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This study of aboriginal Kaska and Slave societies introduces 

additional and new information regarding the northern Athabascan 

Indians of the arc t ic  drainage system of Canada. With the aid of 

ethnohistorical and ecological data, the socio-econanic adaptive 

strategies of those people a m  examined. Starting i n  1670, the data 

that  the Hudson1 s Bay Ccarrpany started t o  aperate frwn its posts on the 

shores of Hudson Bay, the population movements and nature of developmts 

are follawed, t o  determine the early and subsequent influences on the 

Athabascan speaking people. 

Julian Steward, Elman Service and June Helm have all attempted t o  

postulate the early social structure of the Dene, by a variety of nethods 

and theories. Other anthropologists, Diamond Jenness . and Cornelius Osgood 

proposed certain tribal divisions (in the 19301s). M e v e r ,  few ethnographic 

f ie ld  studies had been done and precise historical  studies were lacking. 

k i n g  and since the Second World W a r  an increasing m u n t  of direct  

information became available. 

Although it has been widely accepted that the Athabascan people 

went through a destructive period during the indirect and direct  fur 

trade, the precise dynamics have not been investigated. This situation 

led some anthropologists t o  same mistaken assumptions. The history of 

the two m u p s ,  today h a m  as the Kaska and Slave people, provides us 

w i t h  some examples of such. mistakes. 

Aboriginal Athabascan hunters, fishers and gatherers were people of 

iii 



the t ransi t ion zones rather  than the boreal fores t  proper. Chapter two 

discusses the habitat  and specific behavior of the animal populations of 

the north, especially in relat ion t o  the region where the Kaska and 

Slave Indians l i v e  today: the  Cassiar and Upper Mackenzie River m a s .  

This examination compares the h is tor ica l  and contempomry numbers of 

species, t h e i r  specif ic  habitat  and t o t a l  interrelationships.  The 

conclusion was reached t h a t  the area is predcnninantly an area inhabited 

by so l i t a ry  woodland species and fur bearers. Only the extrme eastern 

region, the Horn bun ta ins ,  was  seasonally frequented by the b m e n  ground 

caribou, an important herd species. The area contains very few good 

fishing lakes and provides a limited munt of vegetation f o r  human 

consumption. Thus, the a .  is characterized by a widely dispersed 

a n h l  population, on which the h m  population w a s  highly dependent 

f o r  t h e i r  livelihood. 

In Chapter three it is  sham that the n m  "Slave" is incorrectly 

used t o  denaninate a -up of people in the Upper Mackenzie d i s t r i c t .  

The name 5 l a v e W ,  was  given by the Cree Indians t o  many other Indian 

populations, including Athabascan speakers, who w e r e  pushed north and 

northwestward during the Cree expansion as middleman in the  fur trade. 

The displaced Athabascans mved in to  a variety of ecological zones and 

adopted new cultural  and social  forms in their adaptation t o  these 

envimnmnts. Denominations l ike  Sekani, Sarcee and Beaver, therefore 

can be taken as cul tural  ecological distinctions although these people 

had t h e i r  cul tura l  and socia l  m o t s  in a conwn ancestor. The wrongly 

named llSlavev however should be considered Beaver Indians. A l l  ear ly 



fuz. traders indicated this t o  be the  case, but anthropologists disregarded 

t h e i r  statements o r ,  without explanation, declared this t o  be wrong. 

The expansion of the fur trade, in particular by the aggressive 

mthods of the North-West Company, which entered the  northern in te r io r  

in the l a t e  1700ts, caused a rapid depletion of woodland game species 

and f u r  bearers. Start ing m u n d  1800, reports of starvation s tar ted  

t o  increase. Although b i r t h  and death cycles, natural catastrophes and 

severe local  climatic conditions reduced a n h d  populations local ly for  

m y  hundreds of years, it was the  "611 season - clean sweep1' hunting 

wthods of the fur trade ccanpanies, regardless of the natural cycles, under 

which the a n d  populations fa i led  t o  regenerate. The Indian population 

of the Fort Simpson and Fort Nelson area found themsleves in a destroyed 

envimnme.nt following the collapse of the  North-West Ccorrpany i n  1821. 

Chapter four follows the Hudson's Bay Company's search f o r  new fur 

areas, f o l l a d n g  t h e i r  take-over of the  North-West Company. Several 

attempts were made t o  establ ish new hunting areas in the mountainous area 

of northern Bri t ish Columbia and southerk Yukon, t o  no avail .  They 

f m d  an extremly b m  country, especially in winter, starvation 

was b s t  a certainty. Som s m a l l  groups of Indians seasonally exploited 

sore of the muntain valleys, but no Indian population w a s  observed t o  

exis t  tha t  could have formed the direct ancestor t o  tlx present day 

Kaska Indians. In sp i t e  of the fac t  t h a t  mre investigations had been 

mde than on the llSlavell Indians, anthmpdlogists fai led t o  unscramble 

the customary Athabascan way of naming other p u p s .  



The &ern Kaska p u p s  are shown t o  be d i rec t ly  descended h m  

people who moved in to  the area during the Cassiar gold rush in 1873, 

whichprovided anumber of wage-labour opportunities. Part-time fu r  

trapping and occasional wage-labour kept some people concentmted in 

the Cassiar region and subsequent intermarriage occum?ed. A s  t he  

people came f m  m y  different m s ,  mdern Cassiar society shows a 

variety of social  and cultural traits. 

Contemporary field-data presented by June Helm, indicates that the 

founding of Jean Marie, a comnunity south of  Fort Simpson, had similar 

underlaying dynamics: wage-labour,and later in time, self-owned 

mchinery, provided a s tabi l iza t ion  base. 

The Stu-l jr concludes t h a t  the patterns uncovered f o r  the two 

societ ies  may hold for  mre northern c d t i e s .  Rather than internal  

(sociological features of socia l  organization, the external physical 

and economic circumstances - the lack of suff icient  wild animal food 

sources which necessitate the  attachment t o  wage opportunities - provided 

the basic s t ruc tura l  foundations of Athabascan comnunities. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

This i s  a study of the socio-economic adaptive s t ra tegies  of some 

of the Northern Athabascan hunters, f ishers  and gatherers, over a period 

of approximately 250 years. The framework of ecological analysis i s  

chosen as  it is recognized t h a t  the in f l ex ib i l i ty  of topography - water, 

land and climate - presents important res t r ic t ions  on human act iv i ty ,  but 

that within such broad res t r ic t ions ,  choices are made between al ternat ive 

l ines  of action. 

Traditionally, anthropological studies in cul tura l  ecology w e r e  

directed towards the description of how social  groupings were suited t o  

the part icular  economic use of the enT~ilr;nment (Steward 1955:36-42). 

SdIl ins  (19611, Barth (1972) and Bennett (1969) have taken the position 

that the concept of environment should be expanded t o  include the social  

dimensions: the presence o r  absence of neighboring groups. 

In t h i s  study the environment i s  not considered t o  be a fixed ent i ty ,  

but constitutes a constantly changing s e t  of l'resource opportunities". 

Human groups convert the environment i n t o  usable resources, and the process 

of decision making o r  choosing between al ternat ive actions i s  the basis of 

the behavior of a population. The study of adaptive behavior, i s  thus, 

the analysis of how people respond t o  changing circumstances. Social 

dimensions are viewed as  resources, tha t  people use and manipulate i n  
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order t o  gain t h e i r  ends. While natural resources ex i s t  outside of 

social  system and can be considered passive elements, social  resources 

are dynamic and exis t  both outside and inside society. Inside refers  t o  

the immediate social  group and outside refers  t o  the groups o r  ins t i tu t ions  

over which the "actor" o r  individual has very l i t t le  direct control 

(e. g. government agencies, the board of governors of a corporation, 

economic markets (Bennett 196 9 : 1 7  1. 

This type of ecological analysis emphasizes the reciprocal 

transactions between groups, as well as LFlose between groups and the 

environment. An important part  of these transactions of adaptive 

behavior is the conservation of resources, which should be considered next 

t o  the  acceptance of newly emerging patterns ( B e ~ e t t  1969, Barth 1972 : 7 1. 

A Population tha t  maintains the avai labi l i ty  of resources and provides 

i t s e l f  with fulfil lment of perceived needs, w i l l  maintain a s table  form. 

A population that exhausts o r  abuses its resources can be said t o  be 

Madap t ive  and consequently continues in search of new adaptive s trategies .  

The origins of maladaptation may l ie  in the  natural environment - large- 

scale climatic change - o r  in the social  environment e.g. overproduction 

through the p ro f i t  motive. Anthropologists have u n t i l  very recently 

neglected this point (Harris 1971:221). In  t h i s  study, the va l id i ty  of 

the notion of maladaptiveness is explored. 

John Bennett (1969:14) proposed t h a t  the concept of adaptation 

can be divided i n t o  two parts:  f i r s t ,  adaptive strategy, o r  the patterns 

formed t o  obtain and use resources and t o  solve immediate problems; t h i s  

usually operates on the conscious level  i n  the behavior of the people 



involved. Secondly, adaptive processes , the repeated use of strategies 

over relatively long periods of time; adaptive processes are formulated 

by observers and analysts. 

It is clear that the conventional anthropological method, describing 

social statuses organized in persons and corporate groups and interconnected 

through patterns of recruitment, is of little use in this type of 

analysis (Earth 1972:6). In this study, the method proposed by E'redrik 

b h ,  the entreprenurial model and exploitation of ecological niche, 

will be employed (Ebth 1972:s-13). This model allows for the examination 

of the specific adjustments which groups or a group have made to the 

environment and to other populations, irrespective of any preconceived 

social, cultural or environmental boundaries. In addition it allows for 

the examination of internal limitations of the social phenomena, (i.e. 

skills, freedom of choice) through the concepts of assets and restrictions 

( k r t h  1972 :9-10). 

This study deals with a large time span and limited, fragnentary 

information and thus emphasis is placed on the adaptive processes. It 

attempts to uncover the dynamics behind the changing relations of 

populations to resources in its environmental, economic and socio-cultural 

facets. The study does not attempt to show the dynamics behind the 

changing conceptualization or sanctioning of new emerging patterns, a 

process which is tied up with notions of value and purpose. The type of 

resources available to me makes this clearly an impossible task, and 

its usefulness is more directly restricted to comity studies in the 

field. 
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This study describes an unfolding adaptive process, where the 

choices are  undertaken in sequence, one s tep influencing the next one. 

The Northern Athabascans have played a ro le  i n  the  theories of 

social  organization of both Julian Steward and Elman Service. This 

study of "aboriginal" Slave and Kaska societ ies  introduces additional 

infomation regarding the debate on the Northern Athabascans of the 

Arctic Drainage System. 

Julian Steward identified the  Arctic Drainage Dene as  a society 

of composite bands (1955 : 143-1501. Elman service, using an evolutionary 

perspective, introduced the h i s to r i ca l  variable and concluded tha t :  

"The causes of the modern f lu id ,  informal, composite band 
clearly l i e  in the i n i t i a l  shocks, depopulation, relocation, 
and other disturbances in the early contact period which 
produced refugee-like groups of unrelated families. . . 11 

(Service 1962:88) 

June Helm, using contemporary data of the 1950's ad two societ ies  

dating back t o  1911, refuted the  theory of Athabascan b&?ds being cmposed 

of unrelated families (Helm l965:362, 380, 383, 1971: 363, 365). Helm, 

in her presented f i e l d  data, has clearly shown t h a t  Service was mistaken 

in using the word "mderntt , and t h a t  he should have been more careful i n  

placing this social  phenomena in a specif ic  time framework. Helm on the 

- other hand attempts t o  show tha t  the kin-relatedness of the  Athabascan 

€Pups goes f a r  back in to  history (Helm 1965 :36Z, 380-382 ; 1971: 363-3671. 

The infom-tation presented in this study shows that both wri ters  were 

pa r t i a l ly  correct and pa r t i a l ly  incorrect. In Chapter 3 , i n f o m t i o n  is 



presented regarding the vSlaveu Indians. Leaving aside the social  

organization tha t  predated the changes bmught about by the f u r  trade - 

an organization wfiich Service supposes t o  be the pat r i loca l  band (1962:108) 

but f o r  the group under discussion in this study t h i s  remains guesswork - 
the general sequence i s  clearly a combination of both Service's and 

Helm's theories and observations. B r i n g  the devastating influences of 

the indirect  and d i rec t  f u r  trade, the  people who had come t o  depend 

on the boreal fores t  resources exclusively had constantly t o  re-group 

themselves. Wide-spread starvation during the nlow-point i n  resources " 

era  ( 2  1800-1880) - occurring incidentally among both the Europeans and 

Indians - necessitated constant re-location. Following t h i s  disastrous 

period many groups became localized in the well known llriverinell and 

"bush" communities, through poss ib i l i t ies  of wage-labour and credi t  fur  

trapping. Subsequently populations s tabi l ized and k i n - c o m i t i e s  

developed. 

In Chapter 4 the "aboriginalitytl of the Kaska Indians is examined. 

The information presented shows clearly t h a t  Service's general sequence 

does not f i t  the Kaska. The Kaska did not const i tute  an aboriginal 

population as proposed by Honigrmn (1964). Kaska society i s  a re la t ive ly  

new society formed by single individuals and small  groups t h a t  entered and 

U e d  in the Cassim d i s t r i c t  during the Cassiar gold rush which s tar ted  

in 1873. The people who are today known a s  the Kaska came from many 

different par ts  of the North t o  exploit  the new ecological niche opened 

U p  by the economic circumstances created by the  wider Arm-Canadian society. 

Kaska society, therefore, provides a specific example how the kin- 



Elatedness of a mdern Athabascan community developed. 

This study also provides additional arguments against the Yr ibal l '  

division proposed by Osgood (1936). Although June Helm observed t h a t  

contemporary groups of people know themselves a s  "CogribI1, llHaresll o r  

"Slavesll (Helm 1965:380), the l i t e ra tu re  and nature of groups indicate 

t hat  usage of such nomenclature by the Athabascan speakers themselves is  

very recent, and m y  have come about through govementa l  usage, which 

is ultimately based on anthropologically accepted denominations. The 

h i s to r i ca l  l i t e r a t u r e  indicates t h a t  t r i b a l  names l lgrewl l  on the populations 

concerned. Europeans used all kinds of names, including mis-translations 

obtained from other Indians. Most of the names were not employed by 

the Athabascans themselves as Osgood himself pointed out (1936:3). 

Throughout the study I w i l l  use the neutral  words llgroup", 

"populationll and l'cormrmnityll. In my understanding of the populations 

exmined in this study, it has become increasingly c lear  t h a t  the  

continuing en t i ty  i s  not the Athabascan BAND o r  TRIBE, but the physical - 
and economic circumstances t o  which the populations had t o  adapt 

(Leach 1961:296-306). 

HISTORICAL DOCUMENTATION 

The use of h is tor ica l  documents - l ibrary  and archival materials - 
has proven t o  be a vduable too l  f o r  anthropologists in uncovering 

the early information regarding populations. Eleanor Leacock f o r  the 

bn ta igna i s  (19541, Harold Hickerson f o r  the Chippewa (1970) and 

k c e  Trigger f o r  the  Huron (1969) have pxsented valuable i n f o m t i o n ,  
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adding t o  the understanding of social  change. 

This study is res t r ic ted  t o  the use of l ibrary  m t e r i a l s  since 

archival study was impossible. This however does not l i m i t  the  

usefulness of this &formation; the North-West Company which operated 

in the Fort Simpson - Liard - Halkett area u n t i l  1821 did not leave any 

records of those operations, or  they remain t o  be discovered. Only the 

accounts of individual t raders  are l e f t ,  and these have been used. The 

Hudson's Bay Company does have archival material, but was re la t ive ly  

unimportant before 1821 i n  t h a t  area. The i n f o m t i o n  presented in 

Ckapter 3 might have been supplemented by the use of archival materials, 

but the i n f o m t i o n  presented by the  journals of the t raders  who travelled 

and worked in the  area were suff icient  t o  build up a complete sequence 

and understanding. 

The e a r l i e s t  i n f o m t i o n  on the Arctic Drainage Dene is presented 

by fu r  traders.  Unlike -the eastern Canadian si tuat ion,  religious organizations 

appeared very much l a t e r .  This brings us t o  the question, how much 

value can one at tach t o  the h i s to r i ca l  information? 

Many of the fur traders were victims of changing social  and 

e conon-ic conditions i n  the Bri t ish I s l e s ,  especially Scotland. Some 

w e r e  recruited from orphanages o r  were i l legi t imate children, others were 

dispossessed minor gentry who were on the losing side in the 1745 

Scottish rebellion. They entered the  f u r  t rade -through the Nor:h-West 

Company, the X.Y. Company and the Hudsonsl s Bay Company, a l l  large-scale, 

prof it-oriented organizations. The t h  of individual small-scale t rade,  

resul t ing in quick prof i t s ,  had disappeared with thp early mch 



t raders ,  "the coureur des boisll. 

The Brit ish t raders  therefore were "Company men" and had 

inst i tut ional ized some of t h e i r  roles. In t h e i r  command over the trade 

proceedings, special privileges were created and usually t h e i r  word was 

l a w .  They were the only ones who could give "presents" t o  the Indians 

(Mckenzie 196 0 ; 3 82 ) . Nithout too m y  exceptions the f u r  t raders  thought 

themselves far superior t o  the Indians (as well a s  other Company personnel 

who w e r e  usually French) and saw themselves as  l lcivilized and religious". 

Statements regarding the social  l i f e  and character of Indians seem 

in m y  cases t o  be discriminatory and often contradictory t o  statements 

of other traders i n  the same region o r  same area ( i .e .  Keith 1960;69; 

Wentzel 1960;86 on marriage customs among the Beaver Indians). In my 

opinion, statements on socia l  customs of Indians by fur traders  have a 

limited validity.  

What is t rue  f o r  the social  information, however i s  not t rue  for  the 

economic and ecological information,which may be considered much mre 

precise. The t rader ' s  inquiry always was directed t o  the  optimal fur 

trade opportunities : how m y  hunters, young boys, what t e r r i to ry ,  what 

and how many animals, subsistence poss ib i l i t ies  e tc .  , etc. ,  I do not wish 

t o  give the impression t h a t  all fur traders  were completely preoccupied 

with mnetary gain. h e ,  many of them were complete fanatics,  but a s  

always, there were some exceptions. An example of a lonely voice and i n  

a the period tha t  the fur trade was as good as  dead, John McLean m o t e  

in 1845, 



"While the resources of the country are thus becoming yearly 
n l o r e  and more exhausted, the question n a t u r l l y  suggests 
i tself,  Nhat i s  t o  become of the natives when t h e i r  lands 
ca? no longer furnish the  means of subsistence? . . . A r e  
they l e f t  t o  the tender mercies of the t rader  u n t i l  famine 
and disease sweep them from the  Earth? . . . the Company have had t h e i r  charter renewed f o r  a period 
of twenty-one years, which does not expire u n t i l  1863; and 
tha t  Government i s  bound t o  honour t o  sustain the va l id i ty  
of the deed. But i f  Government i s  bound i n  honour t o  sustain 
and protect the l3lTEXESTS of the Hudson's Bay Company, i s  it 
less bound t o  protect the PROPEKIY and LIVES of the weak, 
i g n o m t ,  and wronged subjects? . . . are we t o  tu rn  a deaf 
ear t o  the  still  small voice of justice and h d t y  pleading 
on behalf of the n m r o u s  tribes of perishing Indians?" 
(Wallace 1938: 355, 360) 

In Chapter 2 the environment of the populations which today are 

hown as the Slave and Kaska Indians is  described i n  de ta i l ,  and h is tor ica l  

information is presented regarding the animal populations. Data on the 

behavior of species and vegetation character is t ics ,  as  w e l l  a s  numbers 

of species in p&icular time p e r k l s  are presented in one argurent t o  

which the reader should re fe r  back i f  required in l a t e r  parts  of the study. 

Chapters 2 and 3 consider the  available information regarding the 

aboriginal populations of the area. Whezwer possible more than one 

source w i l l  be presented t o  allod the reader t o  cross-evaluate the presented 

material. 

The c i ted  passages are given direct ly from the source without 

~ o m c t i o n s  of spelling etc .  Words between square brackets within 

quotes are the present-day names used parentheses w i t h i n  quotes are the 

c i ted  author's own, and parentheses outside quotes are my own. Maps 
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are included, which w i l l  enable the reader t o  follow the geographical 

description. 



CHAPTER TWO 

The area discussed is the nain territory of the contemporary 

"Slave and "Kaska" Indians. The total territory has no distinct 

geographical name and some of the names applied to distinct regions 

today, are not exactly the same as used in historical times. To avoid 

confusion the neutral denomination, "The area under study" is often 

used. (Map 1) 

The examination of the area will establish where, when and for 

how long food resources are available; some animals hibernate, others 

only occur in specific places under specific conditions. 

TOPOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE 

The area under consideration, latitude 58% to 62% and longitude 

117•‹30'~ to 130%, is the drainage area of the Liard River and the Upper 

Mackenzie River, into which the Liard empties its waters. This region 

today contains the boundaries of two provinces, British Colmbia and 

Alberta and two temitories, the Yukon and the Northwest Territories. 

The Cassiar Wuntains, with elevations up to 8,000 feet, form the 

Western boundary of the area under study. They also form the divide 

between the Pacific drainage and Arctic drainage systems. Separating the 



Cassiar Mauntains 

with i t s  deep and 

from the Rocky flountains is  the Rocky Mountain Trench 

steep-sided r i v e r  valleys (Kendrew 1955:152), The 

Rocky Mountbs ,  with elevations up t o  9,800 f e e t ,  abruptly go over 

in to  a f l a t  and almost featureless plain. The Horn Mountains, eas t  of 

Fort Simpson, are local  h i l l y  elevations of approximately 500 fee t .  The 

area under consideration therefore l i e s  within two major physiographic 

divisions; namely, the Canadian Cordillera and the In ter ior  Plains. 

The area of our concern falls within the  sub-arctic climatic 

region and i s  subject t o  long, cold winters and short,  cool summers. ?'he 

monthly mean temperature ranges between 55' and 62'~. f o r  the months of 

June, July and August and between -17O and +llO~. f o r  the period between 

November and February. Short periods of extreme cold and great warmth 

a re  not uncommon and -66O~. and +98O~. have been recorded (Higgins 1969 :19). 

Several weather recording stat ions are located within the area: 

Fort Simpson, Fort Nelson, Watson Lake, Smith River, B a s e  Lake and 

Frances Lake. However, since the topographical contrast in the  area is 

large, the local  fluctuations are prominent and micro-climatic conditions 

important. 

In the whole sub-arctic region, an anticyclone s e t t l e s  in winter 

and the weather becomes predominantly very cold, c lear  and f a i r l y  calm. 

In spring, summer and fall  (April - September) ths atmosphere becomes 

unstable and heavy ra in  and snowfall odcurs (Vi l l ie rs  1969 : 9 1. The mean 

annual precipitation is  between 15 and 20 inches fo r  the mountainous part  

of the area and between 10 and 15  inches f o r  the In ter ior  Plains. The 

mean annual snowfall i s  s imilmly higher f o r  the mountainous area, between 
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60-70 .inches, in conbas t  t o  40-60 inches f o r  the plains (Kendrew 1955: 

188; Higgins 1969 :19) .  

The area l i e s  in the southern fringe of the  p e d r o s t  be l t ,  which 

means tha t  the occurrence of permafrost i s  discontinuous and patchy and 

depends on ground/air temperature, depth of s o i l ,  elevation and ground 

Cover. Areas with a heavy vegetative cover of t rees ,  brush and especially 

mosses, wi l l  have a higher incidence of permafrost patches s i tuated 

closer t o  the surface (Higgins 1969 :22).  

