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Information Request No. 1
Source: Mackenzie Valley Review Board
Subject: Potential impacts to cultural use of Lac de Gras Area
Preamble:
As described in the 1999 Comprehensive Study Report for the Diavik Mine, "(t)here is widespread concern that traditions and customs are not practiced as they once were, contributing to
a lack of common understanding and connection, of shared beliefs and values" (PR#29)3. The
Comprehensive Study Report also states "[t]he land gives a sense of place and identity, provides
the context for expression, shapes values and beliefs, and influences customs and practices".
The Review Board understands the importance of land and the continuation of cultural use to
Indigenous wellbeing. The Review Board also heard during scoping that potential impacts of the
project on cultural use should be carefully considered.
The current closure plan for the Diavik Mine is to fill the empty pits and underground mine
workings with freshwater and reconnect them to Lac de Gras once water quality is safe for
aquatic life, fish, and fish habitat. The Review Board is assessing the impact of adding processed
kimberlite to the pits and underground mine workings before they are filled with freshwater and
reconnected to Lac de Gras.
Questions:
1. Please describe how your group used the Lac de Gras area culturally (including the hunting,
fishing, trapping, gathering, and travel) before mining started there.
2. Please describe how your group would use and feel about the Lac de Gras area under the
following scenarios:
a. reconnecting empty pits and underground mine workings with Lac de Gras at
closure (that is, Diavik’s current closure plan for the mine),
b. putting processed kimberlite into the pits and underground mine workings before
reconnecting them to Lac de Gras (that is, the proposed activities for this
environmental assessment),
c. putting processed kimberlite into the pits and underground mine workings and not
reconnecting them with Lac de Gras.

DKFN Response:
1. The Deninu Kue First Nation use of the Lac de Gras area is presented in the Deninu K’ue
Ethno-history Report1. A copy of this report was submitted to the public record during the
environmental assessment review of the Gahcho Kue mine (De Beers) and the Jay Project
(Dominion Diamond). A copy of this report is included in this information request response.
2. Fully understanding how the DKFN membership would use and feel about the Lac de Gras
area under the various scenarios will require a consultation process that fully respects the
Aboriginal and Treaty rights of our members. This would involve gathering information from
members and seeking their opinion on the various scenarios. Sufficient time would be
required for this to be a meaningful exercise; however, this time is not provided in the
1

Vanden Berg, L. 2012. Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report. Vanden Berg and Associates, Sidney BC. 435 pp.
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current version of the Review Board’s workplan for this project review. Therefore, we are
not in a position to provide an accurate and reliable response to your request.
In general terms, regardless of the closure scenario, the lands and waters within the Lac de
Gras area will be directly impacted and forever changed. The DKFN know that lands within
the Lac de Gras area are essential for the life-giving purposes of all living and non-living
things (which includes the DKFN) in that area. We believe that every reasonable effort must
be used to make the least amount of disturbances of the natural environment of Lac de Gras
during the life of the mine and Diavik must make every reasonable effort to reclaim Lac de
Gras to its natural state.
We believe good working relationships, the use of best scientific and technological practises,
Traditional Knowledge, and clear recommendations, direction, monitoring and inspections
are essential for meeting a reclamation goal of having self-sustaining ecosystems that are
compatible with a healthy environment and with human activities. Detailed reclamation
monitoring with specific goals, objectives and thresholds must be identified, plus
contingencies need to be in place if monitoring shows a trajectory towards unacceptable
levels and potential risks to the environment and humans.

Information Request No. 2
Source: Mackenzie Valley Review Board
Subject: Closure options
Preamble:
The current closure plan requires Diavik to reconnect the flooded pits and underground mine
workings to Lac de Gras once water quality is deemed to be acceptable. Once reconnected, the
pits can function as fish habitat. Under the current proposal, some of the pits that would be
reconnected with Lac de Gras to serve as fish habitat would contain processed kimberlite.
Questions:
1. When determining if the pits should be reconnected to Lac de Gras at closure, is water
quality in the pit lake the only criteria that should be considered?
2. If not, please describe what additional criteria for re-connection should be considered.

DKFN Response:
As mentioned in the response to IR#1, water quality is not the only criteria that should be
considered. Water is directly and indirectly essential to the exercise of the Aboriginal rights of
DKFN and Indigenous knowledge, values and perspectives can be addressed in the monitoring,
regulation, compliance verification, and performance of the closure plan to minimize impacts to
Indigenous rights and interests. Maintaining the integrity of ecological systems and protecting
biological resources must be based on an understanding of the functioning of natural systems.
A holistic approach should be taken when determining criteria that should be considered when
determining reclamation is successful. However, the concept of holism is from the Aboriginal
definition is challenging to address in the context of an environmental assessment. Where an
environmental assessment is typically based on an empirical approach, examining each
3
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component of the local and regional area separately for effects of the proposed project,
Indigenous groups evaluate the social, cultural, and environmental impacts of a project as a
whole, from their unique set of environmental values and perceptions of risk. We believe that
acknowledging and working to understand the role of risk perception of the project in the
context of Indigenous groups’ holistic definition will help Diavik, regulators and Indigenous
groups develop and improve mitigation and reclamation measures.
DKFN members have the aspirations and knowledge to protect and steward their land for future
generations – but require additional support to do so. In this regard, it is imperative that
Indigenous knowledge and values are incorporated into the oversight of project to minimize
impacts on Aboriginal rights, heritage and interests. Indigenous oversight of the mine closure
will support environmentally responsible development, while promoting good governance in the
protection of natural resources within the Lac de Gras area. Plus, the information and
knowledge attained can ultimately be incorporated into the traditional laws and guiding
management practices of the DKFN and other Indigenous groups. However, the fundamental
success of any closure and reclamation will be the development and fostering of strong
partnerships and collaboration with Diavik, regulators and Indigenous groups.
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Methodology
This report had initially been drafted as two separate reports: "A Genealogy of Bands" and
"Traditional and Historic Use of the Barren Lands." However, as we collected and added
additional information, it soon became obvious that we should divide the report into
chapters—we ended up with eight in all. The chapters are as follows: "The History of Fort
Resolution and Its People," "Three Northern Athabascan Groups," "The Land, Animals, and
People," "Historic Use of the Barren Lands," "Akaitcho: the Conflict between the Dogribs and
the Yellowknives," "Continued Use of the Barren Lands," "A Genealogy of Bands,” and
“Conclusions and Findings."

The final report is an attempt at comprehensively documenting both past and present Deninu
K'ue occupation and use of the region north of Great Slave Lake in an area known as the
Barren Lands. In order to do that, it became obvious that we needed to create a context, one
that describes who the people are and their lifestyle, changing technologies, cultural
imperatives, and history. Without such a context it would be impossible to grasp and
understand the changes in hunting, trapping, and fishing practices over time due to the advent
of the market economy in the Northwest Territories (NWT)—first based upon trade, now
based upon mining.

In order to prepare the report, numerous sources were accessed and key documents and
records were annotated. In Chapter IV of the Deninu K’ue First Nation Ethno-historical Draft
Report, excerpts from records have been quoted and described chronologically rather than by
location, person, or topic. This was done because tracking people and events chronologically
provides a linear history that is more easily comprehended by the reader.

As a final note, in the body of several quotes below we have bolded individual phrases or
words. We have made these changes to emphasis a certain point or idea within the quote.
These alterations would normally require the phrase “emphasis added” to be placed after the
quote to acknowledge our changes. Instead, to avoid repetition, we have added this brief
preface. Throughout this report we have bolded text for emphasis, and, in every case, it is our
doing.
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Summary of Sources
Accounts written by the explorers who traversed the region were used to glean a historical
snapshot of Northern Athabascan society, culture, and territorial range during the early- to
mid-years of European contact. These accounts were compared and cross-referenced to
determine how, when, and why the various tribes of the Great Slave Lake region used and
occupied the Barren Lands, the boreal forests, and the transitional boreal forest—the area in
between.

Hudson's Bay Company (HBC) records were used to document both the North West
Company's and the Hudson's Bay Company's explorations and trading activity with the
ancestors of the Deninu K'ue in the Northwest Territories. HBC forts were opened in locations
that were convenient to both the HBC and the tribes in order to foster trade. Documenting
these events were the factors and chief traders who kept careful, albeit often illegible, records
and journals.

As well, these forts attracted missionaries who kept equally careful records, however with a
very different focus—that of converting the Indians to Christianity and "civilization." To a
large extent, the fur traders and the missionaries had competing interests. The church records
and the priests' accounts and journals were also used to track extended families, task groups,
local bands, and regional bands through time and space.

By 1900 the government of Canada had become involved in the affairs of the Dènè. Federal
government agents created and maintained administrative records focused on tallying and
organizing Indians. RG10 microfilm reels, Department of Indian Affairs' files, and Indian and
Northern Affairs Annual Reports were used to track tribal and later Band membership and
movements.

Ethnographic sources were used to document the material culture, social organization, and
kinship systems of the Athabascan groups. These sources provided information regarding the
Deninu K'ue's use of the landscape and its resources.

8

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

Finally, the Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre (Yellowknife), the Glenbow Museum
(Calgary), and various other archival sources were used to obtain additional information on
the cultures, traditions, and relationships with and among the various tribes under discussion.

Preface
As noted above, the following report was originally divided into two chapters. Now, however,
it consists of eight. The first, "The History of Fort Resolution and Its People," contains a brief
history of the hamlet now known as Fort Resolution. This history is given in order to provide
a context for the reader.

The second chapter, "Three Northern Athabascan Groups," focuses on the tribes in the area,
situating them historically in space. In addition, this chapter describes the use and occupation
of the land by these groups. It also attempts to discern the continuum of events, both positive
and negative, that impact the relationships among the groups, which, as a matter of course,
change over time. A brief ethnographic section explores kinship systems and how they
function as an organizing principle for the hunt, including the hunt of the distinct caribou
herds found in and around Great Slave Lake.

The third chapter, "The Land, Animals, and People," explores the landscape and the various
animals that occupy and use it. This chapter also explores the relationship between these
animals and the various Athabascan groups that we have discussed in Chapter II, and how the
Indians hunt and use these animals.

The fourth chapter, "Historic Use of the Barren Lands," discusses the documentation
surrounding the use of the Barren Lands by the Athabascans who frequent Fort Resolution for
trade purposes. The literature describes their hunt of the caribou, white fox, muskox, and other
animals, from the late 18th century until the present day. The Deninu K'ue's continuous use of
the Barren Lands, despite legislative restrictions, is clearly set out. Despite the establishment
of Fort Resolution and their gradual adaptation to a relatively sedentary life, the Deninu K'ue
continue to return to the Barren Lands to hunt, trap, fish, socialize, and pursue other cultural
imperatives as their ancestors had done for millennia.

9
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The fifth chapter, "Akaitcho and the Dogrib-Yellowknife Conflict," elaborates on a specific
moment in history in the 1820s. A myth developed that the Yellowknives had moved south of
Great Slave Lake never to return to their traditional lands on the north side of Great Slave
Lake. In Chapter V we examine the roots of this myth and the reasons behind its propagation.

The sixth chapter, "Continued Use of the Barren Lands," is intended as a follow-up to Chapter
IV ("Historic Use of the Barren Lands"). We conducted three rounds of interviews among
Deninu K’ue First Nation (DKFN) members from every age group, and asked questions
regarding their current hunting practices, and the hunting practices of their parents and
grandparents. The Band members also discussed their concerns regarding contemporary use of
the Barren Lands by both native and non-native groups.

The seventh chapter, "A Genealogy of Bands," explores the ways in which, through time, the
peoples of the Great Slave Lake region have physically moved, integrated, and divided. It also
details just how they have been moved on paper through numerous administrative changes in
the Department of Indian Affairs. The aim of this chapter is to show that the Deninu K'ue at
Fort Resolution are, in fact, Chipewyan and Yellowknife (Copper Indian) people, and that
with the advent of the Treaty 8 Adhesion of July 26th 1900 and the subsequent annuity
payments, they have only appeared to embrace a fully sedentary life. They continue to hunt
throughout the Great Slave Lake Region and in particular, on the Barren Lands.

The eighth chapter, "Conclusions and Findings," reviews what we set out to establish and how
we established it with reference to the evidence found. The overall goal of this report is to
establish, without a doubt, the fact that the ancestors of the DKFN were Chipewyans and
Yellowknives, and that they have exerted a continued presence in the Barren Lands north and
east of Great Slave Lake in the area surrounding Gahcho Kué since time immemorial.
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Place Names
For the purposes of this report we have compiled a list, or key, of major landmarks in the
Barren Lands in order to more accurately trace the movements of the Chipewyans and Copper
Indians/Yellowknives as described in the historic records. The following is a list of these
major landmarks and their name changes (if relevant).
1

Aberdeen Lake

17

Dubawnt River

33

McKinley Lake

2

Angikuni Lake

18

Ennodai Lake

34

Muskox Lake

3

Artillery Lake

19

Fletcher Lake

35

Pistol Bay

4

Aylmer Lake

20

Fort Prince of Wales

36

Point Lake

5

Back’s Lake

21

Great Fish River

37

Rankin Inlet

(now called Back River)

6

Baker Lake

22

Healey Lake

38

Repulse Bay

7

Beechey Lake

23

Hoarfrost River

39

Schultz Lake

8

Bloody Falls

24

Kazan (Hazan) River

40

Sussex Lake

9

Carey Lake

25

Kennedy Lake

41

Taltheilei Narrows

10

Chesterfield Inlet

26

Lac de Charloit

42

Thelon River

11

Clinton-Colden Lake

27

Lac de Gras

43

Timber Bay

12

Contwoyto Lake

28

Lac du Mort

44

Wager Bay

13

Coppermine River

29

Lockhart River

45

Walmsley Lake

14

Crystal Island

30

Marble Inlet

46

Winter Lake

15

Dubawnt Lake

31

McKay Lake

47

Yathkyed-Whoie or
Whitesnow Lake

16

Congecathawahchaga

32

Yellowknife River
(Beg hoo huley dezzé
or Toothless Fish R.)

The numbers in this list correspond with the map that Robin Tamas of LGL has prepared (map
1), which depicts North West Company and HBC trading posts and forts, mines in the vicinity
of Great Slave Lake, and place names used by explorers, side-by-side with their modern
equivalents. The map below is for reference purposes only.
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Map 1: Map of the Great Slave Lake region with pertinent place names.
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Chapter I: Introduction
The History of Fort Resolution and Its People
Hearne, Franklin, Fidler, MacKenzie, and other explorers travelled down the Slave River
(then called Athapuscow River) from Lake Athabasca to Great Slave Lake (then called
Athapescow Lake). The current site of Fort Resolution is at the mouth of the Slave River on
the south side of Great Slave Lake. The North West Company established a fort on Moose
Deer Island in 1806 (Peter Usher cited an earlier date of 1786 for the establishment of this
fort).1 Moose Deer Island is one of three islands located in the Slave River delta which bear
the same name; in some reports, it is referred to as L'Isle d'Orignal.2 In 1819, in competition
with the North West Company, the Hudson's Bay Company established Fort Resolution in its
current location—on the shore of Great Slave Lake. The HBC took over the North West
Company in 1821, taking full control of the fur trade in Fort Resolution.

Fort Resolution was frequented by members of all of the major Athabascan groups in the
region: Copper/Yellowknife Indians, Slaves, and Chipewyans. The Dogribs, however, did not
begin trading at Fort Resolution until the 1880s.3 The Chipewyans, including the
Yellowknives/Copper Indians used and occupied lands north, northeast, south, and southeast
of Great Slave Lake, with a number of Chipewyan groups occupying the region between Great
Slave Lake and Athabasca Lake. The Dogribs lived northwest and west of Great Slave Lake,
between it and Great Bear Lake but also along the Mackenzie River. The Slaves lived along
Hay River off the southwest shore of Great Slave Lake. And, a specific Chipewyan group, a
group that we trace through time in this report, known as the Copper Indians, used and
occupied lands north, east, and south of Great Slave Lake and exploited an area from
Yellowknife River, east along the shore to Fort Reliance and back toward Rocher River.
These peoples, pre-contact, subsisted primarily on caribou meat and fish.
1

Keith, L. (2001). North of Athabasca: Slave Lake and Mackenzie River Documents of the North West Company,
1800-1821. Montreal, QC: McGill-Queen's University Press. p. 166, footnote 4; Usher, P. J. (1971). Fur Trade
Posts of the Northwest Territories. Ottawa, ON: Northern Science Research Group, Department of Indian Affairs
and Northern Development. p. 45.
2
Keith, L. (2001). North of Athabasca: Slave Lake and Mackenzie River Documents of the North West Company,
1800-1821. Montreal, QC: McGill-Queen's University Press. p. 166, footnote 4.
3
Macfarlane, R., and E. E. (1881). Census of the Population of the District of Athabaska. In General
Housekeeping Records and Correspondence Regarding Ile-a-la-Crosse Treaty (Maps and Charts). RG 10, Black
Series, Volume 4006, File no. 241209-1, Microfilm reel C-10171, MIKAN no. 2059135. pp. 43 - 44.
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The "Northern Indians," or Chipewyans, guided Hearne, Franklin, Fidler, and Mackenzie as
they made their way through this region from the south. Both Franklin and Fidler encountered
Copper Indians south of Great Slave Lake in the late 1700s and early 1800s.4 Franklin, in fact,
met his Copper Indian guides on "Moose-Deer" Island.5 Much later, in the late 1880s,
Warburton Pike met his Copper Indian guides at Fort Resolution.6 They took him deep into
the Barren Lands toward "Eskimo" territory. Fort Resolution was perfectly suited for the fur
trade given its location and function as an area of general congregation.7
Priests of the Catholic order “Oblates of Mary the Immaculate” (OMI) and ministers of
Protestant denominations established churches in the main settlements around Great Slave
Lake in the 1850s. Although the Oblate missionaries had had a presence in Fort Resolution
since 1852, they did not have a permanent residence until 1858 when St. Joseph’s Mission
was constructed (plate 39). In a letter written from St. Joseph's Mission in 1863, Father EmiléFortuné Petitot, a well-known priest in Fort Resolution during the 1800s, described the various
Indians trading at the Fort and documented the date of Oblate settlement in the region:
The Saint-Joseph's Mission was founded by Mgr Faraud five years
ago [1858]. There, I replaced the R.P. Eynard, who left some days
after my arrival to visit the Dogrib natives who inhabit the shores of
the end of the lake [most likely the north-west corner of the lake].
The Indians who frequent the mission Saint-Joseph are the
Montaignais or Chipewyans, whose proper name is Dènè, that is to
say, the “real men”; the Yellowknives or Tratsan-ottiné, and the
Indians of lac aux Buffles: Edjiéré troukénadé [translated from
French].8

4

Franklin, J. (1924). Narrative of a Journey to the Shores of the Polar Sea in the Years 1819-20-21-22, vol. I, 3rd
edition. London: John Murray. (Original work published 1824). pp. 207-208; Fidler, P. (1934). Journal of
Journey with the Chepawyans or Northern Indians, to the Slave River, & to the East & West of the Slave River,
in 1791 & 2, by Peter Fidler. In J. B. Tyrrell (Ed.), Journals of Samuel Hearne and Philip Turnor. pp. 493 - 556.
Toronto, ON: The Champlain Society. p. 540, 546-547, & 549.
5
Franklin, J. (1924). Narrative of a Journey to the Shores of the Polar Sea in the Years 1819-20-21-22, vol. I, 3rd
edition. London: John Murray. (Original work published 1824). pp. 309-310.
6
Pike, W. (1967). The Barren Ground of Northern Canada. New York, NY: Arno Press. (Original work
published 1892). p. 139.
7
Pike, W. (1967). The Barren Ground of Northern Canada. New York, NY: Arno Press. (Original work
published 1892). p. 179.
8
Petitot, É. (1863). Letters from Great Slave Lake. September 1863, December 7, 1863, April 3, 1864. In
Missions des Oblats, 1863, t. 6, pp. 364-382. p. 369.
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The history of the Mission, the priests, and the schools is discussed in detail later in this
report.
In 1899, Treaty 8 was signed (see Treaty 8 Report Appendix 1). During the Treaty party's
travels from Edmonton to Lesser Slave Lake, Fort Chipewyan, Fond du Lac, and finally to
Smith Landing/Fort Smith, the Slaves of Upper Hay River convinced treaty commissioners
David Laird, James McKenna, and James Ross that they also warranted a Treaty.9 In 1900
"[t]he Dogrib, Yellowknife, Slavey and Chipewyan Bands inhabiting the shores of the Great
Slave Lake met with the Treaty party at Fort Resolution" to sign the 1900 Treaty 8
Adhesion.10 In subsequent years, the Great Slave Lake Indians who had signed the Fort
Resolution Treaty 8 Adhesion gathered annually in Fort Resolution on “Treaty Days” in order
to receive their annuity payments and to get together with friends and relatives.
Throughout the 19th century and the early 20th century, Fort Resolution was the chief trading
centre of the Northwest Territories. In 1902, as reported by Hugh Richardson of the 1902
Treaty Party, there were six trading posts in the area. 11 By the 1930s, however, the Great
Depression took hold, causing many of the free-traders to move on. Ultimately, the HBC and
one other post remained in Fort Resolution.12

In 1933 gold was discovered in the region surrounding present-day Yellowknife, and in 1937
Yellowknife was established as a gold mining camp.13 Fur trading became an occupation of
secondary importance to non-Indians, and eventually Fort Resolution lost its status as the
economic and administrative centre of the region. Yellowknife became the capital of the
Northwest Territories in 1967.

9
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Calgary, AB: University of Calgary Press. p. 94.
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As the city of Yellowknife developed, the only two fur trade posts remaining in Fort
Resolution were the HBC and Pinsky & Necrasoff (whose business operated between 1920
and 1964).14 In 1966, the latter was sold to James E. McPherson, who closed it down two
years later.15 The ebb and flow of the market economy of the north necessitated and
necessitates the retention by the DKFN members of a subsistence economy based upon
traditional pursuits such as hunting and trapping.

As the region's mining activity increased in the Great Slave Lake area, more prospectors
entered the north and more sites of potential profit were located. A number of mines have
been in operation in the area used and occupied by the Athabascans: Pine Point, Tundra,
Salmita, Thompson-Lundmark, Snap Lake, Ruth, Outpost Island, Ptarmigan and Tom, Negus,
Giant, Ekati, Discovery, Diavik, Con, Camlaren, Burwash, Beaulieu, Bullmoose, Hidden
Lake, and Gahcho Kué are all mines (active and inactive) in the region.
Fort Resolution continued to grow during the 1930s despite the floundering fur trade – likely
due to the requirements of the mining sector. Several epidemics had broken out in the region
in the late 19th century and early 20th century. By the 1940s, tuberculosis, influenza, and
smallpox had reduced the Indian population by two-thirds.16 In 1938–1939 a tuberculosis
hospital was constructed in Fort Resolution to deal with the regional epidemics.17 Individuals
were flown to this hospital from throughout the north.

Several schools were constructed in the area over the years. The Department of Indian Affairs’
(DIA) annual report of 1891 described the "Fort Resolution (Boarding)" school as in operation
with eight "Pupils on Roll."18 However, a school of some sort had been in operation since the
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Oblate Missionaries established themselves in town in 1852, with more formal arrangements
made in 1858.19 The school was located in St. Joseph's Mission and went by that name. In
1893 the name of the Fort Resolution residential school was cited, in error, as St. James'
Mission.20 St. Joseph's Mission residential school ran until September 1957, when plans to
open a Federal Day School (later called Peter Pond School) culminated.21 The day students of
St. Joseph's Mission were transferred to the Federal Day School, while the boarding school
students were moved to Fort Smith's residential school.22

The DIA employees tasked with overseeing the residential school system took children away
from their parents, from homes that were often seasonal in nature, and placed them in
residential school. There were only one or two residential schools in the whole of the NWT;
consequently, children and their parents were separated by great distances. Families moved to
the fort to be near their children, and eventually settled in permanent housing near the fort.
This new, somewhat sedentary lifestyle meant that the DKFN members often chose to hunt
closer to home. All the same, as we discuss later, the DKFN at Fort Resolution continued to
hunt barren-ground caribou and exploit other resources found in the Barren Lands.

The Department of Indian Affairs and, more broadly, the Government of Canada, exerted
increased control over the region after the signing of the July 26, 1900 Treaty 8 Adhesion.
Hunting regulations and conservation measures were drafted, passed, implemented, and
enforced. Initially these measures were justified by the Government as it claimed that there
was an "indiscriminat[e] slaughte[r]" of the caribou by the Great Slave Lake Indians. 23 In part,
this apparent "indiscriminate slaughter" allowed for a cache system, whereby the Fort
19
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File 630/101-1, Part 3.
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File 630/101-1, Part 3.
23
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Affairs, dated September, 1923. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories Game Law (MAPS).
(Government Publication) 1916 - 1927, RG10, Volume 6742, File 420-6, Part 1. p. 1.
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Resolution Indians would leave food to freeze in the permafrost and return later on their
seasonal round.24 In this sense they were able to "bank" the meat that they caught.25
Nevertheless, legislation was enacted that restricted the number of animals per species the
Fort Resolution Indians could hunt and trap. These restrictions affected the hunt of several
species, though the barren-ground caribou was most often the animal the DIA agents sought to
protect.

In order to discourage the Indians from continuing their caribou hunt, the legislators allowed
for a more robust beaver hunt.26 The beaver hunt was not undertaken for the meat alone
because beaver fur was the standard by which all other pelts were assigned a value.27 These
measures effectively forced the Indians of Fort Resolution to attain a livelihood through
participation in the wage economy (and, more specifically, the fur trade) while "illegally"
hunting and trapping for the meat they required. Additionally, conservation areas were
established in the region which barred the Fort Resolution Indians from hunting for food on
their way into the Barren Lands. The Thelon Game Sanctuary, located on the eastern shore of
Great Slave Lake, was one such conservation area.28

The Athabaskans around Great Slave were grouped into bands along "tribal lines" by the DIA.
During the 1940s the Yellowknife 'A' Band was composed of Yellowknives/Chipewyans at
Fort Resolution, Rocher River, and Snowdrift. The Yellowknife 'B' was formed from the
Dogribs at Fort Resolution and Yellowknife. And, the Chipewyan 'C' Band was formed from
the Yellowknives/Chipewyans at Fort Resolution and Rocher River. In 1961 the Yellowknife
24
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27
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and Chipewyan people of both Rocher River and Fort Resolution were removed from the
Yellowknife ‘A’ and Yellowknife ‘B’ Band lists. They were then added to the Chipewyan 'C'
Band, which now encompassed all status Indians at Fort Resolution. The residents of
Snowdrift were then named the Yellowknife 'A' Band, and the Dogribs in Yellowknife
became Yellowknife 'B.'

The names of the bands changed again in 1962 when, as we are informed by R. G. McGilp,
the Chipewyan Band (formerly Chipewyan 'C' Band) of Fort Resolution “concur that the name
‘CHIPEWYAN’ be deleted from the identification of our band and that henceforth this band
will be identified as the Resolution Band.”29

In February 1991 the Yellowknife 'B' Band changed its name to the Yellowknives Dènè Band
by Band Council Resolution.30 The same date is given for the Yellowknife 'B' Band members
living in the community at Dettah, who changed their name to Yellowknives Dènè Band.
Snowdrift (Yellowknife 'A') changed its name to Lutsel K’e in 1992. And, in January 1992,
the Resolution Band of Fort Resolution changed its name to Deninu K’ue First Nation. These
changes will be discussed in more detail later in the report.

The American anthropologist David M. Smith, in his 1975 dissertation and his 1982 Mercury
Series publication, erroneously concluded that the members of the Deninu K'ue First Nation
had, for the most part, abandoned their hunting activities and accepted the wage economy in
the 1950s as a sole means of providing for themselves and their families. He cited the impacts
stemming from residential schools, hunting regulations, the fur trade, DIA administrative band
movements, and mining activity.31 As we demonstrate in the following pages, Smith’s
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hypothesis was flawed. The DKFN continue, in the tradition of their ancestors, to hunt caribou
and other animals in the Barren Lands north and east of Great Slave Lake.

20

Chapter II: Three Northern Athabascan Groups
At the time of contact with Europeans, the Northern Athabascan groups distinguished among
themselves through dialect, custom, and territory. This is similar to the distinctions found
among European nations, their languages, and their respective cultures. French, Italian, and
Spanish people are all Europeans with similar but distinct, dialects, customs, and territories.
This report focuses on three just as distinct Northern Athabascan populations: the
Chipewyans/Caribou Eaters, the Yellowknife/Copper Indians, and the Dogribs.

Chipewyan Indians
The Chipewyans, also referred to by some as “the Northern Indians,” belong linguistically and
culturally to the Northern Athabascan cultural group.32 Samuel Hearne, the first European
explorer in the region, was a Hudson's Bay Company employee who undertook four trips into
the Arctic between 1769 and 1772, hiring Chipewyan individuals as guides. He took great
pain in recording details regarding people, topography, flora, and fauna along the way. Hearne
took note of Chipewyan and Yellowknife use and occupation of the area. The Chipewyan
territorial range, at that time, overlapped with that of the Copper Indians.
By the advent of Hearne’s first journey in 1769, the Chipewyans were already familiar with,
and frequently visited, Fort Churchill (also known as Prince of Wales's Fort) on the western
shore of Hudson's Bay. On these visits the Chipewyans brought both copper and information
related to the Coppermine River, located to the north of Great Slave Lake, to the HBC and its
explorers. We do not know whether the Chipewyans mined the copper themselves or traded
for the metal with the Copper Indians. We do know that the Chipewyans somehow managed
to obtain this valued metal and that they ranged north and northeast from Great Slave Lake on
the Barren Lands.

Peter Fidler, a surveyor for the HBC, penned an account of his 1791 journey with the
Chipewyans from Athabasca Lake along the Slave River to Great Slave Lake. During his
32
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travels, Fidler’s small company was met by two Chipewyans travelling south who informed
him about what lay to the north. The Chipewyans told Fidler of a "war" between the
"Chepawyans" and the "Esquimeaux" in Eskimo territory.33

The two Chipewyans that Fidler encountered had evidently met up with a "local band" that
was engaged in warfare with the northern Eskimo. This account places some Chipewyans
reasonably far north, well into the Barren Lands, in both traditional Yellowknife (Copper
Indian) and Eskimo territory. On the other hand, it may simply tell us that the
Copper/Yellowknife Indians' dialect was similar enough to that of the Chipewyans that a
person unaccustomed to the various dialects of the language (such as Fidler) was unable to
distinguish between the two.

Regarding territory, George Simpson, governor of the Hudson's Bay Company, wrote in 1821
that the Chipewyans were bordered to the west by the Beaver Indians and to the north by the
Hare, Dogrib, and "other Tribes."34 Fort Resolution HBC Factor Robert McVicar wrote in the
mid-1820s that the Chipewyan western border was at the "Carrebauf Mountains" near the
Peace River.35 In addition, at this time, Chipewyans were known to hunt and travel north of
Great Slave Lake into the Barren Lands.

George Simpson recorded large bands of Chipewyans coming to trade at Fort Wedderburn, an
HBC fort established in 1815 on Lake Athabasca opposite Fort Chipewyan.36 In his 1821
report, Simpson placed the Chipewyans geographically when he stated that the Fort “is
considered the depot of the Athabasca Department . . . on account of its contiguity to the
Lands of the Chipewyans,” but that "the Chipewyans do not consider this part of the country

33
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to be their legitimate soil."37 Rather, they occupy "their own barren lands" north and east
between Great Slave Lake and Churchill.38
Sir John Franklin’s 1820 account of “an old Chipewyan Indian” instantly recognizing a map
of the Coppermine River and subsequently drawing an alternative route to the Arctic Ocean
indicates

Chipewyan

familiarity

with

the

Copper

Indian

territory

(note,

the

Yellowknife/Copper Indian language is simply a dialect of Chipewyan).39 The region north
and northeast of Great Slave Lake along the Coppermine River and into the Barren Lands was
highly valuable because it supported an abundance of wildlife which enabled the Chipeyans to
maintain life with "little exertion."40 In addition to their extended territory northward, Franklin
described the Chipewyans as moving west on the south shore of Great Slave Lake toward Hay
River and into Slave territory.41

At Fort Resolution on July 25, 1900, four groups signed an adhesion to Treaty 8. For the
Chipewyan group, four men signed: Chief Louison Ahthay, Oliver Ajericon, Vital Lamoelle,
and Paulette Chandelle, thus bringing the Chipewyans under the jurisdiction of the
Department of Indian Affairs. Later, in the 1914 Department of Indian Affairs Annual Report,
A. J. Bell noted the extent of the Chipewyan territory:

The Chipewyans are to be found at the eastern end of Lake
Athabasca, inhabiting a territory extending southwards to Lac la
Haché, north of the Dubant river and the Barren lands, and in their
hunting excursions often travelling as far east as Wollaston Lake,
where they trade with the Eskimos from Hudson Bay. Some of this
nation are also to be found upon the Great Slave Lake, and on the
big and Little Buffalo rivers, which flow into Great Slave Lake,
west of Resolution.42
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During the 1960s when the federal government renamed those people at Fort Resolution the
"Chipewyan 'C' Band," most individuals at Fort Resolution were Chipewyans and
Yellowknives (not to be confused with the Yellowknives Dènè First Nation who inhabit the
city of Yellowknife and are identified, for the most part, as Dogrib). The Chipewyans
preferred to trade at Fort Smith, Fort Chipewyan, and Snowdrift/Lutsel K’e, with only a
handful having seasonal residences at those locations.

Caribou Eaters and the Mountainees
The Caribou Eaters and the Mountainees were regional bands who, unlike the Copper Indians,
were not frequently distinguished from the Chipewyans.43 George Simpson did distinguish
between these two groups on the basis of their home territories. According to Simpson, the
Mountainees resided largely in the boreal forest between Lake Athabasca and Great Slave
Lake. Labelled as "home guards," they devoted a large amount of their time to the collection
of fur, and traded often with the North West Company and the HBC at Fort Resolution and
other forts further south.44 In 1821, Simpson estimated their numbers at "about eighty
families."45

The Lutsel K'e Dènè First Nation members established permanent residences at what is now
Lutsel K'e (previously Snowdrift) on the southeast shore of Great Slave Lake sometime during
the 1940s and early 1950s. According to some of the Deninu K'ue elders interviewed, a fair
number of the ancestors of the people who now live in Lutsel K’e are from Saskatchewan.
This would lead one to believe that they are descendants of the Mountainees. Anthropologist
Van Stone’s fieldwork conducted during 1960–1962 led him to conclude that the Snowdrift
population, which was comprised of approximately 150 individuals, including 38 children,
were essentially Chipewyan. Twelve residents were at least half-Dogrib.46
The Caribou Eater typically remained north of the treeline within their traditional territorial
range, the Barren Lands. Instead of hunting fur-bearing animals for the HBC, the Caribou
43
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Eaters, as their name implies, focused their attention on hunting on the Barren Lands where
the caribou and other game animals ranged.47
The "Barren Lands,” which Simpson identifies as the territory of the Caribou Eaters, is an
extensive and loosely defined area located north, northeast, and east of Great Slave Lake and
the treeline. It is a maze of waterways and lakes with some shrubs but no trees.
According to Franklin’s journal in 1824, the territory of the Caribou Eaters also included the
region between Great Slave Lake and Athabasca Lake. This region, located between the
boreal forest and the Barren Lands, supports transitional forests and woodlands. Emile
Petitot’s 1883 article (accompanied by a map) also located the “Rein-Deer Eaters” (Caribou
Eaters) northeast of Lake of the Hills (Athabasca Lake), straddling the Black Bear
Mountains.48

The Caribou Eaters occasionally frequented forts. When they did, they generally visited those
located on the north side of Great Slave Lake, such as one at Montagne Island, a North West
Company fort located in Yellowknife Bay.49 A refrain that occurs throughout the fort records
is the disappointment of the traders with the Caribou Eaters' lack of consistency in trading at
the fort, and their concerns as to when they might arrive. George Simpson wrote that due to
the abundant wildlife on the Barren Lands, the Caribou Eaters had no need to trade at the fort
and only did so for a few articles of "European Manufacture."50Fortunately for the traders, in
winter, when the caribou had left the Barren Lands for the protection of the woodlands, the
Caribou Eaters would move south and spend more time at the forts. In November 1819, the
trader at Fort Resolution documented the arrival of “seven of the Indians called Carribeau
Eaters . . . These Indians did not use to come in till about Christmas, so that we are of opinion
they have left their lands with the intention of coming in by open water.”51 The Fond du Lac
post journal entry dated March 28, 1859 reported “no arrivals of Carriboo Eaters although in
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daily expectation of seeing them.”52 Similarly, on November 15, 1860, the post journal read
“no Cariboo Eaters this is about the time they generally make their appearance.”53 Again, on
November 19 of the same year: “no signs of Cariboos or Cariboo Eaters.”54
By the 20th century, the Caribou Eaters and Mountainees were referred to less frequently as
distinct groups. In 1900 several "cariboo eaters" were counted in the Chipewyan Band located
further south at Smith's Landing.55 In 1924 Indian Agent McGill recorded one of the last
official notes regarding the Caribou Eaters when he included them in a Department of Indian
Affairs Annual Report:
. . . the principal tribes found in the Far North are the Slave, Hares,
Loucheux, Sicannies, Dogribs, Yellow-knives, Chipewyans and
Caribou Eaters. All these tribes are of Athapascan stock.56

Copper (Yellowknife) Indians
The Chipewyan/Yellowknives were often referred to as Copper Indians or Red Knives in the
various HBC fort journals and explorers' accounts. In the following entry in Franklin’s
journal, dated August 3rd 1820, Franklin associated the name “Yellow Knife” with the Copper
Indians, who were referred to as “Yellow or Red Knives” by the traders:
[T]he Party embarked and were soon brought to the Entrance of a
River which has received from the Traders the appellation of
Yellow Knife after the Copper Indians whom they usually term
Yellow or Red Knives. The Indians name it Beg hoo huley dezzé
or Toothless Fish River.57
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These Indians occupied a territory largely to the north and northeast of Great Slave Lake. At
times they were recorded further west toward both Marten Lake (Lac la Martre) and Great
Bear Lake, south between Lake Athabasca and Great Slave Lake in Fort Resolution and other
village sites, and east by Lockhart River.58 As mentioned above, their English name was
linked to the Yellowknife River, located on the North Arm of Great Slave Lake in
Yellowknife Bay, where they were thought to have always lived.

It is commonplace to name a group or groups of people after the area that they have resided in
for a number of years. Furthermore, new groups who move into the area often acquire that
name. The Dogribs at Detah-N'dilo, after residing in the Yellowknife area for a century or so,
renamed themselves after their location at Yellowknife on the Yellowknife River. They
officially identify themselves as the "Yellowknives Dènè" and have since 1992.

Ethnographic information provided by both Petitot and Fidler establishes a direct connection
between the Copper Indians and the Taltson River/Rocher River which feeds into Great Slave
Lake about 40 km east of Fort Resolution. Fidler, during his 1791–1792 exploration around
Great Slave Lake, stated that the Taltson River or the "Tall chu dezza . . . signifies in the
Northern Indian [Chipewyan] tongue Red Knife."59 Additionally, Petitot's 1891 map has the
Taltson River labelled as "Tρaltsan-dessè or “Yellowknives R[iver] or T’al’tson Déssè
R[iver]."60 While on his travels, Peter Fidler was told that there were "a great many" of the
"Coppermine river Indian[s]" on the "Thay thule dezza," a tributary of the "Tall chu dezza
[Taltson]."61
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Hearne, on his 1769–1772 exploration of the region, noted the Yellowknives' presence on the
north side of Great Slave Lake in the Barren Lands. Hearne observed the Copper Indians
along the Coppermine River on several occasions.62 On June 22nd 1771 he spotted them
"customarily" hunting "deer" (caribou) along the Conge-ca-tha-wha-chaga River (near the
confluence of the Coppermine River and Arctic Ocean), which shows just how far north their
territory extended.63 Hearne stated that the Copper Indians have "never seen the sea at the
mouth of the Copper River clear of ice.”64 It is clear that the Copper Indians would travel as
far as the river's mouth on the Arctic Ocean. Hearne provided a description of an Eskimo
massacre at the hands of the Copper and "Northern" Indians (Hearne's Chipewyan guides) on
land where Chipewyan territory had clearly ended. The Copper Indians were obviously very
familiar with the northernmost portions of the Barren Lands, especially the area along the
Coppermine River.

During the early 1800s the Copper Indians had been known to plunder, maraud, and
occasionally massacre Slave, Hare, and Dogrib people while pushing the limits of their
territorial range into Dogrib territory.65 Prior to the 1820s and the events alluded to above,
Mackenzie had encountered three tents of Copper Indians while travelling southwest between
Great Bear Lake and Great Slave Lake. In 1812 it was common for the "Red-Knife Indians" to
visit Fort Franklin west of Great Bear Lake in pursuit of trade items.66 As a consequence of
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these Yellowknife excursions into Dogrib territory and their continued "pillag[ing]" and
"plundering," the Dogribs retaliated.67 Tyrrell, in a 1911 postscript to Hearne's 1795 journal,
described the "war" that broke out between them (though describing a different cause):
. . . a war has ensued between the two tribes, for the sake of the few
remnants of iron-work which was left among them; and the Dogribbed Indians were so numerous, and so successful, as to destroy
almost the whole race of the Copper Indians.68
By contrast, in 1823–1824, McVicar, a Fort Resolution HBC fur trader, recorded that “about
one-fifth of the Copper Indians were killed by the Dog Ribs of Martin Lake [Lac la Martre:
north of Rae-Edzo on the north shore of Great Slave Lake] in winter 1823–24.”69 Tyrell’s
1911 statement referring to the destruction of “almost the whole race of the Copper Indians”
in or about 1823–1824 was an exaggeration at best, although a massacre of some magnitude
had likely occurred.

As further evidence that the Copper Indians had not been massacred, Akaitcho, "Chief" of the
Copper Indians, and his band traded at Fort Resolution on a regular basis during the 1820s and
early 1830s. Akaitcho was a Copper Indian chief who had guided various explorers
throughout the region during the late 1700s and early to mid-1800s. In 1825, after the "war,"
he fled south for a while. In 1824, Akaitcho met with McVicar at Fort Resolution, where they
had “a long parly [sic] . . . on the subject of Establishing a Post for his Tribe [the Copper
Indians/Yellowknives] at old Mountain Island.” At Fort Resolution, McVicar reported that
Akaitcho had stated that he would not return to the north side of Great Slave Lake until he had
recovered from his grief:
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. . . for his part he could not think of returning to the country where
so many of his Relatives were so resently [sic] murdered . . . and
[would] remain with the Chipewyans until time would efface the
grief and anguish with which his bosom is inflicted on account of
the untimely death of his Relations.70
On the heels of the Yellowknives' sojourn south, the Dogribs expanded west, and then south
and east to occupy the Yellowknife Bay area, the western edge of former Yellowknife
territory. Eventually, and prior to 1900, as anthropologist Beryl Gillespie has noted, "Dogribs
were . . . sharing the east arm of Great Slave Lake with Yellowknives."71 Information gathered
by Frank Russell, a University of Iowa graduate student in 1891, corroborates the account of
the movement of the Dogribs into "territory occupied by the Yellow Knives."72

The mythology surrounding the skirmish that had taken place during the 1820s refers to a
significant moment in time when the Copper Indians/Yellowknives were said to have moved
south of the Great Slave Lake “forever.” However, as seen above and will be witnessed later
in this report, this was, and is, not the case. The Yellowknives have used and occupied (prior
to 1823/1824 and the so-called Pierrot "war"), and continue to use, regions both north and
south of Great Slave Lake.

Peace was eventually achieved on the north side of the lake. In the summer of 1908 Father
René Fumoleau reported that "Inspector Ephrem Pelletier, NWMP, met 125 people of the
Yellowknife [Copper Indian] and Dogrib bands crossing Great Slave Lake in their York
boats" (flat-bottomed vessels about thirty-five feet long).73 The inspector reported that "they
were hurrying to Fort Resolution to await the Treaty Commissioner" and their annuity
payments.74 They were coming from their seasonal settlements on the north shore of the lake,
and heading for Fort Resolution for their treaty payments. The overlapping of territorial
70
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ranges for trapping purposes was fostered by both government and the fur trade boom. During
the late 1800s, the fur trade had been slowly but surely expanding making wage labour in the
north a viable source of income. Fort Resolution, on the south shore of Great Slave Lake at the
mouth of the Slave River, became a hub for the fur enterprises of both the North West
Company and the HBC.

In his 1971 study, Fur Trade Posts of the Northwest Territories, Peter J. Usher documents the
changes at Fort Resolution throughout the latter half of the 19th century and the early 20th
century:
For over twenty years after 1870, the Hudson’s Bay Company
enjoyed an effective monopoly in the Great Slave Lake Region. The
long established Fort Resolution was the leading post, but the
company also collected furs at Old Fort Rae, Fort Smith, and briefly
at Hay River . . .
Fort Resolution continued to be a chief trading centre. According to
Richardson, who travelled with the Treaty Party in 1902, there were
by then six trading posts there . . .
By 1920 there were 14 trading establishments within the region . . .
The chief areas which the white trappers and traders made use of
were the Slave River, the Taltson River, and the east arm of Great
Slave Lake . . . on the Barrens north and east of [Fort] Reliance.75
As noted above, four groups signed an adhesion to Treaty 8 at Fort Resolution on July 25,
1900. For the “Yellow Knives” group, three men signed: Chief Snuff, headman Tzin-Tu, and
headman Ate-ee-zen, bringing the Yellowknives under the jurisdiction of the Department of
Indian Affairs.

In the Department of Indian Affairs report for 1930, F.H. Kitto, in describing where the
Chipewyans and the Yellowknives resided, wrote:
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The Chipewyans are found along the Slave River from the south
boundary of the Northwest Territories to Great Slave Lake. The
Yellowknives are found now in the vicinity of Resolution on the
south shore of Great Slave Lake. They formerly lived in the country
lying between Great Slave Lake and the Coppermine River but
were driven from there by the Dog Ribs.76
He has not referred to their hunting range or where they trapped and fished, but it is
interesting to note that at this juncture Kitto has accepted the claim that the Dog Ribs pushed
the Yellowknives south of the lake, contrary to the evidence provided above. By 1930 a
number of the Yellowknives may have had residences (most likely seasonal in nature) south
of Great Slave Lake, mainly in Fort Resolution and Rocher River (as we shall see in Chapter
VII “A Genealogy of Bands”), but their hunting, trapping, and fishing territorial use extended
north into the Barren Lands—a region that they continue to exploit seasonally.

Dogrib Indians
The Aboriginal people who lived and live principally in the vast swath of land between Great
Slave Lake and Great Bear Lake have been called the "Dogribs" by English-speaking
Europeans since contact. In recent years, however, this group of people have come to refer to
themselves as the "Tlicho."

At the time of European contact the Dogrib Indian territory lay, for the most part, west and
northwest of Great Slave Lake. In 1824 Franklin stated that the Dogribs were a people "who
reside between the Copper Indian Lands [northeast, east, and southeast of Great Slave Lake]
and the Mackenzie’s River.”77 On April 21st 1821, Franklin recorded that the Dogrib tribe:
. . . consists of 380 Men, Women & Children, and inhabits the
Countries between Marten and Bear Lakes and westward on each
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side of the Banks of Mackenzie’s River as far as the entrance into
Bear Lake.78
During this period the Dogribs were often encountered hunting between Great Bear Lake and
Great Slave Lake on Lac la Martre to the northwest of the Copper Indian territory. Due to the
continued antagonism between Copper and Dogrib Indians, the Dogribs moved further west.
During the early 1820s, in order to avoid the Copper Indians, the Dogribs began trading more
frequently with the HBC near the mouth of the Mackenzie River instead of at Old Fort
Providence. Old Fort Providence, which had been constructed on the North Arm of Great
Slave Lake near Rae-Edzo for "the convenience of the Copper Indians, and the Dog Ribs,"
was forsaken by the Dogribs as both they and the Copper Indians moved west.79
Later in that same year, as we have noted earlier, McVicar recorded that “about one-fifth of
the Copper Indians were killed by the Dog Ribs of Martin [sic] Lake in winter 1823–24.”80 As
noted above, this attack appears to have been a response to the continued aggression carried
out by Akaitcho and his band of Copper Indians. After the skirmish in which the Dogribs
claimed to have defeated the Copper Indians, the Dogribs ventured eastward. Despite being
traditionally associated with Great Bear Lake, some Dogribs began hunting in traditional
Copper Indian territory near Fort Enterprise, north of the present-day city of Yellowknife.81

The Dogribs were one of the four groups that signed an adhesion to Treaty 8 on July 25, 1900,
at Fort Resolution. Three men signed for the Dogribs: Chief Dried Geese, headman, Way-miah, and Crap-wa-tee, thereby bringing the Dogrib who had been trading at Fort Resolution
under the jurisdiction of the Department of Indian Affairs.
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In 1914, long after the massacre had occurred, A. J. Bell noted in the Department of Indian
Affairs Annual Report that the area used by the Dogribs now extended easterly toward
Yellowknife River located on the western portion of the Yellowknives' territory:
The Dogribs occupy the northern shores of Great Slave Lake, the
country around Fort Rae arm, and between there and Yellowknife
River.82
The easterly expansion of the Dogribs did not exclude the Yellowknives (Copper Indians)
from the north side of Great Slave Lake where they continued to access resources. In later
years the Dogribs more closely associated with the city of Yellowknife. Eventually, and
somewhat confusingly, they renamed themselves the Yellowknives Dènè.

Franklin wrote that despite the fact that the Dogribs speak an Athabascan language (as do the
Copper Indians, Chipewyans, and Slaves), they claim an origin from the west:
. . . all the Indians who trade at the different posts in the north-west
parts of America, imagine that their forefathers came from the east,
except the Dog-ribs, who reside between the Copper Indian Lands
and the Mackenzie’s River, and who deduce their origin from the
west, which is the more remarkable, as they speak a dialect of the
Chipewyan language.83
In later years the Dogribs, would continue to occupy the North Arm of Great Slave Lake,
affiliating themselves with Rae-Edzo (Behchoko), Yellowknife, Dettah, and, to a limited
extent, Lutsel K'e. To confuse matters, as has been noted earlier, in 1991 the Dogribs at
Yellowknife renamed themselves the Yellowknives Dènè Band. In the 112 years since Treaty
8, only a few Dogribs remain in Fort Resolution, although some DKFN members have Dogrib
kin in their ancestry and extended families.
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“Weledeh” is a local word for the Yellowknife River. In 1997 the Yellowknives Dènè First
Nation Elders Advisory Council commissioned a history of the “Weledeh Yellowknives
Dènè” people. That history states that the “Weledeh” people were one group within the
T’satsaot’ine (copper people) nation, a nation that was led by Akaitcho/Akeh-Cho. That
rendition of history also states that Weledeh family names include Drygeese, Crapeau,
Kemelli, Sangris, Martin, Paper, Liske, and Crookedhand.84 Drygeese and Crapeau (as Crapwa-tee) signed the Treaty 8 Adhesion in 1900 “for the Dogribs.” Today the “Weledeh” people
speak a dialect of Tlicho/Dogrib, and the Weledeh Catholic School in Yellowknife teaches
that dialect to students in Grades 1 through 8.85
In October 2010 politicians in Dettah, N’dilo, and Yellowknife began using the term
“Drygeese Territory” to refer to a Dogrib territory north of Great Slave Lake.86 A local
government website suggests that “Chief Drygeese Territory” is the land of the Yellowknives
Dènè First Nation.87 The term "Drygeese Territory" is a relatively new concept that arose
during the modern period. The concept is tied to hunting patterns that took hold after 1900 and
have been heavily influenced recently by the construction of the ice roads that lead to the
mines, roads which increased the ability of the hunters to take trucks and skidoos into the
region.
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Slave Indians
The Slave Indians (also spelled Slavey) occupied and continue to occupy a territory on the
western end of Great Slave Lake. Their traditional territory extends from the mouth of the
Mackenzie River east toward Hay River and down the Hay River.88 The Slaves were at times
mistaken for other Athapaskan groups. The confusion appears to stem from the similarities
between the name of the tribe in question and the Cree term, which either refers to all tribes
they have defeated or simply to a "stranger."89

The "Slaves of Hay River" were one of the four groups to sign the Treaty 8 Adhesion at Fort
Resolution. The Slave Indians have little claim to the region north, northeast, and east of Great
Slave Lake, nor do they regularly hunt in the Barren Lands. Therefore, for the purpose of this
report, information regarding the Slave Indians will be limited.

The Ethnography of the Area
The groups outlined above all belong to what anthropologists have termed the "Northern
Athabascan" cultural group — a continuum of interlocking groups. James VanStone notes that:
Northern Athapaskan culture has been described as consisting not of a
series of neat cultural entities, but as a cultural continuum carried
on by a series of interlocking groups whose individual lifeways
differed only in certain minor details from those of their immediate
neighbors.90
Early anthropologists and the Department of Indian Affairs both failed to recognize that these
Northern Athabaskan groups could and did operate within the construct of a cultural
continuum, as described by VanStone. The imposed model of discrete bands whose leadership
(a chief and headmen or councillors) makes decisions exclusively at band council meetings, as
seen elsewhere in Canada, did not gain acceptance in the Great Slave Lake area. The tradition
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in this region, as stated earlier, was for a small local group to follow a well-respected leader
within a larger regional band.
The Indian Act “band” structure has been difficult for the Athabascan people to both accept and
to function under. However, by the 1960s some groups/bands had succeeded in working within
this structure for administrative purposes. Those able to do so were most often close to industrial
transportation routes. Due to their relative isolation, their subsistence requirements, and other
socio-economic exigencies, many northern bands were not able to function within this construct.
VanStone succinctly describes how Dogrib society functioned within its larger Athabascan
cultural unit. This description of the Dogribs may also be applied broadly to Athabascan peoples
in general. VanStone defines three socio-territorial groups: the regional band, the local band, and
the task group. As VanStone notes: "Membership in these units was not mutually exclusive: a
person could, and usually did, have a social identity in all three."91

Anthropologists Robert Javenpa and Hetty Jo Brumbach, echoing VanStone above, argue that
the southern Chipewyans' social organization is similar to that of all Dènè (Athabascan)
peoples. They draw comparisons between the Chipewyan's social organization, that of
"concentrated summer band," "winter staging community," and "winter hunting encampment"
and the Dogrib "regional band," "local band," and "task group."92
In reference to the regional band, VanStone states that:
. . . [t]he regional band exploited the total range of the band as
identified by tradition and use. It utilized all the resources within the
range, and this total territory provided sufficient food and other
resources to sustain life except during periodic famines. Therefore, the
regional band could exist for many generations.93
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With regard to the constitution of the local band, he goes on to describe the role of the kinship
system in maintaining the integrity of the regional band:
. . . [m]ost of the time, the various families making up the regional
band were dispersed in smaller units. Regional band members,
however, were related through a network of primary affinal
[marriage] and consanguinal [blood] ties.94
The “local band” is described as exploiting a smaller range within the regional band's territory
and all of the resources therein. It consists of a group of closely related kin, averaging four
couples with their offspring and other dependents; the core of a local band might include several
siblings, both male and female, with their spouses and dependents.95
A task group, on the other hand, would form with the goal of exploiting specific seasonal
resources and usually did not last beyond that period. Often comprised of two related families,
kinship ties were as significant in forming task groups as were friendships. VanStone states that
“the difference between a task group and a local band was one of degree rather than kind.”96
The socio-political structure of the people, as outlined above, can be applied to the Deninu K'ue
First Nation: in the case of the Chipewyan people, the regional group is represented by either the
“Copper Indians,” “Chipewyans,” or others. The local groups are represented by individual
modern settlements. Task groups are often composed of a group of family members and/or
friends who hunt together on the land. Over time, these regional, local, and task groups have
combined and recombined to form the Snowdrift, Rocher River, and Fort Resolution people, now
the Lutsel K’e Dènè First Nation and Deninu K’ue First Nation.

Gerald Norn, a 17-year-old DKFN member, hunts on the land with friends and family in ad
hoc task groups. When asked, "Who do you go with?" he responded:
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Whoever I can. My cousins and friends.
How many people?
Between one person and many. 30 people is the largest group I've
ever gone with. I show the kids out on the land, show them what to
hunt. What the tracks are.97
Rocky Lafferty and his kin also hunt together. He hunts with his family, teaching others
(specifically youngsters) in the process (plate 42), and brings meat back to share:

We donate lots to the elders. We get about three or four [caribou]
sometimes, we make a few phone calls, and if people want some
meat we send it home.
We always go up in big family groups. With my dad and his
common law and his two youngest. We always take other kids too
to come out, because they enjoy it and they don’t get that very
often.98
In Chapters IV and VI we include additional examples of the caribou hunt which the DKFN
continue to participate in.
Fikret Berkes, a professor of environmental studies, stresses that the relationship between smaller
units should be viewed within the context of a regional group's use of their territory and by
extension, their property:
Common-property systems serve as interface, not only between society
and resource, but also between the individual and the society at large.
Social roles and obligations are often defined in terms of one’s
participation in work teams. Common-property systems are an integral
part of the local culture. Hunting, trapping, fishing, and gathering are
a way of life rather than merely a means of earning a living.99
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These common property systems were frequently misunderstood by the explorers, HBC
factors, and Indian Agents.
The people who subsisted by hunting, fishing, and trapping in disparate locations on a
seasonal basis (termed seasonal rounds) were often referred to in the earlier sources as
"nomadic.” The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Current English (1990) defines a nomad as:
1. a member of a tribe roaming from place to place for pasture; and
2. a wanderer.100
The Athabascans' seasonal rounds were not random nor did their members "roam from place
to place." They did not, and do not, "wander" through the landscape in search of sustenance;
their seasonal rounds, described by Jarvenpa and Brumbach, were based upon usufructory
rights to a chain of hunting areas:
It is suggested here that a man's (and by extension, his family’s)
network of winter hunting areas and encampments were not
randomly distributed, but rather comprised a "chain" of loosely
contiguous areas within the larger kesyehot'ine mosaic of hunting
areas. A family gained usufructory access to a particular chain by the
socialization experience of its hunters, and it moved around or across
the chain of hunting areas primarily by activating ties of silot'ine
[bilateral kindred].101
In order to survive it was imperative that there be a minimum aggregation of families in a
winter hunting encampment:
In the recent history and lore of the southern Chipewyan, the
Whitefish-Stonypoint and Lynx family episodes [in which the two
families, or Winter hunting encampment/Task groups, failed to make
contact with their larger Winter staging community/Local bands and
both groups suffered dire consequences] serve as parables or moral
lessons about the violation . . . of fundamental socio-spatial
arrangements . . .
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One of our elderly informants observed: “ . . . you can't live alone all
winter the way his people did. That's no good. You always need a few
families together to help each other . . . ”
The cultural message, therefore, is that a minimal aggregation of
families is needed for viable winter existence. Individuals or families
violating this principle were likely to meet with environmental or
economic disaster.102
The leadership of these smaller units was achieved through merit, not ascribed through
inheritance. For example, an individual skilled in the hunt was often looked to for advice in that
area, effecting the continued use of specific areas. Because the hunt constituted an entire way of
life, over time, such a leader might also come to act as spokesperson for the group in its dealings
with other local Bands.
The merit based, and therefore fluctuating political structure of the Northern Athabascan people
did not serve the needs of the government or the forts. The role of an appointed chief was much
more expedient to these outsiders, and further, a chief was indispensable as an economic broker.
This led to the application of the artificial construct “band” to these extended family units by the
Department of Indian Affairs officials who began appointing a chief when required for treaty and
administrative purposes. For example, in 1900 at Fort Resolution, "chiefs" were assigned on-thespot for the signing of the Treaty 8 Adhesion by Slave, Dogrib, Yellowknife, and Chipewyan
“local bands.”
The chief’s powers were set out in the Indian Act, enforced by Indian Agents, and entrenched in
First Nations' political structure. Chapter 29, Section 73 reads:
73. (1) Whenever he deems it advisable for the good government of a
band, the Governor in Council may declare by order that after a day to
be named therein the council of the band, consisting of a chief and
councilors, shall be selected by elections to be held in accordance with
this Act.
(2) The council of a band in respect of which an order has been made
under subsection one shall consist of one chief, and one councilor for
every one hundred members of the band, but the number of councilors
102
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shall not be less than two nor more than twelve and no band shall have
more than one chief.

