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THE PEOPLE 

The Indians who inhabited the Northwest Territories and the Yukon 

at the beginning of the 18th century all spoke dialects of the Athapaskan 

language. 

They shared a language system generally known as the Tinneh or Déné 

that was spoken as far away as Mexico. In the north the dialects were 

sufficiently alike to allow communication between the groups. Each group 

was located in a geographical area whose boundaries were defined by tradi- 

tion and use. Through time the inhabitants of each area developed some 

characteristics unique to themselves. In early times the pattern of 

occupancy was determined by warfare, the more aggressive groups holding 

the largest and best territory. 

In the middle of the 18th century seven tribes were in possession of 

the area: Four of them, the Slaves, Dogribs, Hare and Yellowknives, 

lived in the Mackenzie lowlands on either side of the great river or on 

the edge of the Canadian shield. Two groups, the Nahani and Loucheux 

(Kutchin), dwelt on the eastern ranges of the Cordillera. The Chipewyan 

were generally found east of Great Slave Lake and the Slave River and were 

the most numerous of the seven tribes. 
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THE CHIPEWYAN 

The name of this important family of Indians was bestowed on them by 

the Cree and means 'pointed skins', from the Cree word Chipwayanawok 

(Chipwa meaning pointed, wayanaw - meaning skin and the suffix ok forming 

the plural). The name referred to the style of their clothing. The 

deerskin shirts worn like a poncho by both sexes were often left with a 

point or queue at the back and front. 

Early historians said their habitat was the area near the Churchill 

River and the Athabasca and Great Slave lakes. The ethnologist 

Father Emile Petitot, OMI, believed that in 1718 they lived on the Peace 

River which they called Tsades, "the river of beavers". The Cree, after 

they had obtained guns from the French, attacked the Chipewyans and 

forced them from their hunting grounds for several years. With the 

decimation of the northern Créés by smallpox in 1779, many Chipewyan 

bands returned to their former range in the northern reaches of the 

Prairie Provinces. There are now three bands in the Northwest Territories 

with a total population of about 900. 

At the beginning of their recorded history they were divided into 

four separate bands without any political organization. The Desnedekenade 

and the Athabasca bands were known as the Chipewyan proper. The Etheneldeli 

or the 'caribou eaters' were reported in Captain John Franklin's Journal 

in 1824, when he placed them between the Athabasca and Great Slave lakes 

and extending eastward to the Churchill River. They formed the third band, 

and had originally moved into the barren grounds from the Rocky Mountains 

and the Peace River. 
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The fourth band was called the Thilanotinne. When the first records 

were made their hunting grounds extended from the south shore of Great 

Slave Lake to Cold Lake, Alberta. The Thilanotinne had a legend about the 

migration of people from Siberia. One of their ancestors was supposed 

to have helped a giant kill another giant. The slain giant fell across 

the sea and became a bridge for people to come out of Asia, bringing the 

caribou with them. In time the slain giant decomposed and parts of his 

skeleton above the water became the Aleutian islands. 

The first recorded encounter with white men occurred in 1715 when 

William Stewart met them in an attempt to bring about peace with the Cree 

around Hudson Bay. He was accompanied by a little-known Chipewyan woman 

called Thanadelthur (marten shake), who said to have convinced her people 

to accept the offer of peace. Governor James Knight reported later that 

she had been "the chief instrument" in the undertaking. Encouraged to 

venture into Cree territory, Chipewyan bands began to visit Fort Churchill 

with their furs to trade with the English. 

The migratory movements of the caribou dictated how Chipewyans lived 

and moved and they shifted from the woodlands in winter to the northerly 

barren grounds in the summer. Canoe, snowshoe or toboggan were the main 

forms of transportation for household goods, hides and food. The Indians 

travelled in single families or in free-roving bands of several households. 

There were no alliances between the bands and tribal organization 

was not developed. Chiefs or leaders were chosen only when needed, usually 

for war parties, and superior hunting ability was the main qualification. 

A family had to be largely self-sufficient for months at a time and their 

resourcefulness was constantly tried. Samuel Hearne noted that the 
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"Northern Indian" (presumably Chipewyan because they were the first 

Athapascans he met) possessed little more than a hatchet, an ice chisel, 

a file and a knife "to procure a comfortable livelihood". In addition, 

they had a kind of awl, arrows, and spearheads usually fashioned from 

copper found in the vicinity of Great Bear Lake. They had the only hand 

drill known at the time, with a copper bit and a handle of antler. 

According to early tradition, Chipewyan girls were always married 

to older men in matches that were usually arranged by the parents or 

next of kin. Pregnant women often gave birth while travelling; a mother 

would trail behind the main party, deliver the infant, and strap it onto 

her back before rejoining the band. 

Though they knew no form of agriculture, they were reputed to serve 

delectable meals. Hearne wrote "to feast, one must have the desire to 

feast, the components needed and time to prepare food and enjoy it. 

Chipewyans knew there things and their feasts were prepared with care. 

They served geese, duck, fawn, and dishes of beaver as a delicacy." The 

English explorer noted that he could travel longer after eating Chipewyan 

"victuals" than on any other kind of food. 

Like most Athapascan tribes the Chipewyan had no religious, fraternal 

or tribal ceremonies. They believed in guardian spirits through which 

they communicated to a supernatural world. The spirits of good and evil 

played a particularly important role in their lives. From his observations 

the explorer David Thompson noted that "they believed in a future state, 

and that it is much the same as in life; they appear to have no high ideal 

of it, but it is somewhat better than the present; they dread death as a 

great evil, but meet it with calmness and fortitude." They held a 
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traditional hatred of the Eskimo who, they believed caused death through 

sorcery; when an important Indian died, they invariably blamed the Inuit. 

This hostility lasted for centuries and prevented the two groups from 

intermarrying. In their vision of death the soul travelled in a stone 

boat along the river to a beautiful island over-abundant with game and 

firewood. The good always reached the island safely while the evil sank 

and struggled in the water forever. 

In pre-European times their population was estimated at 3500. Famine 

and European diseases, well known in the early histories of all Indian 

groups, took their toll of the Chipewyan people. In 1782 almost 90 percent 

of their population died of smallpox and hunger. Since then they have 

recovered slowly and today they number about 4000, of whom 900 live in 

the Northwest Territories. 
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YELLOWKNIFE 

Most of the area east of the Mackenzie River was occupied by Slave, 

Dogrib and Hare Indians; the outer rim to the edge of the barren grounds 

was claimed by the Yellowknife of Tatsanotinne. The name Tatsanotinne 

means 'people of the scum water' a name which originates from the colour 

of unoxidized copper and resembles the colour of water in poorly drained 

swamps. The people frequented the Upper Coppermine River and gathered 

the native copper in the area, fashioning it into tools and weapons for 

trade and earning the name "Yellowknives". 

The Yellowknife people had a legend that one of their women had been 

kidnapped by their enemies, the Eskimos, and carried away into Asia. She 

was married to an Eskimo and had a child before she managed to escape and 

travel across the Aleutian islands to Alaska. She brought her child with 

her and on the journey was attended by an intelligent white dog. She had 

to abandon her child in Alaska, because as he grew, he ate all her food and 

she could not save enough for her homeward journey. 

On her trip home she saw a blazing fire, and thinking it was a camp 

of her own people, went toward it. The fire was burning on the top of a 

high mountain. She found no people there, but strange stones were con- 

tinually being cast down from the volcano. They were made of metal and 

resembled the dung of the bear or the beaver. She gathered some of them 

and continued her journey. 

When at last she reached her own people, they did not know her and 

thought she had come from the sky. They pounded the metal she brought 

into spear points and knife blades, finding it superior to stone. She 

agreed to lead them back to the mountain, following the stone markers she 
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had set up on her previous journey. Three trips were made to the burning 

mountain. On the third trip the people began to abuse her and she refused 

to return with them. She sat down beside her precious copper and would 

not move. 

The people made many more trips to the place and each time they found 

her sinking deeper and deeper into the earth. She would give them the precious 

metal only in exchange for meat. The last time they came she had dis- 

appeared and since then only fragments of the metal can be found, although 

the markers remain on the Coppermine River. 

Before contact with Europeans the population of the Yellowknives was 

estimated at 450. But they had a valuable commodity to trade until the 

coming of iron goods of foreign manufacture. With their source of power 

and wealth gone, they moved south where they came into conflict with the 

Dogrib and Hare people. 

They were defeated in battle in 1823 and never recovered their power. 

By 1836 they were reduced to only 70 families. A Hudson's Bay census in 

1859 listed 207 Yellowknives at Fort Resolution and 12 at Fort Rae. Many 

were absorbed by the Chipewyans, with whom they had a close affiliation 

by language. Today there are about 500 descendants of the group that 

gave its name to the capital of the Northwest Territories. 
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THE SLAVE 

The Slave Indians are the largest Athapascan-speaking group in the 

Northwest Territories. Their name for themselves is Etchareotinne, ’people 

dwelling in the shelter'. The name Slaves or Slaveys was given to them 

by the French and English and is believed to be a translation of the 

derisive Cree word awokanak. The Cree took many of them prisioner in early 

wars. The Etchareotinne had six tribal sub-divisions with little political 

cohesion. Their territory lay west of Great Slave Lake and the Upper 

Mackenzie to the Rocky Mountains, including the lower Liard Valley. Their 

range extended from Hay River to Fort Good Hope and they once lived on 

the shores of Lake Athabaska before being driven out by the Créés about 

1775. They refer to the Cree simply as Enna, the enemy. The Eleidlinotinne, 

'people of the fork', held the hunting grounds at the forks of the Liard 

and Mackenzie rivers. The Etcheridiegotinne, 'people of the rapids', are 

now found in northern British Columbia and number about 300. The 

Etchesotinne 'horn mountain people' held the territory between Great 

Slave Lake and Lac la Martre. The Klodesseotinne, 'hay river people', 

lived on the river that bears their name: Hay River. The Desnedeyarelotinne 

'people of the great river below' lived on the banks of the Upper 

Mackenzie. The Etchaotinne lived west and northwest of Great Slave Lake. 