The Liard River System (including the main branches: Frances River, 

k a s e  River, Kechika River, Hyland River, Coal River, Beaver River, South 

Nahanni River, Fort Nelson River and Pet i to t  River) joins the  Mackenzie 

E v e r  a t  Fort Simpson which flms in to  the  Arctic Ocean. The freeze-up 

and break-up of the r ivers  does not occur a t  precisely the same time 

(table 11, resul t ing i n  regular flooding because of the i c e - j m .  Following 

break-up, the r i v e r  levels drop, but rainfall and melting snow create 

fluctuating levels and velocity. The Liard and South Nahanni Rivers are 

notorious f o r  t h e i r  s w i f t  and treacherous nature a t  certain places and 

caving and clumping of the riverbanks occurs frequently. By l a t e  October 

the smll lakes and sloughs are frozen and a f t e r  the middle of November 

the larger  r ivers  are frozen over. 

Thermal springs occur a t  several points; near Tungsten, a few along 

the valley of the South Nahanni River and some in the neighLorhood of 

Lower Post, a t  the confluence of B a s e  and Iiiard River. The warm waters 

of some of those springs have been observed t o  resist freezing in winter. 

Vegetation near those springs is more luxuriant than elsewhere. 
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TABLE. 1 

Break-up and Freeze-up dates 

.*. 
B ~ - ~ ~ ~ '  FREEZE-UP" 

Earl iest  Latest Earl iest  Latest 

Fort Nelson 22 Mr. 10 May 2 Nov. 20 Nov. 

Fort Liard 27 Apr. 16 May 3 Nov. 26 Nov. 

Fort Simpson 6 May 31 May 2 Nov. 1 kc.  

Fort Providence 18 May 19 June 29 Nov. 31  Jan. 

it 
period 19 5 8-19 6 7 ( except Fort Providence : period 

1956-61) 



TABLE I1 

m a t i o n  of Daylight 

DATE SUNRISE SUNSET WRATION OF SUN 
ABOVE HOFUZON 

2 1  kc. 0902 1454 05h. 52m. 

2 1  June 02 3 5 2128 18h. 53m. 

2 1  kc. 0923 1432 05h. 09m. 

21 June 02 09 2154 19h. 45m. 



Map I The Liard and Upper Mackenzie Drainage Systems 
Lard River 2 8. 

Rancheria River 2 9. 

Cease River 30. 

Cease Lake 31. 

Turnagain River 3 2. 

Kechika River 33. 
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Frances River 

Frances Lake 



VEGETATION 

The region under study l i e s  i n  the Boreal Forest bel t .  The most 

heavily forested areas occur in the  valleys of the large r ivers  and 

s m l l e r  streams. In the mountainous area the t ree l ine  i s  approximately 

a t  3,800'. Above the t ree l ine  mosses and grasses are p lent i fu l  but 

patchy. 

The principal t r e e  species include the white and black spruce, 

black poplar, jackpine, aspen and birch, a l l  of which can reach heights 

of 100' and over. The brush layer includes the willow and alder,  which 

usually do not reach over 301,  the red os ier  dogwood, wild rose, high 

bush cranbemy, rasphemy, bunchbemy, squashbemy, Labrador Tea, dwarf 

birch and larch. The herblayer includes the fireweed red cumant, 

horzetai l ,  cloudbemy, alpine bearbemy, miterwort, twjnflower, grasses, 

mosses and lichens (Higgins 1969:22, 145, 247). 

The t r ees  occur, of course, a t  the places with appropriate s o i l  

conditions; black spruce in the  swampy areas,  pine on well-drained gravels 

and sand and white spruce, aspen and birch on the f ine  mineral so i l s .  

Because of the permafrost the roots tend t o  run horizontally and the  best 

support i s  obtained in a c lus ter  of growth, when the  roots intermingle. 

The remval  of a number of t r ees  from such a c lus ter  may mean the f a l l  of 

the  rest when a good storm blows. Up t o  1968, no important commercial 

logging had taken place in the Lower Lard River area (Higgins 1969:145). 

Towards the  Great Slave Lake area, commercial logging, concentrated mainly 

on the white spruce, has resulted i n  almost complete deforestation. In 

the Cassiar region, logging increased a f t e r  the building of the  Alaska 



Highway during the Second World War (Zaslow 1957:312) 

Forest f i r e s  are frequently recorded, especially in the coniferous 

forests .  The f i r e s  not only destroy the fores t  but a l so  the associated 

l ichen~noss  growth, as  both the spruce and lichen-moss are climax 

powth species. After a fores t  f i r e ,  weeds brush and f a s t  growing shoots 

of w i l l o w  are the f i r s t  species t o  appear. From 30 t o  100 years of 

undisturbed growth i s  needed t o  reach the clirn-lx growth stage again. 

The vegetation type determinsthe nature of the  mammal populations. 

Slight changes in the  vegetation may have profound ef fec ts  on these a n h l  

populations. In a study near Jean Marie Creek, 50 miles south of Fort 

Simpson, the relationship of small mammals  and vegetation type was 

established in a controlled trapping experiment in the early 1970's 

The area was divided i n t o  several plant c m u n i t i e s :  

Poplar - Alder - 

Jackpine - Poplar - 

Mixed Forest - 

Black Spruce - Sphagnum - 

Black Spruce - Hylacomium - 

primarily poplar on sandy s i l t  so i l .  

A f i r e  successional stage. 

primwily jackpine on sandy s i l t  so i l .  

A fire successional stage of about 

f o r t  years. 

trees approach 100 years, on sandy s i l t  

s o i l  species include jackpine, white 

spruce, black spruce, poplar, larch 

and birch. 

pr-ily black spruce, sphagnum mosszs 

cover the  s o i l  surface, s o i l  poocly 

drained. 

prin-arily black spruce on sandy s i l t  

s o i l ,  about 100 years old. Feathermoss 



most abundant on well drained 

spots and sphagnum mosses in 

t h e  west areas. 

The trapping experiment showed t h a t  the  highest population of small 

mammals (deer mouse, vole, fieldmouse and chipmunk, in t h a t  order of 

incidence) were t o  be found in the mixed forest .  The second highest 

population of such species was in the  spruce - sphagnum fores t  and the 

lowest population was found in the  poplar - alder  forest .  

The small mammdls are an important par t  of the d ie t  of predatory 

species and are more habitat  specif ic  than the larger  ones (Wooley 1974:l). 

Vegetation, the producer level  i n  the foodchain, determines the number 

and types of organisms t h a t  occupy the consumer levels. Forest fires 

change the distzibution of vegetation and, of course, the dis tr ibut ion 

of llb3m.nal populations associated with t h a t  vegetation, so t h a t ,  fo r  

example, a f t e r  a fores t  f i r e  the moose which feeds on young shoots, w i l l  

move i n t o  the area, but the  predatory species w i l l  stay away fo r  the 

lack of suff icient  prey species. 

The outstanding and most important feature of the examination of 

the vegetation of the area under consideration, i s  the lack of possible 

protein sources f o r  h m  populatians. Although berries are in abundance 

and a good source of vitamins, they are not suff ic ient  t o  carry people 

through the  long cold winters. An examination of the dis tr ibut ion of the 

anin-al population therefore is  of utmost importance, 

FAUNA 

The society and culture of the  Athabascan speaking people cannot be 



understood without knowledge of the several species t h a t  occur in the 

sub-arctic environment. The specif ic  behavior of the a n i m l s ,  the  food 

source they depend upon, cycl ical  b i r th  and death ra tes  and man-made 

changes in the environment have a profound e f fec t  on h m  populations. 

A close examination of the most impo~?tant w l s ,  both those used f o r  

food and those used fo r  the f u r  t rade,  should provide some insight  in to  

the  dynamics behind sub-arctic living conditions. In addition t o  the  

contemporary a n k l  s i tuat ion,  h i s to r i ca l  records regarding occurrence 

and numbers of species are examined. 

Caribou: There are three types of Caribou; The B a r r e n  Ground Caribou, 

the Woodland Caribou and the  Mountain Caribou. The Barren Ground Caribou 

is the best  known of the three through the  popular accounts of f h e i r  

high numbers. Their summer range i s  the tundra, north of the t ree l ine ,  

where they feed on lichens and grasses. In winter they move south but 

rare ly  as far a s  the boreal fores t  proper, remaining in the areas of 

scattered t rees.  Here again they feed on lichens which grow on trees o r  

are scraped free f r o m  snow cover, with t h e i r  hooves. Sparsely wooded 

spruce - lichen forests  and mountain slopes are the  prevailing choice 

f o r  winter range. Burned out areas are avoided (Jakimchuk 1974:16). 

Accumulated observations by modern investigators have added t o  

our howledge of migration movements, but they are s t i l l  not f u l l y  u n d e ~  

stood. Daily differences of the amount of t r ave l  of the caribou are 

considerable and erratic. 

"Migrations begin as an e r r a t i c  movement mst l ike ly  influenced 
by weather conditions primarily snow, wind and storms. The time 
however i s  very vari&lel! (Jachimchuk 1974 : 76,  79 
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During the migrations of the  "Porcupine Caribou herd", which 

winters in the central  Yukon area, it was noted tha t  routes crossing 

d i f f i c u l t  t e r ra in  were sometimes chosen over eas ier  routes and even large 

fast-flowing r ivers  were crossed without d i f f icul ty .  Throughout the 

l i t e r a t u r e  the excellent swhmhg capabil i t ies  of the  caribou have been 

noted. The speed reached by a swbrmhg caribou i s  as  high as 7 mph. 

(Jakimchuk 1974:51). Although not completely understood, the migration 

routes contain t radi t ional  crossing points;  t h e i r  use seem t o  depend 

on local  snow conditions and topography (Jakimchuk 1974:25, 51). 

"It is  highly s ignif icant  t h a t  according t o  archaeological 
evidence, t radi t ional  migratory mutes  across the Porcupine 

, River have been used f o r  hundreds, perhaps thousands of 
yearsM. (Jakimchulc 1974 : 67) 

Especially i f  the herd i s  large, migrating caribou are indifferent 

t o  human ac t iv i ty  i n  close proximity. Only very close contact with noisy 

mchinery, l ike  mtorboats o r  helicopters,  alarm them (Jakhchuck 1974:76). 

The Porcupine herd wintering i n  the central  Yukon area i n  1971, 

consisted of appmximtely 85,000 animals. The adult  males go further  

south than the  cows and calves and i n  spring, during the northward migration, 

the  cows and calves precede the adult  bulls.  This herd s tructure however 

i s  by no means ent i re ly  r ig id  (Jakimchuk 1974:33, 36, 37). lXlring 

calving time, i n  early June, the herd reaches i t s  high point of dispersal. 

Eighty-five percent of the smaller groups then consist  of . less than 50 

animals, the majority (-59%) not exceeding 9 animals (Jakimchuk 1974:55). 

Rutting time ,sets in arowld October and the gestation period is about , 

7 months. 







The Barren Ground Caribou i s  the  smallest variety of the three 

kinds mentioned. The Mountain Caribou is the largest  and grows up t o  

700 l b s  (Cowan 1973:384). The three var ie t ies  have the s m  l i f e  cycle, 

only  the s ize  of herds are remarkedly different. The Barren Ground 

Caribou has been observedmst frequently by the early Europeans and 

estimates of the s ize  of the herds run as high as  in the millions in the 

late 1700's. (see page 60 1. No coordinated counts w e r e  made un t i l  

1949, 1955 and 1967. The count of 1967 showed a strong increase over the 

count made i n  1955. Since the 1955 date, the herds have doubled and 

t r ip led  in number (Radojicic 1968:99; Vi l l ie rs  1969:27). Whether t h i s  

fluctuation i s  part  of a long term cycle is urdaown, but the numbers 

are f a r  short of the estirmtes of the early Europeans. The herds of 

the woodland and mountain caribou seldom exceed t h i r t y  o r  forty individuals. 

The boreal fores t  and high muntain ranges of British Columbia, respectively, 

are t h e i r  main ranges. 

Aside from men, the caribou has few predators. The wolf and wolverine 

have been observed t o  follow the herds, but t h e i r  chances of getting a healthy 

animal are n o m l l y  sl ight .  An examination of caribou kills fo r  the 

Porcupine herd in the period of April - October, gave a t o t a l  of 131 

"suspected" wolf k i l l s .  Caribou ki l led  by h u m s ,  fo r  the Yukon Territory 

alone already had reached 3,000 i n  t h a t  period in 1971. The t o t a l  mortality 

ra te ,  including the Alaska range and natural catastrophes, approached the 

10,000 mark o r  about 10 percent (Jakinchuk 1974:41-47). 

In addition t o  the  considerable t o l l  through natural catastrophes 



and by men, 

"the real enemies tha t  hold down their, numbers are of the smll 
and eveucpresen-t: type - mosqu&xs, which blind and persecute 
them a l l  sununer, bot-flies o r  bu l l  dog f l i e s ,  which breed 
maggots by the hundreds in t h e i r  skin, tapeworms, s c r e w w o ~ ,  
lung-worms, which wreck t h e i r  lungs, round-worms which sap 
t h e i r  v i t a l i t y ,  mse-f l ies  t h a t  drive them m d  with pain; and 
a number of diseasestt (Seton 1953 :89). 

Raven, golden eagle, fox, grizzley bear, lynx, wolverine, bald 

eagle and marten are among the species t h a t  have been observed t o  feed on 

caribou corpses. 

The area under study is almost completely inhabited by the woodland 

caribou, except f o r  the Horn Mountains eas t  of Fort Simpson, which provided 

the Barren Ground Caribou t h e i r  winter range. In a l a t e r  section of t h i s  

study the  density of the caribou population in the Cassiar district w i l l  

be examined in re la t ion  t o  human population density. 

Moose: The habitat  of the mose is the boreal fores t  of North America. 

A browser, it favors low brush and young shocts of willow and poplar, as 

w e l l  as waterplants. Its shi f t ing  range i s  mst l ike ly  congment with the 

succession stage of growth of the vegetation. Although the range of the  

individual moose can possibly cover large distances, such mvement cannot 

be c lass i f ied  as  migration. The moose avoids the  fores t  c1h-m growth and 

prefers areas with recent for?est fires, where young regenerative mdh 

In winter the mose  l'yards'' and can be found in groups of up t o  12 

individuals, centered around willow stands (Roseneau 1974 : 16 ) . This 



winter yard consists  of a large network of -1s several miles long; 

however, it i s  not completely s t a t i c .  Wen food is no longer available 

the  moose will- sew& for  new food sources (Roseneau 1974:28). In the 

plateau areas of the W o n  the  number of moose in a single group has 

nevw been more than four (Roseneau 1974:16). A s  with the  caribou, the 

dynamics of the movements of the moose are poorly understood. 

The highest concentration of moose population occurs a t  ru t t ing  

time, during Septeinber and October. Wing t h i s  fall r u t ,  the m s e  

gather i n  r ive r s ,  especially around the long willow covered bars t h a t  

curve along the inner m g i n s  of i t s  bends (Nelson 1973:86). The modern 

Athabascan hunters described by Nelson (19731, consider t h i s  t o  be the 

best tLne t o  hunt the mose.' A t  t h a t  time the  behavior of the bul ls  i s  

fearless ,  the weather is cold enough t o  s tore the  meat without drying, 

but the r ivers  are s t i l l  open and water t r ave l  s t i l l  possible. m i n g  

the rest of the year the mose i s  extremely d i f f i c u l t  t o  approach. Wind 

and temperature are then extremely important t o  the  Indian hunter se t t ing  

out fo r  a moose. Wind i s  necessary t o  cover noise and temperatures below 

-15OF. cause the snow t o  spueak and crunch. The best temperature f o r  

mose hunting i s  around O'F. (Nelson 1973 :108). 

The mose i s  a large a n k l  weighing up t o  1700-1800 lbs,undressed 

(Seton 1953 :156 1. New born calves weigh about 36 lbs ,  and sexual maturity 

i s  reached a t  18 months.. Usually two calves are born but three i s  not 

uncommon. 

As with the caribou, the  enemies of t h e  moose are principally 

natural catastrophes, men and insects.  Minor enemies are wolves, bears, 



and cougars. There are however, accounts by hunters of moose successfully 

attacking bears. (Seton 1953:1881. 

In regard t o  the e a r l i e r  moos.e population density, the Hudson's Bay 

Company t rader  f r o m  Fort Simpson, Roderick MacFarlane, who became a 

fullt ime natura l i s t  when re t i r ed ,  remarked about the moose in the thie 

period of t h e  18 6 0 ' s : 

''This valuable food animal [moose.] used t o  be very numerous on 
on Peace River, and indeed, throughout the fores t  region of the 
northern portion of the Great Mackenzie Basin, but f o r  the l a s t  
twenty years it has been much l e s s  abundant, and, indeed, 
remarkably scarce i n  m y  par ts ,  especially along the Athabasca 
Peace, Gard and other r ivers .  l t  

(MacFarlane 1908:157) 

Several accounts of s h i f t s  in t h e i r  habi tat  have been noted. R3gions 

where the moose used t o  be unhown suddenly became invaded (Seton 1953:169). 

In  Bri t ish Columbia there were v i r tua l ly  no moose south of the Hazelton- 

Prince George l i n e  pr ior  t o  $920. Since then the most dense populations 

are known t o  be in t h i s  newly invaded t e r r i t o r y  (Cowan 1973:378). Warburton 

Pike, t r ave l l e r  artist and sportsman, who travel led through the Cassiar 

d i s t r i c t  v ia  Dease Lake and Frances Lake in 1892 remarked t h a t  it was only 

twenty-five years ago tha t  the moose had moved i n t o  t h a t  d i s t r i c t  (Pike 

1967:89). This coincides roughly with the  reported distruction of fores ts  

by fire in the k s i a r  d i s t r i c t  with the influx of gold miners in the  early 

1890's (Zaslow 1957:309). Pike h k , e l f  comented on the forests  being burnt 

in many places (Pike 1967;62>. It is evident tha t  the  reported s h i f t s  i n  

t e r r i to ry  by mose are closely connected with changes in vegetation, e i the r  

through fores t  f i r e s  o r  logging operations. 



Reported kills of game animals. 
Fort Simpson area, including Jean-Marie 

Moose 

Caribou (Barren Ground?) 

Black Bear 



TABLE IV 

Reported kills on game animals 
Fort Liard , including Nahanni Butte and Trout M e  

1957 58 59 60 

Moose 135 104 121 139 

Caribou 21 10 15 30 

Dall Sheep 8 11 

Goat 

Black Bear 37 39 17 26 

Grizzly 

Wolf 
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This importance of moose f o r  contemporary populations in the Fort 

Simpson and Fort Li& area cap he eas-ily seen in Tables 3 and 4. O f  

interest, i n  view of t h i s  importance, is  the extremely l i t t l e  information 

a recent study, connected with the  proposed Arctic Gas Pipeline through 

the Mackenzie Valley, has presented (Ruttan 1974a). 

Sheep: In  the area under study, only the mountainous areas of the 

west are inhabited by the moutain sheep. The variety i n  the Cassiar i s  

a gradation between the blackish-brown Stone Sheep and the white Dall 

sheep. To the northward the proportion of white becomes greater (Cowan 

19 7 3 : 3 9 9 ) . Their main  habitat  i s  the upland meadow above the t ree l ine  

wi th  the  ewes and lambs a t  higher a l t i tudes  than the rams. The sheep are 

observed t o  keep t o  certain mountain ranges and t h a t  way tend t o  form 

" c ~ l o n i e s ' ~ .  Their yearly movement centers around the  different  areas of 

food supplies i n  the  winter and summer season, the  lambing ground and 

location of mineral l icks  (Roseneau 1974:41). The same trails are used 

repeatedly. 

The vegetation most favored by the sheep are the mountain grasses, 

flowers, young twigs, leaves and seed pots. Their rocky and steep habitat  

and t h e i r  enormous a b i l i t y  t o  climb and jmp,  rrakes the sheep an extremely 

d i f f i c u l t  a n h l  t o  follow. Few predators are hown t o  be successful in 

k i l l i n g  mture sheep, but the lambs may be successfully hunted by the lynx, 

wolf and eagle. 

The ru t t ing  season i s  i n  December and the gestation time 150 days. 

Between one and three young are born. Throughout the seasons the  sheep 



mve around in 

yearling rams. 

flocks. The la rges t  flocks, consist  of ewes, lambs and 

The s m l l e r  flocks compris,e the  older rams, seldom more 

than 5 o r  6 together. The only mixing of the flocks occurs a t  ru t t ing  

time. 

A s  with the caribou and moose, t h e i r  numbers are much lower than 

reported by ear ly  Europeans (.Seton 1953: 523-25, 579-83). 

According t o  MacFarlane, the sheep and mountain goat were hunted 

in the 1860's by the 

"Nahanni t r i b e  of Indians belonging t o  the Company's [~udson 's  
Bay Companylnorthem posts of Nelson, Liard, Simpson N o m ,  
Good Hope, Peel's River and L a  Pierre 's House usually brought 
in f o r  trade small supplies of the meat of goat and sheep of 
the Rockies in a p&ly smoked o r  sun-dried s ta te .  We always 
considered it, when in prime condition, second t o  no other 
vwie ty  of f lesh food t o  be had in t h a t  extensive territory1' .  
(MacFarlane 1908:169) 

In addition, the Nahanni Indians brought dressed skins and dried 

caribou meat but t h i s  trade in food supply ended with the  introduction 

of steam vessels on the  Mackenzie River in the l a t e  1880's (MacFarlane 

1908:162). The 

mre labour and 

b u n t a i n  Goat: 

western ranges. 

usually inhabit  

elevations. It 

york boats, replaced by the  steam vessels, required 

carr ied l e s s  supplies. 

The home of the goat i s  the high muntain peaks of the 

Goats and sheep do not inhabit  the same mountain. Goats 

the higher mountains, frequently at extremely high 

prefers the roughest possible t e r ra in ,  where i t s  climbing 

capabil i t ies  are used f o r  escape. The goat has no irrrportant predators, 

only stomchwom infestat ians have been observed t o  be important causes of 

death (Cowan 1973:290). 



The l i f e  cycle and food requirements resemble those of the mountain 

sheep. The groups of fenales and young are s m l l e r  than those of sheep, 

while the goat males are usually so1it;lry. 

\hen the na tura l i s t  Seton wrote h i s  book Lives of  Game A n h l s  

~ u n d  1900, he noted w i t h  "gratifying amazementt' t h a t  the  goat was the 

exception the ru le  t h a t  men had wiped out nearly a l l  big 

America. Theirnumbers and habitat  were s t i l l  the same as  it had been 40 

years ago (Seton 1953:481). 

Grizzly Bear: Today the grizzly bear i s  considered an endangered 

species. Formerly a common animal throughout the north, today i t s  

range is usually confined t o  the mountainous areas. 

Grizzly bears are omnivorous and feed on grasses, herbaceous plants,  

f r u i t s ,  berr ies ,  roots, hoary m o t s ,  ground squirrels ,  l k n g s  and 

f i s h  (Cowan 1973:297). The grizzly is not considered an important predator 

of large game, but more a scavenger feeding on carrion. 

In the in te r io r  mountainous areas it favors the edge of the t reel ine.  

The range of an individual a n d  is approximately 15 miles (Rand 1945:19). 

Towards November the grizzly bear goes i n  "hibernation"*, which lasts from 

four t o  f ive  months (Nelson 1973:118). The young, usually two, are born 

during hibernation and follow the mother f o r  up t o  two years. The female 

does not ovulate while nursing and consequently, young are produced only 

every other  year ( Cowan 197 3 ; 297 1. 

Black Bear: The observations on the  grizzly bear could be repeated f o r  

the  bladk bear: the main differences are i t s  s i ze ,  the black bear i s  



sn-aller than the  grizzly,  a.nd it i s  m r e  often found in the wooded areas. 

The colour, of course, i s  another dis t inct ion but s l igh t  seasonal changes 

in colour m y  lsad t o  confusing observati Gns. 

