covered far greater dis-
nable balance of energy expended

layer,

tha

tainers, and
at this time might appear to have
not have been the case. Females pu
and their noise scattered any game along th
rance in their pursuit of edibles. Thus a reaso
may have prevailed between the genders.

ps were established on

In the eastern sector, winter and early spring cam
rest edge, in localities frequented by caribou and

People moved only once or twice during the win-
one accessible to lakes or wide rivers along
funnel-shaped caribou surrounds were
were erected, with poles at about 20-
d the wider end of a funnel, they were
As animals entered the sur-
d some men appeared from behind to herd them.
which was a large enclosure of che
t at narrow exits. After the e:
peared, and arrow:

promontories along the fo
near lakes containing fish.
ter from an ideally situated camp,
which caribou normally passed. Here
built. Converging lines of brushy poles
yard intervals. When caribou approache
unaware of the poles, which were 3 miles apart.

round, the women, boys, an
The caribou were driven into a trap,

at the end of the funnel, with snares s€
blocked with trees, snared caribou were s

loose animals.
In the fall, six hundred people might gather at well-]

ings and camp in a single locality. Families seeing each o
in months or years followed an established etiquette 2
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nd said nothing. Then an older person of o

1 traumas since the last meetin

party recounted all of thel‘:v af;l‘;o;;lhter:ring of the misfortunes. The %z;t:nod
women of the other gif;precouﬂted and responded to. Men then greeteq on
the second party next xchanged presents 4 well as good NEWs. When Caribey,
another, and vs'fomen te)e  might be truly fantastic. Sometimes sO many We
appeared, their mmllc'ns long bones, fat, and tongues .were taken, and the Cap.
killed thatr(::le}’ﬁ‘ftls joi As the caribou moved, the Indians followed, drying &
CASSes We :

' Iry.
much m d conveniently carr) .
UChW}f L ['}l})alcr?ll:tled in October, a hunter sometimes attached len
en cari

wled as he walked. A bull Caﬁbollgiths of
caribou antler to his belt so that they ra e,
vicinity would think he heard two O

ther bulls fighting over females and woul
. f the females. A bull could be killed

boldly apProaCh, expgdiﬁi tx(;l;??n(;ihod of stalking against the wind. At g:ore
readily this way thatr;l Y If bow, a one-piece wooden shaft strung with babiche
times hunters used the Sfxa » unbarbed bone or stone points and were Vaneq
Caribou-killing 2rows 72 d preferable fall hunting method was to driv,
with feathers. An alternative anc Prer | them from canoes with la .
large herds of caribou into water and kill them fr F nces, .

When the snow was soft and deep, men, on snowshoes, sometimes
tracked caribou. This meant following 2 single animal unpl it was exhausteq
from floundering in the snow. In the winter, the 'men rjmght.set gill nets be.
neath the ice of lakes or jig for fish through holes in [he'lCC with hooks. In the

western area of Chipewyan country, fishing was more important than among

the eastern bands. Secondary means for taking game included the use of dead.
falls for bear, marten, squirrels, and wolverine. The Chipewyan used nets for
taking beaver in summer, but in winter, after they had t?r(»ken open the beaver
lodges, they took the animals from retreats beneath the ice along stream or lake
edges. They set babiche snares to entangle hares or ptarmigan. Even though
these Indians reached Hudson Bay at Churchill, they did not hunt the sea mam-
mals abundant there at certain seasons.

It is important to note the advantage, in food-getting activities, of using
devices that do not require the presence of a person. Set nets, snares, traps, and
deadfalls are examples of “untended facilities” that operate when no one is pres-
ent and can be used without danger, waiting, or pursuit. By contrast, lances and
bows and arrows must be operated by hand and may be dangerous for the
user—for example, against a bear. Thus, under most circumstances, it is prefer-
able to use untended facilities when possible. Note that the Chipewyan used
snares and deadfalls.

When the people could not harvest sufficient caribou, irrespective of the
season or reason, they turned to their only other meaningful food source—fish,
especially lake trout, northern pike (jackfish), and whitefish. Gill nets had
emerged as the principal fishing method. The netting of babiche was strung
with wooden floats at the top and stone sinkers at the bottom. Set across nar-
row streams, at river eddies where fish typically pause, and at spots in lakes,

fish of appropriate size for a net were held by their gills. The people attached

they sat apart from each other a

|
IE{
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charms to nets designed to attract fish. Additional fishing methods included the
use of dip nets that looked somewhat like butterfly nets; fish trapped by weirs
made from brush in shallow streams or rivers were caught with these nets.
Likewise, men might shoot fish with barbed arrows from bows or impale them
on leisters (fish spears) from canoes.

Additional details of Chipewyan hunting and fishing activities could be
presented, but it already is obvious that caribou, and fish to a lesser extent,
were the primary staples. Although recent studies suggest that the Subarctic
may have been more productive than previously realized, relying on compar-
atively few species meant that food sometimes was scarce and that people
might starve. At these times the Chipewyan ate berries, mosses, and other plant
products and later consumed items of clothing; under extreme conditions they
turned to cannibalism.

SOCIAL DIMENSIONS  The Chipewyan were described in less than glow-
ing terms by Europeans, who characterized the men as patient and persever-
ing but also as morose and covetous. The Chipewyan firmly believed that they
were more intelligent than the intrusive outsiders. The Chipewyan were peace-
ful within their own community, at least in terms of not shedding blood. When
angry with one another, the men wrestled, pulled their opponent’s hair or ears,
or twisted his neck. As far as honesty went, among the eastern tribes of the
Northern Athapaskans, the Chipewyan were ranked as superior to all others;
they abhorred a thief. However, they considered whites to be not quite human
and did not really consider taking their property to be thetft.

No description of these people would be complete without commenting
on the status of women as recorded by Samuel Hearne, the first white explorer
in the region. According to him, women were subordinated in every way, were
treated cruelly, and were held in gross contempt by men. Female infants were
occasionally permitted to die, a practice viewed by adult women as kindly. In
fact, they are said to have wished their mothers had done it for them. Women
were beaten frequently, and although it was considered an odious crime to kill
a Chipewyan man, it was regarded as no crime for a man to beat his wife to
death. We probably will never know whether this was typical behavior toward
women, but we may suspect that Hearne exaggerated or that his description
was based largely on the behavior of his guide Matonabbee. This man had six
wives and was obviously a highly successful hunter and a charismatic leader;
he unquestionably was a very powerful and self-centered person. The treatment
of women as recorded by Hearne seems inordinately severe and out of charac-
ter for Indians north of Mexico. Furthermore, a similar pattern did not exist
among the Chipewyan in more recent historic times. Contemporary researchers
have suggested that although women may have been devalued symbolically, in
everyday life they had considerable influence and power (Sharp 1988).