In 1807 many of the Beaver Indians from the Peace River joined the 

Slaves in the vicinity of Fort Simpson. The Slaves were generally 

peaceful people, although they drove the Nahani from the Upper Liard 

region into the mountains. They were never populous, and before the 

arrival of Europeans were estimated to number only 1,250. Perhaps it 

was because they were so few that the division of labour between men 
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and women was different from that of other tribes. The preparation of 

the lodge and the gathering of firewood was done by Slavey men. Old 

people were greatly respected and were often cared for at great expense 

and hardship when it would have been simpler to abandon them, as was done 

among some other groups. 

The Slave Indians believed in guardian spirits who appeared in dreams 

after long fasts. Sickness and death were attributed to evil spirits and 

to witchcraft, which could be countered by a skilled medicine man. The 

dead were deposited on scaffolds in the trees or under small huts as protection 

from animals. Goods belonging to the deceased were often hung in the trees 

near the body. After death the soul made a long journey across a lake 

in a stone canoe. If the deceased had led a good life the canoe travelled 

safely to an enchanted island, rich in game and firewood, where the soul 

lived forever in contentment. But the weight of guilt, if he had not 

lived a good life, would cause the canoe to sink and he would spend eternity 

in cold water unable to drown or to come ashore. 
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THE DOGRIBS 

North of the Slaves and over the interior region between Great Slave 

Lake and Great Bear Lake was the home of the Thlingchadinne or 'dog- 

flank people'. They first appear in written history in 1744 when Arthur 

Dobbs mentioned them in his "Account of the Countries Adjoining Hudson's 

Bay". Dobbs noted that "from personal knowledge...this Nation has a sweet 

and humane aspect, but their country is not good. They have no beaver, 

but live by fishing, and a kind of deer they call Caribou..." 

There is an ancient legend about their origin. After the discovery 

of copper by a Yellowknife woman, another woman of the same tribe was 

dwelling with her two brothers north of Great Slave Lake. One day a 

strong and handsome stranger arrived and with the consent of her two 

brothers took the woman for his wife, The same night the woman awoke and 

found her husband was not beside her. In the darkness she could hear an 

animal crunching bones. (There were no dogs among the Yellowknives then 

and Sir John Franklin reported they had none as late as 1820). The woman 

did not ask her husband where he had gone when he reappeared in the morning, 

although she had told her brothers about his absence. That night she 

again awoke to find her husband gone and the tent filled with the sound 

of cracking bones. One of the brothers threw an axe toward the sound 

and a cry of agony was heard. When a torch was brought they found a large, 

black dog lying dead. The husband did not return and the brothers, 

fearing that the dog was a Tlingit or sorcerer who had bewitched their 

sister, cast her out. 

The woman wandered far away and at last settled in the treeless 

country near the mouth of the Coppermine River. In time she brought 
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forth a litter of seven puppies. She kept them in a caribou skin bag 

which she left tied up when she went hunting. When they could run alone 

she was surprised one day upon her return from hunting to find the tracks 

of human children in the ashes of the cooking fire. The next day she 

went out and hid near the tent. Soon she heard the voices of infants 

playing inside. Quickly she ran in and closed the bag, but not before 

three escaped back into it. She kept the four remaining children, two 

boys and two girls. They grew up strong and handsome to become the 

ancestors of the Dogribs. 

The Dogribs appear to have been among the more migratory groups in 

the area. They were divided into four clans or sub-groups that appeared 

in many widely separated places during the early years of European 

settlement. Within their hunting territories the sub-groups were broken 

down into family groups who rarely met. Whenever they did it was a time 

of general celebration. 

Like most Athapascan groups, the Dogrib had no formal religion. They 

believed in good and evil spirits and had shamans to placate them. 

Offerings were made to local spirits who haunted lakes and rapids. The 

dead were placed on scaffolds decorated with streamers. A year after 

the death a feast was usually held in honour of the dead. Valuables 

belonging to the deceased person were usually burned at the time of 

the funeral. 

Dogrib men were very considerate of their wives and children. When 

a child was born the father would give up his name and be known as the 

father of so-and-so. 
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Hudson's Bay Company reports for 1858 gave the population of the 

Dogribs as 926. In 1906 Catholic Missionaries estimated there were 1,150. 

Reliable estimates number them at about 1200 today, and they live chiefly 

in the area surrounding the community of Rae, 65 miles northeast of the 

town of Yellowknife. 
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THE HARE 

The people who lived on both sides of the Mackenzie River below 

Great Bear Lake called themselves Kawchodinne, 'people of the great hares'. 

They hunted north to the tree-line in the vicinity of the upper Anderson 

River and on the north side of Great Bear Lake. The first historical 

reference to them was made by Alexander Mackenzie in the report of his 

voyage in 1789. In his time they were camped along the great river above 

the Ramparts - a series of canyons on the Mackenzie River. 

Within their territory they were loosely grouped into four to six 

bands. Those living on the margins of the forest depended on caribou 

and those near the river caught great quantities of fish. Arctic hare 

provided most of their clothing and at times they depended on it entirely 

for food. 

When the supply of hares was exhausted (which occurred about every 

seven years) extreme hardship was endured. The Indians believed that the 

animals mounted the tree tops and were taken up into the sky. 

The Hare Indians were never numerous, and a great many died of 

starvation in 1841. In 1848 their population was given as 467: today 

there are about 700 residing near Fort Franklin and Fort Good Hope. A 

small group known as the 'end of the earth people' live around Colville 

Lake, northwest of Great Bear Lake. 

They had little organized religion and their burial and other rites 

varied little from those of their neighbours. The eclipse of the new 

moon was occasion to hold a lunar feast. 
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THE NAHANI 

Two groups of people live in the mountainous country to the west of 

the Mackenzie River. The southern people are the Nahani 'people of the 

west', sometimes referred to as 'people over there far away' by those 

living to the east. There has always been some confusion about who are 

the true Nahani. Diamond Jenness of the National Museum of Canada, divided 

them into two groups. One group, the Kaska, calling themselves 'the 

mountain people' or 'the big water people', lived in the region drained 

by the Liard River. The second group, known as the Goat Indians, lived 

in the valley of the South Nahanni River; although a few ranged over the 

divide to the Pelly drainage system. They made regular trading trips by 

way of the Peel River and were referred to b> Alexander Mackenzie as the 

Mountain Indians. 

The area occupied by the Nahani is generally measured from 57 degrees 

north to 65 degrees north to where they border on the Kutchin people. 

Their language differs greatly from that of the Sekani and Carrier people 

who are their neighbours in British Columbia and from that of their 

northern neighbours. Their western neighbours, the Tlingit of Alaska, 

have had a great influence on their social organization and by the end 

of the 19th century they had to some extent adopted a clan system and 

the potlatch. At the turn of the century their population was estimated 

at 1000. 

Before marriage, the bridegroom would spend some time hunting and 

fishing on behalf of his bride's family. After marriage the groom was 

not allowed to speak directly to his wife's parents. Under their clan 

system descent was through the mother. Children of the marriage belonged 

to the same clan as their mother. 
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At the beginning of the 20th century the Nahani population was 

estimated at 1000. Today there are fewer than 600. 
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THE KUTCHIN (OR LOUCHEUX) 

The Kutchin are the most northerly branch of the Athapascan people. 

The Kutchin nation comprised 11 major bands living in Alaska and the 

lower stretches of the Peel River, and the delta of the Mackenzie River. 

Five of the bands generally refer to themselves as 'Loucheux' a French 

term meaning squint-eyed or shifty-eyed. Pressed as they were between 

their one-time enemies, the Eskimo, to the east, and the more culturally 

advanced tribes to the west, the name is more accurately translated as 

'those who looked both ways'. Some of them gradually intermarried with 

the Hare people and formed another group, known as the Bastard Loucheux, 

although they are also referred to as the Nellagotinne, a branch of the 

Hare. The name Kutchin means simple 'the people' and has the same meaning 

as the suffix 'tinne'. 

Individual bands of the Kutchin were more independent of each other 

than most Athapascan peoples. Their way of life contained many adaptations. 

Methods of travel and styles of clothing were taken from the Eskimo, while 

their social organization came from the more westerly Indians of Alaska. 

The Kutchin on the Mackenzie felt these social influences less. Three 

castes were recognized and marriage between members of the same clan was 

almost unknown. The children inherited their mother's caste but usually 

lived with their father's caste. A mild form of slavery in the form of 

attachment to a family was practised. Only noted medicine men or 

appointed chiefs who had property, such as caribou fences or corrals, 

had more than one wife. 

Religion did not play an important part in the lives of the Kutchin. 

Before an important communal hunt, however, the men fasted and sacrificed 
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pieces of caribou fat on the cooking fire. A well-known legend among 

them told how a small boy invented both the caribou fence and the method 

used for snaring. As a reward he asked for the fattest caribou. When 

this was refused he went up to the moon. He can still be seen on the 

face of the full moon, carrying a skin bag of caribou fat. 

The Kutchin were one of the few Indian groups who cremated their 

dead. After cremation the ashes were suspended in a bag atop a pole 

or a lobbed tree, which sometimes was painted and decorated with streamers. 

Coffins were reserved for noted persons and were laid on a platform 

supported by poles. Cremation followed in a year. Property that the deceased 

had not disposed of was burned or cast into the water. As with other 

Athapascan people, a funeral feast took place. 
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THE MATERIAL CULTURE 

The daily life of the Indians of the Yukon and Northwest Territories 

was controlled by their physical environment and the resources upon which 

they depended. The long dark winter and the short summer with its long 

days dictated their seasonal pattern of activity. 

Until European tools and ideas reached the region, the people were 

dependent upon stone, bone and wood implements. They were in the neolithic 

stage of material culture, but without a knowledge of even the most 

rudimentary form of agriculture due largely to adverse conditions of 

climate and soil. They did, however, know how to use the copper found 

in the region. 

The Indian had as his first responsibility the feeding of his family. 

If food was in good supply, living could be pleasant. To feed a family 

it was best to kill a large animal, such as the moose or the bear. Big 

game was more desirable than small animals for a variety of reasons: 

they provided more fat in the diet, and the byproducts of hide and sinew, 

horn, bone, teeth and claws all served other family needs. 