The contemporary Athabascan hunters observed by Nelson consider the  

den-killed bears as superior, a s  a t  t h a t  t h e  of the  year they are f a t t e s t  

and best-tasting (Nelson 1973:118). Table 2 indicates the importance of 

the black bear in the Fort Simpson and Fort Liard area. After moose, it 

i s  the second mst important source of wild meat supply. 

Wood Buffalo: Today there are no wood buffalo l e f t  in the area under 

consideration. However, h i s to r i ca l  accounts covering the  first years of 

European contact indicate t h a t  the wood buffalo used t o  be numerous in the 

i n t e r i o r  plain area. In 1793, the fur t rader  Alexander Mackenzie noted 

t h a t  around the  "Old Establishment" a t  Peace River the  country "abounded 

in buffalo, elk, wolf, fox and bear1' (Mackenzie 1902 : 349 1. MacFarlane 

who went north t o  the Mackenzie d i s t r i c t  in 1853 wrote, 

"At the end of the eighteenth and i n  the e a r l i e r  par t  of the  
nineteenth century, buffalo were abundant on the Upper Peace 
River, and many also roamed t o  the northwest as far as the 
Liard River. Even as late as  1864 a straggler  was  k i l l ed  
within 40 miles of the Company's post of t h a t  name, and 
another in 1866 about 25 miles from the same". 
(MacFarlane 1908:177) 

The natura l i s t  seton, commenting on the habits of the wood buffalo, 

m k s ,  

"Its. general hahits differ a gcod deal from those of its p ra i r i e  
re la t ive ,  ra ther  resembling those of the moose, although it is 
much l e s s  wary and d i f f i c u l t  t o  approach than that  animal1'. 
(Seton 1953:709) 
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By 1880 the wood buffalo was nearly extinct.  In 1 9 2 2  the Wood 

Buffalo Park was established, south of Great Slave Lake, t o  save it 

from complete extinction. 

Beaver: The beaver is one of the few anirrals tha t  shares men's ab i l i ty  

t o  a l t e r  the landscape. It builds dams and lodges in slow-moving streams 

and lakes. The water-level is controlled through the network of dams. 

Swift-flowing streams, subject t o  f lash  flooding, are unsuitable fo r  

p e m e n t  colonization by the beaver (Cowan 1973 : 170). 

Aspen and willow are highly favoured foods, but a large variety of 

other vegetation can be used (alder,  birch, pond weeds and even coniferous 

t rees) .  A winter food supply is stored near the  underwater entrance 

tunnel t o  the lodge. The beaver pond plays an important ro le  in the ecology 

of other  a n b l s .  Moose, raccoons, o t t e r ,  weasel, muskrat, waterfowl, 

f i sh  and insects  are often seen around the beaver pond (Bar t le t t  1974 :724). 

The beaver i s  a monogamous &l and the two adults occupy the lodge 

with two generations of offspring. Weights of adults (over 3 years of 

age) range upward from 30 t o  100 lbs  (Cowan 1973:173). 

The beaver w a s ,  and still  i s  today, hunted f o r  its f u r  as w e l l  as  

f o r  castoreum, a secretion f r o m  the mskglands. Castoreurn is used in 

a s p i r i n  and as  a f i x i t i v e  i n  perfumes (Bar t le t t  1974:719). Aside from 

the commercial value, the meat of the  beaver is edible and the  tail 

considered a delicacy by some people. 

!'The f lesh  of the beaver except  hen very lean, is very palatable 
and easy of digestion, and i s  much relished by the natives and 
whites who have partaken thereof" (MacFarlane 1908:253). 



A conservation p e ~ i o d ,  implemented by the Hudson's Bay Company in 
3 

1821, was however n e c e s s q  t o  save the  beaver f r o m  extinction : 

''. . . they had become scarce o r  had wholly o r  almost 
ent i re ly  disappeared (as a result of the  keen and very 
costly r iva l ry  in t rade which had f o r  many years existed 
between the  North West Company of Montreal and the 
Hudson's Bay Cbqany of  &gland, previous t o  t h e i r  coal i t ion 
in 1821 . . . )I1 

(MacFarlane 1908:253) 

Today, the  f l a t  plains eas t  of the Rocky Mountains, drained by the  

Lower L i d ,  Pet i to t  and Kaskisa Rivers, i s  considered good beaver country 

and especially the  Kaskisa River drainage area was noted t o  support a 

large beaver population in 1971 (Ruttan 1974c:113). 

Aside f r o m  men, all  the large carnivores prey upon beaver; disease 

is another important enemy. 

Muskrat: The muskrat prefers an environment similar t o  the  beaver. It 

feeds on aquatic and waterside plants,  as well as grasses and herbs. Its 

min predator i s  the mink. O f  lesser  importance i s  the o t t e r ,  wolf, 

wolverine, hawk and owl. 

Although a smll a n i m l  (pe l t  s izes  range f r o m  111/2 t o  1 5  inches) 

a high number of muskrats i s  re la t ive ly  eas i ly  obtained and the  meat i s  

used by the  Athabascan speaking hunters described by Nelson (1973:269). 

The muskrat is  the intermediate host of a tapeworm which houses in the 

l i v e r  (Ruttan 1974b: 97 1. 

11 &en very numerous, epidemic l i v e r  disease appears and 

car r ies  off many thousands of musquash [muskrat]" 
(MacFarlane 1908:245) 



The muskrat throws two o r  three l i t ters of 1 t o  11 young a year. 

The gestation period i s  about one month. (.Cowan 1973 : 229 1. 

Lynx: T h e l y n x i s  amdium-s izeca t  a n d a c r e a t w e o f  the forest .  It - 
prefers the mixed deciduous and coniferous fores t ,  usually remaining in 

o r  near the  cover (.&wan 1973 : 344 1. It feeds mainly on hares, although 

birds and rodents are ut i l ized  a s  w e l l .  

The meat of the lynx i s  edible,  a s  MacFarlane observed, 

"It i s  chiefly taken in snares, some are  trapped others 
followed up with dogs, treed and shot. The f lesh is white 
and tender and is an important and much-relished native 
country product. 
(MacFarlane 1908:179) 

The amount of meat, however, i s  not large as the  reported weights 

of the contemporary lynx, did not exceed 18 pounds (Cowan 1973:344). 

Marten: The m e n  favours a mture coniferous fores t ,  although t o  a 

lesser  extent it is  also found in the mixed coniferous-hardwood forest.  

The marten feeds k n l y  on squirrels ,  hare, mice and ptarmigan. 

The upland regicns of the Cassiar have h is tor ica l ly  been an 

excellent region f o r  w t e n  hunting and its fearless  behavior made it 

an easy prey (Rand 1945:231. 

Mating occurs from June t o  Septcnber. The gestation period takes 

up t o  270 days because of delayed implantation (Cowan 1973:301). It has 

not been established whether fluctuations in population are due t o  a 

population cycle o r  t o  pe l t  prices,. 



Mink: The m i n k  is se.mi-agu&ic i p  habit  and feeds. on muskrat and f i sh ,  

The distr ibut ion of m i n k  is  related t o  these factors. Since the introduction 

farms, the importance the mink has declined. 

Fisher : The f i sher  belongs t o  the mvten family and has a similar life- 

cycle. It prefers th:? mixed coniferous decidious fores t ,  which the f i sher  

almost never leaves. It preys on squirrels ,  hares, porcupines, mice, 

f i sh ,  insects  and sometimes ea t s  berr ies  and fruits (Cowan 1973 : 307). 

Historically they have been unirrq?ortant f o r  the Fort Simpson, Fort 

Halkett and Fort Nelson region (FlacFarlane 1908:203). 

Weasel: 'Iko sub-species are hown in the northern lat i tudes:  the small 

k a s t  Weasel and the twice as large short-tailed weasel. The Least weasel 

i s  mre spapsely distributed than the  short-tailed weasel. They occur 

in a variety of habitats  wherever sm11 nmmals are found (Cowan 1973 : 

310, 315 1. Both species change colour during the seasons, brown in 

summer and white in winter. 

Liike the &en, the weasel has a long gestation period because of 

delayed implantation (Rand 1945:27). 

W olverine : The wolverine i s  even l e s s  habitat-specific than the  weasel 

and occurs throughout the north. It feeds on a high variety of srrnll 

and large a n h l s  and c w i o n .  Its. robbing of the trap-lines and food 

caches i s  legendary. It i s  reported t o  successfully attack moose and 

caribou (Cowan 1973:3231. 

Commenting on the econcmically destructive wolverine, MacFarlane 

observed, 



". . . the carcajou [wolverine] i s  not very abundant anywhere . . . even one w i l l ,  in course of a single season, do an 
incredible amount of damge. They are fis t-class  experts 
i n  pers.istently demolishing very extensive l ines  of deadfalls, 
rrarten, and other t raps,  a s  w e l l  as  in hiding, eating, o r  
otherwise injuring the animals found i n  them." 
k c F a r l a n e  1908:2031. 

Otter: Fish is the usual prey of the o t t e r .  It i s  therefore found 

wherever the aquatic conditions are sui table,  but population density i s  

never high i n  the i n t e r i o r  regions. They are extremely d i f f i c u l t  t o  

t r ap  o r  snare because of t h e i r  wariness and intelligence (Nelson 

Porcuphe : Tne porcupine i s  mst abundant where rocks, c l i f f s  and 

open pine fores t  occur together. For food it favours the  bark of the 

pine-tree (Cowan 1973:246). Tne weight ,my  be around 20 lbs  and is 

relished by many hunters. 

Hoary Marmot: Also hown as the 'lwhistlerll and i s  readily recognized 

by a long shrill whistle. It is the largest  of the American m o t s ,  

weighing as much as  30 pounds (Cowan 1973 :120). Their habitat  i s  the 

alpine meadowland, where it feeds on herbaceous plants. The hoary 

marmot hibernates f o r  about seven o r  eight months a year (Cowan 1973:121). 

Sncwshoe Ha-re: The b e  i s  an important food source f o r  a l l  carnivorous 

mammls i n  the north, as well as  f o r  men. The hare prefers a semi-open 

type forest ,  the clearings providing vegetation f o r  food and the t rees  and 

brush providing shelter.  The snowshoe hare does not burrow (Cowan 1973:lOO). 

Especially in the north, cycles of great abundance o r  scarcity of hare 



occur a t  intervals  of from 6 t o  1 4  years, the cause behind t h i s  cycle 

being still  unhown (Cowan 1973:lOl). 

The North-West Company f u r  t rader  Willard Wentzel was the only 

European survivor through the w i n t e r  of 1810-1811 in the Fort Simpson area, 

when in addition t o  a l l  other game, the'hare had disappeared (Wentzel 

1960:107). The Hudson's Bay Company trader  Edward Smith, who replaced 

Wentzel at  Fort Simpson wrote in 1829 t h a t  the  hare formed the basic 

"standard of l iving" i n  t h a t  area. When in 1831 the  hare fa i led  again, 

Smith had t o  impol-.tparrmican t o  save the  t raders  f r o m  starvation. The 

severe winter of t h a t  year caused the  death of half of the  Indian 

population of the  loca l i ty  (Glazebrook 1938:37, 75). In the 1950's Helm 

reported t h a t  the hare, in addition t o  f i s h ,  s t i l l  constituted "the backbone 

of the meat d ie t"  f o r  the contemporary population of Jean Marie (Helm 1 9 6 1 :  

Fox: The red fox (including the colour phases black, s i lve r  and cross,  - 
all being one species) prefers a parkland type of habitat .  Their food is 

predominantly hare, mouse, and groundsquirrel, but f r u i t s  and berries a re  

consumed a s  well (Cowan 1973:287). The s ize  is much smaller than that of 

the  wolf. 

Wolf: The wolf i s  p e r h p s  the most widely hown a s  well as the most 

widely misunderstood animal of the North. The wolf i s  the l eas t  habitat- 

specif ic  of all animals examined in  this study and occurs throughout the 

North. 



There is  a widespread popular belief among Europeans, t h a t  wolves 

have been the  m a i n  cause behind the  reduction of the big-game species 

(caribou, moose and buffalo). This has led t o  a legal ly encouragec', but 

ecologically unjustified wholesale slaughter of wolves through bounty- 

hunting f o r  many decades. In addition t o  t h i s  bounty-hunting, the impact 

of humans on the  envkmnment in recent years, has al tered the predatory 

behavior a s  well as the social  behavior of wolves. 

Studies on the  food habits  of wolves in North America a re  a l l  of 

very recent date,  s t a r t ing  in the 1940's (Pimlott 1967). It has been 

generally accepted tha t  large rrammals serve a s  prey i n  w i n t e r  (Pimlott 

1967:270). The age distr ibut ion of k i l l s  m d e  (deer, mose ,  caribou, 

mod buffalo) in winter, indicates t h a t  predation tends t o  be concentrated 

on the very young and the very old (Pimlott 1967:275). Extremely l i t t l e  

information i s  known about the condition of the young a n i m l s  k i l led  by 

wolves o r  whether these would d i e  anyway because of t h e i r  condition 

(disease),  o r  how m y  of these actual ly were k i l led  by wolves . 
In  summer, especially during the period when there are  pups, the 

wolf i s  nore dependent on small a n h l s ,  due t o  i t s  limited nobil i ty .  

Large game may be taken but usually consists of so l i ta ry  s tragglers ,  of 

which again, the health conditions a r e  basically urhown (Pimlott 1967:275). 

The wolf has a complex social  organization. It is  a communal 

hunter, a s  well a s  a conununal feeder. Small a n b l s  may be hunted 

individually, the large game animals a re  hunted in packs o r  families. 

A s  such, the  wolves occupy the same ecological niche a s  humans, both being 
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important hunters of large herd animals. This h s i c  ecological s imilar i ty 

between m n  and m l f ,  i s  reflected in contemporary Chipewyan thought, a s  

a m d e l  of what Man was, and should be (Sharp : n .d . ) . 
The m l f ,  dog and coyote a re  i n t e r f e r t i l e .  Rabies and distember are the 

important diseasesamong wolves. 

B i r d s  : The value of birds i n  the  t o t a l  food intake of the population 

of the  area under consideration, both contemporary and his tor ica l ,  l i e s  

mainly i n  the variation of d i e t ,  rather  than in the  quantity. Various 

species of birds,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e i r  eggs a r e  eaten. Ducks, grouse, ptarmigan, 

geese and swans a re  among the more important species which are  hunted. 

FISH 

The importance of the f i sher ies  i n  Great Slave Lake f o r  the  

contemporary Athabascan bush cornunity Jean Marie has been described by 

June Helm, The people of Jean Marie, situated only about 35 miles south- 

east  of Fort Simpson, travelled via  the  Mackenzie River a l l  the way t o  

Great Slave Lake, t o  obtain one of t h e i r  most important single sources of 

f w d .  Depending on the  amount of f i s h  caught, it also formed a possible 

mnetary income (Helm 1961:22, 23, 31, 32, 128). 

Special sections of Great Slave Lake are today reserved for  dmes t i c  

f ishing,  the  reminder,  the la rges t  part,isopen t o  commercial fishing. In  

the  1960's the comercial  quota was se t  a t  9 million pounds, while the 

d m e s t i c  quota was 1 million pounds (Radjocic 1968:94). A t  t ha t  time 

the  Great Slave Lake f i sher ies  supplied 97% of the  comercial  f i s h  landed 



in the Mackenzie d i s t r i c t  (Radjocic 1968:93). Lake whitefish and lake 

t rout  m e  the  mst significant species taken from Great Slave lake. 

Inconnu, Arctic Grayling, northern pike, pickerel (or wallaye) burbot and 

goldeye a r e  species of lesser  importance. 

Trout Lake, Tathlina Lake and Kaskisa Lake a re  the  only other lakes, 

west of Great Slave Lake, of significant dimensions. The same species of 

f i s h  inhabit those waters, the whitefish reported t o  be l e s s  important 

in Trout M e  (figgins 1969 :132). Between 1957 and 1967 the population t h a t  

made up the community of Trout Lake, consisted of 4 families. Over these 

years a population increase of 11 persons s e t  the t o t a l  on 42 (Higgins 

1969:73). This c o m i t y  was dLrrost completely dependent on the  loca l  

mammal population and f i s h  obtained from the lake. It has been suggested 

t h a t  t h i s  dependency on a "fish lake" represents an aboriginal pattern 

(Helm 1961:32). However the lack of lakes,  the s ize  of Trout Lake and the ,. 

general shallowness of most of the small lakes west of Great Slave Lake, 

causing them t o  freeze t o  t h e i r  en t i r e  depth and subsequently containing 

l i t t l e  f i s h  (Radjocic 1968:93), seems t o  argue against the importance of 

small lake dependency in aboriginal times in the area under investigation. 

River f i sher ies  have been noted a s  even l e s s  important than the  lake f i s h  

supply. Wllard Wentzel, a Norwegian in the service of the North-West 

Company observed in 1807 tha t  the  Indian populaticn, went north of Fort 

Sinpson, near Great Bear Lake f o r  t h e i r  f ishing,  

"Lakes a re  numerous on the north s ide of the Grand River 
[kckenzie ~ i v e r ] .  The principal ones and those which o f fe r  
the  best f i sher ies  m e :  the Great Willow, the Porcupine and 
Lone Lakes . . . A l l  these lakes empty in to  the Grant River . . . 
these lakes a r e  fishing abodes f o r  many families of Natives; 



none of them a re  of any considerable extent. On the south 
side of the Grant River, there a re  only two of any note, the  
f i r s t  i s  the Trout Lake . . . We formerly got a great quantity 
of p e l t r i e s  from t h i s  lake, it being a fishing place fo r  a 
few Indian families." (Wentzel 1960:82) 

The indication tha t  people had t o  t ravel  f a r  t o  obtain suff icient  

f i s h  supplies i s  underlined by the information tha t  the  t raders  of the 

Hudson's Bay Company at  Fort Simpson had t h e i r  fa l l - f i sher ies ,  i n  the  

19301s, at  Great Slave Lake (Campbell 1958:31). 

The pat tern,  therefore, observed by Helm of the Jean Marie people 

going t o  the  Great Slave Lake t o  catch a winter 's  f i s h  supply and a mll 

population exploiting Trout Lake, is of long standing and strongly suggests 

the lack of suff icient  food resources in the  area under consideration 

throughout the  h i s to r i ca l  period. It does not ,  however, mean t h a t  t h i s  

was an dboriginal pattern. In  the following chapter the aboriginal pattern 

and ecological changes i n  the Upper Mackenzie Valley w i l l  be examined. 

SUMMARY 

I n  add i t im t o  the  above l i s t e d  mammals, birds and f i s h ,  many m r e  

are part of the  t o t a l  food-chain of the area. Chipmunks, rats, insects  

and other creatures a re  found i n  the  North. Theb? importance t o  subsistence 

or commerce i s  negligible,  and outside the scope of t h i s  study. 

The examination of the animal populations w i t h i n  t he  area with which 

we a re  concerned indicates t h a t  except in the  h i l l y  region of the Horn 

Mountains, no important concentration of large mammals occurs. The best 

fishing area is just  eas t  of the area,  i n  Great Slave Lake. 



The Horn Mountains, east  of Fort Simpson, i s  the  only area 

frequented by the Barren-ground caribou during the  winter season. A s  

the migration routes depend on local  snow and weather conditions, there 

a re  years tha t  the  caribou does not come through the area. One such year, 

1952, was observed by June Helm during her study of the  Jean Marie 

c o m i t y  (Lynx Point), l 7 - a ~  year the caribou fa i led  t o  come t o  the  

Horn Mountains. 

The f l a t  plains,  eas t  of the Rocky Mountains and west and south 

of the Mackenzie River, have i n  a recent study been classif ied a s  good t o  

excellent fur-bearer, beaver and moose habitat  (Ruttan 1974:113). 

Historical  records indicate t h a t  a n h l  population density in t h a t  area 

was much higher in the l a t e  17001s, when the  European f u r  t raders  entered 

the  region. Since then the ~umbers, a s  well a s  the variety of animals have 

diminished. Already by the 1880's the modland bison had disappeared, 

increasing the  already high hunting pressure on the  mose  and woodland 

caribou. These t m  species, character is t ic  of the boreal fores t ,  do not 

occur in large aggregations and a re  m W y  sol i ta ry  animals. 

Commenting on the Cassiar, the upland b r e d  fo res t  and remining 

section of the  area under consideration, Honignann (1949, 1964:14),thought 

a n k l  l i f e  was quite abundant and well-stocked with game and f u r  bearers. 

The h i s to r i ca l  record indicates exactly the opposite. Few places in North 

America were observed tha t  supported so few a n k l s .  In  the  following 

chapters the h i s to r i ca l  records dealing with the ecology of specific places 

and movement and use of the environment by human populations w i l l  be examined 

in more de ta i l .  



4 5 

FOOTNOTES 

1. According t o  Robert FlcKman, the hunting of moose by the Pacific 
drainage Athabascans, i s  a recent development. In  e a r l i e r  times, 
caribou was more important, but the  "introduction of firearms and 
individual is t ic  hunting practices,  resul t ing f r o m  the  fur  trade 
have great ly increased the h o r t a n c e  of moose in the  native economv". 
The G s e  does not lend i t s e l ?  t o  col lect ive hunting techniques 

J 

(1969:97). 

2. The hibernation of the grizzly i s  not a t rue  hibernation in the 
biological sense. The body metablism does not change and it 
should be considered a deep "sleep". The concept "hibernation" 
however i s  retained a s  i t c l e a r l y  explains the behavioral s i tuat ion 
(personal communication with Lawrence Warren). 

3. John McLean, a Hudson's Bay Company trader  writing in 1945, r m k e d  
t h a t  several of these so called "conservation measurest' were taken. 
Not only were these completely meaningless, they were "positively 
untrue". He points out t h a t ,  f i r s t ,  it was the Company's policy 
i n  certain sections t o  lay the coun t~y  t o  waste t o  keep competition 
out.  Secondly, the measures taken m u n t e d  usuallv t o  not b u v i n ~  u 

beaver pe l t s .  The condition the  natural habitat  w a s  in a t  thAt 
time, necessitated the Indian populations t o  hunt "anything", just  
not t o  d ie  of starvation (Wallace 1932:351-354). 



TIE ABORIGINAL "SLAVE" INDIANS 

Osgood (1936) proposed a dis tr ibut ion of the Northern Athabascan 

Indians along t r i b a l  uni ts .  Osgmd himself immediately pointed out the 

extremely arb i t rary  method used (1936:s). Although cautious at  f i r s t  in 

deciding what a t r i b a l  uni t  s igni f ies ,  he abandons it fo r  a sharp dis- 

t inct ion when discussing the  Slave Indians: 

"It may be mentioned tha t  a group of Indians a t  the mouth of the 
Liard River a r e  called Beaver bv earlv writers.  These belone t o  
the Slave group and not t o  the Beaver of Peace River. " ( 0 s g & I  
1936 : l7)  

Osgood, however, does not provide the information on which he based 

t h i s  statement. The following chapter examines the early information re- 

garding the Slave Indians of the Fort Nelson and Fort Simpson area. The 

examination starts with the expanding early fur trade from the east and 

follows the subsequent movements of populations and the changing exploita- 

t ion  of the different  ecological zones, inc ludiw the European f u r  t raders  

i n t o  the area of our concern. 