As was typical for many collectors, fishermen, and hunters around the
world, the constraints on individual behavior were defined largely on the bz
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of age and gender. Each household was self—sufﬁc‘ient alr)xci §ould €XISt in jgq_
lation until a member sought a spouse. Group rebPOHSII 1 1;1;35 O_tr).?om‘muni
cohesion hardly existed, and individuals had a great (lie_a o §x1 ility in the;,
behavior. Environmental resources wer.e open. to ?Xpdf)clitatlon .Y everyone on
an equal basis; family hunting or trapping territories did not exist.

POLITICAL ORGANIZATION Aggregates of peop?e structured in 3 f9rmal
manner and functioning as cohesive units did noF exist among the abOnginal
Chipewyan. Instead, as studies by James G. E. Smith (1970. 1976a; 1976h) and
others have indicated, local groups were somewhat amorphous and highly
flexible. In ecological terms, it is important to note that' regional b.ands Were
defined largely on the basis of the separate he.rds of caribou exploited, and 5
regional group was divided further into localized bands of one hundred o
more people who hunted together. Seasonally, when great numbers of caribgy
were available, several localized bands might assemble for a hunt. HoweVer,
when caribou did not follow their expected migration routes, people divided
into smaller hunting groups. Conditions influencing the movements of cariboy
included fires, weather variations such as sudden thaws or blizzards, and, in
all likelihood, cyclical variations in their number. The most important obserya-
tion about the nature of a band was its flexibility in number as a function of
local food resources.

Families might unite under the aegis of a charismatic leader. Such a manp
was above all else an outstanding provider with an inordinate ability to take
game and fish. Hearne’s guide, Matonabbee, is an example. Once 3
utation as a leader was established, fathers of marriageable day
him as a son-in-law. This was to the personal advantage of the fat
cause the pattern of marriage residence was for a husband to join

man’s rep-
ghters sought
her-in-law be-
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equipment to one another. Beforehand each man painted his shield in black
and red, adding one or more figures representing supernatural aids. They

ainted their faces red, black, or with a combination of these colors and took
off most of their clothing or lightened it so that they could run fast. They
launched the attack in the middle of the night and caught the Eskimos asleep.
Once alarmed, the twenty or so Eskimos ran naked from their tents only to be
Speared to death by the attackers. Afterward the Indians plundered the camp
and departed. As was typical among northern Indians, the Chipewyan attacked
these Eskimos for individual prestige, plunder, potential glory, and tribal secu-
rity: territorial gain was not a goal.

DESCENT, KINSHIP, AND MARRIAGE The Chipewyan calculated their an-
cestry through both female and male relatives (bilateral descent); the descent
group (kindred) was like that which prevails in the United States today. When
2 man married, he attached himself to the household of his parents-in-law
(matrilocal residence), and his ideal mate was his father’s sister’s daughter
(patrilateral cross-cousin). In recent times at least some Chipewyan called a fa-
ther’s sister’s daughters and mother’s brother’s daughters (cross-cousins) by the
term for sweetheart, a convention that gives strength to the assumption of
cross-cousin marriage. As the anthropologist Fred Eggan (1937) pointed out, a
man relied on his son-in-law for support, and the son-in-law in turn was aided
by his wife’s brother’s son. Although there was regional variation, it appears
that, in general, in the aboriginal system of kinship terminology, the cousin
terms were of the Iroquois type.

The Chipewyan system of kinship terminology is diagrammed in Figure
4-3. Father’s brother’s children and mother’s sister’s children were termed the
same as siblings, but different terms were employed for a father’s sister’s chil-
dren and mother’s brother’s children. This terminology would be compatible
with cross-cousin marriage. For the generation above an individual, the kinship
terms for father and father’s brother are alike (bifurcate merging), and mother’s
brother is distinct. Mother, mother’s sister, and father’s sister are all termed dif-
ferently (bifurcate collateral). This terminology indicates that probably siblings
and parallel cousins of the same sex (who were terminological siblings),
particularly if they were males, extended mutual aid to one another and

5E MG o A
' oo 570 58 £

Figure 4-3 | The early historic Chipewyan system of kinship terminology.
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regarded their cross-cousins as possible mates. With the furthe

I preg
wife exchange, we find an integrated network of blood relativeg i ance of

vidual's generational level. On the parents’ generation the SAMe socig)
separated aunts and uncles from one another as from parents. The j
that these individuals were not as important socially or economic
relatives of one’s own generation.

1

a”y as near

SUPERNATURALISM  External threats to the Chipewyan came
neighboring Cree and Eskimos. The hostility stemmed in part from ¢
that the shamans of these people sent evil by supernatural means
illness. The Chipewyan believed that death or disease occurred fro
causes only among the aged. Thus in theory each physical disorder of
person resulted from the hostile activities of a foreign shaman, Chipe
shamans attempted to negate the effects of such evil by acting through per:;);?x}
spirits that they controlled. When someone fell sick, a shaman sang and dancez
to summon his supernatural aids or “shadows,” who were animal, bird, op img
inative familiars. He then sucked and tried to blow the intrusive disegse su§:
stance from the patient. For serious cases a shaman treated an ill persop in 2
special small square tent built with no opening at the top.

Death and disease led the Chipewyan to frequent hostilities with nop.
Athapaskan neighbors, and they made sporadic forays into the lands of thejr
tormentors. In the raid on Eskimos reported earlier, the attackers carried
wooden shields on which they had painted designs representing  their
individual guardian spirits. After the encounter the raiders observed numerous
taboos to placate the spirits of those they had killed. A raid of this nature united
the participants against 2 common enemy but did not require elaborate
organization.

In the Chipewyan view of the supernatural world, spirits hovered about
constantly, some more potent than others. Because the spirits of wolves and
wolverine were considered dangerous, these animals usually were not hunted
or killed. The bear, too, was considered dangerous; when one was killed, its
skin might be burned and the large bones scattered in the four directions.
A woman could not touch or step over a bearskin; thus, one placed before a
door was a means of keeping women from entering a tent. The spirits of a

shaman were powerful, and the spirit of an ordinary person was sometimes
feared. Only a vague notion existed of a future life, a life like that on earth
but free from cares, according to one observer. Not all accounts agree, how-
ever. One states that the Chipewyan believed that the soul of the deceased
crosses a river and that if the individual has been good on earth he reaches

an island on which life is free from worry. If he has been evil, he struggles in
the river forever.

fl‘()m the
he beljeg
to Cauge
m natural
a YOUngeI.

LIFE CYCLE The Chipewyan, like all other North American Indians, real-
ized that conception resulted from sexual intercourse. As the time of delivery
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2lpproached..a small tent or brush-covered structure was erected away from the
main camp for a pregnant woman. Here she bore her offspring and remained
apart from normal camp routine for about a month. Her isolation was enforced
whether the group was traveling or at a relatively permanent camp. The mother
was cared for by other women, but she had no contact with men. The father
did not see his infant until the period of isolation had ended. Similar isolation
was the norm for menstruating women and for girls at menarche. The blood as-
sociated with women at these times was considered antipathetic to fish and
game, and men avoided contacts with females in these conditions. Apparently
the women were successful in keeping the true nature of the menstrual cycle a
secret from men. When a woman sought to avoid her husband, which might be
several times in one month, she simply crawled out of the tent beneath a side,
to indicate that she was beginning to menstruate, and went to the menstrual hut.