In the Mackenzie region the most sought after big game were the 

moose, woodland and barren-ground caribou, mountain sheep and some small 

deer. The ranges of these animals did not always coincide. The Slave 

Indians, living in marshy wooded country around the foot of the Horn Mountains, 

found moose in abundance. The people in the uplands south of the river 

found small deer. Dogrib Indians moved with the caribou through the 

bushland, following them north to the barrens in summer and waiting for 

them to return to the trees in winter. Yellowknife Indians also moved 

with the caribou, but unlike the Dogribs, would continue out onto the 
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barren grounds for the summer hunt. West of the Mackenzie River, the 

Nahani hunted woodland caribou and mountain sheep. The Loucheux hunted 

sheep in the mountains or caribou on the open tundra: some travelled 

through the Mackenzie delta after moose. The Hare Indians occupied a 

territory west of Great Bear Lake which was not well populated with large 

animals. They sometimes hunted moose and caribou, but rabbit was their 

staple food and the skin was used to make robes and clothing. 

To become a successful hunter the northern Indian youth had many 

skills to learn. He had to have an intimate knowledge of the habits and 

temperament of the game he sought. Moose, he found, moved about the 

country individually, not in herds. On occasion they might be found in 

bands of two or three, but only in the mating season were they likely to 

be dangerous. Moose fed on willow and birch twigs in winter and in summer 

wallowed in the shallow for the roots and stems of aquatic plants. The 

hunter knew the places the moose browsed and by reading the freshness of 

tracks and the signs of feeding, could tell how far away he was. The 

bugling noise that moose make as a mating call was imitated by the hunter 

using a roll of birchbark. Another trick was to rub a large bone or a 

piece of antler against a tree in imitation of the male moose. When the 

animal came to challenge the intruder in his territory, he was killed 

with bow and arrow. At other seasons, hunters used other methods. Towards 

the end of winter, for instance, the snow was deep and its surface covered 

with a crust of ice. The hunter, using snowshoes, was able to travel 

swiftly over the surface. A large moose cannot be supported by the 

crust but must lunge through it at a slower and more tiring pace. The 

hunter could easily overtake his quarry. Often dogs helped to hold 

the animal at bay while it was shot. 
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The most widespread device for catching game was a simple snare 

composed of plaited rawhide or 'babiche*. Elaborate guidance systems 

constructed by erecting stakes and other brush in the woods, were developed 

to direct the animals into the snares. This method was used very successfully 

by the Loucheux for communal caribou hunting. 

The moose is a watchful animal with excellent hearing and sense of 

smell. It feeds in wide concentric circles, and then lies down to 

digest its food near the centre of the feeding territory, so that any 

human or animal following its tracks is sure to come to windward of it 

at some point. The hunter to avoid giving wind of himself would, even 

in winter, remove part of his clothing, which generally smelt strongly 

of wood smoke, and avoid making any noise. In summer, the moose grazing 

along lakeshores could be stalked and driven into the water and speared 

by hunters in canoes. 

The caribou is an animal that, unlike the moose, will move about in 

small herds. Skillful hunters working together could secure several of 

them before the herd dispersed in panic. The caribou moved with the 

seasons along routes easily found by the hunters from the tracks. East 

of the Mackenzie River the barren-ground caribou migrated in spring 

from the trees to the tundra lands along the coast and returned before 

the winter became too severe. The Dogribs and the Hare sought out and 

followed the herds to the edge of the trees, but rarely ventured beyond 

the supply of fuel. The Yellowknives, more at home on the barrens, followed 

the caribou during the summer beyond the tree line. In the region around 

the mountains and on the west side of the great river, woodland caribou 

provided a year-round food supply for the Slave and Nahani people. In 

the north, the Loucheux followed the caribou out onto the Yukon tundra. 
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Since caribou live in herds it was more efficient to kill many 

animals at one time. Individual hunters might be able to take one or two 

from the herd, but by the combined efforts of the band large numbers could 

be slaughtered. During migration they would round up the animals by beating 

large sections of the country and drive them into lakes or streams. In 

the water, spearmen waiting in canoes slaughtered the slow-swimming beasts. 

Below the tree line, the Indians built corrals or pens with outward- 

stretching entrances. Men, women and children were all employed in 

driving the caribou through the opening in the corral which was built 

of tree trunks and brush. Once trapped the milling animals could be 

killed with spears or arrows. The Loucheux took great care in building 

this type of point or corral. Their country is underlain with permafrost 

and the setting up of fences is difficult work, so fences were maintained 

for many years and they were bequeathed to the children on the death of 

their builders. 

A lone hunter often used a caribou skin and a set of antlers to approach 

the animals. With this disguise he might get among the herd and choose 

the fattest animal. Attacked from within, the herd would mill about in 

confusion and several animals could be taken. 

In later winter when the snow was deep the caribou were run down by 

hunters on snowshoes. Snaring was the most common method of winter 

hunting, however. Snares were sometimes tied to a short pole which the 

animal would drag until it became entangled in the trees. Thus held, 

the animal either strangled or was speared by the hunter. 

The wood buffalo ranged the country west of Great Slave Lake and 

the valleys of tne southern tributaries of the Liard River. The Indians 
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used the same methods to catch the buffalo as they used to take caribou. 

Buffalo were also driven into bogs where they could be killed. 

Mountain sheep, found near the alpine zones of the mountains, were 

also hunted, although they were not an easy prey for they roamed inaccessible 

areas and had particularly keen eyesight. The hunter had to climb above 

the sheep and descend upon them. 

Once a large game animal was killed the hunter first removed the 

tongue and other choice pieces and returned to camp. Someone else would 

return for the rest of the meat, usually the hunter's wife or other women- 

folk of the camp, for the hunter had to conserve his energy for the chase 

and the preparation of his weapons. The sharing of excess meat depended 

upon the season. In winter, freezing solved the problem of keeping meat. 

The only difficulty was to keep it away from such animals as the wolverine. 

The Dogribs did this most successfully by devising a platform with over- 

hanging edges composed of logs too thick to chew through. The poles 

supporting the platform were stripped of bark and smoothed to discourage 

climbing. In summer, meat was cut in thin strips and dried in the sun. 

Some was later pounded into a powder, then mixed with fat and stored in 

bags like the familiar 'pemmican' of the plains. Smudges or slow-burning 

fires were used both to drive away the flies and to smoke the meat. 

Bears were killed for food mainly during the early winter when they 

were in hibernation and their flesh tasted better. Muskrat and beaver 

were both eaten. They were usually snared or netted near the entrances 

to their houses. Beavers were quite safe from hunters during the winter in 

those days of primitive tools because their mud and stick houses were 

difficult to enter when frozen. 
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Rabbits were found throughout the timbered area but were most 

important as a food source in areas where moose, caribou and other animals 

were scarce. The lynx preyed on the rabbits and were in turn taken as 

food. Ground squirrels were snared by the women and children and used 

for food. Wolverine flesh was rarely eaten because the animal was 

despised as a thief but his fur made good trim for clothing, as frost does 

not encrust on wolverine fur. 

Fishing was second only to hunting and still is important to the 

people of the Yukon and Northwest Territories. Some groups fished more 

than others; Slaves living along the Mackenzie River and around Great 

Slave Lake gathered great quantities. The Dogribs, a people of the interior 

fished less, although they were great fishermen when they lived on the 

shores of Great Bear Lake. The Hare Indians were indifferent fishermen, 

while north of them the Loucheux had regular seasonal fishing stations 

along the Mackenzie. In the mountains the Nahani preferred meat, but 

fished the mountain rivers when game was scarce. 

The implements used in fishing were nets, hooks and lines and several 

types of spears. The northern Athapascans fashioned gillnets from willow 

bark. Alexander Mackenzie found long nets used for lake fishing and 

short ones that were set in the eddies of the river. Nets were set 

with floats and stones in summer, and in winter were placed under the ice 

of the lakes. When the ice was strong enough to support a man, the net 

was extended under it by passing it along a series of holes about three 

feet apart. Only the end holes were kept open for emptying the net of 

fish. 
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Fishing with spears through holes in the ice was also practised. 

During the spawning season, many kinds of sucker ran up the small streams 

and were taken with a spear. The Loucheux used fish baskets to trap 

fish that were guided into them by fences or weirs. 

During the spring break-up many Indians went to the small lakes 

away from the muddy Mackenzie. The Hare Indians frequented the string 

of long lakes east of the Norman Range, the Slaves fished in Blackwater 

Lake, Willow Lake and other well-known spots. The Dogribs camped on the 

shores of Great Bear Lake, Lac la Martre or the chain of larger lakes 

along the edge of the Canadian Shield. In summer when the water level 

subsided on the Mackenzie they returned to traditional fishing spots 

along it. One notable place was the Ramparts above Fort Good Rope to 

which the Hare Indians went each summer and caught lake herring, conny 

(inconnu) and whitefish. The Loucheux camped along the lower Mackenzie. 

At Great Slave Lake a productive fishery was set up on the north side of 

Big Island and operated by Slave Indian families. Whitefish spawn in the 

autumn and fishing would be very good in parts of Great Bear Lake. 

Many birds were used as food by the Indians, especially waterfowl 

which came in great numbers during the summer months. The Lesser Snow 

Goose, or 'Wavey', breeds near the Arctic coast and was hunted by the 

people of the interior during migration in May-June and August-September. 

Although various birds arrived and departed during these times, often 

an individual species would pass over the country in a few days. At the 

first sign of the migration of a favourite bird such as the Wavey, all 

other activity ceased and everyone hunted for a share of the passing 

flocks. 
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Mallard ducks bred on the Mackenzie River and in the many lakes 

throughout the district. Nesting places were raided for the eggs. Near 

the tree line, the nests of plovers and curlews were raided by children 

and women, while the men and growing boys hunted the birds with bow and 

arrow. 