The h is tor ica l  and ecological inf o m t i o n  presented indicate tha t  

the t r i b a l  dis t inct ions between the Beaver, Sekani and Slave a re  not abori- 

ginal  and have l i t t l e  meaning in his tor ica l  times, a s  indeed Osgood him- 

se l f  pointed out:  

"The Athapaskans do not consider themselves a s  composing neat 
po l i t i ca l  o r  cul tural  units" (1936.:3) 
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THE WESTbdARD EXPliI\JSION OF THE FUR TRADE 

The 1665, two bench fur  t raders ,  Sieur des Grosseill iers and Pierre 

Esprit  Radisson, found a number of Ehglish merchants interested in finan- 

cing an expedition t o  Hudson Bay. (Rich 1 9 6 7 :  23) In ea r l i e r  t ravels  

(1654-1659) the two f u r  t raders  had discovered r i ch  f u r  trapping areas bor- 

dering on Hudson Bay. The Hudson Bay had been known f o r  a long time by 

French, Dutch, Spanish and Danish explorers searching f o r  the North-West 

Passage. The f u r  trade however was of no great in te res t  t o  these explorers 

a s  the  fu r  m k e t  in Curope had not developed t o  any great extent before 

the 1 6 6 0 ' s .  

Europe had gone through important social  and economic changes (the 

growth of private colonial t rade empires and toward a consumer oriented 

society/economy) , and the large scale demand f o r  furs had been firmly 

established. The English merchants quickly reacted on the informtion 

given by Radisson and Grosseill iers and a syndicate of interested people, 

including members of the Ehglish Royalty, provided the capi ta l  and an ex- 

pedition met with success in the eyes of the  merchants and within two years 

the Hudson's Bay Company was founded and a trading post, Fort Charles, was  

b u i l t  on James Bay (Rich 1967:29, 39) 

Following the  f i r s t  establishment i n  1670 a l l  a t tent ion was directed 

toward the  expansion of trading posts along the  shores of Hudson Bay. The 

places where the r ive r s  entered the Bay were the  favored spots fo r  t rade 

establishments, but no serious attempts were mde t o  penetrate inland along 

the r ivers  o r  t o  erect  trading posts m n g  the  population of the in ter ior .  

Several factors  were involved in this fa i lu re  t o  penetrate inland. 

The landmass surrounding Hudson Bay, known as the Canadian Shield, requires 
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a special cul tura l  adaptation. The birch-bank canoe and the  snowshoe were 

essent ial  features by which existing Indian populations had adapted t o  t h a t  

envhnment.  The Europeans lacked those elunents. Neither birch nor cedar 

grew t h a t  close t o  the shores of Hudson Bay, nor did the Europeans have the 

s k i l l s  t o  m u f a c t u r e  the types of canoe necessary t o  t r ave l  the  shallow 

fast-flowing r ive r s  of t h a t  environment. The long cold and snowy winters 

character is t ic  of the Canzdian Shield a l so  prevented the  Europeans from 

quickly penetrating the in te r io r  of the Northern American continent. 

Another factor  t h a t  kept the early fur trade "stat ic" ,  was the 

constant warfare between the English and F'rench, both interested i n  expand- 

ing t h e i r  fur t rade.  The t m  par t ies  were preoccupied with building trade 

establishments along the shores of the Hudson Bay, capturing those of each 

other and subsequently recapturing them again. Additional confusion was 

added by European t r e a t i e s ,  which in turn reversed ownership of t rade posts 

again. 

The policy of the  Hudson's Bay Company, f r o m  its e a r l i e s t  establish- 

ment onward, had emphasized the  self-sufficiency of the Forts. This policy 

stipulated tha t  the for ts  had t o  " l ive off the  couni~y".  This meant almost 

complete dependency on Indian production of game and f i sh .  (Innis 1967:134) 

The geographer Arthur Ray Jr. (1971) has thoroughly documented, how 

the  Cree moved in to  the  different  ecological niches in reaction t o  the 

existence of trading posts on the shores of Hudson Bay. The people, today 

knobm a s  the Western o r  Plains Cree, took up the  middleman ro le  between 

the English and the in te r io r  t r ibes .  Others, known as the  Swampy Cree, 

attached themselves more closely t o  the trading f o r t s ,  providing food and 

furs .  The two groups exploited different  ecological zones, which w a s  dis- 
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t inc t ive ly  reflected in the buying and trading behaviour a t  Fort York on 

Nelson River. (Ray 1971 :  90-105). 

The m i d d l m  position of the Western Cree had a profound influence 

on the  Athabascan speakers, today called the Slave Indians. Precise de- 

tails during the early years of the  Cree middleman ro le  are  unknown; only 

the rapid expansion of t h e i r  influence and subsequently t h a t  of t h e i r  

t e r r i t o r y  i n  western and northwesterly direction has been established 

(Ray 1 9  7 1  : 55 . As early as 1 6  90 the Cree were reported t o  be a t  w a r  with 

the Gros Ventres by Henry Kelsey, a young Hudson's Bay Company m, but the 

t o t a l  amount of information i s  regarded by the historian Burpee (Henday 

1907: 307) too unsubstantial t o  make any safe  h i s to r i ca l  conclussions. 

A t  the time t h a t  detailed information becmes available about Cree 

m b i l i t y ,  trade patterns had already changed, a s  the French fur traders  

had reached the in ter ior  v ia  the  Great lakes water system. In the 1720's 

a Fkench f u r  t rader ,  landowner and former army man, Pierre  Gaultier de 

Varennes, Sieur de la ~ & e n d r ~ e  had obtained the  c o m d  over the  French 

f u r  trading posts. He reorganized the early individual attempts of the 

"coureur de bois" in to  a joint  venture and pushed westward in to  the in- 

t e r i o r .  (Ricl~ 1967: 83). This Bench penetration in to  the area west of 

the  &eat lakes had a d i s t inc t  effect  on the t rade t h a t  reached the English 

trade establishments a t  the Hudson Bay (Ray 1971: 90). 

The Bench, dependent upon the supply of t rade gccds brought i n  by 

long canoe t r i p s ,  k n l y  offered eas i ly  transportable goods. The heavier 

and bulkier goods l ike  c lo th ,  blankets and ket t les  had still  t o  be obtained 



f r o m  the English by the Cree middleman. A further  important need was pro- 

vided by the English a t  York Factory, which reinforced the continuing Cree 

a f f i l i a t i o n  with the Hudson's Bay Company: it was the  only post with black- 

smith service west of the  Great Lakes. The Indians, lacking the technolo- 

g ica l  howledge and appropriate tools  t o  repair  guns, were dependent on 

t h i s  serviceL (Ray 1971: 94) 

The loss of trade experienced by the English through the influx of 

Bench trade goods was important enough t o  have the Hudson's Bay Company 

investigate and t r y  t o  persuade the  in te r io r  t r i b e s  t o  come t o  trade a t  

York Fort themselves. I n  1754 Anthony Henday was sent by the Hudson's 

Bay Company on such a mission. (Henday 1907: 337) 

Henday joined a s m a l l  group of Cree Indians who were regular t raders  

a t  York Factory. They went up the Nelson River, through the boreal fores t ,  

where a shortage of provisions was experienced, toward the Saskatchewan 

River. A s  soon a s  the party reached the  plains provisions were easi ly 

obtained as a n k l  l i f e  was abundant. Toward the North Saskatchewan other 

s m a l l  p u p s  of Cree and Assiniboine were met and the p u p s  travelled 

together t o  a central  meeting point with the Blackfoot Indians. A t  one 

time, over 300 t en t s  were occupied by people who spoke a t o t a l  of four 

d i f ferent  languages. (Henday 1907: 340) Here, the buffalo was hunted and 

the meat dried f o r  w i n t e r  consumption. 

Firearms, which m e  often thought t o  be moreefficient, had been . 

available t o  these Indians f o r  m r e  than eighty years, yet ---- the hunting 

of buffalos took place with the  bow and arrw, ra ther  than with the gun. 



"I went with the  young men a Buffalo hunting, a l l  armed with Bows 
E Arrows : ki l led  seven, f ine  sport. So expert a re  the Natives, 
t h a t  they w i l l  take the  arrows out of them when they a re  foaming 
and raging with pain, and tearing the ground up with the i r  fee t  and 
horns u n t i l  they f a l l  down ------- 
------ They a r e  so expert tha t  with one o r  two a r r o w s  they w i l l  drop 
a buffalo. As f o r  me I had suff icient  employee t o  manage my horse 
----- (Henday 1907: 333, 340) 

Moose and deer were hunted when buffalo was not available and then 

the gun was prefered over the bow and a r r o w .  (Henday 1907: 333). Through- 

out the t r i p ,  the  buffalo were so numerous and the Indians k i l led  so many, 

t h a t  often only the choice pieces and the tongue were taken, the r e s t  being 

left fo r  the mlves(Henday 1907: 334). 

Henday provides 'us here with two important pieces of informtion. 

In the  first place, the horses mentioned were a recent introduction among 

the northern Plains Indians. According t o  the  his torian Burpee, La 

bu end rye had not mentioned the use of horse in 1738-39 (Henday 1907: 334). 

In 1754, horses were used in hunting the buffalo, apparently with great 

success. Secondly, ra ther  than using the gun f o r  a l l  animals, the weapons 

used depended on the most effect ive and economical method by which an 

a n h a 1  could be k i l led:  bow and arrow f o r  the  bison, anc the gun f o r  the 

animals which were more d i f f i c u l t  t o  approach, tne  m s e  and the  deer. It 

i s  c lea r  t h a t  the northern Plains Indians had not l o s t  t h e i r  aboriginal 

knowledge regarding tools  and were not i n  grcat need of European technology. 

This ,  again, was reflected i n  the t rade patterns a t  York Factory (Ray 1971 :  

90-109). 

The trade figures a t  York Factory, a s  Ray points out ,  indicate t h a t  



52 

the  firearms obtained by the Indians west of Hudson Bay, were primarily 

used f o r  w a r ,  ra ther  than f o r  hunting. With the  use of guns, the  Cree 

were able t o  over power the t r ibes  t h a t  had not obtained firearms and the 

r e s u l t s  m y  have been out of proportion t o  the  actual effectiveness of the 

guns, especially in t h e i r  i n i t i a l  "shock effect" (Ray 1971: 92-31 With the 

introduction of the horse and gun a f i e rce  competition f o r  resources deve- 

loped between the different  t r ibes  inhabiting the Plains and warfare be- 

came a necessary par t  of Plains existence (Oliver 1968: 259). Status 

patterns among the Plains t r ibes  became attached t o  mil i tary o r  raiding 

s k i l l s  and the  s teal ing of horses. h n g  the Cree, men who had not parti- 

cipated i n  warfare were ridiculed and t h e i r  names might be given feminine 

endings. (Oliver 1968: 260)  

Towards the f a l l  the large Indian assembly dissolved in to  small 

groups again and Henday found himself le isurely spending the  winter in the  

area which today is called Alberta. An abundance of a n h l s  made hunting 

easy and often there was "Dancing, Conjuring, Drumming E Feasting" as 

Henday observed. No attempt was made t o  acquire p e l t s  f o r  trade. Henday 

t r i e d  t o  persuade the Cree several times t o  do some fur hunting, t o  no 

avai l  (Henday 1907: 344) .  Towards the  end of March, the men star ted with 

construction of canoes. In the l a s t  week of April the journey t o  the eas t  

s ta r ted .  Travelling down the North Saskatchewan a t  several points trade 

meetings were held with the Black foot and elsewhere other small groups of 

Cree joined the ever growing f l o t i l l a  of canoes. Sane of the  groups 

carried mmen and children captives besides the pe l t s .  With the plains 

t r i b e s ,  old metal tools  were traded f o r  pe l t s .  (Henday 1907: 350-51). A t  
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the end of the th i rd  week i n  May, the Cree were cleaned out off guns, 

ke t t l e s ,  hatchests and knives, a l l  traded in return f o r  pe l t s .  

A l l  the pe l t s ,  however, did not reach York Factory. Upon reaching 

the French f o r t s ,  L a  Corne on the North Saskatchewan and Fort Pasquina, i n  

the The Pas area, the prime f m s  were traded t o  the French, leaving the 

l e s s  valuable pe l t s  t o  be traded t o  the English a t  York Factory (Henday 

From the Hudson's Bay Company viewpoint, Henday's expedition had 

fa i led .  He  had been unable t o  persuade the Indians of the in te r io r  t o  come 

t o  York Factory themselves. The leader of the EXLackfoot Indians had given 

Henday an answer with which he w h o l e ~ t e d l y  agreed: 

"it was f a r  off and they could not l i v e  without Buffalo f lesh;  and 
that they could not leave t h e i r  horses + c : and many other 
obstacles, though all might be got over i f  they were acquited with 
a canoe and could catch Fish, which they never do. The Chief 
-her said they never wanted food, as they followed the Buffalo 
and k i l led  them with the Bow and A r r o w s ;  and he was informed the  
Natives t h a t  frequented the Settlements, were often times starved 
on t h e i r  journey (Henday 1907 :  338) 

To the Hudson's Bay Company a t  York Factory the t rade with the 

in te r io r  t r ibes  was extremely important. Roughly half of the t o t a l  trade 

came from the area where Henday had travelled. (Ray 1971: 89). The dec- 

l i n e  i n  t h i s  trade was however, short l ived. In  the second half of the  

17501s, shortly a f t e r  Henday's t r i p ,  the Bench posts were abandoned, 

when the Bri t ish conquered the French colony of New France. 

A decade l a t e r  the French were back. Only this time they were in 

the service of Bri t ish merchants from b n t r e a l ,  who had hired many of the 
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French-Canadians a s  boatmen (Rich 1967: 138). I n i t i a l l y  the Bri t ish 

merchants were i n  competition with each other but within a few years, part- 

nerships were established arnong them. Those partnerships, of short dura- 

t ion ,  became amalgamated under the name "North West Company". They were 

formed in 1775, 1776, 1 7 7 9 ,  1780, 1874 and the largest1 and final one in 

1787. In  another section of the paper, the new trade relat ions that 

emerged with the expansion of the North West Company w i l l  be examined. 

EARLY ATHABASCAN DISPLACEMENT 

The early European f u r  t raders ,  o r  explorers a s  they often liked t o  

be cal led,  a t  several p i n t s  gave information regarding shifts i n  t r i b a l  

t e r r i t o r i e s  population s ize  e t c . ,  which had preceded t h e i r  coming. One 

should keep in mind t h a t  much of the information sought by the furtraders 

was of extreme value t o  themselves. Language, behaviour, ppu la t ion  s i ze ,  

and type of hunters, were important p i n t s  of information, on which deci- 

sions were made such a s  bringing i n  special hunters, food supply f o r  t rade 

establishment e tc .  

As one might expect, the furtraders werenot f ree  of ethnocentric 

value judgements, but wherever possible, I w i l l  quote a number of indivi- 

duals t o  allow cross-evaluation of the presented m t e r i a l .  

Alexander Mackenzie, a partner of the North West Company presents a 

variety of informtion in his  account of h i s  voyages t o  the Arctic Sea in 

1789 and Pacific Ocean in 1793, which pre-dates the influence of the  



''On the 13th at noon we a m e  t o  the Peace Point; frmn which, 
according t o  the =part of my interpreter the r iver  derives its 
name ; It was the spot where the Knisteneaux [Cree] and Beaver 
Indians settled the i r  dispute ----- 
When this country was formely invaded by the Knisteneaux , they 
found the Beaver Indians inhabiting the land about Portage La 
M e  and the adjoinning tribe were those whun they called slaves. 
They drove both these t r ibes  before them; When the latter procee- 
ded down the r iver  from the Lake of the Hills [Lake ~ t h a b a s ~ a ]  i n  
consequence of which that  part of it obtained the name of Slave 
River. The former proceeded up the r iver  [Peace River] ; and when 
the Knisteneaux made peace with them, t h i s  place was sett led t o  be 
the boundary. (1902: 340) 

k k e m i e l s  remrk was made during the voyage t o  the Pacific Ocean 

in 1793. In this same time period David Thanpson, in the service of the 

Hudsm's %y Canpany came t o  a similar conclusion: 

"The Northern portion of this region [the Canadian shield] in ter ior  
and north of Hudson's Bay t o  far westward i s  hunted upon and claimed 
by a d i s t inc t  race of Indians, who, however dispersed, c l a i m  the i r  
origin and country t o  he from Churchill River a t  i ts sor t ie  in to  
the sea [~udson ky]. Their native name by which they distinguish 
themselves is "Din-nae". To same, hunting on a particular t r ac t  of 
country, an adjective is added "Tza Din-nae" - "Beaver Dinnae" 
(Thompson 1971: 130) 

The reasan far the abandoranent of the original ter r i tory  was the 

expandion of tk Cree. 

"The Missinipi [Churchill River] is the  name which it received fmm 
the Knisteneaux, when they f i r s t  came t o  this country and either 
distmyed rn dmve back the natives, whom they held in great con- 
tempt, on many accounts, fxlt particularly for  the i r  ignorance in 
hunting the beaver, stretching and drying the skins of those 
animals". (Mackenzie 1902: cxix) 
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The i n f o m t i o n  presented by Thompson and Mackenzie indicates tha t  

the Athabascan speakers occupied t e r r i t o r i e s  further  south than contempo- 

rary Athabascan speakers. The area mentioned by the tm fir traders is  

signif icant  in several ways. In the f i r s t  place, 4 d i s t inc t  ecological 

zones with t h e i r  character is t ic  animal. ~opu la t ions  a re  within easy reach: 

the  plains and parkland transi t ion zone with the buffalo, the barren 

grounds and t rans i t ion  zone with the caribou, the  boreal fores t  with 

beaver8 and moose and a large number of excellent fishing lakes. The 

extreme richness of resources in tha t  time period made it a favori te  place 

f o r  f u r  trading posts (Mackenzie 1902: cxxxix, 200-204). In the second 

place, the  area constituted the central  point of mter-route transportation. 

From these the  routes lead north t o  Lake Athabasca v ia  E l k  River, west t o  

the Beaver River and Lesser Slave Lake, east  t o  the  Hudson's Bay Company 

posts v ia  the Churchill and Nelson f ive r s ,  and south toward the North and 

South Saskatchewan (Mackenzie 1902 :  cxxvii). 

The Cree expansion, triggered off by the early shock ef fec t  of the 

gun and the  acquired middleman ro le ,  was directed towards t h i s  important 

area. The good transportation routes were essent ial  t o  the middlerran p s i -  

t ion ,  while the northern plains and parkland environment provided abundant 

resources. A s  noted e a r l i e r ,  i n  the second half of the  eighteenth century, 

the  in-troduction of the horse on the plains heightened the  competition 

among t r i b e s  exploiting the  plains environment. The horse, an in t rduc t ion  

f r o m  the  south, undoubtedly created a northward resource pressure, leaving 

populations that h d  not acquired the  horse at a d i s t inc t  disadvantage. 



Of the Athabascan speakers who original ly occupied the  northern fringes of 

the plains t rans i t ion  zone, only a smll p u p  m g e d  t o  acquire horses 

and have become known as  the  S a x e  Indians. The remaining Athabascan 

speakers (the Tza Din-nae of Thompson) were pushed into the boreal fores t .  

The Dene (rather  than Tza Din-nae) referred t o  by Thompson, have 

become known a s  the Chipewyan Indians, who exploited the  environment of the  

caribou a s  well as the excellent fishing lakes of the area. The amount of 

caribou ava,i,lable t o  the Chipewyan hunters was experienced by Thompson him- 

se l f  in 1792, when he went caribou hunting about twenty miles up the Nelson 

River f r o m  York Factory. A t  a point where the caribou crossed the  r ive r ,  

Thmpson counted the animals by a method part ly learned from the Indians. 

A t o t a l  of 3,564,000 animals crossed the r ive r ,  without including the 

s r r ra l l  herds. (Thompson 1971: 118) The al ternat ive t o  the caribou, were 

the fishing lakes of the area. 

"[The chipewyans]--- pride themselves on being expert anglers, and 
have mde  it t h e i r  study; the great lakes of t h e i r  country yield the 
f ines t  f i sh ,  and when the deer [caribou] fa i l  they readily take t o  
angling, although it affords them no clothing ----- (Thompson 1971: 
146). 

Unlike the Tza Din-nae o r  Beaver Indians, the Chipewyan Indians were 

not challenged by other populations regarding the exploitation of t h e i r  

ecological niche. This allowed the Chipewyan Indians t o  continue t h e i r  

aboriginal hunting methods: 

"they [the Chipewyan] are  not remarkable f o r  t h e i r  ac t iv i ty  as , 

hunters, which i s  owing t o  the  ease with which they snare deer 
[caribou] and spear f i sh .  But, notwithstanding the h e n  s t a t e  of 
t h e i r  country, these people might l i v e  in great comfort, f o r  the 
lakes abound i n  f i s h ,  and the hills a r e  covered with deer. Sometimes 



they drive the deer i n t o  the  small lakes, where they spear them, o r  
force them in to  i n c l ~ s u r e s  where the bow and m w  are  employed. 
(Mackenzie 1 9 0 2 :  clxxx, clxxiv, clxxxii)  

Like the  Blackfoot, Assiniboine and Cree, described by Henday on 

the northern plains,  the Chipewyans used the  bow and arrow and spears in 

the hunting of large game animals (Mackenzie 1902:  cxxxviii, c lxxxii) .  On 

the plains,  hcwever, the hunting of the buffalo had changed from the  sur- 

round-methd t o  the  hunting on horse-Sack. The Chipewyan continued t h e i r  

method of hunting u n t i l  deep i n  the nineteenth century. This was noted by 

the f u r  t raders  Samuel Black, who explored the  Finlay River fo r  the  

Hudson's Bay Company in 1824.  Black had with him a Chipewyan hunter: 

"Le Prise,  a t  Fort Chipewyan passed f o r  a good hunter, in Peace 
f i v e r  he starved and at  one time came t o  the Fort on all fours by 
starvation by missing and e tc .  and on t h i s  voyage he is  always 
missing ---- " (Black 1955: 131). 

The difference in game and methods of hunting was most l ike ly  an 

i n s m u n t a b l e  problem f o r  the Chipewyan hunter in this new environment. 

h s e  and beaver were only al ternat ive sources of food f o r  the  Chipewyans 

(kckenzie 1902: clxxv, cxxxciii) .  

O f  all the  populations, here examined, the Athabascan speakers, 

called the Beaver Indians, were the  only group excluded f r o m  an ecological 

zone with important large scale concentrations of game animXLs, o r  import- 

ant  fishing lakes . They were confined t o  exploiting a Moose, woodbuf f a10 , 

woodland caribou and beaver h b i t a t .  A l l  of these game animals a re  sol i-  

t m y  in behaviour. In  addition, these Athabascan speakers found themselves 

constantly raided by Cree and Assiniboine Indians, who were interested in 



obtaining beaver pe l t s ,  a s  well a s  slaves, and t o  increase t h e i r  warrior 

s ta tus  within the t r ibe .  

The raiding methods used by the Cree and A s s i n k i n e  were observed 

by John McDonnell, a partner of the North-West Company:' 

"In these excursions they take forty days or  two mnths ,  sometimes 
t ravel l ing night and day, especially on t h e i r  return,  i f  they have 
been successful, f o r  f ea r  of pursuit;  and they mostly return by 
di f ferent  routes,  leaving the wounded t o  s h i f t  f o r  themselves 
(McDonnell 1960 : 281). 

Evidence of raids was found within the  Rocky Mountains proper 

(Mackenzie 1931: 81-83, Thompson 1971 :  114 Black 1955: 7 2 )  a s  well a s  f a r  

down the Mackenzie River (Mackenzkl902: 228). 

"The Indians informed me they had been t o  hunt a t  a large lake, 
cal led by the Knisteneaux, the Slave Lake [ ~ e s s e r  Slave Lake] which 
derived i t s  name from t h a t  of i ts  original  inhabitants who were 
called slaves --- It i s  well known t o  the Knisteneaux who a re  among 
the inhabitants of the plains on the banks of the Saskatchiwine 
River ; fo r  formerly , when they used t o  come t o  make w a r  in t h i s  
country they came in t h e i r  canoes t o  t h a t  lake and l e f t  them there; 
from thence t o  the Fork, or  East branch [smokey River] of t h i s  
River which was the i r  war-road. (Mackenzie 1931: 29)  

B r i n g  his Arctic Sea expedition in 1789, Mackenzie found abundant 

evidence of the Cree intrusions. Searching f o r  the entrance t o  the r i v e r  

t h a t  eventually was named af ter  him, an island in the Great Slave lake was 

found t o  be cleared of i t s  t rees .  The f i g l i s h  Chief, a Chipewyan Indian, 

who had joined the expedition i n  the r o l e  of interpreter  and hunter, 

explained t h a t ,  

"several winters ago, many of the Slave Indians inhabited the 
islands tha t  were scattered over the bay, a s  the surrounding waters 
abound with f i s h  throughout the year, but had been driven away by 
the Kristeneaux". (Mackenzie 1902: 206) 
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On a small island i n  the Mackenzie River between the present day settlements 

of Fort Simpson and Jean M i e ,  the poles of four lodges were found. 