During the first year of life an infant was carried on its mother’s back next
to her skin; the baby was held in place by a belt that passed from the middle
of the mother’s back over her breasts. In this secondary “womb,” a baby wore
only a moss-padded diaper. A female infant was typically named after a form
or characteristic of a marten, such as Marten’s Heart, Summer Marten, or White
Marten. The names for males were taken from the seasons, places, or animals.
Unfortunately, little is known about the social environment of children. Males
clearly occupied a favored position compared with their sisters, but children in
general were treated as adults. Conversations in the presence of children were
free and frank.

Childhood betrothals were customary, and parents were careful to pre-
vent a girl from participating in sexual intercourse before she married.
Matches were made by parents or other relatives; a girl had no choice. The
usual marriage was between a pubescent girl and a man who was at least
twice her age. There was no marriage ceremony; the man simply attached
himself to his wife’s household. A marriage assumed stability only after an in-
fant was born. Offspring seldom were born during the early years of marriage,
and from this it may be presumed that the young bride’s adolescent sterility
tended to delay conception. A nuclear family (a husband, wife, and children)
was neither a stable nor a long-lasting unit. The possibility of death by acci-
dent, disease, or starvation always existed, and life expectancy was probably
less than thirty years on an average. (High infant mortality rates often account
for a statistic such as this one.) Dislike of a spouse could rupture a household,
and the practice of wrestling to retain one’s wife whenever challenged did not
lead to familial stability. Skill in wrestling was developed during youth, and
the rule was that the man first thrown to the ground was the loser. An oppo-
nent could be downed most readily by grabbing his hair—thus it was cut
short—or by seizing his ears—so they were greased. The woman being fought
over had no voice in these matters but was expected to follow the winner
dutifully.

A wrestling match for a wife did not always end well. In one case the
husband killed a potential rival. He and his wife then were forced to live in
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N')é.xmm. and whenever other Chipewyan happened on the couple "
take everything they owned except their clothing. Women dcscnéd WOl
bands, but because of the physical isolation of most camps this wag 4 . U
ous undertaking. The woman might be caught and beaten by her }lmd “ANger,
seized by another man before she found safety with a man she desi
guarded their wives jealously, not allowing them out of their sight if l h':“t eq
wunity for adultery existed. Wives generally were faithful to their husba ar.
a paricular wife sometimes shared her husband with as many as seven e by
The exchange of wives for a night perhaps helped temper any urge to sigs
womzan for sexual purposes alone. Wife exchanges were made by men ﬂd 4
implications that were more economic than sexual. The bonds between men l“
sulted in continuing friendship and mutual aid. If one of the men died, his pan
ner assumed the responsibility, at least tempora rily, of caring for the widowgnd
her children. b
Games and other forms of amusement were few, and the only dancing
was 2 step borrowed from the Dogrib Indians. A widely popular pastime y :
the hand game, a guessing game in which two opponents sat opposite
other with ten 1o twenty counters beside them. One man had an object in one
band and. behind 2 skin, shifted it. His opponent then guessed the hand that
contained the gaming piece. A cOrmect guess gave the winner one counter, and
the game was won when one man had all of the counters,
As individuals aged and became less capable of caring for themselves,
they were regarded as 2 burden. Old people had the poorest of tattered cloth-
ing and were given the most undesirable food. When a camp was moved, they
might be left behind in a small shelter where they would starve alone. The
corpse of 2 person who had died in isolation was not buried when it wa
found. and the corpse of one who died in camp was simply placed on &
grouad. In both cases, the bodies were eaten by animals. Property of |
ceased was destroved, and immediate relatives also destroyed their p
property. A widow cut her hair short as a sign of bereavement, and (he 8%
fair might be placed beside the deceased. She wailed about can p, strippe
her clothing and other possessions, to be aided and soothed by rela
friends but not to remarry for a year. 3
I deawing the Chipewyan life-cycle discussion o 2 close
ate 1o comment on the manner in which the people behaved
arfier, especially on men’s treatment of women and e gel
the aged. We should realize fully that the area in Whick
fiered either feast or famine. It was one of the most
America i which to live in aboriginal times because
mien, s the hunters and primary providers, presu
didden abows their capacity 1o feed their families.
sl explanation for their harsh treatment of women
recognize that earfy writers about the Chipewyan were ]
mmwmm"dﬂk sopulation
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| Historical Developments

Table 4-1 highlights the ethnohistory of the Chipewyan.

According to nearly all standard sources, the Chipewyan lived in the
northern forests at the beginning of their history and were driven into the
Barren Grounds by the Cree after the latter received firearms. However, eth-
nohistorical studies by Beryl C. Gillespie (1970; 1976) have shown this was not
the case. Instead, the Chipewyan lived in the taiga and tundra during early his-
toric times and began to exploit interior forests only under fur traders’
influence. From here Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) agents launched the
most important and lasting trading contacts with adjacent Northern Atha-
paskans. Because the Chipewyan earned tremendous profits as middlemen in
the fur trade with more distant tribes, they were reluctant to guide company
explorers. The first trader to settle in the midst of Chipewyan territory was
Peter Pond, who established himself near Athabasca Lake in 1778. The orga-
nization of the North West Company in 1783 introduced an era of fierce com-
petition with the Hudson’s Bay Company, and not until their amalgamation in
1821 did trading conditions become stabilized. The history of Chipewyan
country centered about a failed quest for mineral wealth, the expanding fur
trade, and disappointing searches for a water passage to the Pacific Ocean.
Later, missionaries began the search for souls to save.

As the people were drawn into the fur trade by the mid-1700s, some of
them ventured south into the boreal forest, where they trapped beaver and
marten to exchange for trade goods. The quest for beaver in particular led to
a decline in caribou hunting, a2 major change from their aboriginal subsistence
pattern. As contacts with Europeans intensified, most people perished from
new diseases and starvation. Thus they became a remnant population early in
their history.