Kinship and Marriage Alliances
Although today there is no political structure at the regional level (the Akaitcho Treaty 8 Tribal
Corporation is structured solely for land claims negotiation purposes), strong ties exist among
local bands due principally to intermarriage. Task groups and local bands are exogamous (people
“marry out”), while the much larger regional group is most often endogamous (people “marry
in”). A cooperative system is established between local bands through marriage as men trap on
family traplines, the traplines of their in-laws, and eventually their own traplines, or come to hunt
together on the Barren Lands in task groups.
As mentioned earlier, hunters and trappers from extended kin groups, such as those in the
Lafferty family, come together in the fall and winter. Trapping and hunting among the Deninu
K'ue has continued to the present as a form of subsistence economy which supplements the
expensive (or non-existent) meat available in stores.

During Mary Pierrot's childhood (she is now seventy-eight years old), as she has recounted,
there was little choice but to hunt because meat was too expensive to purchase (if available in
the HBC store). Hunting was the option of necessity:
What type of meat did you eat?
We don't get meat in the store so we eat only moose. They kill a
moose. No work in those days so they have to travel in the winter
time to make good money. Spring time the same thing, they make
money with beaver and muskrat. In those days things were cheap
too. We eat nothing but wild meat.103
Stan Beck also noted the DKFN's reliance on the hunt for meat:
[In the] 60s . . . we had to hunt for our meat unless you want to eat
canned.104
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When a hunter kills an animal, the meat does not belong to the hunter alone. As was stated by
Rockey Lafferty, the tradition of distributing meat to a hunter’s family and elders in the
community continues to this day. When describing the contents of his freezer, Donald William
Balsillie made reference to the act of giving meat to elders. In collecting different game, he is
able to provide for those who taught him to hunt and fish:
I've got connie, I've got pickerel, I've got whitefish, I've got
northern pike, I've got ducks, wild geese, buffalo, moose, caribou,
beaver meat. Some of it's smoked, some is dried, some just cut out
for barbequing. One of the elders dropped by just a few minutes ago
because I promised to give him some duck, geese, and some moose
meat.105

The Association between Particular Caribou Herds and Distinct Local
Groups
As we will discuss later in greater detail, the three Athabascan groups under discussion relied
upon the caribou. The caribou provided meat, fur, bones, and antlers, thus allowing the
Northern Athabascans to eat, clothe, and shelter themselves, and to make tools. The
subsistence rounds of a particular band were based upon the anticipated migration of a
particular herd of caribou.

The ranges of a number of large caribou herds intersect and overlap in the Great Slave Lake
region. Bryan Gordon, a subarctic archaeologist, has noted that the Northern Athabascan
Indians' ability to anticipate the movement of the herd is the result of sustained interaction
between a specific group of Great Slave Lake people and specific caribou herds. Gordon has
theorized that a specific herd's pattern of movements formed the basis for the seasonal route of
a particular band:
The affiliation of human bands with specific herds means a separation
from other bands and herds, segregation reflected in different but
contemporaneous tool styles in the four herd ranges . . . It follows,
therefore, that as hunting camps of past bands are confined to the
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modern caribou range, band-herd affiliation would consequently have
existed through prehistory, resulting in herd following.106
Further, he argues the "following" of specific herds reinforced band separation and thus
cultural differences. Gordon provided the following example of a cultural imperative
pertaining to marriage practices among the regional band who hunt the Kaminuriak herd:

The affiliation of a band with a specific herd was also responsible for
the development of distinctive local dialects and a kinship that was
unique to the range. An example of the distinctions is evidenced by the
Kaminuriak band comprising the Hatchet and Duck Lake and Barren
Lands local bands. Each band is sororal, where a woman may marry
her sister's widower, leviradical, where a man may marry his brother's
widow, and patrilineal, where women are exchanged through crosscousin marriage.107
Gordon then provides an example of the differences between local bands when he describes
marriage practices for the Caribou Eaters:
But the Caribou-Eaters in the adjacent Beverly range are neither
sororal nor leviradical, with rare patrilocality. Rather, they are
bilaterally-related, with bride going to groom's band.108
He concludes with:

Such distinctions support the concept of restricted past contact, a
constraint also appearing in tool style and trade foods which are
suitable for testing past herd following.109
Gordon's theory may explain the differences in culture and dialect between the Yellowknives,
Dogribs, and the other Chipewyan groups.
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Conclusions
The bands who used and occupied the region in the Barren Lands north and east of Great
Slave Lake have fluctuated in their territorial range and subsistence patterns throughout time.
Gordon surmised that by means of regional group intermarriage patterns (as described by
VanStone and others) the three cultural groups moved throughout the landscape in nonrandom patterns, both interacting with and exchanging people (intermarriage) at the overlaps
in the caribou herds' migratory ranges. As we shall see, the bands remained uniquely
identifiable entities (within the Athapaskan cultural continuum) through time, and continued
to use and occupy the hunting, trapping, and fishing grounds as they always had, albeit in a
somewhat different manner.

The 1820s "war" between the Copper Indians and the Dogribs caused a fluctuation in use of
particular areas by the Dogribs and the Yellowknives. The fur trade enticed people to spend
more time at the trading posts where European goods, including guns, ammunition, and
tobacco, were readily available. And, with the advent of the Treaty 8 Adhesion of 1900, these
three cultural groups became entangled within Indian Affairs, who subsequently relocated the
bands and their members on paper and, at times, on the land for administrative purposes.

None of the above events have stopped the bands and their members from exploiting the
resources of the land, which their ancestors had exploited before them. In the following
chapter we explore the relationship of the bands described above with the Barren Lands and
its flora and fauna.
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Chapter III: The Land, the Animals, and the People
Chapter III examines the evidence relating to the use and occupation of the Great Slave Lake
Region, particularly the area known as the Barren Lands or Barren Grounds, by three
Athabascan regional bands: the Chipewyans, the Yellowknives, and the Dogribs.

De Beers Canada has compiled a report regarding the occupation and use of the Barren Lands.
Their report includes a use and occupation study regarding the people currently known as the
Deninu K’ue First Nation. The De Beers report, for the most part, relies on the publications of
David M. Smith. His interviews were conducted during visits to Fort Resolution as a young
graduate student in the summers of 1968 through 1972. David M. Smith used his dissertation
as a basis for at least two of his publications: Cultural and Ecological Change: The
Chipewyan of Fort Resolution (1976, in the journal Arctic Anthropology, Vol. 13, No. 1, pp.
35–42), and Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort
Resolution (1982). Based largely on Smith’s works, which were written approximately 40
years ago, De Beers has stated the following:
According to Smith (1982), in the early contact period (1786 to
1890), there was no regional band term that referred to the people
who occupied the lands around what is now Fort Resolution. After
the fort was established in 1786, the Chipewyan began to refer to
any Chipewyans that traded at Fort Resolution as Dene Nu Kwen,
which translates as “Moose Deer Island House People” (Smith
1982). In 1856, Moose Deer Island began to be known as Mission
Island because a mission house was built there by the Roman
Catholic priest Faraud (Smith 1982).
Based on available literature, the Deninu Kué were a nomadic
people whose lives focused on harvesting resources by hunting,
fishing, and trapping in both forested and barrenland regions. The
traditional territory of the Deninu Kué varied over time. A map
included in Smith (1981) shows the territory of “Indian” people
trading at Fort Resolution in 1825 . . . Based on the map, the
territorial range expands into the North Slave Region. According to
Smith (1982), the Chipewyans of Fort Resolution would travel at
least once a year (typically in the fall) to the barrenlands to harvest
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caribou. Caribou would provide them with hides for clothing and
tepees.
By the 1940s, the range that the Chipewyans would travel was
drastically reduced to include just the southern parts of Great Slave
Lake, including parts of the East Arm (Smith 1982). Smith also
reported that some Deninu Kué men would sometimes make
arrangements with people from Łutselk’e to trap for white fox in
the barrenlands (Smith 1982). The range of people trading at Fort
Resolution shifted to be just around the fort.110
The following chapter provides evidence that substantiates our conclusion that the DKFN has
Aboriginal and treaty rights that may well be infringed upon by the proposed De Beers mines
on the northeast side of Great Slave Lake where Gahcho Kué is located. We use Hudson’s
Bay Company and North West Company archival documents, European explorers’ accounts,
Department of Indian Affairs archival material, and various other sources in documenting use
of the Barren Lands from the contact period until the present.

The Barren Lands
Due to climatic, topographical, geological, and biological (flora and fauna) characteristics, the
Barren Lands is a region used extensively for resource extraction—both subsistence-related
and commercial. In the past the most important resource exploited was the caribou (by the
local bands). During the last 70 years the focus has shifted to the mining of gold and diamonds
by the mining conglomerates.

This region, variously referred to by explorers, Indian Agents, and Royal Canadian Mounted
Police (RCMP) officers as the “Barren Lands,” “Barren Ground,” “Barren Country,”
“Chipewyan lands,” “reindeer land,” or “caribou land,” is located approximately northeast,
east, and southeast of Great Slave Lake. The Barren Lands extend north from the Taiga Shield
Ecozone, which is an ecological crossroads or transitional zone where climate, soils, plants,
birds, and mammals from the Boreal Shield and Boreal Plains Ecozones and those from the
Southern Arctic Ecozone meet. The Barren Lands then extend north into the Southern Arctic
110
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Ecozone. Within the Taiga Shield Ecozone the boreal forest ends and the Barren Lands begin.
Map 2: The ecozones of Canada. Ecozones of interest: the Southern Arctic, the Taiga Shield, the Taiga
Plains, the Boreal Shield, and the Boreal Plains111

Although the Barren Lands may appear to be barren due to the absence of trees, they are in
fact comprised of a pattern of habitats, including sprawling shrub lands, wet sedge meadows,
and cold clear lakes (plate 1). Permafrost is continuous throughout this area, often lying just a
few centimetres below the surface.

The permafrost acts as a dam stopping the downward flow of water, thereby keeping the soils
either waterlogged or frozen year-round. The permafrost also acts as a barrier to root growth,
which inhibits the further maturation of plants:
The permafrost layer is continuous. Thin soils in upland areas
111
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support dwarf-heath and scattered low-shrub tundra, while low-land
and depressional areas near lakes and streams are characterized by
sedge tussock and low-tall shrub tundra . . . 112
Plate 1: Autumn tundra, Barren Lands, central Northwest Territories113

The Barren Lands are blanketed by an intricate and complex network of lakes and streams,
which makes the area difficult to traverse without the benefit of appropriate clothing, shelter,
transportation, and, of course, a working knowledge of the area. In an ecological survey of
streams in the Barren Lands, Nicholas E. Jones, William M. Tonn, Garry J. Scrumgeour, and
Chris Katopodis provide the following description of a portion of the Barren Lands, the Kazan
Upland, a description that can be applied to most areas in the Barren Lands. They wrote:
The 4000 km2 study area is centred on 6445 N, 11030 W, about 100
km north of the tree line within the Southern Arctic ecozone. The
112
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physiographic region, the Kazan Upland, is underlain by granite,
gneiss, and schist that form broad, sloping uplands, plateaus, and
lowlands. Eskers, kames, and boulder-strewn till plains cover the
land.114
Climatic conditions in the region are also described by the authors:
The mean annual temperature is approximately -12C, with a
summer maximum of 27.2C and a winter minimum of -53.9C
(Environment Canada, 1991). The climate is semiarid, with 200 –
300 mm of precipitation annually, 50% of which falls as snow . . .115
The various geographical, geological, climatic, and botanical conditions in the region have
created an area rich in lakes, rivers, and streams:
The combination of relatively low topographical relief (ca. 50 m)
and extensive glacial activity has molded a landscape covered by ca.
21% water, in the form of numerous chains of lakes and connecting
streams. Following spring runoff, evaporation from lakes gradually
lowers lake level, stream flows diminish, and surface flow is lost
from many small streams. At approximately 450 m above sea level,
the streams of this area are the headwaters of the Coppermine,
Back, and Burnside Rivers, which flow north to the Arctic Ocean.116
Samuel Hearne, an early explorer, described the Barren Lands as follows:

[W]hen the Spring advances, both the deer and the Indians draw out
to the Eastward, on the ground which is entirely barren, or at least
what is so called in those parts, as it neither produces trees or shrubs
of any kind, so that moss and some little grass is all the herbage
which is found on it.117
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Plate 2: Herd of barren-ground caribou grazing in the Barren Lands118

Despite claims to the contrary, including Hearne's account above, the Barren Lands are home
to a plethora of animal and plant life.

Eddy Lafferty, a DKFN member, described the Barren Lands in an interview conducted by
Linda Vanden Berg on July 17th 2012. In this interview he described his attachment to the area
with the following words:
The Barren Lands to me just looks like, lots of fresh water, at one
time, like when the ice melts and all that runs down. It’s just like
lakes, lakes, lakes, lots of fresh water. Really clear. To me that’s
where all our clean water is coming from. But now all those mines
are there. The main places where the trappers trap are on the eskers.
Where there’s still a little bit of trees, little bit of shelter, little bit of
firewood. That’s where some of the animals will go that we hunt. In
the summer, it’s lots of rock country, lots of gravel bottom lakes.
118
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Very shallow. Some of them have fish. I still have a feeling when I
go there, it’s like I’m back—it’s like I’m home. I don’t know if it’s
a spiritual feeling, but I have a connection with that area, to the
mine. I have it at Snap Lake, I have it at Gahcho Kué. I go to
that area just for that feeling to see where the ancestors were.
It’s like that feeling that you’re finally home. I have a really
good feeling when I get in that place.119

The Caribou (or Reindeer)
The Barren Lands provide forage for the world's largest concentration of free-roaming large
mammals, specifically, the barren-ground caribou (Rangifer tarandus groenlandicus), which
is the predominant game animal on the tundra; it occupies the Barren Lands during the
summer months (plates 2 and 3).120 These herds are vast in numbers. The herd most exploited
by the DKFN, the Bathurst Herd, has numbered as high as 472,000 animals, and as low as
32,000 ["Herd Size During Current Cycle"].121 In 1997, fifteen years ago, Kevin Giroux, a
DKFN member, witnessed tens of thousands of caribou at Snap Lake:
For 7 days straight you couldn't even cross the Barren Lands. It was
like a traffic jam. Caribou are standing outside your door. They
aren't even scared of you. We would sit there and watch the caribou
cross for 7 days the Barren Lands. That was one of the most
beautiful things I've ever seen.122
Kevin Giroux stated the following when describing the impacts of the mines on the herds
witnessed recently:

That was 1997. With the De Beers mines, we go out there and it's
not just the quantity, the quality of the caribou has gone down.
Before they look all healthy and bushy tail. You could tell if they're
fat by their bushy tail, it would jiggle. Lately they don't get the
119
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proper nutrition, the fat's not as good. The tails are droopy. They
don't stick up nice and perky. The meat isn't as good. I noticed
there's a chemical taste to it, a gasoline, diesel, engine taste to it.
Hewey Arden and me would hunt. He would shoot a caribou from
the boat, we would give thanks, and then eat the meat right from the
caribou. You can't anymore, the caribou is all buggy. The ecology,
was all messed up, it's not just the caribou, everything is messed
up.123
Plate 3: A caribou herd in the Barren Lands
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There are several discrete herds of barren-ground caribou in the Barren Lands that have
overlapping ranges. Archaeologist Bryan C. Gordon described the herds and their ranges as
follows:
The Barrenlands enclose the Bluenose, Bathurst, Beverly and
Kaminuriak caribou ranges, which extend from deep within the
forests of the Mackenzie Valley and Prairie provinces north onto the
tundra. The two eastern ranges of Beverly and Kaminuriak are
123
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south of the Arctic Circle on a 300–700 m (960–2,250 ft.) high
plateau cut by fast rivers flowing to the Mackenzie River, the Arctic
Ocean and Hudson Bay. These eastern ranges are in the eastern
Mackenzie and Keewatin Districts and the north halves of
Saskatchewan and Manitoba.125
Wildlife biologists distinguish among the various herds of these barren-ground caribou by
using a herd's particular calving ground as a marker. Whereas the calving grounds of the herds
are separate and distinct, there is overlap in seasonal migrations and wintering areas, which
vary from year to year.

In 1944 J.G. Wright, in an article published in Canadian Geographical Journal, wrote that
there are five ranges recognized for the barren-ground caribou, which serve to distinguish five
specific herds:







those summering on the Dubawnt and Kazan Rivers and
wintering in northern Saskatchewan and Manitoba
those summering on the lower Kazan River and eastward and
wintering in southern Keewatin
those summering in southern Keewatin and wintering in northern
Manitoba
those summering in the Wager Bay–Back River area and
wintering on lakes on the Back River, Aberdeen, and adjacent
lakes and north of Baker Lake
those summering in Boothia and Melville Peninsulas and
wintering farther south126

In 2006 the NWT Department of Natural Resources implemented a Caribou Management Plan
due to an increase in mining activity on the Barren Lands and the ensuing cumulative effects
of those mines and their infrastructure on caribou herds. The following rationale was given for
the development of the plan:
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A management plan for the Bathurst caribou herd has also been
developed. Interest in the Bathurst caribou herd grew in the 1990s
with a surge in mining activities on the herds annual ranges. Since
then, two diamond mines have been built on spring migration
and post calving/summer ranges and a third diamond mine is
under construction. The diamond mining companies monitor
caribou abundance and behavior in the vicinity of the diamond
mines, however uncertainties remain about the cumulative effects of
the mines on the caribou.127
The map below, entitled "Caribou herd territorial ranges" (map 3), depicts the seasonal range
of individual caribou herds. De Beers proposes to construct the Gahcho Kué mine within the
area bounded by the green line, which represents the annual range of the Bathurst herd.
Map 3: Caribou herd territorial ranges
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Information on the location of calving grounds has been collected since the 1950s. However,
indirect evidence suggests that caribou movements have been relatively stable through time
although there have been some fluctuations in migration routes. As Fleck and Gunn state:

The frequent association of tent rings, inuksuit, stone caches and
other artifacts with water-crossing sites and calving grounds attest
to the consistency between past and present movement patterns of
barren-ground herds.129

Gordon, an archaeologist, informs us that:

Signs of human band and caribou herd affiliation have been
accumulating since humans and caribou first entered the
Barrenlands. Pile slab inukshuit made by Thelon and Dubawnt
River hunters mark the route of the herd returning to the forest . . .
I have little doubt that modern seasonal movements vary due to
overhunting, forest fires and human impingement on caribou range,
but calving ground locations have remained stable for centuries,
based on aerial survey and the archaeological record. 130
Recent research by the Government of Northwest Territories based on the use of tracking
collars (i.e. VHF, GPS, and/or satellite collars) has provided information on calving grounds,
herd delineation, and seasonal movements. VHF collars were employed in 1996; however,
since then, only a relatively small number of individuals has been collared (approximately
0.01–0.03% of the herds).131 With this relatively low sample size, all inferences made
regarding caribou movements may be premature; nonetheless, this technology has provided a
snapshot of caribou herd home ranges (see map 3). This research, while not contradicting the
129
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relative stability of caribou migrations, has established that migration routes and foraging
ranges will occasionally differ from year to year. As James G.E. Smith noted in 1976:
While the caribou herds typically follow the same patterns year
after year, there are those occasions in which they for no apparent
reason move in different directions or their foraging ranges may
shift from year to year. It has also been suggested that there are long
term cyclical fluctuations in the population, as is the case with other
faunal species. Long summers or warm winters may delay the early
winter migration, and herd movements or dispersal may be affected
by the amount of snowfall. Great forest fires periodically occur,
affecting the behavior of the caribou and thus of man. The dynamics
of the boreal forest and tundra ecology thus include to some degree
elements of uncertainty, to which Chipewyan social organization
must be adapted.132
The Northern Athabascan people chose their seasonal hunting routes based upon the caribou's
migration patterns. In a December 5, 1916 letter entitled "re: amendments to the North West
Territories Game Act," H. J. Bury distinguished between subsistence activities and
participation in a wage economy, both of which Bury deemed to be necessary:
The Indians and the Eskimo of the North West Territories rely
absolutely on the game of the country to enable them to live.
Certain species of game such as the moose and caribou provide
them with the means of sustenance, whilst the fur-bearers afford
them a means of livelihood.133
Additionally, in 1930, a memo to the Hon. Thomas G. Murphy, which quotes Inspector C. C.
Parker extensively, reads:
The Indian hunter goes inland with a small outfit of traps and a
limited supply of provisions and ammunition. He has to depend
upon hunting and fishing for feed for his family and his dogs. This
132
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frequently means that he is obliged to follow the food sources
which are not always in a section where fur bearers can be trapped.
Sustenance must necessarily come first . . . 134
The caribou have been, and continue to be, an essential component of the culture of the
Chipewyan, Dogrib, and Yellowknife people. This relationship will be explored at length in
the following sections.

The Caribou Hunt
As alluded to in Chapter II, the Chipewyans and Copper Indians relied extensively on the
caribou. The Chipewyans and Copper Indians would hunt the caribou for the entire summer.
As Hearne stated:
Our Northern Indians who trade at the Factory, as well as all the
Copper tribe, pass their whole Summer on the barren ground, where
they generally find plenty of deer; and in some of the rivers and
lakes, a great abundance of fine fish.135
The Chipewyans and Copper Indians of the Great Slave Lake region did not stalk the caribou
herds in the manner in which the Europeans were accustomed to hunting game animals.
Instead, they moved in anticipation of the caribou herds. The Chipewyans and Copper Indians
travelled to specific locations year after year based upon their knowledge of a herds'
movements within their territory—a territory coincident with the territorial range of a
particular caribou herd. As Ernest Burch, a social anthropologist who specializes in the
Athabascan peoples has made clear, hunting the caribou by tracking them would be a near
impossibility:
The capacity of tarandus [barren-ground caribou] for sustained
movement . . . is as great as that of any other species of terrestrial
mammal. An awkward looking beast, the tarandus is built to move.
134
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A healthy adult can normally outdistance all predators if it has any
kind of head start.136
Caribou, not unlike humans, are subject to changes in the weather. When migrating, as George
Calef noted, they can move as slow as "a mile or two a day" in the cold or as fast as up to
"forty miles a day in a dash to reach the traditional calving place."137 Ernest Burch informs us
that the hunting techniques of peoples like the Chipewyan, who are dependent upon the
caribou, are “based on the premise that people cannot ‘follow the herds.’"138 In referring to the
Athabascan hunting techniques, Burch has:

. . . labeled them the 'head-em-off-at-the-pass,' and the 'search and
destroy' techniques. They were applied with remarkable
homogeneity throughout the entire area occupied by both man and
tarandus . . . 139
In anticipation of the herd, in the summer when the ice had melted, both groups hunted
caribou at the same water crossings where they hunted year after year. Throughout his journal,
Hearne provided various examples of this technique. For example:
[O]n the thirtieth of June arrived at a small river, called
Cathawhachaga, which empties itself into a large lake called Yathkyed-whoie, or White Snow Lake. Here we found several tents of
Northern Indians, who had been some time employed spearing deer
in their canoes, as they crossed the above mentioned little river.140
In general, these Indians make use of the single paddle, though a
few have double ones, like the Esquimaux: the latter, however, are
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seldom used, but by those who lie in wait to kill deer as they cross
rivers and narrow lakes.141
[W]e came to a branch of Conge-ca-tha-wha-chaga River; on the
North side of which we found several Copper Indians, who were
assembled, according to annual custom, to kill deer as they cross
the river in their little canoes.142
Caribou were also hunted in the spring as they returned to their summer habitat on the tundra.
While snares were sometimes used, caribou impoundments appear to be the predominant
technique used. European explorer Samuel Hearne stated that the sheer number of caribou
killed in this fashion was:
. . . [s]o successful that many families subsist by it without having
occasion to move their tents above once or twice during the course
of a whole winter; and when Spring advances, both the deer and
Indians draw out to the Eastward, on the ground which is entirely
barren.143
This quote provides us with a rather interesting piece of information given the supposed
"nomadic" nature of the Chipewyans. The Chipewyans had seasonal settlement sites of some
size, as well as seasonal migration patterns.

Later in his journal, Hearne provided a detailed description of the caribou impoundment
method mentioned above. He began by describing the Chipewyan anticipation of the arrival of
a herd:
When the Indians design to impound deer [caribou], they look out
for one of the paths in which a number of them have trod, and
141
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which is observed to be still frequented by them. When these paths
cross a lake, a wide river, or a barren plain, they are found to be
much the best for the purposes; and if the path runs through a
cluster of woods, capable of affording materials for building a
round, it adds considerably to the commodiousness of the
situation.144
He next described the construction of the trap within the transitional boreal forest:
The pound is built by making a strong fence with bushy trees,
without observing any degree of regularity, and the work is
continued to any extent, according to the pleasure of the builders. I
have seen some that were not less than a mile round, and am
informed that there are others still more extensive. The door, or
entrance of the pound, is not larger than a common gate, and the
inside is so crowded with small counter-hedges as very much to
resemble a small maze; in every opening of which they set a snare,
made with thongs of parchment deer-skins well twisted together,
which are amazingly strong. One end of the snare is usually made
fast to a growing pole; but if no one of a sufficient size can be
found near the place where the snare is set, a loose pole is
substituted in its room, which is always of such size and length that
a deer cannot drag it far before it gets entangled among the other
woods, which are all left standing except what is found necessary
for making the fence, hedges, etc.145
Hearne continued by describing the complexity of the impoundment:
The pound being thus prepared, a row of small brush-wood is stuck
up in the snow on each side of the door or entrance; and these
hedge-rows are continued along the open part of the lake, river, or
plain, where neither stick nor stump besides is to be seen, which
makes them more distinctly observed. These poles, or brush-wood,
are generally placed at the distance of fifteen or twenty yards from
144
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each other, and ranged in such a manner as to form two sides of a
long acute angle, growing gradually wider in proportion to the
distance they extend from the entrance of the pound, which
sometimes is not less than two or three miles; while the deer’s path
is exactly along the middle, between the two rows of brushwood.146
At this point they wait, having pitched their tents with a view of the caribou trail:
Indians employed on this service always pitch their tent on or near
to an eminence that affords a commanding prospect of the path
leading to the pound; and when they see any deer going that way,
men, women and children walk along the lake or river-side under
cover of the woods, till they get behind them, then step forth to
open view, and proceed towards the pound in the form of a
crescent. The poor timorous deer finding themselves pursued, and
at the same time taking the two rows of brushy poles to be two
ranks of people stationed to prevent their passing on either side, run
straight forward in the path up the path till they get into the
pound.147
The group then slaughtered the "deer" (caribou). The hunters would:
. . . close in, and block up the entrance with some brush trees, that
have been cut down and lie at hand for that purpose. The deer being
thus enclosed, the women and children walk round the pound, to
prevent them from breaking or jumping over the fence, while the
men are employed spearing such as are entangled in the snares, and
shooting with bows and arrows those which remain loose in the
pound.148
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The primary tool used in the hunt, prior to the advent of firearms, was either a bow and arrow
or a spear tipped with bone, copper, or slate.149 A metal lance head was uncovered in 1977 at
Whitefish Lake:
. . . in 1977 . . . Tom Foess found a long Dènè metal lance head at
KcNe-1 below Whitefish Lake.150
Hunting is a skill passed down through the generations:
Some community elders say that when caribou pass a camp on their
way south from the summer grounds, people should let them pass
for a day before beginning the hunt. They believe that by letting the
leaders pass by and hunting from the middle of the herd, the
migration of the herd will not be disturbed. If the lead caribou are
killed, the herd may change its migration route.151
The DKFN describe how they were told by their ancestors to hunt with care with regard to the
future of the caribou. Stan Beck, a DKFN member, argues that the tourists of the north are
doing exactly what the elders of the Great Slave Lake Region, as quoted above, had advocated
against. He declared (in an interview with Linda Vanden Berg) that the caribou are at risk
because the tourists camp on their well-worn trails, which scares them away. Also, those same
tourists, in their haste, kill the first caribou that comes their way—the lead caribou. Stan Beck
drew an analogy for us, equating the effect that this type of treatment has on the caribou with
how a human society might also be affected if treated in the same manner:
[An] Old man [told me that] caribou follow the leaders[.] The
tourists' camps are sitting right on their trail . . . and . . . alongside
the road . . . [They] shoot the leaders and kill the big bulls because
they want trophies and the leaders get confused. If we killed all our
leaders we would be confused too.152
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Caribou as a Food Source
The various hunts, as described above, allow the Chipewyans and Copper Indians access to a
number of goods. First, the caribou was skinned and the hide was used for tents, clothing, and
string (babiche). Second, the bones and antlers were carved into tools which assisted in both the
hunt and everyday life (both material uses of the caribou listed above will be discussed in the
next section). Third, and perhaps most importantly, the caribou provided the Chipewyans and
Copper Indians with meat. Throughout Chapter IV there are numerous examples of the yearround reliance of the Chipewyans and Copper Indians on barren-ground caribou . The role of the
caribou in subsistence activities will be discussed briefly here.
The caribou's hide was not sought after by the HBC (few records are found which involve the
trade of this item), but the caribou meat provided by the Chipewyan guides was. Deer, being
plentiful was worth noting. Hearne wrote:
The weather for some time proved fine, and deer were very
plentiful; but as the above ravagers had materially lightened my
load, by taking everything from me, except the quadrant, books,
&c., this part of my journey was the easiest and most pleasant of
any I had experienced since my leaving the Fort.153
The ease which Hearne experienced on this leg of his journey was thanks to a plentiful caribou
hunt. Similar accounts are peppered throughout the journals of Fidler, Mackenzie, Franklin, and
Pike. Hearne noted the connection between spotting caribou and being free of a "want of
provisions":
By the twenty-third, deer were so plentiful that the Indians seemed
to think that, unless the season, contrary to expectation and general
experience, should prove unfavourable, there would be no fear of
our being in want of provisions during the rest of the Winter, as
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deer had always been known to be in great plenty in the direction
which they intended to walk.154
Hearne's "Northern Indian" guides would rest and eat what they had killed after the hunt. Once
they had eaten all that they could, they would move on in search of the next herd. The
Chipewyans would spend the summer months on the Barren Lands subsisting almost entirely
upon caribou. Of course Hearne had a goal, that of locating the Copper River, so they moved on:
Deer were so plentiful, and the Indians killed such vast numbers,
that notwithstanding we frequently remained three, four, or five
days in a place, to eat up the spoils of our hunting, yet at our
departure we frequently left great quantities of good meat behind
us, which we could neither eat nor carry with us.155
Hearne described in great detail the method by which the Chipewyans prepared the stomach of
the caribou:
The most remarkable dish among them, as well as all the other
tribes of Indians in those parts, both Northern and Southern, is
blood mixed with the half-digested food which is found in the deer's
stomach or paunch, and boiled up with a sufficient quantity of
water, to make it of the consistence of pease-pottage. Some fat and
scraps of tender flesh are also shred small and boiled with it. To
render this dish more palatable, they have a method of mixing the
blood with the contents of the stomach in the paunch itself, and
hanging it up in the heat and smoke of the fire for several days;
which puts the whole mass into a state of fermentation, and gives it
such an agreeable acid taste, that were it not for prejudice, it might
be eaten by those who have the nicest palates . . . most of the fat
which is boiled in it is first chewed by the men and boys, in order to
break the globules that contain the fat; by which means it all boils
out, and mixes with the broth . . . To do justice, however, to their
cleanliness in this particular, I must observe, that they are very
154
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careful that neither old people with bad teeth, nor young children,
have any hand in preparing this dish . . . when I was sufficiently
convinced of the truth of the above remark, I no longer made any
scruple, but always thought it exceedingly good.
The stomach of no other large animal beside the deer is eaten by
any of the Indians that border on Hudson's Bay. In Winter, when
the deer feed on fine white moss, the contents of the stomach is so
much esteemed by them, that I have often seen them sit round a
deer where it was killed, and eat it warm out of the paunch. In
summer the deer feed more coarsely, and therefore this dish, if it
deserves that appellation, is then not so much in favour.156
Hearne next documented how the Chipewyans would consume the sexual organs:
The parts of generation belonging to any beast they kill, both male
and female, are always eaten by the men and boys; and though
those parts, particularly in the males, are generally very tough, they
are not, on any account, to be cut with an edge-tool, but torn to
pieces with the teeth; and when any part of them proves too tough
to be masticated, it is thrown into the fire and burnt. For the Indians
believe firmly, that if a dog should eat any part of them, it would
have the same effect on their success in hunting, that a woman
crossing their hunting-track at an improper period would have. The
same ill-success is supposed also to attend them if a woman eats
any of those parts.157
And, again:
They are also remarkably fond of the womb of the buffalo, elk,
deer, &c. which they eagerly devour without washing, or any other
process but barely stroking out the contents.158
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In 1821, Sir John Franklin, while travelling with Copper Indian guides on his journey toward
the Arctic Ocean, described a diet that relied almost solely upon "rein-deer” (caribou).
Franklin recorded his party's diet as follows:
Our diet consisted almost entirely of rein-deer meat, varied twice a
week by fish, and occasionally by a little flour, but we had no
vegetables of any description.159
Often while travelling, Franklin’s company were forced to survive by relying upon dried meat
prepared and carried as a contingency measure:

We were extremely distressed to learn from Dr. Richardson, that
Akaitcho and his party had expended all the ammunition they had
received at Fort Enterprise, without having contributed any supply
of provision. The Doctor had, however, through the assistance of
two hunters he kept with him, prepared two hundred pounds of
dried meat, which was now our sole dependence [sic] for the
journey.160
Chrissy Lafferty and Carol Collins, both DKFN members, spoke of practices similar to those
described by Hearne and Franklin above. When asked by interviewer Linda Vanden Berg, "What
meat do you eat daily?", Chrissy Lafferty replied:
Everything on the caribou, even the guts.161
Carol Collins, in a separate interview, described the process she uses to prepare dried caribou
meat. She also discussed the various parts of the caribou that the DKFN members consume:

I'll get a little piece of meat and split it down the middle and carve it
thin like a blanket. Try not to make it too thick. I do it thin so I can
dry it. I like to smoke it as I dry it. I like it without the smoke too. It
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still tastes good. I usually hang it on these little racks that I make.
Some people use baby crib slats.
What types of meat do they use? [Question asked by Linda
Vanden Berg]
Everything, they eat the guts, the heart, the kidneys, liver,
everything, the head. The only thing they don't eat is the hooves.
Like rabbits, they eat the brains.162

Use of the Caribou in the Material Culture of the Athabascans
Culture is persistent while at the same time adaptive. Traditional pursuits continued long after
the establishment and eventual demise of the HBC trading posts. Fur trading was simply
incorporated into an existing way of life. Hearne, one of the first explorers in the region, kept
a journal of his travels with the Chipewyans, recording their material culture and that of the
other Great Slave Lake people in great detail while depending upon them for his day-to-day
survival. Hearne was the first to record adaptive changes to the material culture of the
Yellowknife/Copper Indians when he noted that they had switched from bows and arrows to
the gun for hunting some species.

As noted earlier, it is difficult to overstate the importance of the barren-ground caribou to the
Chipewyans and Yellowknives. The movements of the caribou affected the movements of the
people. The barren-ground caribou were not simply a source of food for the people, they also
supplied most of their material needs—from simple tools to tents for shelter.

The Chipewyan peoples also depended upon the caribou for their clothing. The best caribou
skins for clothing were obtained from caribou killed between early August and the middle of
October, a period when the hides are thickest and the hair is still firmly attached:
All skins for the above-mentioned purposes are, if possible,
procured between the beginning of August and the middle of
October; for when the rutting season is over, and the winter sets in,
the deer-skins are not only very thin, but in general full of worms
and warbles; which render them of little use, unless it be to cut into
162
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fine thongs, of which they make fishing-nets, and nets for the heels
and toes of their snow-shoes.163
The explorer John Franklin provides another observation:
The Indians form their robes of the [rein-deer] skins procured in
autumn, when the hair is short.164

In order to to clothe one adult, for the winter approximately eight to ten caribou hides were
required (plus an additional five per tent [plate 4]).165
Plate 4: Caribou hide tent166

In the winter, the Chipewyans’ clothing consisted of:
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. . . Indian stockings which come up to the thick part of the thigh from
the ankle, and are certainly better adapted for the Hunter, who requires
to have his limbs perfectly at ease. And above these a piece of loose
cloth is worn, hanging before and behind. Some come to the Fort in
Winter, clothed in a leathern shirt fitted close to the body, which
reaches down to the thighs. Over this a blanket was thrown, and this I
suppose is their general hunting dress, with the addition of a Fur Cap
or bandeau round the head.167
The Yellowknife (Copper Indian) winter clothing was described by Franklin as "very
becoming".168 It was composed of:
. . . [a] loose double Reindeer robe thrown over a leathern shirt with
stockings and shoes . . . In very severe weather the shirt is usually
taken off and the Robe placed next to the skin, which they, in common
with other Indians maintain is a warmer manner of dressing, and
preferable on such occasions to having an under garment.169
Caribou hide with the hair left on provided most of the Chipewyan's heavy winter clothing.
Caribou hides without the hair were used for the manufacture of other articles of clothing:170
Beside these [caribou] skins, which must be in the hair, each person
requires several others to be dressed into leather, for stockings and
shoes, and light Summer clothing.171
Thongs made from caribou hides, were used in the manufacture of snowshoes and sledges:
167
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. . . several more [caribou hides] are also wanted in a parchment
state, to make clewla as they call it, or thongs to make netting for
their snow-shoes [and] . . . sewing for their sledges.172
The caribou hides were also used in the manufacture of tools for “snares for deer
[caribou]”.173 And “for every other use where strings or lines of any kind are required.”174

The caribou hides were used for almost anything associated with the daily lives of the
Chipewyan people, including the dwellings in which they survived the cold winters:
. . . each person, on an average, expends, in the course of a year,
upwards of twenty deer skins in clothing and other domestic
uses, exclusive of tent cloths, bags, and many other things which it
is impossible to remember, and unnecessary to enumerate.175
The practice of manufacturing items of clothing from the caribou hide continues to this day. In
fact, several DKFN members have discussed how the caribou hides were, and are, used. As
James Balsillie recalls, the DKFN "[u]sed to wear caribou skin gloves; everyone used to get
gifts: gloves, moccasins, blankets, etcetera of caribou skin."176 Henry King states that they
made "jackets, shoes, [and] clothing."177 Martha Beaulieu listed other uses: "[s]hoes, mitts,
vests, slippers, hats, [and] jackets. Everything you could use the hides for. Dresses. A lot of
people got married in caribou hide dresses."178 Mary Pierot also recalled how "nobody threw
the hides away. Nobody got shoes in the store."179 She stated that the women would make
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clothes: "jackets, or, with the fur on, robes."180 Today, Solomon King says the caribou hide is
used as a "mattress, [or a] cover for your seat."181

Despite the usefulness of the caribou to the Copper Indians and Chipewyans, the HBC did not
place a commercial value on them – they did not trade for caribou hides. The HBC preferred
beaver, mink, wolf, and other skins, which were not necessarily found in the Barren Lands.
The Athabaskan Indians were at times faced with choosing between hunting for subsistence
purposes and personal material goods or hunting or trapping for furs that they could trade for
goods with the HBC factors.

Hearne noted that the Indians would eat their clothing in times of scarcity when the hunt
failed:
On those pressing occasions I have frequently seen the Indians
examine their wardrobe, which consisted chiefly of skin-clothing,
and consider what part could best be spared; sometimes a piece of
an old, half-rotten deer skin, and at others a pair of old shoes, were
sacrificed to alleviate extreme hunger.182
Caribou antlers were used in the manufacture of knives and bayonets:
The men's bayonets and women's knives are also made of copper;
the former are in a shape like the ace of spades, with the handle of
deer’s horn a foot long.183

Animals as a Food Source
The predominant game animal for the Chipewyans, Yellowknives, and Dogribs has been the
barren-ground caribou (also called "rein-deer" by Franklin and Mackenzie, and "deer" by
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Hearne) since time immemorial. Additional animals hunted are geese (plate 5), ducks,
ptarmigans (plate 6), beavers (plate 7), muskrats (plate 10), snowshoe and arctic hares (plates
11 and 12), fish (of many species; plates 13–16), moose (plate 17), and muskoxen (plate
18).184 Some of these animals range between the Barren Lands and other habitats seasonally,
and some fish species are found in the extensive water systems both south and north of the
treeline. Subsistence animals found exclusively in the Barren Lands include the arctic hare
and muskox.

Geese
Hearne's party often faced the threat of starvation during their travels through the Barren
Lands. Hearne and his party relied on geese as a source of meat when the caribou were not in
the region. In May 1771, near Snowbird Lake east of Great Slave Lake, several of Hearne's
"Northern Indian" guides turned back due to "want of provisions."185 In May the ground was
still frozen and the game was limited:
Game of all kinds indeed were so scarce, that, except a few geese,
nothing had been killed by any of our party, from our leaving the
women and children on the eleventh instant, nor had we seen one deer
the whole way.186
Hearne stated that "there are no less than ten different species of Geese that frequent the
various parts of Hudson's Bay during Summer."187 He noted that the most common was the
snow goose (plate 5).188

184

Hearne, S. (1795). A Journey From Prince of Wales’s Fort in Hudson’s Bay, to the Northern Ocean.
Undertaken by order of the Hudson’s Bay Company, for the Discovery of Copper Mines, a North West Passage,
& in the Years 1769, 1770, 1771, & 1772. London: A. Strahan and T. Cadell. pp. 21, 138, 139, 200, 208, 275, &
319.
185
Hearne, S. (1795). A Journey From Prince of Wales’s Fort in Hudson’s Bay, to the Northern Ocean.
Undertaken by order of the Hudson’s Bay Company, for the Discovery of Copper Mines, a North West Passage,
& in the Years 1769, 1770, 1771, & 1772. London: A. Strahan and T. Cadell. p. 293.
186
Hearne, S. (1795). A Journey From Prince of Wales’s Fort in Hudson’s Bay, to the Northern Ocean.
Undertaken by order of the Hudson’s Bay Company, for the Discovery of Copper Mines, a North West Passage,
& in the Years 1769, 1770, 1771, & 1772. London: A. Strahan and T. Cadell. p. 293.
187
Hearne, S. (1795). A Journey From Prince of Wales’s Fort in Hudson’s Bay, to the Northern Ocean.
Undertaken by order of the Hudson’s Bay Company, for the Discovery of Copper Mines, a North West Passage,
& in the Years 1769, 1770, 1771, & 1772. London: A. Strahan and T. Cadell. p. 437.

74

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

Geese were a staple in the spring and fall, during which time Hearne's party travelled through
the Barren Lands. The group would often come across large migrating flocks:
Geese, ducks, and swans visit here in great plenty during their
migrations both in the Spring and Fall, and by much art, joined to an
insurmountable patience, are caught in considerable numbers in snares,
and, without doubt, make a very pleasing change in the food.189
Chipewyan groups were just as expert at killing geese as they were at the caribou hunt:
The Indians are far more expert in killing Geese, as well as every other
species of game, than any European I ever saw in Hudson's Bay; for
some of them frequently kill upward of a hundred Geese in a day,
whereas the most expert of the English think it a good day's work to
kill thirty. Some years back it was common for an Indian to kill from a
thousand to twelve hundred Geese in one season.190
Kevin Giroux, a DKFN member, recalls participating in the seasonal goose hunt in the Barren
Lands as a young man:
Tell me about hunting in your family.
All my uncles, they raised me and we all went out into the bush.
I've been out on the land ever since I was a kid. On the boat,
checking nets, feeding the sled dogs. I remember going for the
seasonal geese, and the fall hunt. I remember going up to the Barren
Lands at 12 years old. 191
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Plate 5: Snow goose192

Ptarmigan
Hearne often made reference to geese, as did Franklin. However, in February, before the
arrival of the geese and other summer birds, Franklin's party relied on resident birds:
The summer birds by this time had entirely deserted us, leaving, for
our winter companions, the raven, cinereous crow, ptarmigan, and
snow-bird.193
The ptarmigan (plate 6) was caught in small quantities and offered a meager amount of meat
per bird. Nonetheless, throughout Franklin's travels it remained a necessary and important
game bird:
A good many ptarmigan were seen at this time, and the women caught
some in snares, but not in sufficient quantity to make any further
alteration in the rations of deers' meat that were daily issued. They had
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already been reduced from eight, to the short allowance of five
pounds.194
When Donald William Balsillie, a DKFN member hereafter referred to as Don Balsillie, was
younger, he hunted small game in preparation for larger game animals (i.e., moose and
caribou). As he stated, at first he killed only "small animals: squirrel, chickens [spruce hen,
and grouse], ptarmigan, muskrats, beavers . . . [and] rabbits."195
Plate 6: Ptarmigan196

Beaver
The beaver (plate 7), a fur-bearing animal trapped throughout the year, was the standard
among fur traders by which all other furs were valued: "Three marten, eight musk-rat, or a
single lynx, or wolverene [sic] skin, are equivalent to one beaver; a silver fox, white fox, or
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otter, are reckoned two beavers, and a black fox, or large black bear, are equal to four."197 The
beaver was easy to locate and hunt due to the location of its lodges and dams along rivers and
streams (plate 9). The beaver does not occupy the Barren Lands. Several explorers in the
region describe the process of "taking the beaver houses":
Early in the morning, my Indians assisted us in taking the beaver
houses already mentioned; but the houses being small, and some of the
beavers escaping, they only killed six, all of which were cooked the
same night, and voraciously devoured under the denomination of a
feast.198
Plate 7: A beaver grooming199

As we have seen earlier, Donald William Balsillie hunted beaver as a child. Rocky Lafferty
and his family trap beaver regularly and teach their children how to follow in their footsteps.
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Below is a picture of Tamara Lafferty, Rocky Lafferty and Tendah Lafferty's daughter (all
three are DKFN members), skinning a beaver at their cabin on "Shit Island" in the Slave River
(plate 8).
Plate 8: Tamara Lafferty skinning a beaver 200

Beaver lodges also provide housing for other animals, including the muskrat and otter:

The musk-rat frequently inhabits the same lodge with the beaver, and
the otter also thrusts himself in occasionally; the latter, however, is not
always a civil guest, as he sometimes devours his host.201
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Plate 9: Beaver lodge.202

Muskrat
The muskrat (or "rats" as trappers refer to them), although thought of primarily as a fur bearer,
was often eaten (plate 10), as was the beaver. They are found in the transitional forest, Hearne
described both their territory and their similarity to beavers:
The MUSK RAT, or MUSQUASH; or, as Naturalists call it, the MUSK
BEAVER; is common in those parts; generally frequenting ponds and
deep swamps that do not freeze dry in Winter. The manner of life of
this species of animals is peculiar, and resembles that of the Beaver,
as they are in some respects provident, and build houses to shelter
themselves from the inclemency of the cold in Winter; but instead
of making those houses on the banks of ponds or swamps, like the
Beaver, they generally build them on the ice as soon as it is skinned
over, and at a considerable distance from the shore; always taking
care to keep a hole open in the ice to admit them to dive for their
food, which chiefly consists of the roots of grass.203
202
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Hearne described the muskrat as follows:
. . . in general they feed very clean, and when fat are good eating,
particularly when nicely singed, scalded, and boiled . . . but their
resemblance to a Rat is so great that few are partial to them. Indeed the
only difference between them and a common Rat, exclusive of their
superior size, is, that their hind-feet are large and webbed, and the tail,
instead of being round, is flat and scaly.204
The Chipewyans and Yellowknives themselves, to this day, as seen in the quote below by
Mary Pierrot, refer to the muskrat as a "rat":
Do you know where your dad and brother's hunted?
. . . Sometime during the spring time they used to get rats on the
north side of the lake. We hardly get rats on this part. But, we get
lots of beaver. Not only my dad, but everybody, they used to go
down there. Henry used to go for rats there too . . . 205
Plate 10: A muskrat foraging. Note its similar appearance to the beaver; some label it the musk beaver.206
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Arctic and Snowshoe Hares
The snowshoe hare (or American hare) also provided the Indians of the Great Slave Lake area
with sustenance (plate 11):
The American hare [snowshoe hare], and several kinds of grouse
and ptarmigan, also contribute towards the support of the natives.207
Plate 11: The snowshoe hare, or, as Hearne has labelled it, the American hare. During the summer, the
snowshoe hare’s coat turns light brown.208

Although generally thought of as a fur bearer:
. . . The flesh of those [Snowshoe] Hares is generally more esteemed
than that of the former [Arctic Hares: plate 12]. They are in season all
the Winter; and though they generally feed on the brush of pine and fir
during that season, yet many of the Northern Indians eat the contents
of the stomach. They are seldom sought after in Summer, as in that
season they are not esteemed good eating; but as the Fall advances
they are, by feeding on berries, &c. most excellent . . . In thick weather
207
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they are easily shot with the gun; but the most usual method of killing
them is by snares.209
The arctic hare is found exclusively on the Barren Lands.
Plate 12: The arctic hare’s coat in winter is white except for the black on the tips of its ears. In spring, its
coat colour turns to blue-grey210

Fish
The Northern Athabascan Indians' relied extensively upon the caribou for sustenance purposes
during the winter months. However, given the abundance of waterways in the Barren Lands,
209
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fish were eaten year-round. Hearne described the various methods of fishing that his
"Northern Indian" (Chipewyan) guides employed. The process described below refers to ice
fishing in the winter, but the Chipewyans also fished in the summer using largely the same
technique:
Angling for fish under the ice in winter requires no other process,
than cutting round holes in the ice from one to two feet diameter,
and letting down a baited hook, which is always kept in motion, not
only to prevent the water from freezing so soon as it would do if
suffered to remain quite still, but because it is found at the same
time to be a great means of alluring the fish to the hole; for it is
always observed that the fish in those parts will take a bait which is
in motion, much sooner than one that is at rest.211
Another fishing technique is the setting of nets. This method allows for the hunter to set
his/her net and leave to seek other game. In this case the ice assisted in keeping the net in
place and allowed one to net in a lake or large river without the use of a canoe:

To set a net under the ice, it is first necessary to ascertain its exact
length, by stretching it out upon the ice near the part proposed for
setting it. This being done, a number of round holes are cut in the ice,
at ten or twelve feet distance from each other, and as many in number
as will be sufficient to stretch the net at its full length. A line is then
passed under the ice, by means of a long light pole, which is first
introduced at one of the end holes, and, by means of two forked sticks,
this pole is easily conducted, or passed from one hole to another, under
the ice, till it arrives at the last. The pole is then taken out, and both
ends of the line being properly secured, is always ready for use. The
net is made fast to one end of the line by one person, and hauled under
the ice by a second; a large stone is tied to each of the lower corners,
which serves to keep the net expanded, and prevents it rising from the
bottom with every waft of the current . . .
In order to search a net thus set, the two end holes only are opened; the
line is veered away by one person, and the net hauled from under the
211
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ice by another; after all the fish are taken out, the net is easily hauled
back to its former station, and there secured as before.212
In his interview with Linda Vanden Berg on September 25th 2012, Raymond Giroux described
an identical procedure for setting nets. Previous to the question below he was asked "Can you
tell me about fishing?" and "What do you catch?":

What about in the winter?
You drill two holes, and string a net between the two holes. We fish
all over there from McLeod Bay [on the east arm of Great Slave
Lake] to Fort Res.213
Plate 13: A burbot (Lota maculosa), caught in Yellowknife Bay. Hearne stated that the Chipewyans called
this species "methy."214

Hearne listed the various species of fish they had caught. South of Kazan River at Island Lake,
Hearne and his party caught in their net:
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. . . tittemeg, pike, and barble; and the only sorts caught with hooks
are trout [plate 14], pike [plate 16], burbut [plate 13], and a small
fish, erroneously called by the English tench: the Southern Indians
call it the toothed tittemeg, and the Northern Indians call it saint
eah.215
Plate 14: Lake trout (Salvelinus namaycush)

216

Hearne provided a short list of the fish found in the region. The only difference here is the
inclusion of "perch" (plate 15). He also noted the abundance in which the fish appeared and
when the Indians fished:

The many lakes and rivers with which this part of the country
abounds, though they do not furnish the natives with water-carriage,
are yet of infinite advantage to them; as they afford great numbers
of fish, both in Summer and Winter. The only species caught in
those parts are trout, tittameg, (or tickomeg,) tench, two sorts of
barble, (called by the Southern Indians Na-may-pith,) burbot, pike,
and a few perch. The four former are caught in all parts of this
country, as well the woody as the barren; but the three latter are
only caught to the Westward, in such lakes and rivers as are situated
among the woods; and though some of those rivers lead to the
barren ground, yet the three last mentioned species of fish are
215
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seldom caught beyond the edge of the woods, not even in the
Summer season.217
Plate 15: Walleye, or as Hearne named it, a "perch" (Sander vitreum)218

E.B. Preble, the biologist who annotated Hearne's journal along with J.B. Tyrrell, translated
Hearne's short list of fish caught into taxonomic language. They are:
Pike = Esox Lucius . . . ; trout = Cristivomer [Salvelinus]
namaycush . . . ; perch = Stizostedion [Sander] vitreum . . . ; barble =
Catastomus; tittameg = whitefish (Coregonus); methy = Lota [lota]
macu[l]osa.219
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Plate 16: Northern pike (Esox lucius)220

At Seal River, east of Great Slave Lake, Hearne took note of the Chipewyans' ability to
survive on fish until the arrival of the geese in May:
As this place seemed likely to afford us a constant supply of fish, my
guide proposed to stay here till the geese began to fly, which in those
Northern parts is seldom before the middle of May.221
Fish were also caught year-round as a supplement to the Chipewyans' diet. When caribou
were caught, the fish were disregarded:

Several days were now spent in feasting and gluttony; during which
the Indians killed five more deer and three fine beavers . . .
The flesh of these deer, though none of the largest, might with
frugality have served our small number, (being only six) for some
time; but my companions, like other Indians, feasted day and night
while it lasted; and were so indolent and unthinking, as not to attend
220
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properly to the fishing nets; so that many fine fish, which had been
entangled in the nets, were entirely spoiled, and in about twelve or
fourteen days we were nearly in as great distress for provisions as
ever.222
Moose
Moose were, and continue to be, a source of food and hides for the Chipewyan and Copper
Indians, and their descendants (plate 17). Moose ranged almost exclusively south of the
treeline.223 During Hearne's travels north of Great Slave Lake at “No Name Lake” (MacKay
Lake), he and his party discussed which route to take toward the Arctic Ocean and their
respective advantages. Matonabbee, the Chipewyan Chief at the time, chose to abandon
Hearne's party, choosing, instead to travel south purportedly because of the availability of
beaver and moose:
One of those strangers [either a Copper or Dogrib Indian] had about
forty beaver skins, with which he intended to pay Matonabbee an
old debt; but one of the other Indians seized the whole,
notwithstanding he knew it to be in fact Matonabbee's property.
This treatment, together with many other insults, which he had
received during my abode with him, made him renew his old
resolution of leaving his own country, and going to reside with the
Athapuscow Indians.
. . . As to the reason of his determination, I did not think it
worthwhile to enquire into it; but, by his discourse with the other
Indians, I soon understood that they all intended to make an
excursion into the country of the Athapuscow Indians, in order to
kill moose and beaver. The former of those animals are never
found in the Northern Indian territories.224
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Matonabbee's desire to travel south is understandable considering the ease with which
Chipewyan and Copper Indians could live in the transitional forest during the winter. After
encountering a great number of the animals, Hearne's party stopped on "a small river that
empties itself into the Lake Clowey" to feast for several days225:

The little river lately mentioned, as well as the adjacent lakes and
ponds, being well-stocked with beaver, and the land abounding with
moose and buffalo, we were induced to make but slow progress in
our journey. Many days were spent in hunting, feasting, and drying
a large quantity of flesh to take with us, particularly that of the
buffalo; for my companions knew by experience, that a few days
walk to the Eastward of our present situation would bring us to a
part where we should not see any of those animals.226
The process of running down the moose is outlined below:

. . . the young men took the advantage of the [late March]
mornings, when the snow was hard crusted over, and ran down
many moose; for in those situations a man with a good pair of
snow-shoes will scarcely make any impression on the snow, while
the moose, and even the deer, will break through it at every step up
to the belly. Notwithstanding this, however, it is very seldom that
the Indians attempt to run deer down. The moose are so tenderfooted, and so short-winded, that a good runner will generally tire
them in less than a day, and very frequently in six or eight hours;
though I have known some of the Indians continue the chace [sic]
for two days, before they could come up with, and kill the game. On
those occasions the Indians, in general, only take with them a knife
or bayonet, and a little bag containing a set of fire-tackle, and are as
lightly clothed as possible; some of them will carry a bow and two
or three arrows . . .
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When the poor moose are incapable of making farther speed, they
stand and keep their pursuers at bay with their head and fore-feet; in
the use of which they are very dexterous, especially the latter; so
that the Indians who have neither a bow nor arrows, nor a short gun,
with them, are generally obliged to lash their knives or bayonets to
the end of a long stick, and stab the moose at a distance. For want
of this necessary precaution, some of the boys and fool-hardy
young men, who have attempted to rush in upon them, have
frequently received such unlucky blows from their fore-feet, as to
render their recovery very doubtful.227

Franklin also described the running down of a moose in his journals. In his account, after a
Chipewyan guide had run down a moose for an entire day and killed it, he returned emptyhanded. The women then prepared their dog sleds and left camp to dismember and bring it
back. Upon their return the moose was split evenly among the group.228

Moose were recorded as being hunted by the Chipewyans and Copper Indians who
hunted in the Barren Lands–transitional zone in the 1900s.229 The Indian Agent for the
Yellowknife Indian Agency based at Fort Resolution, Dr. J. H. Riopel, stated in 1944:
All able-bodied Indians were out to their fishing camps on the main
Lake and Rivers or away hunting moose. Several Indians who had
been hired at Saw-Mills or at cutting fire-wood during the summer
months left their work and anxiously went away to their
hunting grounds in quest of fresh moose and caribou meat. The
duck season was fairly good this fall.230
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Additionally, Donald William Balsillie, a DKFN member, states that when he hunts caribou,
he also hunts moose. When asked "What else did you hunt [aside from caribou]?" in his
interview with Linda Vanden Berg on August 1st 2012, he responded:

Moose [in purple on map 18]. All the way past Hay River . . . all the
way out to Rocher River as far as Lutsel K'e. All the way around
the lake on the highway. You know what I forgot: I hunted caribou
all around Rae and Bechoko. Hunted caribou there all the way up to
Lac la Martre.
Did you follow the ice roads?
Yes. I hunted moose all along the lake shore. Everywhere I hunted
caribou I hunted moose as well. Everywhere I hunted moose I hunt
caribou as well. They're pretty much the same.231
Plate 17: Bull moose. Note the hump on its back and its flat, wide antlers.232

Muskox
Muskoxen are large game animals found exclusively on the Barren Lands (plate 18).
231
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Although Mackenzie stated that "to the Westward of them [the Chipewyans] the musk-ox may
be found, but they have no dependence on it as an article of sustenance," Hearne's account
paints an altogether different picture.233 Hearne was forced to rely upon the meat, which he
described as "disagreeable" on several occasions during his travels:

Early in the morning of the twenty-third [of June, 1770], we set out
as usual, but had not walked above seven or eight miles before we
saw three musk-oxen grazing by the side of a small lake. The
Indians immediately went in pursuit of them; and as some of them
were expert hunters, they soon killed the whole of them. This was
no doubt very fortunate; but, to our great mortification, before we
could get one of them skinned, such a fall of rain came on, as to put
it quite out of our power to make a fire; which, even in the finest
weather, could only be made of moss, as we were near an hundred
miles from any woods. This was poor comfort for people who had
not broke their fast for four or five days. Necessity, however, has no
law; and having been before initiated into the method of eating raw
meat, we were the better prepared for this repast: but this was by no
means so well relished, either by me or the Southern Indians, as
either raw venison or raw fish had been: for the flesh of the muskox is not only coarse and tough, but smells and tastes so strong of
musk as to make it very disagreeable when raw, though it is
tolerable eating when properly cooked. The weather continued so
remarkably bad, accompanied with constant heavy rain, snow, and
sleet, and our necessities were so great by the time the weather
permitted us to make a fire, that we had nearly eat to the amount of
one buffalo [musk-ox] quite raw.234
And, again:
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The flesh of the musk-ox noways resembles that of the Western
buffalo, but is more like that of the moose or elk; and the fat is of a
clear white, slightly tinged with a light azure. The calves and young
heifers [of musk-oxen] are good eating; but the flesh of the bulls
both smells and tastes so strong of musk, as to render it very
disagreeable: even the knife that cuts the flesh of an old bull will
smell so strong of musk, that nothing but scouring the blade quite
bright can remove it, and the handle will retain the scent for a long
time.235
Plate 18: Muskoxen236

Despite his distaste for the animal, MacKenzie noted that it’s meat was good for a number of
purposes:
On the seventeenth [of July, 1770], we saw many musk-oxen,
several of which the Indians killed; when we agreed to stay here a
235
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day or two, to dry and pound some of the carcases [sic] to take with
us. The flesh of any animal, when it is thus prepared, is not only
hearty food, but is always ready for use, and at the same time very
portable.237

Animals as an Economic Resource
The animals of the Barren Lands and transitional forest have played a role in the economy of
the Chipewyans and Yellowknives since time immemorial. With the advent of the fur trade in
the late 18th century–early 19th century, animals that the HBC would trade pelts for trade
goods have been trapped or hunted on a regular basis when the market was good.