Mackenzie concluded tha t  these had belonged t o  the Cree and had been used 

during t h e i r  war excursions some s i x  o r  seven years before. (bckenzie 

1902: 225). Further down the same r ive r ,  near the entrance of Willowlake 

River, the  local  population had made t h e i r  encampment on a high h i l l .  The 

reason behind t h i s ,  according t o  Mackenzie, was t o  defend themselves be t ter  

against t h e i r  enemy, the Cree (Mackenzie 1902 :  228). 

On the return part of the voyage, again in the neighborhood of Fort 

Simpson, an awl and a paddle were found on the r ive r  bank. Mackenzie 

concluded Mackenzie these had been l e f t  behind by the Cree chief Meude- 

d'ours who had been in tha t  region the preceeding spring. (kckenzie 1902 :  

326). 

In addition t o  raids by bands of Cree, the Chipewyan Indians fre-  

quented the western shores of Great Slave lake. The Red-Knife Indians, 

who were met by the Mackenzie expedition in the north west corner of Great 

Slave lake, complained about the Chipewyan Indians who regularly pillaged 

them. (Mackenzie 1902 :  213). The English Chief, a Chipewyan who had 

been attached t o  the Hudson's Bay Company trading posts,  but had switched 

t o  the North-West Company, had made several f u r  trading t r i p s  t o  that area 

in 1786 and 1787. During the Mackenzie expedition he even se t t led  some of 

h i s  old accounts with the Red-knife Indians. (Mackenzie 1902: 212)  

On the maps, which accompany t h e  published journal of Mackenzie s 

voylges, the Beaver Indians are indicated a s  occupying the region of the 
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Horn Mountains, the h i l l y  country east  of Fort Simpson. As the journals 

give no account of Mackenzie meeting any of the Beaver Indians, he must 

have used the i n f o m t i o n  given t o  him by the English Chief and the Red- 

Knife guide, who helped the expedition find the entrance t o  the  Mackenzie 

f i v e r  (Mackenzie 1902 :  2 2 2 ,  332, 333). 

In 1807, Willard Wentzel, a Norwegian who traded f o r  the North-West 

Company a t  the post today called Fort Simpson, reported tha t  the population 

of the area were Beaver Indians. 

"The inhabitants of the country --- are  Beaver Indians, but t h e i r  
or iginal  name is Echel-la-o-tuna or  Gens des Bois Forts, and pre- 
tend t o  be a branch of the t r i b e  of the Beaver Indians of Peace 
River, fmm whom they had been formerly separated and then driven 
t h i s  way by t h e i r  inveterate enemies the Crees ----- These w a r s  
exterminated great numbers of them, so tha t  they were a t  length 
reduced f r o m  a numerous t r i b e  t o  but 200 men. Their language s t i l l  
bears an analogy t o  tha t  of the Peace River Indians who a re  a t  
most not above seven or eight days walk i n  an easter ly direction 
from the place where those of the Grand River [Fkckenzie River] 
reside (Wentzel 1960:  85)  

H i s  friend and colleague George Keith who was stationed a t  what is  

today called Fort Nelson presents similar information. 

"The Natives of t h i s  Establishment c a l l  themselves "Beaver Indians" 
a name which they claim a s  descendants f r o m  the Beaver Indians of 
Peace River f r o m  whom they were separated some ages ago when attacked 
by enemies. The t e r ro r  caused by this sudden attack induced them t o  
f l y  f o r  safety t o  the northward (Keith 1960: 68) 

The Beaver Indian population of the Peace River, however, had gone 

through some profound changes by the time the Europeans reached them. 

Mackenzie used an establishment called "The Fork" ( a t  the confluence of the 

Smkey and Peace Rivers) a s  h i s  s ta r t ing  point f o r  the expedition t o  the 
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Pacific Ocean in 1793. He observed tha t  the local  Beaver Indians had 

adopted a Cree l i f e s ty le :  

[ ~ e a v e r  ~ndians]  --- of the same stock as  the Chipewyan, they d i f fe r  
from them in appearance manners and customs, a s  they have adopted 
those of t h e i r  former enemies, the Knisteneaux; they speak t h e i r  
language, a s  well a s  cut t h e i r  ha i r ,  paint ,  and dress l ike  them, 
and possess t h e i r  inmoderate fondness f o r  liquor and tobacco. This 
description, however, can be applied only t o  the men, a s  the women 

. a r e  l e s s  adorned even than those of the  Chipewyan tribes (Mackenzie 
1931: 1 0 ) .  

Commenting further on rel igion,  Mackenzie points out tha t  he never 

witnessed any ceremony of devotion which was not bornowed f m  the  Cree. 

..... t h e i r  feasts  and f a s t s  being an imitation of tha t  people 
(bckenzie 1931: 40) 

h n g  the Beaver Indians Mackenzie met h o  "Rocky Mountain Indians" 

1 who to ld  him tha t  the name given t o  them was actually wrong a s  they were 
I 

pushed in tha t  direction by the Beaver Indians. Their or iginal  country 

had been well eas t  of the Rocky Mountains (Mackenzie 1931: 30) 

"The Beaver and Rocky Mountain Indians, who traded with us in t h i s  
r i v e r  [peave River] did not exceed an hundrled and f i f t y  men, capa- 
ble  of bearing arms; two th i rds  of whom c a l l  themselves Beaver 
Indians. The l a t t e r  d i f fe r  only from the former, as they have, more 
o r  l e s s  imbibed the customs and manners of the  Knisteneaux (Mackenzie 
1931:  37). 

In 1810, Daniel Harmon, a furtrader with the North-West Company who 

traded among the Beaver Indians in Peace River a s  well a s  m n g  the  Carriers 

and Sekani Indians of New Caledonia [ ~ r i t i s h  ~olumbia], reported t h a t  the 

Sekani : 



"..... a t  no d is tant  period, belonged t o  the  t r i b e ,  called Beaver 
Indians, who inhabit the lower p d ~ t  of Peace River; for  they d i f f e r  
but l i t t l e  f r o m  them in dia lec t ,  manners and customs, + c. (Hammn 
1957: 131 ) .  

During the s m e r  months they fished and hunted i n  the Rocky 

Mountains, but during the winter mnths  they returmed toward the plains 

east  of the  Mountains t o  hunt the  bison, moose and deer (Harmon 1957: 130) 

In  1824, t h i s  seasonal mvement was s t i l l  followed, a s  reported by Samuel 

Black who in t h a t  year explored the headwaters of the Finlay, Stikine and 

Kechika Rivers fo r  the Hudson's Bay Company. (1955: 188, 189). Like the 

e a r l i e r  wri ters ,  Black noticed the remarkable s imilar i ty between Beaver and 

Sekani Indians. 

"The Thecannies have but a couple of songs derived f m  the  b e e  
and learned f r o m  the Beaver Indians of Peace River, they use the  
Tambour and dance no bet ter  than the Beaver Indians and l ike  them. 
(Black 1955: 1 2 1 ) .  

Black, who had a good knowledge of the @ee language, acquired 

during his long-time service with the North-West Company, frequently used 

the col lect ive noun "Slaves" o r  "Slave t r ibes" when a general reference 

w a s  made t o  Athabascan speakers including the Sekani m n g  whom he w a s  

l iving (Black 1955: 1 2 ,  108, 109, 131). Mackenzie, a s  noted before, re- 

p ~ e d  the  original inhabitants of the  Lesser Slave Lake t o  be Slaves. In 

the area where the Slave Indians should have been, according t o  the  proposed 

distr ibut ion of Osgood (1936), whose view i s  generally accepted by ethno- 

log i s t s ,  Mackenzie , Keith and Wentzel repmted the  population t o  be Beaver 

Indians. bckenzie in a l e t t e r  t o  Roderic McKenzie i n  1791 suggests the 
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development of trade re la t ions  with the Beaver Indians of the Mackenzie 

River (he himslef had named it River Disappointment), but a t  the same time 

urges him t o  investigate the  problem of the precise location of Beaver and 

Slave Indians. The confusion lay i n  the @ee mrd "tlya-tsai-see-nu" 

meaning "slave" o r  "stranger" and was used by the Cree t o  indicate many 

different people including the Blackfoot (Bryan 1 9  6 9 : 3 5 ) . The early 

ESmpeans s tar ted  t o  use this term i n  general f o r  the Arctic Ikainage 

Athalascans o r  "some" Athabascans, but it was never applied t o  a d is t inc t  

group with whom they had d i rec t  contact o r  t rade relat ions.  

The t o t a l  information presented regarding the aboriginal Beaver 

Indians, the s imilar i ty in language and customs among the l a t e r  groups of 

Beaver and Sekani Indians, and the unavailabili ty of a population tha t  

named i t s e l f  "Slave", suggest tha t  a l l  the  population today laown under 

these names, a re  descendants of one comon stock: the Beaver Indians. 

The increased dependency on a woodland environment, with i ts  cha- 

r a c t e r i s t i c  animal population, caused by the  pressure of developments tha t  

took place among the plains t r ibes  and the subsequent raiding of the Beaver 

Indians by these plains t r ibes ,  required a different  sor t  of social  orga- 

nization. A wide dispersal of population took place. Fluid, mll scale 

groupings with high, constant mobility could m r e  effectively exploit  the 

resources available. The importance of firearms f o r  woodland hunters be- 

came again evident with the expansion of the North-West Company in to  the 

Peace River and Upper Mackenzie regions. Unlike the Plains -tribes and 

Chipewyan Indians, who hunted the vast herds of buffalo and caribou and 



who continued t o  use the b w  and m o w  and spear, the Beaver Indians 

quickly changed t o  firearms. Before the early 18701s, few guns had 

reached the  Beaver Indians through the Cree middleman trade, but by 1786, 

"When the f i rs t  traders from Canada arrived on the banks of t h i s  
r i v e r  [peace ~ i v e r ]  , the natives employed bows and snares, but a t  
present very l i t t l e  use is mde of the  former, and the l a t t e r  a re  
no longer known". (Mxkenzie 1931: 38) 

A s  one might expect, the furs  obtained were traded rather  than used 

f o r  clothing and already i n  1809 Daniel H a m n  noted the important changes 

tha t  had t a k h  place m n g  the Beaver Indians of Peace River. 

"Cloathed with European goods + have firearms instead of Bows and 
Arrows. Formerly they were cloathed with buffaloe Skins + c .  and 
cut t h e i r  wood with sharp Stones, and made use of the Bones of 
animals in l i e u  of knives. (Harmon 1957:23). 

The ra ther  swift and t o t a l  adoption of European f i r m s  and the 

sharply increased use of European clothing, resembling the pattern uncovered 

by Ray for the Swampy Cree (Ray 1971: 98-1021, indicate tha t  the Beaver 

Indians i n i t i a l l y  favored the poss ib i l i t ies  presented t o  them by the 

a r r i v a l  of the North-West Company traders.  

THE DIRECT-CONTACT ERA; THE EXPANSION OF THE NORTH-WEST COMPANY 

The traders ,  who a f t e r  the  conquest of New France moved in to  the 

niche e a r l i e r  abandoned by the E'rench, revolutionized the  fu r  trade. The 

e n o m u s  s ize  of the country and the  length of the  canoe t r i p s ,  necessi- 

ta ted a constantly increasing s ize  of partnership and f inancial  involve- 

ment. The largest  partnership, an association of f r e e  partners operating 



1 became knm as the North-West Company (Black 1955 : xxi i )  . 

I Merchants in Montreal and Quebec, hown as the eastern partners, 

i organized the supply of trade commodities bought i n  England, while 

younger merchants, the wintering partners, took charge of the  trading posts 

and f i e l d  operations (Black 1955: mi) .  

The new merchants of the  North-West Company followed an agressive 

and unscrupulous policy which in 1795 gave them control over eleven-four- 

I teenths of the t o t a l  fur  trade, while the  Hudson ' s Bay Company accounted f o r  

I only two-forteenths and independant t raders  had one-fourteenth (Rich 1967: 
I 
I 130, 188 . Several methods were used by the North-West Campany t o  obtain 

a maximum amount of furs .  Special hunters were employed, mostly Iroquois, 

I 

I 
who successively cleared out whole t e r r i t o r i e s  of f u r  bearers, taking all 

I animals regardless of age and throughout the season (Wentzel 1960 :  109, 

H m o n  1957: 118, 193 Innis 1967 :  237, Black 1955: 8 ,  9, 41) Regeneration 

I 

I of animal l i f e  under such high hunting pressure was extremely slow. Food 

requirements f o r  both the hunters and Company personnel w e r e  only part ly 

1 met i n  the woodland habitat ,  and the available game species quickly demi- 

nished. The Cree, whose middlman r o l e  had become obsolete with the d i rec t  

contact of the  Europeans and in te r io r  t r i b e s ,  joined the  Assiniboine in the 

new ro le  of meat traders t o  the  North-West Company, (Ray 1971: 160). 

' 1  ---- and although as  we have observed above, these Indians 
[plains ~nd ians ]  have no valuable fu r s ,  t h e i r  friendships and 
co-operation, is necessary t o  the support of the t rade carried on 
with others. They alone supply all the food on which the company 
servants subsist ;  without which they could be compelled t o  abandon 



three fourths of the  country, and all the valuable part  of the trade. 
The sole employment of these Indians, i s  t o  kill the  large animals 
with which the country abounds; t o  select  part icular  parts  of t h e i r  
f lesh  and tallow; and prepare it in the usual manner and deposit it 
a t  the posts where the Company's servants w i l l  find it, a s  they pro- 
gress from and return t o  the general rendezvous; as these Indians 
a re  not l i k e  those of the cold and mountainous regions in want of 
manufactured goods, t h e i r  principal inducement t o  perform the ser- 
vices w e  have enumerated i s  the present of m, which they receive 
a t  stated periods (Innis 1 9 6 7 :  236) 

In 1813, the North-West Company required 58.095 pounds of provision 

t o  feed the company's servants2) (Fay 1971: 160) Not all provisions came 

from the Plains Indians. The trading posts attempted t o  cul t ivate  a variety 

of products and fresh meat was obtained through local  hunting and f ishing,  

whenever possible. In addition t o  furs, dried meat and p d c a n  became 

important t rade a r t i c l e s .  

Exorbitant amounts of l iquor,  rusty guns and pieces of rot ten 

tobacco were used and offered in  a variety of circumstances as long as they 

secured the goal ; pel ts  (Innes 1967 : 269, Davidson 1967  : 88, McKenzie 1960 : 

372, 382) It is  outside the scope of t h i s  study t o  examine the a t roc i t i e s  

reported of t h a t  era. However, it i s  quite c lear  tha t  the ruinous hunting 

methods used did not exis t  in a vacuum, but were part of the t o t a l  lunacy, 

o r  what the writer-historian Patterson (himself a distinguished travel ler-  

trapper) c a l l s  "a wild wartime extravagance" (Black 1955: x x i i i ) .  The 

destructive hunting methods necessitated the r m v a l  of the  local  Indian 

populations t o  other areas and t h a t  the North-West Company push forward 

constantly i n  search of new sources of fur (Black 1955: xx i i ,  Innis 1967: 

264). 
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With the Eumpeans came disease. The often quoted example of the  

death-rate through disease is thel'nine-tenth of the Chipewyan" by Samuel 

Hearne. David Thompson places the t o l l  of the 1782 small-pox epidemic a s  

one-half of the  ppula t ion .  (Thompson 1971 :  1 2 2 ) .  Its devastation is  my- 

be f u l l y  realized with Mackenzie's explanation of the name "Portage des 

Morts" s i tuated between a succession of smll lakes which form the head- 

waters of the Churchill River, east  of Lac l a  Ckosse, 

"On the l e f t  side i s  a point covered with human bones, the  r e l i c s  
of the small-pox, which circumstances gave the Portage and the lake 
t h i s  melancholoy denomination". (Mackenzie 1902: cxxi). 

In  the 1820's "measles and chincough", imported, according t o  Wentzel, 

by the  colonists of Red River, destroyed one f i f t h  of the  Indian population 

all the way f r o m  b c  l a  Pluie t o  the  Athabasca area. Besides the  large 

scale epidemics, local  disease took its t o l l .  In the years before 1807, 

Wentzel reported the  death of m y  natives, and i n  1808, Keith reported 

the death of many excellent hunters, neither of the two f u r  t raders  speci- 

fying the exact disease. The people concerned were the  Beaver Indians of 

the  Fort Simpson and Fort Nelson area. (Wentzel1960: 95 Keith 1960: 79) 

The North-West Company penetrated the area of Great Slave Lake in 

1786 when two fu r  t raders ,  Grant and Le Roux, erected a trade post east  of 

the mouth of the Slave River. (Mackenzie 1902: 2 0 2 ,  Wentzel 1960: 94). 

I n i t i a l l y ,  trade relat ions were directed toward the  Chipewyan Indians but: 

"These being somewhat lazy t o  hunt, went in guest of strange, 
nations, with whom they would trade an old knife o r  a worn out axe, 
which they had got fo r  l i t t l e  or  nothing, for  double or  t r i p l e  its 
value ---- (Wentzel 1960 :  94) 
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In fu r  trade parlance "lazy t o  hunt" refers  specif ical ly t o  the 

trapping of fu r .  A s  noted before, the abundance of caribou made the  

Chipewyan Indians strongly self-sufficient.  The English-Chief, who l a t e r  

joined the Mackenzie expedition i n  1789 and who had fo r  m y  years been a 

fu r  t rader  connected with the Hudson's Bay Company post of Churchill 

Factory (Mackenzie 1902 : 1 9 3  ) , turned out t o  be a valuable middleran t o  the 

t raders  of the North !lest Company, when from 178 6 onward, he brought his 

trade t o  the newly erected post a t  Great Slave lake (\Jentzel 1960: 94) 

In 1789, the  year Mackenzie travelled t o  the  Arctic Sea, a trading 

post was established a t  Marten Lake by Le Roux. It was not u n t i l  1796 tha t  

the North-West Company established t h e i r  f i r s t  post down the fickenzie River, 

eighty miles f r o m  Great Slave Lake (Wentzel 1960 :  95) This post only ex- 

perienced a short period of successful trading. Already i n  1799, according 

t o  Wentzel, a sharp decline in trade s e t  i n ,  a decline which never recovered: 

"This was not occasioned by the inact ivi ty of those who had charge 
of the department but rather  by the l a t e  struggle between the X.Y. 
and the North-West Companies and, par t ly ,  by the death of many 
Natives. (Wentzel1960:95). 

The X.Y. Company operated only f o r  5 years (1799-1804). Led by 

Alexander Mackenzie, t h i s  group of merchmts attempted t o  buy out the 

Hudson's Bay Company, in which endeavour they fai led,  and shortly a f t e r  

merged again with the North-West Company (Black 1955: mi).  I f  Wentzel 

was correct ,  the merger of the X.Y. and North-West Companies would have 

resulted in a higher volume of trade in the years following. However, o i l y  

the  year 1807 showed a s l ight  increase. F h m  1808 onward the f u r  t rade 
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dwindled "down t o  nothing1' in 1814 and was reported completely mined 

towards the 1820's ( \ h t z e l 1 9 6 0 :  95, 109-115, Keith 1960 :  125-1291. 

The relat ions between the Indians and the t raders  deteriorated 

increasingly. Especially the use of Imquis hunters by the North-West 

Company - whose methods of hunting have been noted earlier - and the sub- 

sequent shortage of beaver which resulted frcsn these methods, were an 

important prt of the complaints of the local  Beaver Indians. Large 

scale internal  mimmagement within the North-West Company may have added 

t o  the  ever increasing problems. In 1814 a party of Beaver Indians des- 

troyed Fort Nelson and shortly a f t e r ,  the North-West Company pulled out of 

the Fort Simpson - Fort Nelson d i s t r i c t  (Wentzel 1960: 109-115: Innis 1967: 

274). 

When in 1821 the Hudson's Bay Company acquired the  monopoly of the 

I f u r  t rade,  the t raders  returned t o  Fort Simpson. This time however the 

I important supply s tat ion f o r  the exploration and exploitation of new fur 

! producing areas in the mountainous northwest. (Wentzel 1960  : 145-151) 

SUMMARY 

June Helm has attempted t o  project back in to  aboriginal times, 

pa t te rn  and regular i t ies  in social  organization of the contemporary Arctic 

drainage Athbascans. (1965 : 382). A s  the continuity of kinship systems 

cannot be regarded a s  in t r ins ic ,  but adaptive t o  the  economic conditions, 
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it became necessary for  Helm t o  regard the ecological conditions "in t r u l y  

aboriginal times not much better" (Helm 1965 : 382). Her investigation of 

the past cor~6itions however do not reach beyond the informtion presented 

by Wentzel and Keith i n  1807-1820. (Helm 1965: 381, 382) 

In this chapter I have shown t h a t  this era ,  the l a s t  years of the  

stronghold of -he North-West Company in the Upper Mackenzie River d i s t r i c t ,  

was the  lc. -point in resources available. Preceeding t h i s  e ra ,  important 

changes had taken place. F r o m  1670 onward, the  date when scanty informa- 

t ion  becomes increasingly available,  large population s h i f t s  tcok place, 

in which the different groups were pushed in to  new ecological situations. 

The A t h a s c a n  speakers, who had become hown a s  the Beaver Indians, were 

such a population and they found themselves increasingly dependent on the  

boreal fores t  proper, rather  then on a variety of ecologicd zones, which 

were available t o  them when they occupied the  southern fringe of the  boreal 

fo res t  and plains t ransi t ion zone. 

The woodland area, occupied by these Athabascan speakers, was at the 

same time the  most important f u r  bearer habitat .  The importance of fur a s  

a t rade commodity, and an increasingly war-like and war-status oriented 

population inhabiting the  northern Plains, including the Western Cree, 

resulted in a constant flow of raiding par t ies  into the area occupied by 

the Beaver Indians. The destructiveness in terms of m l e  Athabascans can 

only be guessed a t ,  but many women and children captives were taken a s  

slaves. 



7 5 

The Cree team Vya-tsai-see-nu" meaning "Slaven o r  "Stranger" was 

applied t o  many different people (Bryan 1969 ) and the  early European 

t raders  took over t h i s  n~me~clahrreand used it as a synonym f o r  the Arctic 

drainage A t m s c a n s .  

With the  coming of the European traders ,  the  raiding p r t i e s  gave 

way t o  specialized hunting units ,  increas* the pressures on the modland 

resources, and shortly afterwards t h i s  resulted i n  the  complete destruction 

of some species. I n  t h i s  perspective, the high death r a t e s  among the  

Indians through disease, which coincides with the same time period, r e f l ec t s  

the much lowered resistance against some of the diseases, due t o  undernou- 

rishrrent and starvation. 3 ,  Starvation became an important population control 

mechanism, even among the  Europeans (see p 39 ) only t h e i r  nunbers were re-  

plenished -!ih-ough the hiring of new people and where possible, the d i s t r i -  

bution of pemmican. 