The increased seasonal mobility required by the fur trade led to the
construction of large birch-bark canoes to transport pelts and to obtain trade

TABLE 4-1. Historical timeline for Chipewyan ethnohistory

1717 Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) trading post was built at Churchill along western Hudson Bay

1772 Samuel Hearne, an HBC employee, with the aid of Matonabbee and his wives, unsuccessfully
sought to find a copper deposit; he discovered the Coppermine River and Coronation Gulf;
Hearne’s map expanded the fur trade to the northwest

1781,1819  severe smallpox epidemics killed most of the people

1786 at Fort Resolution, the HBC built a post that became a major trade center

1879,1881  an unknown but large number of people died in famines

1912 an Anglican church was founded at Churchill

1921 Snowdrift (Lutselk’e) people signed Treaty Number 11

1925 a Hudson's Bay Company post was built at Snowdrift; a Roman Catholic Church was con-
structed in 1951; under federal pressure, people began to move to Snowdrift in 1954

1960 a federal school was launched at Snowdrift and a distant boarding school was required for

some students; in each instance instruction was in English
1996 BHP Billiton Diamond Mine became operational
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It is revealing to consider the changing status of dogs. Recall that a doglike
creature was thought to have fathered the people, and the dog, along with
hears, wolves, and wolverine, had strong supernatural associations (Sharp
1988). In the 1820s the people were convinced by a powerful man that they
should not use such closely related animals to do their work, and consequently
thev destroyed all of their dogs. For this reason, during the early period of con-
wact the people had very few dogs or none at all. Apparently, dogs were not
widely used as beasts of burden, nor did they pull toboggans, until sometime
in the mid-1800s. Yet Hearne mentioned that in his time dogs hauled birch
oles as hunters moved into the Barrens. Certain taboos still surrounded dogs
in the early 1930s. For example, dogs were not shot, and to feed a dog a moose
head or bear intestines was thought to bring ill fortune.

The unformalized supernatural system of the aboriginal Chipewyan pop-
ulation absorbed Cree concepts, and by the early 1800s they had borrowed the
concept of manitou, a supernatural force that pervades the natural world. An
evil manitou was blamed for sickness, disease, or bad luck. By 1908, some
Chipewyan had learned Cree folktales, including tales that involved a trickster-
hero. In these accounts, one animal tricks another, or a supernatural force cre-
ates something, and thus becomes a hero in the aboriginal origins account.
Christianity was introduced by Roman Catholic missionaries, and most
Chipewyan became converts by the 1920s, at least in name. Yet many tradi-
tional supernatural beliefs continued to prevail; Catholicism was integrated
with the old religion, a typical pattern among Indians.

in early historic references to caribou hunting, taboos were rarely re-
ported. Later in history, caribou remained the key food, but numerous taboos
surrounding them appeared. For example, in one area, if a woman'’s skirt were
to pass over a hunting knife, there was fear that the caribou would not migrate
in that direction during that year. A woman was supposed to pierce the cari-
bou's eveball before she butchered the carcass to prevent the spirit of the de-
ceased animal from reporting its fate to others. The implication might be that |
these taboos emerged as caribou hunting became less dependable.

| Becoming Modern at Snowdrift (Lutselk’e, Lutsel K'e)

In 1960, a watershed year in Chipewyan history, a professional anthro-
pologist, James W. VanStone, began his study of a contemporary settlement,
Snowdrift. At this time also the people were just beginning to undergo the most
dramatic changes since the introduction of the fur trade. To examine this
transitional period provides insight into the nature of present-day Chipewyan
life in one sector of their domain.

Snowdrift, along eastern Great Slave Lake, is a sparsely forested area that
borders on tundra country. In 1928 a devastating influenza epidemic struck the
region, and families scattered widely in an unsuccessful hope of avoiding the
disease. An estimated 20 percent of the regional population died from either
influenza or pneumonia.
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It was not until 1954 that most people began to settle there in reg "

1o pressure from the federal Indian agent. In 1969 about 159 people liyeq -

Snowdrift, including 38 school-age children. The Vlllgge consxgted of Predop,
inantly log houses, an HBC store, a R.on.lan Cathoh.c chur; , and ‘fabins ok
Euro-éanadi;m sports fishermen and nnnmg.en.terpn?es. The CommMitmep, "
settled village life represented a dramatic shift in residence pattern for
previously mobile hunters and trappers. With so many people. in one ¢q )
nity, it was difficult to obtain enough food locally. Their previous standarq of
lj\{ng appears to have declined, and they came under far greater contrp] by
federal authorities.

theSe

THE PEOPLE AND THE SETTLEMENT In striking contrast with the not.
so-distant past, clothing typically came from the local store. Most men wope
imported shirts, trousers, underwear, and footwear. Older womer? Wore iy,
ported underwear, stockings, dresses, skirts, sweaters, and ShO?S. Girls faVOred
slacks, colorful lightweight jackets, brooches, earrings, finger rnngs, and curleq
hair. Younger males favored ornamental black leather jackets. The mosgt i
portant locally made items included skin moccasins for men and slippers for
women as summer wear. Money obviously was required to purchase most
clothing.

After 1950, with federal support, most families constructed substantia]
houses or renovated existing cabins. Some people participated with reluc-
tance in the housing program because they hesitated to commit themselves tq
permanent village life. Most of the dwellings were one-room cabins with
board floors and furnished with homemade tables and chairs. They haq
kerosene lamps, wood-burning stoves, trunks for storage, and hand-operateqd
sewing machines. In nearby log storage sheds people kept frozen and dried
fish, dog harnesses, outboard motor parts, traps, snowshoes, fishnets, and ri-
fles. Quite clearly, with all of these material goods, a family became far Jess
mobile.

Each family owned a large imported canoe, an outboard motor, and a
small canvas-covered canoe. A type of toboggan was purchased from the store
that was more correctly a cariole with a rear panel and canvas sides. A family
had about five dogs to pull its cariole. Dog teams and outboard motors un-
questionably increased the mobility of a family in subsistence activities, The

Ccanvas-covered canoes were being replaced by aluminum boats that required
a substantial cash outlay.

MAKING A LIVING Traditional Chipewyan economic life had centerec
about caribou and fish, and with the addition of trapping furbearers, these f
persisted. Although trapping was an important major source of cash, hu

remained a significant part of family welfare. Most men would abandon theif
traplines if caribou appeared in the vicinity.
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Trapping for lynx, marten, mink, white fox, and wolverine was physicall
demanding and enveloped with uncertainties. One to three days of dog-tean);
rravel meant that every need must be anticipated, including sleeping gear, extra
garments, food, a tent, a stove, steel jaw traps, and metal snares. Nightly’/ tent-
ing at subzero temperatures was cold despite having a wood-burning stove
A trapline could be snow-laden, and a wolverine might trip the traps and eaé
the bait or captive animals. Traplines were family affairs until school-age chil-
dren were obligated to attend school. Unaccompanied trappers grew lonely.
Then, too, fur prices were not high. A trapper’s average take was about
c$320—the only source of cash for many families.
t In the early 1960s dependence on caribou remained great, and the late

summer hunt was of prime importance. A household head believed that he re-
bout one hundred caribou per year, yet harvests of this magnitude
were no longer realized. In the fall when caribou were absent locally, which
usually was the case, families traveled in large canoes in search of game. Bur-
dened by large amounts of equipment, they could not reach the best hunting
Thus the rewards were meager. The meat they obtained was smoked,
brought back to the village, and stored in the Indian Affairs Branch cold-
storage unit. In 1960 nearly half of the households were unrepresented in the
fall caribou hunt. For unsuccessful hunters and others, fishing with gill nets for
lake trout and whitefish in the fall might be intense (Figure 4-5). The catch was
partially dried and stored as winter food for dogs and people.