Species of particular importance to the DKFN and their ancestors' trading economy have
included the arctic fox (Alopex lagopus), red fox (Vulpes vulpes), wolverine (Gulo gulo), wolf
(Canis lupus), muskox (Ovibos moschatus), beaver (Castor canadensis), muskrat (Ondatra
zibethicus), marten (Martes americana), mink (Neovison vison), river otter (Lontra
canadensis), and lynx (Lynx canadensis). Today, the DKFN continue to hunt and trap many of
these species and sell the pelts at fur auctions. A number of these species range seasonally
between the Barren Lands and the transitional forest. These include the red fox, wolf, barrenground caribou, and wolverine. Animals found exclusively on the Barren Lands are the
muskox and arctic fox.

Animals of the Barren Lands
In the Northwest Territories, the arctic fox ranges throughout the tundra south to the treeline
(map 4). Occasionally, when food sources on the tundra are scarce, the animal will range into
the boreal forest. Home ranges are typically 3–25 km2, but some individuals have been record
travelling more than 2000 km.238

237

Hearne, S. (1795). A Journey From Prince of Wales’s Fort in Hudson’s Bay, to the Northern Ocean.
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Northwest Territories: Environment and Natural Resources. (n.d.). Arctic fox. Retrieved September 2012,
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Map 4: Arctic fox distribution239

Arctic Fox
The arctic fox is active throughout the year. Generally, the species breeds in March or April.
Pups are born in dens in mid-May to mid-June and are independent by mid-August, at which
time they disperse from the denning area.

The coat of the arctic fox changes colour between summer and winter. In July and August the
coat is short and brown except for the sides and belly, which are blond (plate 19). This allows
the animal to blend in with the natural summer colours of the tundra. In winter the coat has
dense underfur and long guard hairs, which provide protection against the harsh winter
weather. Two colour phases occur in winter—white and blue—although the blue phase can
range from grey to dark blue-black. The white phase is most common (plate 20); the blue
phase occurs in only about 1% of the inland population.240
239
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Plate 19: Summer coat241

Plate 20: Winter coat242

The white pelt of the arctic fox was a valuable commodity in the fur trade; thus, arctic fox
pelts were an important component in the economy of many northern communities.243 Entries
in the HBC Fort Resolution post journals of the 1820s record trappers bringing white fox pelts
to the Fort:
8 December 1825: “late in the evening 2 Yellowknife Indians
arrived at the Fort with 15 Beaver, 34 Martins, 52 Musquask, 11
Swans, 1 Bear, 1 Silver, 1 Red and 1 White Forx [sic] . . . 244
24 April 1828: “Old Tsandsané [Chipewyan] and son cast up with
23 Martins . . . about mid day arrived Ettezze and four young lads
from the Carx Lands with 11 Beavers, 43 Martins, 5 White Foxes
& 2 Wolverines.”245
30 April 1828: “Sent off Fabeau to Buf River . . . Arrived a party of
Yellow Knives. they delivered 292 Martins, 12 Beavers, 6 Swans, 2
[ill], 5 otters, 24 Rats, 37 Foxes, 2 Wolves, 1 Bear, 2 Wolverins
[sic] 1 white fox, about a pack furs in all . . . 246
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The numbers of arctic foxes trapped likely increased during the early 1900s. During that time,
arctic fox pelts increased in value as muskox numbers declined due to overharvesting.247 This
lead to a reduction in the availability of the muskox pelt and increased the value of the arctic
fox pelt.

The trade in arctic fox pelts continues to this day. The trapping season typically extends from
November 1 to early April. The number of arctic foxes harvested in the Northwest Territories
from the 1991/1992 season to the 2008/2009 season ranged from 37 to 2291, and the average
price per pelt ranged from $15.22 to $37.84.248 The NWT fur market forecast for 2009–2010
stated that there was a strong demand for arctic fox pelts, and trappers could expect prices to
increase over the previous year. Prices that year were expected to average $20–$25 per pelt.249
This trend has continued. At auction in January 2012, the average price for arctic fox pelts
was $71.92; top price was $200.250
Edward Roland Lafferty, in an interview with Linda Vanden Berg on July 17th 2012, recalled
that the hunt of white fox occurred exclusively on the Barren Lands and coincided with the
caribou hunt:
As a kid they [the elders] used to tell me stories of out there in the
Barren Lands. When fur ran out here, they used to go out and get
white fox out in the Barren Lands. They went out for white fox and
out for caribou too.251
James Robert Balsillie also stated that the older generation hunted white fox in the Barren
Lands:
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Genuine Mackenzie Valley Furs Marketing Program. (2009). NWT 2009–2010 fur market forecast. GMVF
Trappers Newsletter. Fall/Winter 2009. Retrieved September 2012, from
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My dad and uncle hunted caribou out there in the Barren Lands and
white fox.252
Gabriel Lafferty and his son Rocky Lafferty continue to trap white fox in the Barren Lands.
Note Gabriel Lafferty's mention of the white wolf (discussed later) in the Barren Lands and
how travelling out that way provides one with an opportunity to trap them:
Did you ever trap in that area?
Ya, when you go for caribou you take some traps with you. You set
some on the way, and on the way back you get your fur. There's
good money in the wolves, the white wolves they're the best priced
ones . . .
What about the fox?
. . . Trapped silver and white fox in the area, wolverines too they're
worth a lot.253
Further, as Mary Pierrot has stated, everyone from Fort Resolution (referred to below as
"Res") hunts white fox. To do so one must hunt on the Barren Lands:

All the people from Res go to the Barren Lands to hunt white fox.
Everybody in those days went out hunting white fox and harvesting
caribou . . . Every year we used to get caribou.254
Red Fox
In the Northwest Territories, the red fox ranges primarily south of the treeline, but it is also
scarcely distributed throughout the Barren Lands (map 5). It occupies a variety of habitats,
and ranges over large areas, especially when food resources are scarce. Home ranges are
typically 5–35 km2.255
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254
Pierot, Mary Christina. (July 15th, 2012). Unsworn Statement. Linda Vanden Berg's Interview Notes. p. 1.
255
Northwest Territories: Environment and Natural Resources. (n.d.). Red fox. Retrieved October 2012, from
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Plate 21: Red phase256

Plate 22: Cross fox phase257

Plate 23: Silver phase 258

256
257

Retrieved October 2012, from deskpicture.com
Retrieved October 2012, from http://www.waynelynch.ca/boreal_gallery70.html
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The red fox is active throughout the year, and is most active at night. Mating occurs in
February and March, and pups are born in dens between March and May. The pups generally
leave the den in August and travel on their own until they establish their own hunting
territories.259

Map 5: Red fox distribution260

The red fox is active throughout the year, and is most active at night. Mating occurs in
February and March, and pups are born in dens between March and May. The pups generally
leave the den in August and travel on their own until they establish their own hunting
territories.261

The coat of the red fox can be red, grey-brown, or silver; however, all three colour phases can
occur within the same litter of pups. The red phase is most common (plate 21). The overall
258
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coat is reddish-brown, but the chest, abdomen, and tip of the tail are white, and black hairs
occur on the legs and down the back. The grayish-brown phase is known as the cross fox
because black hairs across the shoulders form a cross (plate 22). This is the second most
common phase. The silver phase is the least common. The overall coat colour is black, but
silver frosting occurs on the guard hairs, and the tip of the tail is white (plate 23).262

Entries in the HBC Fort Resolution post journals of the 1820s record trappers bringing red fox
pelts to the Fort:
8 December 1825: “late in the evening 2 Yellowknife Indians
arrived at the Fort with 15 Beaver, 34 Martins, 52 Musquask, 11
Swans, 1 Bear, 1 Silver, 1 Red and 1 White Forx [sic] . . . 263
8 April 1826: “In the evening the Grosse Tetter, Ettheechou and
Faitin half Breed arrived at the Fort with 6 Beaver, 54 Martins 4
Otters 1 Lynx 1 Red Fox and 68 lbs fresh meat . . . ”264
30 April 1828: “Sent off Fabeau to Buf River . . . Arrived a party of
Yellow Knives. they delivered 292 Martins, 12 Beavers, 6 Swans, 2
[ill], 5 otters, 24 Rats, 37 Foxes, 2 Wolves, 1 Bear, 2 Wolverins
[sic] 1 white fox, about a pack furs in all . . . ”265
Accounts of trappers bringing red fox pelts to the Fort continued to be recorded in the post
journals of the 1890s:
14 February 1895: “received a visit from Old Pierre Beaulieu &
family trade from them 280 lbs fresh meat, 1 cross fox & one
lynx.”266
15 February 1895: "Henry Yellow Knife arrived today with 80 lbs
dry meat, 31 toungue 1 Block fat, 1 cross fox, 9 martens, 1
mink . . . ”267
262
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McGillivray, S. (1827-1828). Fort Resolution Post Journals, 1827-1828. HBCA 1M121, B.181/a/8. fol. 23.
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Klett, J. (1891 - 1895). Fort Resolution Post Journals, 1891 - 1895. HBCA 1M1020, B.181/a/19. fol. 43b.
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The Fort Resolution post journals further indicated that red foxes continued to be harvested
for their pelts in the early 1900s to 1920s:
17 February 1905: “Young Francois in from Buffalo river & gave
me 8 mink & 1 R. Fox.”268
6 November 1915: “Stoney island people came in had some
foxes.”269
29 March 1922: “Jos. Houle arrived back from his trip to Indians’
camps at Rat River, he brought quite a few pelts. Foxes, Lynx,
etc.”270
Today, in the Northwest Territories, the trapping season for red foxes typically extends from
early November to late February in areas below the treeline, and from early November to midApril in tundra areas. The number of red foxes harvested in the Northwest Territories from the
1991/1992 season to the 2008/2009 season ranged from 139 to 1171, and the average price per
pelt ranged from $16.38 to $83.00.271 The NWT fur market forecast for 2009–2010 stated that
for the red phase, demand was expected to be greatest for better quality darker coloured pelts.
The forecast for the cross fox phase stated that “This item has been a strong performer the last
few years and we expect good demand again this year for this unique pelt.”272 Prices for the
2009/2010 season were expected to average $40 per red fox pelt and $35–$40 per cross fox
pelt.273
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The demand for red fox pelts has remained strong. At auction in January 2012, the average
price for red fox pelts ranged from $26.62 to $53.43; top price was $110. In that same auction,
the average and top prices for silver foxes were $24.32 and $29, respectively, whereas cross
fox pelts averaged $62.84 and fetched a top price of $100 per pelt.274

Because the red fox is not found exclusively in the Barren Lands, Kevin Giroux, a DKFN
member, traps "red" foxes, in its many colours, in the Yellowknife River area (north of Great
Slave Lake):
The next area I'm familiar with . . . I just basically got it set up. This
one takes me up Yellowknife river, by Prosperous and Prelude,
there's a couple lines, they call them dew lines, I follow the dew
line into the Dettah region. Then there's a good little trail that takes
you up by Duck Lake and back to the cabin. This is the area I'm
trying to use now. I've gotten 2 lynx, 1 wolverine, 3 foxes, the black
tailed one, red fox too, martin was another one, and weasel.275
Wolverine
Historically, the wolverine’s range covered most of North America, but habitat loss due to
agricultural and industrial development along with human settlement patterns have had an
impact on the species’ population and traditional range. Additionally, increased pelt prices
have fostered more intensive harvesting, which has further impacted the species’ population.
Today, the animal is found primarily in the tundra and boreal forest regions of British
Columbia, Alaska, the Yukon, and the Northwest Territories (map 6).276
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Plate 24: Wolverine277

The wolverine preys primarily on large game animals (such as caribou), but it also scavenges
for carrion and food caches; consequently, the size of its home range is dictated by the
availability of game and carrion. On the tundra, the wolverine’s home range can extend over
several hundred square kilometres.

Map 6: Wolverine distribution in northern North America (green shaded
area)278
277
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Wolverines are active throughout the year, but they will use dens to escape from predators and
raise their kits. Mating occurs in May to July, and kits are born in February to March.
Yearlings will disperse more than 1000 km2 from the area where they were raised.279
The wolverine’s coat is glossy dark brown to black with a light stripe extending down each
side from the shoulder to the base of the tail (plate 24). The coat is comprised of dense fur and
long guard hairs, and thus, has been a valued component of the fur trade. A number of entries
in the HBC Fort Resolution post journals of the 1820s and 1880s record trappers bringing
wolverine pelts to the Fort:
24 April 1828: “Old Tsandsané [Chipewyan] and son cast up with
23 Martins . . . about mid day arrived Ettezze and four young lads
from the Carx Lands with 11 Beavers, 43 Martins, 5 White Foxes &
2 Wolverines.”280
30 April 1828: “Sent off Fabeau to Buf River . . . Arrived a party of
Yellow Knives. they delivered 292 Martins, 12 Beavers, 6 Swans, 2
[ill], 5 otters, 24 Rats, 37 Foxes, 2 Wolves, 1 Bear, 2 Wolverins
[sic] 1 white fox, about a pack furs in all . . . 281
20 March 1829: “At dusk arrived Louison and Lucas who set off
from this on the 8th. they delivered 366 Beavers, 10 Martins, 17
Rats, 1 Wolverine & 5 Otters. The party consists of 14 men &
boys, including some Red Knives.”282
5 December 1887: “2 Indians arrived brought a little meat & one
wolverine.”283
More recently, harvesting pressure on wolverines has been increasing in northern
communities in the Northwest Territories.284 Most wolverines are hunted rather than trapped,
279
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and most are taken opportunistically during other activities, such as caribou hunting in the
Barren Lands.285 The coat is highly prized for trimming parkas as it is resistant to frost buildup.286 In fact, a large number of pelts do not make it to the fur market; instead, they are sold
for parka accessories.287 Studies from the Central Arctic suggest that harvest estimates based
solely on fur market numbers underestimate the actual harvest by at least 50%.288

In 2009, demand for wolverine pelts was very strong due primarily to the taxidermy trade in
the U.S. That year, trappers from the Northwest Territories were top performers in the sale of
wolverine pelts at auction. The average price per pelt was $394; top price was $537.289

DKFN member Solomon King stated that despite the wolverine’s range on both sides of the
treeline, he has hunted them in the Barren Lands:

I went up to Artillery Lake to trap. I trapped wolves, fox, and
wolverine.290
Wolf
Historically, wolves ranged throughout Canada, but they are no longer found in the Maritimes,
nor are they found in settled/agricultural areas of Quebec, Ontario, or the western provinces.
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They continue to range throughout the Northwest Territories and are most abundant where
barren-ground caribou winter, although their current population size is unknown.291

Plate 25: Wolf: white coat292

Plate 26: Wolf: dark coat293

The Government of the Northwest Territories distinguishes between two groups of wolves
that occur in the mainland area of the NWT based on differences in their distribution and
behaviour. One group ranges above and below the treeline (map 7), preys primarily on barrenground caribou, and does not maintain regular territories due to the migratory nature of its
prey.

Wolf packs have been tracked up to 160 km between tundra and forested areas as they
followed a caribou herd on its seasonal migration.294 During the spring, when the caribou
congregate before migrating north, densities of wolves in this group may be as high as one per
10 km2. The other wolf group ranges below the treeline or in the mountains (map 7),
maintains regular territories, and preys primarily on moose and bison.
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Map 7: Wolf distribution in northern North America (grey shaded area: wolves that range above and
below the treeline; purple shaded area: wolves that range in the mountains or below the treeline; purplegrey shaded area: range overlap of the two groups) 295

Wolves are active throughout the year. In the NWT, they mate in late March. Pups are born in
dens in late-May to early-June, and may remain with the family group for many years.296
The wolf’s coat consists of long guard hairs and soft, dense underfur. Coat colour is highly
variable and can range from pure white to coal black, although light tan or cream mixed with
brown, black, and white is most common.297 Coat colour is not strongly associated with
geographic area; however, white and lighter colours predominate in the northern Arctic (plate
25), and grey and darker shades are most common in the mainland areas of the NWT (plate
26). The coat is shed in late spring, the new underfur forms in the autumn, and by winter, the
coat has resumed its long, silky structure.298
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An account in the HBC Fort Resolution post journals of the 1820s describes a group of
Yellowknives bringing wolf pelts to the Fort:
30 April 1828: “Sent off Fabeau to Buf River . . . Arrived a party of
Yellow Knives. they delivered 292 Martins, 12 Beavers, 6 Swans, 2
[ill], 5 otters, 24 Rats, 37 Foxes, 2 Wolves, 1 Bear, 2 Wolverins
[sic] 1 white fox, about a pack furs in all . . . 299
Wolves are considered to be both game animals and fur bearers in the NWT. From the
1992/1993 season to the 2008/2009 season the number of wolves hunted per year in the NWT
ranged from 18 to 110.300 Wolf pelts from the NWT often obtain top prices at fur auctions due
to their high quality, which is a reflection of abundant food resources and relatively
undisturbed habitat.301 From the 1992/1993 season to the 2008/2009 season, pelt prices ranged
from $138 to $297.302 Demand for wolf pelts has continued to increase, which has resulted in
higher pelt prices. At auction in March 2012, the price of wolf pelts from the NWT averaged
$195; top price was $500.303

In reference to the hunting of white wolf, Raymond Giroux described how Barren Land
animals subsist by hunting and eating one another and each others’ leftovers. The white
wolves (referring to their colour) eat the caribou, and the wolverines and foxes eat the wolves'
leftovers. While hunting caribou in the Barren Lands, Raymond Giroux would also shoot a
few white wolves. His son, Cameron Sayine, and his friend, Kyle Enzo, travel into the Barren
Lands specifically for the coat of the white wolves:
Did you trap the white wolf?
I shot a few white wolves. When there's a herd of caribou around
they will hang around. They all follow the caribou around.
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Wolverines and foxes hang around too. They take the food away
from the wolves.
My friend Kyle shot 58 Barren Land wolves in the Barren Lands
and sold them. Kyle Enzo. They're out hunting him and my son. He
shoots a lot of wolves. My son went with him for two weeks. He'll
tell you about hunting. He just caught caribou he took a boat out to
Artillery Lake.304
When Linda Vanden Berg asked Gabriel Lafferty "Did you ever trap in that area (northeast of
Great Slave Lake along the ice roads, and thus into the Barren Lands; see map 21)?" he
answered:

Ya, when you go for caribou you take some traps with you. You set
some on the way, and on the way back you get your fur. There's
good money in the wolves, the white wolves they're the best
priced ones.305
Muskox

Plate 27: Muskox306
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Giroux, Raymond John. (September 25th, 2012). Unsworn Statement. Justin Fritz's Interview Notes. pp. 4 - 5
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Muskoxen (plate 27) came to North America from Siberia via the Bering land bridge, and
historically occupied northern Canada, including the Arctic Islands, Greenland, and Alaska.307
During the late 1800s and early 1900s, their numbers plummeted and their range was reduced
due to unregulated commercial hunting. In an effort to preserve the species, the Government
of Canada banned muskox hunting in 1917, and in 1927 established the Thelon Game
Sanctuary to protect some of the last remaining muskoxen along the Thelon River.308

Muskox numbers have slowly increased in both the Sanctuary and the central mainland of the
Northwest Territories since those measures were enacted. In 1989, hunters began reporting
increased sightings of muskoxen west of the Sanctuary, and in 1998, muskoxen were reported
in the vicinity of the Lutsel K’e town site. After muskox surveys were conducted in 1998, it
was determined that muskox numbers in management unit U/MX/02, which is east of the
Lutsel K’e town site, had doubled between 1989 and 1998; consequently, it was recommended
that the annual muskox harvest quota in that management unit be increased from 14 to 34.309

Muskoxen live in loosely organized herds of various sizes, but average herd size is 15
animals. They may travel up to 160 km between summer and winter ranges but generally do
not undertake long migrations.310 Muskoxen mate in summer, and calves are born from early
April to mid-May. Calves may stay with their mothers during their first year.311
The muskox’s coat consists of an under layer of short, fine wool and an outer layer of shaggy
hair, which can reach lengths up to 62 cm.312 The underwool, known as qiviut, is softer than
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cashmere and eight times warmer than sheep’s wool; consequently, it is one of the most
sought after fibers in the world.313

During the fur trade, muskox hides were highly sought after for use as carriage and sleigh
robes, particularly in Europe. Demand for muskox hides boomed in the late 1800s and early
1900s. In an article entitled The Role of Independent Traders in the Near-Extermination of
Muskoxen on the Mainland Tundra of Canada, 1892–1915, William Barr states the following:
. . . the massive exploitation of the mainland population [of
muskoxen] by the Hudson’s Bay Company during the period 1860–
1915 was documented in considerable detail; during this period the
Company traded a documented total of 17,485 hides.314
Barr notes that Indians also traded muskox hides to the independent fur-trading companies in
the Great Slave Lake region:
The fact that an unknown number of musk ox hides was also
traded by Indians to independent traders during the period
1892–1915, especially in the Great Slave Lake area, was
recognized, but the author was unable to find any reliable data on
the number of hides involved.315
Hislop and Nagle, one of the prominent independent fur-trading companies of the late 1800s
and early 1900s, conducted business in the Great Slave Lake region. Barr refers to the
company doing business with the local Indians:
In total, during this six-year period [1895–1901], at least 355
muskoxen were killed on the mainland tundra by Indians from
the Great Slave Lake area to supply this particular independent
company.316
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Barr’s accounts are substantiated by entries in the Fort Resolution post journals of the 1890s,
which continued to report on Indians bringing muskox hides to the Fort:
1 June 1891: “Dziena arrived today and reports to have made a
good hunt. He and his party having received 140 musk ox Robes,
most of the party having crossed to this side of the Lake, and he has
come ahead for Tobacco.”317
1 July 1891: “Towards evening about 10 canoes of Indians arrived.
Little Capot Blanc, Gaulets & Dry Geese’s Parties. They are part
of the Musk Ox hunters, and have all made good hunts.”318
2 February 1893: “Beniah & Band [Dogribs] arrived with some
musk ox robes today and report deer to be numerous at the edge of
the woods. They hunted for the first time to the N east of the
Lake and found the musk ox numerous in that quarter."319
In addition to these accounts, William Barr, in the journal Polar Record, noted that in 1891,
Indians brought 256 muskox hides to Fort Resolution to trade with the HBC.320 As the
muskox population declined, so too did the trade in its hide: in 1895, 73 hides were traded by
Indians to Hislop and Nagle at Fort Resolution, and in 1897, 51 were traded by the
Athabascan Indians to the HBC.321

By the late 1800s and early 1900s, demand for muskox hides had become so great that it
almost led to the extermination of the species. Author Peter C. Lent noted that as muskox
populations declined, men from the Yellowknife tribe would travel for up to a month over a
distance of 400 km to hunt muskoxen. A dog team with sled could bring back 10 hides at a
time. Men often hunted in groups of ten.322
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The Deninu K’ue have stated that they still hunt muskoxen. In a slide presentation to the
Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board, they noted that they go to the Thelon
River basin to hunt muskoxen.323

Animals of the Transitional Forest
Other animals that have been of importance to the subsistence economy of the DKFN, for fur
trade purposes include the beaver (plate 28), marten (plate 29), muskrat (plate 30), mink (plate
31), river otter (plate 32), and lynx (plate 33). These species occupy habitats within the
transitional forest.

Plate 28: Beavers324

Plate 29: Marten325

Plate 30: Muskrat326
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Plate 31: Mink327

Plate 32: River otter328

Plate 33: Lynx329

These animals, as stated earlier, have been and remain an important part of the DKFN
economy. They continue to be trapped for their pelts. Below is a picture provided by DKFN
member Scott Lafferty. It depicts a number of pelts which he caught and skinned in 2009.
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Plate 34: From left to right: three lynx, two foxes (red and silver), and 17 martins, all caught and skinned
by young adult DKFN Band member Scott Lafferty.330

Modes of Transportation
Snowshoes
Prior to contact, the Chipewyans either walked or snowshoed as their primary means of travel.
In 1721, the Chief Factor at the HBC trading post at Fort Churchill complained:
I have done all I Can to find any to Come by water in Cannous
331
through the Countrey & not to Come Creeping by Land.
Unlike canoeing, walking remained a viable option year round. Once the water was frozen and
the ground was covered in snow, a particular type of snowshoe was the footgear of preference
for the Chipewyans. Hearne described the Chipewyan's unique snowshoeing style:
[The Chipewyan] snow-shoes differ from all others made use of in
those parts; for though they are of the galley kind, that is, sharppointed before, yet they are always to be worn on one foot, and
cannot be shifted from side to side, like other snow-shoes; for this
reason the inner-side of the frames are almost straight, and the
330
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Changes in Territory and Technology of the Chipewyan. Arctic Anthropology 13(1), 6 - 11. p. 8.
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outer-side has a very large sweep. The frames are generally made of
birch-wood, and the netting is composed of thongs of deer-skin; but
their mode of filling that compartment where the foot rests, is quite
different from that used among the Southern Indians.332
Canoes
The Chipewyans did use other modes of transportation in order to hunt the caribou in the
transitional forest during the late spring and summer when the waters were not frozen (a short
season):
The water systems within the Transitional Forest were too
discontinuous for long distance travel. Chipewyans used canoes
(and rafts) to cross rivers and lakes and to spear caribou at specific
water crossings.333
Gordon's archaeological evidence provides a more holistic perspective regarding the
movements of the Dènè through the Barren Lands:
At first glance it is easy to assume that the 1,002 archaeological
sites [found in the region] . . . represent sites selected because
they were accessible along rivers or beside lakes, i.e.,
archaeologists could get to them easily. Such is not the case, as our
surveys were unconfined to lake and river bands, and many were
done overland on foot . . . Even during "time off" from major
excavations, twenty km hikes to inland areas were common, and
resulted in sparse and small sites. Site distribution from these many
years of survey and excavation probably are an accurate
representation of reality.334

332

Hearne, S. (1795). A Journey From Prince of Wales’s Fort in Hudson’s Bay, to the Northern Ocean.
Undertaken by order of the Hudson’s Bay Company, for the Discovery of Copper Mines, a North West Passage,
& in the Years 1769, 1770, 1771, & 1772. London: A. Strahan and T. Cadell. p. 325.
333
Gillespie, B. C. (1976). Changes in Territory and Technology of the Chipewyan. Arctic Anthropology 13(1), 6
- 11. p. 8.
334
Gordon, B. C. (1996). People of the Sunlight, People of the Starlight: Barrenland Archaeology in the
Northwest Territories of Canada. Hull, QC: Canadian Museum of Civilization. p. 24.

118

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

During the summer, when the ice had melted and the caribou were plentiful in the Barren
Lands, travel in this region would require the use of a canoe due to the thousands of lakes and
rivers. Gordon's finds (see map 8) substantiate this use of, and need, for canoes.

Map 8: Gordon's map of 1,002 Barren Lands sites spanning the NWT, Saskatchewan, and Alberta

Hearne, in his travels to the Coppermine River, documented the Chipewyan reliance upon the
use of canoes in the Barren Lands. He noted that the canoes were light, out of necessity, due to
the long distances they were carried:
In our way to the Westward we came to several rivers, which,
though small and of no note, were so deep as not to be fordable,
particularly Doobaunt River. On those occasions only, we had
recourse to our canoe, which, though of the common size, was too
small to carry more than two persons; one of whom always lies
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down at full length for fear of making the canoe top-heavy and the
other sits on his heels and paddles.
The Chipewyans, despite the cumbersome nature of these canoes, were obliged to carry them
great distances during the summer months:
This method of ferrying over rivers, though tedious, is the most
expeditious way these poor people can contrive; for they are
sometimes obliged to carry their canoes one hundred and fifty,
or two hundred miles, without having occasion to make use of
them; yet at times they cannot do without them; and were they not
very small and portable, it would be impossible for one man to
carry them, which they are often obliged to do, not only the distance
above mentioned, but even the whole Summer.335
Because portaging a canoe and supplies was a regular occurrence during the thaw, the canoe
was designed and constructed to be carried over long distances and to accommodate two
people plus baggage on the water. Hearne described, and sketched (plate 35), the canoes as
bearing:
. . . some resemblance to a weaver's shuttle; being flat-bottomed,
with straight upright sides, and sharp at each end; but the stern is by
far the widest part, as there the baggage is generally laid, and
occasionally a second person, who always lies down at full length
in the bottom of the canoe. In this manner they carry one another
across rivers and the narrow parts of lakes in those little vessels,
which seldom exceed twelve or thirteen feet in length, and are from
twenty inches to two feet broad in the widest part. The head, or fore
part, is unnecessarily long, and narrow; and is all covered over with
birch-bark, which adds considerably to the weight, without
contributing to the burthen of the vessel. In general, these Indians
make use of the single paddle, though a few have double ones, like
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the Esquimaux: the latter, however, are seldom used, but by those
who lie in wait to kill deer as they cross rivers and narrow lakes.336
Plate 35: A drawing by Hearne named "Indian Implements," showing the parts of a canoe337

Hearne stated that the Chipewyans hunted moose from canoes as well:
In Summer, when [moose] frequent the margins of rivers and lakes,
they are often killed by the Indians in the water, while they are
crossing rivers, or swimming from the main to islands, &c. When
336
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pursued in this manner, they are the most inoffensive of all animals,
never making any resistance; and the young ones are so simple, that
I remember to have seen an Indian paddle his canoe up to one of
them, and take it by the poll without the least opposition: the poor
harmless animal seeming at the same time as contented along-side
the canoe, as if swimming by the side of its dam, and looking up in
our faces with the same fearless innocence that a house-lamb
would, making use of its fore-foot almost every instant to clear its
eyes of muskettos, which at that time were remarkably numerous.338
Conversely, Hearne described the "common deer" as far more dangerous to approach by
canoes, thus necessitating the use of a long stick:

The common deer are far more dangerous to approach in canoes, as
they kick up their hind legs with such violence as to endanger any
birch-rind canoe that comes within their reach; for which reason all
the Indians who kill deer upon the water are provided with a long
stick that will reach far beyond the head of the canoe.339
Hearne's description makes the point that the Chipewyan canoes were in fact quite fragile, and
were not useful for much but smaller rivers.340 However, Hearne also wrote that these canoes
were "capable of carrying three hundred beaver-skins with great ease, exclusive of the Indians
luggage, provisions, &c."341 In order to cross larger bodies of water the Indians of the Great
Slave Lake joined several canoes together to create a raft:
[A] raft of three or four of those canoes is well secured by poles
lashed across them, they will carry a much greater weight in
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proportion, and be much safer, as there is scarcely a possibility of
their oversetting.342
They hopped from island to island using this process. Hearne described the the Great Slave
Lake (“Athapascow Lake”) with its islands, trees and animals as follows:
[Great Slave Lake] is about one hundred and twenty leagues long
from East to West, and twenty wide from North to South. The point
where we crossed it is said to be the narrowest. It is full of islands;
most of which are clothed with fine tall poplars, birch, and pines,
and are well stocked with Indian deer. On some of the large islands
we also found several beaver . . . 343
Sleighs and Dog Teams
Sleighs and/or sledges allowed the Indians of the Great Slave Lake region to traverse the
Barren Lands (plate 36) with their food and supplies, especially when the waterways had
frozen. At the end of the summer and the caribou hunt, the Indians would leave the Barren
Lands and head for the transitional forest, taking their season's catch with them. Hearne
provided a detailed description of the sleighs and their construction:

In the fall of the year, and as the Winter advances, those people sew
the skins of the deer's legs together in the shape of long
portmanteaus, which, when hauled on the snow as the hair lies, are
as slippery as an otter, and serve them as temporary sledges while
on the barren ground; but when they arrive at any woods, they then
make proper sledges, with thin boards of the larch-tree . . .
Those sledges are of various sizes, according to the strength of the
persons who are to haul them: some I have seen were not less than
twelve or fourteen feet long, and fifteen or sixteen inches wide, but
in general they do not exceed eight or nine feet in length, and
twelve or fourteen inches in breadth. The boards of which those
342
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sledges are composed are not more than a quarter of an inch thick,
and seldom exceed five or six inches in width . . . This contrivance,
though so simple, cannot be improved by the most ingenious collarmaker in the world.344
Plate 36: Sketch by Hearne, entitled "Indian Implements," showing a bow and arrow, a snowshoe, and a
sledge345

In the past these sleighs were pulled by individuals (as we can see in Hearne's quote above),
and the labourer, most often, was a woman. Just exactly when dogs came to be domesticated
in the area is unknown. Samuel Hearne, the first European explorer in the region, noted that
the Southern Indians (the Cree) had dogs, whereas the Northern Indians did not during the
1760s and 1770s:

The Southern Indians use dogs for this kind of hunting, which
makes it easier and more expeditious; but the Northern tribes
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having no dogs trained to that exercise, are under the necessity of
doing it themselves.346
Hearne, however, had earlier noted that when the many "Northern Indian" factions collected
in one place, there were a number of dogs present. The experience recounted below occurred
in late July–early August 1770:
In a few days, many others joined us from different quarters; so that
by the thirtieth of July we had in all above seventy tents, which did
not contain less than six hundred persons. Indeed our encampment
at night had the appearance of a small town; and in the morning,
when we began to move, the whole ground (at least for a large
space all round) seemed to be alive, with men, women, children,
and dogs.347
In the 1820s Franklin also noted that the Chipewyans and Copper Indians were without dogs,
while the surrounding tribes used dogs and dog teams to haul materials. He does, through his
use of the word “preserved”, suggest hat the Chipewyans and Copper Indians had once used
dogs (see Hearne's quote above):
On the 22d we were surprised by a visit from a dog; the poor animal
was in low condition, and much fatigued. Our Indians discovered,
by marks on his ears, that he belonged to the Dog-ribs. This tribe,
unlike the Chipewyans and Copper Indians, had preserved that
useful associate of man.348
In the late 1800s Warburton Pike, a big game hunter eager to hunt muskox, hired Yellowknife
Indians as guides into the Barren Lands. His report is peppered with references about the trials
and tribulations that they faced in relying upon dogs for their survival in the Barren Lands. He
sums up his troubles in this anecdote:
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A rattling three days' journey took us back to the fort, as old Pierre,
who is one of the most rushing travelers I ever met, hustled us along
to save using his meat on the way home; he had no intention of
feeding his dogs from his load for more than nights when he had
fish to give them at home. This trouble about dogs' food is the
greatest drawback to winter travelling in the North; a dog, to keep
him in good order, requires two whitefish, weighing each perhaps
three pounds, every night. This adds so much to the load that a ten
days' journey is about the longest one can undertake with full
rations all round, unless it be in a part of the country where game is
plentiful or fish can be caught en route.349
Pike was referring to travel in the winter when conditions are especially harsh, caribou are
wintering in the transitional forest, and all the lakes and streams are frozen over with several
inches of ice. In the spring and fall, as members of the DKFN have stated, a long trek is much
easier using dogs. Gabriel and Rocky Lafferty describe the advantages of dog teams over the
snow machine, a more prevalent mode of transportation currently:
What did you feed them?
Gabriel: Fish meat.
Rocky: Kind of depends on what you're doing, because you
couldn't carry their food because it's heavy . . .
Could you go further with a dog team than you could with a
skidoo?
Gabriel: In the long term, yes.
Rocky: With skidoos you have to carry all sorts of stuff. We used
to just travel with meat, lard, and dried tea. Dried meat. Sometimes
salt.350
In the spring and fall, when game animals are readily available in the Barren Lands, travelling
by dog team was much more efficient. One could hunt the animals required for food along the
349
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way. Raymond Giroux in describing this also described the composition of the dog team and
how it has changed over time:

We use 6 dogs. Before they were different, the dogs used to be
bigger. I was born in the 1950s, and they used to just use 3 or 4
dogs. We used to have 60 dogs I remember. We fed them fish or
buffalo meat. Always a lot of fish in Taltson. Set a net in winter get
a lot of fish: Whitefish, jackfish, pickerels.351
Gabriel Lafferty then continued by discussing just how common dog teams were in the past:
Gabriel: One dog team to each family. The whole community had
dog teams, each family. 352
Snow Machines
In the 1970s, skidoos, or snow machines, were introduced. As a consequence of their
convenience, their comparatively minimal upkeep while not travelling, and their speed, snow
machines quickly overtook dog teams as the primary mode of transportation:
Did you use dogs?
Ya, as a kid we'd hook up the dogs to go to the Bay. You'd see other
dog teams hooked up to get their groceries. All the way from Res.
In the early 70s you get the first skidoo, the Bombardier, they
replaced the dog teams.353
Sleds pulled by dog teams were a better choice for long distance journeys, on the other hand
snow machines had the ability to turn treks into the Barren Lands into day trips where one
could go out in the morning and return with enough barren-ground caribou for oneself, one's
family, and the elders. Raymond Giroux recounted one such trip:
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We went to Lutsel K'e with my dad. I went to Artillery Lake about
half way up the lake. I caught 7 caribou by skidoo. I was alone. I
could go from Snowdrift and back in the same day.354
Plate 37: A snow machine in the NWT

355

Ice Roads and Pickup Trucks
The Tibbit to Contwoyto Winter Road was constructed for the first time in the winter of 1982.
DKFN members could now drive their trucks to Yellowknife and continue along into the
Barren Lands with relative ease. Raymond Giroux has noted the advantages the ice road gave
hunters from freeze up ("around Halloween: November 10th," if not earlier) to late spring and
the thaw 356:
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I'm going to go out to Rae Lakes this winter for a hunt. I could
drive right to Rae Lakes to hunt rather than skidoo out to Artillery
Lake. Hottah Lake that's where they go to. We got half way there
from Rae Lake.357
Moreover, as several DKFN members have stated (see "Chapter VI: Continued Use of the
Barren Lands"), the ice roads have been constructed upon the traditional caribou migration
routes. As Scott Lafferty has stated, "The caribou are always by the ice road, along the
side."358 The impacts of the ice roads on the caribou herds are regarded as negative by
members of the DKFN. Don Balsillie has stated that the ice roads allow too much access to
the caribou herds by hunters of all backgrounds, and also, that the use of the ice roads by truck
convoys bringing materials to the mines disrupts the movements of these herds:
They have had an impact. One reason is access to the area and
access to the caribou is more readily available. Secondly, the
amount of traffic that goes into the area, the hauling of goods and
fuel supplies to the mines, created like a corridor, a curtain, of
activity in terms of noise and movement for periods of months at a
time when the caribou are in the area. After a number of years the
caribou began to move away from the area because of its noise and
activity and the pressure by hunters in that particular location.359
Gabriel Lafferty and his father Rocky Lafferty hunt the Bathurst herd along the ice roads.
They use pickup trucks and snowmobiles:
Where on the map did you hunt the caribou [his truck route is
drawn in purple on map 20]?
We hunted around Gameti, where we hunted caribou . . . I hunted
north of the lake.
What did you hunt?
Caribou, that's all I've hunted on that side
From what herd?
357
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The Bathurst herd
How did you get there?
We went with pickups, then when we went off the ice road we used
snowmobiles.360
Airplanes
An unlikely mode of transportation that the Indians of Great Slave Lake have used in the 20th
century for their regular caribou hunts is the airplane. Below is an example of the Snowdrift
community's government-assisted caribou hunt by plane in 1959:
Chief Casaway made an appeal to the Superintendent to secure air
transportation to haul caribou meat from the Barrens to Snowdrift.
The Chief explained that the fishing had not been too good, and that
there was no big game or caribou within many miles of Snowdrift.
The Chief said he would like to organize a large hunt in the Barren
Lands if caribou could be located. It was felt that the distance would
be so great that the Indians would not be able to haul all of the meat
back to Snowdrift, and that there would be too much waste. The
Superintendent advised that he would write and request an authority
to charter an aircraft for such a project, and advise the Chief before
they went on a hunt.361
The DKFN have also employed this method. Unfortunately, due to time constraints, we have not
located documentation for this practice. Below is a quote from Henry King in which he stated
that he continues to subsist on caribou as the result of the community's caribou hunt:
Do you still eat caribou?
Yes. If someone hunts it for me. I can’t get it myself no more.
Who gets you the caribou?
The community goes hunting by plane and passes meat to the
elders.
360
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Who goes hunting for the community?
The young people. As long as you’re strong and able to handle your
gun.362
Below is a photograph of an aircraft working in conjunction with a dog team at Rocher River.
In the area airplanes were also used to deliver mail to the forts and the DIA agents.
Plate 38: "Associated Airways Dehaviland Beaver aircraft, registration CF-GDN, on Rocher River beside
dog team."363

This modern technology has also allowed increased access to the Barren Lands to anyone with
enough money, just as the ice roads have today. This increased access to hunting and trapping
by outsiders was a concern expressed by Indian agents throughout the 20th century. An early
example of expoitation of the resources in the NWT without due care is the manner in which
362
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the white trappers would go in, strip the land, and leave the north soon after. On October 28,
1930 C.C. Parker commented that:

The general attitude of the white trapper is that the Territories is a
fur country in process of depletion and they are out after their share;
a trapper who is a stripper. He takes all he can and leaves nothing
behind. He is not a settler in the commonly accepted sense of the
term. He is only a transient ready to pull stakes and leave as soon as
he has made his stake or finds that it does not pay him to stay. He is
altogether an undesirable character who could and should earn his
livelihood in other pursuits not open to Indians.364
These hunters would often use planes to increase their efficiency. This drove the Indian
Affairs agents to consider allowing only the Indians the right to hunt on the land. This arose
out of a fear of being compelled to support the Indians should their economic base be
depleted:
[R]especting the erection of the whole of the North Region of the
Province as a Game Reserve . . . I think you will agree that this
action is the most effective, in fact the only effective, method of
preventing the abuses that have arisen as a result of the use of
aeroplanes by white trappers.365

Conclusion
The ancestors of the DKFN, the Chipewyans and the Copper Indians, hunted in the Barren
Lands using various modes of transportation from the most basic snowshoes to modern-day
snow machines and pickup trucks. There is an uninterrupted history of DKFN members (past
and present) hunting caribou on the Barren Lands to a greater or lesser extent over time. In the
following section, that history will be explored through the use of the archival documents of
the DIA and HBC, church records, and information taken from statements of individuals who
frequented the region.
364

Parker, C. C., as cited in Author Unknown. (1930). Memorandum: Hon. Thomas G. Murphy. October 28,
1930. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories Game Laws. (Government Publication) 1930 1934, RG10, Volume 6742, File 420-6 3. p. 3.
365
Scott, D. (1932). Letter to Mr. Rowatt, February 16, 1932. In Indian Affairs Headquarters File: Northwest
Territories Game Laws (Government Publication) 1930 - 1934, RG 10, Volume 6742, File 420-6 3. p. 1.

132

Chapter IV: Historic Use of the Barren Lands
It is difficult to read, synthesize, and ultimately comprehend a rendition of more than two
hundred years of historical documents that detail the movements and activities of a people
across a landscape—in this case, the Barren Lands (and specifically the region north of Great
Slave Lake in which the mines are located or proposed). In order to better present the
information from the various archival records and publications pertaining to the Northern
Athabascans (including who the people were and how, where, and when they criss-crossed the
Barren Lands in pursuit of caribou and other important resources), we have prepared the
following chronological summary. To make it more readily understandable, we have broken
the entirety of this particular history into slices of time.

In order to to better understand the effects of the Gahcho Kué mine on the Barren Lands, the
Lockhart watershed, the local flora and fauna, and the rights of the people who have used the
area for millennia, we need to understand the history of the people, their interaction with the
land, and their use of its resources. The following begins in the late 1700s with the explorer
accounts, which record their interactions with the Yellowknives, Chipewyans, and, to some
extent, the Dogribs.

1770–1799
In 1768, Samuel Hearne was commissioned by the Hudson’s Bay Company to investigate the
possibility of the existence of a Northwest Passage and to report on the Indian mining of
copper in the region. The Chipewyans had brought copper from the Copper Indians and the
Coppermine River/Yellowknife River to the HBC at Prince of Wales' Fort, which sparked
interest among the explorers there. In 1768, Hearne remarked in his journal that:
. . . some Northern Indians who came to trade at Prince of Wales’s
Fort . . . brought farther accounts of the grand river, as it was called,
and also several pieces of copper as samples of the produce of the
mine near it.366
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Between 1769 and 1772, Hearne braved three trips, eventually reaching the copper "mines" on
the Coppermine River. These voyages were described in his personal journal and were later
published as A Journey from Prince of Wales’s Fort, in Hudson’s Bay, to the northern ocean
undertaken by the order of the Hudson’s Bay Company, for the discovery of copper mines, a
northwest passage, etc. in the years 1769, 1770, 1771, & 1772.

Hearne's guide during his successful third trip was Matonabbee, a respected Chipewyan chief.
Leaving Churchill, he set out with more than one hundred and fifty people in his party—three
times. Eventually he succeeded in locating the Coppermine River and the source of the copper
of the Yellowknives and Eskimo. In order to accomplish such a task, he traversed the Barren
Lands accompanied by those who knew the region well.
Map 9: J.B. Tyrrell's map of Hearne's routes to the Coppermine River367
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The map above (map 9) was drawn by J.B. Tyrrell using the coordinates that Hearne had
taken while enroute to the Coppermine River. The lake depicted as “Athabascow Lake” on the
centre-left of the map is actually Great Slave Lake. After retracing Hearne's steps, Tyrrell
portrayed Hearne's routes with greater accuracy. We have coloured the waterways blue, the
mountains brown, and the routes orange for greater ease of reference.

After crossing the Barren Lands and heading in a northwesterly direction, Hearne and his
companions witnessed a group of Copper Indians on their seasonal caribou ("deer") hunt
northwest of the Conge-ca-tha-wha-chaga River (Burnside River):
As soon as the fine weather began, we set out and walked about
seven or eight miles to the Northward, when we came to a branch of
the Conge-ca-tha-wha-chaga River [see map 9: located directly
south of the Stoney Mountains]; on the North side of which we
found several copper Indians who were assembled, according to
annual custom, to kill deer as they cross the river in their little
canoes.368
The Copper Indians then accompanied Hearne and his companions as “guides and warriors”
on the next leg of their trip. Hearne wrote:
On the Second, the weather proved very bad, with much snow and
sleet; about nine o’clock at night, however, it grew more moderate,
and somewhat clearer, so that we set out, and walked about ten
miles to the North by West when we lay down to take a little sleep.
At our departure from Congecathawahchaga, several Indians who
had entered the war-list, rather chose to stay behind with the
women; but their loss was amply supplied by Copper Indians, who
accompanied us in the double capacity of guides and warriors.369
The acquisition of the Copper Indians as guides proved to be advantageous for the explorers.
368
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Hearne noted in his journal that these individuals were extremely knowledgeable about the
land he would be traversing, including the Barren Lands:
On the fourth, we had rather better weather, though constant light
snow, which made it very disagreeable under foot. We nevertheless
walked twenty-seven miles to the North West, fourteen of which
were on what the Indians call the Stony Mountains; and surely no
part of the world better deserves that name. On our first
approaching the mountains, they appeared to be a confused heap of
stones, utterly inaccessible to the foot of man; but having some
Copper Indians with us who knew the best road, we made a
tolerable shift to get on though not without being obliged frequently
to crawl on our hands and knees.370
Their knowledge, as Hearne noted, was derived from generations of Yellowknives (Copper
Indians) taking the same routes and paths when travelling to the mines time and time again:
Notwithstanding the intricacy of the road, there is a very visible
path the whole way across these mountains, even in the most
difficult parts: and also on the smooth rocks, and those parts which
are capable of receiving an impression, the path is as plain and
well-beaten, as any bye foot-path in England. By the side of this
path there are, in different parts, several large, flat, or table stones,
which are covered with many thousands of small pebbles. These the
Copper Indians say have been gradually increased by passengers
going to and from the mines.371
It is clear from Hearne’s accounts of his three journeys (1769–1772) that the Copper Indians
of the Great Slave Lake region were travelling deep into the Barren Lands on their seasonal
rounds.
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Prior to contact, during the mid-1700s (and onward), the movement of the Chipewyans was
dictated by the migratory patterns of the caribou (and, at times, by their neighbours'
aggression). The Chipewyans moved between the Barren Lands and the transitional forest as
dictated by the season. In his 1771 journal, Hearne described the seasonal location of the
Chipewyans in the transitional forest during the winter months writing that:
. . . many families subsist by it [hunting deer] without having
occasion to move their tents above once or twice during the
course of a whole winter; and when the Spring advances, both the
deer and Indians draw out to the Eastward, on the ground which is
entirely barren.372
Large groups of Chipewyans were occupying settlements for months at a time during the
winter, in the same location year after year. And, in the summer they moved onto the Barren
Lands and lived with their "relations and friends."373 The myth of the nomadic Indian
continuously on the move can be put to rest. More information regarding settlement patterns
will be provided later in this report.

North West Company explorer Alexander Mackenzie recorded a similar account regarding the
Chipewyan summer settlements in 1789. Mackenzie wrote:
The major part of the latter [the Chipewyans] return to the barren
grounds, and live during the summer with their relations and
friends in the enjoyment of that plenty which is derived from
numerous herds of deer. But those of that tribe who are most partial
to these desarts [sic], cannot remain there in winter, and they are
obliged, with the deer, to take shelter in the woods during that
rigorous season.374
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Alexander Mackenzie’s description corresponds with Franklin’s 1820 narrative regarding the
caribou migration patterns:
. . . in October on the verge of the barren grounds, [the caribou]
shelter themselves in the wood during the winter.375
In 1786 the North West Company began trading in the Great Slave Lake region with the
establishment of (Old) Fort Providence near Wool Bay outside the present city of
Yellowknife.376 This small outpost was reopened in 1789 as a trading post by Alexander
Mackenzie. In 1821 it was taken over by the HBC only to be abandoned again in 1823. This
earlier Fort Providence is not to be confused with the more recent Fort Providence on the
Mackenzie River. The later Fort Providence was constructed in 1896 following the
establishment of both a Roman Catholic Church mission school and a new HBC fur-trading
post in the area.

Mackenzie’s account informs us that the North West Company had begun trading with the
Yellowknives on the north side of the Great Slave Lake by 1789:
Mr. [Laurent] Leroux returned on the 22nd March from the other
[north] side of Slave Lake where he met with a great number of Red
Knives and Slave Indians. They traded with him and promised to
meet him this Summer on the west side of the lake.377
True to his word, Leroux returned to the North Arm of Great Slave Lake in June 1789,
accompanied by Alexander Mackenzie enroute to explore what would later become known as
the Mackenzie River.
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On June 23rd 1789 Alexander Mackenzie recorded that his party had landed on the north side
of Great Slave Lake, on the “mainland,” where he encountered a settlement of Indian lodges:
. . . three lodges of Red-Knife Indians, so called from their copper
knives. They informed us, that there were many more lodges of
their friends at no great distance; and one of the Indians set off to
fetch them: they also said, that we should see no more of them at
present; as the Slave and Beaver Indians, as well as others of the
tribe, would not be here till the time that the swans cast their
feathers.378
The next day Mackenzie arranged to have a “Copper Indian” accompany his expedition to the
mouth of the great river that was the object of his search. Although the Copper Indians had no
knowledge of a river located at the western extremity of the lake, Mackenzie hired one of their
party as a guide to navigate the many islands and bays along the northern shoreline:
I had several consultations with these Copper Indian People, but
could obtain no information that was material to our expedition, nor
were they acquainted with any part of the river, which was the
object of my research, but the mouth of it. In order to save as much
time as possible in circumnavigating the bays, I engaged one of the
Indians to conduct us; and I accordingly equipped him with various
articles of clothing etc. I also purchased a large new canoe that he
might embark with the two young Indians in my service.379
On July 5th 1789, having travelled for six days northward down the "Grand River" (Mackenzie
River), Mackenzie encountered:
. . . five families, consisting of twenty-five or thirty persons, and of
two different tribes, the Slave and Dog-rib Indians.380
378
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In August 1789 MacKenzie encountered Copper Indians further west toward, and into, Dogrib
territory. Mackenzie commented while traveling south from Great Bear Lake to Great Slave
Lake:
. . . [we] saw three successive encampments. From the peculiar
structure of the huts, we imagined that some of the Red-Knife
Indians had been in this part of the country, though it is not usual
for them to come this way.381
Based upon the above, it is evident that in 1789 the Yellowknives used and occupied the
region along the north shore of Great Slave Lake, and as other explorers have noted, the
Dogrib and Slave occupied lands further to the west. Yet as early as 1789, MacKenzie
observed Copper Indians travelling into Dogrib territory. Additionally, Mackenzie noted in
1789 that the Slave and Dogrib Indians near the confluence of the Great Bear and Mackenzie
Rivers had bartered “marten skins and a few beaver” for “small pieces of iron” from “the
adjoining tribes, the Red-Knives and Chipewyans.”382

In between Mackenzie's two journeys, a 22-year-old HBC surveyor named Peter Fidler
travelled into the region. On September 4th 1791 Fidler was dispatched from the north shore of
Lake Athabasca by Malcolm Ross and Philip Turnor "with 4 Canoes of Jepewyans, in order to
remain the whole Winter with them, & acquire their Language."383 His occupation as surveyor
would demand otherwise: Fidler was in charge of surveying the route north along the Slave
River for the HBC.384 During his journey he travelled from Lake Athabasca to Great Slave
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Lake and wintered among the Chipewyans "with no provisions, no tent, scanty clothing and
hardly any ammunition."385

Fidler's lack of provisions forced him to rely on the the meat that Chipewyans hunters
provided. On September 10th 1791, six days after leaving the others, Fidler noted the variable
nature of the Chipewyan hunt:
The meat I got from them was very acceptable as I much stood in
need of it having these 2 days past had only the Leg of one Goose—
which to an european is but small allowance as to the Indians they
all in general from the earlyest infancy used to go without for 2 or 3
days frequently & some times nearly double that time; as when they
have any thing they can never rest till all is consumed, it is always
with them either a feast or a famine.386
On November 4th 1791 Fidler became lost, and after two days he decided to backtrack to an
area where he recalled that meat had been cached for later use:
. . . there was . . . one Moose & 1 Black Bear which the Indians had
killed in the Fall & could not conveniently take away[.] They had
built a small log house over it to keep it from being eaten by the
wild animals & intended to return for it so soon as there was good
hawling[.] At this place I determined to remain until I found
Indians.387
The permafrost in the area had ensured that the meat would keep for the winter. The
Chipewyans did not move arbitrarily or wander randomly in pursuit of food. They planned on
returning to an area, taking precautions to prepare themselves for the possibility of famine.
They moved about the land in seasonal rounds. They used and occupied the same areas year
after year. Fidler eventually found his Chipewyan guides and continued on his journey. Fidler
385
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travelled with the Chipewyans for less than a year, remaining south of the Great Slave Lake
and observing the Chipewyans hunting bear, moose, geese, duck, buffalo, and beaver in this
area.