Throughout the Yukon and Mckenzie many types of wild fruit ripen 

towards the end of summer. Blueberries, salmonberries, cranberries, 

crowberries, strawberries, gooseberries, raspberries, and wild currants 

gathered by the women and children gave variety to their diet. Otherwise, 

vegetable food was not important. 

Success in hunting brought much more than food. From the hunt the 

Indians obtained almost all the necessities of life. Clothing for 

protection against the cold in winter, and rain and insects in summer, 

was also important. Caribou, moose and deer supplied most of the raw 

materials, while rabbit, mountain sheep and other lesser animal skins and 

furs were used, often for decoration. 

While the buffalo supplied food and clothing to the plains people, 

the moose was the most valuable animal to the people who lived in the 

northern regions of Canada. Ernest Thomson Seton, the famous naturallist 

wrote "Life Histories of Northern Animals," in 1909, and said of the moose: 

'It is the creature that enables the natives to live...It bears practically 

the burden of their support. Its delicious steaks are their staple food, 

(jut its nose or muzzle is a delicacy. Its hide furnishes the best clothing 

and mocassin leather, or provides snowshoes that enable the hunter to 

kill more moose. Its back sinew is the sewing thread of the country, its 

horns and bones make tools; its hoofs can be converted into rattles, and 
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its coarse bristly maine, six inches long, and white except for the tips, 

furnishes raw material for embroidery. When dyed with native dyes and 

skillfully worked into leather and birchbark, these bristles are as effective 

as porcupine quills...' 

In a Hudson's Bay Company report for 1822-23 from Fort Simpson, there 

is a description of Indian dress before it was much altered by European 

influence: (Both moose and caribou skins were used for clothing. In 

winter, all natives used hare skin as underclothing. The men wore wide 

shirts or capots that hung to the knees and decorated by several rows of 

fringe composed of coloured moose hair and porcupine quills. The waist 

was girded by a broad belt embroidered with porcupine quills and dyed 

moose hair and had a handsome appearance. They wore leggings and moccasins, 

both of which were ornamented and other decorations were worn about the 

necit. The head dress consisted of a narrow leather slip with bear claws 

attached at intervals, and eagle tail feathers fastened to the claws which 

would sway with the movement of the man. Both sexes had a knife in a 

decorated case and a pair of mittens suspended about the neck. To complete 

the dress, a leather blanket was worn over all. The women had basically 

the same clothing but wore their gowns much longer and more ornamented, 

and both sexes wore their hair tied up in a club on the back of the head). 

Alexander Mackenzie on his voyage to the Arctic Ocean in 1789, found 

some men wore no breachcloth but instead a tassel 'as it appears to keep 

off the flies, which would otherwise be very troublesome'. He also 

described the artistic embellishments of the people he met: 'Their 

ornaments consist of gorgets, bracelets for the arms and wrists, made 

of wood, horn, or bone, belts, garters and a kind of band to go round the 
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head, composed of strips of leather of one inch and a half broad, 

embroidered with porcupine quills, and stuck round with claws of bears 

or wild fowl inverted, to which are suspended a few short thongs of the 

skin of the animal that resembles the ermine, in the form of a tassel. 

Their cinctures and garters were formed of porcupine quills woven with 

sinews, in a style of peculiar skill and neatness...' 

This type of clothing was universal and well adapted to suit the 

climate of the region. There were local modifications, however. The Hare 

Indians, due to lack of materials, dressed less elaborately than others. 

The Nahani often substituted sheepskin for moose hide. They also fashioned 

their shirts to come to a point in front and behind. In cold weather 

the points were fastened together between the legs. The Loucheux dressed 

much like their Eskimo neighbours. Their shirts were tapered in front 

and behind. The sleeves were wide and short, leaving the forearm bare. 

Long mittens covered the forearm. 

The women prepared the caribou and moose skins in two ways. During 

the winter the shirts, leggings and robes all had the hair left on for 

warmth. Caribou hair is hollow and an excellent insulator, and the 

women especially prized the skins of caribou taken in the fall for making 

winter clothes. By then the injuries caused by botflies had healed over 

and the winter coat had grown. Skins for summer clothing were prepared 

by a tanning process in which the brains of the animal were mashed and 

used as a tanning agent. The hair was scraped off and sometimes both 

sides of the hide were smoked over a low fire. 

Because travel was almost constant, the design of a shelter was 

simple. It usually consisted of a tent or tipi which was not unlike the 
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tipi of the plains, except that it did not have the moveable wind flap 

that could be adjusted to clear out smoke. The Slave Indians set up a 

pole lodge of conical shape and covered with brush or spruce bark in summer. 

Few families had enough skins to use them for covering the lodge, but 

wood and bark was available anywhere. Dogribs and Yellowknives both used 

skins to cover their tipis. Long journeys over the barrens meant carrying 

both the framework poles and the covering. The Loucheux used a slight 

variation of the pointed tipi: they preferred a dome structure. This was 

securely wrapped in hides, leaving only a hole in the top to let out smoke. 

Sometimes they built an oblong hut of poles covered with brushwood and 

bark. This also served as a smokehouse for curing meat and fish. 

A rectangular hut of logs was sometimes used by the Nahani and the 

Slave Indians in winter. The Dogribs used their skin tipis in winter, 

well banked with snow, and with a fire on the earth floor to keep the family 

warm. The Loucheux did not travel much in the winter and had a more 

permanent dwelling built half underground. Sometimes more than one family 

co-operated in its construction and shared its shelter. In general, winter 

shelters were the same as those used in summer, but more substantially 

built and not as readily abandoned. These solid huts lasted several years 

and could be repaired. 

As migratory hunters the inhabitants of the Mackenzie and Yukon 

regions kept only such tools and implements as were necessary, and which 

could not be manufactured on the campsite from local materials. Lines and 

thongs v, ere an important part of every household's equipment. Lines were 

used for many things and the type varied greatly. Strong line was cut 

from wet, earthy tanned moose or caribou hide and then stretched and dried. 
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Long lines were cut in a spiral pattern, beginning on the outer edge of 

the hide. Cut hide was known as babiche and used for jobs that required 

extra strength, such as pulling a toboggan or lashing the load to it. 

Sometimes the babiche was braided into ropes to make snares strong 

enough to hold a bear. When a pliable line was needed, tanned hide was 

used. This type of line was ideal for mitten strings, snowshoe straps 

and other binding. For sewing thread, the tenderloin sinew from the 

moose or caribou was used. This material was also used for making bow 

strings. In addition to animal products used for cord, some plant material 

such as the inner bark of the willow was used. Willow-bark twine was 

best for underwater, and was manufactured into fish nets and lines. 

Split spruce root was made into sewing thread for stitching birch or 

spruce bark for canoes. 

Ice chisels were valuable tools and were prized possessions. They 

were made by sharpening the ends of moose horns and fastening them to 

six- or seven-foot poles. The poles were thick at the base end to add 

weight to each thrust. The Yellowknife Indians made chisels out of native 

copper and some of these instruments were traded to the Dogribs and Hares. 

Once the ice was broken open, the water would rise and the ice chips 

floated to the top. The ice was lifted out with a scoop strainer made of 

willow and babiche. 

Fishing hooks were made of wood, bone, antlers and claws. The jaw 

bones of large fish or goose bones were sharpened and were very effective 

when baited with minnows. Another favourite instrument in lakes and 

clear streams was the fish spear. Some spears were simply pointed sticks 

of birch; others were more elaborate. The Loucheux had a spear with a 
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double gaff like the Eskimos'. The Slave spears were on a pole about nine 

feet long. The point was made of sharpened bone and a row of barbs made 

of beaver teeth held the fish on the spear. Spears were used at man-made 

dams or weirs where fish were trapped. The Loucheux made fish baskets of 

willow wands bound together with babiche. The basket was anchored in the 

water and the fish were guided into it by converging fences of sticks and 

brush. 

Many varieties of bow and arrow were used throughout the Mackenzie 

and Yukon regions. Around Great Bear Lake bows about five feet long 

were made of dried willow. The centre of the bow was about one and one 

half inches wide. A guard block was attached to the handgrip to protect 

the hand. The string of the bow was made from twisted sinew or braided 

babiche and the arrows were made from straight-grained spruce and were 

30 to 36 inches long. The arrow shaft was usually about as thick as che 

little finger. One end was feathered and the other tipped with sharpened 

bone, stone or native copper. Some arrows were blunt and designed to 

stun game such as grouse and ptarmigan. With strength and practise, the 

hunter could shoot accurately for about one hundred yards and on occasion, 

send arrows nearly twice as far. The Hare were sometimes referred to by 

their neighbouts as the "Long-Arrowed Indians" because their arrow shafts 

were longer than most. The Loucheux had a bow that was very much like 

that of the Eskimo. It was made of three separate pieces of wood laminated 

together by twisted sinew. 

Cutting tools were essential to the Indian way of life. He had to 

cut trees for shelter, to cut up his catch and to fashion his tools and 

clothing. Adzes of stone were part of the equipment of the Hare Indians. 
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The stone was shaped like a wedge and lashed to a short wooden handle 

with leather line. The Slave axe was made from a stone in the form of a 

pickaxe, with two pointed and sharpened ends. Instead of cutting cleanly, 

it chewed around the wood. 

Knives and daggers were made of antler or bone. Knives for cutting 

meat were often made by inserting a row of beaver teeth into a groove 

worn into a piece of wood or bone. When natural outcrops of sharp stone 

were discovered, the location was kept secret. The Hare used stone from 

the Ramparts for inter-tribal trade. Rock scrapers were sometimes used 

or the foreleg of the moose was split to make a scraper for flensing hides. 

Native copper from the area around the Coppermine River was used to make 

a knife blade that could be inserted into a bone handle. The term 

Yellowknife or Red Knife Indians was applied to those who frequented the 

area. The knives were important items of trade. 

In addition to knives, axes, hunting and fishing gear, each family 

required a certain number of bags and containers. These were made of tanned 

and smoked caribou and moose hides. A small pouch carried by each person 

contained fire-making equipment, ornaments, awls, etc. Babies were laced 

into bags that were lined with dry moss which could be discarded when 

soiled. Children spent the first year of their lives in this handy cradle. 