Men began to prefer wage-labor employment, but jobs were few and
usually temporary. As 2 result, making a living by wage labor was more un-
certain than the subsistence pursuits of old.

Aboriginal foods were increasingly replaced by purchased edibles. Peo- ‘
ple preferred fish and meat with every meal, but because these often were un-
available, the staple was bannock. This is an unleavened baked bread of
Scottish origin, and it was usually made from barley or pease (peas). A variety
of bannock (“fry bread” or “Indian bread”), the standard fare of poor Eskimos
and Indians throughout Alaska, Canada, and elsewhere, is made from white
flour and baking powder mixed with water into a paste and spread on a
greased skillet to fry. Often this was the only food at a meal; bannock and tea
are the bread and water of depressed Subarctic living. When families were
able, they bought prepared foods from

the store. The most desired imports
were flour, sugar, tea, coffee, crackers, peanut butter, canned meats and fruits,
evaporated milk, and seasonings.

quired 2

grounds.

SOCIAL DIMENSIONS  Along with the changes in subsistence activities and
material culture since aboriginal times, We likewise find significant differences
in other aspects of living. Old attitudes and harsh treatment of women :
to have been replaced by domestic harmony. Certain female activities,
food preparation and child rearing, remained, but men were helpful as

arose. A woman who processed hides or sewed skin garments
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Figure 4-5 ’ A Snowdrift man, Louison Abel, checking a gill net set beneath
lake ice in 1960. (Photograph by James W. VanStone, © The Field Museum,

neg. no. A107886.)

outside of her family was paid, and she kept the profits. The favorable position
of women may have resulted from the fact that they were a minority; for un-
known reasons, there were fewer young women than men. Wives, which were
difficult to obtain, were therefore treated with care (Figure 4-6).

The people continued to trace their descent along both the female and
male lines (bilateral descent), as they had in early historic times. Cousin termi-
nology, however, was of the Eskimo type (similar to the current classification
of cousins in the United States). Preferential cousin marriage no longer existed;
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pec ple did not recall it as an aboriginal practice. Contact with Roman
missionaries who spoke against cousin marriage probably had pro-
hange, yet premarital fornication between cousins continued. ,

When a person married, he or she was most likely to select a mate within 1}
e community (village endogamy), and immediately after marriage the couple |
lived with the in-laws who were best able to receive them (temporary bilocal ‘
s soon as possible the couple built a separate dwelling and lived i
sidence). In 1961 most households were nuclear or nuclear i
core families, the latter comprising a nuclear family to which were added a |
Jative or two of the husband or wife. Plural marriages no longer existed, p
and capable providers did not attract followers who lived with them. The over- :
4ll impression is that the nuclear family remained the most important social i
although it was not as autonomous as before. '

in fact,
(j;llh()lic

duced the €

th
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v Louise Rabesca, sitting in front

Figure 4-0 | A Snowdrift woman, Mat

smokehouse in 1976.
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d on kinship were new and of expyy, diy
lings of unity, and people thougty, 0%

Social bonds beyond those base
importance. Village life produced fee sically superior to persong
themselves as economically, morally, and p hyhl(ﬁ. o I,?g the wicll)c DONS in 4,
jacent settlements. Other evidence of Vi.”a{;(j Cﬂo 1lzt::17u\;v ;’;l()()h‘c hun:s: Ll;l d chag
ing of locally available foods. By the time d M’ nd~ ‘thc i ,L“('he q
his boat, he had given away most of t.hc? muft, 1 b ” prates > a gy ch
of fish. Food had been shared in aboriginal txr'nuf, l ‘\[/ {)‘)mcr},’) ; in s pe.
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borrowing had developed, and this included major a: & T ltems of

material culture. These attitudes and th@r heha\{iorzll I'n“c'lﬂ’lif‘-ftilti”m Clearly
. i 4 social and economic basis.
were integrating the community Ofi stime. The people probably had |

Square dancing was a popular p:m;ma.ﬁ ; E[O pe( ]I i ,‘l fe};v (; ?arne d
the steps from commercial fishermen, who © ’e N P‘Pl' - ‘d X% aays of re.
laxation during the summer. Men played guitars 05 V‘O ‘”;_“‘ an htdmcd dance
music by listening to village phonographs or kbro‘l casts r'or’n the Yellowknife
radio station. The square dances were called expc:-nly by }fluagc men, and pyy.
ticipation at dances was good. Less formal entertz.unment m.dudcd card games,
which were extremely popular, particularly blackjack and gin rummy. Men and
women often played together, and the stakes ranged fro‘rin small change anq
ammunition to three-dollar hands in gin rummy games if men were affluent
(Figure 4-7). While adults were playing cards, children sometimes gambled by
pitching coins to a line. The hand game of old was known but seldom played;
card games were considered more exciting. :
The consumption of alcohol was as much a ritual as a form of entertain- |
ment, and prescribed drinking patterns were rarely ignored. The only alcoholic
beverage regularly consumed was home brew, produced from yeast, raisins,
sugar, and water. It was made secretly by two or three men and allowed to age
for about twenty-four hours. It was thought better if it aged longer, but antici-
pation negated the possibility. The men drank the brew in the home of one of
the makers or in the brush during the summer; the object was to become
intoxicated. A man would dip a cup into the three-gallon pail, drink the bever-
age, and pass the cup to the next participant. Normally, some brew was stored
in bottles, to be consumed after the brew pail had been drained. When partici-
pants became reasonably intoxicated, they visited one house after another,
regardless of the time, and drank as they chatted with their reluctant hosts. Some-
times they offered to share their brew, but this practice was not consistent. The
conversations of intoxicated men were about village life, and they became more

outgoing during drinking sprees than at any other time of their adult lives.

. -

POLITICAL LIFE  Treaty Number 11 provided the Snowdrift Chipewyan
with direct monetary and other benefits, The Indians gave up their aboriginal
rights to the land but at the same time were protected in their exploitation of
local resources. In exchange, they received tangible benefits such as formal

education, health services, and material goods. Each year a band memb ;
received a cash payment of five dollars, the band chief received twenty-fiv
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Figure 4-7 | A summer card game at Snowdrift circa 1960. (Photograph by
James W. VanStone, courtesy of the Field Museum, Chicago, neg. no. A107881.)

dollars, and counselors, fifteen dollars each. The Indian Affairs Branch began
to provide fishnets, ammunition, and items such as roofing and doors for house
construction. Furthermore, families in need, as defined by the Indian agent, re-
ceived a “ration” from the Indian Affairs Branch through the store. A national
program of old-age assistance provided for the welfare of persons sixty-five
years of age or older. Even more important was the “baby bonus,” or Family
Allowance, which was a national program. Every month, each family received
six dollars for each child under ten and eight dollars for those ten through six-
teen. The program was designed to improve child care, and it probably served
this end at Snowdrift.