Fidler made note of a large group of "Chepawyans" between Slave River and Taltson River
who had just come from the Barren Lands:
. . . there are 40 Tents of Chepawyans a little way to the Northward
of us that they are returning from war with the Esquimeaux & had
killed 5 tents of those harmless inoffensive people.388
The size of the tent settlements is noteworthy. In the past, anthropologists have assumed that
the Chipewyans had travelled in much smaller groups comprised of a few extended families.
A careful analysis of the early explorers' accounts brings this assumption into question.
Hearne noted, as Fidler had done:
In a few days, many others joined us from different quarters; so that
by the thirtieth of July we had in all above seventy tents, which did
not contain less than six hundred persons. Indeed our encampment
at night had the appearance of a small town; and in the morning,
when we began to move, the whole ground (at least for a large
space all round) seemed to be alive, with men, women, children,
and dogs. Though the land was entirely barren, and destitute of
every kind of herbage, except wish-a-capucca and moss, yet the
deer were so numerous that the Indians not only killed as many as
were sufficient for our large number, but often several merely for
the skins, marrow, &c. and left the carcases [sic] to rot, or to be
devoured by the wolves, foxes, and other beasts of prey.389
There was a consistent recorded pattern of Copper Indian use and occupation of the area north
of Great Slave Lake, but during this same period, Peter Fidler (on his 1791–1792 trips)
388
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likewise recorded the presence of Yellowknife (Copper) Indians south of Great Slave Lake.
He also noted the friendly interactions between Copper Indians and Chipewyans:
1792
January . . .
27th Friday Thooh and Cha haw in na (a copper mine Indian) &
Family moved SW 4 miles & put up in a small creek that falls into
the Buffalo river.390
March . . .
2nd Friday Moved SSE 2 miles & put up[.] Got one Beaver at Night
arrived Ki an cho a Canadian 3 Coppermine Indians & one
Jepowyan on their way to the Athapescow Lake House with
Letters[.] They remained with us all night[.]391
16th Friday In the evening arrived at our Tent a Coppermine river
Indian[.] he says that there a good many of his countrymen a
good way down the Thay thule dezza[.] this river empties itself
into the Tall chu dezza [Taltson River.]392
The connection between the two peoples is further described by Fidler in a March 26th 1792
account of a Copper Indian named Cha ha in na travelling south of Great Slave Lake:
Cha ha in na, a Coppermine river Indian accompanied Thooh he is
to accompany us to the House . . . This man very well agrees with
the Jepewyans but the 2 nations [Chipewyans and Copper Indians]
has a secret jealousy for each other notwithstanding they speak the
same Language and might be called with great propriety one & the
same people. The Coppermine river Indians inhabit to the N & E of
the Jepewyans & and are the nigh neighbours to the Esquimaux
with whom they are frequently at war with . . . 393
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1800–1809
Journals kept by a Mr. Porter at Slave Lake between February 1800 and February 1801
describe the movements of the Chipewyans. On July 9th 1800, Porter recorded that the
Chipewyans had discussed moving into the “Carribou [sic] Country,” a term synonymous with
the Barren Lands:
Most of the Indians went away. Gave 4 meas of ammn & 2 feet
Tobo to the Grand Coquin & the same to Trois Pousis & Pieces of
Tobo flint &c to all others Several of them went off for Fort
Chipewean . . . they talk of going to the Carribou Country
Because they are afraid the English [will] Come in the fall & they
have Such enourmous Credits of old from from Churchill that
[they] are afraid to see them.394
Later, Porter encountered several more individuals planning to hunt caribou on the Barren
Lands. These Indians were concerned about the possibility of European competition. Their
concerns stemmed in part from their accumulated debt which they owed to the Fort, and the
impact that competition would have on their ability to pay it back.

That said, according to Porter, so long as the caribou herds remained plentiful and
appeared each year, the Chipewyans had little desire or interest to trade with white people.
He noted on November 30th 1800, that:
. . . at night three Chipeweans arrived Left the Grand Blanc with a
band of 70 odd men eight days ago they have not yet left the
Carribou Lands which is a Bad omen for making Packs The
Carriboux is so numerous this year that it will no doubt induce
a Great many of them to Stay there all winter.395
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The frustration of the fur traders, a frustration caused by the Chipewyan's lack of desire to
leave their home in the Barren Lands to trade at the forts, is a recurring theme in the historical
record.

1810–1819
In 1800 the North West Company established a fur-trading post on Great Bear Lake. George
Keith, in an 1812 report to Roderic McKenzie regarding trade at the post, noted that the
natives were named after locations that they frequented:
. . . [t]he Natives of this post consider themselves composed of
three distinct tribes and assume the names of Red Knives, Filthy
Lake and Grand River Indians, and the ‘People of the big or long
arrows’. The former [the Red Knives] are few in number, about 15
married men, and claim the term of natives only in consideration of
their having frequented this post since its establishment, about the
year 1800; their name is derived from the country they originally
inhabited or resorted to, the Coppermine River, from whence they
procured copper to make knives, &c.396
He then indicated that he believed the "Red Knives" (Yellowknives/Copper Indians) trading at
this post were a branch of the Chipewyans:
This tribe, I imagine, is a branch of the Chipewyans; the same
manners, customs, and language, with little variation, are common
to both.397
Keith also grouped together those inhabiting the west and northwest of Great Slave Lake:
The Filthy Lake [Lac la Martre or Lac la Merde] and Grand
[Mackenzie] River Indians . . . altho’ they consider themselves as
396
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forming two distinct tribes, may be classed together, because the
language, customs and manners are common to both.398
He stated that these "Filthy Lake [Lac la Martre] and Grand [Mackenzie] River Indians,"
undoubtedly Dogribs, inhabited “limited territory” and expressed a “dread” of the
Yellowknives, their:
. . . neighbours and frequent visitors . . . [who] very generally make
free booty of any little property collected for the purpose of traffic,
in order to procure a few necessities of trading with the North West
Company.399
The statement that the Yellowknives were exceeding their traditional territorial limits in
visiting Great Bear Lake (and also in their continued assault on the Dogribs, as we shall
discuss in detail later) is confirmed in an anecdote recorded by the Oblate missionary Émile
Petitot. On his 1863 journey with the Dogribs northward from Fort Rae to Great Bear Lake
(near present-day Hardisty Lake), Petitot questioned the Dogrib elder Jean-Baptiste Sa-naïn-di
(Shining Sun). Petitot asked Jean-Baptiste who had inhabited “this land that you travel
through today and where we are at the moment.” In 1863 Sa-naïn-di, who Petitot stated was
nearly 80-years-old at the time, replied:
The Tρa-tsan Ottinè or Yellowknives, our sworn enemies in the
past. These mountains that you see [the Dogrib Mountains, or the
Barrier Mountain Range], the mountains of the Dogribs, were the
boundary of our respective territories. Today they never hunt here.
They, like us, have moved south.400
Beginning in 1815, the Hudson’s Bay Company had attempted to establish trade in the Great
Slave Lake region with Yellowknives, Dogribs, and Chipewyans. However, the rival North
398
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West Company continued to capture most of the Indian trade until 1819. During this period
the two companies engaged in competition for a monopoly on the fur trade in the Great Slave
Lake region. On December 5th 1818, Hudson Bay Company Inspector Aulay MacAulay wrote
regarding the Yellowknives (Copper Indians):
We understand the NW Company have a Fort upon the Yellow
Knives Indians island and I imagine that is the reason none of them
make their appearance this way.401
On November 19th 1819, his successor William Brown noted:
In the afternoon seven of the Indians called Carribeau Eaters,
arrived at the N.W. Fort guarded by two of their men. These Indians
did not use to come in till about Christmas, so that we are of
opinion they have left their Lands with the intention of coming in
by open water, and have been taken by the Ice.402
And, again:
In the forenoon one of the Carribeau eaters, called Clayz ellah gave
the N.W. the slip and came running over here.403
On May 14th 1819, MacAulay also noted:
There are but very few Indians about this place at present all the
Chipewyans excepting a very few are gone to thiere lands towards
the northern part of this Lake. Thiere to hunt Raine deer which is
very numberous thiere.404
The absence of the Caribou Eaters, and especially the concurrent absence of the Caribou
Eaters and the caribou, may be explained by Franklin’s 1820 account of the caribou’s seasonal
movements, in which he explains:
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The rein-deer [caribou] retire from the sea-coast in July and August,
rut in October on the verge of the barren grounds, and shelter
themselves in the woods during the winter. They are often induced
by a few fine days in winter, to pay a transitionary visit to their
favourite pastures in the barren country, but their principal
movement to the northward commences generally in the end of
April, when the snow first begins to melt on the side of the hills,
and early in May, when large patches of the ground are visible . . .
405

1820–1829
In 1821 George Simpson, Governor-in-Chief for the Hudson's Bay Company for the HBC’s
newly established Athabasca Department, categorized the Indians of his district:
The Indians belonging to the district may be divided into three
Classes, Mountainees, Carribeau Eaters & Yellow Knives, in all
about one hundred and Fifty Families, although properly speaking
they are all of the Chipewyan Tribe, their language, manners, and
customs being alike.406
William Brown, a factor at Fort Resolution, wrote regarding the various Athabaskan groups
and their usefulness to Franklin'sexpedition. On April 29th 1820, he stated that the Copper
Indians in Yellowknife Bay would be the most suitable as they had travelled extensively in the
region:
We have apprised all the Indians of the arrival and motive of the
expedition fitted out by his Majesty’s Government under the
command of Lieut Franklin, to explore the N.E. termination of the
Contenent of America . . . I believe the best Indians for receiving
information from, and also for accompanying the Expedition are
those of Mountain Island [most likely the Yellowknife Indians],
their hunting grounds being in that quarter, and it is more than
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probable that many of them have penetrated as far as Copper Mine
River.407
In 1820 McVicar replaced Brown, and between 1820 and 1825 Robert McVicar operated the
post at Fort Resolution. On the 26th of May 1820, McVicar wrote the following letter to
Lieutenant Franklin, Commander of the Northern Expedition, corroborating Brown's account:
The principal Indians who can give any information that may be
relied upon are the Yellow Knives that being the track of Country
they most frequently resort to in their hunting excursions. But from
the present state of the Hon’ble Hudson’s Bay Company’s
settlements in this quarter and from our not having a Post amongst
these Indians, it has been out of my power to derive any advantage
from their knowledge.408
Sir John Franklin of the British Royal Navy undertook an expedition from Great Slave Lake to
the Arctic Sea between 1819 and 1822. Franklin was aided by the Copper Indian leader,
Akaitcho, and his band; they were said to be "the principle Indians who can give any
information that may be relied upon."409 He also used knowledge of the region acquired by
Hearne a number of years earlier and the information provided by both Brown and McVicar.
His instructions were:

. . . on my arrival at, or near, the Mouth of the Copper-Mine River,
to make every inquiry as to the situation of the spot from whence
native copper had been brought down by the Indians to the
Hudson's Bay establishment.410
Franklin’s journals, as well as his published narrative, provide information regarding the
northern territorial range and organization of the Copper Indians:
407
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A few brief notices respecting the Copper Indians will close the
journal up to this period. This Tribe though small have the range of
a very considerable tract of Country, and they are bounded by the
Chipewyans to the South, Dog Ribs to the West, and the
Esquimaux to the North and East. The tribe consists of 80 Men
and Boys. Of these 45 are Hunters, and 110 Women and Children.
They are divided under three chiefs, Akaitcho our friend is
considered the greatest, from having the larger proportion of
adherents, about 40 Men & Boys. He certainly is a very respectable
and intelligent Indian, and seems well adapted for exercising with
judgment, the Authority which he possesses over his
Companions.411
At the time of Franklin's journey, the Copper Indians were presumed to number one hundred
and ninety. Akaitcho was their "greatest" chief and there were two others who, together,
represented half of the "men and boys."412 Franklin also stated that they called themselves that
"Tal tsa oo dinné," or "Taltson Dènè" in today's phonetic pronunciation.413 The Taltson River
was named after them:
The Copper Indians call themselves Tal tsa oo dinné, a term
which my informant could not explain. They profess to be a
branch of the Chipewyan Nation, but are unacquainted at what
time, or for what cause, the separation of their Party took place.
They speak a dialect of the Northern Indian language, (which is
harsh, guttural and difficult to be acquired) and very much resemble
that people in their habits and modes of Life, and where any
difference exists, it may be attributed perhaps to their intercourse
with the Dog Ribs.414
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Franklin recorded that the Copper Indians by 1820 had switched from bows and arrows
to guns for hunting purposes and that they had:
. . . entirely laid aside the use of the Bow & Arrow, and depend
principally upon the Traders for supplies of Guns and Ammunition to
enable them to subsist.415
He also noted in regard to their hunting practices:
They do not however depend entirely on this means, for a
livelihood, but catch numbers of Reindeer in Snares during the
Migration of these Animals to and from the North in Spring and
Autumn and sometimes in the Summer.416
Fifty years after Hearne's explorations, Franklin’s 1820 account provided a similar account of
the seasonal range of the Yellowknives. Pointing to the seasonal rounds within their territorial
range, Franklin noted that the Yellowknives moved with the caribou whose:
. . . principal movement to the northward commences generally in
the end of April when the snow first begins to melt . . . and early in
May . . . they are on the banks of the Copper-Mine River.417
This accords with a comment of Akaitcho’s, recorded by Franklin on August 26th 1820, which
provides some indication of the nature of the Yellowknives’ use of the Coppermine River area
and their use of the Barren Lands in general:
[Akaitcho] stated likewise that six days would be required for the
march to the Copper Mine River, and five more, before any wood
would be found. Until the expiration of this time, the Party could
not expect to have Fires, because we should find no trees after
415
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quitting the borders of this lake [Winter Lake]. The Indians, he said,
only travelled this road [to Coppermine River] in Summer . . . 418
The Copper Indians were a good choice as guides during the summer as at that time of the
year the caribou migrate through the Barren Lands, thus providing the expedition with ample
game.
On July 26th 1819 at the Moose Deer Island Fort (the North West Company establishment
near Fort Resolution on the Slave River delta), Franklin noted:
The Indians supply them [the men of the fort] with meat
occasionally Moose[,] Red Deer & Reindeer, but I understand the
Animals are not numerous in their immediate vicinity. The
Chipewyans alone now trade here. The Copper Indians were
accustomed to do so before the Establishment was made on the
North side of the Lake [the North West Company’s Fort Providence
at Mountain Island near Yellowknife Bay]. They estimate the
numbers of Hunters who come hither at about 160 men exclusive of
Women and children. But this Season many families have taken
alarm at the prevalency of the recent epidemic sickness and retired
to the Chipewyan Lands, and this has been the cause assigned by
the Gentlemen for the present scarcity of Provision, but the effects
will probably be more severely felt in their next returns of Furs if
they should not be induced to retrace their steps. The Beaver,
Martens, Foxes and all the Animals whose skins are valuable may
be found in this part of the Country, and also Buffalo.419
The fur trade forts, while established in areas rich in fur-bearing animals (which were
beneficial to the HBC employees), lacked the numbers of caribou required by the Chipewyans
in order to subsist and were therefore useful only as fur-trading posts—not as settlements. It
appears to have been preferable for the Copper Indians to trade on the north side of the lake.
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Franklin again distinguished between the Yellowknife/Copper Indians and the Dogribs when
he wrote that Akaitcho, the leader of the “Copper Indians,” sought peace with the Dogribs
after years of hostilities:
The Copper Indians and these men, are extremely jealous of each
other, and live in a species of hostility . . . The Leader [Akaitcho]
has requested also, that we should propose to their Leader to make
peace, if the opportunity should offer on our route to the Sea, which
of course will be complied with.420
On July 29th 1820 Franklin met with his Yellowknife guides, including Akaitcho, at Fort
Providence on Mountain Island, near Yellowknife Bay, to discuss the details of their journey.
Franklin’s original plan, developed at Fort Chipewyan with the advice of the Métis and
Chipewyans, had been to travel northward to Great Bear Lake and from there to Coppermine
River. However, the Yellowknives convinced him otherwise:
In consequence of the Water being unusually high, the Indian
Guides recommended our pursuing a shorter route to the Copper
Mine River than the one they first proposed, by going up the
Yellow Knife River and following a Chain of Lakes, leading in a
Northern direction beyond its termination, instead of proceeding to
Marten Lake and then branching off to the NE . . . They stated as
reasons why the preference should be given to their new
proposition, that the Reindeer would be sooner found to support the
Party, and that there was a large Lake well stocked with Fish and on
its borders there was a sufficiency of wood to form an
Establishment and answer the Winters consumption.421
Reflecting on his original plan to travel via Great Bear Lake, Franklin now thought better of it.
One of his reasons was that:
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. . . the Indians whom we have engaged with the exception of one
man, are not well acquainted with that part of the Country, and
we should arrive too late for obtaining Hunters from the Tribes who
reside in that vicinity & who would have been removed before that
time, towards their Winter stations.422
Franklin’s statement indicates that the Great Bear Lake region was outside of the traditional
range of the Yellowknives as a group. This is consistent with the evidence of the North West
Company trader George Keith and with the later evidence of the Oblate missionary Émile
Petitot.

In fact, this region was Dogrib territory, a tribe not mentioned in Simpson's 1821 account
(quoted earlier) of Indians in the Athabasca District. Franklin, on the other hand, defined the
Dogrib territorial range and, in doing so, distinguished the Dogrib from the
Yellowknife/Copper Indians (both of whom are branches of the Chipewyan linguistic group
and have become confused in more recent times):
I have mentioned that the Dog Ribs are the next people to the
westward of these Men [the Copper Indians]. Mr Wentzel [of the
North-West Company] informs me, that Tribe consists of 380 Men,
Women & Children, and inhabits the Countries between Marten and
Bear Lakes and westward on each side of the Banks of Mackenzie’s
River as far as the entrance into Bear Lake.423
Additionally, Franklin informed his readers that they also moved east toward Yellowknife:
The chief tribe of the Dog-rib nation, termed Horn Mountain
Indians, inhabit the country betwixt Great Bear Lake, and the West
end of Great Slave Lake . . . small detachments of the nation
frequent Marten Lake, and during the summer hunt in the
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neighbourhood of Fort Enterprise [located north of Yellowknife at
Winter Lake].424
The territory that Franklin described was located near Old Fort Providence—a fort constructed
in a location convenient for both the Yellowknives and the Dogribs. The construction of a fort
on what would be the "borderland" between Dogrib and Yellowknife Indians allowed for
greater contact between the two, and thus, at times, greater hostilities:
Fort Providence is the last Establishment in this direction and has
been constructed for the convenience of the Copper Indians, and the
Dog Ribs who make their hunts between Marten and Bear
Lakes.425
A note written at Winter Lake (Fort Enterprise) by Franklin on August 19th 1820 provides us
with an indication of this territorial “borderland” between the Dogribs and Yellowknives, and
the possibility of hostility that could come with any meeting:
Distant Fires were perceived to the Eastward of Winter Lake which
the Indians suppose had been alighted by the Dog Ribbed Tribe
who frequently visit this Lake. The Copper Indians entertain a
great jealousy towards these Men, and consider their visits to this
part as an act of encroachment.426
At this time, as mentioned earlier, the Yellowknives were regularly pillaging, plundering, and
marauding the Dogribs.427 To avoid conflict, the Dogribs moved further west toward the
mouth of the Mackenzie River on Great Slave Lake. Robert McVicar, HBC Chief Factor at
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Fort Resolution, first noted the presence of Dogribs at Marten Lake [Lac la Martre] in 1824,
and then described their flight to the Mackenzie River due to the long-standing antagonism
between the Dogribs and Copper Indians:
A band of Dog Rib Indians amounting to about 200 souls resorted
to the vicinity of Martin Lake until the winter of 1823–24 when in
consequence of the unfortunate quarrels between them and the
Copper Indians, they fled to the borders of McKenzie River . . . The
product of their hunts which formerly formed a part of the returns
of this District have since that period been carried to the
establishment in McK[enzie] River.428
Later in 1824, the Dogribs retaliated. McVicar recorded that:
. . . about one-fifth of the Copper Indians were killed by the Dog
Ribs of Martin [sic] Lake in winter 1823–24.429
Tyrrell, in a 1911 reference to this turbulent period, stated that there was an altogether
different cause for, and outcome to, the "war." He wrote that the Copper Indians:

. . . having been totally neglected for several years, they have now
sunk into their original barbarism and extreme indigence; and a war
has ensued between the two tribes, for the sake of the few remnants
of iron-work which was left among them; and the Dog-ribbed
Indians were so numerous, and so successful, as to destroy almost
the whole race of the Copper Indians.430
This claim, that the whole race of Copper Indian had been destroyed has been repeated over
the years and has taken on the status of myth. Unfortunately this myth has negatively
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influenced the recognition of the rights of the DKFN. This claim will be addressed in more
detail in Chapter V. However, some explanation here is necessary.

The period after the "war" was thought to have been the first time during which the Copper
Indians used and occupied the south side of Great Slave Lake, and it is often claimed that they
remained there from then on. It is undeniable that during the 1820s Akaitcho and his band of
Copper Indians travelled south of Great Slave Lake to visit McVicar several times in order to
avoid the Dogribs, rest, grieve, and recover. Akaitcho and the Copper Indians returned north
to hunt and trap on the Barren Lands as they had done before using and occupying a territory
on the northwest shore of great Slave Lake—an area eventually shared by both the Copper
Indians and the Dogribs.431

Franklin's journal also contains a description of the Chipewyan territory/ which he referred to
as the "Chipewyan Lands":
[The Indians] belong to the Chipewyan or Northern Indians a
Tribe which claims a large portion of the Country, though by no
means numerous. They are bounded on the South & SW by the
Cree Nation, on the West and the NW by the Beaver Indians, to the
North by the Copper Indians, and have the whole range of the
Land to the Eastward between the Latitudes of the Great Slave
Lake and Churchill . . . the portion is more particularly
distinguished by the appellation of the Chipewyan Lands, a
barren country where the Rein-deer resort at certain seasons, in
sufficient numbers to afford an easy subsistence to the Parties who
reside there. This portion is common to the whole Tribe, and the
Families retire there whenever they feel disposed to indulge in a
more easy state, than the life of an active Hunter in these parts will
admit of, or when they may require an additional quantity of skins
for Clothing and sometimes in seasons of sickness to avoid the
spreading contagion.432
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He also provided information regarding the Chipewyans' specialized knowledge of the Barren
Lands and the path to the Arctic Ocean. Franklin wrote that an "old Chipewyan Indian" upon
seeing his map to the north:
. . . inserted a track along the sea-coast, which he had followed in
returning from a war excursion, made by his tribe against the
Esquimaux . . . he described two other rivers to the eastward of the
Copper-mine River, which also fall into the Northern Ocean. The
Anatessy, which issues from the Contway-to or Rum Lake, and the
Thloueea-tessy or Fish River, which rises near the eastern boundary
of the Great Slave Lake.433
The Chipewyans continued to be found, for the most part, south of Great Slave Lake. George
Simpson noted the range of the Chipewyans in 1821:

Our intercourse here ceases with the Chipewyans as to the
Southward or Westward of Athabasca lakes district we fall in with
the Beaver Indians and to the North of Gt. Slave lake with the Hare,
Dog Rib, and other Tribes.434
Simpson continued with a description of the underlying reason for the Chipewyans’ expansion
southward:
The Company’s Traders at the latter establishment made them
acquainted with the use and value of European commodities and
being naturally of a vagrant disposition and those articles becoming
necessary to their comforts, they shook off their indolent habits
became expert Beaver Hunters, and now penetrate in search of that
valuable animal into the Cree and Beaver Indians hunting
Grounds, making a circuit easterly by Carribeau lake, to the South
by Isle á la Crosse, and westerly to the Banks of Peace River, and
so avaricious are they, that the prospect of gain I have no doubt
would lead them much further did not the more warlike Tribes to
the Southward and westward intimidate them.435
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In other words, diffusion into the region south of the lake was a recent development for the
Chipewyans of Great Slave Lake—a people who had historically lived and hunted in the
Barren Lands. With their exploitation of the HBC's lucrative fur trade, the Chipewyans' move
was necessary in order to expand their trapping territory. However, Simpson also recognized
that just because some of the “chippewyan [sic]" people had expanded their range of activity,
the regional band had not abandoned their homeland:
The greater proportion of them however remain on their own
barren lands, where they procure sustenance with little exertion as
the country abounds with Rein-deer, and some years nearly the
whole of them return thither at time influenced by superstitious
feelings, and at others by having laid up what they consider an
abundant stock of European articles . . . 436
And further,
the Chipewyans do not consider this part of the Country [Fort
Wedderburn, opposite Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca] to be
their legitimate soil; they come in large bands from their own
barren lands situated to the North of this Lake, extending to the
Eastern extremity of Gt. Slave Lake and embracing a large tract of
country towards Churchill.437
Simpson then recorded that given the fact that the Chipewyans were moving back and forth
between two homes (north of the lake and south of the lake), it was difficult to ascertain just
how many Chipewyans “belonged" to—i.e. traded at—the post at Fort Resolution in 1821:
From these circumstances it is not possible to give an accurate idea
of the number that belong to this post, they rarely however exceed
Five Hundred families, and are at this season reduced to between
Fifty and Sixty.438
Robert McVicar, HBC Chief Factor at Fort Resolution, also noted the integral relationship
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between the Chipewyans, the Barren Lands, and the caribou. On July 10th 1820, he recorded
that:
Neturr and Lazza azza arrived had nothing and left the Fort without
a single shot of ammunition. They are to go straight to the
Chipewyan Lands (where the rain Deer are very numerous) in
order to make out a lively hood until the arrival of our Canoes.439
One week later, he encountered more individuals on their way to the Barren Lands:
Chinnathirra and In kaachka (our Fort Hunters) have gone to the
Carriboo Lands to snare Deer as they have no ammunition to
enable them to make out a subsistence in the vicinity of the Fort.440
Later, in his entry for August 4th 1826, he pointed out that the Chipewyans looked to the
caribou for both winter clothing and food:
nd

At 11 A.M. the Indians of the 2 left the Fort they are directed to go
to the Rein deer country to procure winter Clothing for themselves
and families and be back here with a cargo of dried Provisions by
the latter end of September.441
However, from the traders’ point of view, careful management of the Indians included
ensuring that they hunted in an area where, come winter, there would not be a strong
temptation to remain in the transitional forests on the edge of the Barren Lands:
It is . . . the traders duty to send them to as great a distance
from the rein deer lands as he can and he must direct them into
small bands, and distribute the more experts [illegible] deer hunters
amongst the bands so that they may run as little risk as possible of
suffering from want of provisions. If this plan is skilfully put in
practice, and they are sent off immediately after they come with
their winter hunts, which is generally about the 24th of april, they
have before them a month and a half in which beaver are in season;
439
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they can employ July and August to advantage in hunting swans
and the remainder of the season with the arrival of the outfit killing
Musquath [muskox]. They are themselves to assemble at the Fort
in the fall and having upon the whole or most part of their spring
labours the trader can give them a more liberal supply of
necessaries for the winter and send them off contented to their
hunting grounds by upon water.442
This can be explained by the choice that each Indian hunter had to make regarding the
profitability of their endeavours. In the Barren Lands the caribou were abundant game animals
and they provided hides but, around the forts, fur-bearing animals most desired by the HBC
were abundant and could be sold for a profit. It was in the HBC’s best interst to encourage the
Indians of Great Slave Lake to stay away from the Barren Lands, where they could acquire
meat and fur without having to sell their labour, and instead remain near the forts, hunting and
trading furs.

In 1827 Simon McGillivray succeeded McVicar and served as inspector until 1830. The
journal entries written by McGillivray are consistent with those written by McVicar; he also
noted the attempt by Fort Factors to keep their fur hunters close to the Fort. In this account of
Yellowknife trading chief (Akaitcho) making the “Riviere au Liard (MacKenzie River) his
winter residence” in 1827 in order to acquire furs from the Slaves, McGillivray recorded that
he had
. . . used all the arguments possible to dissuade him [Akaitcho] from
going there, but he persists, giving as a reason that furs are more
abundant there, than this part of the Country. His object is to trade
furs from the Slaves, and pillage them if he can.443
McGillivray, like McVicar, also noted that the Chipewyans did not come to trade at Fort
Resolution as often as the HBC would have liked. The reason, he explained, was that they
were doing well living on the Barren Lands. On December 31st 1828, McGillivray noted that
the Chipewyans/Caribou Eaters were not coming to trade:
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I am surprised that no Cariboux Eaters visit us. In the course of last
summer few came to the House, and those brought no kind of
Provisions. I would be pleased to see them arrive with Provisions of
any kind, for we are much in want to voyage with.444
Similarly, in the spring of 1829, he made several comments about Chipewyans hunting on the
Barren Lands rather than trading at the Fort. On April 24th 1829, he wrote:
The Indians of the 22nd left us for the other side of Lake (N.E.)
There are many Cariboux Eaters, have not come in, but fellows of a
ruff stamp. The only persons of note are Comrade a Mandeville
and 2 Brothers for which I am very anxious about . . . Nainnaw’s
wife died a few days ago at Buffaloe River.445
And, again, on May 2nd 1829, he noted that:
[a]t night arrived Talatsusé & 2 followers . . . Dzendelyé and
Chunadsiz or Vieux L’Epauley . . . There are yet two of my prime
fur hunters that have not come in viz. Cat a lou el thill or
Comrade a Mandeville and his T’sanathe.446
This absence was explained by Simpson in 1821:
The Carribeau Eaters are those who confine themselves to their
own barren lands and so called from the circumstances of their
devoting the whole of their attention to hunting the Carribeau or
Rein-deer which are very numerous . . . 447
And again:
The Carribeau Eaters and Yellow Knives chiefly frequent the
North West Establishment at Montagne Island, where they
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exchange provisions and the few Furs they collect, for ammunition,
rum, tobacco and other articles of European Manufacture. They
rarely and in small bands visit the principal establishment as they
get their supplies without the Trouble of going that length with
them we have as yet little acquaintance.448
The "Yellow Knives" (Copper Indians) and "Carribeau Eaters," as indicated in the above
quote, frustrated McGillivray with their unpredictability. This frustration may have stemmed
from the Caribou Eaters' and Yellowknives' continued use of the Barren Lands while ignoring
trade at the forts. McVicar, three years after the Yellowknife–Dogrib "war," recorded the
Yellowknives hunting north of Great Slave Lake at “Martin’s Lake” (present-day Lac la
Martre) during the winter.449 Earlier they were also said to hunt in the area near Mountain
Island ("Montagne Island") at the site of the North West Company fort, which, on one
occasion, is actually called “the Yellow Knives Indians island.”450 This land was apparently
shared by both bands as the Chipewyans (Caribou Eaters) are also reported hunting muskrats
during the summer near Mountain Island on the north side of the lake.451
These Chipewyans (“Caribou Eaters”) “from the East Side of the Lake” continued to make
infrequent appearances which McGillivray went into great detail about on May 8th 1829.452 He
complained about the “Chipewyans called Cariboux eaters” who continued to hunt caribou
instead of trapping for furs for trade at the fort:
In summing up the outstanding Indian debts it stands thus. Of 150
Chipewyans who are entered on our Books . . . of 60 Copper
Indians . . . It must be understood, these are all old outstanding
debts. Many of the Chipewyans called Cariboux Eaters, who
reside on their lands, have not paid us a visit this winter. They are
448
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indifferent about us, having the means sufficiently when Caribou
are plentiful to keep away from the Fort.453
In years to come, trapping beaver and muskrat for trade with the HBC south of Great Slave
Lake would come to occupy a greater proportion of the Great Slave Lake Indians' time.
Despite this, the Chipewyans (Caribou Eaters), Dogribs, and Copper Indians continued to hunt
caribou on the Barren Lands for food and fur. Much later in the historical documentation we
can still witness the consistent frustration of the Indian Agents and other government officials
regarding the reliance of the Indians of Great Slave Lake upon caribou, and thus, their
independence.

1830–1839
Between 1833 and 1835, Sir George Back undertook an expedition through the eastern end of
Great Slave Lake into MacLeod Bay, just south of the Gahcho Kué mine area, en route to the
Arctic Ocean by way of what is now called the Back River. In the process he established Fort
Reliance (on the eastern arm of Great Slave Lake) as his base of operations. The Copper
Indians and Chipewyans aided Back considerably, serving as guides and provisioners. His
interactions with them provide us with information regarding territorial use as well as the
nature of the relationship between the Copper Indians and the Chipewyans.
Back’s writings also serve to reinforce the integral connection between the Chipewyan
peoples, the Barren Lands, and the caribou. On August 17th 1833, Back recorded the
following:
Still, coasting along the northern shore [of Great Slave Lake in
McLeod Bay], and a continuous link of islands to the right, we
came to a place distinguished, by the Chipewyan and Yellow
Knife Indians, by the emphatic appellation of “The Mountain.”
Here it is their custom to leave their canoes when they go to hunt
the rein-deer on the Barren Lands; and few have much
acquaintance with the country beyond it.454
453
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On the morning of August 19th 1833, not quite two days later, Back recorded that his party
ascended the Hoarfrost River. While ascending this river on the Barren Lands, possibly at
Parry Falls, Back noted a number of stashed canoes:
We now learned from the Indians that the fall[s] . . . was the
commencement of a series of appalling cascades and rapids, which,
according to their account, were the distinguishing characteristics of
Hoar Frost River; and, indeed, some fifteen or twenty small canoes,
concealed in the bushes, belonging as was conjectured, to my old
friend Akaitcho and his party, who were hunting on the Barren
Lands, showed pretty clearly the obstacles we might expect to
encounter.455
He located the Copper Indians at Walmsley Lake on the Barren Lands when he wrote:
I directed the course to a distant northerly hill, which, luckily
enough, happened to be the western point of another narrows, well
known to the Yellow Knives as a favourite deer-pass, and which
was, in fact the only passage for the water.456
Bodies of water in the North West Territories are often used as geographical reference points.
Back frequently referred to the Copper and Chipewyans Indians that he came across on the
Barren Lands in connection with bodies of water. He provided information on
the extent of the territory of the Copper Indians’ when he described their fear of encountering
the Inuit four miles downstream of Muskox Lake on the Barren Lands:
The Yellow Knives, who travel across the country in the spring to
spear the deer as they pass the rapid, were not accustomed to
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beyond two days’ march farther, through fear, as they said, of
falling in with Esquimaux.457
At the narrows of Clinton-Colden Lake on the Barren Lands, Back met two members of
Akaitcho’s party:
Two Indians soon arrived from Akaitcho, whose party had that
afternoon found a seasonable relief to the long privation, which
their squalid and emaciated appearance too painfully indicated.458
While at Fort Reliance, which was established for the purpose of trading with the Indians on
their return trip from the Barren Lands, Back recorded a description of the mouth of the
Lockhart River:
[Mr. McLeod] had expected that our route would have been by a
small river, about a mile to the eastward, invariably used by the
Chipewyans or Yellow Knives, whenever they proceed in that
direction; and, as it may be supposed, quite unknown to me until
that moment. On subsequent inspection, however, it was found to
be too shallow for canoes, being merely the outlet to some small
lakes, and the waters of a picturesque fall, from four to eight miles
distant. There were many small Indian canoes stowed under the
branches of the willows; and as it was the lowest and most
favourable route to the Barren Lands, it was preferred, to those
by which I had passed.459
In October at Fort Reliance, Back observed “starving Indians” arriving:
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. . . from every point of the compass, declaring that the animals had
left the Barren Lands, where they had hitherto been accustomed to
feed at this season: and that the calamity was not confined to the
YellowKnives, but that the Chipewyans also were as forlorn and
destitute as themselves.460
And later, at the end of May 1834, he noted that:
Akaitcho and thirty of his tribe arrived, empty-handed, and were
followed by a couple of young Chipewyans, who brought a little
dry meat from the Yellowknife River, where one of their party
had died from want.461
Likewise, the HBC trading post journals of Fort Resolution provide innumerable references to
the Chipewyans on the Barren Lands. Yet another example is provided by Alexander R.
McLeod, the inspector at the time, who wrote on April 12th 1836:
. . . the Arrivals of Sunday received their Wants as far as our Means
admitted and they departed and so did Ezenay [Ezzene:
Chipewyan], who was Waiting them, they also are bound to the
Barren Ground.462

1840–1849
Unfortunately, the Fort Resolution records covering the period 1840–1849 cannot be located
and may not exist, a fact stated in an email sent by HBC Archives staff to one of our
researchers (see Appendix). However, the periods both before and after are consistent in their
documentation of the caribou hunt in the Barren Lands. Despite the lack of surviving HBC
Fort Resolution records for this period, one can assume historical continuity.
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1850–1859
Information for the period between 1856 and 1861 comes from journals kept at the HBC post
at Fond du Lac. Although Fond du Lac is not in the Barren Lands, these journals contain
information about the Chipewyans and Copper Indians who hunted on the Barren Lands and
came to trade at the Fond du Lac post. They illustrate a consistent pattern of Copper Indians
and Chipewyans/Caribou Eaters hunting on the Barren Lands and then coming to trade at
Fond du Lac. On November the 20th 1856, an unidentified Factor reported:
. . . no signs of the Cariboo Eaters . . . It is now past the usual period
of their arrival.463
His fears were allayed the following year when, on November 12th 1857, he observed:
. . . the arrival at last of 2 leading men from the Carriboo Country
coming for a little tobacco, their party will be here probably
tomorrow with their provisions.464
And then the next day:
Sleedry’s son, Jack, & a large party of Chips come in with
provisions begin at once to count their provisions but could not
count all.465
Again in the spring of 1858, the unnamed Factor reported both Chipewyans and Dogribs
arriving in the fort, bringing supplies of meat:
. . . arrived a party of Chips with ribs.466
And more than one month later:
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An Indian a stranger from Cariboo Lake made his appearance no
provisions consequently got nothing.467
The pattern of Chipewyans coming in from the Barren Lands in the late fall and early spring
continued over the next three years:
11 November 1858: “begin to look out for the Carriboo Eaters.”
26 November 1858: “arrived a large party of Carriboo Eaters with
empty sleds! having left their provisions en route with a
determination of not giving an ounce of Grease until they get to
[illegible] they ask & expect for it, viz shirts, [illegible] kettles, &c,
&c. Of course they ask this from Mr Campbell. I merely told them I
shall keep my Goods & ammunition & they might keep their
Grease until I hear or know further orders from Ft Chip.”
21 March 1859: “Indians all gone back to their lands after getting
paid for their miserable ribs & pounded meat brought by them.”
28 March 1859: “No arrivals of Carriboo Eaters although in daily
expectation of seeing them.”
4 October 1859: “Two Indians bound for Fort Chipewyan paid us a
passing visit: they bring good accounts from the barren lands.”468
These reports continued into the following decade:
25 October 1860: “ . . . got word from Chenay but nothing for the
store in way of fresh meat; they are living on Fish at a small inland
Lake waiting for the deer to make their appearance.”
15 November 1860: “no Carriboo Eaters this is about the time they
generally make their appearance there is sufficient snow.”
19 November 1860: “Louison a young Lad with Chenay cast up late
last evening with the agreeable intelligence of there being
467
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encamped at an Island Lake a couple of days journey from here
living on fish no signs of Carriboos or Carribo Eaters.”
21 November 1860: “the ice is now 3 inches thick so that I expect
to see some of the “Carriboos” from the East end of the Lake.”
25 November 1860: “the long looked for Carriboo Eaters have at
length arrived.”
3 December 1860: “Whatsagazie and the Squ[ine]le arrived late last
night. Whatsagazie leaves in the morning to go in his Brother in
Law. The poor fellow is rather down hearted having lost his wife.
She died on the barren Lands."
11 March 1861: “arrived the following Indians viz Jacks son and
son in law Ponce droite son La cooche two sons Calco Lefoins two
sons and Tsinchete Chipewyan Indian. Received their provisions
and settled with some of them they brought good loads and
tolerable good [ill] report Cariboo numerous three days journey
from here."469
It is clear from the Fond du Lac post journals that the Chipewyans (particularly the Caribou
Eaters) were consistently returning to the Barren Lands in search of caribou. While in most
years the hunt was successful, in some it was not; and the unfortunate result was often
starvation. One example is poignantly described in the Fond du Lac post journals. In January
1859, the Factor reports that:
Gros Tete’s wife made her appearance in a miserable starving
condition, telling us she left her husband and surviving child (the
two eldest boys having frozen to death about 10 days ago) in a
dying condition; of course sent off Shawan & Felix with each a
chain of Dogs to bring the Old Man & the Child to the House with
injunctions not to lose a moment on the journey . . . This is truly
sad, and I fear some other poor Chips have met a similar fate, from
scarcity of Deer and the unusual severe cold weather we have
experienced since the beginning of the winter.470
469

Bews, R. G. (1856 - 1863). Fond du Lac Post Journal 1856-1863. HBCA 1M54, B.72/a/1. fols. 40b, 41b, 42,
42, 42b, 43, & 46b.
470
Bews, R. G. (1856 - 1863). Fond du Lac Post Journal 1856-1863. HBCA 1M54, B.72/a/1. fols. 25b - 26.

170

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

Unfortunately, Gros Tête did not survive:
About mid-night died poor old Gros Tête apparently with little or
no suffering.471
There is no recorded information about the fate of Gros Tête’s wife or his surviving child.

1860–1879: Missionary Records of Émile Petitot, OMI
The evidence given by early explorers and fur traders pertaining to traditional land use and
socio-territorial organization accords broadly with the observations of the Oblate missionary
Émile Petitot, often considered to be the first serious (though amateur) ethnographer in the
region. (As an aside, Petitot was one of the first European observers to have paid attention to
indigenous self-identification.)
Despite the Oblate missionaries' presence in the Fort Resolution area dating from 1852—
performing dozens of baptisms—Oblates did not have a permanent residence until 1858 when
St. Joseph’s mission was established in Fort Resolution, which enabled their continued work
in the region (plate 39).
Plate 39: Roman Catholic mission under construction, Fort Resolution472
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Unlike the HBC employees who recorded the day to day activities and trade at the forts,
Petitot had little interest in tallying the number of caribou killed or the number of pelts
brought in for trade. He had been sent by the Catholic Church to convert the people. In the
process, he provided us with an ethnography of the people.

Petitot collected very detailed census information between 1863 & 1864, He wrote that the
Copper Indians formed the majority of the Indians trading at Fort Resolution. There were 332
Copper Indians to 245 Chipewyans.473 In 1879, he recorded 537 Chipewyans at Fort
Chipewyan and Fort Smith, 31 at Fort McMurray in the Athabasca District, and 318 Caribou
Eaters at Fond-du-Lac.474 He did not count any Dogribs trading at Fort Resolution. However,
at Fort Rae, on Great Bear Lake in Dogrib territory, Petitot counted only Dogribs (788 of them
in 1864).475
In an 1874 article entitled Sur les populations indigene de l’Athabaskaw-Mackenzie [On the
indigenous population of the Athabasca-Mackenzie], Petitot provided a classification of the
groups around Great Slave Lake and specified their territories:
I call by Dénè-Dindjié a large and numerous group of red-skinned
Indians who people not only the Athabasca-Mackenzie region, but
also a great part of the territory of Alaska and of British Columbia.
From time to time the people of this group have been designated by
the names “Athabaskans,” “Chippeweyans,” “Montagnais of the
north,” and “Tinnèh.” These names are improper and inexact.
[Petitot here criticizes previous designations and categories used by
fur traders and explorers] . . . In reuniting under the word Dénè
(men), by which the tribes furthest south are qualified, to the word
Dindjié, which takes in those to the north, I have captured under
one composite name that I believe to be quite appropriate the whole
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nation, yet so little known, of the American natives furthest north
after the Eskimo [translated from French].476
These “Dénè-Dindjié” divide into several "tribes":
1st The Montagnais, Chippewyans, and Athabascans (Dénè). They
are of the 4000 [individuals who live] between the Churchill or
English River and Slave Lake. They inhabit Ile-à-la-crosse Lake,
Froid-du-Cœur Lake, Lac la Biche, Buffalo Lake and Athabasca
Lake, the length of the river of the same name and the Slave River;
2nd The Caribou Eaters [les Mangeurs-de-caribou], Ethen Eldéli
(Dénè). They are 2000 around and hunting in the steppes situated to
the east of Caribou, Wolleston and Athabaska Lakes. The Fond-dulac fort, on the latter lake, is their rendez-vous; . . .
4th The Yellowknives [Couteaux-Jaunes], Copper Indians of [Sir
John] Franklin (Dénè), 500 souls. They return to the tribe of the
Caribou Eaters and inhabit the steppes northeast of Great Slave
Lake. In Franklin’s time [1820s], the Yellowknives were living
along the length of the Copper River . . .
5th The Plats-côtés-de-chien or Flancs-de-chien River. (Dogribs of
the English) (Dané). 1500 souls. They live to the north of the Great
Slave Lake, between it and Great Bear Lake and the Copper
[translated from French] . . . 477
It is particularly interesting that he states that the Copper Indians "return to the tribe of the
Caribou Eaters and inhabit the steppes northeast of Great Slave Lake."478 This again confirms
the general observation, witnessed in several sources, that the Copper Indians were a
Chipewyan people.
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Later, in an 1883 article entitled On the Athabasca District of the Canadian North-West
Territory, Petitot described the Indians living in the Athabasca District in current northern
Alberta and Saskatchewan. He stated, reiterating his earlier statement, that Chipewyans lived
north and northeast of Lake Athabasca “in common under the names of Yellow-knives
(‘T’altsan Ottiné’), and Caribou-eaters (‘Ethen eldéli’).”479 Again, we see the word T’altson,
the name given to the Taltson River, used in conjunction with the Copper Indians.

As Randolph Freeman, the current Director of Lands Management for the Yellowknives Dènè
First Nation, has stated in this report prepared for the Deze Energy Corporation entitled
Historical Overview of the Rocher River/Taltson River/Tazin River Areas of the Northwest
Territories and Northern Saskatchewan and the Tazin River Water Diversion:
The word ‘Tatsanottine’ is the modern day equivalent of Fr. Emile
Petitot’s “T’altsan-ottiné” and synonymous with Franklin’s
“Copper Indians”, “Red Knives”, “Yellow Knife”, “Yellow
Knives” and should not be confused with the Yellowknives Dènè,
the primarily Dogrib group, living in Yellowknife, Detah and
N’Dilo, who adopted the name Yellowknives by Band Council
Resolution in the early 1990s.480
However, there is a stronger connection between the Copper Indians and the southeast shore
of Great Slave Lake. On both the map published with Petitot’s 1891 memoir and the map
published with his 1883 article, the present-day Taltson River is designated respectively as
the Tρaltsan-dessè or “Yellowknives R[iver] or T’al’tson Déssè R[iver].”481
The map, which accompanied Petitot’s 1883 article, depicts the Copper Indians south of Great
Slave Lake and east of Slave River (likely at Rocher/Taltson river); the Chipewyans, south of
Lake Athabasca and east of the Athabasca River; and the “Rein-Deer Eaters” north of Lake of
479
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the Hills, straddling the Black Bear Mountains to the east of the Caribou Mountains and the
southeast of Whitefish Lake.482

On a map drawn by Richard King while on the Back expedition in 1836, the Taltson River
was given the name “Copper Indian River” (see map 10: left center of map).483 Earlier Peter
Fidler, a fur trader who explored the region in 1791 and 1792, wrote that the name of the river
was “Tall chu dezza,” or “Red Knife [River]”. He also used the terms “Coppermine Indians”
and “Coppermine river Indians” in referring to the Yellowknives.484

The above noted records and maps put to rest the belief that the Yellowknives had expanded
to the Taltson River during the mid 1800's as they were recorded as using and occupying a
territory that ran from the Yellowknife River on the north side of the lake to the Taltson River
on the south side dating from at least the time of contact.
Petitot referd to the Taltson River as “Tou-bau-dessé” in the text of his 1883 article, which
accords with Back’s name of “Thu-wu-desseh” for a river in that area, which is depicted on
his 1836 map.485
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Map 10: Map drawn by King on which he names the Taltson River the Copper Indian River486

Petitot noted in a letter written from St. Joseph Mission in 1863, that:
The Saint-Joseph's Mission was founded by Mgr Faraud five years
ago [1858]. There, I replaced the R.P. Eynard, who left some days
after my arrival to visit the Dogrib natives who inhabit the shores of
486
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the end of the lake [most likely the north-west corner of the lake].
The Indians who frequent the mission Saint-Joseph are the
Montaignais or Chipewyans, whose proper name is Dènè, that is to
say, the “real men”; the Yellowknives or Tratsan-ottiné, and the
Indians of lac aux Buffles: Edjiéré troukénadé [translated from
French].487
In his 1891 mémoires, Autour du Grand Lac des Esclaves, Petitot wrote:
A word about the Yellowknives whose name I have often
mentioned in these pages. I have said that the Dènè population who
frequented my mission on Moose Island amounted in 1863 to 660
souls. They belong to two tribes: the Chipewyans or Montagnais,
and the Yellowknives or Copper people, for this is what their Indian
name, Tρatsan-Ottinè, means [translated from French].488
These two statements, considered in the context of his comprehensive 1891 classification,
inform us that the two groups who traded at Fort Resolution in the 1860s were (1) the Copper
Indians, or Tρatsan-Ottinè, considered to be a regional subgroup of the broader category of
Dènè; (2) The Chipewyans, or in Petitot's estimation, the Mountainees; and (3) the people
from Buffalo Lake, or Edkiéré troukénadé. In later years the Buffalo Lake Indians were not
noted as a distinct people, and they rarely appear in the historical documentation. Also worth
noting at this time is the lack of Dogribs in Fort Resolution. Dogribs were not recorded at Fort
Resolution until the 1881 census.
In his 1891 memoir, Petitot recorded only two distinct native encampments in the area: “I left
my Dènè flock, the Tchippewayans [Chipewyans] and the Couteaux-Jaunes [Yellow-Knives],
the former camped at Fort Resolution, the others around my residence on Moose Island
[translated from French].”489
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In April 1864, after only a year at the St. Joseph Mission, Petitot travelled north to the mission
at Old Fort Rae (on the north arm of Great Slave Lake) and observed the peaceful coexistence of the Dogribs and the Yellowknives:

A few days after my arrival at Fort Rae, I saw a numerous band of
Dogribs on the lakeshore. These Indians make up the tribe nearest
to the fort. They live almost always with the Yellowknives as their
neighbours, and they understand Chipewyan perfectly. Many even
speak it [translated from French].490
This is an interesting statement given that elder Jean-Baptiste Sa-naïn-di had told Petitot that:
The Tρa-tsan Ottinè or Yellowknives, our sworn enemies in the
past. These mountains that you see, the mountains of the
Dogribs, were the boundary of our respective territories. Today
they never hunt here. They, like us, have moved south.491

1880–1889
Unfortunately, other than the census noted above, during this period there are few surviving
records. The available post journals for Fort Resolution do not cover the years 1880—1885.
They do resume again, however, in 1886 and continue until 1889. The only other available
written account related to this period is one published by big game hunter Warburton Pike. He
visited the area between 1889 and 1890 and eventually published his account in 1892. Pike
travelled north from Fond du Lac as far as the Coppermine River on the Barren Lands, and
encountered evidence of Copper Indians, Copper Indians themselves, and reports of Dogribs.
m What's more, Pike was accompanied onto the "Barren Ground" by the Yellowknives. He
wrote that he had “come from far across the big water on purpose to see the country of the
Yellow Knives”.492

Pike met with "Zinto, the chief of the Yellow Knives" and his band at Camsell Lake between
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Great Slave Lake and Mackay Lake in 1889.493 At their meeting, Pike asked Zinto to lend him
a party to hunt muskoxen in the Barren Lands, and "Zinto," as he is also called, "was very
pleased to see a white man on his hunting-ground."494 As a result, Zinto promised several of
"his young men" that they could accompany Pike on his trek.495 However, he warned Pike that
the Yellowknives' territory was a much more difficult region in which to hunt muskoxen
during the winter than was the Dogribs’ territory because the Dogribs’ was closer to the
woods (and thus the treeline):
. . . musk-ox hunt in snow-time was hard; only the bravest of his
young men went, and last year was the first time they had made the
attempt. The Dog-Ribs who traded at Fort Rae often went but they
had an easier country, as the musk-ox were nearer the woods.496
On November 11th 1889, Pike set out with Zinto's brother, Marlo, and several other Yellow
Knife Indians, including a man named Salbatha.497 On their journey they travelled north of
Great Slave Lake along Mackay Lake, passed Lac de Gras, and then travelled further north
where Pike's travels took him off his own map into the area on which he has written: "musk
ox numerous" (see map 11).498

They relied upon caribou meat for sustenance at the beginning of their trip, but as they had left
during the beginning of the winter and were travelling north they moved in the opposite
direction to the caribou which were moving south and west into the transitional forest.499
Eventually they came to rely upon the musk-ox for meat.
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Pike and company, on their way back to Fort Resolution (Pike's original starting place),
encountered Zinto's camp south of Camsell Lake on Lac du Rocher On December 7th,
1889.500 This camp had been referred to a number of times in the Hudson's Bay Company Fort
Resolution records for this period. These accounts describe 'Zinto (also recorded as Zinto by
Pike and Dzintu and Dzinto by factor James Klett) and the Yellowknives moving from their
camp near Camsell Lake down toward Fort Resolution to trade meat and furs:
April 25th 1887: “a Party of 10 Indians arrived brought a few Furs
but no meat at 12 OClock tonight 2 Indians arrived from Dzintu
Camp brought news of meat in Cache for the Fort.”501
April 27th 1887: “Jan Sandison & [illegible] Mandeville start early
this morning to Dzintu Camp for 2 sleds of half dry meat but it is
doubtful if they bring much if this weather continues.”502
May 28th 1887: “Dzintu & 4 others arrived brought a few Furs & a
little meat. I and Mr. King Equipped them at once they are anxious
to be off as the Ice is getting bad.”503
October 5th 1888: “Dzinto and Lockharts band started off to their
wintering quarters apparently well satisfied.”504
April 30th 1889: “Michel & I arranging Dzinto Capot Blanc and
other Indians who arrived yesterday.”505
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Map 11: Pike's map of his muskox hunt in the Barren Lands from 1892. Note the various annotations he
has made to his map: "Musk ox numerous" (very top), "Yellow Knife Encampment" (east of McLeod's
Bay), "Great Fish River" and "Esquimaux encampment" (top right corner), and "L. Camsell," Zinto's
camp (south of Lake Mackay).506
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Zinto, referred to as "the chief of the Yellow Knives" by Warburton Pike, signed the Treaty 8
Adhesion as Head Man of the Yellowknives in 1900 under the name Tzin-tu.507 Another
Yellowknife Head Man who signed the Treaty 8 Adhesion in 1900 with the name Ate-ee-zen
was documented by name twice in the Fort Resolution post journals.508 In the fort records he
is called "Et the zin":
July 5th 1888: "Et the zin and a few others arrived brought the meat
boat that got frozen in on her way from Fond du Lac last fall.”509
July 24th1888: “Et the zin start this morning to Fond du Lac with
the Meat Boat King Beaulieu and his sons and all they Indians.”510
On May 16th 1888, James Klett recorded Yellowknives arriving at the Fort. Unfortunately, he
failed to mention which direction they were arriving from:
A party of the Yellow Knives arrived brought a little meat and a
few furs. I & Michel equipped them at once the all start across in
the afternoon to pass the night at the mission.511
On February 25th 1888, Klett observed:
At 7 O clock this morning Moise Mandeville start to Buffalo River
with Lousian Dosinare [sic: likely Louison Dosnoir] to enable him
to get to Buffalo Lake as quick as possible . . . King Beaulieu,
Pierre Beaulieu & Son, Francais Bealulieu, Oliver Hoole all start
off in the afternoon after a band of Deer that passed about a spell
from the Fort this is the first time Deer knowen [sic] to pass so
close to the Fort.512
A point of interest regarding the above quote is the identity of the individual "Lousian
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Dosinare." Rene Fumoleau has also called Louison Ahthay, the chief for the Chipewyans
during the Treaty 8 Adhesion signing at Fort Resolution, Louison Dosnoir.513 Lousian
Dosinare, in James Klett's hand, is most likely a corruption of Chief Louison Dosnoir of the
Chipewyans signing the Treaty 8 Adhesion at Fort Resolution.

1890–1899
Warburton Pike's hunt continued in the 1890s. Several days after New Years, Pike rested at
Fort Resolution after the hunt described above. Zinto travelled south to meet him in order to
arrange for Pike's next hunt. As an end to his travels in the Barren Lands, Pike wished to
descend the Great Fish River (see map 11 above). Zinto, with his travelling companion Syene,
responded to Pike's request:
They [Zinto and Syene] told us that there was no difficulty in
reaching the head-waters of the river, as the Indians were in the
habit of coming there every summer.514
Zinto's role in this plan was to provide caches of caribou meat for supplies, and young men
who would be willing to travel into this county. Zinto was to meet Pike at Fond du Lac, the
party's jumping off point, and give him the supplies he needed for his journey. Unfortunately,
because of a limited caribou hunt and a feast he was required to hold for the Dogribs, Zinto
did not provide Pike with caribou, although he did provide men for the journey. On Pike’s last
hunt, the Yellowknives had been satisfactory hunters of muskoxen north of the lake. However,
Great Fish River lies northeast of Great Slave Lake in Eskimo territory: the Yellowknives
would be the best individuals to lead the way there, but once they entered Eskimo territory,
fighting was sure to ensue. The Yellowknives were wary. Nonetheless, they served as Pike's
guide during the 1890 exploration. But, as expected, once they left Yellowknife territory on
the Great Fish River, the Yellowknife Indians quickly became wary515:
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We camped at the foot of a high sand-butte covered with flowers
and moss, and found a bunch of willows on the bank of the river.
There were indications that someone had camped on the same spot
many years ago; small sticks had been chopped with an axe, and
bones of caribou were lying in heaps on the ground. The Yellow
Knives at once said it was an old Esquimaux camp, and it was
evident that they had little inclination to go farther downstream;
more probably the chopping was done by a band of Dog-Ribs,
whose hunting grounds lie to the west.516
Eventually the party continued on, returning, again, to Fort Resolution. The HBC Fort
Resolution post journals resumed in 1891 but ended again in 1895. These accounts continued
to place the Chipewyans and Copper Indians/Yellowknives at both Fort Resolution and
hunting far afield. These passages reiterate those cited in the previous sections of this report.
Dzinto, Pike’s guide, appears a great deal in the Fort Resolution post journals from the 1890s:
July 8th 1891: “Dzinto and band arrived today.”517
November 25th 1892: “Dzinto and Paul who are working on this
side of the Lake arrived but brought little or no furs.”518
December 26th 1892: “Dzinto, Black Head and all the other Indians
arrived last Saturday but brought little furs having probably been
trading what little the [sic] had with Marten, Castore & some of the
Indians from the North Side of the Lake also arrived bringing a few
furs.”519
April 12th 1893: “two Indians arrived from Beniahs & Dzinto’s
camp with a little meat and fur supplies for the Muskox hunt.”520
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July 7th 1893: “Dzinto & party arrived with their, they gave us all
their hunts."521
February 27th 1894: “A Band of Indians from Dzinto arrived with
some meat so there is no danger to starve I think.”522
October 7th 1894: “Dzintoo & party arrived this evening late with
meat.”523
April 24th 1895: “Rev. Pere Dupire arrived to-day with a party of
Dzintoo Indians . . . brought a little meat & fur.”524
Dzinto (also called Zinto, 'Zinto, Dzintu, Dzintoo, and Tzin-tu) is described as a camp site, a
band of Indians, and an individual. The camp site is presumably the same one that Pike
encountered near Camsell Lake.525 The band (the "Dzintoo Indians") then would logically be
those individuals who came from this site and who were subject to Dzinto, the individual.526
"Dzinto and Band," as recorded throughout the Fort Resolution post journals of the 1890s,
were seen transporting meat and furs from north, south, and east of Great Slave Lake just as
they had in the previous decade.527

Chief Snuff of the Yellowknives is recorded at Fort Resolution in the fort journals a number
of times during this period (1890 – 1899).528 Two references to Snuff with his “party” have
been provided below. In the second, written on October 4th 1894, it was recorded that Chief
Snuff carried well over 150 pounds of meat into the fort:
June 14th 1894: “Two Indians arrived did not bring their fur but
coming for a little Tea & Tobacco for Little Baptiste & Snuff’s
party.” 529
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October 4th 1894: “Settled Old Snuff party. they had 150 lbs Meat
32 lbs Grease & 18 lbs Pounded meat & 4 toungues.” 530
Klett, on September 24th 1894, again noted Yellowknives coming into Fort Resolution, but
this time he had not made reference to them in conjunction with their Head Man or Chief:
A party of Yellow Knifes Indians arrived today with Meat &
Grease. Had a rather strong interview with old Pierre Beaulieu.531
Klett recorded the names of individuals who came to trade at the fort. However, due to
insufficient information, it is impossible to determine who exactly these individuals were. It is
assumed that there were many more examples of both Chipewyans and Copper/ Yellowknife
Indians frequenting Fort Resolution and bearing meat and fur from the Barren Lands and
various other locations around Great Slave Lake. Regardless, Klett named several individuals,
in his journal, although those that are easily identifiable are largely Chiefs and Head Men.