For the Athabascan people, the m a h  survival mechanism open was the 

attachment of people t o  the "good hunter". Micro-climatic and ecological 

conditions, and the limitations on the  duration of the  s ta tus  o r  efficiency 

of the good hunter (age, accidents, disease),  required an organization tha t  

enabled people t o  reorient themselves around newly emerging good hunters 

(Helm 1965 : 381). Affi l ia t ion t o  such "survival units" was certainly not 

res t r ic ted  t o  any people of specific "tribal" origin. As  was noted among 

the Peace River Beaver Indians in termmiage with the Cree took place. 

Although it i s  not completely c lear ,  whether t h i s  intermarriage already 

took place k f o r e  the collapse of the Cree rridd1en-m position, the reported 



use of Cree " c u s t ~ r n s ~ ~  seems t o  indicate a long standing relat ion f o r  some 

groups. 

In  h is  study of the "abr ig ina l"  ancestors of the Athabascan p p u -  

la t ion  of Fort Nelson in the 1 9 4 0 ' s  Horri- concluded t h a t  "the business 

of adaptation occupied all the time available t o  the  society" Although t h i s  

was certainly the case; the reason i s  probably not because they were not 

. agr icul tur is t s .  ( H d g m n n  1946 : 60) 

Following the collapse of the North-West Company a new era s tar ted 

f o r  the Athahskan speakers of the Fort Nelson, Fort Simpson area. Helm 

called this the "stabilized fur and mission stage" (Helm 1 9 7 1  : 349). 

Tnis time period i s  largely unexplored by anthropologists although an 

abundance of archival materials i s  available. This study, dependent on 

l ibrary  m t e r i a l ,  therefore w i l l  follow the t rade expansion in to  the  

unexplored regions of the mountainous Northwest. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1. This knowledge of metallurgy was closely guarded by the British. 
In the eighteenth century several laws were published that 
prohobited the export of machinery used in the production of 
iron. Blacksmiths were liable to one year imprisonment and a 
penalty of 500 pounds if they tried to go to a foreign country 
(Russell 1967:368). 

2. One buffalo, using the lean meat only, produced one bag of 
pemmican ( 90 lbs. ) . P d c a n  consisted of half dried and 
pulverized meat, with half fat mixed. The taste was =ported 
to depend completely on the hagination of the eater. 

3.  Immunities to disease are acquired. All races can ultimately 
develop inmunities to disease. Europeans had been around in 
North America for over 200 years and epidemics had occurred 
earlier in Mexico and South America. Although I do not exclude 
disease, it seems that too many writers and analysts exclude 
starvation as an impo~tant cause behind the constantly 
recurring waves of epidemics in North America. The coincidence 
of widespread epidemics with the breakdown of animal populations, 
the main  source of food, is too great. Up to this time one theory 
of specific immunity is the sickle cell/malaria hypothesis - as 
yet, not fully accepted. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

ABORIGINAL "KASKA" INDIANS 

m e  division of the Kaska lndians among the Northern Athabascans, 

has been extremely problematic f o r  most ethnographers. The Kaska, 

who have also been called uNahanilf Indians, have been classif ied with 

and subdivided into,  a variety of units by &rice (n.d. 1, Swanton (1952), 

Jenness (1932) and 0sgood(1936). Osgood's classif icat ion and subdivision 

was basically the  one proposed by Jenness, only the name "Nahani" was 

refuted and dropped. The name of the most widely known subdivision, the  

Gska,  was adopted fo r  the whole " t r iba l  unit1'. (Osgood 1 9  36 : 13 1. The 

name Nahani was eljminated because it had been indiscriminately used as 

a label  f o r  m y  different  Indian populations. Although Jenness himself 

had pointed out tha t  Nahani meant "people there far away" he had s t i l l  

used t h i s  name for  the t r i b a l  division (Jenness 1932 :377). Jenness 

Classified the Nahani m n g  the t r ibes  of the Mackenzie and Yukon Basin, 

but indicated tha t  influences of the Pacific coast cultures had reached 

tha t  influences of the Pacific coast cultures had reached these people 

and had been adopted (1932:396-399). Osgood placed the Kaska among the 

Arctic drainage Athabascans . 
When in 1944/45 Honigmm studied the Kaska in the  f i e l d ,  the 

Pacific coast influences were noted t o  be largely res t r ic ted  t o  the 

Western Kaska. The study proposed a new internal  subdivision : the Kaska 

cansisted of 5 mcrocosmic bands, of which one, the Espatodena, has 

remained t o t a l l y  urdvmm ethnographically un t i l  today (Honigmann 1949 : 33-35). 

On examination of the ea r l i e s t  literature on the area and the 

populations exploiting the area indicate tha t  the  resources were extremely 
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scanty and the number of people a c c o ~ g l y  very low, Some of the 

populations recorded by different people a t  different  times did not 

originate f r o m  existing groups but were "Mgrants" f r o m  other areas. 

EARLY TRAVELS I N  KASKA TERRITORY 

In 1821 the Hudson's Bay Company acquired the North-West Company 

and inherited the almost to ta l ly  ruined f u r  d i s t r i c t s  in which t h a t  

company had operated. Wastic  internal  reorganization took place and a 

policy of exploring new beaver hunting grouid was implemented. One of 

the first expeditions in search of new f u r  hunting t e r r i t o r i e s  was the 

exploration t r i p  by Samuel Black, who i n  1824 travelled t o  the headwaters 

of the Finlay, Stikine and Kechika Rivers. Interest  was specif ical ly 

directed tow& the headwaters of the Liiard River whose course was still  

unexplored by Europeans. 

Iroquois hunters had already operated in the bwer Finlay River 

(Black 1955:8, 41,  203) and rather  than crossing the land-bridge between 

the Finlay and Kechika River, Black follo- .-.d the Finlay River t o  its 

source and found himself in the mountainous area t h a t  forms the  Pacific 

and Arctic divide. Had Black listened t o  the reports of the Indians 

regarding the country, his t r i p  might have been successfil  and his mps  

correct. However he regarded a l l  Indians as "Liars1' (Black 1955 :110;115) 

and the exploration t r i p  turned out t o  be a fai lure:  good beaver grounds 

were not found and the correct course of the Liard remained unexplored. 



Travelling by foot,  the expedition went from Thutade Lake, which 

~OITE the head waters of Finlay River, north toward the Turnagain River, 

crossing the Pacific-Arctic divide a t  several places. This area was 

the worst of i t s  kind tha t  Black had ever seen. 

".....for i n  a l l  the Countries of the Northwest I have been 
except in Western Caledonia I never saw so few vestiges of 
animals a s  on this voyage - f o r  some days we have seen none 
a t  a l l ,  even our old acquaintances the s i f f lue  [ Hoary l4armo-t 1 
have disappearedtf(Black 1955:170). 

The h o w  

and clothing f o r  

of Lake Thutade. 

an old man named 

River in summer, 

l icor ice  roots. 

m o t  constituted an extremely important part  of the d i e t  

the s d l  group of Sekani Indians Black m e t  in the area 

This group of about 20 people under the leadership of 

Old Methodiates frequented the area of the Upper Finlay 

exploiting the f i sher ies ,  snaring marmots and digging 

In winter they mved t o  the plains east  of the bcky 

Mountains and subsisted on large game (Black 1955:189, 50-53). 

The more north the Black expedition went, the less  animals they 

found . As predicted by the Sekani Indians, Black found: 

"a barren waste, scanty of subsistence and consequently few 
natives t o  work the few Beaver scattered over the countryI1 
(Black 1955:185) 

This lack of animal l i f e  was reflected i n  the human population 

density. Only three small groups of Indians were met  or  reported t o  frequent 

the area. The f i r s t  group, the aforementioned Sekani of the Upper Finlay 

area, had obtained most of the trade goods which they possessed, from the 

Rocky Mountain Establishment a t  Peace River. Old Methodiates even 

reJncmbered Imving seen Black some years before at  Rocky Mountain Establishment 

(Black 1955 : 5 3 ) . Their experience with traders i s  reflected in Black' s 



surprised observation tha t  

"The Thecannie ladies  how well t o  ask f o r  payment f o r  
every l i t t l e  job they do fo r  us and hankering about the 
price" (Black 1955:84). 

With the help of t h i s  group of Sekani Indians contact was made with 

the Tnloadennis o r  Thluckdennis, a smll group of Indians (6-7 m i e d  

men and 8 young men with an unspecified rider of women) who frequented 

the country beween Fort fiard and M i n e  Lake ( Black 19 5 5 : 108,12 5 ) . 
kcording t o  Black, they had a l l  the character is t ics  of the "Slave t r ibesw,  

which meant tha t  language, dress and further  behavior was similar t o  

tha t  of other Arctic Drainage Athabascan speakers (Black 1953:105). 

The Thloadennis traded a t  three different  places. In the Fort 

Simpson and Fort Gad area, they knew the names of the European traders 

who were in charge of these posts, a t  Babine lake, where they traded 

salmon and where they were going when Black met the group and with the  

Nahani Indians, who came from the west i n  bands of 15 t o  20 people t o  trade 

for  furs (Black 1955:51, 110, 111, 125). 

"The Thloadennis are the only Natives between t h i s  and the 
Nahannies back of the Beaver Indians of River Liard, but 
these are not Trading Nahannies of whom mre anon tha t  come 
in Bands a great distance t o  pick up a few furs  f r o m  these 
Thloadennis for  which they give them muskets Powder B a l l  axes 
and c." (Black 1955:107). 

The technological implements in use by the Thloadennis were a 

combination of metal and t radi t ional  tools. Woven baskets, i n  which meat 

was boiled with hot stones, were used next t o  the metal ket t les .  Rather 

than using the e m p e a n  hatchet, pieces of metal were constructed according 

t o  the  m d e l  of a t radi t ional  stone hatchet. The trade goods were noted 





The prec ise  t e r r i t o r y  of  t h e  Thloadcnnis was a matter  of great 

confusion t o  Black. A reproduction o f  a portion of a map, published or 

used in 1851 (Murray 1910:71+1 shows t h a t  Black confuses t he  headwaters 

of t he  S t ik ine  with t h a t  of t h e  h a g a i n  River which he a l s o  calls the  

Liard. The explmat ion  given by t h e  Thloadennis, which w a s  co r r ec t ,  was 

apparently not followed o r  taken i n t o  account (Black 1955:114, 125). The 

Thloadennis t e r r i t o r y  w a s  indicated t o  be north  of the  Peak Mountains, 

(Black 1955 : 51) a t  the  headwaters o f  the  " L i d  Ever1 ' .  On Blacks1 

m p ,  the  headwaters o f  the  Lixd ( o r  Turnagain River as explained above) 

arc indicated as flowing from west t o  e a s t  from the Peck I%untains. Today 

these mountains arc ca l l ed  the  Thudaka Range. North o f  t h e  Thudaka Range 

the va l ley  of  the  Kechika River i s  shown as running p a r a l l e l  with t he  

v a l l e y  of t he  hwcr Finlay River. Tnis was i n  accordance with the  

i n f o m l t i o n  given t o  Black by a Sekani Indian,  a member o f  the  expedition, 

named Old Slave (Black 1955:25). 

Other populations of which the Thloadennis had knowledge included 

"The Sasdennis o r  bar Indi'ms and the  Yede Yede in t h a t  qua r t e r  
a l s o  of t h e  Ozennis as he names them Sadinne o r  Beaver Indians 
of Liard River, but they are t h e i r  enemies . . . I t  (Black 1955:112) 

In addi t ion the re  were the  Ndiwi Indians who came q u i t e  a dis tance 

f r o m  tlie west. Between 

I t .  . . them and the N,-ihwies they did no t  h o w  of any o the r  
Indicms t h w  the It-seladcxldennis t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s  . . , 11 

(Black 1955:125) 

M - h e r  nor th ,  hut s t i l l  on t h e  headwaters of t h e  S t ik ine  River a 

possibl c Itse1~1dcnni.s Indian was mt: 



' I .  . . discryed a h w  appeal;ulce standing on t h e  brow o f  
of a mountain, m ~ c k  sign:; t o  it t o  come down and after 
cdl led aloud in the  Thecmnie l;ulgua,ge t o  come here . . . 
did  not  p e x e i v e  t h e  deception u n t i l  t o o  l a t e  t o  r e t r e a t  . . . 
This Indian speaks like Thloadenni but s t i l l  with a longer 
s inging tone and bu rnoye r  says he speaks l i k e  t h e  Indians 
in t h e  bunt ; i ins  back of L i d  River, . . . he calls himself 
a I t s i l adoadinni  . . . 11 

(Black 1955:160) 

Before Black w d s  able t o  question t h e  Indian any fu r the r ,  t h e  nun 

disappeared through a t r i c k  played on t h e  members of the  expedition,  with 

a hoary m o t  (Black 1955:160). A search resu l ted  in the  f inding of an 

abandoned e n c a m p ~ ~ t .  k t e r i a l s  found in t h e  camp were bas i ca l ly  t h e  

same as t h e  mterials e a r l i e r  observed i n  t h e  possession of  the  Thloadennis 

(Black 1955:161-162). 

Black re turned f m  h i s  t r i p  thoroughly convinced t h a t  t he re  were 

no good beaver grounds t o  be found i n  t h a t  part of  t h e  country. Old Slave, 

h i s  Sekmi hunter ,  however, knew t h e  m a  of t h e  Kechika River w e l l  and 

reported t h a t  t he  Kechika  rive^ Valley was good beaver country and the 

m a i n  hunting grounds o f  the  Thloadcnnis. The beaver was t raded t o  the  

Nahmi Indians who c m  down t o  t he  confluence of t he  L i d  and Kechika 

Rivers t o  t r ade  with t he  Thlocidamis (Block 1955 : 26, 143, 148 1. Althou& 

Black was t o l d  severa l  tines t h a t  he would be able  t o  reach Fort Simpson 

by t h i s  m u t e ,  he decided t o  r e tu rn  t h e  same way as he had entered the  

country. Blaclc's d i s t r u s t  o f  the  knowledge of  t he  Sekani Indians of t h e i r  

own country was t o o   eat. 

The country, he decided, was worthless f o r  the f u r  t rade.  It would 

requi re  "be t t e r  huntcrs" t o  feed a t r ad ing  post  and thi. means of  subsistcncc 

was very uncertain (B l i~k : lGS ,  187 1. ?'he only way the  f u r  t m d e r s  would 

have been ab le  t o  do some business was t o  use t h e  North-West Company 



method of send-ing in s p e c i d  llunters : 

"I have l i t t l e  doubt but Wappers o f  a c e r t a i n  descr ipt ion i.e.: 
ac t ive  and without f a x i l i e s  and en te rpr i s ing  enough t o  come 
so  f a r :  would mde hunts by moving about in surrner but in winter 
I doubt very much good hunters could l i v e  w e l l  . . . I? 

(Blc2ck 1955:157) 

Regarcling the dis t r ibut i -on o f  human populations, Black's expedition 

pmvided sorne new information. b r i n g  t h e  North-West Company era no 

ser ious  attempts w e r e  made t o  penetrate  beyond t h e  Rocky Mountains in the 

Liard River are;:. Keith and Wentzel both reported fmm hearsay t h a t  t he  

mountainous regions w e r e  inhabited by Indians named Ndl~nies o r  Nahane', 

Dahoteena and Nonbahotccnais (Keith 1960: 68, lllentzel 1960: 78). Keith 

a l s o  reported a q u m l  betwecn t h e  Tril l i-da-ha,  time/ and t h e  Beaver 

Indians,  which r e su l t ed  i n  t h e  death of may o f  them (Keith 1960: 79). Aside 

f r o m  the  names l i t t l e  was known about t he  i n t e r io r  t r i b e s  o f  t h e  mountainous 

g o .  As noted earlier the  1"nloadennis had d i r e c t  contact  and were 

neighbors of t he  Beaver Indians of t h e  I a w e r  L i d .  Jenness (1937:8) in 

his attempt t o  unscramble the  confusing i n f o m t i o n  on the  Sekani noted 

only t h a t  it w;is impossible t o  draw a s h q  l i n e  bctween Sekani and &aver 

Indians but t h a t  t he  Sekani had recent ly  occupied the  mountainous areas. 

What people, i f  m y ,  occupied the  basins of  Finlay and 
Parsnip r i v e r s  previous t o  t he  Sekani we do not  how.  
Native t r a d i t i o n  and archaeology are alike s i l e n t  on t h i s  
point .  Vcry possibly t h e  region was uninhabited, o r ,  i f  
inhabi ted,  only by a few s t raggl ing  Carrier who wandered 
f a r t h e r  a f i e l d  t h m  the  rest o f  t h e i r  nation.  (Jenness 1937:8) 

Black i n  his jourmds,  ind ica tes  t l u t  t h e m  had t o  be a difference 

between t h e  N&mi Indians,  found by t h e  Fort  Simpson based c l e r k  John McLcod 

in 1823, a f t e r  a "considcr&le t r i p t t  on t h e  South N a h m i  River and the  





Trading N ~ ~ M I L ~ C S  w e s t  of  t l ~  Kechika Jiivcr (Black 1955:110, 118, 171). 

The N d l c m i  o f  t he  South Nahanni f i v e r  were also named Esbataott ine o r  

Goat Indians (Black 1955:118). Other expeditions were sen t  fmm Fort 

Simpson, up t h e  Liad  r i v e r  in t h e  18201s,  but they f a i l e d  t o  e n l a ~ e  

the  knowledge r e g d i n g  t h e  exist-ing populatrions. None of these  

exploration t r i p s  seem t o  h m e  penetrdted t h e  countr.y a s  far as t h e  

conflucnce of  the Ked~rika and LiJ rd  Rivers (Black 1955:171). 

For s o m  years following -the f i r s t  disappointments no fu r the r  

progress w a s  made by t h e  Hudsonts Bay Company t r ade r s .  Not u n t i l  1829 

was the re  a new development. k r i n g  t h a t  y e m ,  t h e  t r a d e r  Hutchison 

established re l a t i ons  with t h e  Sekmi Indians and an e s t a b l i s h m n t ,  

Fort JIalket-t, w a s  b u i l t  a t  t he  confluences o f  t h e  Smith and L i d  Rivers. 

(Glazebrook 1938 : 37 . Trade with t h e  Sekani developed smoothly and the  

chief t rader  of Tole Simpson, C d w d  Smith reported in 1831 t h a t  t h e  

Sekmi  h{ld become ' ' m ~  industr ious  a d  expected them t o  become good 

workerr," (Glazebrook 1938:81). I n  that same year  Smith reported t h a t  

"anothcr s t range Tribe fmm the  west of  t he  mun ta ins  have 
sen t  i n  t h e i r  cour ie rs  twice with some production of t h e i r  
countly and promise a g e n c r d  v i s i t  i n  Spring." 
(Glazebrook 1938:81) 

Whether t h i s  pronlised v i s i t  was ever  paid i s  unclear f r o m  the  

ava i l t h l e  p u b l . i . ~ ~ t i o n  but sho r t l y  after, in 1934, John Mckod t r ave l l ed  

(Declse Lake) . . . must be t h e  sane lake from which t h e  
N d u n . i  Incli m s  mikc a p r t age  t o  thc  la rge  P l i v e ~  wcst of 
the Mount&.ns ( St ik inc)  cvld in t h i s  opinion I am t h e  mre 
scu lp inc  from ;1 w e l l  beaten path proceeding from south culd, 
at which place tlcre was a Wooden s u f f i c i e n t l y  l a q e  
t o  carry s i x  Persons and rrndc much i n  t he  saw ~ m d c l  as a 
Boat" (Wilson 1970: l l )  



Mckod's remmks on the  canoe ind ica te  that it was a dug-out, a 

type of canoe not found amng t h e  Arctic d r c h a ~ e  Ath&ascans. Crossing 

t h e  divide between t h e  2 a s e  and S t i k h e  F5ver systems, t he  Mckod 

expedition found t lmt  t h e  t u r h l e n t  Tanz i l la  and Tbya Rivers, could be 

crossed by bridges. 

"This s tmm ( S t i k ine )  i s  t h e  scm so  much and s o  long spoken 
o f ,  by which t h e  coast  Indians annually come up, in boats on 
t r ad ing  excursions with t h e  Nahani and o the r  Indians in the  
i n t e r i o r .  " 
(Wilson 1970:lZ) 

No d i r e c t  contacts  with t h e  N d m i  Indians were made, but recent ly  

abandoned l i v i n g  quar te rs  were found in which t h e r e  were a va r i e ty  o f  

European t r ade  goods. Rather than crossing t h e  apparently dangerous bridges,  

t h e  expedition returned t o  Fort Simpson. 

McLeod reached t h e  scm conclusions about the  envimnment of  t he  

Pacific-Arctic divide,  which Black had made some t e n  years before: 

"The country over which w e  have been t r a v e l l i n g  was so very 
d e s t i t u t e  t h a t  nothing more than a s o l i t a r y  par t r idge  and 
occasionally a badger could be procured, and surpr i s ing  
t h a t  a l t l~ough the  space of  country fmm s o . ~ t h  end of kase  
Lake t o  F r ~ n c e s  River (S t r ik ine  f i v e r )  abounds i n  s d l  lakes  
and r i v u l e t s  during our ramble, not on one instance did w e  
e i t h e r  see  beaver o r  d s ing le  t r a c e  of  any ves t ige  of  t h a t  
a n i ~ i l ,  ne i the r  a t r ack  o r  a m s e  o r  reindeer." 
(Wilson 1970:13) 

Tho years  later,  in spr ing 1836, an attempt was m d e  t o  e s t ab l i sh  

a post  a t  Deasc! Lake and t o  explore west of  t h e  mountains. Hutchison, 

s t a r t i n g  from Fort IIalkett, d id  not come very far as a reported p w t y  of 

'Russian 1ndims"caused a p m i c .  The par ty  leaving everything behind, 

jumped in their canoes and never stopped u n t i l  Fort Lard w a s  reached 

(Gunpbell 1958:30). This panic and hasty r e t r e a t  is  not surpr i s ing  when 



one considem t h a t  the  N 4 i ; u ; i  Indians were known t o  be very h o s t i l e  people 

and i n  his rcpor t  concerning t h e  f a i l u r r  o f  h i s  expedition,  Hutchison 

pointed out  t h a t  ever s ince t h e  c s t c b l i s h m n t  of  Fort  H,dkett t he  N a h r v l i  

Indians had threatened t o  ki l l  t h e  Europeans (Wilson 1970:16). 

In  1937 a young t r ade r ,  Robert Campbell volunteered t o  carry out  

t h e  ins t ruc t ions  given t o  llutchison t h e  previous year.  Fort Nalkett 

was reoccupied and prepmations mde f o r  t he  new expedition which took o f f  

i n  18 3 8, a f t e r  considcr;lble d i f f i c u l t i e s  with deser t ing  expedition members. 

A t  Dcase M e  a f o r t  was b u i l t ,  while C a p b e l l  with some of h i s  hunters 

t raversed t h e  height of land between k a s e  Lake and Tanzi l la  f i ve r .  

Campbell cmssed  t h e  b15dges and e s t 5 l i s h c d  contact  with tlie N i h a n i  

Indians. Reports of  a huge gathering of Indian t r i b e s  nude Campbell 

decide t o  inves t iga te  fur ther .  