Beaver fur bags were used by the Nahani to cradle children. 

Quivers for arrows were made of skin and were slung over the shoulder. 

Bags woven of dried babiche were strong and light, and were used for 

carrying food. Indians rarely ate raw meat, and the most common method 

of cooking was roasting. Before metal was used, boiling pots were made 

of closely woven willow or spruce root. The wood fibres swelled when wet, 
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keeping the pot watertight. Water was brought to the boil by placing 

heated stones in it. Birch bark was also used to make containers for 

drinking or carrying water. 

Eating utensils were very simple, consisting mainly of spoons made 

from horn. Plates and platters were made from bark peeled from the trees 

at the campsite. Food was eated with the fingers after being cut up 

with a knife. 

Every family and each hunter carried a fire-making outfit consisting 

of white or yellow pyrite and a flint stone, plus some pieces of touch- 

wood. Their touchwood was the dried fungus that grows on birch and poplar 

trees. 

Travel in winter and summer was distinctly different. In winter the 

hunters and their families hauled their possessions on toboggans, and in 

summer the canoe was indispensable. Snow covered the ground from September 

to the end of May, so snowshoes were used by all tribes. Snowshoes in 

the north had some features which were different from other regions of 

Canada. Generally they were up to six feet long, and were made from one 

slat of birch wood bent to give a rounded front and a pointed tail. Some 

were made with two slats lashed together at the front. The front end 

was bent up slightly to prevent the snowshoe from catching in the snow. 

As few as two cross bars were used, though some had as many as six. All 

shoes were 'custom made' to suit the weight and height of the user. The 

Indians of the Mackenzie valley made different shoes for the right and 

left feet. Usually the babiche lacing was woven in a hexagonal pattern 

and in a tight weave because of the dry snow. 
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Toboggans were made from long, slender, knife-hewn planks, lashed 

side by side and turned up at the front. The planks were made of green 

birch wood, steamed and bent at the ends before drying. The northern 

Loucheux made sleds with runners much as the Eskimo people did. Two heavy 

wooden runners were bound together with cross-bars and the runners armoured 

with bone or frozen mud to give them a good sliding surface. Loucheux 

runners were curved upward on both ends so they could be drawn forward 

or backward. 

Before Europeans arrived, dogs were seldom used for transportation 

though they were domesticated by the Indians. The animals were small 

and of little use except for hunting. Dogs as a source of power among 

the Indians of the area are essentially white man's contribution, according 

to the research of Diamond Jenness of the National Museum of Canada. 

Toboggans and sleighs piled with the family food and possessions were 

hauled by hand. Toboggans were better suited to the slightly timbered 

country than sleds with runners. Where the woods were dense, a shorter 

toboggan was used and the trail chosen wound around the trees and stumps. 

Lobsticks - trees with all the branches removed except the crown, - were 

common markers for trails and caches of food. 

In winter, as in summer, Indian families followed the waterways 

whenever possible. On the big lakes when the snow was swept clean by 

the wind, dragging a toboggan was easier than on land. 

The construction of canoes for summer travel took place in the 

spring when the sap was running and the bark easy to peel in large pieces. 

There was some variety in the northern canoes. Birch bark was the favourite 

material but the tree does not grow as large as it does in eastern Canada 
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and only small and heavily gummed and patched canoes could be made from it. 

Spruce bark was used to make larger canoes. It was stripped in one piece 

from the largest spruce available. The ends of the bark were pinched 

together and sewn with spruce root to form a double-bowel vessel. The 

centre was spread by thwarts of birch, then peeled and shaved ribs in the 

form of a U were placed in the bottom to give strength to the craft. Rough 

water on the lakes led to modifications in design. The Slaves made a 

high bow which would cut through the waves, while the Hare and Dogrib people 

decked over the forward part of the canoe to prevent it taking in water. 

Some transport canoes were 20' feet long. To make these larger craft, 

long strips of bark were sewn together for the sides and the bottom was 

one long piece. Spruce gum was used to waterproof the seams. Once it 

was complete, long planks were placed in the bottom to distribute the 

weight over the whole length of the canoe. 

Sometimes temporary rafts of logs were used to cross streams or as 

shore leads onto the ice of a lake. Both the Nahani and the Loucheux 

lived in areas where streams vary from season to season. Melting snow 

in spring turned most streams flowing east from the Cordillera into 

dangerous torrents. Later in the season they shrank to shallow water- 

courses. The people developed a simple temporary craft for the short flood 

season by stretching green moose hide over a wood frame. Journeys could 

only be made downstream. At the end of the vcyage the frame was abandoned 

and the hide covering used to erect a shelter. 

When several independent family groups came together at a favourite 

fishery or hunting place, it was a time of rejoicing, communal dancing 

and games. The kind of dancing varied with the occasion. Some involved 
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feasting and the exchange of gifts, but most were simply dances to release 

excess energy and express joy. The step was a kind of shuffle, with women 

taking smaller steps than the men and the whole group moving around a 

central fire. Music was provided by a drum or drums. The drum generally 

consisted of a single hide, from which the hair had been removed, stretched 

over a willow frame. It had a handle attached and it was beaten with a 

heavy stick to produce a resonant booming sound. The drummer often sang 

an accompaniment and was joined by the dancers. Some dances were endurance 

contests and were performed to exhaustion. 

Games and contests also took place during these reunions. Simple 

guessing games, gambling games, and games of strength and skill with 

weapons were all common. Minor disputes were settled by a wrestling match. 
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PRE-HISTORY 

The modern history of the Indians of the Northwest and Yukon Territories 

dates from their first contact with Europeans in the middle of the 18th 

century. Of their ancient history little is known, for they kept only oral 

records. The archaeologist has uncovered some of it and work continues 

in many parts of the north every year. 

The question of how long man has inhabited North America may never 

be answered. In 1947 a fossil man was discovered in Mexico under conditions 

that assured he lived here between 10 and 15 thousand years ago. Compared 

with fossils discovered in Europe that have been scientifically dated, this 

span of years seems relatively short. Discoveries of finely manufactured 

stone points and indications of man-made fire sites near the bones of 

animals now extinct, indicate that man was here as much as 25 thousand 

years ago, in glacial times. 

Scientific evidence indicates that at least four great ice ages took 

place on this continent. The last one began to recede about 50 thousand 

years ago. It covered the interior plateau of British Columbia with a 

coating of ice 3,000 feet thick. East of the Rocky Mountains the glacier 

slid down onto the plains toward the oncoming Laurentian ice sheet which 

was moving southwest. Geologists tell us that it is quite likely that 

the two ice sheets did not meet, leaving an exposed, narrow corridor of 

land running roughly from northwest to southeast. 

The lowlands of Alaska on the Bering Strait side, a considerable 

portion of central Alaska and the Yukon valley, are not glaciated. It 

is possible that as early as 25 to 30 thousand years ago a relatively 

ice-free migration route could have existed from Alaska along the upper 
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portions of the Mackenzie River, through the Yukon and southeast along 

a narrow strip in the vicinity of the present Alberta-Saskatchewan 

border. The oceans were much lower during the Ice Age and the present 

Aleutian Islands might have been a continuous causeway to Asia. 

During this period, Asiatic hunters stalking big game animals might 

have followed them across the land bridge into Alaska. From there they 

divided into many groups, always moving south through the forested land 

which borders the Yukon River, to eventually reach the Mackenzie River 

corridor. Archaeological evidence uncovered in the Great Bear Lake area 

and several sites in the southern Yukon confirm the route. No one really 

knows why the migrations ceased or when. Most authorities agree that 

with the exception of the Eskimos in the north, the last Indians came some 

six to eight thousand years ago. Artifacts found in the Great Bear Lake 

area have been estimated to be seven thousand years old. 

The most recent of the migrants were the Déné or Athapascans. Of 

all the Indian language groups in North America, theirs is the most 

widespread and is in evidence from the Bering Sea to New Mexico. It 

includes the Haida of the Queen Charlotte Islands and the Tlinglit of 

the Northwest Pacific Coast. The most famous are the Navajo and Apache 

of the southwest. The Beaver, Carrier, Chilcotin and Sekani people of 

the British Columbia interior belong to the same family. One small group, 

the Sarcee, have within recorded history moved from the north to join 

with the Blackfoot in southern Alberta. 
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THE FUR TRADE 

The way of life practised by the Indians of the Yukon and Northwest 

Territories was not disturbed by the arrival of Europeans in Canada until 

the establishment of a Hudson's Bay Company post on the Churchill River in 

1717. Goods from this post trickled to them through internal trade, as 

they did from the Russian posts in Alaska. The first white trader to 

penetrate their country was Samuel Hearne, an employee of the Hudson's 

Bay Company, who reached the mouth of the Coppermine River with a band of 

Chipewyans in 1771. His overland trek was in search of native copper and 

he did not immediately engage in the fur trade. 

In 1789 Alexander Mackenzie, a fur trader with the Northwest Company 

of Montreal, travelled by canoe from his post on Lake Athabasca, past 

Fort Resolution which had been built on Great Slave Lake in 1786, and 

thence down the river that bears his name to the Arctic Ocean. His reports 

opened the fur trade to the Northwest Company and to a host of private 

traders and wintering partners. 

Roderic Mackenzie, a cousin of the explorer, began trading at the 

outlet of Great Slave Lake in 1790 and discovered the commercial value of 

the fish in the lake. The dried meat diet of the plains traders was changed 

to fish in the north. After 1793, the Dogribs were encouraged to trade 

at a post on Lac la Martre and become middlemen in the trade with the Hare 

Indians further north. The first post built on the Mackenzie River was 

on the right bank near the entrance to the Trout Lake River. It was 

erected by Duncan Livingston. In 1799 Livingston and his companion 

John Sutherland built a house on Great Bear Lake but it was never used as 

a trading post. Both men and their party were killed by Eskimos when they 

ventured beyond Arctic Red River the same year. 
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In 1800 the Trout River post was abandoned and two new posts started 

by John Thompson. One was the Great Bear Lake post later called Fort 

Franklin; the other was Rocky Mountain post at the mouth of the North 

Nahanni River. 