Below is an example pertaining to Louison Dos Noire, also known as Louison Ahthay (Head
Man for the Chipewyans in the 1900 Treaty 8 Adhesion at Fort Resolution) and Lousian
Dosinare (as described above), visiting Fort Resolution from Buffalo Lake in the Buffalo
River water system (south of Great Slave Lake) on July 2nd 1891532:
The Buffaloe [sic] Lake Indians arrived today. Ajerricon & Louison
Dos Noire Parties bringing good hunts. Two or three Fort Smith
Indians arrived with them from the same place.533

1900–1909
Treaty 8 was “signed” in 1899 by Indians of the present-day Northwest Territories,
Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British Columbia. During the Treaty party's travels from
Edmonton to Lesser Slave Lake, Fort Chipewyan, Fond du Lac, and finally Smith
530
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Landing/Fort Smith, the Slaves of Upper Hay River persuaded Laird, Ross, and McKenna that
they should also be given Treaty.534 In 1900 "[t]he Dogrib, Yellowknife, Slavey and
Chipewyan bands, inhabiting the shores of the Great Slave Lake, met with the Treaty party at
Fort Resolution" to sign the 1900 Treaty 8 Adhesion.535
Three individuals “made their mark” for the "Dog Ribs": Dried Geese (as Chief), Way-mi-ah
(as Head Man), and Crap-wa-tee (as Head Man).536 For the "Slaves of Hay River," Sunrise
and Lamelise “signed”, both as Head Men.537 Snuff, Tzin-tu, and Ate-ee-zen “signed” for the
"Yellow Knives." Despite Pike's claim that Tzin-tu is "Chief of the Yellow Knives," both he
and Ate-ee-zen (both of whom were seen often in Fort Resolution from 1880 to 1899) signed
as Head Men, while Snuff signed as Chief.538 For the Chipewyans, Louison Ahthay (or, as we
have established, Dosnoir) signed as Chief, while Oliver Ajjericon, Vital Lamoëlle, and
Paulette Chandelle all signed as Head Men.539

In 1971 June Helm conducted interviews among Dogrib elders. One such interviewee gave a
an account of the signing of the Treaty 8 Adhesion at Fort Resolution. In Joseph (Susie)
Abel's narration of the events, he indicated that the people at Fort Resolution had been
starving and signed the treaty for the food and money involved in the transaction. However,
they did so only after repeatedly questioning whether Indian Affairs or the Government of
Canada would restrict their hunting rights:
Before Treaty, we used to come [to Resolution] every summer to
sell our furs, so that's the place everybody joins together . . . After
534
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we got into Resolution, after we sold our fur, there were lots of
people. There wasn't much to eat—no fish or game—so some
people left to go back where they could find something to eat. We
stayed at the fort. We couldn't move back to the bush because my
mother was really sick. Finally she died. After she died, we heard
that they were going to pass treaty, that the agent would come. Dad
says, "We may as well eat." So we started to hunt for ducks, moose,
something to eat.
A man came in paddling a birchbark canoe. He had happened to see
the agent coming with a boat. [The reference is to the person termed
"Commissioner," J.A. Macrae, in the Treaty records.] The man
says, "He will be here any time now. Maybe in one or two nights."
Then another guy came in. He said that the agent's boat was coming
closer, but travelling awful slow. They had no engines, just rowing.
Across from Resolution Fort is the Mission Island, and there is a
little sny between the island and the mainland. The man says, "They
are in the channel right now."
Finally, the agent shows up. They came up the sny, crossing the
bay. We had never seen a scow before. It was just like a little rocky
island, it was so big. And when he gets closer, we see a red cloth.
We know now that it was a flag. They are getting closer, closer.
Now we see the big oars, splashing water once in awhile, one oar
for one man . . . The sun was just setting. After sundown they
landed.
The agent walked up to meet us. He says, "I'm pleased to see all this
bunch. It is late in the season. I was afraid everyone had left for the
bush. On the Queen's [Queen Victoria] word, I have come with
money. I'm going to issue the money to all the Indians. I am pleased
that lots of people are still here." And one of the Indian leaders
(denerak'awo) told the agent: "You are glad to meet us. But
everyone is pretty near starving. We were supposed to leave the
fort. But we heard you were coming, so we've been waiting without
food." The agent said, "I haven't got much food, but I brought some
flour and bacon. I can give you some flour and bacon for the kids
and old people. It is late now, so we won't talk more. But I will give
you 700 pounds of flour and 300 pounds of bacon. You can divide
it among yourselves."
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So the Indians took the flour. One of the leaders gave it all out to
the people. They opened the sack and gave a cup to every person. In
those days we didn't have much dishes. So some guys take their
shirts out and they took the flour in their shirts. But some, even in
their camp, had nothing to put the flour in. Some women, in those
days they wore aprons, they picked up their aprons to put the flour
in. Someone cut the bacon. They threw it in the apron on top of the
flour. When they had given out all of the flour and bacon, everyone
was so happy, they were frying bacon and cooking bannock. You
could hardly see all night from the smoke of the frying bacon.
The agent said, "Tomorrow I am going to put up a tent. We will
have a meeting before I give money. Everyone, old and young, has
got to come and hear what is said . . .
The next day they came back to the tent for treaty. When they had
all gathered. Drygeese spoke to the agent: "Don't hide anything that
I don't hear. Maybe later on you are going to stop us from hunting
or trapping or chopping trees or something. So tell me the truth. I
want to know before we take treaty." The agent says, " I do what
I'm told—to give you fellows money. There will be no trouble for
nobody. We won't stop anything.
Drygeese: "If that's the way it is, I want to tell you something. [As
you, the agents, have said:] As long as the world don't change, the
sun don't change, the river don't change, we will like to have
peace—if it is that way, we will take the money and I want you
[agent] to sign that that's the way it's going to be."
The Agent says, "OK." So he signs the paper. They gave us the
money now . . .
So they gave us treaty.540
With the signing of the Treaty 8 Adhesion in July 1900, the Department of Indian Affairs
(DIA) assumed control of the administration of the Indians trading at Fort Resolution's.
540
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Shortly after this, the Federal government introduced conservation measures through the
development and implementation of hunting regulations. This is described in greater detail
later on in the present chapter. Despite the new regulations, the DIA records reflect similar
patterns of territorial use of the region to those recorded in the HBCjournals. Both the DIA
and HBC sources reference Chipewyans and Yellowknife/Copper Indians hunting on the
Barren Lands and exploiting its resources.

The Dogribs are not mentioned in the above reference because, as noted earlier, prior to 1881
there was no written record of Dogrib Indians trading at Fort Resolution and little reference
post-1900 except for government paylists associated with the distribution of treaty annuity
payments. The 1881 census conducted by the HBC for the Athabasca District, entitled Census
of the Population of the District of Athabaska 1881 is the first account of Dogribs south of
Great Slave Lake.541 Nevertheless, in July 1899, three Dogrib "Chiefs" signed the Treaty 8
Adhesion.542

J.A. Macrae, the Commissioner for Treaty No. 8, reported that the Caribou Eaters were
accepted into Treaty:
Some caribooeaters, belonging to the country east of Smith’s
Landing on Great Slave River, also came into treaty, but they
were incorporated with the Chipewyan band of Smith’s Landing,
being allied thereto.543
In 1909, H.A. Conroy, the Department of Indian Affairs Inspector for Treaty 8, wrote:

. . . two hundred miles north of Fort Smith is Fort Resolution, on the
south side of Great Slave lake. Here there are three bands of
Indians—Chipewyans,
Dogribs
and
Yellowknives.
The
541
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Chipewyans, the smallest band, reside on the south side of
Great Slave lake, and are also in the buffalo country, where
they hunt. They live chiefly on fish. The Yellowknives come from
Yellowknife river, a country that I know very little about, but, from
the information that I have received from themselves, the country is
very rocky and barren. They are also in the caribou district, and kill
a large number of these animals every year. These people are
simple in their habits and are good hunters. They have a few poor
shacks, and, as they are nomadic, do not reside in one place very
long.544
Plate 40: 1903: Unidentified trader and trappers in front of the Hislop and Nagle Company store, Fort
Resolution545

Also of interest is Conroy's classification of the Copper Indians as “nomadic.” The patterns of
movement of the Copper Indians are more accurately described as "seasonal rounds" within a
territorial range. As Javenpra and Brumbach note:
544

Conroy, H. A. (1909). Supplementary Report of Inspector for Treaty No. 8, Department of Indian Affairs,
Ottawa, 19 February 1909. In Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs for the Year Ended March 31
1909. Dominion of Canada. Ottawa: C.H. Parmelee. Part 1, p. 201.
545
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A man's (and by extension, his family's) network of winter hunting
areas and encampments were not randomly distributed, but rather
comprised a "chain" of loosely contiguous areas within the larger
kesyehot'ine mosaic of hunting areas. A family gained usufructory
access to a particular chain by the socialization experience of its
hunters, and it moved around or across the chain of hunting areas
primarily by activating ties of silot'ine [bilateral kindred].546
Later that same year, Conroy reported the following regarding the Indians who traded at Fort
Smith:
Caribou was plentiful and they had quite a quantity of dried meat
left for summer and fall use. Part of this band roam on the edge of
the Barren land and seldom come in together except to barter their
fur.547

1910–1919
In 1912, A.J. Bell, the Fort Smith Indian Agent, who was now in charge of the
administration of Fort Resolution, observed the fundamental connection between the
caribou hunt and the well-being of the Great Slave Lake Indians:
The caribou hunt is a failure. This is a serious matter for these
Indians, as they in a measure depend upon these animals for their
winter’s food.548
However, in 1913, he proclaimed:
Cariboo were fairly plentiful and moose were killed in large
numbers in the early part of the winter. These conditions serve to

546
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make this a most prosperous year for the Indians at Smith [Landing]
and Fort Smith.549
In the same year, H. A. Conroy, the Inspector for Treaty No. 8, expressed his frustration with
the Chipewayan preference for hunting and trapping over wage labour:
This is a most difficult country to get even the simplest manual
labour done in. The Indian, who is a trapper and hunter, does not
work at ordinary labour, as he can make more money in a way that
he prefers by the latter than the former way.550
Conroy noted in 1916:
Caribou had been plentiful during the winter, and, in consequence,
the Indians did not undergo any scarcity of food . . .
The Chipewyans and Yellowknives had experienced no destitution
during the winter, but one section of the Dogrib band had lived in
some degree of want, until word had been sent in to the police at
Resolution and provisions were dispatched.551
More detailed information regarding the use of both the caribou and the Barren Lands during
this period can be found in Charles Camsell’s 1916 report entitled An Exploration of the Tazin
and Taltson Rivers North West Territories. Although Camsell had little understanding of
seasonal rounds, or of hunting and fishing as a lifestyle, it is useful to quote relevant
observations from his report. Camsell provided a sense of the seasonality of the subsistence
activities around Great Slave Lake and the great distances the Chipewyans and Dogribs would
travel to procure game:
Both the Chipewyans and Dogribs live a roving life, moving from
place to place throughout the year, according to the migration of the
game. They have no permanent dwellings and make no attempt to
549
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cultivate the soil. They obtain a precarious living by hunting and
fishing, and supply themselves with clothing, guns, ammunition,
and other necessaries by the sale of their furs. Both tribes have
made treaties with the government and visit the trading posts
usually in June or July for the purpose of receiving the
government’s annual grant of money. After this they return to their
hunting grounds and towards the end of the summer most of them
congregate on the borders of the barren land to hunt caribou.552
The Yellowknives were often grouped together with the Chipewyans. In the 1914 Department
of Indian Affairs Annual Report, A.J. Bell noted that the territory of the Yellowknife Indians
included regions north of the lake:
The Yellowknives inhabit the north shore of Great Slave Lake to
the east of Yellowknife river, along that river and the Lockhart, also
upon the southeast shore of Slave lake.553
And, in 1916, H.J. Bury noted the "Yellow-knife Band" hunting in the region:

[I]n regard to the musk-oxen . . . [t]he Indians of the Yellow-knife
Band hunt these animals in the vicinity of the Artillery Lakes.554
In 1913, the Roman Catholic Mission school was constructed at Fort Resolution. Forty-one
students were enrolled, with an average attendance of thirty-five.555:
At Resolution, the Roman Catholic Mission erected a new school
building, which has only been occupied a year . . . The building
itself is on high ground; and the hundred yards between it and the
lake have been cleared so that the school is the most prominent
552
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landmark at Resolution.556

1920–1929
Department of Indian Affairs records contain regular references to the Chipewyans, Copper
Indians, and Dogribs hunting on the Barren Lands from 1920 to 1929 for muskox, caribou,
moose, and fur-bearing animals such as the arctic fox. These accounts are significant in that
they provide information regarding the Chipewyans’ continued hunting in the Barren Lands.
Although by the early 1900s the numbers of residents at the forts began to increase, and the
native peoples of Great Slave Lake continued to be described as dependent upon hunting.
Deputy Superintendent General Duncan C. Scott wrote in 1920:
These Indians are solely dependent upon fishing and hunting. In
view of their nomadic mode of life it is difficult to induce them to
take up agricultural pursuits, and they do no farming or gardening,
with the exception of a few living in the vicinity of the forts, who
raise some potatoes.557
There continued to be regular references to Fort Resolution Indians hunting on the Barren
Lands in the Department of Indian Affairs correspondence. In October 1927, Fred Lind at
Artillery Lake signed a sworn statement regarding the wanton "slaughter" of caribou by
Indians "each fall"558:

. . . cariboo [sic] are wantonly slaughtered, each fall, in the district
surrounding Artillery Lake [in the Barren Lands], by Indians who
visit Resolution at treaty time.559
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Lind failed to comprehend the sheer number of caribou required to feed, house, and clothe a
family in a given year. A.C. McCaskil, a trapper who had made his headquarters at Hinde
Lake, wrote in a report to Ottawa in June 1927:

During the fall of 1926 the caribou migrated south through
Dubawnt lake District as far as Reindeer Lake thence swung north
west passing Selwyn and Wholdaia Lakes . . . The Indian tribes
numbering approximately 200, slaughtered the caribou in large
numbers . . . This tribe of Indians are known as the Chipewyan and
take treaty at Fond du Lac, and summer at Black Lake.560
In 1930 Constable R.C. Gray, the officer commanding the RCMP of the Great Slave Lake
sub-district at Fort Smith, stated:
I have the honour to report that on July 16th, 1930, I went to an
Indian Camp . . . in this camp were about ten families of
Chipewyan and Dogrib Indians . . . The chiefs of the Band were
away at the time being still away at Resolution for Treaty. So we
finally agreed to wait until they arrived and see what they had to
say . . . unfortunately when they arrived I was just leaving on a
patrol and when I returned they had moved up to Artillery
Lake.561
Constable Gray’s report reveals three key facts: first, we know that in 1930 Chipewyans who
took treaty at Resolution had encampments around Fort Smith; second, we know that these
people did not stay in these encampments, just as they did not permanently live at Fort
Resolution, despite taking treaty there; and finally, we know that the Chipewyans who took
their treaty at Resolution also continued to hunt around Artillery Lake to the north and east of
Great Slave Lake within the watershed that would be impacted by the Gahcho Kué mine.

At the turn of the twentieth century, an increasing number of white trappers pushed into the
560
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Great Slave Lake area, In the process they negatively impacted the ecosystem. In January
1923, D.N. Murdoff of the Northern Trading Co. in Fort Resolution wrote to O.S. Finnie,
Commissioner of the NWT, explaining:
Last year the influx of trappers was so great that, in some sections,
there is a very grave danger that the animals will become extinct . . .
Between Resolution and Smith we have no less than fifty-five white
trappers (a trapper for every three miles) so you can get some idea
how devoid of game this district will be after this winter. Heretofore
this territory has been supporting ten to fifteen families from year to
year, but this winter they have all been forced to abandon their
homes and seek other trapping grounds.562
This quotation indicates that the movement of the natives living between Fort Resolution and
Fort Smith, most likely the Chipewyans, was not only dictated by caribou movements or the
animals they trapped, but was, at times, limited by competition with the white trappers. This
competition forced some families away from their traditional hunting and trapping grounds.
In August of the same year, two groups of Chipewyans and Copper Indians filed a complaint
with the Indian Agent at Fort Resolution regarding white trappers' destruction of muskrat
lodges and their wanton killing of beavers. The Chipewyans and Copper Indians demanded
that a type of game reserve be set aside for their use:
The chief complaint of these two bands [Chipewyan and Copper
Indians], was the white trapper, who, they claim, destroy the rat
houses in trapping, also killing beavers without leaving some for
the maintenance of the fur. The districts which the Indians claim
should be protected, are: The mouth of the Slave River, Rocher
river (Taltson), Lockart river [flows from Fort Reliance northward
toward Artillery Lake in the Barren Lands], and extreme end of the
Lake.563
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Further, in regards to the white wolf's highly sought-after trade:
The Indians claim that the wolfers are working on their main road
to the hunting grounds of the barren lands.564
In 1927, the presence of white trappers in the Barren Lands was noted by Baptiste Nataway of
Smith Landing, which corresponded with the Chipewyan and Copper Indian fears:
[i]n September whilst in the Barren Lands hunting I came across a
whiteman’s tent with no one in it.565
Furthermore, a report from the Department of Indian Affairs corroborated this:
I have the honour to report that upon word being received that
Indians had found the remains of a white trapper near the Barren
lands, you instructed me to patrol to that district and investigate.566
The incident of the Indians finding the white trapper indicates that during the 1920s
Chipewyans living near, and trading at, Fort Resolution and Fort Smith were regularly visiting
the Barren Lands to hunt caribou. Their reliance upon the waterways feeding into the Barren
Lands for the trapping of beaver and marten and the hunting of caribou is illustrated by their
desire to remove the white trappers from the Barren Lands. In the next section we describe
how government agents created and enforced laws, regulations, and policies with the goal of
limiting the Great Slave Lake Indians' use of the Barren Lands.

1920–1939: Forcing First Nations off the Land to Make Way for Industry
This report has documented the continuous presence of the Chipewyans and Copper Indians
564
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on the Barren Lands for as long as there has been a recorded history of the region. However,
as with all other indigenous groups in Canada, the Chipewyans and Copper Indians were
subject to policies, laws, and regulations designed to give the Canadian government farreaching control over the indigenous peoples' lives, lands, and livelihoods.

In the 1920s the Department of Indian Affairs and the Department of the Interior began to
restrict hunting and trapping for both white and native hunters in the Great Slave Lake region.
These limitations were often justified as necessary for conservation purposes. One example is
the establishment of the Game Sanctuary in the Barren Lands in 1927 for the protection of the
muskox population. Indian Affairs, the Department of the Interior, and the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police all began to enact tougher regulations, which often served to restrict the
movement of indigenous peoples. Nonetheless, despite the Canadian Government's attempts
to regulate their way of life, Chipewyans continued to make annual trips to the Barren Lands
to hunt caribou and other animals.
Ironically, much of the Government’s initial hysteria over the supposed dwindling populations
of game was fed by the incursion of white trappers into the region, not the misuse of natural
resources by indigenous peoples. In fact, in the 1920s, Chipewyan (as discussed earlier) and
other native hunters were increasingly concerned about the presence of white trappers on the
Barren Lands. They often complained to Indian Agents and the RCMP, and suggested that
game preserves be set up for their exclusive use. Some RCMP officers agreed. G.F. Fletcher
wrote on November 21st 1922,
It would appear that now is the time to reserve these lands for
Indian Trapping before the situation gets too acute. I would say for
instance that the country along the north shore of the Great Slave
Lake as far North as Great Bear Lake should be reserved entirely
for Indians, this country at present supports the largest band of
Indians, in the north. The trouble caused by white trappers is not
only that they take up trap lines used for ages by Indians, but also
from their systematic way of trapping with several cabins and

199

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

numerous traps and long traplines they quickly denude the country
of fur.567
The DIA and its agents, in fact, agreed with the RCMP. They were particularly worried that if
the local indigenous populations were unable to feed themselves, the Canadian Government
would have to provide welfare for Indians. In 1923, D.N. Murdoff, the Assistant General
Manager of The Northern Trading Company in Fort Resolution, noted that:
Between Resolution and Smith we have no less than fifty-five white
trappers (a trapper for every three miles) so you can get some idea
how devoid of game this district will be after this winter . . . 568
Further, due to this influx of white trappers:
The inevitable outcome of this influx will be that the country will
soon be trapped out, the Indian destitute, with no means of
supporting himself. The Government will be compelled to feed and
cloth [sic] the whole population. There will be no alternative that
we can see as, unlike other districts, there is no occupation that the
Indian can turn to make a living . . . 569
Murdoff then recommended:
I am sure you will see the advisability of making some restrictions
to exclude these trappers before more damage has been done,
leaving the Indian a self supporting people . . . 570
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Two months later, Conroy concurred with Murdoff's recommendation in a Memorandum to
Duncan Scott, the Deputy Superintendent General of the Department of Indian Affairs:
In order to maintain them as a self-supporting people, it is necessary
to preserve their means of gaining a livelihood, and therefore the fur
bearing animals must be rigourously [sic] protected. These animals
are even now pretty scarce. If aliens are allowed to hunt them it will
be just so much worse for the inhabitants of the country, and
eventually for the Department, which will be called upon to support
them.571
In the early 1920s, conservation measures were justified by an appeal for the preservation of
fur-bearing animal populations across the territory. Despite the many dissident voices that
stated that this sort of action would eventually force the Canadian Government to support the
north's indigenous population, the regulations were enacted.

Although the Indian Agents and RCMP officers in the region were concerned about the
outsiders trapping beaver and muskrat, they were equally concerned that the Great Slave Lake
Indians were killing too many caribou. For example, in September 1923, O.S. Finnie, Director
of the Northwest Territories and Yukon Branch of the Department of the Interior, wrote to
Duncan Campbell Scott, the Deputy Superintendent General of the Department of Indian
Affairs, quoting Sergeant S.C. Clay of the RCMP:
From enquiries made it as ascertained that natives from Fort Ray
[sic], Fort Good Hope, and Norman, congregate here in the Fall of
most years. Hundreds of caribou are indiscriminately slaughtered
annually in this portion of the Territory, very little of the meat is
used, the tongues and marrow from bones being mostly all that is
used, the balance of the animal allowed to remain on the ground.572
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However, Finnie’s assertion that the caribou were “indiscriminately slaughtered” exhibits his
lack of knowledge about the Chipewyan and Copper Indian subsistence rounds. As mentioned
earlier, to clothe each adult, approximately eight to ten hides were needed in winter (plus an
additional five per tent).573 It was necessary to kill a large number of caribou just to feed,
clothe, and house (in hide tents) a Chipewyan family. Though meat may have been left
behind, the skins were used to construct tents and make clothing. Additionally, as Peter Fidler
described much earlier in 1791:
. . . the Indians they all in general from the earlyest infancy used to
go without for 2 or 3 days frequently & some times nearly double
that time; as when they have any thing they can never rest till all is
consumed, it is always with them either a feast or a famine.574
Regardless, in October 1923, the local Supervisor of Indian Timber Lands, H.F. Bury, wrote
that Finnie’s report was “somewhat exaggerated”:
It is true that owing to the peculiar migratory habits of the barren
ground caribou, the Indians and Eskimo occasionally meet with
large herds of which they kill as many as they can at the time, but it
must be remembered that often for weeks and even months they do
not see any caribou and consequently when they meet with a good
herd they are inclined to kill as many as possible when they have
the opportunity, so as to provide against a future shortage of
meat.575
Nonetheless, Bury and the Indians were a minority voice—one that was often ignored.
Duncan Campbell Scott wrote a memo to all Indian Agents in 1923:
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At the time of the year when the northern Indian tribes such as the
Slaves, Dogribs, Yellowknives, Chipewyan, Hare, Loucheux and
Mountain congregate at the posts for treaty and the Delta Eskimo
arrive at Arctic Red River, McPherson, Aklavick, and Herschell
Island, interpreters should be instructed to point out to these natives
the folly of killing more caribou than they need, and to urge them
when they meet with herds whilst hunting, to merely kill a
sufficient number for their immediate needs and to positively
discontinue the practice of leaving dead carcasses to rot on the
ground.576
In April 1924, O.S. Finnie circulated a letter addressed to all “Indian People” in the north in
which he argued that they should kill less indiscriminately or they and their children would
suffer:
If the Indian kills many more caribou each year than he needs for
clothing and bedskins, after a while there will be only a few left,
and the Indians will be cold, and their children will be cold also.577
By 1929, both the Department of Indian Affairs and the Department of the Interior were trying
to actively regulate all hunting and fishing around the Great Slave Lake. New regulations
came into effect on July 1st 1929:
Under Section 7 of the Regulations for the Protection of Game in
the North West Territories, every Indian, Eskimo and Half-breed,
who hunts and traps in those Territories, is required to make a
statement on or after the 30th June in each year giving the number
and kinds of game killed by him during the preceding year.578
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Hunting and trapping was to be pursued “in season,” and local traditions were overlooked or
ignored. A letter from District Agent J.A. McDougall to Regional Director O.S. Finnie, dated
March 1930, sums up the thinking of Indian Affairs during this period:
Mr. Peter Baker has been travelling through the district east of Fort
Smith over a very extensive area for the past six years. He called at
this office yesterday to bring to my attention the fact that in his
opinion the Indians and White trappers near the Barrens are killing
off a very large number of caribou each year . . .
The Indians do not fish for dog feed but depend on caribou for this
purpose as well as for their own needs.
He suggests that Indians be supplied with fish nets by the
Government as a means of protecting the caribou, and insisting on
the Indians fishing for their dog feed instead of the excessive
slaughter of caribou for that purpose. There are a great many lakes
throughout the District teeming with fish.579
This letter is noteworthy because it illustrates just how the opinion of one white trapper was
taken seriously enough to make its way into Indian Affairs' correspondence. Instead of polling
local Indians, the Indian Agent argued that the Indians should fish for dog food rather than use
caribou as they had done for generations.

Chipewyans and Dogribs around Fort Smith were not pleased with now having to tell the
RCMP how many animals they had trapped or shot in the name of “conservation.” R.C. Gray,
a constable at the Fort Reliance RCMP detachment, wrote the following to his superior:
In this camp were about ten families of Chipewyan and Dogrib
Indians. I managed to get the Chipewyan to give me the amount of
fur caught after a great deal of explaining.
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The Dogrib Indians were very hostile as far as giving any
information as to the amount of fur they had caught and refused to
give me the desired information.580
This information was withheld and later forgotten, as game would be consumed before the
Indians returned to the Fort. As the Director of the Department of the Interior, O.S. Finnie,
stated in his October 22nd 1930 letter to Dr. Scott:
We desire to compile statistics of the game killed in the several
localities where the natives are to be found, but as the natives often
travel hundreds of miles to trade their furs it is apparent that the
traders' returns do not give us the required information.581
These regulations impacted the Indians of Fort Resolution as they limited what and when they
were able to eat. Instead, the Indian Agent at Fort Resolution, C. Bourget, wrote in January
1929 that the Indians at Fort Resolution should be allowed to kill more beaver—10 per family
member—because of the low supply of other game meats:
It will help the situation and give our Indians a chance to make a
living and exist while in the woods. Because the supply of meat is
not very plentiful this year, moose is scarce, caribou plentiful but in
the extreme end of the lake, and in the barren lands, so the beaver
may come handy when the Indians have not much to eat besides the
money brought by the pelt.582
The following year, J.K. Cornwall, an Indian Agent, sent a similar letter:
I would ask you to get such information as your Department has
dealing with the request that the Indians may be permitted to kill
beaver during the prime season—a privilege that has been denied
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them (notwithstanding treaty obligations) by Order-in-Council,
possibly inspired by the theoretical idea of conservation . . .
I am a believer in conservation when human happiness and life are
not jeopardized.583
In the interim, the Roman Catholic Mission at Fort Resolution began breeding fur-bearing
animals during the 1930s to counteract the recent game regulations. The RC Mission sought to
supplement the wages of the individuals affected who resided near the fort:
The R.C. Mission at Resolution have started a mink farm and have
done rather well so far, they have also built a building at
Snowdrift . . . I am also informed that the R. C. Mission intend to
establish a permanent Mission at Hay River next spring.584
Despite the efforts of the Roman Catholic Mission, in 1932 the fur trade began to falter:
Comparing our records of the [fur] prices realized in the American
and European markets, we find that prices today are fully fifty
percent lower than they were this time last year.
You will realize that such a reduction is being felt most keenly
among trappers everywhere, but particularly among the Indians and
Eskimos, who are wholly dependent upon the proceeds of their
hunts for their livelihood.585
The beaver problem continued on into 1931, as Parker noted:
The beaver question came up again this year and there is much to
be said in favour of some special consideration for the Indian. From
information I was able to obtain and personal observation, I am
583
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satisfied that beaver can safely be killed by Indians without
endangering their numbers. I am very much in favour of opening
the beaver season to Indians in the spring of 1931 on a limitation
basis, i.e. say fifteen to each hunter. In so far as killing of beaver by
white trappers is concerned, I am compelled to oppose it by every
possible means.586
These regulatory measures, instituted by the Department of the Interior, had unforeseen
consequences. In 1930, W.A.M. Truesdell, Indian Agent of the Fort Simpson Indian Agency,
noted that the ecosystem had somehow been disturbed by the hunting measures:

[F]ur has been very scarce for several years, the Indians have been
in straitened circumstance for some time . . . [However,] without
exception each told the same story of the rapid increase of the
beaver, the older men being especially vehement in stating that
never to their knowledge have the beaver been so plentiful as at
present.587
During this period, marten were near extinction, beaver (as mentioned previously) were
plentiful, and wolves were overabundant. The issues with the marten and beaver were
discussed in an RCMP report filed by Corporal J.L. Halliday:
The general opinion voiced by the Natives throughout the camps on
the above patrol were that Marten should be closed as they were
practically extinct in their entire trapping areas in the above
mentioned localities [Simpson Lake and Ga'cha'ke, Tsai Lake] . . .
The Natives idea is that Beaver should be opened and Marten
closed now, because if left any longer it will be a long time before
the Marten are plentiful enough to trap again.588
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In 1931 it was reported that the Hay River area was overpopulated with wolves. Without
permission from the Department of the Interior the wolves could not be killed. They were
threatening the town of Hay River, its inhabitant's traplines, and the animals in the vicinity
(and thus the ability of the inhabitants to hunt them). C. Bourget, the Indian Agent of the Fort
Resolution Indian Agency, noted:
I beg to inform the Department that we just received a report from
Hay River to the effect that the district is infested with timber
wolves this winter and according to rumors there would be bands of
wolves numbering as many as thirty five and the whole would
comprise nearly two hundred wolves, destroying the trap lines and
running the moose away from the country . . . One man at Hay river
is willing to try and help destroy them if granted permission from
the Department of The Interior, and we would respectfully
recommend that some action be taken to remove this drawback to
the natives hunting in the district.589
In 1932, Truesdell, the Indian Agent at Fort Simpson, reported:

As the wolves are becoming increasingly numerous in this part of
the Northwest Territories . . . I have received a large number of
complaints from Indians . . . [who] have reported that wolves have
consistently robbed their trap lines, their snares and even their fish
nets, and are driving the moose and caribou from their usual
hunting grounds so that it is becoming a serious menace to their
means of livelihood.590
Later that same year, the beaver situation was dealt with. E.J. Lemaire informed the Minister
of the Interior of a recent Order-in-Council that allowed more beavers to be taken during a
longer season (see figure 1):
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[U]nder the authority of Order in Council (P.C. 1461) dated 24th
June, 1931, the said close season was extended to the 31st
December, 1933, but provision was made, as a relief measure, for
the issue of permits to needy natives authorizing them to take
fifteen beaver each year during the period 15th January to 15th
May.591
The wolf problem was dealt with shortly thereafter. In the 1933 Northwest Territories Game
Regulations Handbook for the Information of the Public, the section entitled Wolf Bounties
reads:
1. On and after July 1, 1933 a bounty of $15 on each wolf killed in
the Northwest Territories or in the Wood Buffalo Park will be paid
conditioned upon the pelts being surrendered to the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police . . .
Note—The co-operation of every resident in combating the wolf
menace is requested. This is particularly desirable in the district to
the east of the Mackenzie Delta . . . 592
During the late 1920s and early 1930s the Canadian Government encouraged the controlled
trapping of beaver and marten, and at the same time while restricting the caribou hunt. On one
hand, the Fort Resolution Indians were told not to kill too many caribou, and on the other,
they were allowed to kill a few more beavers to supplement their diet.

However, as seen in figure 1, there continued to be a closed beaver season, which overlapped
with the closed caribou season. From the end of May through June, July, and August, both
seasons were closed. As indicated by the RCMP records, the regulations were enforced. At
Little Buffalo River in 1930, Isidere Ajerican (possibly related to the current family who spell
their name Edjericon), a Fort Resolution Treaty Indian, was charged with "killing beaver
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during close season."593 Additionally, the hunting of the beaver was not necessarily for its
meat but instead for its fur, which forced the Indians of Fort Resolution to participate in the
wage economy.

Listed below (figure 1) are the 1933 hunting seasons for the various animals of the Northwest
Territories.

Figure 1: Northwest Territories - Game Regulations. The white shows the open season (when one is able to
hunt that particular animal), and the black shows the closed season (when the ban is in effect). Note that
the caribou's closed season includes August, a prime time for procuring hides.594
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During the 1930s, the statements of O.S. Finnie and others, in which they claimed that the
Indians in the region "slaughter caribou in a wanton and altogether senseless manner," were
questioned595:
Hundreds of caribou are indiscriminately slaughtered annually in
this portion of the Territory, very little of the meat is used, the
tongues and marrow from bones being mostly all that is used, the
balance of the animal allowed to remain on the ground.596
Instead, the 1922 report of RCMP Officer G.F. Fletcher, cited above, was taken more
seriously. He had stated that the white trappers "take up trap lines used for ages by
Indians, . . . [and] with several cabins and numerous traps and long traplines they quickly
denude the country of fur."597

Chief Joseph Dziedirs of Fond du Lac, in a 1930 letter to the Director of the Department of
Indian Affairs, complained of the white trappers’ slaughter of the caribou. He maintained that,
unlike the Athabascan Indians, the white trappers cared only for the money they could acquire
through the sale of furs. Dziedirs complained about the use of poison, which made the meat
inedible:
The White trappers with their poison have destroyed nearly
everything.598
In the October 28th 1930 Memorandum of Thomas Gerow Murphy (the Minister of the
Interior at the time), Murphy cites C.C. Parker in his comparison of white and native trappers:

595

Finnie, O. S. (1923). Letter from O. S. Finnie to the Deputy Superintendent General, Department of Indian
Affairs, dated September, 1923. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories Game Law (MAPS).
(Government Publication) 1916 - 1927, RG10, Volume 6742, File 420-6, Part 1. p. 1.
596
Finnie, O. S. (1923). Letter from O. S. Finnie to the Deputy Superintendent General, Department of Indian
Affairs, dated September, 1923. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories Game Law (MAPS).
(Government Publication) 1916 - 1927, RG10, Volume 6742, File 420-6, Part 1. p. 1.
597
Fletcher, G. F. (1922). Letter to The Officer Commanding 'G' Division, from G. F. Fletcher, Inspector,
Commanding Great Slave Lake subdistrict, 21-11-22. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories
Game Laws (MAPS). (Government Publication) 1916 - 1927, RG10, Volume 6742, File 420-6 1.
598
Dziedirs, J. (1930). Letter to the Director of the Department of Indian Affairs, (Sgd) Joseph Dziedirs, Chief of
the Mauriee Band, Fond du Lac, Sep. 24, 1930. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories
Game Laws. (Government Publication) 1930 - 1934, RG10, Volume 6742, File 420-6 3.

211

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

The Indian hunter goes inland with a small outfit of trap and a
limited supply of provisions and ammunition. He has to depend
upon hunting and fishing for feed for his family and his dogs. This
frequently means that he is obliged to follow the food sources
which are not always in a section where fur bearers can be trapped.
Sustenance must necessarily come first with the result that when
spring comes, he may not have had an opportunity to trap fur and
his debt remains unpaid.
Indians each have their own particular hunting grounds which are
never molested by other Indians. Under ordinary conditions, they
conserve their fur bearers, always leaving the breeders behind and
frequently abandoning one section for one to two years in order to
allow animals to propagate.599
He describes the white trappers as draining the land with deliberate strategies, and the inability
of native trappers to compete:
[L]et me cite the case of only one [White trapper], and he is not
exceptional, to show the contrast as between the white trapper and
the Indian . . . This particular trapper, with his sin, will have this
winter, 209 miles of trap line, using 1500 steel traps besides snares
and has cabins on the entire trap line for each night, cabins stocked
with provision. To anyone who knows the Indian hunter as I do,
having travelled and lived with him, the comparison is ridiculous.
And yet there be some who think that, given equal rights, the Indian
should be able to compete with the white!
The general attitude of the white trapper is that the Territories is a
fur country in process of depletion and they are out after their share;
a trapper who is a stripper. He takes all he can and leaves nothing
behind. He is not a settler in the commonly accepted sense of the
term. He is only a transient ready to pull stakes and leave as soon as
he has made his stake or finds that it does not pay him to stay. He is
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altogether an undesirable character who could and should earn his
livelihood in other pursuits not open to Indians.600
Murphy concluded with the statement:
[A]lthough in former years the natives may have been improvident
in killing more than they required of these caribou, at present they
seem to be much concerned about their preservation and only kill
the number for food which they absolutely require.601
The 1927 Northwest Game Act stated:

"[e]xcepting a native-born Indian, Eskimo or half-breed, who is a
bona fide resident of the Northwest Territories, no person shall
engage in hunting, trapping, or trading or trafficking in game
without first securing a license to do so."602
In 1932 discussions began regarding the creation of a Game Reserve that would encompass
the entire Northwest Territory:
[R]especting the erection of the whole of the North Region of the
Province as a Game Reserve . . . I think you will agree that this
action is the most effective, in fact the only effective, method of
preventing the abuses that have arisen as a result of the use of
aeroplanes by white trappers.603
H.E. Hume, Chairman of the Dominion Lands Board, concluded:
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. . . [f]ollowing the discussion of the suggestion that the whole of
the North West Territories be created a game preserve by the North
West Territories Council on the 14th . . . a resolution was passed
recommending that no new hunting and trapping licenses be issued
pending a thorough investigation of the situation.604
On April 7th 1932, the Acting Deputy Superintendent General of the Department of Indian
Affairs (most likely A.S. Williams, the Assistant Deputy and Superintendent General before
and after April 7th 1932, who took over briefly for Duncan C. Scott, the Deputy
Superintendent General before and after April 7th 1932—a stint of one day) directed a letter to
Indian Agents across the Northwest Territories asking for their opinions on the “Advisability
of making the whole of the Northwest Territories a game preserve, reserving the game for the
use and benefit of the native and present resident white population.”605 This did not come to
pass.

1920–1939: The Thelon Game Sanctuary
The Game Regulations were not the sole hindrance to the seasonal hunt of the indigenous
peoples' in the Barren Lands. Game regulations could be, and often were, overlooked. The
Thelon Game Sanctuary, on the other hand, provided an actual barrier to accessing the Barren
Lands. The "whole" of the Northwest Territories was not, in fact, open to access by the native
hunters.

The Thelon Game Sanctuary, established in 1927 by Federal Order-in-Council is located
between the Hanbury and Thelon Rivers to the northeast of Artillery Lake (map 12; note
Artillery Lake on the eastern Arm of Great Slave Lake near the bottom left corner of the
map).606
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General [of Indian Affairs], April 7th, 1932. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories Game
Laws. (Government Publication) 1930 - 1934, RG10, Volume 6742, File 420-6 3. p. 1.
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Map 12: Map representing the changing borders of the Thelon Game Sanctuary. The dotted line
represents the border in 1927, and the black shaded line represents the 1956 border. 607

The Canadian Government justified the creation of the sanctuary by stating that "Indians and
Eskimos" did not live there; their hope was that the dwindling muskox population could be
preserved:
. . . as the Indians and Eskimo do not inhabit it, it seems to present
an excellent opportunity to preserve the remnants of musk-ox on the
main land and, in fact, to give all Wild Life a chance to breed and
multiply, undisturbed, within this area.608
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Pelly, D. F. (1996). Thelon: A River Sanctuary. Toronto, ON: Dundurn Press. p. 144.
Finnie, O. S. (1926). Letter to Colonel Cortlandt Starnes, Commissioner, R. C. M. Police, 6th October, 1926.
In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories Game Laws (MAPS). (Government Publication)
1916 - 1927, RG10, Volume 6742, File 420-6 1. p. 1.
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The Fort Resolution bands viewed the Thelon Game Sanctuary as a hindrance to their hunting
activities on the Barren Lands. Indians complained about the Thelon Game Sanctuary during
the annual treaty meeting at Fort Resolution in the summer of 1929:
At Resolution . . . the second point [discussed at treaty] was the
boundary line of the musk ox sanctuary which the Indians were
asking to have changed, so that they could pass along Artillery Lake
and have as far as Campbell Lake in the east end, their route to
Eileen Lake, as their only fishing ground, south side of Artillery
Lake.
This point seems very strong in favor of the Indians, I am told that
all kinds of signs show that these Indians have been camping along
that route and traveling that way to their only fishing grounds at
certain periods, and this is in the extreme west end of the sanctuary,
where certainly the musk ox is never seen.609
Further evidence of the continuous use of the Barren Lands by the Indians of Fort Resolution
is provided in the statement given during the annual treaty meeting in the summer of 1931.
Indians complained once again to C. Bourget, the Indian Agent at Fort Resolution, that the
Thelon Game Sanctuary encroached on the grounds in which they had always fished and
hunted caribou:
One of the topics at Resolution, was a request that the Indians be
allowed to go to the Musk Ox Sanctuary, as far as Campbell lake
which would be the east boundary, as they claim, and right they are
I believe, they always used this ground previous to the park, either
in their fishing expeditions in the summer or for caribou and white
fox in the winter.610
Eventually, the argument of the hunters was taken to Ottawa, and in a letter to a Mr. Finnie in
Ottawa, October 24nd 1929, Sgd. W.H.B. Hoare wrote:
609

Bourget, C. (1929). Letter from C. Bourget, Agent, from Resolution, N.W.T., September 9th, 1929. In Indian
Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories Game Laws (MAPS). (Government Publication) 1927 - 1930,
RG 10, Volume 6742, File 420-6 2. p. 1.
610
Bourget, C. (1931). Letter from C. Bourget, Indian Agent, from Resolution, N.W.T., Great Slave Lake
Agency, July 31, 1931. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories Game Laws. (Government
Publication) 1930 - 1934, RG10, Volume 6742, File 420-6 3.
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. . . requesting, through Dr. Bourget, that the boundary of the
Thelon game Sanctuary be moved, the Artillery Lake Indians
appear to hunt as far east as the east end of Campbell lake . . . The
Indian settlement lies to the west of Artillery Lake.611
These attempts to move the sanctuary's boundary lines illustrate the fact that this preserve
prevented the Chipewyans, Dogribs, and Copper Indians from Fort Resolution from accessing
their traditional hunting grounds:
. . . the Dogrib and Yellowknife [Copper] Indians had complained
that the sanctuary as now established cuts them off from desirable
hunting and trapping grounds.612
C. Bourget, Indian Agent of the Fort Resolution Indian Agency, lists these desirable hunting,
trapping, and fishing grounds in his 1932 letter to The Assistant Deputy and Secretary of the
Department of Indian Affairs:

A point also [of] great importance asked every year by our Indians
and transmitted to the Department, is the removal from the
Sanctuary of a zone in the South west corner to Sifton lake,
Campbell lake, which could be made into the boundary of the
sanctuary; this would permit the natives and trappers to go to their
old fishing ground south of Artillery lake, the only locality where
the timber is not too scarce, where they know the district, and could
get the white fox and caribou. This was the old grounds that the
sanctuary took away from them.613
In a letter addressed to the Deputy Superintendent General of the Department of Indian
Affairs, H.W. McGill, H.E. Hume, the Chairman of the Dominion Lands Board, updated him
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RG 10, Volume 6742, File 420-6 2. p. 1.
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on the situation regarding the Fort Resolution Indians and their conflict with the boundaries of
the Thelon Game Sanctuary:
You will recall that at the last session of the North West Territories
Council it was decided to authorize the issue of permits to those
Indians of Reliance District who have been in the habit of camping
on the eastern shore of Artillery Lake within the Thelon Game
Sanctuary, where they carried on fishing operation at certain
seasons of the year. This is to advise you that the Commissioner of
the R. C. M. Police has been requested to issue the necessary permit
to the Indians concerned authorizing them to enter the western end
of the Thelon Game Sanctuary for the above mentioned purpose. It
would be appreciated if you would advise the Indian Agent at
Resolution accordingly and request him to notify the Indians that
they must not hunt or trap within the boundaries of the Thelon
Game Sanctuary or their permits to enter that area will be
cancelled.614
The Indians of Fort Resolution were permitted to fish and camp in the Barren Lands of the
Artillery Lake region within the Thelon Game Sanctuary.

At roughly the same time (during the late 1920s), the caribou had altered their migration
route: native peoples trading at Fort Resolution and Fort Smith indicated that the caribou had
not "come to this band."615 The Indians of the Great Slave Lake region were forced to rely
upon fishing, trapping, and foodstuffs provided by Indian Agents. A report written by J.
Clifford in March 1927 described the situation at Snowdrift River in the winter of that year:
From my enquiries I learned there were 53 (fifty-three) persons in
this camp, 14 (fourteen) men 16 (sixteen) women and 23 (twentythree) children. The cause of this destitution is owing to the fact that
614

Hume, H. E. (1932). Letter to Harold. W. McGill, Deputy Superintendent General, Department of Indian
Affairs, Signed H. E. Hume, Chairman, Dominion Lands Board, 23rd November, 1932. In Indian Affairs
Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories Game Laws. (Government Publication) 1930 - 1934, RG10, Volume
6742, File 420-6 3.
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Clifford, J. (1927). Letter to the Officer Commanding R.C.M.Police, Great Slave Lake SubDistrict, Fort
Smith, N.W.T., Re; Destitution amongst Treaty Indians, Yellow Knife Band, Snowdrift River, N.W.T., (SGD) J.
Clifford, Sergt., March 19th, 1927. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Northwest Territories Game Laws
(MAPS). (Government Publication) 1916 - 1927, RG10, Volume 6742, File 420-6 1. p. 2.

218

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

these indians [sic] depended entirely on Caribou for food and dog
feed, and consequently did no fall fishing. This year the Caribou
did not come to this band, but these indians [sic] apparently did not
realize such a thing could happen.616
Even more troubling is a report from April 1927 describing both the Indians' reliance on the
caribou and the lengths to which they would go to survive:
Twenty-three indians have died to the east of Fort Resolution since
winter set in. The survivors are eating their mocassins [sic], old
mosehides [sic] and strips of babiche used for repairing dog-harness
and snowshoes.617

1930–1939
The sources available for the period between 1930 and 1939 are scant at best. The years of the
Great Depression took a toll on all Canadians from all walks of life. Subarctic exploration
became relatively less important for a brief period of time. Other than official documentation
regarding Game Regulations, not much written material has survived, if it did exist, for this
period. There are a few isolated reports. In 1930 F.H. Kitto wrote the following in a report for
the Department of Indian Affairs:
The Chipewyans are found along the Slave river from the south
boundary of the Northwest Territories to Great Slave lake. The
Yellowknives are found now in the vicinity of Resolution on the
south shore of Great Slave lake. They formerly lived in the country
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lying between Great Slave lake and the Coppermine river but were
driven from there by the Dog Ribs.618
He had accepted the statement that the Dogribs drove the Yellowknives to the Taltson River,
despite reports to the contrary that placed the Yellowknives north and south of the lake before
the encounter.

In 1933 the Department of Indian affairs noted that the Indians of the Great Slave Lake region
continued to hunt and trap for subsistence purposes:
The principal tribes found in the Far North are the Slave, Hares,
Loucheux, Sicannies, Dogribs, Yellow-knifes, Chipewyans and
Caribou Eaters. All these tribes are of Athapascan stock . . .
These Indians depend entirely upon hunting and trapping for a
livelihood.619

1940–1949
After the relative quiet of the Great Depression, Indian Agents again began to take notice of
the actions of the Indians of the Great Slave Lake region. In August 1943, Dr. J.H. Riopel
(Indian Agent of the Yellowknife Indian Agency based at Fort Resolution) noted the
following in his journal:
We travelled during the night of the 3rd, and arrived at Snowdrift
early next morning. 18 Indian Families camped near the R. C.
Mission Chapel were waiting for us . . . Annuities were paid after a
short talk with the Chief and his Band. No serious complaints from
any of these Indians as most of them are well off temporarily after
the good catch of white fox from last winter in the Barren Lands.
Several families from this Band had come to Fort Resolution and
Yellowknife for their Treaty Annuities and were on their way to
Reliance and East for their Fall hunting and winter trapping.620
618
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In the September of the following year Dr. J.H. Riopel noted again:
All able-bodied Indians were out to their fishing camps on the main
Lake and Rivers or away hunting moose. Several Indians who had
been hired at Saw-Mills or at cutting fire-wood during the summer
months left their work and anxiously went away to their
hunting grounds in quest of fresh moose and caribou meat. The
duck season was fairly good this fall.621
Clearly, the Fort Resolution Indians, despite regulatory measures, continued to head into the
Barren Lands in search of caribou, and into transitional forests in search of moose.

In a brief reference made in 1947, W.B. Skead, Fur Supervisor for the Fort Resolution
Agency, noted the caribou's presence near Rocher River and the hunt that ensued:
The cariboo were also found in good numbers at Rocher River and
here again the Indian benefitted.622
In 1949 the Superintendent of Indian Agencies, I. F. Kirkby, noted a correlation between
attendance at the Rocher River Day School and the continuation of the hunt:
On September 14th, proceeded to Rocher River with Agency boat.
This school had opened for the first time on September the 6th, and
was progressing very favourably. The day I attended this school 33
pupils were in attendance and a few more were expected to come
in. For the most part this number or possibly a few more will be the
limit. Some of these children will move out with their parents for
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the winter hunt but I believe well over 25 will be in attendance at all
times.623

1950–1959
As discussed in the Introduction, De Beers Canada acknowledges the historical presence of
the Chipewyans on the Barren Lands for the purpose of hunting barren-ground caribou.
However, they assert that following the end of the Second World War, the DKFN Chipewyans
ceased to regularly visit the area to hunt. They argue that this was the result of increased
competition and more intensive trapping techniques employed by white hunters, which had
slowly shrunk the viability of the Chipewyan territory. They contend that, based upon one
source, these factors made it impossible for the Chipewyans to live off the land and the
caribou, and caused many to turn to wage work or social services as their primary means of
support.

As the remainder of this report will show, De Beers Canada overstates this process. Relying
primarily upon David M. Smith, their account states that a decisive change occurred in 1945 at
which point the Chipewyans ceased to frequent the Barren Lands and hunt caribou, and
instead engaged almost solely in wage labour or began to depend upon the Government's
assistance. The participation of the Yellowknives and Chipewyans in the market economy, be
it fur trading or mining, has never precluded their return to the Barren Lands to hunt, fish,
and/or trap. Many individuals combined both industrial and traditional lifestyles in various
ways as circumstance allowed.

Finally, their increased reliance upon wage labour and social services was not a matter of
individual choice: the Canadian Government, at multiple levels, had increased its efforts to
prevent the Chipewyans from hunting on the Barren Lands. The Department of Indian Affairs'
reports, dating from the latter half of the 20th century, demonstrate the continued and regular
presence of Chipewyan caribou hunters on the Barren Lands.
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The reports of the Department of Indian Affairs' from the 1950s suggest that caribou were
often scarce. However, they also report that Fort Resolution Indians continued to hunt on the
Barren Lands each year. In response, the Fort Resolution Indian Agency provided freezers to
store meat in times of shortage.