"From t h e  t o p  of  a h i l l  we caught our f i r s t  glimpse o f  t he  
immense ccq> (cdmut 13  miles from t h e  bridge) of which we 
had h e a d  so  much and indeed the descr ip t ion  given us was 
not exaggwated. Such a concourse of I n d i m s  I had never 
before seen a s s e d ~ l e d .  They wcre gathered f r o m  all p a r t s  
o f  t h e  s lope o f  t h e  Rockies and f r o m  along t h e  Pac i f i c  
Coast. These Indians camped here  f o r  weeks a t  a time l i v i n g  
on s a l m n  which could be caught in thousands i n  t h e  S t r ik ine  
by gaf f ing  o r  spearing!'(Campl~ell 1958:41-42) 

Among t h e  t r i b e s ,  Campbell observed t h a t  t h e  Coast Indians and 

t h e i r  ch ie f  "Shkes"  had leading posi t ions .  Shake o r  Sh3k is reported 

t o  be the  tr ; l t l i t ional nam f o r  t he  ch ie f  of t h e  T l i n g i t  I n d i m s  (Dawson 

1889:19'+, 6 ) .  The t r a d i t i o n a l  name f o r  t h e  Tahltan ch ie f  was Na-Nook, 

but unfortunately,  Cmphcll  does not t e l l  us how t h e  ch i c f t a ines s  of t he  

Nchmi w d s  addressed: 

11 . . . Tlie Crlieftcxiness of t h e  Ndhmics. The Nahany t r i b e  

ovcr which she and h e r  f a t h e r  a very o ld  rrwn, held  sway w e r e  



then a b u t  500 strong, and like other  Indians led a nomadic 
hunting l i f e .  l1 

(Campkll 1958 :44) 

In Chmpbel'lls time the most importcant reasons behind the assenbly 

w e r e  undoubtedly trade and silmon fishing. Boat lcads of t rade goods 

obtained from the Russi,m fur t raders  were brought t o  the gathering by 

the Tlingi t  (Campbell 1958:1+2). When the  t r a v e l l e r  and author Warburton 

Pike passed through t h a t  area some s ix ty  years l a t e r ,  the t rade had 

disappeared t o  alrrnst nothing and only the salmon f ishing had remained 

important. The Tl ingi t  Indians ascending i n t o  the  region mde use of 

the much b e t t e r  weather conditions t o  dry the  salmon (Pike 1967 : 2 7 ) .  

Campbell spent the winter a t  the Dease Lake post. I&ing this 

winter he found himself in a constant b a t t l e  against starvation. The 

predictions and observations of the more experienced t raders  Black and 

Mckod proved t o  be correct.  

"We w e r e  scat tered in two's and th ree ' s  t ry ing  with nc ts  
and hooks for f j s h ,  ,and with t r aps ,  snares and guns f o r  
any l iv ing  thing, bird o r  beast t h a t  came in the  way. 
Everything possible was used a s  food, : " t r ipe  de roche 
[lichens], skins,  pmhement,  in f a c t  anything. But 
much as we f e l t  these privations, our greatest  trouble 
was the  frequent passing and repassing of Russian Indians, 
who kept us night and day in a s t a t e  of alarm and uncertainty, 
p ~ i c u l ~ ~ ~ l y  a s  it was impossible f o r  us t o  be a l l  together". 
(Campbell 1958:48) 

In February the f i r s t  of a large number of p u p s  of Nahani Indians 

v is i ted  the Ikasc k-tkc post. Jus t  a t  t h a t  time the es tabl i shmnt  was 

completely out of food. The Ndimi Chietainess , whom Gmpbell had mt  

e a r l i e r  in sunuiicr, was with thctt p u p  m d  it b e m  apparent what these 

Indians used f o r  t h e i r  own food supply: 



llShe ordered her  servants (al l  leading Indians there have 
slaves) t o  cook the  best they had f o r  our use . . . 
consisting of excellent dried s h n  and delicious f resh  
caribou meat!' 
(Campbell 1958:49) 

This good treatment was cer ta in ly  not repeated by the several groups 

of Nahani Indians who passed the  establishment a f t e r  t h a t  date. It was 

a l so  the  only time the chieftainess was reported t o  be with such a m u p .  

Up t o  four such bands passed in the  time period February-March and 

Campbell reported the behavior t o  the  company: 

"Tne N a h a n i  Indians . . . they brought some fu r s ,  f resh meat 
and dried salmon in abundance but t h e i r  d u m d  f o r  everything 
was enormous beyond all reason. For about one skin ' s  value 
in Made Beaver with us they wanted a t  the r a t e  of 9 o r  10  
M.B. They likewise demanded payment f o r  id labi t ing  t h e i r  
country. 

. . . Tney pillaged us of a l l  we had except our ne ts ,  and 
not s a t i s f i e d  with emptying our s to re ,  they robbed us of a l l  
our u tens i l s  nor did they stop there. On reaching the upper 
end of the  lake they reduced those there t o  nakedness and 
expelled them from the place, and it was with d i f f i c u l t y  
t h a t  M r .  Mckod succeeded i n  preventing t h e i r  taking off  one 
of the men as a slave. l1 

(Wilson 1970:37, 38) 

The Sekani Indians, who traded a t  Fort Halkett had been asked by 

Campbell t o  bring i n  supplies t o  the k a s e  Lake Post. This they did,  two 

or  three times, but: 

"They could only do so by s t e a l t h  and a t  the  r i s k  of t h e i r  
l ives ,  a s  our invetemte  enemies f r o m  the   ti kine quarter  
threatened t o  kill them i f  they found them dealing with us 
o r  rendering us any assistance. 1 I 

(Campbell 1958:52) 

Notwithstanding some provisions brought by the Sekani, the  members 

of the expedition w e n !  wCilking skeletons by the end of the winter. The ldst 

Jkal beforc abandoning the post wlicn the i c e  on the r i v e r s  broke, consisted 
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of snowshoe ne t t i ng  pnrchment windows boiled down t o  a soup (Campbell 

1958:55).  Upon returming t o  I'orrt. Simpson the men found out t h a t  all t h e i r  

t m S l e s  were i n  vain,  as the Hudson's Bay Company had leased the  mainland 

t e r r i t o r y  up t o  Cape Spencer, k c l u d i n g  Point Highfield,  t he  entrance 

t o  the  S t ik ine  River, from t h e  Russian-herican ~ o m ~ a n ~ . ~  This gave 

d i r e c t  access t o  t he  upper regions of t h e  S t ik ine  and wide t h e  post at  

b a s e  Lake olxole tc  (Campbell 1958 : 56). 



Honi- dcsignstes the  country adjacent t o  B a s e  lake and River, 

t h e  t e r r i t o r y  of the abor ig in i l  Kczska proper, t he  Ki'stagotena (1964:19). 

None of the  ea r ly  t r a v e l l e r s ,  Black, Mckod, Hutchison and Campbell, 

indicate  t h a t  there  were any o ther  populations aside from the  Nahani 

Indians, ~7'10 resided and caught salmon i n  the  St ikine Plateau. Transient 

hunting and t rading pa r t i e s  crossed the  M e  regular ly  and Sekani Indians 

from Fort h l k e t t  werc needed t o  supply provisions. No o ther  population 

i s  mentioned. 

Ih  1840, Canpbell was sent  t o  explore the F'rances Wce area in 

which he went as far a s  thc  Pel ly  River. This a rea ,  according t o  H o n i g m  

was the  t e r r i t o r y  of the  Frances Lake Kaska o r  Tuteogotena, T i t s l o t h a ,  

Titeotcna, Tzazi?a?otena o r  Tutcomena-gotena (1964:20). Campbell hagever 

m k s  , 

"We saw no Indians nor a t r a c e  of them during the  e n t i r e  t r i p "  
(Campbell 1958:GO) 

b r i n g  t h a t  t r i p  "Glenlycn House1' a t  f iances Lake was bu i l t .  In  

1942 Campbell returned t o  Frances Lake and a p e m e n t  s t r u c m  was 

erected t o  serve as wintering quarters.  Provisions remained problematic 

throughout the  year and some people had t o  be sent  back t o  Fort  Simpson 

on account of the  shortage of supplies. Again the  winter was spent i n  

great deprivation. (is was the  case with t h e  I M m i  Ind ims  dt k a s e  M e ,  

in l a t e  winter  p u p s  of Indians again a p p e n d  with f resh  meat supplies. 

In the  following yecars this basic  pa t te rn  was continued. No I n d i m s  were 

reported throughout the  y e m ,  except tha t  toward the  l a t e  winter early spring, 



gmups of "strange1' Indians came t o  t rade,  some of whom C a q b e l l  had 

never seen before, even a f t e r  several yems at the  post (Campbell 1958: 

64, 71, 73, 76). 

The appewmce of those s m a l l  gmups of Indians coincided with an 

important hunt.ing cycle a s  we a l so  learn f r o m  Campbell, 

"I may r ~ : l a r k  t h a t  the weather in these Arctic la t i tudes  i s  
generally very calm in kc&r and January. rebruary is 
cal led by the Indians the  "Windy Moonw which i s  always 
impatiently looked fonmrd t o ,  as it i s  then they are able 
t o  kil l  noosevr. (Campbell 1958: 76 

Although situa-ted more north, but refer r ing  t o  the whole Yukon 

Plateau, the t rader  and founder of 'Tort Yucon" fo r  the Hudson's Ehy Company, 

Alexander Murray provides us with s imilar  information regarding the 

hunting of moose, only he mentions March and April as the  best time 

(Murray 1910: 80). 

The wider ecological cycles of the  mountainous North seem t o  reinforce 

the  va l id i ty  of the seasonal movements of the Indian groups observed by 

Campbell, although he himself apparently did not notice this. Both the 

S t ik ine  and the Pelly Rivers have salmon runs ( f o r  Pelly River see Pike 

1967:178, 179). b r i n g  the salmon run, it i s  highly probable t h a t  

populations subsist ing f o r  a large p a t  on salmon, would put all tlxkr 

avai lable mpmer  behind the  securing of a supply of salmon, adequate t o  

last through the  year, For the people of the Stikine it was a l s o  the time 

of the  large assembly and trade with the  coast Indians. In  addition, the 

snow conditions in the  Cassim and the reported southern boundary of the 

Porcupine Herd winter mipa t ion  (Chapter 2) indicate  t h a t  small groups of 

Indians came i n t o  the  Cassia d i s t r i c t  in l a t e  winter - ear ly  spring t o  



rnakc use of the advmtageous atmspheric  conditions t o  hunt moose, and 

some m y  have combined this hunting with trading, a s  the  Trading Nahanies 

o r  Tahltm did. That the Indims,  who s t a r t ed  t o  trade a t  Frances Lake 

were or ig ina l ly  from the Pacif ic  drainage area, was  noted by Murray a t  

Fort Yukon. 

"with them another Indian belonging t o  the "Men of the Forkst' 
( a  b a d  near the Forks of the  Lewis [~ukon] and Pelly) who had 
two ye-s before been a t  the Great Lake [Lake ~ e s l j n ]  the  
principle source of the  r i v e r  [Teslin and Yukon River]: they 
described the Forks of the Lewis and Pelly where M r .  Campbell 
had been, the  L e w i s  River the the  house on the  west s ide  of 
the  mountains near Frances lake where some of h i s  people had 
traded deer skins. lt  
(Murray 1910:76) 

Murray a l so  indicated t h a t  the llNahciy Indianst1 inhabited the mountains 

toward the  source of the  Gravel River [ ~ e e l e  River] and the Grand River 

[Pelly River]. This mgion i s  a l so  the  soume of the South Nahanni River 

where I'lcIeod in 1823 had found the Nahani o r  Espataottine o r  Goat Indims. 

This area a t  the same time gives access t o  the  salmon of Pelly River and 

the  wintering gnunds of the  Porcupine caribou herd. As MacFarlane 

reported, these Nahanies provided the Mackenzie River posts with caribou 

meat (Chapter 1). The Espataottine Indians, who have remained unlolown 

ethnogmphically and reluctant ly c l ass i f i ed  with the  Kiiska by Honigmmn 

(1949:33, 351, were i n  r e a l i t y  Indians fmm the Pacif ic  drainage population. 

The informt ion presented in t h i s  study strongly points toward the 

non-existence of an t lSor ig ina l t l  Ki~ska society, a s  proposed by Honipann 

(1964 1. Except f o r  the  Thloadcnnis of the Kechika River, described by 

Black, who could be I - I o n i v  s l1~selonLI1l2 o r  Welson Indimslt. The 



Hudson's Bay Company t raders  a t  Fort Simpson and at Fort I-Ialkett cal led 

these people Sekani Indians. Jenness a s  well ,  thought the Tseloni of 

the  Kechika River t o  be Sekani Indians (1937:ll) .  None of the  other  

bands o r  mcro-cosmic p u p s ,  as Honigrnann c a l l s  them, f i t  the categories 

proposed by Honignwrrn (1949, 1964). 

As Jenness has correct ly pointed out ,  Nahani means "people over 

there  f a r  away" ( J ~ M ~ s s  1932:427). The Arctic drainage people used t h i s  

col lect ive noun t o  indicate Indians f r o m  the Pacif ic  drainage, Indians 

with a d i f ferent  cul ture,  occupying a di f ferent  ecological zone. The 

trading Nahanies have now been ident i f ied  as Tahltan, who a t  the same 

t ime exploited seasonally the  Cease River and Lake areas and had Wade 

routes a t  leiist a s  f a r  a s  the Kechika River, where they traded with the  

Sekani (Black 1 9  5 5 : 1 X X i V  1 . 
This s i tua t ion  leaves us three poss ib i l i t i e s ;  Either the aboriginal 

k s k a  became displaced by the Tahltan in t h e i r  role of middleman, comparable 

t o  the  s i tua t ion  described f o r  the  Cree and Beaver Indians, o r ,  Kaska 

society a s  investigated by Honignwxn originated after the  period of 

Empcan  penetration. A third poss ib i l i ty  i s  of course t h a t  the Europeans 

fa i l ed  t o  observe t h e i r  existence. The h i s t o r i c a l  m t e r i a l  does not give 

m y  indication of a s p a t i a l  movement of Kaska Bdians  but l z t e r  developnlents 

indicate the  poss ib i l i ty  t h a t  a %cfugee-like society has developed in 

t h a t  region. 

The fur t raders  l o s t  a l l  i n te res t  i n  the  b a s e  M e  area and the 

establishment at F'mnces Lake ramined o i  somc i,rrportance as a relay 

Lt 



s ta t ion  towild Fort Sclkirk a t  the Felly and Yukon f ivers .  With the 

3 
Chilcat Indians at tack on Fort Selkirk in 1852 t h i s  function disappeared 

completely (Wilson 1970:3.21, 1 2 2 )  . 
I n  ear ly  1873 gold was d i s c o v e ~ d  a t  Thibert Creek, a t r ibutary  of 

b a s e  River. By August of t h a t  year twenty miners were working the 

Wavels and by 1874 the  population had increased t o  1600. 

"of all the  miners arr iving in t h a t  season, scarcely a 
hundred remained t o  face Arctic winter, and these 
suffered p a t  hardship fmm disease and lack of food" 
(Gallow;iy 1931:25) 

The wintering place f o r  most miners w a s  Fort \bangell  at the  mouth 

of the Stikine. To rcach b a s e  Lake, the  provincial government b u i l t  

a pad< trail and bridges in 1874 over the land divide crossing the Tahltan, 

Tuya and Tanzilla r ivers .  A ye- l a t e r  a trail was cut  t o  import 300 head 

of c a t t l e .  This eight-hundred mile t rai l  cane from Quesnel in the  Cariboo 

d i s t r i c t  of Bri t ish Columbia and' v ia  Fort Fraser and Hazelton on the Skeena, 

reached Dease Lake (Galloway 1931:26, Zaslow 1971:49). 

In  1877, W.H. Pierce, a young mul t rying his luck as a goldminer, 

entered the Cassiar goldfields v ia  Wangel1 at  the  mouth of the Stikine 

which was connected by a steamship service with the  southem c i t i e s  of 

Bri t ish Columbia. The passengers heading f o r  the  gold f i e l d s  of the  

Cassim included miners, Inclians and half-breeds, many of the l a t t e r  with 

native wives (Pierce 1890:11, 1 2 ) .  It was not uncorrpnon t h a t  women worked 

the  gold claim as well,  but the majority did not: 

l'On the  contrary, they appeared t o  be rather. expensive in 
t h e i r  habi ts  and I: have seen them s i t t i n g  by t h c i r  smky, 
dusty camp-fires dressed i n  si.lkl1. 
(Pierce 1890:12) 



Thc gold-rush offered a variety of wage-labour f o r  the Indians: 

hired packers (Galloway 1931:26), bat-crews (bwson 1889:87B), suppliers 

of meat (Pike 1967:59) and of course, the  minine, of gold i t s e l f .  The 

srrall but wild mining towns of Laketon (Dease M e )  Glenora and Telegmph 

Creek (S-tikine) vJ,lrich sprang up almost overnight, provided a breeding 

ground f o r  pros t i tu t ion  (Krause 1956:207, Tei t  1906:339, Pike 1967:55). 

Indians from many di f ferent  regions entered the  Cassiar d i s t r i c t .  James 

Teit  reported in 1903 t h a t  a Shuswap from Canoe Creek had been l iv ing  

there ,  among the Casca, f o r  the  l a s t  twenty-five years and had acquired 

some kind of leadership ro le  (Tei t  1906 :348). Packing f re igh t  and supplies 

provided the  best  ~ p p ~ t u n i t i e s  f o r  wage-labour in the  mountainous Cassiar 

Dis t r ic t .  

'I. . . all transportation of supplies i s  done by r i v e r  boats 
' and where there am no r ive r s  it is  done by Indians who charge 

very high f o r  packing. " 
(Pierce 1890: 18 

"The boating on the [base] River (goodsfor Mcb.m post) has been 
done principal ly by crews of  Coast Indians, who are engaged and 
brought i n t o  the i n t e r i o r  f o r  the  purpose". 
(Dawson 1889:87B) 

In the  1870' s , wia-  the  1890' s when precise boundaries were l a i d  

d m ,  the  whole northern section of the  i n t e r i o r  of Bri t ish Columbia w a s  

known a s  the Cassia?, 

"Cassiar i s  a ccrpution of Kasha, the  Nahane name f o r  McBme 
Creek" 
(Gallway 1931:24) 

In a s tory  concerning the prospectors who found the gold i n  the 

k a s e  Wte m a ,  the  miner Pierce mentions the "Crrscartl Indims (1890:19) 
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This is  the  f i r s t  refervlnce in  the  l i t e r a t u r e  t o  a term t h a t  eventually 

became the modern name Kaska. The s tory  however, was t o l d  from hearsay 

and whilst  Pierce himself w a s  i n  the region, no indication i s  given of 

the  existence of a d i s t i n c t  o r  homogeneous gmup of Indians in the  

Dease Lake area. This would not be so rcrrarkable had Pierce not ,  through- 

out h i s  book, commented on o r  described many other  Indian populations 

he saw during his long wanderings in the  north. It i s  mom than l ike ly  

t h a t  Cascar &dims therefore was a general r e f e ~ n c e  t o  ffIndians in 

the  Cassiarlf. 

The gold diggings were successful f o r  only a short  time. In 1878 

the  population was around 1500, a third of whom were Chinese (Galloway 

1931:26). In 1879 the  population s t a r t ed  t o  decline and i n  1887 the 

population w a s  down t o  125, nearly all Chinese. In t h a t  same year 

George Dawson travel led through the Cassiar on an exploration expedition 

fo r  the  Canadian Federal Government. I n  h i s  notes on the  Indian t r i b e s  

of the  area,  Ihwson has the  Tahltan t e r r i t o r y  s t i l l  including B a s e  M e ,  

a s  f a r  down the  Cease River a s  Eagle Creek, extending a l so  t o  the west 

branch of the  Black o r  Turnagain River (Ihwson 1889:192B). 

With regard t o  the Kaska, f i f t een  years a f t e r  the  impact of the  

gold rush, the following w a s  noted: the  name was applied t o  two bands, who 

cal led themselves ~a-zz-00-ti-na and ~i-tco-<:-na, who traded at McIhne 

Creek o r  Lower Post, at the mouth of the E a s e  River. A t o t a l  of 94 

(23 men, 18 women and 53 children) traded a t  Lower Post and although not 
N 

speci f ica l ly  s ta ted  they were the Ti-tso-ti-na, and 70 traded a t  the  

M c h n e  post. O f  this gmup, the  ~a -z&o- t i -na ,no  fur ther  breakdown i s  
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given. The t o t a l  t e m i t o r y  stretched in eas ter ly  direction a s  f a  as 

Fort Halkett, where they met with the Selcani o r  Sat-e-loo'ne o r  Al-tat-tin 

o r  Bear M e  Indians. In the  north it went a s  f a r  as F'rances Lake "though 

it would appear tha t  not till recent years have they ventured so  f a r  in 

t h a t  direction" (bwson 1889:20C)B). A s  noted, southward the Tahltan s t i l l  

claimed B a s e  Lake and a large par t  of b a s e  River. F r m  the  north p u p s  

of T&u, Tagish and Pelly River Indians occasionally came dam t o  t rade 

a t  h e r  Post. 

No information on socia l  s t m c t u r e  i s  presented by Dawson other 

than t h a t  the  Kaska in te rnwr ied  with the  Tahltan, but w e r e  m o r e  closely 

a l l i e d  by language and m i a g e  t o  the  Indians of the  h e r  Liard (hwson 

1889:1993). A t  Lower Post the  e n t i r e  "tribe" was seen by bwson: 

". . . and t h i s  cur ios i ty  proved t o  be very embarrising 
1%. Egnell, who was i n  charge of the  post, excused it by 
explaining tha t  they have never seen so many whites together 
before, the  number being nine in all . . . 11 

(Dawson 1889:201B) 

This point mde  by kwson seems somewhat doubtful i f  we take i n t o  

account the number of minem t h a t  flooded the  country some years e a r l i e r  

and t h a t  a c a t t l e  trail was b u i l t  t o  impcr3 some 300 cattle t o  feed those 

miners. It ra ther  seems t o  indicate t h a t  the  p u p  of Indians themselves 

were recent irmni.grmts. 

In 1892 Pike t ravel led  through the  Cassiar d i s t r i c t  via  k a s e  

Lake and Francis Lake toward the Pelly River. The l i t t l e  steamer, b u i l t  

in the  1870's was s t i l l  servicing b a s e  Lake (Galloway 1931:28, Pike 1967: 

52 1. Wceton was by then a dead nlining town with young shoots pushing up 

through the s t r e e t s  (Pike 1967:55). Pike  who had hoped, and indeed mde 

mmgemcnts ,  t o  pick up ;i boat a d  crew t o  continue h i s  voyage toward 
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Pelly River, discovered tha t :  

"th? loca l  Indians, who, besides being unt rush~or thy  have 
the  strongest aversion t o  hard work, and expect wages fo r  
what l i t t l e  they do a t  r a t e s  t h a t  were in v o p e  when the  
diggings were paying labour was scarce. 'l 
(Pike 1967:64) 

Together with the miners, business also had disappeared. The 

Hudson's Bay Company operating Lower Post sold t h a t  establishment i n  the  

f a l l  of 1892, t o  a freetrader  named La Montagne, who had competed with 

Lower Post from a post down the  Liard River. The Hudson's Bay ccinpmy 

discharged the ''Planitoba h a l f b ~ e d s ' l ,  who had been employed as batmen, 

the following spring (Pike 1967  : 84,851. Ehployment w a s  an important p u t  

of the  Cassim economy as lack of it meant a complete dependency on the 

meagre resources of the  area (Pike 1967 :lZ5). 

The Cassiar gold rush, therefore,  can be seen as  the  most important 

upheaval behind the breakdown of patterns which were noted by the ear ly  

f u r  t raders .  The miners and government transportation systems, broke up 

the  t rade  ro les  of the  Tl ingi t ,  but especially t h a t  of the  Tahltan. 

Although the  s a h n - c a t c h i n g  gatherings were s t i l l  reported in the  ear ly  

19001s, Wade, which beforc the gold rush consitutcd an important pa r t ,  had 

v i r tua l ly  disappeared (Dawson 1889:192B, Pike 1967:27). Smal l  shops 

continued t o  supply the  area with goods long a f t e r  the importance of the 

gold rush had passed. The need t o  protect  the t rade routes through the 

drainage system of the  LLd River, as  experienced by Campbell, became l e s s  

urgent f o r  the Tahltan, and the region void of s e t t l e d  populations, provided 

an opportunity f o r  the Indians, who arrived with the  gold rush wage- 

earning poss ib i l i t i e s ,  t o  s e t t l e  in the  m a ,  when the  e::citement collapsed. 