Living at Snowdrift intensified contacts with the Indian agent at Yel-
lowknife, who visited the community to hold meetings about general issues.
Attendance was poor, and the agent was plagued with private requests from
individuals about specific problems. Thus the democratic decision-making
process failed. Then, too, visits by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police r¢
sented federal power more than the resolution of crimes. The only major «
was making home brew. Yet the people felt it was wrong to aj
dian laws in general, and they rarely did so, although they cc
action. '

In 1960 the bands of the region were reorganized
ceived their own chief and two counselors. The peop
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carly 19808 in particular the federal government launched innumerable pro-
grams 10 change the texture of village living. Homes were becoming better
puilt, and water and fuel delivery were provided, along with sewage disposal,
electricity, and roads (Figure 4-8). By 1996 the 286 residents included 10
puro-Canadians. With federal and territorial support, buildings had been con-
structed for band administration. There was a school that educated students
through the ninth grade, along with a permanently staffed nursing station, a
RCMP office, and an airport with mail service six days a week (Figure 4-9).

local

Figure 4-8 | The community of Lutselk’e (Snowdrift) in 1996.

wselk’e had mail service six days a week.

Figure 4-9 | By 1996 Lu
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Accompanying these developments, old-age "‘Siibu?ge té;n]iiﬁ*;? WETe provij
. DS e 7. The Child T: :
in addition 1o varied forms of relief for the needy ax Credit (p

deq

b
to foster th o
ously Family Allowance) was a nationwide program to oster the welfare of

chil-

dren: the amount received depended on hmllll) ‘lflltC(mle- ’SUI_& ObViOLlsly,
government policies and practices had dramatically ‘1‘.(3«reh what 1t meant to he
a Chipewyan. In sum, the federal goal had been to recast the people into a gap,_
eralized Euro-Canadian mold. . b "

In the government effort to transform villagers into “standard Canadiang
the system of formal education became a major .catalyst. In. 193.5 families begar;
tobe encouraged by the Indian agent to send children ranging in age from th ree

16 seventeen to a residential (boarding) school at Fort R?SOIUUOR that was mgqy,_
aged by Roman Catholic missionaries. Instruction was in English, and children,
wite d'iscouraged from speaking Chipewyan. Thus during their formative Vears
these children spent only about two months at home each year. Residential
schooling intensified after school attendance became compulsory in 1960, The
fund of traditional cultural knowledge conveyed to a child depended to 3 great
extent on his or her family background and ranged from comprehensiye to
comparatively superficial. A federal village school was opened in 1960 that
ended residential schooling for most young children. However, by 1994
) y 9 a fl‘ee
high school education could be obtained only at the government residentia]
school in Fort Smith; during that year, thirty-four high school students studied
there. The school system in general, with its stress on Euro-Canadian values, dig
little to foster or sustain traditional Chipewyan life. A partial indicator is that
most younger people do not speak Chipewyan.
For many, possibly most, adults, life had lost its purpose; they could ng
longer pursue their old ways, nor could they truly become Euro-Canadians
A widespread reaction was a pervasive dependence on the government to ro:
vide. A by-product of this situation was a growing dependence on the EOn
sumption of alcpholic beverages imported from Yellowknife. The situation
became critical in the 1970s, and in 1980 the band council passed an ineff
tive prohibition law. In the 1980 ; - iR e
e s multiple deaths and violenc
excessive drinking be i cnce as a result of
g became alarming. By the mid-199

Os intoxicant ¢ -
had decreased significantl = onsumption
y. By then about 2 3

abstinent for about five years. Duri ut 25 percent of adults had been
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P and wit

digenous peoples. The federal government has been reasonably sympa-

the .l‘ \\"illl these efforts, and a shift toward more administrative power is taking

mctlt‘ A major change in the local economy has already occurred. The Hudson's

Hlace- ‘,mp;my store closed in 1973, and, after a brief period of private owner-

1;;1}' 5 h financial assistance from the government, it became a member of

sh ork of northern cooperative stores. Thus the people became the store

: nd,\?. vanagement of the local school is supervised by a community educa-

O\\'mll:.mll():‘ily that administers the budget and hiring. With respect to local gov-

ton® -&nl 2 band manager was trained, and the band council has emerged as a

grnﬂ?ﬁ. T.llt government with territorial funding and expanding administrative

mlml.:,ll‘ (‘)\'cr local affairs. The band council includes male and female represen-

dn::_,.,- from the major family groups, and the council has been working together

Iti:l m;ifh‘ harmoniously than ever before. Likewise, a Chipewyan held the office

(;f ustice of the peace, and a local Dene was tra.incd as a law enforcement officer.

[n sum, changes in federal policies have led to far more local responsibilities than

would have been conceivable thirty years ago.

Socially, it is not insignificant that five white women had married
Chipewyan men by 1996, and four Dene women once were married to white
men. Furthermore, although we do not associate respect for most older per-
sons with the early historic Chipewyan, the villagers appeared to be changing

ttitudes toward their elders (Figure 4-10). Finally, the position of women
ay be a product of a higher sex ratio for men, as in the early

their ¢

was strong. This m

Figure 4-10 | Lutselk’'e men in 1996: Alfred Boucher (left) and his father,

Joe Boucher.

Bl Be
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1960s. More women than men had post-high school training; |
Chipewyan woman earned a college degree. _ Ocq)

Bv the mid-1990s local food resources remained of critical impog, -
many families. In the early 1960s game was Scarce in the vicinity, and lhez
continues to be a “land of feast or famine.” Since z.ibout 1980 the fajj Caribl::
migration has shifted to nearby localities and hai'% mcFuded many animgj,, .
addition. some caribou winter locally. Moose likewise have become . ™
readily available as a source of meat. Coupled with an abundance of Jake t
this had become a land of plenty. Accompanying these increases wyg aou"
crease in pressure on food resources from hunting and fishing in the seyj
area from a generation ago, because a smaller number of families depeng o
these activities for their primary food supply. Others depend far more o £
eral and territorial monies, both earned and unearned. Historically, the hary
of furbearers was the major source of cash for the local people, but by 1996
trapping was a primary activity for only ten men.