At the turn of the century rivalry within the Northwest Company 

created a new trading firm called the XY Company. They built competing 

posts in many places until 1804 when they reunited with the Northwest 

Company. Many of the posts were then abandoned, though their names appear 

on a map made in 1822 and in Captain Sir John Franklin's narrative of 

his Arctic journey in 1828. 

The period after the reuniting of the two companies, until a union 

was made with the Hudson's Bay Company in 1821, was one of intense activity. 

Profits were greatly reduced by a famine in 1810 and again when the War 

of 1812 prevented the annual supply of provisions from reaching the fur 

country. The Indians attacked and destroyed Fort Nelson and its inhabitants 

in the winter of 1812-13. The return of furs from the region was so poor 

that the Montreal shareholders decided to abandon the Mackenzie country in 

1815. They did not return again until 1818 when they reopened trade with 

the Indians at Fort Liard, Fort Norman and Fort Good Hope. 

The union of 1821 gave to the Hudson's Bay Company a complete monopoly 

on all trade in the northern half of the continent. One improvement that 

benefited the inhabitants of the Mackenzie drainage system was the more 

constant and varied supply of goods. The new management contacted the 

Nahani Indians and, further north, changed the site of Fort Good Hope 

to suit the Loucheux hunters. Fort Norman was moved downstream to become 

a trading point for the Hare Indians. The company also introduced the use 
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of trading boats on the Mackenzie River. To harvest the muskrat in the 

Mackenzie delta they built Fort McPherson in 1840, Seventy-two years 

later they founded Aklavik in the delta. 

The Hudson's Bay Company carried out many journeys of exploration 

in what was then Rupert's Land. By mid-century the whole area was fairly 

well mapped, except for the Eskimo country. Many posts were built and 

abandoned during this period in a process of trial and error, but by 

1850 most of the settlements that exist today had been founded. As the 

sole proprietors of the country the settlers were, in addition to being 

businessmen, its government. 

In 1870 the new Dominion of Canada purchased all of Rupert's Land from 

the Company. Fur remained their chief reason for keeping up their posts, 

even though they had lost the exclusive right to it. A survey shows that 

between 1870 and 1970 no fewer than 535 separate trading posts were operated 

within the boundaries of the present Northwest Territories and Yukon at one 

time or another. After 1890 access to the north was made easier with the 

building of the railway to Edmonton and the operation of steamboats on 

northern waters. This brought the free-trader into the area in competition 

with the Company and greatly increased the need for more furs. Non-company 

posts were set up at many points. In addition many non-Indians actively 

pursued trapping operations on their own in competition with the Indian 

hunter. This was especially true when fur prices reached an all-time high 

following the First World War and again during the Great Depression when 

other work was scarce in the south. 
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The Northwest Game Act of 1917 was the first attempt ever made to 

regulate the fur trade. Among other things the Act limited the right to 

trade without a licence to Indians, Eskimos or mixed bloods who were bona- 

fide residents of the Northwest Territories. All licensed traders had to 

make an annual return, listing the species of furs and the quantity of 

each sold. Many of the trading companies had agents resident in the 

Territories who collected furs for them. 

Major firms such as Hislop and Nagle, Northern Traders Limited, 

Lamson and Hubbard Canadian Company, Revillon Frères Ltd. and the Canalaska 

Trading Company all founded in the late 19th or early in the 20th century 

are no longer in business. By 1939 ail were liquidated and only the 

Hudson's Bay Company survived. Their only competition of any note today 

are the local co-operatives in isolated settlements. 

Due to shortage of game, restrictions had to be set on hunting 

and trapping in 1938. Only native people and white men who were already 

in possession of valid permits were allowed traplines. The Second World 

War brought an end to white trapping as many left to enlist. By the early 

1950s there were only half as many trading posts as there were before 

the war. Many Hudson's Bay Company stores today consider their retail 

trade more important than the fur business. 

In 1970 there were 69 licensed fur trading establishments at 54 

locations. Though the fur industry has declined since 1946 when it was 

the main source of income in the Northwest Territories and Yukon, most 

of the Indian population have been dependent on it or engaged in it during 

their lifetime. Today many families earn part of their cash income from 

it. 
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INDIAN ADMINISTRATION 

The Canadian Government purchased Rupert's Land from the Hudson's 

Bay Company in 1870. The Company which had exercised almost sovereign 

rights in the vast territory for 200 years maintained its commercial 

advantage without monopoly, but the administration of civil affairs 

passed to the federal government. Early in the 20th century the territory 

held by Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta reached north Lo the 

60th parallel. The present Northwest Territories were created, and include 

the Arctic Islands transferred to Canada by the United Kingdon in 1880. 

The Yukon was made a separate territory by an Act of Parliament in June 

1898. Under the terms of the British North America Act of 1867, the 

administration and welfare of the Indians living in both territories was 

a federal responsibility. 

Gold was discovered in the Yukon in the 1850s and there was some 

prospecting, but it was not until the discoveries of 1896 that a gold rush 

began. Thousands of gold-seekers from every part of the world poured into 

the Klondike. Inspector Charles Constantine of the North West Mounted 

Police, who had been in the Yukon in 1894, was sent back again. He was 

empowered to act for "the Superintendent General of Indian Affairs in 

the Yukon country, to deal with the Indians in that country, and to take 

such action as he can within the law, as may seem to him advisable in 

their interest; it being understood that no authority has been given him 

to make or negotiate any treaty with any of the Indians of that country, 

or to incur any expenditure or bind the Department of Indian Affairs or 

the Government of Canada to any expenditure other than may be absolutely 

necessary for the relief of actual cases of destitution". 
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During the late 1890's and early 1900's the Bishop of Mackenzie 

River, the Right Reverend W.C. Bompas, requested help for the Yukon 

Indians in the form of medical attention, relief, land and education. 

The North West Mounted Police were given the task of granting relief 

and medical attention under the supervision of the Commissioner of the 

Yukon Territory. Sites for wood-lots and settlements were set aside for 

the use and benefit of Indians only. In 1914 an Indian Superintendent 

took up residence in Dawson. 

On the recommendation of the Commissioner of the North West Mounted 

Police, the federal government set up a commission to make a treaty with 

the Indians living in the provisional district of Athabaska, in what is 

now northern Alberta. Treaty officers began meetings with the Indians at 

Lesser Slave Lake in the summer of 1899, and the first three signatures 

were put on Treaty Number Eight. During the year the commissioners met 

many Indians who lived north of the post at Fort Chipewyan. Since they 

were of the same tribes and lived the same lives as those in the Athabaska 

District, James A. Macrae was appointed a Commissioner in 1900 to take 

adhesions to Treaty Eight from the Indians at Fort St. John, B.C. and 

those who came to trade at Fort Resolution. The Dogribs, Chipewyans and 

Yellowknives of Great Slave Lake and the Slaves of Lower Hay River were 

all added to the treaty. In all, 1,218 Territorial and British Columbia 

Indians were added to Treaty Eight, making a total of 3,323 receiving 

treaty money under it. 

Provision was made in the treaty for reserve lands on the basis 

of one square mile per family of five when such lands were needed; in 

the meantime no restrictions were placed on hunting and trapping. Provision 
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was also made to furnish machinery, seed and cattle to those who wished 

to take up farming on reserve lands when they were ready. The government 

agreed to pay the salaries of teachers. An annual grant for ammunition 

and twine was provided for those who continued the traditional way of 

life. 

The Fort Smith Indian Agency was opened in June 1911 to serve those 

Indians who had adhered to Treaty Number Eight. The same year an agency 

opened at Fort Simpson to serve the then non-treaty Indians of the 

Mackenzie basin and other areas. The Fort Simpson Agency included a 

sawmill that provided lumber for roofing cabins and making windows and 

doors. A demonstration farm and gardens were laid out. 

Fur and game animals in the Fort Simpson area were becoming very 

scarce by 1911. The local agent suggested a closed season on hunting 

and trapping and a large supply of provisions to prevent the cycle of 

hunger and starvation. 

The years of the First World War brought extreme hardship to the 

north. Fur prices dropped and supplies were scarce. Many of the people 

returned to hunting to provide food. Fortunately the caribou still 

travelled their old routes and mountain sheep could be hunted in nearby 

ranges. Many of the younger Indians made their way to Edmonton to join 

the services. 

In 1898 and again in 1910 there had been some agitation for a 

treaty with the Indians of the Mackenzie Valley. But because few 

settlers came to live permanently in the area a treaty was not felt 

to be necessary. In the summer of 1921, seven chiefs and 12 headmen 

signed Treaty Number Eleven for their people. In all, 1,915 Indians 
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received treaty money that year in return for ceding title to 372,000 

square miles of land to the Crown. Provision was made in the treaty 

for the setting aside of reserve lands at such time as the people 

indicated their need for them. To date this has not been done. 

An Indian Agency was set up at Fort Resolution in 1926. Indian 

communities were established at Teslin Post and Nesutlin in the Yukon in 

1930. 

The Second World War brought intense activity to many parts of 

the north, which employed many of the Indian men especially in construction. 

Construction on the Alcan Highway, now the Alaska Highway, was begun in 

1942. Land clearing, bridge building and trucking employed anyone 

who wanted to work. The same year the Canal Project was begun, with drilling 

at Norman Wells, the construction of an oil refinery at Whitehorse and 

the building of a pipeline between the two centres. 

In 1945 the responsibility for medical and hospital care for the 

Indians of the Northwest Territories and Yukon was transferred to the 

Department of National Health and Welfare. The Department of Indian 

Affairs had taken over the former mission hospital at Fort Norman and 

had it modernized to handle many of the cases that would have been sent 

outside for treatment. Federal grants were given to other mission 

hospitals to help them modernize their facilities and to obtain proper 

staff. The hospital at Fort Norman was destroyed by fire in 1946. 

Indian administration in the Northwest Territories was reorganized in 

1949 with the creation of more regional offices and recruiting of more 

trained personnel. Economic and community development became major concerns. 
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To prevent periods of famine following periods of plenty, community 

cold storage plants were installed at Fort Resolution in 1950. They were 

also installed for the storage of fresh meat and fish at Fort Providence 

and Fort Rae in 1952 and at Snowdrift and Fort Franklin in 1955. The system 

worked so well that 12 more communities had built them by 1964. 