The RCMP officers and Indian Affairs agents who had worried in the 1920s that the Indians
under their charge would resort to welfare if animal populations were not protected from
white hunters were oddly prescient. I.F. Kirkby, the Superintendent for the Resolution Indian
Agency in the early 1950s, spent much of his time worrying about how much caribou meat
was brought into the Agency’s freezers. The freezers at Yellowknife and Rae were usually
well stocked, but Fort Resolution Indians often had problems reaching the herds. Despite this
it is important to note that the Chipewyans of Fort Resolution were still out on the Barren
Lands hunting caribou on an annual basis during the 1950s. These hunts were so successful in
fact that in 1951, as the Department of Indian Affairs' Annual report noted:
Three large refrigerators of the "walk-in" type were purchased
during the year for installation at Fort Chipewyan, Fort Resolution,
and Yellowknife in order that surplus game and fish may be
preserved during periods of abundance for the use of Indians during
periods of scarcity.624
However, in March 1954, Kirkby wrote that he felt that the Rocher River and Fort Resolution
Indians were not taking advantage of the caribou to the same extent as the Yellowknife River
and Rae (Dogrib) Indians:
Caribou were somewhat later this year than last but for the bands
who had the ambition to get out and hunt there was more than
enough to satisfy their own needs and to fill the freezers we supply.
At Yellowknife and Rae our freezers are well-stocked while at
Rocher River and Resolution very little is stored this year though
the latter two points had more opportunity than the first two.625
624
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1950–1959: Organized Caribou Hunts
During the 1950s, caribou hunts were organized by the Chipewyan Band of Fort Resolution
and Rocher River, and the transportation costs were funded by Indian Affairs. In line with the
Game Regulations of the late 1920s and early 1930s, the Indian Agents attempted to control
the hunt. The records of the Indian Agents, however, are limited in that they only take into
account official tabulations and, in most cases, what ends up stored in the freezer—the
surplus. The agents did, at the time, acknowledge their inability to keep track of all animals,
especially those brought in illegally. In order to better control the caribou hunt, Government
Agents (usually RCMP) were sent as observers. In March 1955, Kirkby reported the
following:
A caribou hunt was organized with a supervisor in charge and some
30 Indians went out and did make a reasonable hunt considering
that the weather was very cold all during March when the caribou
migrations are usually good. During the hunt some 12,000 pounds
of meat was obtained and this was placed in the freezer at
Yellowknife for issue to these same Indians next summer. The
costs of hauling this meat was some 12c per pound and was due to
the fact that no large caribou herds were found and it was necessary
to travel to the caribou and added to the distance of hauling. Some
hunts had to be undertaken in areas where it was only possible to fly
the meat out adding considerably to the overall cost. Meat is now
stored at Rae, Yellowknife and Rocher River for the Indians
summer use.626
Another organized hunt was carried out in 1956. This time the Indian Agent acknowledged
that he could not be certain how many caribou the Indians had killed because not all hunts
were supervised:
Organized caribou hunts were carried out for the benefit of the
verious [sic] Indian groups of the Agency. The Resolution-Rocher
Files, 1844-1970: Yellowknife Agency – Semi-Annual Reports 1945-1965, RG10, Volume 8438, File 139/23-4.
p. 1.
626
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River hunt was under the supervision of Warden Spreu and a total
of 115 animals were taken. The Yellowknife-Rae hunt was under
the supervision of Cst. Garvin with 420 animals being taken. The
Snowdrift hunt was under the supervision of Supt. Kirkby and 80
animals were taken and stored in the freezer. These figures indicate
the total take of caribou by the Indians while on the hunt under
supervision, but does not indicate the number of caribou taken
before or after by the Indians themselves. Of the caribou taken
during the organized hunt some 345 animals were placed in the
freezer for summer use. In addition some meat was brought in by
the Indians, and approximately 50,000 pounds of meat is stored in
the various freezers. The hunt was considered most successful and
wastage by the Indians cut to a minimum.627
The reports of the Department of Indian Affairs that spanned the 1950s and 1960s indicate
that the Indian populations of Yellowknife, Fort Rae, Fort Resolution, Snowdrift, and Rocher
River relied upon fish, barren-ground caribou, and buffalo. Whereas limited trapping and
fishing had been emphasized in the 1920s and 1930s, there was now little money in trapping.
In late 1957, for example, R. Kendall of the Yellowknife Agency noted that:
With low fur prices, trapping is almost non-existent, however, I do
feel that with an adequate addition to our staff that a greater impetus
could be given to this vocation, fishing for food is constantly being
carried out by the Natives of this Agency . . .
Normally during December there is sufficient caribou in the area of
Yellowknife and Snowdrift to meet the needs of the people. This
year, however, there was a dearth of these animals, causing them
considerable hardship. It was fortunate that they had a good
domestic fisherey [sic] on which they were able to rely. By the end
of December caribou had not come down into the Rae area at all.
Rocher River and Resolution, however, were blessed with small
numbers of caribou early, as well as a fair population of buffalo and
627
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moose. Arrangements have been made to take advantage of the
caribou migration in order to fill our cold storage lockers at
Snowdrift, Yellowknife, For Rae, Rocher River and Resolution.628
However, with the "startling decline in [the] caribou population," the hunt had to be
discontinued unless the Department of Indian Affairs made arrangements to help Fort
Resolution Indians continue to hunt in the Barren Lands.629 R. Kendall’s report for September
1957 stated that the Indians still had the desire to go out but lacked the means to do so:
Efforts were made by various Indian groups, assisted by this office
with food and ammunition, to find caribou and moose in the country
bordering the barrens. Their efforts met with very meager success.
The Indian people continue to complain about the fact that there is
less fish now and of smaller variety than ten years ago.
There have been a number of Indian people who have approached
us, requesting a grub-stake for trapping this fall. This to me, is
heartening, as it shows a desire to trap this fall. Of this group, no
one trapped last year.630
The Agency did assist in the hunt, but it also attempted to regulate it in hopes of ensuring that
only a limited number of animals were taken:
A party of sixty (approximately) Indians from Fort Rae and
Snowdrift joined in a hunt at the east end of Great Slave Lake
during September. They received assistance in the form of rations
and gas from the Indian Affairs Branch and took approximately 120
caribou, practically all bulls. The Department of Wildlife were
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advised and sent a representative with the party, who concurred in
this report.631
In March 1959, J.G. McGilp of the Yellowknife Indian Agency wrote a report in which he
expressed his pleasure at the small number of caribou killed. He did, however, express
concern at the possibility of the hunters moving further afield to places such as Nonacho Lake
(the source of the Taltson River in the Barren Lands), where the caribou were more numerous:
Generally the Indians have set a good record in their low kill of
barren ground caribou this winter. There has been no large
migration through Snowdrift. Although one large hunting party
penetrated almost to Artillery Lake [which was previously located
within the Thelon Game Sanctuary, but had been made accessible
since the 1956 border change (see map 12)] in October, only about
60 to 70 caribou were taken. Since then, the Indians have stayed
close to Snowdrift and Fort Reliance waiting for the caribou to
come to them. No information was given about the herd at Nonacho
Lake, and so no hunters are known to have gone there where the kill
might have been large . . . 632
In place of allowing a larger caribou hunt, the Agency brought 200,000 pounds of buffalo
meat from Wood Buffalo Park to feed the local population. McGilp noted that he had
encouraged the Great Slave Lake Indians to move toward a wage economy and away from
“the Indian way of life.”633 In order to facilitate this transition, jobs were provided on “winter
road-brushing projects.”634

Nevertheless, these groups continued to push for their annual hunt. In 1959:
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Chief Casaway made an appeal to the Superintendent to secure air
transportation to haul caribou meat from the Barrens to Snowdrift.
The Chief explained that the fishing had not been too good, and that
there was no big game or caribou within many miles of Snowdrift.
The Chief said he would like to organize a large hunt in the Barren
Lands if caribou could be located. It was felt that the distance would
be so great that the Indians would not be able to haul all of the meat
back to Snowdrift, and that there would be too much waste. The
Superintendent advised that he would write and request an authority
to charter an aircraft for such a project, and advise the Chief before
they went on a hunt.635
In 1959, at the Yellowknife ‘A’ Band meeting in Snowdrift, the residents discussed the
trouble they were having in reconciling their new sedentary way of life (imposed by the
requirement for their children's to attend school and more permanent dwellings) with their
subsistence activities.
It was pointed out that a day school will be erected in Snowdrift
during this summer, and people were advised that there would be
frequent visits and advise from the Indian Superintendent to ensure
that while the children attended day school with effect from
September, this need not tie the hunters and trappers to the
settlement. Supt. McGilp emphasized the importance of the men
continuing to earn their living in the manner in which they had
been accustomed, and that where necessary, children would be
placed in foster homes, with foster payments being made by the
Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources.636
Hunting and trapping had continued to be pursued as subsistence activities, including hunting
in the Barren Lands, but now required a more expeditious mode of travel in order to
accommodate and adapt to this new lifestyle. Later in this report we will discuss just how the
advent of the airplane and snow-machine allowed for this adaptation.
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1960–1969
Well into the mid-20th century, hunting and trapping remained prominent features of
Chipewyan, Dogrib, and Slave societies in the north, as both a way of life and a way to make
a living. In 1961 it was reported that "the reefer is almost completely filled with moose, bear
and wild fowl meats."637 This success is noted again in the 1961 Indian Affairs Branch Annual
Report:
There was wide-spread hunting and trapping and fishing in the late
fall until Christmas. Fur prices fell sharply just before Christmas
and trapping de-creased with low prices received for pelts.
Nevertheless, trapping returns remained an important part of the
earnings of the Indians of the N. W. T. . . . In the Fort Smith
Agency, the figure [for trapping returns] was $6,246. Around Great
Slave Lake in the Yellowknife Agency, it was estimated that
between November 1st, 1960 and the middle of March 1961,
$122,500 worth of fur was sold.638
W. Presloski, the Superintendent of the Fort Smith Indian Agency (to which the Chipewyan
Band of Fort Resolution and Rocher River now belonged), in his review of the 1961/62
trapping season, stated:
A review was made of trapping activities and returns for 1961/62.
There were more trappers out in 1961/62 than the previous season
and catch showed an increase of approximately 16% . . .
There are 34 Indian trappers in Resolution and it was established
that a per capita return should average at least $800.00, although, it
is possible to increase this to about $1,050.00.
It was decided to have the Superintendent of the Agency and the
Band Council interview every trapper during the week of August
20, 1962, to ascertain that preparations are made for the fall
637
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trapping by the trappers to remain on their traplines for at least 4
months. A further check would be made during the last week of
September to ascertain that the trappers were prepared and that
arrangements were made for children to be admitted to hostels and
that departure to the traplines would be in full swing by October
1st.639
Despite the reported low price of fur, the numbers of furs brought in were more than enough
to offset the price. Presloski, at this point, felt that there would be enough profit to leave the
Band members at Fort Resolution self-sufficient:
Superintendent Presloski advises that the returns from trapping are
above average and that if this condition prevailed there would be no
need of projects to supplement the economics of the people.640
During the winter of 1962 it was reported that a case of anthrax had broken out in the buffalo
population around Fort Resolution. A. K. Harris, the Officer in Charge of the District of
Mackenzie for Indian Affaits, reported:
[R]egarding the outbreak of anthrax among buffalo . . .
approximately 700 square miles [have] been isolated. This is the
area in which dead buffalo have been found. A total of 253 plus
dead animals have been located . . .
It has been suggested that it may even be possible to prevent all
travel in the area and prohibit all hunting and trapping.
This would have extremely serious repercussions. It would in effect
destroy the economy of Fort Resolution as this is the trapping and
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more particularly the hunting area of the people of Fort
Resolution.641
The effects were not recorded for the Resolution Band until the following summer when
Modeste Mandeville, the Secretary of the Rocher River Trapper's Council, sent a request to
N.K. Ogden, the Regional Supervisor of Indian Agencies:
It was agreed by council members, that trappers whose traplines are
inside the restricted area, be allowed to trap in the Wood Buffao
[sic] park, until such time that the restrictions are in existence. That
an extra five thousand dollarsbe [sic] appropriated for trappers
affected in Fort Resolution restricted area . . . which would enable
the trappers concerned to go to distant areas for two or three months
such as to Nonacho lake area. Here are the names of those that are
ready to meet these conditions.
Francis. Paul King, Alexis Lafferty, Phillip Buggins, Tommy.
King[,] Fred Lafferty.
If and when the trappers are taken out to distant areas from
Resolution, the trappers could be visited by the Game Officer
during his air patrol in December on caribou movement survey, and
may be of help to the trappers in shipping their furs to market and
they could stay longer on their trapline.642
That same year Chief Alexander King of the Resolution Band at Fort Resolution also asked
the government for assistance for the Band’s trappers:
Chief Alexander King suggested that trappers should be transported
to the bush before freezeup for trapping when they are unable to
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pay for their own transportation. Supplying transportation would
encourage more trappers to go out on their traplines.643
In late 1963 the price of fur skyrocketed, and the Fort Resolution Indians were eager to spend
their time out hunting, with or without government assistance. The shift was easily noted
within the Fort Resolution Band Council Minutes:
The subject of winter fishing was discussed and all the men agreed
that the Rocher River fishermen did not want to fish through the
ice. They would rather spend the time on their trap lines,
particularly since the price of fur is so high.644
With reference to the previous trapping season, Superintendent Leask, in 1964:
. . . pointed out that Chief King, Councillor Petit-Jean and other
members of the Band had been successful in trapping this fall.645
Alexander King, the then Chief of Fort Resolution, alluded to the continuing caribou hunt in
his 1967 letter of resignation:
My reason resigning from the Chief from this day on, August 23,
1967.
I That I am old and tired. And I feel it is time that the younger
take on responsibilitys[.]
II My people no longer have respect for me. I try to show them by
going out and trapping and hunting for myself.646
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1960–1969: Rocher River
As has been demonstrated, during the 1960's, the caribou hunt continued to occur and the
DKFN of Fort Resolution and Rocher River continued to live off the land. During this period
of time a change in the organization of the DKFN took place. Rocher River, pre-1960, was
linked to Fort Resolution. Members of both communities, for the most part, belonged to the
same band. In 1960, the Rocher River school burned down. As was typical of rural schools in
Canada, the Rocher River school had both low enrolment and at times low attendance rates.
In 1955, eleven “non-white” children attended the Rocher River School, and in 1956,
seventeen Indian children were listed as pupils.647 By 1958, R. Westwater, the Superintendent
of Schools for the Northern Administration and Lands Branch of the Department of Northern
Affairs and National Resources, reported being shocked at the condition of the school in
Rocher River and was unimpressed with the teacher, Mr. Guthrie. He stated that Mr. Guthrie
claimed to have been able to muster only three students, one of whom was his own son, and
reported that “most of the children had gone to the bush with their parents.”648 The condition
of the school was also poor because the government had allowed it to deteriorate. Westwater
wrote:
In discussing the matter with Mr. Harrington, Indian Agent, I find
that the Department of Indian Affairs would be quite happy to
transfer the dozen families at Rocher River to Fort
Resolution . . . 649
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In April 1958, prior to the school burning down, the DIA agents had contemplated moving the
community to Fort Resolution. Deliberation involving either rebuilding the school or moving
the community would remain a point of discussion until the fire destroyed the school in March
1960. The Chief Superintendent of Schools, W.G. Booth, reported:
On February 18 Mr. Bishop wrote the Fort Smith office requesting
that a survey of the school population be carried out at the above
two centres with the object of determining whether they should
continue to operate for the school year 1960-61. The burning of
the school at Rocher resolved that problem and it will be
necessary, of course, to have any pupils from Rocher River
register in the hostel and attend Fort Smith school. This is in
line with previous recommendations.650
On July 7th 1960, P.X. Mandeville, the Game Management Officer, wrote to Mr. A.H.
Needham (the Acting Chief Superintendent of Schools at Fort Resolution), noting that the
destruction of the school had not in fact solved the problem. Despite the attendance records
taken earlier, which had listed only three school-age children in Rocher River, Mandeville
recorded seventeen Treaty Indian children.651 He also stated:
On my last trip to Rocher River during the last week in June, all the
trappers were visited, they all want a school at Rocher River this
winter, they are willing to bui[l]d a log house for school at their
expense, provided the Educational Board would furnish a teacher,
and some lumber to finish the house for floor, roof, etc. . . . The
people of Rocher River do not want to send their children to other
schools so they want a school at Rocher.652
Over the next several years a long and unproductive debate took place within Indian Affairs.
The Northwest Territories Council discussed whether to replace the Rocher River school or to
650
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leave it as was. The Administrator of the Mackenzie District stated that “the population was
still decreasing and now there is only one family left in this settlement.”653 The Director of the
Northern Administration Branch forwarded these comments to the Commissioner of the
Northwest Territories in a recommendation against reconstructing the school. On June 7th
1966, Commissioner B.G. Simpson replied, “I agree. Drop the matter.”654

In 1968, the Commissioner for the NWT summarized the events at Rocher River. He stated
that after the Department of Indian Affairs had decided not to reconstruct the school, many of
the children had the opportunity to move away from Rocher River into foster homes in the
neighbouring communities:

In the early 1950's, after determining that the potential school age
population at Rocher River would be approximately thirty-five, the
Indian Affairs Branch constructed a two-classroom school in the
settlement. After 1956, however, the school enrollment began to
show a marked decline—only nine pupils registered in September
1957, and the average daily attendance dropped to three in April
1958. As a result of this, serious consideration was given to closing
the school and, following its destruction by fire in 1959 [sic], the
department decided not to rebuild until there was a sufficient school
age population . . . The latest review of the situation took place in
September 1968 and at that time there were two school-age children
in the settlement. These children and any others in the environs of
Rocher River have the opportunity to attend school in Fort
Resolution where they would be accommodated in foster homes, or
in Fort Smith, where they would be assigned to a pupil residence.655
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Many of the families with children did eventually move. The closure of the school, the closure
of the Hudson's Bay Company store in 1959, and presence of the Indian Agent in Fort
Resolution (along with the promise to provide free housing), drove those remaining at Rocher
River to move to Fort Resolution and other communities around Great Slave Lake.

In 1967, the previous year, Dragan Radojicic, the Chief of the Industrial Division of the
Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, had described the above events. He
drew a similar connection between the burning of the Rocher River School and the peoples’
movement outward. He stated rather simplistically:
Early in 1960, the school burned down. This was the reason for the
exodus of almost the whole population, mainly to the neighbouring
settlement of Fort Resolution which demonstrates the peoples [sic]
awareness of the importance of education for their children.656
The members of the Rocher River Band did not move solely for the sake of their children's'
education. When the school burned down and the Hudson's Bay Company store closed, they
found that they could not remain. Rocher River was well situated for participation in a
hunting, fishing, and trapping economy; however, the Rocher River people were placed in the
position of having to relocate to other communities where there was a school, a place to trade
their furs, and new homes provided by the government. Most of the Rocher River people
moved to Fort Resolution, while the others moved to Snowdrift, Yellowknife, and Hay River.
This division pushed some members of the Resolution Band, as the DKFN were called in
1961, toward other communities where familial ties may not have been as strong. The DKFN
and the people of Rocher River were, and are, inextricably linked. Many continue to hunt near
Rocher River to this day.

1970–1979
In 1973, June Helm described how the members of the Resolution Band (and later the DKFN)
had a range that extended east past Fort Reliance and into the Barren Lands:
656
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The peoples out of Resolution, by that I mean not Resolution but
the little semi-permanent camps to the east such as Rocher River,
would pass beyond the east arm of Great Slave Lake.
Yes, they [the peoples out of Resolution] would often pick up
Snowdrift people, and Reliance is right there, they will go out
beyond the bounds of the Caveat and the Treaty, and, in fact,
Dogribs will come from this area and sometimes come from Rae
and joint [sic] the Reliance people and move out to Artillery Lake
and further beyond, so that right in this southern side which is
beyond the Caveat boundary you would have at least two major
areas of Chipewyan, those of the eastern sort, the Caribou Eater,
and those of the western area, and let’s include everybody from
Resolution and Reliance, plus occasional Dogribs coming in to join
them and occasionally Dogribs coming out of the central Dogrib
region, and if they do not encounter in the fall caribou before they
get to Point Lake, they may push beyond Point Lake, and it would
be reasonable to do so and then they would be outside the boundary
too. So you have got Dogribs in two ways who could go beyond the
boundary. And there would be at least a couple of major areas of
Chipewyans.657
Helm was convinced, from her observations, that intermarriage, tribal identity and common
hunting grounds bound the people south of Great Slave Lake together. While they would
venture to the north and northeast of the lake together, they separately gathered at various
trading posts; consequently, the HBC and the DIA delineated them as different peoples:
Well, they are the same people. Resolution people, Snowdrift
people, Rae people, Blanchett Lake people, the people focus at
points of trade and who in the course of the Winter will be in full
force because the animals are there.658
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When pressed further on this point, Helm notes that Indians living in the Northwest Territories
(and as far south as Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba) would move from their traditional
lands into the Barren Lands each spring in pursuit of caribou:
Yes, because in the Spring the caribou are coming from the west
and from the south and moving up to their fawning grounds and the
Indians are coming out into the barrens to meet them, and when
they come first in the Fall and the caribou split into these great
herds, the Indians in the Territories are into their deep forests after
them and the Indians of Northern Alberta . . . and Saskatchewan and
Manitoba would be in their areas.659
In other words, as Helm indicates in her testimony, the Indians of the Great Slave Lake region
returned in the fall, with the caribou, to the wooded lands to the south, and broke into smaller
groups at that time. While winter bands were discrete entities, in the summer, on the Barren
Lands, all groups followed the caribou, their travels dictated by the herds’ movements.

Conclusion
In their report on land use and occupation of the Barren Lands by the Chipewyans and
Yellowknives, De Beers Canada has made the following claims based upon the work of David
M. Smith:
According to Smith (1982), in the early contact period (1786 to
1890), there was no regional band term that referred to the people
who occupied the lands around what is now Fort Resolution. After
the fort was established in 1786, the Chipewyan began to refer to
any Chipewyans that traded at Fort Resolution as Dene Nu Kwen,
which translates as “Moose Deer Island House People” (Smith
1982). In 1856, Moose Deer Island began to be known as Mission
Island because a mission house was built there by the Roman
Catholic priest Faraud (Smith 1982).
Based on available literature, the Deninu Kué were a nomadic
people whose lives focused on harvesting resources by hunting,
fishing, and trapping in both forested and barrenland regions. The
659
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traditional territory of the Deninu Kué varied over time. A map
included in Smith (1981) shows the territory of “Indian” people
trading at Fort Resolution in 1825 . . . Based on the map, the
territorial range expands into the North Slave Region. According to
Smith (1982), the Chipewyans of Fort Resolution would travel at
least once a year (typically in the fall) to the barrenlands to harvest
caribou. Caribou would provide them with hides for clothing and
tepees.
By the 1940s, the range that the Chipewyans would travel was
drastically reduced to include just the southern parts of Great Slave
Lake, including parts of the East Arm (Smith 1982). Smith also
reported that some Deninu Kué men would sometimes make
arrangements with people from Łutselk’e to trap for white fox in
the barrenlands (Smith 1982). The range of people trading at Fort
Resolution shifted to be just around the fort.660
As this report demonstrates, these claims do not, in fact, represent the true history of the
Chipewyans and Yellowknives on the Barren Lands. A detailed examination of the Hudson’s
Bay Company and North West Company archival documents, European explorers’ accounts,
and archival material from the Department of Indian Affairs from contact until the 1970s tells
a very different story. During that period, the Chipewyans and Yellowknives consistently and
regularly hunted caribou in the Barren Lands. In good years, when caribou were plentiful, the
Chipewyans and Yellowknives were able to remain on the Barren Lands without having to
travel to the forts to trade. This was a regular occurrence until the end of the 19th century.
However, when the caribou herds failed to appear, as they sometimes did, and hunting
restrictions were drafted and enforced, the Chipewyans and Yellowknives were forced into
both wage labour and travelling much further afield to continue their hunt. Nonetheless, they
continued to fill the Fort Resolution freezer with caribou meat year after year.

When the herds failed to appear, or the imposition of game laws and reserves prevented them
from hunting on the Barren Lands, the Chipewyans adapted, as necessary (often doing so
illegally). This adaptation was never the result of choice but was forced upon them by
660
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circumstances beyond their control. The Gahcho Kué mine then is not simply a benign
addition to a "barren," unused land; rather, it is the next event in the long history of the
incremental destruction of a way of life.

The following chapter discusses the "war" of the 1820s between the Dogribs and the Copper
Indians. Chapter VI describes the DKFN's use of the Barren Lands, and the region
surrounding Gahcho Kué, in modern times. These accounts also cover the realm of oral
history and thus span almost the entirety of the 19th and 20th century.
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Chapter V: Akaitcho and the Dogrib-Yellowknife Conflict
Introduction
As stated earlier, the region north of Great Slave Lake was not the extent of the Copper
Indians' territorial range. Several authors state that their movement south to present-day Fort
Resolution was a reaction to their "war" with the Dogribs. Other evidence suggests that the
range of the Copper Indians included both the north and south of Great Slave Lake long
before this "war" occurred, and that the war served merely as a catalyst for the further
exploitation of their southernmost territory.

Akaitcho: The conflict between the Dogribs and the Yellowknives
In a postscript to Hearne's 1795 journal, Tyrrell described the impact of smallpox on the
Northern Indians and their subsequent trade with the "Canadians" settled "in the heart of
Athapascow country":
Since this Journal was written, the Northern Indians, by annually
visiting their Southern friends, the Athapuscow [Athabasca]
Indians, have contracted the small-pox, which has carried off ninetenths of them, and particularly those people who composed the
trade at Churchill Factory. The few survivors follow the example of
their Southern neighbours, and all trade with the Canadians, who
are settled in the heart of the Athpuscow country . . . it is impossible
to say what increase of trade might not, in time, have arisen from a
constant and regular traffic with the different tribes of Copper
and Dog-ribbed Indians.661
This interaction was often violent. During the early 1800’s the Copper Indians were known to
plunder, maraud, and occasionally murder Slave, Hare, and especially Dogrib Indians.662 In
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March 1821, Franklin described the Copper Indians encroaching on Dogrib territory and
harassing them:
Indeed this part of the country was formerly exclusively theirs, and
most of the lakes and remarkable hills bear the names which they
impose upon them. As the Copper Indians generally pillage them of
their women and furs when they meet, they endeavour to avoid
them, and visit their ancient quarters on the barren grounds only by
stealth.663
Franklin then referred to “the Hook, the chief next in authority to Akaitcho amongst the
Copper Indians. His band was between West Marten and Great Bear Lakes [traditional Dogrib
territory].”664 Robert McVicar’s comments in 1825 also placed the Copper Indians in this area.
He stated:
The skins they formerly brought to the Fort being mostly obtained
by bartering or even plundering the dog ribs and Hare Indians that
frequented the neighbourhood of Martin and Bear Lakes.665
The skirmishes between the Dogribs and Copper Indians culminated in a "war" in 1823, as
Tyrrell described:
. . . having been totally neglected for several years, they have now
sunk into their original barbarism and extreme indigence; and a war
has ensued between the two tribes, for the sake of the few remnants
of iron-work which was left among them; and the Dog-ribbed
Indians were so numerous, and so successful, as to destroy
almost the whole race of the Copper Indians.666
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Of course, given the subsequent visits of Akaitcho, "Chief" of the Copper Indians, and his
band to Fort Resolution during the 1820s and early 1830s, it is evident that the above
statement referring to the destruction of “almost the whole race of the Copper Indians” in or
about 1795 was an exaggeration at best, although a massacre of some magnitude had likely
occurred. By contrast, McVicar, a Fort Resolution HBC fur trader, recorded in 1825 that
“about one-fifth of the Copper Indians were killed by the Dog Ribs of Martin [sic] Lake in
winter 1823–24.”667

After this famous battle, the Copper Indians retreated from Great Bear Lake and inhabited the
region east and south along the shores of Great Slave Lake for some time (as witnessed below
in Akaitcho's, the Copper Indian Chief's conversations with Fort Resolution Factor Robert
McVicar).668 During the mid-1800s, the Copper Indians, also known as the Red Knife or
Yellowknife Indians, moved toward the Taltson River (now called Rocher River) area. It is
suggested that this move was not an expansion into a new territory but rather into the
southernmost region of their traditional territory. For example, the name "Taltson" River was
derived from the word “Tall chu dezza” or “Red Knife [River]” by Peter Fidler, a fur trader
who travelled in the region in 1791 and 1792.669 Fidler also noted the presence of Copper
Indians in the region south of the lake long before the purported Dogrib/Copper Indian "war":
16th Friday In the evening arrived at our Tent a Coppermine river
Indian[.] he says that there a good many of his countrymen a
good way down the Thay thule dezza[.] this river empties itself
into the Tall chu dezza [Taltson River.]670
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As mentioned above, Akaitcho was a Copper Indian Chief who guided various explorers in
the late 1700s and early 1800s. In 1825 he fled south and met with McVicar at Fort
Resolution, where they had “a long parly [sic] . . . on the subject of Establishing a Post for his
Tribe [the Copper Indians/Yellowknives] at old Mountain Island.” McVicar reported that
Akaitcho said:
. . . ‘that for his part he could not think of returning so soon to the
country where so many of his Relatives were so resently [sic]
murdered by the Slave Tribe [see explanation below], that it was his
full intention to secure his supplies at this Establishment and remain
with the Chipewyans until time would efface the grief and anguish
with which his bosom is inflicted on account of the untimely death
of his Relations.’671
McVicar's claim that the Slave Indians murdered the Copper Indians was clearly an error.
There is no available historical documentation recording a war between these two parties.
McVicar also stated that Akaitcho wanted to meet with "4 principle leaders of the Slave
Tribe."672 In fact, Akaitcho and three of his followers:

. . . expressed an [illegible] wish of accompanying [the Chipewyan]
Hallyaze and family this spring to the vicinity of the old
Establishment of Hay River [the territory of the Slave Indians] in
order to get acquainted with that part of the country as it is their
intentions to make their Hunts thereabouts next winter. I
immediately acquiesced.673
One year later, on May 29th 1826, Robert McVicar wrote a letter to Sir John Franklin, which
stated:
None of the Copper Indians (Pied Traverse excepted) would
undertake the journey via Thilloodessy to the sea, under the plea of
their being perfect strangers to that part of the country, neither
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would any of them go as hunters to Bear Lake, they being still
apprehensive of the dog rib Indians.674
After the Yellowknives' trek south, the Dogribs moved east to occupy Yellowknife territory.
Eventually, as anthropologist Beryl Gillespie notes, "Dogribs were also sharing the east arm
of Great Slave Lake with Yellowknives before 1900."675 Frank Russell, a University of Iowa
graduate student, corroborates this account with his own dating from the early 1890s:
Several Bands of this tribe have therefore moved along the lake
shore, into and beyond the territory occupied by the Yellow
Knives.676
Franklin then noted that Akaitcho, the leader of the “Copper Indians,” sought peace with the
Dogribs:
The Copper Indians and these men, are extremely jealous of each
other, and live in a species of hostility . . . The Leader [Akaitcho]
has requested also, that we should propose to their Leader to make
peace, if the opportunity should offer on our route to the Sea, which
of course will be complied with.677
Beryl Gillespie, an anthropologist, presumed that this led to an:
. . . amicable sharing of their ranges [which] began the same
process of intermarriage and amalgamation that had started earlier
with the Chipewyans.678
In fact, in the summer of 1908, René Fumoleau reported that "Inspector Ephrem Pelletier,
NWMP, met 125 people of the Yellowknife [Copper Indian] and Dogrib bands crossing Great
674
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Slave Lake in their York boats" (plate 41: "flat-bottomed vessels about thirty-five feet
long").679 The inspector reported that "they were hurrying to Fort Resolution to await the
Treaty Commissioner" and their annual payment.680
Plate 41: A York boat
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Chapter VI: Continued Use of the Barren Lands
Introduction
During July, August, and September 2012, three rounds of interviews were conducted with
members of the Deninu K'ue First Nation. Linda Vanden Berg, Justin Fritz, and Sophie
Henderson conducted interviews in Yellowknife (at the Akaitcho Treaty Office and The
Explorer hotel), and in Fort Resolution (at J's Bed and Breakfast, the DKFN Band office, and
the homes of the individuals interviewed). Throughout this report we rely upon both
transcriptions of the words spoken, which were approved by the interviewees, and the
interview notes taken by Linda Vanden Berg. Quotes in bold belong to the interviewer (Linda
Vanden Berg unless otherwise noted), and those in standard font belong to the interviewee.

These quotes illustrate the DKFN's continued use of the Barren Lands and their connection
with their past—the stories of both the past and the present are remarkably similar. The DKFN
have fished, hunted, trapped, and lived in the Barren Lands, and they continue to do so,
teaching their children in the process.

The Barren Lands, as described by Eddy Lafferty, contain lakes, rivers, and land teeming with
an abundance of wildlife:
The Barren Lands to me just looks like, lots of fresh water, at one
time, like when the ice melts and all that runs down. It’s just like
lakes, lakes, lakes, lots of fresh water. Really clear. To me that’s
where all our clean water is coming from. But now all those mines
are there. The main places where the trappers trap are on the eskers.
Where there’s still a little bit of trees, little bit of shelter, little bit of
firewood. That’s where some of the animals will go that we hunt. In
the summer, it’s lots of rock country, lots of gravel bottom lakes.
Very shallow. Some of them have fish. I still have a feeling when I
go there, it’s like I’m back—it’s like I’m home. I don’t know if it’s
a spiritual feeling, but I have a connection with that area, to the
mine. I have it at Snap Lake, I have it at Gahcho Kué. I go to that
area just for that feeling to see where the ancestors were. It’s like
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that feeling that you’re finally home. I have a really good feeling
when I get in that place.682

Continued Use of the Barren Lands
When Linda Vanden Berg asked DKFN member Frank "Rocky" Lafferty (hereafter referred to
as Rocky Lafferty) "How old were you when you first went hunting?", he answered with a
statement reiterated by many DKFN members:
Like the rest of my family, we were all born into it. I stayed out all
winter, I’d never seen town until trapping season was over. Until I
was 7 years old, when I had to go to school. I was probably about 4
when I first went hunting. So about 37 years I’ve been hunting and
trapping with my father. We share the same trap lines, share the
same areas, same cabin.683
Or, as Henry King stated when asked, "Did you hunt when you were a boy?":
Yes. I hunted and trapped all my life. After my wife died, my kids
hunt and trap for me.684
Among those living at Fort Resolution, hunting is a tradition passed from generation to
generation. Most DKFN members begin to hunt before they reach their teenage years.
Solomon King was 12-years-old when he first went hunting, and, like most others, his dad
took him.685 Wayne King, Solomon's son, was also 12-years-old when he first went out onto
the land to hunt:
. . . [did] your dad teach you how to hunt?
Yes I used to trap with him all over, when I was young.
How old were you when you shot your first caribou?
Probably about 12 years old.686
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Like Solomon and Wayne King, Raymond Giroux started hunting when he was "12 or 15":

I remember the first time we went for caribou we went an hour and
a half out of Res. That was far for me. We only had 12 horsepower
skidoos. I must have been 12 or 15 . . .
My dad got his arm cut off at the school there. It was cold and the
saw blade broke . . . I used to stay in the bush with him every spring
and every fall. All my brothers and sisters went to residential
school, I didn't because I was watching my dad in the bush. We
would fish all summer and stay in the bush all winter.687
Paul Boucher, Jr. started at an earlier age. Like Henry King (as quoted on page 248), he has
been hunting, trapping, and skinning the game animals all of his life:
My mom and dad raised me. They taught me traditional ways,
especially my dad, ever since I can remember, 3 years old. [They]
taught me to skin moose, fox, ducks, light fires, make camp,
traditional routes and [how to] [travel].688
Gabriel Lafferty has a similar history. He began hunting at nine years old. Unlike the others,
he was not taught by his father or his grandfather. Instead, as he and his son Rocky Lafferty
stated, he taught himself:
How many years of your life did you say you trapped?
Gabriel: I started when I was 9. On my own.
Rocky: He was too slow for my grandpa, so he took him to the store
and bought him a .22 and a box of traps and sent him out.
G: The bush is my home.689
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Chrissy Lafferty, like her father Gabriel Lafferty, was taught young. In fact, her father taught
her to hunt along the south shore of Great Slave Lake toward the east arm when she was 7years-old:
Did your father take you hunting?
Ya. I was seven when I first went out.
Where did he first take you [drawn in brown on map 25, page
294]?
Out on Slave River and on the east arm by Lutsel K'e and Fort
Reliance.
What did you hunt?
Moose around Slave River, but up by Fort Reliance caribou.
And you hunted all the way?
Yes.690
Martha Beaulieu is a rare instance: she shot her first moose as an adult when she was 22years-old.691 When asked who taught her, she replied, "My father. He taught us to hunt, [and]
trap."692 Her son Bobby, like the others, was 12-years-old when he shot his first moose.693 As
well, when Martha Beaulieu's granddaughter was 12-years-old, Martha Beaulieu taught her to
trap:
I’ve been trapping now for many years. I took my granddaughter
with me to teach her the ways. She just turned 12.694
George Kenneth Larocque has also raised his son in the traditional ways. Together they would
travel into the Barren Lands to hunt the caribou herds:
When was your son’s first hunt?
Jay, he came out with me when he was 7 [years old].
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When did he shoot his first caribou?
When he was nine.695
Kevin Giroux, George Larocque's eldest son, was also taught how to hunt by his father. He
went out hunting with his dad, his uncles, and Hewey Arden, a family friend:
Tell me about hunting in your family?
All my uncles, they raised me and we all went out into the bush.
I've been out on the land ever since I was a kid. On the boat,
checking nets, feeding the sled dogs. I remember going for the
seasonal geese, and the fall hunt. I remember going up to the Barren
Lands at 12 years old.
When was the first time you went hunting?
I was about 12 years old and they gave me a .30-30 to use, and that
was way out in the middle of nowhere. There's no one around for
days. It takes 2–3 days to get out there. I was out by Gordon Lake;
We were going up toward the Bathurst herd.696
Gerald Norn, a 17-year-old DKFN member, is of the next generation, yet, like those in his
parents' generation, he is an avid hunter. Linda Vanden Berg asked, "Who taught you to
hunt?" He answered by citing the reciprocal relationship between the generations and the
pleasure of "being on the land":
Friends, family, elders. I try to go by what the elders tell us, it’s
more better because you have more luck. And if you give meat to
them it gives you good luck. Some elders are just used to eating
meat off the land instead of eating the foods we have nowadays.
How often do you go hunting?
Whenever I get the chance to. I like being out on the land more than
I do in town. Good to think being out on the land.697
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Gerald Norn also enjoys taking people out hunting with him. When asked, "Who do you go
with?", he responded:
Whoever I can. My cousins and friends.
How many people?
Between one person and many. 30 people is the largest group I've
ever gone with. I show the kids out on the land, show them what to
hunt. What the tracks are.698
Rocky Lafferty's hunting patterns represent the culmination of these two ideals. He hunts with
his family, teaching others (specifically youngsters) in the process (plate 42), and brings meat
back to share:
We donate lots to the elders. We get about three or four [caribou]
sometimes, we make a few phone calls, and if people want some
meat we send it home.
We always go up in big family groups. With my dad and his
common law and his two youngest. We always take other kids too
to come out, because they enjoy it and they don’t get that very
often.699
George Kenneth Larocque and his younger brother Frank also continue to frequent the Barren
Lands, bringing back meat for themselves and others:
Tell me about hunting in your family.
In this generation of my family, there’s two guys who hunt and
provide for the rest of the family . . .
Who hunts?
Me and my next younger brother, which is Frank.700
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Plate 42: From left to right: Tamara, Rocky, Tori, and Tanis Lafferty skinning a beaver near their cabin
on Shit Island in the Slave River (unknown man in far right).701

Gordon Beaulieu recounted an experience similar to that of many DKFN members. His father,
August Beaulieu, taught him to hunt caribou when he was "preschool age" in the hopes that
when he was older, he could support himself through traditional pursuits as well as in the
Western way (through wage labour):
Who taught you where to go to hunt the caribou?
My dad was illiterate. He had a hard time getting jobs because he
was illiterate. He drove it into us that we had to get an education.
So, me and all my siblings are educated. My dad forced us.
Who taught you how to hunt?
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He did. He made sure that we were able to survive on the land and
off the land. He taught us a lot of traditional skills. He taught us
how to hunt and how to trap . . . [H]e took us out. There were nine
of us in our family. I remember since I was preschool age, a lot of
my memories it's just my dad and me. So, he used to take us out one
at a time and teach us. Put us in the canoe, and go out for a few
days at a time.702
Gordon Beaulieu hunts with brothers, friends, and relatives, much like Gerald Norn, George
Larocque, Kevin Giroux, and their ancestors. This association is similar to the "task group"
described by Van Stone.703: Gordon described the hunt with members of his extended family
and friends as follows:
We've gotten caribou all along Gordon Lake. We've gotten caribou
before Gordon Lake, and even, in the past, we've had to go passed.
So, we go up there.
Who do you go [hunting] with?
Different people. I have brothers that I used to hunt with. Brothers,
cousins, friends.
What are your brothers' names?
Ron Beaulieau, and Philip who goes by the nickname of Peppy.
Some other friends. I've even had people from Fort Smith. They
come by snow machine.704
Don Balsillie, a DKFN member and the Chief Negotiator for the Akaitcho Treaty 8 Tribal
Corporation, was taught to hunt when he was "probably 7- or 8-years-old" by his father and
other Fort Resolution elders.705 At first, he killed only "small animals: squirrel, chickens
[spruce hen, and grouse], ptarmigan, muskrats, beavers . . . [and] rabbits."706 However, as he
grew older, "Fred Lafferty, Pete King, [and] Solomon King" taught him:
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. . . [w]here to look for certain animals, how to skin the animals
properly, how to prepare the meat, etc. Other ones are James
Balsillie, Alex Lafferty, Tommy Beaulieu, Bob Boucher, Ronald
Boucher, but I've hunted with so many people over the years. And
my mother of course, she taught me a lot about properly cleaning
fish, and possible diseases.707
While detailing the contents of his freezer, Don Balsillie spoke of the practice of giving meat
to the elders. By accumulating different game, Don Balsillie is able to provide for those who
taught him to hunt:
I've got connie, I've got pickerel, I've got whitefish, I've got
northern pike, I've got ducks, wild geese, buffalo, moose, caribou,
beaver meat. Some of it's smoked, some is dried, some just cut out
for barbequing. One of the elders dropped by just a few minutes ago
because I promised to give him some duck, geese, and some moose
meat.708
Don Balsillie also spoke of the current use of the Barren Lands by hunters from Fort
Resolution:
Do members in your community still exercise their right to hunt
trap and fish?
Yes, they do.
When they exercise this right, are they aware of the territory
that their parents use?
Yes, they are aware of their parents land use, but they don't go as
far as they used to. The range currently depicting on a map is the
range that I've used since I was very young. The one thing you have
to remember is Aboriginal peoples in this area were nomadic:
travelled great distances to go to certain locations that were within
this geographical locations at certain times of the year to harvest
certain types of animals in those locations, in either winter,
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summer, spring, or fall. They had a number of cabins, or shelters
that they depended on.709
Don Balsillie's hunting range can be seen in the map below (map 13).

Map 13: Don Balsillie's hunting range (in blue pen marked as "Don"), which he drew during his August
1st 2012 interview with Linda Vanden Berg in Yellowknife at the Akaitcho Treaty Offices 710
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It is clear: the members of DKFN continue to hunt and trap, generation after generation. Even
with the influx of wage labour into the region, the DKFN have continued to use the land.
Now, however, the DKFN members hunt to supplement wage labour. As Don Balsillie stated:
[Some] members still live in Yellowknife . . . and have 9-5 jobs but
[they] still exercise their hunting rights in the area N and NE of
Great Slave Lake.711
And, again:
There are band members that have migrated north of the lake, now
living in a western lifestyle, but still exercise their treaty rights to
harvest north of the lake. They fish, and hunt, and trap on the north
side of the lake with their families. [They] come back and reconnect
with [their] family at least once a year.712
Kevin Giroux is a modern-day example of this. He lives full-time in Yellowknife to be closer
to various mining employment opportunities, but he also hunts and traps in that area north of
the lake. He remains connected to Fort Resolution through family ties.

In this sense, the hunt functions as a wage supplement by providing hunters and their relatives
access to meat in a region that has skyrocketing food prices but abundant wildlife. As Mary
Pierrot recounted, during her childhood (she is 78-years-old), there was little choice:
What type of meat did you eat?
We don't get meat in the store so we eat only moose. They kill a
moose. No work in those days so they have to travel in the winter
time to make good money. Spring time the same thing, they make
money with beaver and muskrat. In those days things were cheap
too. We eat nothing but wild meat.713
Stan Beck also stated that there was really no alternative:
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[In the] 60s . . . we had to hunt for our meat unless you want to eat
canned.714
When Linda Vanden Berg asked Raymond Giroux "What did you eat as a child?", he
responded:
Mostly wildfood, moose, fish, berries. Live off the land. Set rabbit
snares, musk rat, beaver, moose, beaver, geese, ducks.715
To this day, families continue to support each other by sharing their cabins, which are
distributed about the regional hunting range (as indicated by Rocky Lafferty in the quote
below). Individuals travel and hunt with their kin and close friends, and when they return, they
give thanks to the elders by distributing some of the meat to them. Rocky Lafferty explained,
the past use of dog teams and the sharing of cabins:
When you were hunting with the dog teams and you couldn't go
further, did you have little cabins that you stayed in?
People lived out there. If a dog team showed up in the middle of the
night they wouldn't turn you away. That's how it was back then.716
With each hunt and the subsequent redistribution of meat, the members of DKFN are
perpetuating their traditional lifestyle and teaching their children in the process. The frequency
of these hunting activities is, over the decades, subject to the ebb and flow of the market
economy. Therefore, the portion of Don Balsillie's range (map 13) that he actually exploits
expands and contracts from year to year, but the whole area remains his to exploit. As he has
explained:
Just because a particular group of people haven’t expedited an area
for a certain number of years, doesn’t mean they’ve given up on the
area and they no longer consider it important. It depends on the
economic environment. That is not to say that now this group that is
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extradited, by choice, that they will not have to go back into those
larger, further areas, to support their families.717

Oral Histories
The use of the Barren Lands by the DKFN's ancestors is traced through the stories of their
fathers, mothers, grandfathers, and grandmothers. These stories inform the current members
about how, when, and where to hunt. Some families travelled great distances; others only went
across the lake. Gordon Beaulieu's father, as an example, had a large family. Accordingly, he
hunted near what is now Yellowknife. His ancestors, however, travelled much further north
and east:
What did [your father] tell you about the Barren Lands?
I know he had uncles and ancestors that went all over the Barren
Lands, but because he had a big family he didn't got that far. He
used to go to Yellowknife.
Did he bring home caribou?
Yes. Moose, caribou, buffalo.718
On the other hand, Gordon Beaulieu's uncle told him stories of his hunts deep into the Barren
Lands near Lac de Gras, northeast of Great Slave Lake:
My uncle, Angus Delorme, he always used to tell stories about
trapping way out in the Barren Lands . . . [H]e used to talk about the
Barren Lands all the time and I used to hang around with him. I
travelled all along the lake with him.
He went almost up to Caddy Diamond mine there?
Ya, he used to trap on the Barren Lands. And, he used to tell me
stories about trapping on the Barren Lands. He's deceased now, and
he's been deceased for a few years.719
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Martha Beaulieu made a similar statement. Her father hunted and lived in the Barren Lands,
whereas her grandfather "hunted all over (the lake)."720 These statements regarding the
ancestors of DKFN members and their activities in the Barren Lands are not extraordinary;
they are commonplace among Fort Resolution's population:
Where did your father hunt?
He lived up in the barren lands before he married my mother and
hunted there. He lived in Lutsel[k'e] . . . for 10 years too. My dad
hunted and fished right till his very last day. He fished out on Slave
Lake. My grandfather hunted all over (the lake).721
Mary Pierrot's father also hunted muskrats north of Great Slave Lake:
Do you know where your dad and brother's hunted?
. . . Sometime during the spring time they used to get rats on the
north side of the lake. We hardly get rats on this part. But, we get
lots of beaver. Not only my dad, but everybody, they used to go
down there. Henry used to go for rats there too . . . 722
Eddy Lafferty’s grandfather told him stories about the Barren Lands, the hunt, and the fur
trade. Eddy Lafferty also spoke about the spiritual significance of the area:
I’ve got relations in Simpson, Providence, Yellowknife. All over. I
was told they were the first guides[, t]he Lafferty’s and the
Beaulieu’s, to guide people through the north.
As a kid they used to tell me stories of out there in the Barren
Lands. When fur ran out here, they used to go out and get white fox
out in the Barren Lands. They went out for white fox and out for
caribou too.
They would leave their families on the Barren Lands, at the edge,
the treeline, for the summer. Most of the time it was around the . . .
spiritual gathering there every year at the Old Lady Falls, at
Reliance.723
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Eddy Lafferty's relatives would move through the Barren Lands, in much the same way as we
have seen in the historical documentation: by canoeing across the lake, then walking,
snowshoeing, or dog-sledding:
How did your parents get around for hunting? And your
grandparents?
All dog team or canoe paddling. I heard stories, those old timers
were telling me when they used to canoe all the way there [across
the lake] and when they got to the edge of the barren lands they
would walk.724
Therese Georgina Simon (referred to by her nickname "Dolly" Simon for the remainder of this
report) also recalled how her grandfather (Victor Lafferty) hunted in the 1970s, with dog
sleighs, for days and weeks at a time. He hunted caribou, moose, wolf, lynx, and muskox,
along with his brothers, sons, and nephews, on the Barren Lands north and east of Great Slave
Lake:
Did you go hunting with your grandparents?
No. But, I know they did. I used to wait for my grandfather coming
back with dogs to ride on top his big bundle.
Can you tell me about his dogs?
He had 10 but he always took 5 . . .
When he came home what would he have on his sleigh?
A lot of fur. Sometimes moose.
What about caribou?
Ya. When he goes by himself he usually has a moose, but when he
goes in a group he'd get caribou.
Who's in the group?
Usually his brothers. Ed Lafferty, Alec Lafferty, Jim Lafferty,
Norman Lafferty, sometimes my uncles went with him . . .
What animals did they bring back?
724
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Caribou, and furs. Whatever they catch along the way: wolf, lynx. I
remember he came back with something that was out of the
ordinary. It was a muskox.725
David King-Beaulieu, originally a Yellowknife 'A' Band member at Rocher River but now a
Yellowknives Dene Band member (he was obliged to move to Yellowknife after the burning
of Rocher River's infrastructure), recalls how "in the old days" his family would hunt in the
Barren Lands and return to their home at Taltson/Rocher River each summer (David KingBeaulieu still desires to return to Rocher River and settle there for the rest of his life):
Tell me about hunting in your family?
My family, in the old days, people hunt, they never settled in one
place. they're always going, when the trappings over they move
back to Taltson and they fish. In the fall camp they are hunting in
the Barren Lands. when it freezes they leave their boats and take
their dogs.726
James Robert Balsillie's father, while engaged in wage work with the RCMP, continued to
hunt in the Barren Lands:
My dad and uncle hunted caribou out there in the Barren Lands and
white fox. And my dad worked for the RCMP and in those days it
was by dog team and a boat called schooner. They need to get
around with that in the summer. Myself, I have been out past
Snowdrift, hunting caribou.727
Don Balsillie's grandfather, on the other hand, did not engage in hunting and trapping because
of his commitment to the HBC as a wage labourer. His father and ancestors from the 1700's,
did have a hunting range. Don Balsillie states that their range is much larger than his own (just
as he has on pages 255 - 256), then added that, one can still see the generational continuity.
When asked, "Do you have any other uses of your family's known range . . . that you pursue
today?" Don responded:
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My family used a larger territory than I did, simply because of their
lifestyle back then–50 years ago. They used right from south of Fort
Smith all the way to Providence all the way up passed Fort Rae, and
east to the Seymour River for well over 200 years as I can recall.
Some of my family was involved in trading. Because the fur history
is quite aggressive a number of years ago in the 1700s, 1800s, and
1900s, and today, they were involved in harvesting white fox and
hunting and trapping. Their range was much more aggressive than
mine.
Did your father or grandfather hunt or trap on the Barren
Lands themselves?
Not that I'm aware of. My grandfather on my father's side was a
HBC manager, so his trapping expeditions were very non-existent.
My father's expeditions in the area were extensive, but he did not
trap the Barren Lands for white fox. On my mother's side, her father
and other family members did use the area quite extensively. They
were on Great Slave Lake east into the Barren Lands and north into
the Barren Lands. They were harvesters as well as involved with the
fur trade, so they did use the area.728
The stories these DFKN members recounted defined hunting ranges, consequently
emphasizing the importance of the Barren Lands north and east of Great Slave Lake. The
interviewees also emphasized acceptable hunting practices . In contrast to what Stan Beck
says the tourists do, the DKFN were told by their ancestors to hunt with care to preserve the
animals. In this case, Stan Beck argued that the caribou are at risk because the tourists camp
on their well-worn trails, thus scaring them away. Also, those same tourists, in their haste, kill
the first caribou that comes their way—the lead caribou. Stan Beck draws an analogy between
the effect this kind of treatment has on the caribou and how a human society might also be
affected given the same circumstances:
[An] Old man [told me that] caribou follow the leaders[.] The
tourists' camps are sitting right on their trail . . . and . . . alongside
the road . . . [They] shoot the leaders and kill the big bulls because
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they want trophies and the leaders get confused. If we killed all our
leaders we would be confused too.729
These stories help link the members of DKFN with the Barren Lands through familial ties and
a shared landscape. And, as we will show, this use and occupation of the Barren Lands did not
end with their grandparents and parents: the DKFN's use continues to this day. The stories
recounted above are remarkably similar to those told by current DKFN members of all ages.

Trapping
Trapping has been, and continues to be, a method of procuring meat and fur. Many Band
members, like Jerry Patrick Sanderson, Paul Boucher Jr., Rocky Lafferty, Henry King,
Solomon King, Dexter Simon, David King-Beaulieu, Clayton George Balsillie, Kevin Giroux,
Gabriel Lafferty, George Larocque, Stan Beck, James Balsillie, Eddy Lafferty, Gordon
Beaulieu, Gerald Norn, Tendah Lafferty, Raymond Giroux, Chrissy Lafferty, and Don
Balsillie (below), trapped along the Slave River System:
Where [did you trap]?
A little in the Buffalo River water system, as far as Birch Creek,
and through Fort Resolution to the Slave River Delta to Simpson
River, and up the Taltson River System. That was my trapping
area.730
Kevin Giroux, although trapping in largely the same area, was much more descriptive in both
his illustrations and his discussion of his and his father's (George Larocque's) traplines (see
map 14):
Did your dad take you trapping [in dotted orange on map 14]?
Oh ya, he's got a big trap line up by Pine Point. Very large. It takes
three days to complete. It starts on pit PN-81, it'll take you all the
way to the lake, then it takes you all the way into the prairies by
woodland national park, and then back onto the highway, where we
can get back to the truck. His second trapline is out by Kakisa.
Kakisa is a different band all together. But, we still use that general
729
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area. It goes from the highway all the way to Great Slave Lake. We
have a cabin out there as well. We need one because the commute is
way too long, and it takes three days to do a complete circuit.
Generally, you're 5 to 10 kilometers off the highway. There's
cougars, lynx, wolverine. We're there for fur, Martins, weasels,
squirrels—they get caught in the bait. It's about a 400-500 dollar
trip so you want to make sure you're getting the good stuff. It's
worth the trip.731
Map 14: Kevin Giroux and George Larocque's traplines (dotted in orange) south of Great Slave Lake. 732

Kevin Giroux has trap-lines north of the lake near Yellowknife (map 23, page 284) in addition
to the ones that he shares with his father south of Great Slave Lake:
The next area I'm familiar with . . . I just basically got it set up. This
one takes me up Yellowknife river, by Prosperous and Prelude,
there's a couple line, they call them dew lines, I follow the dew line
into the Dettah region. Then there's a good little trail that takes you
up by Duck Lake and back to the cabin. This is the area I'm trying
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to use now. I've gotten 2 lynx, 1 wolverine, 3 foxes, the black tailed
one, red fox too, martin was another one, and weasel.733
Raymond Giroux, like Kevin Giroux and others, traps south of the lake. He also trapped
further east along the south shore toward Snowdrift (see map 15):
Can you show us where you used to trap and cabins [in brown
on map 15]?
We trapped all in the islands just me and my dad. When there used
to be caribou in Snowdrift, I used to set traps all the way to Lutsel
K'e. I always catch lynx and marten when I go there. Lots of lynx
and lots of martin. There used to be no martin. They came north and
in 1999, boy there was lots that year.734
Map 15: Raymond Giroux's hunting, fishing, and trapping area. Blue = fishing, brown = trapping, orange
= moose, green = caribou, and purple = his son's (Cameron Sayine's) most recent caribou hunt (which he
was out on at the time of the interview—September 25th, 2012).735
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This trend continues. David King-Beaulieu trapped even further east on Nonacho lake (see
map 16).736 Also, note his trap line along his caribou hunting route running through Gordon
Lake to Thetis Lake on the north side of Great Slave Lake (to be discussed later on page 291).

Map 16: David King-Beaulieu's hunting, trapping, and fishing range. Brown = caribou, orange = trapping,
blue = fishing, and red = cabins.737

Solomon King, however, trapped in what constitutes the westernmost portion of the Barren
Lands. Travelling along the south shore of Great Slave Lake by dog team, he would pass
McLeod Bay, journey through the last of the transitional forest up the Lochart River, and
eventually trap on Artillery Lake off the east shore of Great Slave Lake.
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I went up to Artillery Lake to trap. I trapped wolves, fox, and
wolverine.738
Martha Beaulieu adds several more trappable animals to Solomon King's list including:
Mink, weasels, squirrels, wolverine, martens, wolves, foxes, [and]
otters.739
Gabriel Lafferty also adds silver fox, white fox, and white wolf to the list of animals trapped,
as discussed by DKFN trappers. The latter two are found exclusively in the Barren Lands.
Incidentally, he trapped north and east of the lake well into the Barren Lands (see map 21,
page 278):
Did you ever trap in that area?
Ya, when you go for caribou you take some traps with you. You set
some on the way, and on the way back you get your fur. There's
good money in the wolves, the white wolves they're the best priced
ones . . .
What about the fox?
. . . Trapped silver and whitefox in the area, wolverines too they're
worth a lot.
Any animals I missed?
Lynx, martin.
Did you trap Lynx and martin on the north side of the lake?
Ya.740
George Kenneth Larocque's stepfather Archie Larocque was born in 1915 and passed away in
2008 at the age of 93. He trapped primarily in the Barren Lands and because of his experience
was hired as a "special constable with the RCMP":741
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He trapped in the Barren Lands for quite a while, that’s why they
hired him.742
Rocky Lafferty's ancestors were also identified as having trapped in the Barren Lands. They,
like George Laqocque's son Kevin Giroux (on pages 265 - 266, and map 23 on page 284), his
stepfather Archie Larocque (on pages 268 - 269), Gabriel Lafferty (on page 268, and map 21
on page 278), and David King-Beaulieu (on page 267, and map 16 on the same page), trapped
north of Great Slave Lake:
Have you ever trapped in any other area (other than the Slave
River area)?
No, not personally, but my ancestors did.
Do you know where they trapped?
Up to where the mines are. They trapped for white foxes and
wolves. That’s where all the money was. They hunted out that way.

Hunting
While trapping did occur north and east of Great Slave Lake in the Barren Lands the major
activity in this region was hunting. Animals taken north of Great Slave Lake, much the same
as those recorded in the historical documentation, include moose, duck, geese, fish, beaver,
"rabbit" (hares), wild "chicken" (spruce hens and grouse), grizzly bear, muskrat, ptarmigan,
arctic (white) wolves, tundra wolves, deer, wolverine, lynx, and arctic (white) fox.743 Most
cannot inhabit the Barren Lands year round and move between the transitional forest and the
Barren Lands seasonally. The arctic fox, arctic hare, and muskox exclusively inhabit the
Barren Lands. Regardless, the main source of both food, fur, and other materials continues to
be the barren-ground caribou who range along the transitional forest during the winter and
summer in the Barren Lands.
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More than simply a game animal, the caribou provide the DKFN with the raw materials
needed for countless finished products. In the past, as James Balsillie recalls, the DKFN
"[u]sed to wear caribou skin gloves; everyone used to get gifts: gloves, moccasins, blankets,
etcetera of caribou skin."744 Henry King states that they made "jackets, shoes, [and]
clothing."745 Martha Beaulieu has enumerated other uses: "[s]hoes, mitts, vests, slippers, hats,
[and] jackets. Everything you could use the hides for. Dresses. A lot of people got married in
caribou hide dresses."746 Mary Pierrot also recalled how "nobody threw the hides away.
Nobody got shoes in the store."747 She stated that the women would make clothes: "jackets, or,
with the fur on, robes."748 Today, Solomon King says the caribou hide is used as a "mattress,
[or a] cover for your seat."749

Additionally, Chrissy Lafferty has described how members of DKFN use the caribou as a food
source (Carol Collins has recounted a similar practice on pages 289 - 290):
What meat do you eat daily?
Everything on the caribou, even the guts.750
Most members of the DKFN travel regularly into the Barren Lands to hunt caribou and other
game animals, and nearly all eat caribou. During the interviews Linda Vanden Berg provided
maps to the interviewees on which they plotted their hunting routes and areas (as well as other
areas of significance). Jerry Sanderson described one of his hunting trips and drew his route
on map 17:
[I] Went out to the Gordon Lake area. [Took the ice] road to Snap
Lake—to Ekati [mine]—a few years ago in about 2002. [I went
with a] couple of guys from L[utsel] K['e], one from McPherson.
[We] got 2 caribou that day . . . [I have] hunted all the way from
Ingram Trail to between Mackay Lake and Lac de Gras.751
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Dotted in green on the map below (map 17) is the route that Jerry Sanderson took along the
ice road to get to this hunting area near Lac de Gras.

Map 17: Jerry Sanderson's hunting road map. His route to Lac de Gras is dotted in green felt pen, and his
752
signature is in the top right corner in the same green felt pen.