Although employment opportunities were limited by the ’md‘19903, the
number of year-round jobs was far greater than previously. The band employeq
some twenty persons, including an elected chief, a social worker, and 4
and alcohol abuse counselor. The cooperative store grossed about one million
dollars a year and employed seven persons on a full-time basis. The schoof
emploved four teachers. To maintain the infrastructure, workers provided Water
and heating oil delivery and power plant and airport maintenance. In addition,
summer construction projects were a source of employment. and ten men were
available to fight forest fires. There previously had been commercial fishing at
the eastern end of Great Slave Lake, but it was discontinued to help preserye
lake trout. There were a number of local fishing lodges for sport fishermen, and ';
some men in the community worked as guides for these fishermen.

The relatively recent discovery of diamonds in northern Canada, as out-
lined in the previous chapter, affects not only the Inuit of Nunavut but also ,
Northern Athapaskans in the region. During the search for diamonds, Lutselk’e ‘
residents guided the prospecting parties, who staked claims at the most prom-
ising sites. This work provided an alternative source of income to the trapping
of furbearers and had vast economic implications.

Before the mines could open, negotiations were required with the na-
tional government, with numerous mining companies, and with Native Ameri-
cans who lived where diamonds had been found. From a Canadian legal N
perspective, the Chipewyan and Dogrib involved had ceded their lands to the ‘
Crown in treaties. These Indians, however, contended that the treaties did not
extinguish their aboriginal title to their lands. During the early 1990s, and in
retrospect, the federal government and mining companies knew full well that
there were valuable diamond deposits north of Lutselk’e. They were deter-
mined to develop mines irrespective of Chipewyan concerns. Furthermore, the
Indians did not have the financial resources to hire experts to testify on their
behalf. Critical questions included the long-term impact of “dewatering” lakes,
mine pollution, reclaiming mined-out land, and the environmental impact in

for

'~
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. cluding effects on fish and game, especially migrating caribou, The
o le was relatively short and rigid. Yet the Indians were assured
would be satisfactorily resolved—which clearly was untrue
is known; the final agreement is confidential and thus unkx‘mwn, '

of some people from the community began affecting Indian
ton Diamonds, Inc., was granted land and water permits in

that thel
45 far a8
- ¥ HP Bi 1 7

life after B te the Ekati Diamond Mine some 140 miles north of Lutselk’e. It

O O era . ~ =9
1996 ;16 repthat the most mine workers from the community were employed.
was

en-pit and subsequent underground operations at the Ekati mine soon
e op intense and extensive. Diamonds were mined for twenty-four hours
becarge of the year. Ekati mine projections for productivity are for twenty-one
eaCh. ilvyi[h an anticipated gross value of C$9.5 billion. Most Native American
.earb, licants did not have the minimal skills required in math, English, and
job a?ﬁer literacy, but the company provided scholarships for the postsec-
corzilfry education of its potential employees.
2 An account about Lutselk’e for 2003—2005 by Monica Krieger et al. (2005)
as detailed as one would have hoped. Insufficient funding, staffing prob-
and misplaced field notes were responsible. Nevertheless, the report
strongly indicates dramatic changes in community life since the diamond mine
developments of the mid-1990s. Among the young people, the Chipewyan lan-
guage and traditional aspects of living began a significant decline. Then, too, |
the local school did not prepare students to further their educations. In 2004
only 38 percent of the population had high school diplomas or more advanced it
training. Among adults in general, attendance at public meetings was low, and x
the village had serious funding difficulties and lacked prominent political lead-

is not
lems,

ership.

pAddi[tional demographic information about Lutselk’e is essential and re- lf““,'
vealing. In 2005 the Chipewyan population consisted of 239 males and 175 fe- - ‘1‘:;
males. This reflects a continuing gender imbalance first reported in 1960.
Average family income before diamond mine development was about
€$29.000 in 1995 but nearly C$48,000 in 2004. This increase was based largely
on the expanding numbers of employees representing the community infra-
structure plus fishing lodge outfitters. Most of the homes were privately owned
or rented as public housing. Whereas eighty-eight beneficiaries received in-
come support from the territorial government and social assistance in general
in 1996, that number was reduced to forty by 2005. Police-reported crimes to-
taled 105 in 1996 and 119 in 2004. These statistics probably represent a signif-
icant number of repeat offenders.

A recent decline in caribou hunting and the number of animals harvested
is a good indicator of the diminished importance of the traditional staple. Six-
teen hunters in 2004—2005 killed only sixty-four animals. These low numbers
were at least in part influenced by several factors: poor weather for hunting
the caribou population reaching a low point, and global warming. Fishing
nets and hooks in the region was excellent, yet it involved only fourteer
ermen in 2004. As fish was the traditional supplement to caribou m
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numbers illustrate that the old subsistence pattern had become “'l“”\’cly
unimportant. . o
Anthropologists, myself included, have a l‘c‘lzftli\‘a‘{)' h(?(‘"kfl,nf‘k_-w(‘(ml in
predicting short-term sociocultural changes. Present-C ‘l‘y Lutselk'e residents ap.
pear unlikely to revive their caribou-and-fish-based economy. ( me good reg.
son is that tl‘;e forthcoming generation does not have the essential kne ’Wk'dgc,
skills, or interest in the economy of old. (?o\nmm:ntly, 'thc youngcr’ !)L'()ple are
increasingly enveloped by the impact of Elll:()—-(,:ln;ldlfln cull.uru.'. Ihe impor.
tance of diélnlond mining probably will _contmu_e to c.‘fp:m.d lf‘l scope and in.
tensity, with greater local government .znd and 111(‘1:ef151|1g '.ml-'?’“,h“”. "“f'lings
from employment in the diamond mining sector. If so, thgxct is the h?(clxhood
that federal support funds to the Inchar}s involved will decline despite treaty
obligations. Conceivably, the people will beco‘me weekend Imfltcrs ;‘md fish-
ers. Select aspects of their traditional lifeway will be eroded by Euro-Canadiap
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cultural involvements. ‘ v |
By 2006 negative local aspects of diamond mining had become incregs.

ingly troublesome, including an increase in alcohol c’(.msumption' and illegal
drugs (e.g., crack cocaine), especially among y()'uths. Violence against women
expanded, leading to family breakups, and family contrc?l.l)y women had be-
come commonplace. Then, too, the people lamented traditional cultural losses.
Some residents were sorry that they had permitted diamond mining in theijr

country.

| Sayisi Band
The foregoing account does not include unique and relatively recent infor-
mation about the experiences of an inland Chipewyan band northwest of
Churchill. They are the Sayisi (SIGH-eh-see), “people of the west,” caribou
hunters and fur trappers for generations. In Canada, as in the United States, criti-
cal innovative national policy changes began in the 1950s. Prominent among
these were the cold war with the Soviet Union, the expanding influence of the
environmental movement, and efforts to integrate indigenous peoples into
European-derived lifeways. In Canada a concerted effort also was made to obtain
more secure sovereignty over the government’s Arctic land claims. Yearly RCMP
patrols continued to be made to validate Canada’s ownership of the region.
Following is a brief synopsis of the convoluted trials that resulted in Say-
isi relocation near Churchill. The information is drawn primarily from
book. The senior author-editor was a relocated Sayisi, Ila Bussidor, v
laborated with a journalist, Ustiin Bilgen-Reinart (1997). The core of tl
comprises personal Sayisi accounts of their experiences. :
The Hudson’s Bay Company literally owned and administered tt
involved until 1867, when the Dominion of Canada assumed pol
The dominion government signed Treaty 5 with the people in
1996). They received yearly treaty money as compensation for the |
ploit their territory, subject to later adhesions (modifications) in 191
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ayisi, some 300 of them, lived in small clusters about 40 miles north-