In 1950 a small Indian settlement was established on Latham Island 

at Yellowknife, and a number of houses erected with government assistance. 

In 1955 building lots were cleared and six new houses constructed on the 

Indian settlement near Whitehorse. New wells and a pumphouse were 

provided. Small sawmills were set up to provide the raw material for the 

people to make improvements to existing houses. Home mangement was taught 

through the first 'Homemakers Clubs' established in Mayo and Teslin in 

1960. The marketing of handicrafts was promoted. Jackets, gloves, 

mukluks and moccasins of the highest quality found good markets in the 

south, and federal action was taken to protect articles of Indian manu- 

facture from foreign counterfeit imports. 

In 1958 a new band council was chosen at Old Crow for the first 

time using the secret ballot. More and more bands have since adopted 

the elective system and are taking an active part in the management 

of their own communities. The Indians have developed political organizations 

in both the Yukon and Northwest Territories. They have become the spokesmen 

for the people on environment, welfare, education, land rights and many 

other topics. The Indian Brotherhood of the Northwest Territories and 

the Yukon Native Brotherhood are members of the National Indian Brotherhood 

and thus have considerable influence on government and public opinion. 



47 

CONSERVATION 

In order to maintain the wildlife in the north for fur and food 

for future generations, both federal and territorial agencies are 

engaged in conservation programs. Forest fires and sometimes the 

extreme cold, such as the cold wave that covered the Yukon in 1948, 

all reduce the wildlife population in large areas. Forest fire fighting 

services have been in operation since 1914 when the Forestry Branch 

operated a patrol vessel on the Lower Slave River. Many Indians 

are employed as fire watchers in fire fighting operations. 

In 1923 the federal government took steps to assist and maintain 

the fur industry with the establishment of the first native game preserves. 

Trapping in the preserves was restricted to Indians, Eskimos and Métis 

who lived the Indian way of life. Three preserves were established: 

the Yellowknife Preserve of 70,000 acres; the Slave River Preserve, 2,152 

acres, and the Peel River Preserve with 3,300 acres. In 1926 the Arctic 

Islands Preserve, containing 571,605 acres was set aside and the Mackenzie 

Mountain Preserve, with 69,440 acres, was set aside in 1938. Trapping 

is forbidden in the Thelon and Twin Islands game sanctuaries. The Thelon 

Sanctuary which covers 15,000 square miles, contains the largest remaining 

herds of musk-ox in North America. It is also in the path of migrating 

barren ground caribou. Trapping in Wood Buffalo Park is permitted, under 

rigid control. The herds of wood bison or buffalo are protected, although 

some are slaughtered annually under supervision to improve the herd. In 

1970 the herd numbered 12,000. In 1922 a Royal Commission was appointed 

to study the feasibility of herding reindeer and musk-oxen. Reindeer 

herding was an ancient occupation among the Laplanders of Scandinavia 
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and the animals had been domesticated by the Siberians, who sold a herd 

to an Alaska company toward the end of the 19th century. On the recommen- 

dation of the Royal Commission a 6,000 square mile range was selected on 

the east side of the Mackenzie delta. In December 1929 Andre Bahr, a 

veteran Lapp herder who had been living in retirement, began to drive 

3.000 animals from western Alaska to the Mackenzie. The journey lasted 

five difficult years. Wolves and blizzards decimated the herds, while 

many strayed to join the wild caribou or by instinct tried to return 

to their home range. In March 1935, 2,370 reindeer, many of them young 

ones born on the journey, arrived over the ice at the east side of the 

Mackenzie River. The herd is still carefully managed, although it never 

grew to the numbers originally expected. 

A fishing industry was organized in the Northwest Territories 

when the Mackenzie Highway opened a route to the south. Commerical 

fishing on the Great Slave Lake helped increase the cash income of the 

Indians. Through the co-operation of the Territorial Government and 

the federal Department of Fisheries steps were taken to reserve fishing 

grounds for the domestic use of the people living near the lake. 

Commercial fishing was also developed at Hay River and is carried on by 

Indians. Equipment was obtained on a repayment basis. 

In 1956 the Department of Indian Affairs initiated trout and white- 

fish operations on Great Slave Lake and supplied equipment, transportation 

and food to the Indians for a project at Trout Rock. The catch exceeded 

100.000 pounds that year. The success was followed the next year by 

projects at Snowdrift and Willow Lake near Fort Simpson. 
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In 1954 three Indians were trained in the art of live beaver 

trapping. Live beaver were planted in areas that had been over-trapped. 

From time to time assistance is extended to hunting groups to enable them 

to reach isolated areas where game, especially caribou, is plentiful. 

The meat from these community hunts is stored in freezers in the 

permanent community. 
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EARLY MISSIONS 

The first missionaries to enter the north were members of the Roman 

Catholic Oblate order. In 1848 Father Henri Faraud reached Great Slave 

Lake. He was to remain with the Chipewyan for 18 years as a missionary 

and as vicar of the Mackenzie District. He wrote an abridged version 

of the New Testament in Chipewyan. 

In 1858, Father Pierre Henri Grolier rebuilt the mission at Fort 

Resolution. Father Grolier founded other missions at Fort Providence, 

Fort Simpson, Fort Norman and Fort Good Hope and also established the 

first permanent mission above the Arctic Circle at Fort McPherson in 1860. 

He died in 1864 at the age of 38 and is buried at Fort Good Hope. 

Much of the missionary work by Catholic priests is due to the 

efforts of Father Alexandre Taché who became Bishop of Red River. He 

established St. Raphael mission of the Athabaska River in 1847 and from 

there missionaries were in constant contact with the wandering bands of 

Chipewyan. 

Father Valentin Végréville, who was fluent in the Cree and Assiniboine 

languages, arrived in 1852 to study the Chipewyan tongue. He wrote a 

grammar of the language as well as many papers on ethnology. 

Perhaps the most noted of all the Oblates is Father Emile Petitot. 

For a period of 20 years, beginning in 1862, he covered the whole territory. 

He was the first missionary to visit Great Bear Lake (1866) and met the 

Eskimo in 1865. He was the author of many papers on the folklore and 

languages of the Chipewyan, Slave, Hare, Dogrib and Kutchin people, 

leaving an authentic record that is very useful today, especially to 

the Indian people themselves. 
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Bishop Grandin founded the Providence Mission at Fort Providence 

in 1861 and encouraged the Grey Nuns of Montreal to come in 1867. A 

mission school was opened that year with 11 pupils. The mission at Hay 

River was opened in 1869 and after some years of operation closed down. 

It re-opened in 1900. In 1902 when Gabriel Joseph Breynat was consecrated 

Bishop of the Mackenzie his diocese extended from Fort Smith to Arctic 

Red River. There were 10 churches and Indian children were receiving the 

rudiments of education at the larger establishments. The Grey Nuns 

built a hospital at Fort Smith in 1888 and a convent and school at Fort 

Resolution in 1903. In 1914 they set up a hospital at Fort Simpson in 

a building furnished by the federal government. 

The Church of England first entered the missionary field in the north 

in 1858 when Archdeacon James Hunter made a visit to the 

Mackenzie River. The next year he sent Rev. W.W. Kirkby to establish a 

mission at Fort Simpson. With the assistance of the Hudson's Bay Company 

he built a church and school at the post. In 1862 he followed the Mackenzie 

River, then over the divide to the Yukon, preaching to the Kutchin people 

and making a study of their language. In 1869 he was sent to York Factory. 

He wrote a number of texts and made translations into the Chipewyan and 

Slave languages. 

The work begun by Rev. Kirkby was continued by Archdeacon Robert 

McDonald who established St. Mathew's Mission on the Peel River, just 

above the Arctic Circle. He devoted himself to the study of the Kutchin 

language and in 1885 published the Book of Common Prayer in Kutchin. He 

translated the complete Bible in 1889 using a form of syllabics of his 

own invention. He later became Bishop of the Yukon. 
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In 1865 Reverend William C. Bompas arrived from England. He was 

later named Bishop of Athabasca and then Bishop of the Mackenzie. For 

25 years he worked among the Chipewyan, Dogrib, Beaver, Slave and Kutchin 

peoples. He wrote a primer on each of the languages for the guidance 

of future ministers. His concern for the people reached beyond the 

Gospel and he often brought their condition to the attention of the 

federal government. He built a school at Fort Norman to care for the 

orphans left by the scarlet fever epidemic in 1865. By 1875 there were 

Church of England missions at Fort McPherson, Fort Norman, Fort Simpson, 

fbrtRae and Hay River Fort. There were over 100 children attending 

the various mission schools. 

In 1893 the Slave Indians of Hay River asked for a Protestant minister 

and Mr. T.J. Marsh went to them. A small group of people were living in 

tents on the bank of the river when he arrived. The people built him a 

one room log building for a mission. With his own hands he later built a 

house, chapel and a school for the children to attend when the annual 

hunting cycle permitted instruction. 

The Anglican Diocese of Mackenzie River was divided in 1890 with 

Bishop W.D. Reeve administering the eastern portion and Bishop Bompas 

working along the Yukon River. In 1904 a mission school was built at 

Carcross (Caribou Crossing). 

In the early days financial help for the mission was provided by 

the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge and the Church Missionary 

Society of London. 
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EDUCATION 

The early education of the Indians of the Yukon and Northwest 

Territories was provided by the missionaries. The first record of a 

government grant to a school north of the 60th parallel was in 1894 when 

the school at Fort Resolution received a special grant of $200 from the 

Department of Indian Affairs. The school, which was sponsored by the 

Church of England, had an enrolment of 31 pupils. 

In 1896 the Providence Mission, which had 26 pupils under Roman 

Catholic direction, was voted $200. The Church of England school at 

Fort McPherson received a grant in 1899 and the following year grants 

were made to Buxton Mission in the Yukon, St. Peter's Mission at Hay 

River and St. David's Mission at Fort Simpson. 