Gordon Beaulieu hunted caribou in the same region—near Lac de Gras:
So where do you hunt the caribou?
Well whenever they come close, close enough that's where we hunt
them . . . I've been all the way up toward Caddy [Ekati mine].
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Near Lac de Gras?
Yes. I travelled all over the lake.753
Don Balsillie' has hunted along the entire east arm of the lake, both north and south. In his
interview, with the help of the map below (map 18), he defined his range:
Where did you hunt the caribou [in green on map 18]?
. . . We hunted caribou as far as Gordon Lake, Mackay Lake,
Beniah Lake, Duncan Lake, in around Yellowknife, East of
Yellowknife toward Caribou Islands, Rocher River, Simpson
Island, Big Narrows, up by Lutsel K'e, Christie Bay, as far as
Reliance . . .
What else did you hunt?
Moose [in purple on map 18]. All the way passed Hay River . . . all
the way out to Rocher River as far as Lutsel K'e. All the way
around the lake on the highway. You know what I forgot: I hunted
caribou all around Rae and Bechoko. Hunted caribou there all the
way up to Lac la Martre.
Did you follow the ice roads?
Yes. I hunted moose all along the lake shore. Everywhere I hunted
caribou I hunted moose as well. Everywhere I hunted moose I hunt
caribou as well. They're pretty much the same.754
This range should be considered in the context of his earlier quote (on page 263 of this report)
where he described his ancestors' territorial range which has since been altered with the influx
of "westernization," wage labour, and the school system. Don Balsillie has also hunted "into
the Lutsel K'e area, as far as Artillery Lake, I've hunted caribou and moose."755

Don Balsillie and his brother, Clayton Balsillie, hunted mainly from the ice roads built
annually by the mines.756 With the help of skidoos and sleds, Don Balsillie would travel along
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these road at a distance of one to ten kilometers on either side searching for caribou. 757 At
night, if there were no cabins in the area, he would tent.758

Map 18: Don Balsillie's various hunting paths for caribou (green) and moose (purple) drawn on August
1st, 2012.759

Clayton Balsillie has done the same. With his truck and skidoo Clayton Balsillie has hunted
caribou north, northeast, and east of the lake (see map 19):
Where did you hunt caribou [in brown]?
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Gordon Lake, in the north arm here, all up here by Mackay Lake,
up the Yellowknife river system. I've also hunted caribou on
Whitefish lake.
Which herd is it?
Bathurst Herd.760
Map 19: Clayton Balsillie's hunting map. Blue = fishing sites, brown = caribou, purple = buffalo, green =
trapping, and orange = moose.761

Henry King, born in 1925, is now 87 years old. When he was younger he hunted often along
the east, north, and west arm of the lake. Like Don and Clayton Balsillie he hunted with both
skidoos and sleds. But, unlike Don and Clayton Balsillie, he was hunting before skidoos were
introduced in 1959—he didn't have the luxury to choose:
Where . . . did you hunt caribou?
760
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Buffalo narrows, Barren Lands, near Lutsel K'e, lots of little
islands, Reliance.
Where did you go?
Yes, we went around the lake to Yellowknife and Providence.
How did you travel?
By dog team. It was all done by dog team. After we moved to Fort
Res, done by skidoo.
What year did you start using the skidoo?
1959.762
Unfortunately, due to his age, Henry King is now unable to hunt. However, the system
described above, in which younger DKFN members bring back meat for the elders (as
discussed by Gerald Norn on page 251, George Larocque on page 252, Rocky Lafferty on
page 252, and by Don Balsillie on page 255), has allowed him to continue to eat caribou meat:
Do you still eat caribou?
Yes. If someone hunts it for me. I can’t get it myself no more.
Who gets you the caribou?
The community goes hunting by plane and passes meat to the elders
Who goes hunting for the community?
The young people. As long as you’re strong and able to handle your
gun.763
The transition (as described above by Henry King), from dog team, to skidoo, to trucks and
ice roads, occurred in the span of 30 years between the late-1950s/early-1960s and the
1980s—and between the generations of Henry King and George Larocque. Rocky Lafferty's
multiple hunting expeditions have spanned this shift (map 20):
Where on the map did you hunt the caribou [his truck route is
drawn in purple on map 20]?
762
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We hunted around Gameti, where we hunted caribou . . . I hunted
north of the lake.
What did you hunt?
Caribou, that's all I've hunted on that side
From what herd?
the Bathurst herd
How did you get there?
We went with pickups, then when we went off the ice road we used
snowmobiles.
What roads or trails did your grandparents take to access those
same herds?
They did it by dog team.
Tendah: In the olden days it was dog team . . .
Can you describe a dog sled?
Ya, I remember them. I broke trail for them. That was in my earlier
years out in the wilderness. I was about 10 or 11. My grandfather,
Victor, he was trapping and we were working with snow machines.
We also had dog teams. He chose his grandson with the longest legs
to break trail.764
Gabriel Lafferty and his son Rocky Lafferty then discussed how common dog teams were in
the past:
Gabriel: One dog team to each family. The whole community had
dog teams, each family.
Rocky: Everybody used to cross the lake meet up at Yellowknife,
Hay river. There were dog trails all over.765
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Gabriel Lafferty drew both his dog team hunting routes and his ice road routes (map 21) in
contrast to the map of his son, Rocky Lafferty
Map 20: Rocky Lafferty's caribou hunts (in purple) along the ice roads (in red).766
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Map 21: Gabriel Lafferty's caribou hunt with trucks (in purple) and with dog teams (in orange).767

Raymond Giroux described a dog team, its composition, and its advantages over the skidoo.
Dog teams do not need gas, and, as Rocky Lafferty has stated, "Dogs never broke down"768:
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We use 6 dogs. Before they were different, the dogs used to be
bigger. I was born in the 1950s, and they used to just use 3 or 4
dogs. We used to have 60 dogs I remember. We fed them fish or
buffalo meat. Always a lot of fish in Taltson. Set a net in winter get
a lot of fish: Whitefish, jackfish, pickerels.769
So, while out hunting a hunter could gather the materials needed to feed their dogs, unlike
with a skidoo. David King-Beaulieu stated the proper way to care for the dogs was just as you
would for a person. David King-Beaulieu would build little tents for his dogs. As he has
stated, "that's all we had before"770:
Tell us about the dog sleds?
That's all we had before. We used to trap. We set up a camps, we
set nets right away, and we would cook for a dogs. We would get
spruce boughs and let the dogs in there. They pull you around they
do things for you, you got to treat them good. Just like a person.
You got to treat them good.
What about for you?
A canvas tent, 12 by 10, sometimes we use spruce bough. just for
overnight when we hunt or trap. or we set up a main camp and trap
out in lines. We would trap by Thubun lake at our cabin [red dots
on map 16, page 267].771
Gabriel and Rocky Lafferty further noted the differences between skidoos and dog sleds
which they recognized above:
What did you feed them?
Gabriel: Fish meat.
Rocky: Kind of depends on what you're doing, because you
couldn't carry their food because it's heavy . . .
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Could you go further with a dog team than you could with a
skidoo?
Gabriel: In the long term, yes.
Rocky: With skidoos you have to carry all sorts of stuff. We used
to just travel with meat, lard, and dried tea. Dried meat. Sometimes
salt.772
David King-Beaulieu has made a similar statement. Not only does he state that a dog team can
travel further, he also notes that skidoos scare animals away. Skidoos may be faster and allow
for easier hunting day trips, but in the end you will see, and thus kill, fewer animals:
What was better for Long distances?
Dogs, you don’t have any gas, you don't need anything. The
exhaust also scares the animals away. You have to get away from
your skidoos.773
Also, as Clayton Balsillie has stated: "You could fall asleep on your dog sled." 774 However,
through the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s skidoos began to make their way into the community.
Clayton Balsillie noted this shift:
Did you use dogs?
Ya, as a kid we'd hook up the dogs to go to the Bay. You'd see other
dog teams hooked up to get their groceries. All the way from Res.
In the early 70s you get the first skidoo, the Bombardier, they
replaced the dog teams.775
These skidoos, as described by Raymond Giroux, were "pretty solid," but he has stated that
today's modern engines allow for much more economical travel:
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Pretty solid. They were straight steel, the skis were wooden, about 6
feet long. They have better machines now. Now you can buy a
1000, 1200 machine. It used to be 12 hp.776
This statement runs counter to that of Rocky and Gabriel Lafferty (on page 126) where they
state that a dog team is more efficient for long distance travel. However, in terms of speed, the
skidoo is unmatched. Raymond Giroux, with his skidoo, is able to turn a hunt near Lutsel K'e
into a daytrip:
We went to Lutsel K'e with my dad. I went to Artillery Lake about
half way up the lake. I caught 7 caribou by skidoo. I was alone. I
could go from Snowdrift and back in the same day.777
Born in 1943, Solomon King is now 69 years old. Like Henry King, Gabriel Lafferty, and
Raymond Giroux, he saw the transition from dog team to skidoo. In the 1970s Solomon
bought his first skidoo and used it for hunting. During this time he primarily hunted caribou
along the east arm near McLeod Bay and Artillery Lake:
What’s the farthest north you’ve been hunting?
[Solomon:] McKay [Mackay] Lake, Gordon Lake.
[Wayne:] All the way around toward Yellowknife. A few
kilometers north of Gordon Lake is the treeline.
[Solomon:] We used to hunt along here (the north side of McLeod
Bay).
How did you get to Artillery Lake?
[Solomon:] Skidoo. With dogteam before.778
In the winter of 1982 the Tibbit to Contwoyto Winter Road was first constructed. With this
advance into the region, DKFN members could drive their trucks to Yellowknife and continue
along into the Barren Lands with relative ease after freeze up. Raymond Giroux has noted the
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advantages the ice road gave hunters during freeze up (from "around Halloween: November
10th") to spring and the thaw779:
I'm going to go out to Rae Lakes this winter for a hunt. I could
drive right to Rae Lakes to hunt rather than skidoo out to Artillery
Lake. Hottah Lake that's where they go to. We got half way there
from Rae Lake.780
Dolly Simon's husband, Raymond Simon, also travelled east of Great Slave Lake and onto
Artillery Lake (map 22). On his hunts he took their son—Dexter Simon:
Where did your husband hunt caribou [in green on map 22]?
They would hunt at Artillery Lake, we went to Whitefish Lake,
Thor Lake, Nonacho Lake, He brought our son.
What's his name?
Dexter. They even went on this side. Up to Rae. They also went to
Christie Bay.
How old is your son?
28.781
Kevin Giroux's range is extensive. He hunts in the Barren Lands north, northeast, and east of
the lake extending into what is now Nunavut (see map 23). In these areas, as he has stated, the
caribou are so numerous that their herds are mistakable for brown islands on the ice, even in
the winter:

Sometimes we'll go through the lake area, down through the island,
by Drybones Bay, you'll cross Francois Bay, and Francois River.
We'll keep on going out into Big Narrows, there's so much current
in that area you have to be very careful. This is where we do our
hunting in McLeod Bay. This is all in the winter. Sometimes we go
along here into Christie Bay, and into Artillery Bay. We go down
779
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Snowdrift River, it's beautiful. This is a big travel. This is days of
harvesting. Down to Nanacho Lake, then we'll go back and hit up
Pickatooey, and the south shore of the lake, and go through the
Simpson Islands. We're going over 180 miles just to Snowdrift,
we're looking at a 700 mile trip. The next one, when we go out to
Lutsel K'e, we go out to the Barren Lands. We go out from Lutsel
K'e and go to Artillery Bay, then Fort Reliance then Artillery Lake,
one person on the south shore, one on the north shore, we have little
CB radios. Up to Clinton-Colden Lake. We go up the Hoarfrost
River, up to Walmsley Lake, off the perimeter off McLeod Bay.
Sometimes you're going by on the ice, and you say I don't
remember that island. And it's the caribou. They're all huddled
together, they leave the land because there's too much noise. They
go out onto the ice . . .
We used to hit up all the Contwoyto lake, and to Lac du Sauvage,
that would be the edge of the area. up from the top of Mackay
Lake.782
Map 22: The hunting range of Dolly Simon's husband, Raymond Simon, and son, Dexter Simon. Green =
caribou, and blue = fishing.783
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Map 23: Kevin Giroux's hunting range. Yellow = Environmental Assessment Aerial Survey transects for
Diavik and Ekati, brown = caribou, orange = trapping, blue = fishing, and green = moose. 784

Further, Kevin Giroux mentioned hunting caribou at specific mine sites and the years in which
he visited the areas:
Can you draw where you hunt caribou [drawn in brown on
map 23]?
I would depart right here: Yellowknife area. You go down below
the lake systems, hit up Prosperous and Pontoon. We go up to
Gordon Lake, It's one of the best hunting areas around, there's a
massive amount of caribou, we come up through here, to Bathurst
Inlet, and to Snap Lake. I was raised by Hewey Arden, he's the one
who took me out on the land, he's a great prospector, and ice road
maker. I went out on the land with him for months at a time. He
was my mentor. He brought me up toward Mackay Lake, that
whole area, by Snap Lake.
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When did you used to hunt there?
MacKay Lake, it was 1997 to about 2012. In the Gordon lake area,
we went from 1992 - 2012.785
George Larocque, Kevin Giroux's father, continues to hunt caribou on the east arm of Great
Slave Lake, and, as mentioned earlier, gives some of his kill to the elders (e.g. Solomon King
and Henry King). He also hunts further north toward Lac de Gras much like Kevin Giroux,
Solomon King (in his younger days), David King-Beaulieu, Gabriel Lafferty, Rocky Lafferty,
Clayton Balsillie, Don Balsillie, Jerry Sanderson, and Gordon Beaulieu:
How often do you go out to hunt?
All fall, all of winter. During that time we hunt the moose. And
caribou we hunt twice a year.
Where do you go?
Up towards Snowdrift, we take the winter road to Lac de Gras up
towards Gord[o]n Lake area . . . we also go to Lockhart Lake.
How many caribou?
We try to get at least 10 each.
Which herd?
Bathurst.786
On another trip George brought a young man, named Dean Apagana, to his usual hunting
place by Snare Lake (north-east of Great Slave Lake) to teach him to hunt. The next year,
George had to hunt further west near Lac la Martre where "most of the people who hunt . . .
are the Dogribs" because of the 2010 ban on hunting barren-ground caribou north of the lake
(to be discussed in more detail starting on page 312).787 On that trip they got 14 caribou:
Dean Apagana . . . 15 years old came with us. We went to Indian
Lake, over towards Snare [Lake]. That’s where I like to go; less
traffic, less people . . .
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That’s where I used to go. But this year, as soon as the road was
open—the last week of January—I had to go to Lac la Martre. Me
and my step brother Jackie [Burke] we drove up to Lac la Martre,
left our truck there, unloaded two sleighs, two skidoos, it was 40
below, 2:30 in the afternoon. Found a place to leave the truck. Went
across the lake to find a cabin before dark. We had to find our way
with a skidoo trail. It took 3 hours. To the far end of the lake, we
found a cabin. At the north end of the lake. Next day we went
inland a little ways and got some caribou at Grandin lake. We spent
two days out there. There was no one else in there. We got fourteen
caribou that day, and then the next night, we ended up back at the
little cabin. And then the next day we headed back to Lac la
Martre.788
Raymond Giroux, instead of hunting west as George Larocque has, hunted further east as a
result of the ban. Without the benefit of an ice road, Raymond Giroux hunts caribou, white
wolf, wolverine, and foxes, all on the east arm of Great Slave Lake in the Barren Lands with
his skidoo and sleigh:

Where else did you hunt moose?
Sometimes moose go to Snowdrift, but then I'm hunting caribou so
I just leave them.
Where do you hunt caribou [drawn in green on map 15, page
266]?
I go to Artillery Lake, I didn't have to go that far but now we have
to go to the other end. We didn't used to have to go to the Barren
Lands, but now we do. I used to take caribou by Big Narrows.
Mackay Lake. Right at the Lutsel K'e airport there used to be
caribou all over there. Mackay Lake, Snap Lake. Rae Lakes.
How do you get there?
By the winter road. I used to work there by Gameti, the ice road,
from Lac le Martre to Rae Lakes I worked there. Same with by
Mackay Lake I used to work there at Tundra mine, and went
hunting at Snap Lake. I drove there with my truck.
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When was the last time you hunted at Snap Lake?
4 or 5 years ago. Before the ban at least. I drove there, there's a road
right to it.
How many people were with you?
Just me and my brother Velmar.
Do you take a skidoo?
We take a truck a skidoo and a sleigh.
How many caribou do you take?
We took about 10, just enough to eat . . .
Did you trap the white wolf?
I shot a few white wolves. When there's a herd of caribou around
they will hang around. They all follow the caribou around.
Wolverines and foxes hang around too. They take the food away
from the wolves.789
As a consequence of the 2010 caribou ban, Raymond Giroux's son also hunts east of Great
Slave Lake on the Barren Lands. Cameron Sayine, with his friend Kyle Enzo, ("a week or
two" before the interview, which took place on September 25th, 2012), went passed Artillery
Lake to hunt caribou and white wolves (in purple on map 15, page 266)790:
Some guy from Lutsel K'e just goes passed the boundary on
Artillery Lake and kills a few caribou. His name is Kyle Enzo. My
son went back with them. He phoned me last night. They got a
bunch a week or two ago . . .
My friend Kyle shot 58 white wolves in the Barren Lands and sold
them. Kyle Enzo. They're out hunting him and my son. He shoots a
lot of wolves.791
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Martha Beaulieu also hunted near Lutsel K'e (Snowdrift) along the ice roads.792 During a hunt
with her son Bobby and her nephew Jonathon they brought along skidoos thinking they might
have to use them, but the caribou were so close to the road the skidoos were unnecessary. 793
Instead, they used snowshoes: "We're real bush people."794 On that particular trip her kill
count was seven:
Where did you hunt caribou?
Around Snowdrift. I drove all the way to Yellowknife to get caribou
on the ice road and almost all the way to the mines.
How many caribou did you get?
I got 7.795
Carol Collins, with her husband Donald Beaulieu, has hunted on the north side of Great Slave
Lake on Gordon Lake. They also hunted along the south shore near Lutsel K'e. With the ban,
however, they no long hunt near Gordon Lake. They do continue to hunt along the south shore
travelling as far as Snowdrift:
I go by Snowdrift to hunt caribou and if I see a moose we harvest it
for our community. I also hunted at Gordon Lake, I got 15 caribou
with Donald.
Where else have you hunted caribou [in orange on map 24]?
In this area, it was in Gordon Lake with Donald where we got 15
this time. CBC or APT took a film of me loading them into the
truck. The mining trucks were whizzing past us while we were
there, as we loaded the trucks with about 3 or 4. That was about 10
years ago.796
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Map 24: Carol Collins' and her boyfriend Donald Beaulieu's hunting range. Orange = Caribou, and blue =
fishing.

As a DKFN woman in the 21st century, Carol Collins has insight into the worlds of both
hunting and preparing the animals. When asked, "How do you make dry meat?" Carol replied:
I'll get a little piece of meat and split it down the middle and carve it
thin like a blanket. Try not to make it too thick. I do it thin so I can
dry it. I like to smoke it as I dry it. I like it without the smoke too. It
still tastes good. I usually hang it on these little racks that I make.
Some people use baby crib slats.
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What types of meat do they use?
Everything, they eat the guts, the heart, the kidneys, liver,
everything, the head. The only thing they don't eat is the hooves.
Like rabbits, they eat the brains.797
This reference by Carol Collins to eating the entire caribou is similar to statements by Chrissy
Lafferty (on page 270) in which she said that she eats "everything on the caribou, even the
guts," and other DKFN members (on pages 269 - 270) which describe how the hides and other
parts of the caribou are used for purposed other than mere consumption.

While Carol Collins and Donald Beaulieu dropped fifteen near Gordon Lake, Eddy Lafferty
shot twenty-one on one trip to Brown Lake just north of Gordon Lake:
I remember one time we passed Brown Lake. Couldn’t find any
caribou. But on our way back, we saw some around Brown Lake. I
noticed there was old camp there, by Brown Lake. We took 21. It
was me and Brad King.798
In comparison to Martha Beaulieu's 7, George Larocque's 10 and 14, Carol Collins' and
Donald Beaulieu's 15, and Eddy Lafferty's 21, Rocky Lafferty killed 51 on his skidoo in one
day, working with other community members from sunrise to sunset:
We travelled on snowmobile sometimes for caribou. The east arm
of the lake. We went towards McKay [Mackay] lake, out where the
mines are. We went out with trucks, fille[d] . . . up our pick up
(with caribou) then came home.
How many people?
A couple of trucks, as much help as we can. One day we got 51
(caribou) and we were there from sun up to sun down. We would do
it like a community hunt.799
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David King-Beaulieu has hunted caribou both north and east of Great Slave Lake. In the past,
with his father, he exploited the northern region taking caribou and trapping along the way.
But, since the ban he now mainly hunts east (passed the boundary line) onto Artillery Lake:
Where do you hunt caribou [in brown on map 16, page 267]?
My dad took me out hunting all this way. Here, Beniah Lake, in the
German Cross [circled in black pen], at the end of Artillery Lake.
Snap Lake. Aylmer Lake. You got to go a long ways for caribou, 3
or 4 days. Last winter I went all the way to Lutsel K'e, to Reliance,
and then to here, Artillery Lake.
What was your trail?
I hunted in Mackay lake. We used to have another road off Mackay
Lake, a dog team road, up toward Beniah Lake, and then toward
Aylmer Lake.800
Dave Pierrot, Mary Pierrot's son, recalls hunting north of the lake during the winter 1984. He
travelled, with his two grandfathers toward Brown Lake to hunt caribou:

When my grandfather was still alive in '84, Raymond Simon,
myself, and my grandfather Mandeville used to harvest in Brown
Lake [north of Gordon Lake]; [we] used to hunt caribou and it
would be -40º and we would use the warmth of the caribou to keep
our hands from freezing and drop another couple further on. I was
20 years old.801
Dave Pierrot, at that time, was hunting without the advantage of the ice roads. Scott Lafferty,
Rocky Lafferty's son, has stated that the caribou are always roaming along the sides of these
ice road. This observation corresponds with the statements (to be discussed later) made by
Gordon Beaulieu (on page 306), Eddy Lafferty (also on page 306), and Carol Collins (on page
304; see map 28, page 305) in which they state that the mines annually build the roads along
traditional caribou trails:
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Where do you hunt the animals?
Simpson Islands, with my grandfather. I went out to the mine . . .
probably Lac la Gras. It was the first mine [site] we pulled up to
(Same route as the father)[.] The caribou are always by the ice road,
along the side.802
Mary Pierrot and her son Dave Pierrot, while discussing the caribou harvest listed all the
people who had been out in the past season (during the summer of 2012):
All the people from Res go to the Barren Lands to hunt white fox.
Everybody in those days went out hunting white fox and harvesting
caribou . . . Every year we used to get caribou.
David: Out there this past harvest season Chrissy Lafferty
[Gabriel's daughter] was out there harvesting. Sam Lafferty was out
there as well, and Frank Rocky Lafferty.
Mary: Jerry King was out there.
David: Catherine Boucher was out there too and Georgina Biscaye.
Roy King was out there. M. Petit is an old man, he was out there.
Mary: Henry Calumet was out there and Pete King and Freddy
King. They used to stay out that way. And, Don Edjericon, he was
out there too . . . Mike King, he harvested in that area—he was
fishing, that was [with] Leo King.
David: Gab Lafferty got charged for hunting and his son too.803
Chrissy Lafferty (Gabriel Lafferty's daughter and Rocky Lafferty's sister), as David Pierrot
stated, was, in fact, hunting in the Barren Lands over the past season. As indicated in her
previous quote (on page 250), she has been hunting caribou around, and past, Fort Reliance
since she was seven years old. When asked "where did you hunt in the past few years?"
Chrissy answered:
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We went out by Artillery Lake, along the treeline. We went out
onto the Barren Lands. It's true about your spit freezes before it hits
the ground.
What time of year did you go?
March 2012.
How many caribou did you take?
Our first trip we took 18 caribou back. We went back in April with
my common law [Arthur Beck] . . .
What did it look like? How many caribou were there?
About 400. But, that wasn't the really big herd. We saw musk-ox
out there. Over the hill there were thousands.
How did you and your common law [Arthur Beck] get there?
Skidoo.
Did you have a sleigh?
Ya. The longest 29 hours of my life. Just to get one way. We took
two skidoos out . . . We travelled a day to where we set up camp,
then we travelled two more hours and hunted on the Barrens.804
Chrissy Lafferty marked her hunting and fishing range on a De Beers Gahcho Kué Project
Location map (see map 25). On a regular basis she would fish around Fort Resolution, but she
would also fish "up by Reliance too when we're out hunting" (note the light blue dots at the
east end of McLeod Bay and on the Taltheilei Narrows on map 25).805
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Map 25: Chrissy Lafferty's hunting and fishing range. Brown = caribou, and blue = fishing. 806

In each of these scenarios the DKFN are hunting caribou on the Barren Lands. However, as
Gordon Beaulieu has stated the caribou occasionally "come down, sometimes all the way to
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Saskatchewan."807 But, as Eddy Lafferty recalls, focusing on the effects the mines have had on
these migrations, they rarely come south anymore:
Caribou, they migrate throughout the lake. Some years they come
up to Taltson Bay, about 10 years ago. But it's never come back
there since then, I don't know what's going on. Maybe it's the shock
of the land, through the vibrations on the land, from the explosions.
I know the government likes to use climate change a lot on this
stuff, but I think it has more to do with man.808
Further, as Stan Beck has stated, "[There is] not much caribou unless you went to the Barren
Lands."809 The movement of the caribou away from their traditional migratory routes has been
explained most often by DKFN members (as Eddy Lafferty has done above) as the result of
the mines and their intrusive activity. These effects will be discussed in more detail later in
this report. Some DKFN members have offered other causes for the caribou's movement away
from their traditional migratory routes. Rocky Lafferty has stated that the caribou's main food
source, the area's lichen, has been lost and thus the caribou have moved north—away from
Fort Resolution:
The lichen has been burnt (takes 100 years or so to grow back) in
the 1980s forest fire by Rocher River. That's why the caribou don't
come back to Rocher River no more but they used to.810

Fishing
These same areas were also used for other purposes (as indicated by Chrissy Lafferty on page
293). Paul Boucher Jr. has fished more extensively than he has hunted caribou. His fishing
range extends from Rocher River and the Caribou Islands on the south and north of the lake
respectively to the eastern end of McLeod Bay (map 26). He stated:
I have fished all over the Great Slave Lake [marked in blue] jackfish, trout, walleye [a type of pickerel] - [with] Fishing rods,
[and] nets.811
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Map 26: Paul Boucher, Jr.'s fishing ranges in blue, moose hunt in purple, trapping in orange, and "Old
Lady Falls" in purple.812

Solomon King also fished "all the way through Great Slave Lake" year round when he was
younger. Much like how Paul Boucher Jr., Martha Beaulieu, George Larocque, Henry King,
Chrissy Lafferty, Clayton Balsillie, David King-Beaulieu, Dolly Simon, Donald Beaulieu,
811
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Kevin Giroux, Raymond Giroux, Rocky Lafferty, Gabriel Lafferty, and Don Balsillie travel
on the east arm of Great Slave Lake for game animals and fish, Solomon King has as well:

I commercial fished all the way through Great Slave Lake, Simpson
Island, McLeod Bay.
What time of year did you fish?
We started in June when there’s no ice.
When does it start freezing?
September.
Did you ice fish?
Yes, same areas.813
Mary Pierrot, her husband Henry, Paul Biscaye, Edward Sayine and his son, and Ernest
Paulette and his son Teddy also fished near Snowdrift, and toward McCleod Bay on "East
Arm":
You're on the Barren Lands. Can you tell us what it looks like
down there?
Where we stayed was mostly close to Snowdrift because it was in
the fall time . . . It's called East Arm that place . . . Everyday we
make 100 box to put fish in there.
So you went fishing?
Well, Henry goes fishing.
Did Henry fish in this area here [east arm of McCleod Bay]?
Ya, but not only him. Edward Sayine and his son, and my uncle
Ernest Paulette and his son Teddy. And every spring they go
fishing, and my old man too -- Henry. And Paul Biscaye. They used
to be on a fish camp at Marine Bay. I used to make boxes there.814
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The east arm of the lake, on McLeod Bay and Christie Bay, was exploited by Clayton
Balsillie. Map 19 (on page 274) shows the extent of his fishing range as he has described it
below:
Where have you fished or hunted [in blue on map 19]?
I've gone all here, Zig-Zag Lake, I've fished all over the east arm.
I've fished in near Wild-Red Bay, by Reliance, all around there,
McLeod Bay, Christie Bay, Hearne Channel. I've fished in
Yellowknife Bay.
What type of fish?
East arm: lake trout, grayling. Taltson: pike and whitefish. North of
the lake: lake trout, pickerel. Russell Lake and Slemen Lake: pike
and pickerel. Weekweeu and Ghost Lake: lake trout. Fished in
Trout Lake for trout. Gordon Lake, and some of the smaller lakes
around there.815
Dolly Simon, her husband Raymond Simon, and their son Dexter Simon, all subsistence
fished on the east arm of Great Slave Lake:
Where did you go fishing [in blue on map 22, page 283]?
All the way down to East Arm, back along the north shore and a lot
along the Simpson Islands.
How did you fish?
By boat.
What did you catch?
Trout, whitefish, jacks. Not just with rods, we used nets too. Also at
Big Buffalo River. And on Taltson area.816
David King-Beaulieu, stated that he fishes along the east arm of Great Slave Lake on McLeod
Bay. His map (map 16 on page 267), however, shows a more robust range in his fishing
ventures. He has travelled the extent of all three arms (west, north, and east):
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Show me where you fished [in blue on map 16]?
I've been up to here, all this part, here it's called Lonely Bay [on the
west arm], fished along here. We used to get fish in here in McLeod
Bay, it takes us 16 hours to get fish past here.817
Raymond Giroux has also fished all along the south and east shore of Great Slave Lake, from
Hay River to McLeod Bay (see map 15, page 266). His fishing methods show continuity with
the past which, apart from the materials used, is a regular occurrence among DKFN members
(Hearne described the exact same netting procedure as seen below):
Can you tell me about fishing [in blue]?
. . . I used to fish all summer with my dad. We caught 10 box a day.
I used to have to cut them all because my dad had one arm. We set
nets.
What do you catch?
Whitefish, jackfish, trout, pickerel, losh, mariah, suckers, connies. I
fished in Rocher River and the Simpson Islands. We also used to
fish on the lake. We take about 20 each and freeze it for the winter.
Big whitefish. 4 foot long, 2 foot wide.
What about in the winter?
You drill two holes, and string a net between the two holes.
We fish all over there from McLeod Bay to Fort Res.818

Sacred Sites
Other uses of the region near the Gahcho Kué mine site and Fort Reliance are the gatherings at
"Old Lady Falls" (or Sacred Falls) on Lockhart River (as alluded to by Eddy Lafferty on page
260; see maps 25 and 26 and note the purple circles).819 As indicated by the name, this place is
sacred to the Dene in the region. Jerry Sanderson is 49 years old, and he continues to go to
"Sacred Falls" year after year (map 27):
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Went to Fort Reliance for the traditional gathering every August—
went by boat. Walk to Sacred Falls. [I] Go there and pray and ask.
[there is] no hunting and fishing. [It's] by the Lockhart River. [The]
camp site for the gathering [is] very important to the people.
Map 27: Jerry Sanderson's map which shows the "Sacred Falls" (or "Old Lady Falls) circled in purple. 820

The Sacred Falls, near Fort Reliance, were also frequented by Raymond Giroux. He travelled
there five times with his "20 footer with a 90 [horsepower motor]."821 Each time he boated,
flew, then walked on the land to reach this sacred site:
820
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I went to Fort Reliance 5 times with the boat to Sacred Falls.
What are the significance of the falls?
We go there to pray. You have to go to Reliance, then you have to
jump on an air plane, and then it's another hour walk to the falls.822
Paul Boucher, Jr. has also gone to "Old Lady Falls" before. On his fishing map (map 26, page
296) he circled it in purple much like Jerry Sanderson has. Paul Boucher, Jr. recognizes the
danger of a mine being located so close to a sacred place dependent on the Lockhart River
system:
[I m]ade a couple of trips to Reliance. I went to a couple of the
gatherings at Reliance. It is a very spiritual place. The people go
visit the Lady of the Falls—about 200 people. The first [time] I ever
went was when I was 6 years old[,] 15 years ago. I went by boat all
the way. [I u]se to back pack it in the past—walk up there . . . The
falls being impacted would be scary. The falls looks like a lady with
a dress on.823

The Mines and Their Impact
These fears of environmental degradation in relation to "Old Lady Falls" are similar to those
expressed with regard to the caribou. As alluded to by Eddy Lafferty (on page 295), the
DKFN feel that the mines have pushed the caribou further away leaving them with a less
fruitful hunt. Eddy Lafferty continues:
[T]hey, the mining companies, ended up ruining my dad’s whole
trap line. From the explosions. The vibrations going through the
ground, disturbs the animals. The vibrations going through the
ground scare off the caribou, make them change their migrations.
They’re kind of lost like now. They’ve probably got new routes
now. I remember caribou coming all the way down this way
before.824
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When asked "Does the blasting bother the caribou?" Raymond Giroux responded
That probably bothers them too, especially in the cold weather.
They do blasting and drilling in the cold. They only do it in the
cold, because they need the ice to get there . . .
I used to work at Colomac Mine [north of Rae-Edzo] and there
were lots of caribou there, by Indian Lake, there aren't many
caribou now though.
What drove the caribou away?
Since the mines opened, there's less caribou and they have different
routes. Probably all that noise.
What type of noise?
Probably all the equipment and the noise, and the blasting. They
work 24 hours a day.825
With these changes, Eddy Lafferty now has to drive much further past Snowdrift than he
previously did to hunt caribou:
A few years ago, when they first started to make this highway to the
mines [the ice road] we would go on it by truck. But now people are
going way past Snowdrift to go out for caribou now. About 2-3
hours outside of Snowdrift. Maybe four hours, five hours. Because
they’re not coming as close as they used to. You have to go way out
on the Barren Lands to get them now.826
Raymond Giroux has made a similar statement. He recalled that before the mines opened the
caribou were located much closer to Fort Resolution. Now, after the mines have begun their
operations, the caribou have retreated deeper into the Barren Lands:
We've been hunting all our lives. We still do hunting now. Before,
you didn't have to go to the Barren Lands before the mine opened
up. We used to get caribou just out of Taltson. We used to get
caribou on Rocher River. But now with the mines they're way out
825
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there. Out there at Artillery Lake . . . The caribou used to be close. I
used to only have to go as far as Lutsel K'e. When they opened up
the mines the caribou must have changed their routes. They work
24 hours a day and you can hear the equipment a long while
away.827
He continued citing a connection between the ice roads and the caribou's migratory routes:

Do the caribou use the ice roads?
Ya, you see caribou tracks. But lately, last year, he had to go
hunting past Rae Lakes because of the ban. He had to go near Good
Hope to find them. I bet you wouldn't find them until Mackay Lake.
People used to go hunting before that, there used to be all kinds of
lakes and people used to hunt before the mine. Even after the mine
there used to be lots of caribou even on Gordon Lake, now you
won't see a caribou track until you hit Mackay Lake. They got a
pretty big lodge in Mackay Lake too. Big tourist camp right in the
middle of Mackay Lake. They come from the states.828
George Larocque also discussed the impact that the Ekati Mine (located north-east of
Yellowknife near the Northwest Territories/Nunavut border) has had on the caribou:
How do you think the mines impact the caribou?
It has. They (the caribou) used to come up to the BHP mine, but
now they won’t come up. But the last 5 years I was up there for 4 –
5 months, and there was no caribou in the area whatsoever.
What do people think is the cause?
Sheer amount of activity.829
In 2006, Carol Collins worked as a cook in the camp at Gahcho Kué. Her time at Gahcho Kué
and Kennady Lake occurred before the first ice road was built into the region when the only
route along which to transport materials and people to the mine was via Lockheed C-130
"Hercules" aircrafts.830 On De Beers' proposed ice road map, Carol drew the caribou migration
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she witnessed as a cook (map 28). Her observation corresponds with those also made by Scott
Lafferty (on page 292), Gordon Beaulieu (on page 306), and Eddy Lafferty (also on page
306):
The way I see it is that industry is coming before the caribou
because all that area [the no hunting zone] is all industry, and all
this area is also the caribou.
If the camp is right here [Gahcho Kué]. I know the caribou come by
here [purple on map 28].
There's little hills by their airstrip and the camp and there's
thousands and thousands and thousands on after the other going on
their migration route right by the camp. I saw that. Right by
Kennady Lake that's where the camp is. You also see a lot of
different wildlife there too. Wolverines, foxes.
I was worried about how the animals were going for the garbage at
Kennady Lake.
What year were you there?
I was a cook. It was about 6 years ago. They had a kitchen and all
these little camps with tent frames, when I was there there was two
rows and they were building a third. The tents are huge. fit 4 men
comfortably. The workers were drilling and they would lose all
their tools and bits in the water. They didn't care. It's probably still
happening today.831

831

Collins, Carol Margaret. (September 26th, 2012). Unsworn Statement. Justin Fritz's Interview Notes. p. 2.

304

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

Map 28: Carol Collins map showing the caribou migration the year she was a cook at Gahcho Kué.832
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Gordon Beaulieu has also stated that the Bathurst herd have been pushed out of the area by the
mines and their constant activities along the caribou's traditional migratory routes:
In 1996 it was the year I saw the most caribou around Caddy
[Ekati] mine. The environmental people said it was a herd of about
10,000. It came through one evening and the hills in front of the
camp were just full of caribou. It looked like the hills were moving.
That was the only year I've ever seen caribou like that at the Caddy
[Ekati] diamond mine. A few years after the mine started the
caribou stopped coming through there. They found somewhere else,
they go somewhere else.
Do you know if the mines are built close to the trails that the
caribou's take?
Yes, they're built right on the migratory route. That's what I
gathered when I saw them on the BHP property.
What do you think causes them not to return?
I think the mines, I think all the equipment, I think the smog, I think
the blasting. Even the planes landing, the big jet planes. On a calm
day you can see the smog from all the heavy equipment. All the
exhaust from all the big trucks, the loaders, and the backhoes.
Do you know which herd it is?
I'm pretty sure it's the Bathurst.833
Eddy Lafferty has also made a statement concerning the mines' operations and their
infringement on traditional caribou territory and migratory routes. This corresponds with the
statement of Gordon Beaulieu and Carol Collins above. When asked "Who built the roads?"
Eddy Lafferty responded:
The mines. But some of the road that they use, are built on the old
caribou trails. Back then they used to just travel with dog team. I’m
sure there’s traces of Chipewyan people up there. Like camp
grounds, and part of a harness, or an axe head and knives. stuff like
that.834
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These observations also correspond with Scott Lafferty's statement (on page 292) where he
explains that "[t]he caribou are always by the ice road, along the side."835 The caribou were at
first, as Gordon Beaulieu has stated, near the mine sites because these mine sites were built on
traditional caribou migratory routes. But, with the "equipment," the "smog," and the "blasting"
the caribou have moved on.836 Don Balsillie elaborates on this idea further:
Who builds the winter roads?
Robertson Trucking which is contracted by the mines.
So, the mines are ultimately responsible for the winter roads?
They're the reason the roads are put in there.
How have the winter roads impacted the herds?
They have had an impact. One reason is access to the area and
access to the caribou is more readily available. Secondly, the
amount of traffic that goes into the area, the hauling of goods and
fuel supplies to the mines, created like a corridor, a curtain, of
activity in terms of noise and movement for periods of months at a
time when the caribou are in the area. After a number of years the
caribou began to move away from the area because of its noise and
activity and the pressure by hunters in that particular location.837
This "curtain of activity" has been mentioned independently by Raymond Giroux, Kevin
Giroux, David King-Beaulieu and Rocky Lafferty. As a former mine employee, Raymond
Giroux explains how the mine workers create this wall through which the caribou cannot pass:
How do you think the ice roads have affected the caribou?
I used to haul to Tundra mine with a semi. They'll give me a time
like tomorrow at 1 o'clock, and every 20 minutes a truck takes off.
they got a big train. Coming back they have a different road, you
can go 60. Really long convoy. 15 to 20 km an hour. It's because of
the weight. If you go to fast it can damage the ice.838
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Kevin Giroux has described the same phenomena, relating it to an experience he had at Snap
Lake in 1997 (on pages 311 - 312), and the dwindling caribou which he counted on his 2007
aerial survey with Diavik and Ekati (as seen on map 23, page 284)839:
How have you noticed the hunting change over time?
It's barren. It's gone to nothing. Even on a non-hunting basis. I used
to build ice roads and every 20 minutes they're sending 4 semis,
super B's. The oil tankers, they have double trailers. They stick
together like a convoy. It doesn't allow enough time for the caribou
to go through. It doesn't allow enough time to cross in the natural
migration patterns. When I was up in the Barren Lands in 1997 you
couldn't cross the fields, because there was so much caribou. We
had to shut down our boat because they were crossing the river
system swimming. We had to sit there for 3 and a half hours
waiting for them to go by.840
Rocky Lafferty, as mentioned above, has also discussed Don Balsillie's "curtain of activity":

What caused the decline in the caribou herds?
The diamond mines. There were tons of caribou walking all around
the lake, then the explosions started and we don't see them
anymore. If someone dug a big hole around me I wouldn't go
around there anymore. One year there were 12,000 truck load in 6
weeks, the trucks stop the caribou from crossing the roads. Bumper
to bumper, one right behind the other. They have to stay one speed
because the ice bends with the weight. They only go 15 to 20 miles
an hour on the ice. On the portage it doesn't matter. They aren't very
far apart, maybe 100 meters between the trucks. They aren't
allowed to stop . . .
Are trucks coming at night?
24 hours a day. Just after January till march.
And, when do the caribou migrate?
Just after freeze up and in the spring. It's around January when the
caribou go through the area . . .
839
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What is the purpose of the ice road?
To supply the diamond mines
What other animals are found along the ice road?
Moose, wolves, wolverines, all fur-bearing animals.841
Additionally, as a former "highway and transport" employee, David King-Beaulieu has
described the dangers these trucks pose to the caribou population of the regions842:
Have you ever used the ice roads?
The ice road is pretty good. It's smooth like a highway, it's 30
meters wide.
How many trucks use it?
When they're hauling they send hundred trucks 5 minutes apart. The
caribou can't get across. The only time they can't across is when it's
stormy. When the trucks stop in white out. They have one place to
stop by Gordon Lake [brown dot circled on map 16, page 267].
Sometimes they can cross between them. But they get hit. When I
drove a grater for the mines. Sometimes you hit them 15 at a
time.843
To cross this "curtain," the caribou not only have to avoid the trucks (as indicated by David
King-Beaulieu above), they also have to maneuver the road itself. Raymond Giroux has
described this process:
You get snow banks on the side. Icy banks. Each side's got a big
bank so the caribou has to climb over two banks about 6 feet.844
The ice roads not only inhibit the caribou from traversing the region, they also allow the
hunters easier access to the herds. Rocky Lafferty concurs with the statement made earlier by
Don Balsillie's (on page 307) where he argued that the ice roads allow for easier access to
these areas causing the herds to be depleted by hunters from all ethnic backgrounds:
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Will you go when the roads come in?
Probably, Wherever there are caribou the hunters will go. They're
just making easier access.
How will the new ice road to Gahcho Kué affect the caribou?
Easier access to the hunting. Everyone used to hunt there. Last time
I was there there were vehicles everywhere going back and forth
looking for the caribou. We went on our skidoos off the road. That
was before the ban, about 7 years ago.845
While access may be physically easier, legally, the land on which the mines sit is in the hands
of specific mining companies and their subsidiaries. Kevin Giroux noted that the mine
companies hire security guards to kick hunters off the "private" ice roads (those branching off
the Tibbit to Contwoyto Winter Road: see map 25 as an example), further inhibiting the
members of DKFN's hunting practices:
When was the most recent time at Snap Lake?
February 8th, 2010. I remember that day specifically. In the area,
first of all there was the construction of the mine. And second, the
security kicks me off, you technically aren't allowed in the mine site
area. There's a road, and it's a private road. It doesn't make any
sense. it's in the middle of nowhere, and we aren't allowed on it. We
were out in that area, before the mines were in that area. The trout
in this area is awesome. Every day we just ate caribou and trout all
day every day. The meat off the fish is just awesome. Every second
third cast you're catching trout, anywhere from 15 to 30 pound
trout. Cast after cast.846
Eddy Lafferty states, on the other hand, that the environmental impact of the mines on the
caribou and thus the caribou hunt is the most detrimental. Echoing the explanation as to why
caribou don't visit Rocher River given by Rocky Lafferty (on page 295), Eddy Lafferty talked
about ed the effects the mines have on the region's caribou food-sources and the waterways in
general:
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At Snap Lake, the water flows this way [toward the Arctic Ocean]
but then flows back down to Great Slave Lake (takes about 8 years)
so we’re eventually affected by the water. All the disturbance of the
land and that gives out natural mercury. So that’s how the mercury
is getting into the water.
So you’re affected by the water from the mines?
Yes. Eventually. The powder when the explosions go off, the
sediment goes into the water. That’s where all our fresh water is
coming from (the mine areas). The older areas around Yellowknife
are polluted. There used to be all those fresh water lakes up there at
one time. So the diamond mine areas will also change and get
polluted . . .
They [the caribou] would move around and be in one area for 10
years then move and be in another area for 10 years. Before the
mines they used to move around everywhere. It takes the lichen a
long time to grow. But now the chemicals from the mine are
infecting their food. We’re impacted through fish too.847
Much like Carol Collins' experience in 2006 at Gahcho Kué (on page 304; and map 28, page
305), Kevin Giroux experienced a similar gathering of caribou in 1997 at Snap Lake. These
herds, he stated have been greatly reduced (he is former employee of EBA engineering who
conducted the aerial surveys for the Diavik and Ekati mines). While flying the aerial transects
for Diavik and Ekati in 2007 (in yellow on map 23, page 284) he counted "75 caribou, that's
the total count of caribou."848 He noted the caribou's past numbers in 1997, and why they may
have gone down recently:
For 7 days straight you couldn't even cross the Barren Lands. It was
like a traffic jam. Caribou are standing outside your door. They
aren't even scared of you. We would sit there and watch the caribou
cross for 7 days the Barren Lands. That was one of the most
beautiful things I've ever seen. That was 1997. With the De Beers
mines, we go out there and it's not just the quantity, the quality of
the caribou has gone down. Before they look all healthy and bushy
tail. You could tell if they're fat by their bushy tail, it would jiggle.
847
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Lately they don't get the proper nutrition, the fat's not as good. The
tails are droopy. They don't stick up nice and perky. The meat isn't
as good. I noticed there's a chemical taste to it, a gasoline, diesel,
engine taste to it. Hewey Arden and me would hunt. He would
shoot a caribou from the boat, we would give thanks, and then eat
the meat right from the caribou. You can't anymore, the caribou is
all buggy. The ecology, was all messed up, it's not just the caribou
everything is messed up.849

The 2010 Barren-ground Caribou Hunting Ban
The DKFN consider the dwindling herd to be the result of increased mine traffic, pollution,
and human activity, while the mining industry and government officials believe it is due to
overhunting. Of course this said overhunting is occasioned by the use of the ice roads by any
and all hunters including those brought in by guide outfitters. So, as the DKFN continue to
face increasing pressure from the mining companies (in their impact on the caribou herds), the
Government has further restricted their ability to hunt.

As noted earlier in Chapter III, in 2006 the NWT Department of Natural Resources
implemented a Caribou Management Plan due to an increase in mining activity on the Barren
Lands and the resultant cumulative impacts of these mines and their infrastructure on caribou
herds. Their site contains the following rationale for the development of such a plan:
A management plan for the Bathurst caribou herd has also been
developed. Interest in the Bathurst caribou herd grew in the 1990s
with a surge in mining activities on the herds annual ranges. Since
then, two diamond mines have been built on spring migration
and post calving/summer ranges and a third diamond mine is
under construction. The diamond mining companies monitor
caribou abundance and behavior in the vicinity of the diamond
mines, however uncertainties remain about the cumulative effects of
the mines on the caribou.850
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The management plan failed. On January 1st, 2010 a ban was placed on the hunting of the
Bathurst herd in an area stretching from the north shore of Great Slave Lake to the
Nunavut/Northwest Territories border (map 29).851 Amidst protest, on October 7th, 2010 an
agreement was signed with the Yellowknives Dene (of Dettah and N'dilo) where the
community was allowed to take a target number of 150 barren-ground caribou per year.852 No
such agreement has been signed with the DKFN.
Map 29: The Barren Ground Caribou No Hunting Zone established January 1st, 2010.853
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When asked "How is the ban implemented at the present time? is anyone allowed to take
caribou?" Don Balsillie responded:
Yes, the Yellowknife [Yellowknives Dene] and the Tlicho people
are allowed a certain amount of tags annually [150].854
The DKFN have not been given any such allotment:
How have the hunting restrictions that were brought in recently
impacted hunting in that particular area [north of Great Slave
Lake]?
It's restricted myself from harvesting in the area . . .
Do you know which herd you were hunting in the past?
The herd that came into Yellowknife and Lutsel K'e area.
The Bathurst Herd?
Yes.
Do you continue to hunt in any other area where they are not
restricted?
Yes, down in the Lutsel K'e area and Simpson Islands.
What caribou herd are they?
Same caribou. They're outside of the zone.855
George Larocque, in response to a series of questions, elaborates on the ban and its
consequences:
Can you still hunt?
No. They forced us out.
When did you get forced out?
854
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2-3 years ago. I don't remember what year.
What did they tell you?
Don't come here, we'll confiscate everything.
What was their reason?
Dwindling herd.856
Rocky Lafferty further connected the mines, the caribou, and the hunting ban in the region:
They [The Government of the Northwest Territories] put a ban on it
[caribou hunting north of Great Slave Lake] because of the decline
in the caribou. My brother works out there and he tells me it's
because of the blasting. Twenty miles away, you can feel it he says.
That's why he says he thinks the herds are moving.857
The ban has impacted the caribou hunt and as a result members of DKFN have been
negatively affected. In a continuation of his quote (on pages 285 - 286), George Larocque has
stated that his trip up toward Lac la Martre with Jackie Burke and Dean Apagana was in
response to the recent ban:
We couldn't go anywhere else though, we're not allowed to go up
that way anymore up towards Gordon Lake.858
George Larocque stated:
I couldn't understand why our leaders wouldn't fight the
government tooth and nail against the ban . . . How do you tell an
80 year old woman that you cannot have caribou meat this year—
how do you explain that to them?
What did the elders say when the ban came into effect?
Well they didn't say much, it was just like they rammed it down our
throats.859
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Rocky Lafferty, when asked "if you were allowed to hunt again, would you go north of the
lake?" replied:
Oh yes.
Do you prefer to hunt there?
Yes. Definitely.860
Gabriel Lafferty has suffered several heart attacks in the past and the cold found in the Barren
Lands aggravates his condition; however, he still traps. When asked "If it wasn't too cold, and
you didn't have a heart attack would you be still hunting on the north side of the lake?" he
responded:
Oh ya, there's no way you can stop a guy from doing these
things.861
The members of DKFN continue to hunt caribou and other animals north and east of the lake
in the Barren Lands despite the change in the migratory habits of the caribou, the mines, and
the recent ban. In discussing the ways in which community members preserve barren-ground
caribou meat when out hunting caribou (wherever they may be at that time), elder Henry King
stated that they have been doing it that way since he was seventeen and they continue to do it
today:
How did you preserve the caribou in the summer and winter to
keep it good?
In winter, you freeze it in a plastic bag. In summer, you smoked and
dried it.
When did you stop doing this?
1942 still doing it. 1960s still doing it. 1970s still doing it. We still
do it today, when we go out in the bush.862
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Chapter VII: A Genealogy of Bands
Today, indeed since 1876, the Indian Act's “bands” are assumed to be the structure upon
which all Indian societies were, and are, based. This is a misconception brought about by the
passage of time; it has been approximately 125 years since the first consolidated Indian Act
was passed in 1876, which defined “Bands” and imposed a Chief and Council as its
leadership.

In 1886, the Indian Act was applied enforcing the construct of "bands" in today's Northwest
Territories, making the organization of groups simpler, in the short term, for both academic
and administrative purposes.

In 1899 and 1900 the people living south of Great Slave Lake entered Treaty. The Indian Act
Model of Chief and Council was pressed upon them. However, as seen elsewhere in Canada,
this model, of a Chief and Council leading their people through decisions made at Band
Council meetings, did not easily gain acceptance in the Great Slave Lake area. The traditional
pattern in this area was to follow a well-respected leader of a local group within a larger
regional band, a system well suited to their way of life. Their relative isolation and unique
socio-economic structures made it difficult for local groups to fit into the structure of the
Department of Indian Affairs, Treaty 8, and Band life.
The Department of Indian Affairs generated fixed membership lists for each “Band.” on
which each individual was tied to a specific “Band” which was attached to a fixed locale.
However, until about the 1950s, few families or local groups lived in specific location year
round due to various economic imperatives.

In the absence of Indian Reserves in the Great Slave Lake area, people resided wherever
social and economic vagaries took them in their larger regional territory. The diversity of
residences throughout the various communities of the Great Slave Lake region is consistent
across all family groups, a fact which was not necessarily reflected in the records of the Indian
Agents.
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The Department of Indian Affairs and their Agents sought to bring about a sense of order to
the administration of these fluid communities. As in other areas of Canada, the Indian Agents
began fissioning and fusing the Bands of the Great Slave Lake region illustrating their
frustration with, and lack of understanding of, a culture with an entirely different worldview
and social structure.

The tribes of interest for the purposes of this chapter are the Chipewyans, the Yellowknives,
and the Dogribs (specifically the group which, during the 1920s, came to be referred to as the
"Dogribs, of Yellowknife River"). Although geographically dispersed, and historically divided
by Indian Agents, all are described in the early records as possessing similar linguistic and
cultural traits. Their similarities are more accurately attributed to their common Athabascan
linguistic affiliation.
The Yellowknives were, in the early records, variously referred to as the “Redknives,” and the
"Copper Indians." They acquired these appellations due to their mining and use of copper
from the Coppermine River region in northern Northwest Territories. In a number of early
accounts the “Copper Indians” are identified as “a branch of,” or “the same people” as, the
Chipewyans.

In 1771, explorer Samuel Hearne reported that
Copper Indian women seem to be much esteemed by our Northern
traders [the Chipewyans]; for that reason I know not, as they are in
reality the same people in every respect; and their language
differs not so much as the dialects of some of the nearest counties in
England do. 863
Later, in Alexander Mackenzie's 1789 journal, the "Redknives and Chepewyans" are referred
to as “adjoining tribes.”864
863

Hearne, S. (1795). A Journey From Prince of Wales’s Fort in Hudson’s Bay, to the Northern Ocean.
Undertaken by order of the Hudson’s Bay Company, for the Discovery of Copper Mines, a North West Passage,
& in the Years 1769, 1770, 1771, & 1772. London: A. Strahan and T. Cadell. p. 157.
864
Mackenzie, A. (1801). Voyages from Montreal on the River St. Laurence through the Continent of North
America to the Frozen and Pacific Oceans: In the Years 1789 and 1793. With a Preliminary Account of the Rise,

318

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

In 1812, North West Company trader George Keith stated in a letter to Roderick MacKenzie
regarding the Copper Indians: “This tribe, I imagine, is a branch of the Chipewyans; the same
manners, customs, and language, with little variation, are common to both.”865 Franklin drew
a similar conclusion, stating that the Copper Indians “were originally a tribe of the former
people [the Chipewyans] . . . Their language, traditions, and customs, are essentially the same
with those of the Chipewyans.”866 Other names for Chipewyans living on the Barren lands
(distinct from those using and occupying the boreal forest south of Lake Athabasca) in the
literature include the “Caribou Eaters” and “Mountainees."
An 1823 Hudson’s Bay Company census of “Natives Trading at Fort Resolution” (figure 2) is
one of the earliest attempts at an enumeration of these groups
Figure 2867

1823 Hudson’s Bay Co. Log:

Yellowknives 192

Chipewyan 362

The above informs us that in 1823 the Yellowknives (Copper Indians) and the Chipewyans
were identified as distinct local groups. In 1863 Father Émile Petitot, a Roman Catholic
missionary and amateur ethnographer, recorded a similar census (see figure 3):
Figure 3868

1863 (Petitot):

Yellowknives 332

Chipewyan 245

Progress, and Present State of the Fur Trade of That Country. Illustrated with Maps. London: R. Noble, Old
Bailey. pp. 38-39.
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In both the 1823 and 1863 census records, the Yellowknives (Copper Indians) are clearly
distinguished from the "Chipewyans." These records also provide an indication of the number
of Indian traders (564 in 1823, and 587 in 1863) frequenting Fort Resolution during these
years.
In 1881 the first coast to coast Canadian census was conducted, eighteen years after Petitot’s
1863 census cited above. This census included the Northwest Territories. The Hudson's Bay
Company was hired for the task in the far north. For the District of Athabaska, located across
several current-day provincial borders including Saskatchewan, Alberta, and the Northwest
Territories, Roderick Macfarlane, the Factor at Fort Chipewyan, was asked to take the census.
The records the people present at the forts during the taking of the census. The Fort
Resolution's census was taken in the spring when the Indians had come to the fort to trade. It
records 230 individuals, leaving (with reference to the numbers below) 15 non-Indian
individuals869:
Figure 4870

Census of the Population of the District of Athabaska 1881
Fort Resolution
Yellow Knives 116, Chipewyan 64, Slaves 18, Dog Ribs 27
Fort Smith
Yellow Knives 9, Chipewyans from Great Slave Lake 66

In these figures we see that the Yellowknives (Copper Indians) and Chipewyans continued to
be recorded as distinct groups (bands) and that some Slaves and Dogribs are now trading at
Fort Resolution. Neither Slaves nor Dogribs had previously been recorded at Fort Resolution
in census records nor in the fort journals.
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On July 6th 1893, biologist Frank Russell encountered a large encampment of Indians most of
whom were Yellowknives upon his arrival at Fort Resolution:
. . . we reached Resolution early in the morning of the 6th . . . I
counted sixty lodges on the beach before the fort. The most of
them were occupied by Yellow Knife Indians from the north shore
of the lake.871
In a 1960 memo from District of Mackenzie Regional Supervisor J.G. McGilp to the Indian
Affairs Branch, McGilp stated that the restructuring of the Great Slave Lake region tribes
“will make it administratively easier” for organization.872 While such an administrative move
did not necessarily physically uproot the people and force them to move to different locations,
it did result in a great deal of confusion surrounding the original tribal identities of the people
now settled in villages such as Yellowknife, Lutsel K’e (Snowdrift), and Fort Resolution.

Reorganizing the Bands of the Great Slave Lake region in such a manner proved to be a much
more difficult and complicated process than anticipated. Inspector H. A. Conroy states in the
1902 Indian Affairs annual report that
The Indians on the north side of Great Slave lake are anxious to
come into treaty as are those of Providence on the Mackenzie River.
They claim that the Slaveys and YellowKnives who were taken into
treaty in 1900, have hunting-grounds outside of treaty and are
akin to them.873
Conroy’s account reveals one key theme that the Indian Agents seemed to have missed when
attempting to group the natives into Indian Act Bands—the Indians of the Great Slave Lake
region did not move about on their seasonal rounds as one large band; they moved instead as
as local or task groups coming together as regional bands at specic times and places.
871

Russell, F. (1898). Explorations in the Far North: Being the report of an expedition under the auspices of the
University of Iowa during the years 1892, '93, and '94. Iowa City: IA: University of Iowa. p. 67.
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McGilp, J. G. (1960). Letter to Indian Affairs Branch, Regional Supervisor - District of Mackenzie,
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The Administrative Organization of the Fort Smith Agency (MAP) 1958 - 1964, RG 10, Volume 8212, File
140/1-1 1. p. 2.
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Conroy, H. A. (1902). Report from Inspector for Treaty No. 8. In Annual Report of the Department of Indian
Affairs for the Year Ended June 30 1902. Ottawa: S.E. Dawson. Part 1, p. 178.
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The Copper Indians, for example, have traditionally occupied territory north of the Great
Slave Lake along the Coppermine River and south near Rocher River and the Slave River. In
later years, the Copper Indians traded at the trading posts south of the lake. The shift, as seen
in Conroy's quote above, was not the movement of an entire tribe, but rather of a series of task
groups. Not all members of these smaller groups moved south of Great Slave Lake.874

In the Department of Indian Affairs Annual Report for 1902 (see figure 5), the Treaty 8 tribes
listed “at” Fort Resolution are the Chipewyans, the Yellowknives (Copper Indians), and the
Dogribs. Members of these Bands are not necessarily resident at Fort Resolution but have
gathered there in order to receive their Treaty annuity payment (an annual event later referred
to as “Treaty days”). At Hay River, the Slaves are divided into the “Slaves of Upper Hay
River” and the “Slaves of Lower Hay River.”875
Figure 5876
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In this document, the words “Natives Trading at Fort Resolution," are replaced by
Yellowknives (Copper Indians), Dogribs, and Chipewyans “at Fort Resolution.”877
On October 12th 1904, Inspector H.A. Conroy reported that:
From Fort Smith we took transportation with Hislop & Nagle’s
steamer for Resolution. We met the Indians here two days before
the time appointed. There were three bands of Indians here, viz:
Chipewyan, Yellowknives and Dogribs.878
The following year, in 1905, the census recorded fewer Indians trading at Fort Resolution:
Figure 6879

DIA Annual Report 1905 – Treaty No. 8
Chipewyans at Fort Resolution
Yellow Knives at Fort Resolution
Dog Ribs at Fort Resolution

105
171
174

In 1907, Inspector H. A. Conroy, Inspector for Treaty 8, documented his journey through the
north which he made in order to give out the annual treaty payments:
I left for Resolution on July 7, and arrived at the Fort the next day,
and made preparations for settling with the Indians. There are three
quite large bands of Indians here: Dog Ribs, Yellow Knives, and
Chipewyans—nearly 600 altogether.880
The following year, attending to similar matters, he wrote:
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We left Fort Smith on July 6 for Fort Resolution by the Roman
Catholic mission steamer. The annuities were paid there to the three
bands, the Yellowknives, Dogribs and Chipewyans, on July 11.
Altogether there were 561 Indians paid. During the year there were
20 births and 25 deaths.881
His census showed the following:

Figure 7882

DIA Annual Report 1908 – Treaty No. 8
Chipewyans at Fort Resolution
Yellowknives at Fort Resolution
Dogribs at Fort Resolution

115
205
193

In the 1909 report Inspector Conroy recorded the following numbers of people trading at Fort
Resolution:
On [July] 7th we started for Resolution on the McKenzie River
steamer. Here three bands were settled with on the 11th, 12th, and
13th: Yellowknives 287. Dogribs 182 and Chipewyan 116; 502 in
all. Among these Indians 18 deaths and 16 births. They were
prosperous and had quantities of dried meat. They were also in good
health.883
By 1910 the Upper and Lower Hay River Slaves were recorded simply as the “Slaves,” and
those who gathered at Fort Resolution for Treaty days were enumerated as “Chipewyans –
134,” “Dogribs – 197,” and “Yellowknives – 209.”884
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Affairs for the Year Ended March 31 1908. Ottawa, ON: S. E. Dawson. Part 1, p. 189.
882
Department of Indian Affairs. (1908). Census Return of Resident and Nomadic Indians; Denominations to
which they belong, &c.—Continued. In Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs for the Year Ended
March 31 1908. Ottawa, ON: S. E. Dawson. Part 2, p. 87.
883
Conroy, H. A. (1909). Report of Inspector for Treaty No. 8. In Annual Report of the Department of Indian
Affairs for the Year Ended March 31 1909. Ottawa, ON: S. E. Dawson. Part 1, p. 198.
884
Department of Indian Affairs. (1910). Indians and Eskimos.—Religions, ages, sexes, births and deaths by
provinces, &c.—Continued. In Annual Report of the Department of Indian Affairs for the Year Ended March 31
1910. Ottawa, ON: C. H. Parmelee. Part 2, pp. 102 - 103.