The S
west of churchill. They ranged over their home bases with or without local
wts. The hrst critical change originated in 1946, when the Manitoba

N
u‘_ldll\}! I ) \ . i
1 introduced small-area registered traplines to foster fur animal con-

OV ernmel - .

cepvation. The new trapping regulation prevented men from ranging widely
" er their raditional territory to obtain pelts. Thus income from trapping de-
.d abruptly. For this reason, and because of a period of low fur prices, trad-
began to close. By 1953, along another tangent, systematic studies by
biologists were identifving a rapid decline in the caribou population. This phe-
s attributed to predation by wolves and especially to overhunting
astage by the Sayisi and other Indians.

s Churchill had attracted the Sayisi as a trading center
where some men worked intermittently to support their families. Churchill
| become a major multiracial, hard-drinking frontier town that included
arby U.S. and Canadian military personnel. For the govern-
Sayisi to Churchill from their homeland was conceived of
s in caribou and fur-bearing

OV C
cling
ing pg\\‘l:;

nomcnnn W

and meat W
Over the yed

hac )
tlmus.mds of ne

nt t0 MOVE the

me
s a solution © perceived environmental imbalance

animals.
Available records stress the Duck Lake Sayisi move in 1956, but the ex-
was shared by all Sayisi. Without meaningful federal preparations, a
abruptly arrived at Duck Lake, the only evacuation trip
could take with them only hastily assembled items:
. and a number of tents. At
essions at Camp

pcricncc
huge military aircraft
made there. The people
dogs. sleds, household goods, family treasures
Churchill the evacuees literally were dumped with their poss
10. adjacent 1o a cemetery—in retrospect, an ominous symbol.

ial government preparations, and there was no

There had been no initi
rt to bridge the transition from living off the land to

the dogs were killed by the RCMP as an annoyance
\bies threat. Thus men could no longer travel inland with dog sleds
The culture shock was profound and led to hardships be-
dwellers who lived in tarpaper shacks
discarded packing crates from dumps,
It small prefabricated dwellings at
lies, adequate water sources, or

socioeconomic suppo
town life. Before long
and a

to hunt and fish.
yond belief. The Sayisi became slum

built from salvaged materials, or in
and in tents. Later the government bui
Camp 10. There were no reliable food supp

sewage disposal.

Excessive alcoholic beverage consumption became a pervasive means of
coping. Discrimination by local Cree, Inuits, Métis, and whites was formidable.
Sayisi children were ashamed to be Dene. Yet in the minds of adults was an
abiding yearning for their former lifestyle. Subsequently they were moved to
small, jerry-built government dwellings in nearby Dene Village. Again |
were left without reliable household water, sanitary services, and

protection from subzero winter temperatures and strong winds ofl
Bay. Families received some food from the government, but the
pended heavily on edibles recovered from the Churchill dump o

breaking into food stores.
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Between 1956 and 1973 about one-third of the population, 117, died tray.
matically (e.g., alcohol abuse, house fires, murder, and exposure to the ele.

ments). Euro-Canadian compassion appears to have been minimal.
Early in 1973 survivors began to filter back to their ancestral homeland, and

government welfare became increasingly important. Initially they lived jn lo
houses and tents with snowmobiles to replace dog teams and snowshoes, Inter.
mittently they hunted moose and fished, and a few men trapped fur animals |,
cally. Yet varied aspects of their pre-relocation lives prevailed. These includeq
playing the hand game. Drum songs and dances again became important, espe-
cially during the spring festival. Traditional tales and stories about the past re-
mained an interest to adults and to a modest number of young people. Most of
the youth, however, preferred playing basketball, hockey, and volleyball.

The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples held hearings about the
Sayisi relocation, and in 1996 it publicly admitted national government guij.
The Sayisi signed a tentative agreement granting them 23,000 acres of land and
C$580,000 for economic development. The people relocated along Tadoule
Lake; in 2006 a population of 330 lived in government-provided accommoda-
tions. By then there were heat and water in the buildings, garbage and sewage
facilities, a nearby fire station, and a recreational center, in addition to regular
air service. A generator provided constant electricity, and a satellite dish pro-
vided television reception. The band office had computers and a fax machine,
The school (kindergarten through grade 12) was under local control and of-
fered Dene language and culture instruction. Furthermore, the people were as-
suming the responsibility for health and social services with local financial
management.

Negative conditions nonetheless continued into the 1990s. Most people
depended on government welfare, and the unemployment rate was high. De-
spite school instruction in Dene, the language was not important in home life.
Bootleg alcohol was widely available, as were illegal drugs, and family vio-

lence was common.
In my biased view, there are clear lessons to be learned from this de-

pressing addendum. Government apologies for injustices were face-saving at
best. Subsequent compensating government programs, despite the sincerity of
their originators, have been after-the-fact fixes. The intentional destruction of

a viable sociocultural tradition remains cruel-hearted at best.

| Additional Sources

The best overview about Northern Athapaskans is the widely available volum
edited by June Helm (1981) and published by the Smithsonian Institution. The b 5
parative analysis of Northern Athapaskan tribes is by James W. VanStone (1
also is the author of an in-depth study of Snowdrift (1965). An anthropologis

Bielawski (2003), conducted ethnographic studies at Lutselk’e from 1992 to
also became a village representative in the diamond mine negotiations. The commt
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ed monitoring report about Lutselk’e by Evelyn Marlowe et
bf;;aoers grained 10 ATIRISCSSHE T INE S with the full cooperation of ¢, :
Ve me Visits by Chipewyan speakers was a key data-gathering methe mmunity lead-
ers- anid quthoritative studies about the Chipewyan and their i

rc;;r;te d to the selected bibliography that follows. The writings of Beryl ¢ ¢

;:obtff‘ Jarvenpd, H‘Cﬂr‘y S. Sharp, David M. §mith, and James G. E, Smitﬁ,are' e(;gl:;p;f'
0 «ant. For 2 con.s.ervatwie band of Chlpewyan in the Barren Grounds, the zey
sudies are by Sharp. The background to Indian and Inuit treaties (numbers 8 and 11

1 the Northwe?‘t Territories of Canada, pllus the treaties themselves and developmenL)
10 19551 ArS insightfully reported by René Fumoleau (2004). :

al. (2002) involved

d. For relatively
hbors, the reader is
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