Few people m i n e d  permmently i n  the  d i s t r i c t  and the continuing 

service of somc trade posts and shops i n  the  m a  provided the  population 

with the  income imn~ sornc fur trapping and f m ~  occasional wage-labour. 

If t h i s  proposition, t h a t  the Kaska society as  described by 

Honignmn (1949) had i t s  origins in the  exploitation of an ecological 

niche created by the  gold rush, ( ra ther  than t h a t  there was an aboriginal 

Kaska society a lso  described by IIonigrr;mn (19641, has any val id i ty ,  it 

would surely be ref lected i n  the information presented by H0nipa.m f r o m  

his fieldwork among the  Kaska in 1944 and 1945. A 70  year period between 

the  extensive fieldwork of HonigJMnn and the f i r s t  impact of the gold 

rush, would give the oldel. informants used by HonigJMnn e i t h e r  some 

howledge reaching back i n t o  the  nineteenth century, o r  at l e a s t  parents 

t h a t  had t o l d  them S o u  t t h  period. 

The age groups of the m a i n  Kaska informants and t h e i r  children are 

presented in Table 5-6-7 (H0nipat-m 1949). The backgrounds of the  

"over 40" people are highly d ivers i f ied ,  except f o r  one fCmily whose 

members make up the  majority of the Nelson Lndians. Thc remining 11 

people are Slave, Tahltan, Tl ingi t  , o r  f m  the bwer  Pelly , the Mackenzie 

River area, Upper L;iard, o r  Dzase f i v e r  with two of unspecified origin. 

The same holds t rue  f o r  the  i n f o m t s  used in a l a t e r  study (Honigmm 

1964 :25, 26). Of these s i x  i n f o m t s  thrce,  and possibly four,  had 

Pacific drainage ancestors one is  not c l a s s i f i ed ,  one had Sekani parents 

and one "perhaps" Cspatotena parents. 

The mst valuclble i n f o m m t ,  Old M a n ,  was thought t o  have included 

i n f o m i t i (  n regarding the Teslin M e  and Upper Taku River people ra ther  



Age of Kaska Informants 

( T o t a l :  85) 

3 0 4 0 50 60 70 80 years 



Tribe 

T o t a l  Qska Population March 31 ,  1944 

Dease R i v e r  20 

Upper Lard 1 4  

Nelson River 1 7  

Men Women BOYS G i r l s  T o t a l  

(under  1 6  

T o t  a1 51  
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TABLE V I  I 

Kaska Population 1875-1944 ---- 

.*. 
k a s e  River 105 70 70 70 64 150 64 137" 74 

Upper L i d  + F.L. 79 84 82 8 0 80 95 42+ 

f? 

Nelson River 89 106 123 141 91 59 

Total 238 260 269 285 323 175 

.'r ,. 
only t rading Indians (PlcDame Post) - no t r iba l  

specifications. 

t 
includes only three fiances Lake Indians. 
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than the Upper Li,urul dwellers (Honi,pann 1964 : 2 6 ) .  Of t h i s  i n f o l m t  an 

autobiographical sketch was presented (Honigmm 1949 : 316-3301. His 

grandpivents on h i s  f a the r ' s  s ide  were Tagish Indians, h i s  fa ther  was 

born a t  Ross River and l a t e r  moved t o  Dease M e  where he worked, packing 

things by horse t o  t ? ~  m h x - s  up M c h e  Creek (1949:317). Old Man's 

m t h e r ' s  fa ther  belonged t o  the Gard River C ~ u n t r y  a s  did his mother, 

who cane t o  the Pelly country t o  f i s h  f o r  salmon. Old Man himself had a 

large variety of wage jobs in summert and trapped f u r  i n  winter. Once, 

trading some of the  fwls in Fort Liard, he was t o l d  by h i s  family t o  

d e m d  cash ra ther  than c red i t ,  the usual Hudson's Bay Company method in 

dealing with the  Indian trappers,  but ra ther  useless t o  the  Indians of 

the  Cassiar who had been completely integrated i n t o  a cash-econmy since 

the  gold rush. 

Besides the  d ivers i ty  of Indian ancestry a large nmber of 

informants are class i f ied  by Honigmam as part-white, part-Cree and some 

married t o  v~hite.  Although no bands of Cree have been reported t o  

operate that f a r  north i n t o  the  mountainous i n t e r i o r  in e a r l i e r  times, 

the  Hudson's Bay boabnen, as noted, were "Manitoba halfireeds" and when 

f i r ed  i n  1892, they stayed in the area (Pike 1967 :84, 85). 

That this information can be obtained frm Honig~unn's study, 

k - d c a t e s  the  exceptional qual i ty of the data he presents. Where Honi- 

errs is  in his assumption of an aboriginal Kiiska society: 

"According t o  the  Old Man, an Upper Liard i n f o m l t ,  the  
Kaska Indidns of t h a t  region believe themselves t o  be 
descendant from the T1ingi.t through the  Ross River (Pelly) 
Indians (Honigmmn 1949:38)It 
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Apparently developing t h i s  statement, Honipam strikes out and 

concludes t h a t :  

"Sometime within the  past  20.000 years man probably f i r s t  s e t  
foot in the  Cassiar. The imnediate pint from which those 
early s e t t l e r s  had migrated presumably l ay  somewhere t o  the  
northwest. 'I (H0nig-nan.n 1964 : 15 ) 

Honigmm must not have real ized that Old lkn  was in a l l  probabili ty 

t e l l i n g  his own personal his tory,  explaining where h i s  own parents and 

grandparents came from. h l t h o x h  some minor de ta i l s  are wrong in Honigmnn's 

discussion of the h is tory  of k s k a  society,%he overriding problem is  

his assumption t h a t  Kaska society had existed p r io r  t o  a l l  these happenings. 

"At the time when the  more eas ter ly  Cassiar people f i r s t  
contacted the white man in the  Mackenzie basin the group 
col lect ively and griituitously referred t o  as Kaska 
(synonymy: Casca) was divided i n t o  a number of macrocosmic 
groups o r  t r ibes .  These uni ts  have been variously named, 
the  confusion being due t o  the f a c t  t h a t  the groups were 
loosely organized and f a i l e d  t o  adopt fixed t r i b a l  
desippations of tht ir own.!' 
( H o n i v  1964 :16 ) 

This statement is followed by the  observation t h a t  names given t o  

these groups were not fixed, but may have been d i f ferent  when other  

informants were consulted and m y  even have vmied f r o m  time t o  time with 

the same infommt. Notwithstanding t h i s  rea l iza t ion ,  Iionignann follows 

this up immediately with the impossible task of unscrambling the infamat ion  

by only using the  names of the  d i f ferent  p u p s .  (Honigmnn 1964:16-20). 

Osgood class i f ied  the  Kaska m n g  the Arctic drainage groups. This 

c lass i f ica t ion  is mainly based on the  lack of salmon in the r ivers .  The 

occurrence of salmon allowed f o r  a re la t ive ly  r i ch  cul ture m n g  the 



Pacific drainage people and the lack of salmon explained the  essent ia l ly  

simple patterns of behavior of the "aborigines of the  Arctic eas t t f  

(Osgood 1936:31). Why Osgmd makes an unfortunate switch t o  "aborigines" 

ra ther  than people i s  not c l e m  and seems t o  complicate the picture 

unnecessarily. This proposition is confirmed by Honigmam, with the 

addition t h a t  the Ki~ska represent "a t r ans i t iona l  character simply on the 

grounds of geographical positicn" (Honigmnn 1964 : l43) ,  and t h a t  "simila7i ty 

i s  found between the k s k a  (but excluding tne Nelson River t r ibe)  Tahltan 

and Carrier I f  (Honigmann 1 9 4  9 : 3 8 . Acculturative foces , therefore,  

explain the Kaska's intermediate position, both in the  technical as well 

as socia l  aspect. 

This position was a l so  taken by MacLachlan (1955) who proposed 

t h a t  the Western Kaska socia l  system developed from a "slave-type" system 

t o  an intermediate f ' T h g i t - t y p e "  under influence of the t rade re la t ions  

with the  coast Indians. Accultaration and diffusion were the forces 

behind t h i s  change, psychological dimensions forming the basic ingredients 

of the dynamics involved (MacLachlan 1955:1, 1 4 ) .  A s  noted, the Tahltan 

traded d i rec t ly  with the Kechika River people before the  1870's and no 

flow of Pacif ic  drainage traits has ken reported f o r  these people; on 

the contrary, they served as the  model f o r  the basic  "slave-type" system. 

The vague pmposition of acculturation, explaining the Pacif ic  

drainage cul tura l  influences observed among the  Kaska communities, is 

untenable. Quite a d i f ferent  s i tua t ion  occwred: during the gold rush in 

the C a s s i a  d i s t r i c t ,  many Indians came in search of employment and wage- 

earning opportunities. After the  decline of the gold lvsh a few job 
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opportunities remained and winter trapping of fur in the  area now 

abandoned by the  Tahltan, was possible. Consequently a small number 

of people stayed. Thc new s e t t l e r s  had come from m y  di f ferent  areas 

but the majority came from both the  Pacif ic  and Arctic drainage mas.  

A s  one might expect, marriage between these families took place,resulting 

i n  a mixture of s0ci .d  and cu l tu ra l  traits. 

Thus an unusual process s tar ted:  A non-society slowly developed 

i n t o  a "societyll, which 70 years l a t e r  was st i l l  characterized by a 

variety of inconsistencies. 

SUMMARY 

It should be emphasized t h a t  the muntainous region around the 

60' l a t i tude  Nor'h was observed t o  be d i s t i n c t l y  lacking in resources, 

especial ly during the winter. Subsequently only a s m a l l  human population 

i n h S i t e d  the area p e m c n t l y  throughout the seasons. Trade re la t ions  

t h a t  existed among the Indian population did not collapse because the 

Hudson's Bay enterecl the region - their own e f f o r t s  collapsed - but the 

sudden influx of large numbers of miners and governmental transportation 

and trade routes changed a l l  exist ing relat ions.  A large demand f o r  wage- 

labour drew many people t o  the area. 

Following the gold rush, a smll group of people rc?wined, attached 

t o  both wag-labour and f u r  trapping. With cash so  obtained western food 

was purchased in the shops and trading establishments i n  order t o  s u p p l m t  

the d i e t .  The d i s t i n c t  impossibility of subsisting on the  natural  resources 

d o n e  h c ~ s  characterized the populations of thc Cnssiar u n t i l  today. 
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Field data gathered by John Honignannin 1944/45 contains suff ic ient  

infornation t o  allow an examination of the proposed dynamics behind the 

emergence of the new communities. The notion l'communityl' seems of more 

value than the notion tlmacro-cosmic o r  micro-cosmic band," which implies 

an in ternal  continuity. Over t h e ,  6 - r e l a t e d n e s s  of the people developed, 

with frequent intra-group marriage. No fixed group endogamy o r  exogamy 

could he established f o r  the modern Kaska (&cLachlan 1955:2) and moiety 

a f f i l i a t i o n  could be a l lo t t ed  whenever the s i tua t ion  demanded t h i s  

(Honignam 1949:133). 





In 1825 the 141st meridtan was s e t  a s  the boundary between the 
Russian and Bri t ish spheres of in teres t .  

Morice c l a s s i f i i e s  the  Tse1-loh-ne, meaning "the people of the  end 
of the rockstt with t h e  Tselkehne t r i b e  occupying the Finlay River 
t e r r i t o r y  a t  570 l a t i tude  north (Morice 1893:291. He f e l t  himself 
t o  be too unfamiliar with the Nahmy o r  Nahrane t r i b e  t o  discuss 
any of t h e i r  t r i b a l  divisions with any degree of cer ta in ty  
(1893:31). 

The akmdonment of Fort Selkirk can be seen as  the end of the  
e r a  of colonial fur t rade expansion. Since this date no fur ther  
t e r r i t o r i a l  expansion was mde  by the fur t rade Companies. 

The Klondike gold rush, in the closing years of the  nineteen-kh 
century, c ~ a t e d  similar patterns.  In addition t o  the  employment 
as packers, porters ,  deckhands and mine labourers, the  Indians 
traded considerable quanti t ies  of meat, obtained from the 
Porcupine Caribou herds of the Central Yukon (Zaslow 1971:144,145). 
In addition the  Chilkat Indians charged one dol lar  per head from 
every white man passing through t h e i r  country (Pierce 1890:98). 

Campbell established the  post a t  Dease M e  (1949:42) which 
was only occupied f o r  one winter (1949:43). E'rances Lake was 
p e m e n t l y  occupied from 1842 onwmd and was not raided by 
Qlilkat Indians, but For t  SeUcirlc was in 1852 (1949 : 43 1. This 
f o r t  having a l so  been established by Robert Campbell (see a l so  p. 95 
and footnote 3. above 1 . 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

Contact w i t h  European society has had a varied e f fec t  upon. 

populations of native societ ies .  In t h i s  study it has been demonstrated 

t h a t  the dynamics behind the  contact conditions w e r e  d i f ferent  fo r  

two groups of Athabascan speakers. The people of the  boreal fores t  of 

the Fort Simpson - Fort Nelson rcgion went through a long period of 

displacement, warfare, s tmvat ion  and disease. Above all, it w a s  the  

disruption of the  aboriginal susbistence base t h a t  characterized the 

h i s t o r y  of the Beaver Indians. k m  1670 onward the Athabascan speakers 

were pushed n o r t h w d  i n t o  the  boreal fo res t ,  an environment lacking 

important concentrati-ons of large game a n k l s .  However, so l i t a ry  

animals l i k e  m s e ,  wood buffalo and woodland cmibou w e r e  available. 

Following t h i s  e r a ,  the f u r  t raders  of the  North-West Company exploited 

the fo res t  environment in such a manner t h a t  it was soon v i r tua l ly  

emptied of i t s  animal populations. No major large-scale catastrophic 

natural  changes have been reported f o r  the  t i m e  span t h i s  study is concerned 

with. Fluctuating local  ecological conditions and cycl ica l  a n b l  b i r th  

and death ra tes  occurred, but these presumably have occurred fo r  hundreds 

i f  not thousands of years. These f luctuat ions,  coupled with the  extrarely 

high hunting pressures introduced by the  fur t n ~ d e ,  explain the  serious 

reduction of animal population. The new hunting and trapping methods did 

not allow a n i m l  populations t o  regenerate following the reduction of 

numbers through natural  causes. 
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E m  Service, quoting Alexander kckenzie ,  most l ike ly  meant this 

period t o  be the time of the development of the  Athabascan composite 

band (1962 : 88). For Service, the composite band in general was "a 

product of the  necw destruction of aboriginal bands a f t e r  contact w i t h  

c ivi l izat ion" (1962:108). In t h a t  made1 disease played a prominant role .  

Although it is c o m c t  that disease has been reported continuously tnis 

apparently self-evident pmposition only holds, w l m  the conditions of 

s tarvat ion,  brought about by the destruction of the  subsistence base, 

axe disregarded. Modern investigations (Stott:1968) have shown t h a t  

ill-nourishment is a major cause behind large-scale outbreaks of disease, 

const i tut ional  i l l -hea l th ,  infant  mortality index, mlformations e tc . ,  

e tc .  Disease, unlike s tarvat ion,  i s  a re la t ive ly  eas i ly  observed 

empirical phenomenon, especially when one considers t h a t  the fur t raders  

reporting the diseases were not interested i n  the  overa l l  l iv ing  

conditions of the  Indians, but only in the  Indian as trapper. Company 

personnel l o s t  through accidents, f igh t s  and starvat ion were eas i ly  

replaced by the h i r ing  of new people. For the  Athabascan speakers it 

meant a constant reorganization and the  "good hunter" became the  central  

focus (Helm 1961:171). This may have resul ted "in the  merging of 

unrelated peoples" (Service 1962 : 108 1. 

The histor5ca.l sequence f o r  the Indian population today lmown as 

the  Kaska i s  dras t ica l ly  d i f fercnt .  The opening up of a new ecological 

niche through the  gold rush at t rac ted  people t o  enter  the  Cassiar region. 

Ongoing wage-labour opportunities and cash f u r  trapping, fomned the  
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predominant influence behind the  emergence of a new comunity. Families 

grouped m u n d  the cash-flow introduced by those with incomes. Rather 

than emerging f r o m  an exist ing aboriginal population, a s  was the  case 

with the  Beaver Indians of Fort Simpson - Fort TJelson m a ,  the  new 

population of the Cassiar was a mixture of people f r o m  d i f ferent  cu l tu ra l  

area, with d i f ferent  cul tura l  traits. This was of course recognized by 

the  anthropologists, but wrongly explained by the concept of acculturation. 

Tne assumption t h a t  the KElska Indians did emerge from an aboriginal 

society has led Honigmm (1964:1965) and FkcLachlan (1955) t o  a variety 

o f  untenable propositions. 

The dynamics behind the emergence of the  present-day Cassia 

community presents a model f o r  other  Athabascan communities. An 

examination of the his tory of Jean M i e  (Lynx Point),as presented by 

June Helm, provides a s i m i l a ~  basic  pat tern of economic and physical forces. 

The establishment of Jean Marie, s i tua ted  south of Fort Simpson on the 

i.lackenzie River could be traced back t o  1911 (Helm 1961:45, 1965:365). 

The founder of the v i l lage ,  I1Old Mink", was a s t e e r s m  working on the 

Y ork boats of the Hudson1 s Bay Company. Before he got t h i s  job, Old Mink 

had travel led and ti-apped in various par ts  of the Mackenzie region 

(Helm 1961:45 1. A number of families l ived in the v i l lage ,  but in 1943/ 

44 an important change took place according t o  Helm. The group co-ordination 

became more s table  a s  the  "Lynx Point V c n t ~ r e ~ ~  was now f u l l y  launched. 

The reason was the acquisit ion of the powe>boat and barge (1961:123). 

According t o  Helm, the  "typical Slavey band1' developed i n t o  a "Venture- 

type band1' due t o  the  leadership of some of the  members of  the comunity 



and both types of socia l  s t ruc ture  could serve a s  h i s to r i ca l  models 

(Helm 1 9 6 1 :  124-190). 

The s imi lar i ty  of this development t o  t h a t  of the  Cassiar people 

i s  clear.  Wage-labour formed the  decisive influence behind the 

development of a comunity. In the  case of the  Jean Marie community, 

the  ownership of a barge and boat created a stronger economic position 

with some a l te rnat ive  cash earming poss ib i l i t i e s  ( se l l ing  f i s h  and fire- 

wood), while the  Cassiar people remained more dependent on the whims 

of Western Society. That the  Lynx-Point Venture was  continuously 

successful was shown in an economic survey in the  l a t e  1960's. The 

Jean Marie people were the  only Indians of the  Upper Mackenzie area who 

had acquired t h e i r  own saw-mill (cooperatively owned) and a l a t e  model 

pick-up truck. The boat t h a t  pulled the  barge was out  of order 

(figgins 1969:73, 105-1071. 

Neither the  Cassiar people nor the  J2an Marie people could do 

without e i t h e r  the  cash-income o r  the  hunting of animals f o r  food. In 

both  communities it was observed t h a t  the store-bought food w a s  the la rger  

pa13 of the  t o t a l  food intake (Helm 1961:27-36, Honignann 1949:102-111). 

Helm and hmas have pointed out t h a t  Jean Marie could be c o n s i d e ~ d  

a "Contact-Tradition0 community (Helm and Dmas 1963 1. A decisive 

feature of such an all-native c m u n i t y  was the  presence of permanent 

dwellings, indicating t h a t  nonudism and cul tura l  independence had 

declined (Helm 196 3 : 10). The prime forces behind these s tabi l iza t ion  

processes were shown t o  be the  introduction of f u r  t rade and access t o  

new technology and it was proposed t h a t  the  b n e ,  over a long time period, 

had abandoned t h e i r  subsistence a c t i v i t i e s ,  the  m a s  r i ch  in subsistence 
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biota,  the  r i c h  f ishing waters, t o  obtain eas ie r  access t o  the  "Point 

of Trade'! and i t s  m k e t  economy (IIelm and Divnas 1963:10, 11, 13, 1 9 ) .  

A mysterious f'pull" operated from the  "Point of Tradet' (1963 : l3)  compm&le 

t o  the  pu l l  of the  c i t y  in Western society. 

Tkis study has shown t h a t  the natural  resources of the  boreal fores t  

area amund FOL* Simpson/Fort Nelson, was not r i c h  in resources, the lakes 

were not good f ishing lakes and within a few years a f t e r  the a r r i v a l  of the 

North-West Company continuous complaints about the shortage of beaver 

were recorded. This, in an area which accorcling t o  Helm and Damas included 

some of Ifthe r iches t  regions i n  the  North f o r  m t e n ,  mink and beaver" 

(1963:lO). 

A m e  accumte picture,  since the  18001s, i s  of an Athabascan 

population i n  an almost t o t a l l y  destroyed natural  environment, "k i l l ing  

whatever game came in t h e i r  way t o  appease t h e i r  hunger" (Wallace 1932:353). 

An increasing dependence on the western market economy, especially t o  

complement the f a i l i n g  wild food supply, with western food, resul ted in the 

attachment of people t o  the c red i t  trapping system, a vicious c i r c l e  

mst favourable t o  the  Hudson's Bay Company. 

For both the  Cassi.ar and Upper Mackenzie people it w a s  the physical 

and economic circumstances ra ther  than in ternal  sociological facets  of the 

socia l  system (such as kinship) which const i tute  the  fundamentalmeans of 

soc ia l  organization. Stable income, through wage-labour, o r  trapping created 

s table  communities. Within such a s table  community, l i k e  Jean Marie, kin- 

relatedness m y  continue and develop. In unstable communities, l ike  the  

Lower Post community described by H o n i ~ u m  (1949), kin-relatedness is 
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of l e s s  importance a d  more contacts w i l l  be sought 

economic poss ib i l i t i e s ,  and in t o t a l ,  the  community 

"turn-over" . Honigmmn cal led t h i s  t h e  !'atamistic" 

outside f o r  a l te rnat ive  

w i l l  show a high 

society (1949). The 

sequence presented in this study proposes t h a t  the  s tabi l ized  inter-  

re la ted  kin composition observed by Helm (1961, 1965) i s  a recent 

development, following t h e  opening ~p of new ecological niches and does 

not serve as an adequate model f o r  aboriginal o r  early contact Athabascan 

societ ies .  

In this lip&t, the  information a l so  contravenes Osgocd's division 

i n t o  t r i b a l  segments. Not only did the  Athabascans not have these 

divisions, they didn ' t  need them, nor were they h i s to r i ca l ly  inherited: 

the  Kaska wercnlt there,  the Slave were misnamed and the  Sekani were 

named a f t e r  the  "best known band" (Osgood 1936:17). Community composition 

i n  present day AthaJxscan society rrakes t r i b a l  division dlmost meaningless. 

Rather than being an a i d  t o  the anthropologist, Osgoodls dis tr ibut ion 

seems t o  r e s t r i c t  the inquirer.  

Osgood, Honigmann, and Helm by using those t r i b a l  denominations, 

have fa l len  i n t o  one of the v'anthropological traps" against which Leach 

warned, 

". . . s c i e n t i f i c  terminology . . . used by anthropologists t o  
describe a system of s t r u c t u r d  relat ionships,  mean just  what 
the anthropologist says they mean, ne i ther  more nor less .  I f  
one attempts t o  in terpre t  a socia l  s t r u c m  by means of 
analyt ical  categories which are more precise than those which 
the people use themselves, one i n j e c t s  i n t o  the system r i g i d i t y  
and symmetry which m y  be lacking in r e a l  l i f e  situations." 
( Leach 19% : 103-106 1 . 
This study suggests, t h a t  similar types of investigations should 

be mdc  in to  other gmups of Athabascan people. Throughout the 
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Athabascan literature unsolved problems m. 
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