In 1903 the Church of England boarding school at Hay River received 

a grant of $72 for each of its 20 pupils. The following year the Roman 

Catholic boarding school at Fort Resolution received the same grant for 

25 pupils. In 1907 Providence Mission became a boarding school, with 

25 pupils. 

The Roman Catholic boarding schools at Fort Resolution and Fort 

Providence made quick progress as did the Church of England boarding 

schools at Hay River and Carcross; completely equipped buildings and 

large gardens helped provide training in agriculture for the boys. The 

girls were instructed in household work. 

By 1917 there were nine Church of England day schools in the Yukon 

and three in the Northwest Territories. The Northwest Territories had 

one Roman Catholic school. 
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In 1922 the Department of Indian Affairs assumed responsibility for 

St. Paul's Hostel at Dawson, which was maintained by the Church of 

England. A mission school was opened at Aklavik in 1926. 

The education of Indian children in the Territories continued in 

day and residential schools operated by the missions with financial 

assistance from the government. There were residential schools maintained 

by the Church of England mission at Aklavik and by the Roman Catholic 

missions at Fort Resolution, Fort Providence and Aklavik. In addition 

to the subjects generally taught in primary schools, special emphasis 

was given to manual and domestic training and hygiene. 

In April 1955 an agreement was reached with the commissioner of the 

Northwest Territories for that administration to take over the education 

of Indian children. The Yukon Territorial Government followed in 1958 

at Dawson and subsequently at Whitehorse. 

In 1958 Indian students began attending Sir John Franklin vocational 

school in Yellowknife. The girls took commercial and home economics 

courses, and the boys took carpentry and mechanics. Night classes for 

adults were conducted at Jean Marie River and sewing classes were held 

for Indian women at Fort Simpson, Fort Norman, Fort McPherson and Fort 

Good Hope. Day schools were organized in every settlement along the 

Mackenzie River and temporary foster homes were provided for some 50 

children so that they could attend school while their parents followed 

the traplines. 

In 1957 a new school was opened at Fort Smith, and summer schools 

were set up a Nahanni, Fort Wrigley and Lac La Martre for children who 

were away with their parents on the traplines during the regular school 
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term. The Aklavik Residential School closed in 1959 and a government 

residential school was built in its place. 

In 1960 a school district was organized in the Yukon with a full- 

time superintendent who supervised Indian education throughout the 

district. Hostels were opened at Whitehorse, enabling every Indian 

child in the Yukon to obtain an education. Indian children were admitted 

to school at the same age as non-Indians. Students living at the hostels 

attended local schools with non-Indian children and a teacher-adviser 

was appointed to give children additional instruction when necessary after 

school hours. 

In 1965 there were 1,786 Indians enrolled in schools in the Northwest 

Territories while in the Yukon there were 596. 

Since that time there have been major developments in the education 

of the northern Indian in the Northwest Territories. One of these is 

the use of Indian classrooms assistants at the Grade 8 or 9 level in 

smaller schools where the enrolment is predominantly Indian. Candidates 

are given special training for one month each year in addition to the 

experience they acquire while working under the supervision of a teacher 

during the school term. 

In September 1968 the Territories launched an experimental teacher 

education program for native students. The program has given 15 students 

one year of professional training and academic enrichment in Yellowknife 

which prepared them to assume responsibility in their classrooms. 

Another 18 students, most of them Indians, are now being trained 

under an expanded program which begins at the Grade 11 or 12 level based 

on the Alberta curriculum; after two years of training and internship 
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they will take charge of a classroom. During a five year period they will 

complete the requirements for a degree in both Alberta and the Northwest 

Territories. 

In co-operation with the Department of Indian Affairs, the Territorial 

Government is now collecting stories and legends of the Dogrib people 

for use in classrooms. The material is being gathered in both tape and 

text form to be used in developing elementary level readers and social 

studies. The project will also produce a Dogrib grammar and dictionary. 

Another development is the increasing participation in education 

of the people in each community by means of advisory committees; an attempt 

to involve residents in determining the form and content of the 

education and the instruction given the children. 

A significant example of this is seen in the Rae Edzo area where 

an elected school committee will operate and manage a special experimental 

school-hostel complex. The project opened at the new Edzo townsite in 

January 1972. The Edzo project is similar to the Rough Rock Experimental 

School in Arizona, which the Edzo Committee visited and from which it 

obtained many of the ideas it hopes to apply in the Rae area. 

Today the field of adult education, home management training, 

education on housing leadership and basic training in developing skills 

have all been expanded to cope with increasing demand in the north. 

The establishment of an Adult Vocational Training Centre at Fort 

Smith where 24 trainees took a heavy duty operator's course in 1968 now 

accommodates 100 students in 10 courses. Students may obtain training 

in telecommunications, clerical-typing, certified nursing assistance, 

pre-employment carpentry, heavy duty mechanics, oil burner mechanics, 
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heavy equipment operation. There are also courses in basic skill 

development and academic upgrading. 

Indian students from the north usually continue their training else- 

where, particularly in technical colleges in Alberta as well as at the 

University of Alberta. 

Young native people are now training to enter the teaching profession 

and in September 1969 thirteen Indians and Métis began teaching in elementary 

schools throughout the Mackenzie area. Twelve more began their teacher 

education in September 1970 and prospects for further development of 

this program appear very favourable, according to officials of the 

Government of the Northwest Territories. 

The Territorial Government operates a completely integrated school 

system as was done by the federal government before the administration 

of the system changed hands in April 1969. Although there is no racial 

segregation in the school system, one or two smaller schools in the 

Indian communities have only Indian enrolment. 

The Government of the Northwest Territories runs 55 schools with 

549 teachers. In addition, one public school district and one Roman 

Catholic separate school district are operated at Yellowknife. As of 1970 

there was a total enrolment of 10,291, of which 4,264 are Eskimos and 

1,731 are Indians. Of this total, 1,280 students are accommodated in 

eight large student residences. Free correspondence courses and financial 

assistance are available to any student in a settlement where conventional 

instruction is not available. There is a full range of courses available 

in the school system; industrial arts, home economics, commercial, technical 

and occupational training. The Continuing and Special Education Program 
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provides courses and financial assistance to residents who have left 

the school system or are taking post-high school training. 
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PRESENT CONDITIONS 

The pattern of life among the Indians of the Northwest Territories and 

the Yukon is rapidly changing, although there are still some families who 

live off the land entirely. There is still a seasonal movement in all 

the larger communities of part of the population as families go to the 

fish camps and organized hunting parties seek fresh meat in season. 

The old trading economy has given way to a cash or credit system. 

Although fur continues to bring in cash, seasonal and steady wage employment, 

welfare payments and allowances for the aged and for children are the 

most important sources of income. Fur marketed in 1969/70 was valued 

at $934,000. Commercial fishing mainly on Great Slave Lake produced 

2,464 tons of fish, mostly whitefish and lake trout. Guiding and work 

on oil exploration survey crews gives seasonal wage employment to many 

young men. 

There is much closer contact with the outside world than ever before 

and a large choice of goods is available through mail-order houses. 

The CBC Northern Service operates radio stations throughout the area, 

supplemented by low power relay stations. Broadcasts are made in all the 

local Indian languages as part of general programming. Video taped 'frontier 

packages' provide several hours of television in the larger centres 

daily. A new communication satellite 'Anik' will be joined by two more, 

extending television service and instant communication with the rest 

of the world. Existing telephone communication is by radio-telephone and 

land line. 
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Once isolated except for the barge traffic in the summer, the entire 

Mackenzie District is now served by scheduled and charter aircraft. The 

Mackenzie Highway connects Yellowknife and other more southerly settle- 

ments with the highways of Alberta. The Dempster Highway when completed 

will connect the more northerly settlements with the south. There is a 

rail link between Pine Point and Grimshaw, Alberta. 

Water transportation is still the best means of moving heavy equipment 

and bulk supplies. The Mackenzie River system is 1,700 miles long. In 

the winter of 1971 the first heavy equipment was moved by truck from 

Edmonton to Inuvik over a winter road bulldozed across the frozen tundra. 

For most of the Indian population each of the four seasons has its 

own special activities. Autumn begins early in September. It is a short 

season that ends when the rivers and lakes freeze and the first snow 

falls. Families with children of school age leave their temporary summer 

hunting shacks and tents and return to their settlements. Ice fishing 

begins for dog and human food. Winter firewood is gathered, and stacked 

outside the house. 

The winter trapping season begins when the marten, mink, lynx, otter, 

weasel, fisher, beaver and fox are prime. Traplines are registered with 

the government and the men usually trap alone. The trapline is checked 

about twice a week. Moose or caribou are shot to supply fresh meat and 

bait for traps. Rabbits are snared, usually by the hunter's wife. 

As all the Indians are members of one of the several Christian 

congregations, Christmas is an important occasion and most people return 

to the main settlement for a few days or until the New Year. Easter is 

another important celebration and a time to sell or trade pelts. 
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Spring lasts from early May to the middle of June. This is a busy 

time in the delta and other muskrat areas. The hunters usually have 

camps that require only light repair each season. 

Summer begins in the second week of June and lasts until the end of 

August. It is the time when children are home from school, often from 

residential school or from the south. Families gather for visits and 

many people move into tents. Canoes and outboard motors are repaired, 

and when the weather permits, gardens are sown. 
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POPULATION 

The first available census figures for the Yukon and the Northwest 

Territories are for 1895. They report 2,600 Indians in the Yukon and 

4,376 in the Northwest Territories. 

Population figures became more accurate after 1912 when the boundaries 

were defined in their present form. That year the Yukon had a population 

of 1,389 and there were 3,589 living in the Northwest Territories. After 

several years of decline the population stabilized and then began to 

increase steadily. In 1972 there were 2,611 Indians in the Yukon and 

6,829 in the Northwest Territories. 
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A more finished bound and illustrated version of The Canadian 

Indian is available through Information Canada outlets for $1.50. 

Information Canada Bookshops: 

Toronto 

221 Yonge Street 

Winnipeg 

393 Portage Avenue 
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Halifax 

1683 Barrington Street 
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