324

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

Those who gathered at Fort Resolution included Bands with territory further to the north—i.e.
the Dogribs and the Yellowknives (Copper Indians)—the administration of these Bands at
Fort Smith became more difficult. In 1923, the administration of the Indians at Fort
Resolution was transferred from the Fort Smith Agency to the newly created Fort Resolution
Agency:
The department now has three agencies in the Northwest
Territories, namely Fort Simpson, Fort Smith, and Fort Resolution,
the last mentioned having been established during the present year
owing to the increased requirements of administration.885
On May 4th 1923, Indian Agent C. Bourget received a letter informing him that the Dogribs
wanted their annuities paid at their Yellowknife River location as the “Dog Rib Band” did not
actually live at Fort Resolution:

In connection with the Fort Resolution Bands; I have to inform you
that the Dog Rib Band does not live at Fort Resolution and the
Chief has requested that his Band be paid their annuities in future at
the Yellow Knife River, owing to the danger of making the trip to
Resolution by canoe.886
Nevertheless, Bourget continued to pay Treaty annuities to the “Yellow Knives” (Copper
Indians) and “Chipewyans” at Fort Resolution on July 9th, 1923.887
In his report for the following year, 1924, Bourget stated that the “Dogribs of Yellowknife
River” were paid their Treaty annuities at their village at the mouth of the Yellowknife River:
At the Yellow Knife River we arrived the night before treaty, and
Treaty was paid on date advertised, with most of the Indians
present.888
885
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Bourget recounted that the "Dogribs of Yellowknife" wanted

. . . to establish a Post in time at the mouth of the Yellow Knife and
have a regular settlement there, and the danger of crossing the lake
was given as an excuse and chief reason for this.889
Bourget suggested that this was a poor excuse as the Yellowknives who were also living on
the north shore of Great Slave Lake managed to make it to Fort Resolution for treaty days and
were thus able to be enumerated:
`
The danger is real to a certain extent but not worse for them than for
some of the Yellow Knives who live on the north shore of the
lake and manage to come [to Fort Resolution].890
The quote above tells us that Copper/Yellowknife Indian families continued to live on the
north side of Great Slave Lake.
Bourget’s voiced his concerns with the Dogrib Chief’s insistence on establishing a new post
and settlement in Yellowknife, explaining that

. . . since they are paid at the Yellow Knife river they stay by
themselves and do not get the influence of the White people;
Missionaries or even Traders and they seem to have lost all
ambition and courage and pride of themselves.891
The 1924 Fort Resolution Indian Agency “Census of Indians and Eskimos” (see figure 8)
reads:
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Figure 8892

DIA Annual Report 1924 - Fort Resolution Agency
Census
Dog Ribs, Barren Land
135
Dog Ribs, Bear Lake
231
Dog Ribs, Marten Lake
110
Dog Ribs, No. 8 Rae
235
Dog Ribs, Slave Lake
93
Dog Ribs, Yellow Knife River
190
Chipewyans of Resolution
120
Yellow Knives of Resolution
176
Slaves of Hay River
101
Slaves, No. 1 Providence
301

The 1924 Department of Indian Affairs Census of Indians and Eskimos for the Fort
Resolution Indian Agency listed the “Yellow Knives of Resolution” along with
“Chipewyans,” to the right of which “Resolution” is scribbled in ink.893 The Dogribs were
enumerated as six groups—Barren Land, Bear Lake, Marten Lake, No. 8 Rae, Slave Lake, and
Yellow Knife River. The majority of the Dogribs were listed under Bear Lake and No. 8 Rae
with populations of 231 and 235 respectively. The Slaves at Hay River were combined (back)
into one group and a new Slave group emerges, titled “Slaves No. 1, Providence.”

In his Treaty annuity report of 1925, Bourget stated
All the Indians of the Yellow Knife [Copper Indian] Band and the
Chipewyans had arrived to Resolution, very early this year . . . They
were all present and the shortage of fish in the bays close to the Fort
was a handicap, in order to feed so many families and dogs to the
number of six or seven hundred . . . Treaty was paid on June the 29th
for these two Bands and 30th for more than a hundred Indians
belonging to the Yellow Knife river, who had come to Resolution for
892

Department of Indian Affairs. (1924). Table No. 1.—Census Arranged Under Departmental Inspectorates,
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327

Deninu K’ue Ethno-history Report – De Beers Canada, Gahcho Kué

treaty. They had found it more convenient to come and trade at
Resolution and consequently were paid.894
The Treaty 8 Dogribs were consistently located at Yellowknife River in Bourget’s reports.895
In his treaty annuity report of 1926, Bourget noted that “the Indians of Resolution, the
Chipewyans and the Yellow Knives were practically all present at the date set: June the
30th.”896 He also noted that “the ploughs and instruments were also received and I promised
the Yellow Knives a similar plough for their ground at Rocher River.”897 It is clear from
this statement that the Chipewyans and Copper Indians "of Fort Resolution" have a settlement
at Rocher River (plate 43).898
In 1927 Bourget continued to pay Treaty at Yellowknife village, while he also indicated that
. . . [a] few years ago the chief [at the Yellowknife village] had
brought few families from Resolution and Rae who asked to get
paid there [at Yellowknife village], they were paid but we did not
try to have them transferred [to the Yellowknife village group], and
most of them went back to their original post [i.e. Resolution or
Rae].899
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Plate 43: A 1950s photo of the Rocher River settlement.900

Bourget also mentioned a request to pay Treaty at Reliance, and noted that
. . . the Resolution Indians were late in arriving due to the ice
conditions of the lake, the spring being late and ice covered the
bays till the later part of June.901
Apparently most of the “Resolution” Indians continued to travel to Fort Resolution for Treaty
days and did not yet reside there (see plate 44).
In his 1929 report, Bourget noted that the (Treaty 8) Dogribs wanted to be paid at “Rae” due
to their self-identification as Dogribs. (Prior to this, they had asked to be paid at Yellowknife
River where they resided.)
The Indians from Yellow Knife River had sent a delegation to
us asking to pay them at Rae instead of Resolution, because they
were Dog Ribs first and sympathize more with their friends of
900
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from http://pwnhc.learnnet.nt.ca/databases/archives/Item_Display.asp?Accession_Number=N-1979052&Item_Number=3320
901
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Rae. We had agreed to that in concert with the Missions knowing
their point correct, so long as they do mix with other bands at a
regular Fort we had no objection to that. A few had been paid at
Resolution, but most of them were at Rae, thus making these bands
the most numerous of the North, we believe, close to nine hundred
all told.902
Plate 44: Indians landing at Great Slave Lake, with birch bark canoes coming to trade at Resolution.903

In the same report, Bourget once again tied the “Yellowknives” (Copper Indians) to Rocher
River:
A small plow for dogs was asked to us by the Yellow Knives, so
that they could raise potatoes at Rocher River. We promised to
put that in the estimates for next year.904
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Bourget also noted that “Michel Francois, no. 43 Chipewyan [was] appointed headman of the
Yellowknives in which band he is living.”905

In 1929 the census for the Fort Resolution Agency continued to show the Chipewyans, Yellow
Knives, Dogribs, and Slaves of Hay River as separate entities (see figure 9). The various
Dogrib Bands were amalgamated to become the Dogribs of Rae, totaling 766 members (they
were the signatories to Treaty 11 in 1921). Dogribs not included in Treaty 11 were referred to
as the “Dog Ribs of Resolution” (Treaty 8 signatories), in spite of the fact that these “Dog
Ribs of Resolution” had repeatedly stated that they were Dogrib who resided at Yellowknife
River.

Figure 9906

DIA Annual Report 1929 - Fort Resolution Agency Census
Chipewyans of Resolution
137
Dog Ribs of Resolution
186
Dog Ribs of Rae
766
Yellow-Knives of Resolution
142
Slaves of Hay River
111

During the early- to mid-1800s, Fort Resolution, Fort Smith, Old Fort Rae, and Hay River
were the only forts in the Great Slave Lake region, but as fur prices rose trading posts
expanded rapidly. By 1920 there were 14 trading establishments in the area. During the 1920s
and 1930s an influx of independent non-native traders increased the number to 24.907 New
trading posts were constructed at Rocher River, Snuff Channel, Rat River, Snowdrift, and Fort
Reliance. The Yellowknives (Copper Indians) and Chipewyans were the main residents and/or
traders at these posts, which were established by the HBC for trade purposes.
905
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In 1930 Bourget again reported that the Dogribs of Yellowknife River were asking to receive
their annuities at either Yellowknife River or Rae:

The Indians of Yellow Knife River were present at Rae and many at
Resolution . . . Of course we were asked again to have treaty at
Yellowknife River as other years, but we explained to them again
the advantage for them in coming to other Forts, and it was
settled.908
As stated previously, the Indian Agents were concerned that the Dogribs would be living too
far from ‘civilization’ if they remained at the settlement in Yellowknife. Additionally, Indian
Agents were concerned about overcrowding at Fort Rae, a settlement that was already almost
900 Dogribs strong:

These Dog Ribs from Rae Yellow Knife river are using Rae and
Resolution as their point of businesses, but we are now trying to
bring them back to Resolution, for many reasons. Rae is already a
post so large in population that the small lake is overcrowded during
the summer with nets.909
The 1934 DIA Census of Indians in Canada further ties certain Bands to settlements. It lists
the Indians of the Great Slave Lake region as the "Chipeweyans," "Dog-Ribs,” and “YellowKnives” (Copper Indians) "of Fort Resolution," as well as "Slaves of Hay River" and "of
Providence."910 The vast majority of the Dogribs are at Rae.911 Although Indian Agent J. H.
Riopel has stated upon arriving at Yellowknife that "this small Band of Dog-Ribs is the most
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miserable of all Indians in the Agency, but they have only themselves to blame for being
so."912

In a 1943 memo to Ottawa from J. H. Riopel, the Indian Agent at Fort Resolution to Ottawa,
Band names are accompanied by the location where the Band was said to reside at the time:
1. the Yellowknife Band – Resolution ‘A’,
2. Chipewyan Band – Resolution ‘C’, and
3. Dog-Rib Band – Yellowknife & Resolution ‘B’,
4. Dog-Rib Band – Fort Rae ‘F’913

In other words, in 1943 three Bands (Resolution A, B, and C) were located on paper at the furtrading post of Fort Resolution, with one of those Bands (Resolution B) — the Dogribs who
signed the Treaty 8 Adhesion — with members resident at both Fort Resolution and the newly
burgeoning mining centre of Yellowknife.

Riopel, noted in 1943,
On account of the late opening of navigation on the Great Slave
Lake, the Indians were late coming into the Fort and Treaty
Annuities were paid much later than planned at first.914
A second Dogrib Band (Treaty 11) was located at the Fort Rae fur-trading post and was
named Fort Rae ‘F’. At this time, 1943, fur trapping and trading was the principal economic
pursuit of all of the above–named Bands; although their subsistence activities on the Barren
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Lands continued. They resided in traditional tent-like structures or used small log huts near the
fur trade posts (see plate 45).
Plate 45: Chipewyan temporary camp at Fort Resolution (1948 - 1956). 915

On August 8, 1944, in a letter written to Ottawa, the Indian Agent at Fort stated that the
Chipewyan, Dogrib, and Yellowknife (Copper) Indians from Rocher River had met at the
post:
Alexis J.M. Beaulieu, Headman for the Dog-Rib Band, Resolution
and Boniface Alphonse, Chief for the Chipewyan Band, Resolution
were present with every member of their respective Band. Pierre
Frisè Snuff, Chief for the Yellowknife [‘A’] Band, Resolution

915

An Indian [Chipewyan] camp at Fort Resolution. (1948 - 1956). Retrieved from
http://pwnhc.learnnet.nt.ca/databases/archives/Item_Display.asp?Accession_Number=N-1979062&Item_Number=0318.
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had come from Rocher River with several Indians from Rocher
and Snowdrift.916
This passage illustrates the fact that the Yellowknives (Copper Indians) occupied the
settlement at Rocher River. These Yellowknives, along with the Yellowknives associated with
Fort Resolution, became known as the Yellowknife 'A' Band.

As a consequence of the repeated requests of the Dogribs, whose members for the most part
resided at Yellowknife, the “Dog Ribs of Resolution” were renamed the “Dog Ribs of
Yellowknife and Resolution” in the 1944 census (see figure 10) -- a concession of sorts:
Figure 10917

DIA Census of Indians in Canada 1944
(Department of Mines and Resources - Indian Affairs Branch)
Chipewyans, Resolution
110
Dog-Ribs, Yellowknife and Resolution
288
Dog-Ribs, Rae
740
Yellowknives, Resolution
168
Slaves, Hay River
133

In the Fort Resolution Agency report for the year 1947 it is stated:
The Chief, Pierre Frise, was absent from the Band meeting being
held up on the Lake due to wind and ice conditions and the
Headman of the Chipewyan-Resolution ‘C’ Band, Samuel Simon
[Patrick Simon's grandfather] spoke on behalf of the Indians
present.918

916

Author Unknown. (1944). Letter to the Secretary, Dept. of Mines & Resources, Indian Affairs Branch,
Ottawa, Fort Resolution, N.W.T., August 8th, 1944. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Annuity Payments for
the Fort Resolution Agency. 1943/1947, RG 10, Volume 6881, File 191/28-3 5. p. 1.
917
Department of Indian Affairs. (1944). Table No. 1.—Census of Indians: Arranged Under Provinces,
Territories, Districts and Indian Agencies, 1944—Continued. In Report of Indian Affairs Branch for the Fiscal
Year Ended March 31, 1944. Ottawa, ON: Edmond Cloutier. p. 16.
918
Skead, W. B. (1947). Re: Payment of Annuity in the Fort Resolution Agency for the year 1947, Signed W.B.
Skead, July 15th, 1947. In Indian Affairs Headquarters Files: Annuity Payments for the Fort Resolution Agency.
1943/1947, RG 10, Volume 6881, File 191/28-3 5. p. 2.
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This passage is found in Section 4 of the letter, under the heading “Yellowknife-Res. ‘A’
Band, Rocher River,” which informs us that the Rocher River settlement was comprised of
Yellowknife-Resolution ‘A’ Band members.
In addition, the Headman of the Chipewyan ‘C’ Band was able to speak on behalf of the
Yellowknife-Resolution ‘A’ Band members who had cabins at Rocher River in place of the
absent Yellowknife ‘A’ headman, Pierre Frise, stated that some members of the Chipewyan
‘C’ Band also had cabins at Rocher River. It was and is the norm for a family to have cabins
in a number of areas for hunting, trapping and fishing purposes at various times of the year.

In or about 1948 the Fort Resolution Indian Agency began to react to issues at the community
level. In compliance with the new DIA policy, they began to reorganize and evenly distribute
the number of settlements, bands, and their members across the Indian Agencies. The
communities of Rocher River and Snowdrift were subject to these policies. As a consequence
families were transferred to "renamed" bands. The Yellowknife-Resolution ‘A’ Band became
the Yellowknife ‘A’ Band.

Sergeant Fred Fraser, District Agent, wrote to Deputy Commissioner R. A. Gibson,
Administration of the Northwest Territories, reporting on a number of matters pertaining to
members of the community at Rocher River. He stated “Indians from Snowdrift, Rocher River
and Fort Rae visit Yellowknife during the summer months, as there are opportunities for
employment there.”919 Sergeant Fraser’s comments indicate that the Indians along the south
shore of Great Slave Lake continued to move around the region in pursuit of their subsistence
activities of hunting, trapping, or short-term employment with the mining industry.

The headquarters for the Fort Resolution Agency was moved from Fort Resolution to
Yellowknife in 1950. "The Census of Indians in Canada," provided by Indian Affairs,
indicates the continuation of an administrative re-organization, which had earlier renamed the
919

Fraser, F. (1948). Lands and Development Services Branch, Letter to R. A. Gibson, Deputy Commissioner,
Administration of the Northwest Territories, Fort Smith, N. W. T., June 18th, 1948. In Indian Affairs Central
Registry Files, 1844 -1970: Yellowknife Agency - Semi Annual Reports 1945 - 1965, RG 10, Volume 8438, File
139/23-4. p. 2.
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Yellowknife Resolution ‘A’ Band as Yellowknife 'A’. The bands of the Fort Resolution
Agency are listed as follows:
Figure 11920

DIA Census of Indians in Canada 1949
(Department of Citizenship and Immigration—Indian Affairs Branch)
Chipewyan ‘C’ (Resolution)
Dog Rib Rae ‘E’ (Fort Rae)
Slave "D" (Hay River)
Yellow Knives ‘A’ (Resolution)
Yellowknife ‘B’ (Yellowknife and Resolution)

105
718
142
159
279

Most importantly, this renaming of the bands in 1949 explains how eventually (after further
reorganization in 1960—see below) the Dogribs of Fort Resolution come to be referred to as
“Yellowknives” (more specifically Yellowknife ‘B’). This has led to a great deal of confusion
both for the mining industry and for successive government officials who (without the benefit
of a corporate memory) have presumed that the Yellowknives Dene First Nation are the
former Yellowknives (or Copper Indians) rather than their primarily Dog Rib composition.

The Indian Act and the "Movement" of the Bands
The Indian Act, in its many forms, contains more than a few amendments pertaining to the
structure of Chief and Council and the rules for membership within Bands. Through the use of
these amendments, and several other sections of the Indian Act, Indian Agents were able to
tweak and manipulate the organization of the Indians of the Great Slave Lake region to their
own purposes. The following section will assist the reader in understanding the legalities
underlying the subsequent reorganization of the Bands around Great Slave Lake during the
1950s and the 1960s.

In 1886 The Indian Advancement Act established who exactly the act applied to:
920

Department of Indian Affairs. (1949). Census of Indians: Arranged under Provinces, Territories, Districts and
Indian Agencies, 1949—Continued. In Report of Indian Affairs Branch for the Fiscal Year Ended March 31,
1949. Ottawa, ON: Edmond Cloutier. p. 20.
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2. Application of Act
This Act may be made applicable, as hereinafter provided, to
any band of Indians in any of the Provinces, or in the NorthWest Territories of Canada . . . except in so far as it is herein
otherwise provided:
2. The provisions of “The Indian Act” shall continue to apply to
every band to which this Act is, from time to time, declared to
apply . . . 921
Much later, in 1951, Section 17 of the Indian Act gave control to the Indian Agents in
deciding who was to belong to which Band:

17. (1) The Minister may, whenever he considers it desirable,
(a) constitute new bands and establish Band Lists with
respect thereto from existing Band Lists or General
Lists, or both, and
(b) amalgamate bands that, by a vote of a majority of
their electors, request to be amalgamated.
(2) Where pursuant to subsection one a new band has been
established from an existing band or any part thereof, such
portion of the reserve lands and funds of the existing band as the
Governor in Council determines shall be held for the use and
benefit of the new band.922
Additionally, Chapter 33, section 1 of the 1887 version of the Indian Act reads:
The Superintendent General, may, from time to time, upon the
report of an officer, or other person specially appointed by him to
make an inquiry, determine who is or who is not a member of any
band of Indians entitled to share in the property and annuities of the
band; and the decision of the Superintendent General in any such

921

Canada. (1886). The Indian Advancement Act. R.S.C. 1886, c. 44. (49 Vict.). In S. H. Venne (Ed.), Indian
Acts and Amendments 1868 - 1975: An Indexed Collection (1981). Saskatoon: University of Saskatchewan:
Native Law Centre. p. 167.
922
Canada. (1951). The Indian Act. S.C. 1951, c. 29. 15 George VI. In S. H. Venne (Ed.), Indian Acts and
Amendments 1868 - 1975: An Indexed Collection (1981). Saskatoon: University of Saskatchewan: Native Law
Centre. p. 321.
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matter shall be final and conclusive, subject to an appeal to the
Governor in Council.923
These amendments gave the Superintendent General and Minister the authority to control
band membership and, more broadly, the structure of bands. The control held by Indian agents
over Canada's Indigenous population increased as further amendments were made. In section
78 of the 1951 Indian Act, it states that the Governor in Council has the authority to reject an
elected leader of an Indian band:
78. The Governor in Council may set aside the election of a chief or
a councilor on the report of the minister that he is satisfied that
(a) there was corrupt practice in connection with the
election,
(b) there was a violation of this Act that might have
affected the result of the election, or
(c) a person nominated to be a candidate in the election
was ineligible to be a candidate.924
Furthermore, there are sections of the Indian Act which set out the manner in which Band
members can be removed from their respective Bands and placed elsewhere:
12. (1) The following persons are not entitled to be registered,
namely,
(a) a person who
(i) has received or has been allotted half-breed lands or
money scrip,
(ii) is a descendent of a person described in
subparagraph (i),
(iii) is enfranchised, or
(iv) is a person born of a marriage entered into after the
4th day of September 1951, and has attained the age of
twenty-one years, whose mother and whose father's
mother are not persons described in paragraph (a), (b),
923

Canada. (1887). An Act to amend "The Indian Act". S.C. 1887, c. 33. S. 1 and 2. In S. H. Venne (Ed.), Indian
Acts and Amendments 1868 - 1975: An Indexed Collection (1981). Saskatoon: University of Saskatchewan:
Native Law Centre. p. 166.
924
Canada. (1951). The Indian Act. S.C. 1951, c. 29. 15 George VI. In S. H. Venne (Ed.), Indian Acts and
Amendments 1868 - 1975: An Indexed Collection (1981). Saskatoon: University of Saskatchewan: Native Law
Centre. p. 340.
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(d), or entitled to be registered by virtue of paragraph (e)
of subsection 11, unless being a woman, that person is
the wife or widow of a person described in section 11,
and
(b) a woman who marries a person who is not an Indian, unless
that woman is subsequently the wife or widow of a person
described in section 11 . . . 925
And, further:

14. A woman who is a member of a band ceases to be a member of
that band if she marries a person who is not a member of that band,
but if she marries a member of another band, she thereupon
becomes a member of the band of which her husband is a
member.926
In 1958 a new Indian Agency was created at Fort Smith, which, in 1961, took over the
administration of the Bands at Fort Resolution and Rocher River from the Yellowknife
Agency. The Yellowknife Agency, however, retained the administration of the Dogribs at
Yellowknife River, and the Yellowknives and Chipewyans at Snowdrift River. The
Yellowknife ‘A’ and Yellowknife ‘B’ Bands were each split in half between these two Indian
Agencies, creating administrative confusion.927
The minutes of a meeting held in Yellowknife on July 3rd 1959 record that Superintendent
McGilp “advised those in attendance that Chief Joe Sangris, as Chief of the Yellowknife ‘B’
Band, was also Chief of the Indians of the Fort Resolution.”928 McGilp asked the Indians
present whether they thought the current arrangement with Sangris as Chief of the Fort

925

Canada. (1970). Indian Act. R.S.C. 1970, c. I-6. In S. H. Venne (Ed.), Indian Acts and Amendments 1868 1975: An Indexed Collection (1981). Saskatoon: University of Saskatchewan: Native Law Centre. p. 413.
926
Canada. (1970). Indian Act. R.S.C. 1970, c. I-6. In S. H. Venne (Ed.), Indian Acts and Amendments 1868 1975: An Indexed Collection (1981). Saskatoon: University of Saskatchewan: Native Law Centre. p. 414.
927
Department of Citizenship and Immigration: Indian Affairs Branch. (1958). Northwest Territories. In Report
of Indian Affairs Branch for the Fiscal Year Ended March 31, 1958. Ottawa, ON: The Queen's Printer and
Controller of Stationary. p. 72.
928
McGilp, J. G. (1959). Minutes of Band Meeting of the Yellowknife "B" Band Held at Yellowknife Indian
Village July 3, 1959, from Superintendent, J. G. McGilp. In LAC: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency,
RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 3.
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Resolution people was “a good thing” and whether it should continue.929 One member of the
Chipewyan ‘C’ Band objected at a meeting on July 5th, 1959 at Fort Resolution stating: “the
people of Resolution did not want a man from Yellowknife [River] as Chief.”930 In
addition, Joe Sangris agreed with this sentiment at the meeting on July 3rd, 1959:

Chief Joe Sangris said that he did not want to feel responsible for
the people at Fort Resolution, as he had not been there for years,
and did not intend to go there in the future. The general feeling of
the meeting was that the people of Fort Resolution should be
quite separate from the people living in Yellowknife, as they do
not have anything in common, divided as they are by the widest part
of the Great Slave Lake.
The Superintendent asked the Chief and the meeting if anyone
would have any objection if the people in Resolution should be
transferred out of the Yellowknife ‘B’ band. 931
Chief Joe Sangris was apparently in agreement with the reorganization, as it reflected the
reality of just where the people of his Band were located on the ground (in Yellowknife). The
July 3rd 1959 minutes reflect that,

Chief Joe Sangris said he felt they should be transferred, and had
always said so whenever the question arose. The Superintendent
said he hoped to make the necessary arrangements to have this
done.932

929

McGilp, J. G. (1959). Minutes of Band Meeting of the Yellowknife "B" Band Held at Yellowknife Indian
Village July 3, 1959, from Superintendent, J. G. McGilp. In LAC: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency,
RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 3.
930
McGilp, J. G. (1959). Minutes of a Meeting of the Yellowknife "B" Band and Chipewyan Band Held at Fort
Resolution July 5th 1959, from Superintendent, J. G. McGilp. In LAC: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife
Agency, RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 1.
931
McGilp, J. G. (1959). Minutes of Band Meeting of the Yellowknife "B" Band Held at Yellowknife Indian
Village July 3, 1959, from Superintendent, J. G. McGilp. In LAC: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency,
RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. pp. 3-4.
932
McGilp, J. G. (1959). Minutes of Band Meeting of the Yellowknife "B" Band Held at Yellowknife Indian
Village July 3, 1959, from Superintendent, J. G. McGilp. In LAC: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency,
RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 4.
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The community of Snowdrift was not considered to be a permanent settlement until the 1950s.
Until then it had been the site of five or so cabins used during seasonal rounds. By 1959, the
small settlement at Snowdrift and the larger settlement at Rocher River were treated as
communities belonging to the Yellowknife ‘A’ Band, which was nominally located at Fort
Resolution.

The minutes of the Council Meeting held at Snowdrift in July of that same year reveal a
discontent surrounding the mismatch between the location of the nominal Band leadership and
the evolving situation on the ground. Superintendent McGilp agreed to explore the possibility
of the Snowdrift community becoming a “band in its own right” due to the internal politics of
the day and the statements of a few people. Councilor Joe Lockhart (Yellowknife ‘A’ Band)
led the fray:
Councillor Joe Lockhart said that there had been previous
conversations with the Indian Superintendent as to the right of Chief
Frise at Rocher River to style himself “Chief of the Snowdrift
Indians.” The Snowdrift people wanted their own chief, and few of
them had ever seen Chief Frise of the Yellowknife ‘A’ band, and it
was believed he had never in his life visited Snowdrift.933
So, in 1959 individuals residing at both Snowdrift and Rocher River still belonged, to the
Yellowknife ‘A’ Band. McGilp, however, offered to remedy this. The transfer of the Rocher
River Yellowknife ‘A’ Band members out of that Band, leaving only those at Snowdrift,
would be the simplest solution. At the time the settlement at Snowdrift was within the
Yellowknife Indian Agency while the settlement at Rocher River was administered by the Fort
Smith Indian Agency. Having one band split between two agencies was an administrative
nightmare.
Superintendent McGilp promised to look into the matter and
attempt to arrange for the Snowdrift Indians to become a band in
their own right, and at that time, he would arrange for an election,
when they could choose their own chief. In the meantime, the
933

McGilp, J. G. (1959). Minutes of Yellowknife "A" Band Meeting Held at Snowdrift, July 5, 1959. In Indian
Affairs: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency, RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 1.
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people should note that he would merely attempt to do this, but for
the present, they would remain members of the Yellowknife ‘A’
band, and Councillor Lockhart would remain a councillor, with
Chief Frise technically the chief of the band.934
The minutes of a meeting held in Snowdrift in December of that year record Zepp Casaway as
“Sub-Chief,” apparently under Frise’s now somewhat nominal position as Chief.935

In the minutes of the Council Meeting held at Rocher River in January 1960, the
Superintendent was informed that the majority of the people at Fort Resolution were
Chipewyan, which concurs with the following:
Councillor S. Simon, #58 Chip Band, advised the Superintendent
that he had been a Councillor of the Chip Band for 29 years, and
that the majority of the Chipewyan people lived in and around
Fort Resolution and Rocher River.936
One possible explanation for Mr. Simon’s statement is that he believed such a comment would
be significant to a Superintendent interested in reorganizing the existing Bands into
geographically consolidated entities for the purposes of more effective Band governance and
administration through the institution of Chief and Council.
At a Council Meeting of the Yellowknife ‘A’ Band located at Snowdrift held in July 1960,
Superintendent Kerr explained the DIA's planned reorganization of the Bands for
administrative purposes. The members of the Yellowknife ‘A’ Indian Band living at Fort
Resolution and Rocher River were now to be transferred to the Chipewyan Band. The minutes
read:

934

McGilp, J. G. (1959). Minutes of Yellowknife "A" Band Meeting Held at Snowdrift, July 5, 1959. In Indian
Affairs: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency, RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 2.
935
Kerr, K. (1959). Minutes of meeting of Yellowknife "A" Band Held in The Hudson’s Bay Store: Snowdrift,
N.W.T. on December 21, 1959. In Indian Affairs: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency, RG 10, Volume
7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 1.
936
Kerr, K. (1960). Council Meeting Held at Rocher River on January 12/60 8:00 P. M. In the Federal School. In
LAC: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency, RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 1.
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Superintendent Kerr explained to the Council that all the people
living at Fort Resolution and Rocher River [who belonged to the
Yellowknife ‘A’ Band] were being transferred into the Chip
Band.937
Kerr further stated:
The Chief of the Yellowknife ‘A’ Band, Pierre Frise, lives at
Rocher River and he was being transferred into the Chipewyan
Band.938
Kerr concluded by stating that the Yellowknife ‘A’ Band would now be comprised of
only those people living at Snowdrift.
When all transfers are completed, then the people living at
Snowdrift would form the Yellowknife ‘A’ Band and elections
would be held to nominate a Chief and Council.939
Snowdrift retained the appellation Yellowknife ‘A’ while the communities at Rocher River
(who were also part of the Yellowknife ‘A’ Band and traditionally Copper Indians) and at Fort
Resolution were now to be called the Chipewyan Band. The Dogribs at Yellowknife (River)
would continue to be referred to as the Yellowknife ‘B’ Band.
At a Council Meeting held in Yellowknife on July 4th 1960 with the Dogrib members of the
Yellowknife ‘B’ Band,
The Chief and Council agreed to the proposed transfer of people
from the Yellowknife ‘B’ Band to the Chipewyan Band at Fort
Resolution. At the present time the majority of people living at Fort
Resolution belong to the Yellowknife ‘B’ Band; they have no

937

Kerr, K. (1960). Minutes of the Yellowknife "A" Band Council Meeting Held at Snowdrift - July 8th, 1960. In
LAC: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency, RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 1.
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Kerr, K. (1960). Minutes of the Yellowknife "A" Band Council Meeting Held at Snowdrift - July 8th, 1960. In
LAC: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency, RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 1.
939
Kerr, K. (1960). Minutes of the Yellowknife "A" Band Council Meeting Held at Snowdrift - July 8th, 1960.
In LAC: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency, RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p. 1.
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representative as their Chief and two councillors live at
Yellowknife.940
J.G. McGilp wrote in his 1960 memo to Ottawa that:

At Fort Resolution and Rocher River the Indians are presently
members of the Yellowknife A, Yellowknife B and Chipewyan
Bands.941
He added:
Most of the Yellowknife A and Yellowknife B Band . . . are
presently resident in and around Yellowknife, Yellowknife Indian
Village and Snowdrift.
It is my intention . . . to arrange for the Indian residents of Fort
Resolution and Rocher River to be transferred into one band;
namely, the Chipewyan Band of the Yellowknife Agency . . . the
transfer of the Yellowknife A and Yellowknife B residents of
Rocher River and Fort Resolution will increase the Chipewyan
Band by about 150, thus bringing the size of the Chipewyan Band
to about 270 members.942
Interestingly, McGilp also wrote that
This matter was discussed with Chief Joe Sangris of the
Yellowknife B Band during Treaty Meetings at the Yellowknife
Indian Village in 1959 when he agreed in principle to the transfer of

940

Kerr, K. (1960). Minutes of Council Meeting of Yellowknife "B" Band Held at Yellowknife Indian Village on
July 4th, 1960. In LAC: Minutes of Council - Yellowknife Agency, RG 10, Volume 7129, File 191/3-6, Part 1. p.
1.
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McGilp, J. G. (1960). Letter to Indian Affairs Branch, Regional Supervisor - District of Mackenzie,
Chipewyan Band - Yellowknife Agency, May 25th, 1960. In Indian Affairs Central Registry Files, 1870-1967:
The Administrative Organization of the Fort Smith Agency (MAP) 1958 - 1964, RG 10, Volume 8212, File
140/1-1 1. p. 1.
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McGilp, J. G. (1960). Letter to Indian Affairs Branch, Regional Supervisor - District of Mackenzie,
Chipewyan Band - Yellowknife Agency, May 25th, 1960. In Indian Affairs Central Registry Files, 1870-1967:
The Administrative Organization of the Fort Smith Agency (MAP) 1958 - 1964, RG 10, Volume 8212, File
140/1-1 1. p. 1.
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the Yellowknife B members who live in Fort Resolution to the
Chipewyan Band.943
Yellowknife ‘A’ councilors and members living in the village at Snowdrift in effect requested
that the Rocher River and Snowdrift communities be separated on paper as they were on the
ground. McGilp continued:

On the files of the Yellowknife Agency we have a petition from the
Councillors and people of the Yellowknife A Band at Snowdrift
asking that the members of the Yellowknife A Band resident in
Rocher River be detached from them.944
McGilp concluded with:

[a]ll the ground work has been laid for us to arrange for one band to
be set up in the Resolution – Rocher River area by the transfer of all
the Indian residents to the Chipewyan Band.945
In 1960 and 1961, anthropologist James W. VanStone visited the relatively new permanent
settlement at Snowdrift. In 1960 and 1961 VanStone stated that there were twelve "halfDogrib" people living at Snowdrift, three of whom were family heads.946
Indian Affairs enumerated the local Bands in 1960 and 1961, discrediting the Yellowknife ‘B’
council members' earlier statement that "the majority of people living at Fort Resolution
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The Administrative Organization of the Fort Smith Agency (MAP) 1958 - 1964, RG 10, Volume 8212, File
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The Administrative Organization of the Fort Smith Agency (MAP) 1958 - 1964, RG 10, Volume 8212, File
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belong to the Yellowknife ‘B’ Band."947 McGilp stated on May 25th, 1960 that the Chipewyan
Band at Fort Resolution and Rocher River, before any of the transfers, contained 120
members.948 After the transfer of both the Yellowknife ‘A’ and Yellowknife ‘B’ Band
members living at Fort Resolution and Rocher River into the Chipewyan Band, it was
composed of only 239 members.949 With the transfer only 119 people belonging to the
Yellowknife ‘A’ and Yellowknife ‘B’ Bands were added to the Chipewyan Band. The claim
that the majority of Fort Resolution Indians belonged to the Yellowknife ‘B’ band, and were
thus Dogribs, is an impossibility.

To effect these changes, in 1960 the Fort Smith Agency Registrar wrote to the Regional
Supervisor stating:
We will require a Council Resolution signed by the Chief and
Councillors of the Chipewyan Band covering the transfer of the
Yellowknife A and Yellowknife B Bands to the Chipewyan Band.
In the resolution the names of all the individuals to be transferred
should be indicated, also their Band and numbers, and when
received the request for the transfers will be recommended to the
Director for his approval.950
Unfortunately, this file does not indicate who the Chief and Councillors of the Chipewyan
Band were. A Band Council Resolution to bring into effect the required changes has not been
located. In addition, the reader is not informed as to whether "a vote of a majority of their
electors request[ed] to be amalgamated" as required by section 17 of the 1951 Indian Act.
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The newly amalgamated Chipewyan Band was then moved, administratively, to the Fort
Smith Agency in 1961, while the Yellowknife ‘A’, and the Yellowknife ‘B’ Bands remained
with the Yellowknife Agency951:
Administrative changes in the region were the creation of a regional
office in Fort Smith, of the Fort Simpson Agency and a new subagency at Fort McPherson, and the transfer of three bands south of
Great Slave Lake from the Yellowknife to the Fort Smith
Agency.952
These three bands were those of the “settlements at Hay River, Rocher River, Little Buffalo
River and Fort Resolution.”953

The names of the Bands changed again in 1962 when, as we are informed by R. G. McGilp,
the Chipewyan Band of Fort Resolution “concur that the name ‘CHIPEWYAN’ be deleted
from the identification of our band and that henceforth this band will be identified as the
Resolution Band.”954
In February 1991, the Yellowknife ‘B’ Band changed its name by Band Council Resolution to
the Yellowknives Dene Band.955 The same date is given for the Yellowknife ‘B’ Band
members, living in the community at Dettah, changing their name to Yellowknives Dene
Band. Snowdrift (Yellowknife ‘A’) changed its name to Lutsel K’e in 1992. And, in January
1992, the Resolution Band of Fort Resolution changed its name to Deninu K’ue First Nation.
951

Kerr, K. (1961). Yellowknife Indian Agency Quarterly Report. April 1st - June 30, 1961. In Indian Affairs
Central Registry Files, 1844 -1970: Yellowknife Agency - Semi Annual Reports 1945 - 1965, RG 10, Volume
8438, File 139/23-4. p .1.
952
Jones, H. M. (1961). The Provincial Picture: Mackenzie Region. In Report of Indian Affairs Branch for the
Fiscal Year Ended March 31, 1961. Ottawa, ON: Roger Duhamel. p. 78.
953
D'Astous, J. (1961). Organization - Yellowknife and Fort Smith Agencies, Letter to the Chief, Agencies
Division, March 20, 1961. In Indian Affairs Central Registry Files, 1870-1967: The Administrative Organization
in the Yellowknife Agency 1959-1963, RG 10, Volume 8212, File 139/1-1 1.
954
Presloski, W. (1962). Chipewyan (Fitz/Smith) and Chipewyan (Ft. Resolution) Bands - Ft. Smith Agency,
March 14, 1962 (Attached Document - February, 1962). In Indian Affairs Central Registry Files, 1870 - 1967:
The Administrative Organization of the Fort Smith Agency (MAP), 1958 - 1964, RG10, Volume 8212, File
140/1-1, Pt. 1.
955
Ginnish, S. (1991). May 18 1991, Yellowknife "B" Band Change of Name to Yellowknives Dene Band, with
attachment (Attached Document: Band Council Resolution for the Council of the Yellowknife B Band,
Chronological No. 90-336, File Reference E-4215-4-763). In Indian Land Registry: Registration No. 133863,
Region 8, Instrument type 4, Log # P789. p. 3.
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Summary
In 1900 the signatories to the Treaty Eight Adhesion and their “followers” were enumerated as
Dogribs, Yellowknives (historically also known as Copper Indians), Chipewyans, and Slaves
of Hay River. Subsequent census records show that these distinctions continued until about
the 1940s when reorganizations within the Department of Indian Affairs resulted in new
Bands and new Band names. At this time, families were not, as Indian Affairs Agents have
stated, attached to forts and settlement. Instead, they were moving around in response to both
employment and hunting opportunities.
It was during this turmoil that the new Yellowknife ‘A’ and Yellowknife ‘B’ Bands were
formed. To add to the confusion, in 1961 the Yellowknives people of both Rocher River and
Fort Resolution were removed from the Yellowknife ‘A’ and Yellowknife ‘B’ band lists. They
were added to the Chipewyan Band. In 1961 Pierre Frise, the former Chief for 26 years of the
Yellowknives of Fort Resolution and Rocher River, is moved from his Yellowknife ‘A’ Band
to the Chipewyan ‘C’ Band. The Snowdrift settlement then became the Yellowknife ‘A’ Band,
and a new Chief, a Snowdrift resident, was appointed.
The Chipewyan Band changed its name by Band Council Resolution to the “Resolution Band”
in 1962. The Band removed the “Chipewyan” designation after the addition (on paper) of
approximately 119 members from the Yellowknife ‘A’ and the Yellowknife ‘B’ Bands in
1960.
To reiterate, members of the Yellowknife ‘A’ and Yellowknife ‘B’ Bands appearing on the
Rocher River and Fort Resolution band lists were removed from these lists and added to the
Chipewyan Band list. These were largely Yellowknives, descendants of Chief Snuff, Chief
Akaitcho and their followers.

Today the majority of the people of Fort Resolution, the Deninu K'ue, are direct descendants
of the Copper Indians (the original Yellowknives, not the Band that bears this name today)
and the Chipewyans. The Copper Indians are not an extinct, completely-assimilated tribe of
people, as some have suggested. The only disappearing act that these people did took place on
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paper in Ottawa when the Department of Indian Affairs re-structured and reorganized the
Bands and their respective memberships in 1961 and 1962.

Figure 12: Department of Indian Affairs Band Names: Yellowknives, Chipewyans, and Dogribs
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Chapter VIII: Conclusions and Findings
The overall goal of this report was to demonstrate that the ancestors of the DKFN were
Chipewyans and Yellowknives, and that the DKFN have exerted a continued presence in the
Barren Lands north and east of Great Slave Lake in the area surrounding Gahcho Kué since
time immemorial.

In our first chapter we introduced the hamlet of Fort Resolution, enumerating the many events
which have affected the town and its people. The goal of this chapter was twofold: first, it acts
as a necessary introduction serving both to situate and contextualize the reader, and, second, it
documents the many pressures the Athabascan Indians living at Fort Resolution have faced
since contact with Europeans. As the fur trade took hold the Athabascan people began to
move toward towns and settlements for trading purposes. Fort Resolution is one such
settlement. With the imposition of the Department of Indian Affairs on the lives of the
Athabascan Indians of the region, a whole new set of constraints on the lives of the people
were instituted and enforced. These constraints relate to the Barren Lands and the DKFN's
continued exploitation of the caribou, and are set out in more detail in Chapter IV and Chapter
VI.

Next we provided a broader account of the people in the region. The Chipewyans and
Copper/Yellowknife Indians, as the ancestors of the DKFN, are discussed in detail.
Additionally, we examine the Dogrib (who now call themselves, confusingly, the
Yellowknives Dene First Nation) and Slave peoples. These two cultural groups criss-cross the
paths of the DKFN and play a role in the region's indigenous composition. Additionally, we
have provided an ethnographic description of the Athabascan Indians' ranges, marriage
practices, cultural traits, use and occupation of the land, interconnections, and unique
histories. These four cultural groups (the Chipewyans, Copper/Yellowknife Indians, Dogribs,
and Slaves) are the main First Nations actors in the events surrounding Fort Resolution.
Dividing these Indigenous groups into discrete bands, in the past and present, allows us to
draw genealogical lines from the Copper Indians and Chipewyans to the present day DKFN.
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In our third chapter, we have located the above groups in space—the Great Slave Lake
Region. In this section, the relationship between and among the land, the plants, the animals,
and the Chipewyans and Copper/Yellowknife Indians are explored. We describe the caribou,
the Barren Lands, the animals of both the Barren Lands and the transitional forest, the
Athabascans' various hunting techniques, their modes of transportation, and their use of fur
and meat. Changes through time are discussed with regard to modes of transportation, the
caribou hunt, and general hunting practices. However, contrary to what others have claimed,
these changes have not affected the core of the DKFN's cultural practices. The DKFN
continue to hunt caribou for meat, and white fox, white wolf, and other animals for fur on the
Barren Lands.

In the fourth chapter, we dissected the historical documents dating back to the time of contact
between Europeans and the Athabascans in the region (Hearne's exploration of the region
began in 1769). In this section the previous three chapters are linked together: through time
we see the Chipewyans and Copper/Yellowknife Indians moving toward Fort Resolution and
Rocher River (eventually settling there) while continuing to hunt, trap, and fish, using both
traditional and modern techniques. The literature has described their hunt of the caribou, white
fox, muskox, and other animals, from the late 18th century until the present day. In this
chapter we described the Deninu K'ue's continuous use of the Barren Lands despite legislative
restrictions. In spite of the establishment of Fort Resolution and the gradual commitment to a
relatively sedentary life, the Deninu K'ue continue to return to the Barren Lands to hunt, trap,
fish, socialize, and pursue other cultural imperatives as their ancestors have done for
millennia. This section also situates the regions' various historic events affecting the
Athabascan peoples in time.

One such event, labelled "Akaitcho and the Dogrib/Yellowknife Conflict," takes place in the
1820s and is described in detail in Chapter V. We have highlighted this particular event due to
the fact that a mythology has arisen from an interpretation of the various documents relating to
this "war." The statements found in the secondary sources are often personal opinions. It is
said that the Dogrib attack on the Yellowknives pushed the Yellowknives south of Great Slave
Lake and there they stayed forevermore. However, as we have shown, the Yellowknives lived
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south of Great Slave Lake before the 1820s, and continued to live north of Great Slave Lake
after the 1820s. It would appear that the Yellowknife Indians, since time immemorial, used
and occupied a region north and south of Great Slave Lake.

The sixth chapter continues where we left off in Chapter IV. The historical documentation
regarding the use and occupation of the Barren Lands becomes particularly sparse in the
1960s and 70s. It is during this period that the Department of Indian Affairs re-organized,
reducing the type of reports and accounts that are useful for a report of this nature. Fortunately
the information gathered from interviews with DKFN members documents to the modern-day
hunting, trapping and fishing. Additionally, the DKFN members discuss issues regarding the
current caribou hunt (i.e. the 2010 barren-ground caribou hunt ban, and the impact of the
mines on the region). These interviews serve as substantive proof of the continued use of the
Barren Lands and the region surrounding Gahcho Kué.

Chapter VII establishes the DKFN as Chipewyan and Copper/Yellowknife Indians. It traces
the Chipewyans and Copper Indians through time as they began trading at Fort Resolution. As
the DIA entered into the affairs of the region in 1900 with the Treaty 8 Adhesion, it began to
divide regional groups into bands. The DIA first grouped the Athabascans somewhat along
tribal lines. However, as time passed, government agents, for greater administrative ease,
divided the people into bands according to the settlement at which they traded. The present
day DKFN descend from Chipewyan and Copper/Yellowknife Indian who traded furs and
collected annuities at Fort Resolution. This section discusses the ways in which the DIA has
moved the Athabascan peoples of the region about both on paper and on the land for
administrative purposes. However, despite all of these movements, we have provided clear
evidence of the continuous use of the Barren Lands by the DKFN and their ancestors.

By tracing the genealogy of the bands and determining the linguistic and cultural affiliation of
the members of the DKFN, we have determined that those living at Fort Resolution are for the
most part of Yellowknife and Chipewyan origin. We have traced these people through the
records of the federal government, churches, and the HBC among others.
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These documents also provide evidence of their continued use of the Barren Lands for the
barren-ground caribou hunt. In good years, when caribou were plentiful, they were able to
remain on the Barren Lands without having to travel toward the forts to trade. However, when
the caribou herds failed to appear, as they sometimes did, and hunting restrictions were
drafted and enforced in the 1920s, the Chipewyans and Yellowknives were forced into both
wage labour and into travelling much further afield to continue their hunt. Nonetheless, the
practice of caribou hunting continued.

Further, interviews conducted with present day DKFN members provide evidence of
continuity with practices witnessed by explorers, DIA agents, and fur traders in the past.
These living DKFN members, however, have also expressed a frustration with the current
state of their hunt. The DKFN have experienced numerous impediments to their exploitation
of the barren-ground caribou: in the past few years the caribou have declined in numbers, the
government has banned the DKFN from hunting in a region north of Great Slave Lake, and
the mines have impacted the ecology of the region.

Obstacles such as these have arisen in the past in the form of game reserves, hunting
restrictions, and the exploitation of the land by white trappers. However, in both the past and
the present, the Chipewyans and Copper Indians have adapted as necessary. Unfortunately,
these adaptations have never been the result of choice: if the Athabascan Indians wished to
continue practicing their culture, they were forced to change by circumstances beyond their
control.
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Map 30: "Calving, Post-calving, and Summer Distribution for the Bathurst Herd." The pink square
surrounding the Gahcho Kué Project is the RSA (the Regional Study Area).956

The Gahcho Kué mine will be another such impediment to the barren-ground caribou hunt
north and east of Great Slave Lake within the DKFN's traditional territory. De Beers predicts
that "the Project will likely alter the behaviour and movement of individuals [referring to
caribou] that travel through the RSA [Regional Study Area]" over the next 27 to 32 years.957
The Gahcho Kué mine is projected to have a ZOI (Zone of Influence) around the project of 10
956

De Beers Canada Inc. (2010). Section 7: Key Line of Inquiry: Caribou. In Gahcho Kué Project Environmental
Impact Statement. figure 7.1-2, p. 7-10.
957
De Beers Canada Inc. (2010). Section 7: Key Line of Inquiry: Caribou. In Gahcho Kué Project Environmental
Impact Statement. pp. 7-48 & 7-148.
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to 30 kilometers.958 However, it is important to note that the mine is not simply a single point
on the land. There are exploratory projects, flight paths, and roads which have effects beyond
the mine itself. De Beers calculates that the projected cumulative impacts of the mine will
result in a "12.2% (moderate magnitude) reduction in projected final herd abundance relative
to reference conditions."959 Further, as De Beers has stated: "These changes may ultimately
affect the persistence of caribou population, and the continued opportunity for traditional and
non-traditional use of caribou."960 We have shown that since time immemorial the DKFN
have relied and continue to rely on the barren-ground caribou hunt as both a source of cultural
continuity and as a means of survival. The Gahcho Kué mine, as an impediment to caribou
migration patterns and as an enterprise destructive to local ecology in numerous ways, is not
simply a benign addition to a "barren," unused land; rather, it is the next event in a long
history of the casual destruction of Indian cultures.
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De Beers Canada Inc. (2010). Section 7: Key Line of Inquiry: Caribou. In Gahcho Kué Project Environmental
Impact Statement. p. 7-96.
959
De Beers Canada Inc. (2010). Section 7: Key Line of Inquiry: Caribou. In Gahcho Kué Project Environmental
Impact Statement. p. 7-170.
960
De Beers Canada Inc. (2010). Section 7: Key Line of Inquiry: Caribou. In Gahcho Kué Project Environmental
Impact Statement. p. 7-50.
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Epilogue: Adaptive Change and "Territory" of the Chipewyan
and Yellowknife DKFN in David M. Smith
De Beers Canada, in their report regarding the Gahcho Kué Project, relies heavily upon the
work of David M. Smith. Smith states that his monograph is about:
. . . the major adaptive changes which occurred in the lives of the
Chipewyan and Métis people trading into or living in Fort
Resolution, Northwest Territories, Canada, between the years 1876
[sic: should be 1786] and 1972. These changes were largely in
response to the policies and actions of European and Euro-Canadian
personnel and institutions.961
He informs us that the year 1972 is the date that he last did his research and that in only a few
instances has he used articles published later than 1975.

It is important to note here that contact in the area for the Chipewyan people occurred in or
about 1769 and that the accepted date that Britain declared sovereignty is 1846. These dates
are of little consequence to the Métis as, although they are of mixed blood, they were not, as
of 1769 nor 1846, the original and/or indigenous peoples using and occupying the area around
Great Slave Lake.
On page 13 of his report, Smith, in referring to the best times for hunting in “aboriginal times”
stated that
. . . the most important hunting season was in the fall “at the edge
of the woods” as the caribou came together in large aggregations
for their migration into the transitional forest. At this time the
Chipewyan, in groups of up to 600 persons (Oswalt 1967:31), came
together to spear caribou at a water crossing point.962
He continued:
961

Smith, D. M. (1982). Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort Resolution.
National Museum of Man Mercury Series: Canadian Ethnology Service, Paper No. 81. p. viii.
962
Smith, D. M. (1982). Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort Resolution.
National Museum of Man Mercury Series: Canadian Ethnology Service, Paper No. 81. p. 13.
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Another major season for large scale communal hunts was in April
as Caribou aggregated to move back into the tundra.963
Smith continues by adding that the impoundments were often so successful that people could
subsist without having to move their tents more than once or twice “during the course of a
whole winter”. As noted earlier in this report, winter in this region lasts on an average from
October to May – these tent communities of upwards of six-hundred Athapaskans comprised
of various Chipewyan task groups can therefore be regarded as semi-permanent settlements
challenging the erroneous but widely held belief/theory that these were “nomadic” people who
used a territory but have little or no claim to title due to the fact that they were constantly on
the move.

Further support for these long term settlements can be found on page 15 where Smith
notes:
In the transitional forest it was often possible for a band of five or
six to perhaps as many as a dozen families to remain for a rather
long time in an area by setting snares.964
Contrary to the changing territories described by Smith (see “Territorial Range of Native
Groups Trading at Fort Resolution” maps found on pages 107, 108 and 109) is the information
provided by DKFN Band members in interviews conducted by ourselves during the summer
of 2012 as recounted in Chapter VI.

In support of the DKFN continuity of caribou hunting practices dating from contact in 1786 to
the present Smith writes at page 17:
Perhaps aboriginally, and most certainly in post-contact times until
the present, much caribou and moose meat was converted into dry
meat.965
963

Smith, D. M. (1982). Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort Resolution.
National Museum of Man Mercury Series: Canadian Ethnology Service, Paper No. 81. p. 13.
964
Smith, D. M. (1982). Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort Resolution.
National Museum of Man Mercury Series: Canadian Ethnology Service, Paper No. 81. p. 15.
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Smith divides the transition timeline of the DKFN from a hunting gathering society to a
participation of sorts in the market economy into three phases (the first of which is divided
into two sub-phases): "The contact-traditional phase," which consists of "the early contacttraditional phase" from 1786 to 1890 and "the late contact-traditional phase" from 1890 to
1950; and "The micro-urban phase" which lasted from 1950 to 1982 (when Smith published
his Mercury Series Report).966

At page 59 Smith writes:

[In] 1823 the Dogribs defeated the Yellowknives in a battle
(MacVicar [sic] H.B.C. B 181/a/1; Helm and Gillespie 1981;
Gillespie 1970) and in the 1830s Back (1970: 457) noted that they
were in a state of "decline" as a consequence of this defeat and as a
result of contagious disease. It now appears that, while reference
continues to be made to Yellowknives trading into Fort Resolution
into the 1920's, they were actually "disappearing" as a distinctive
cultural entity throughout the nineteenth century (Gillespie
1970).967
In direct contrast to this statement made by Gillespie and cited by Smith, at pages 326 to 346
of our Chapter VII entitled “A Genealogy of Bands,” we set out the demographic data for the
Yellowknives. This data is in the form of excerpts from censuses dating from 1863 to 1949
and later. The majority of the census data show that the recorded population of the
Yellowknives, spanning nine decades, depicts the Yellowknife population as exceeding that of
the Chipewyans and Dogribs. We therefore conclude that the Yellowknives were not “actually
disappearing as a distinctive cultural entity.”968

Smith continues:
965

Smith, D. M. (1982). Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort Resolution.
National Museum of Man Mercury Series: Canadian Ethnology Service, Paper No. 81. p. 17.
966
Smith, D. M. (1982). Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort Resolution.
National Museum of Man Mercury Series: Canadian Ethnology Service, Paper No. 81. p. 2.
967
Smith, D. M. (1982). Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort Resolution.
National Museum of Man Mercury Series: Canadian Ethnology Service, Paper No. 81. p. 59.
968
Smith, D. M. (1982). Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort Resolution.
National Museum of Man Mercury Series: Canadian Ethnology Service, Paper No. 81. p. 59
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While in later years of the nineteenth and early years of the
twentieth Centuries [sic] the native people living in the vicinity of
Yellowknife Bay were referred to by whites as Yellowknives, my
informants at Fort Resolution, as well as Indians in Fort Rae and in
Yellowknife itself, say that intermarriage and assimilation to
Dogribs had by this time made them hardly distinguishable from the
Dogrib.969
Intermarriage outside of your own group is hardly a new phenomenon. Village or group
exogamy, that is, marrying outside of your own group, was a common practice among the
Athapaskan people. Although people marry out and marry in, the group maintains its own
identity and does not assume the identity of the people marrying in, nor does the group lose its
identity due to people marrying out. It is always some of the people, not all of the people
moving in or out.
My Fort Resolution informants also maintained that some of the
Yellowknives, known to them as the Tatsot'ine, (cf., Franklin 1823
vol.2: 76; Richardson 1852:245; Petitot 1876:26; Mason 1946:12)
had also intermarried with and assimilated to Chipewyan south of
Great Slave Lake.970
We therefore conclude that the Yellowknives did not disappear due to intermarriage.

Smith's hypothesis pertaining to changing territories in the period 1890 to 1950 is premised
upon a presumed here-to-for unprecedented movement of the Chipewyan into the Boreal
forest, a movement demanded by a new emphasis upon trapping and trading for a livelihood.
The DKFN were forced to acquire new methods for procuring animals.

Smith appears to be unfamiliar with the 1791 to 1792 journal of Fidler wherein he
encountered Chipewyan people camping at the mouth of the Buffalo River in the Boreal
Forest. They had constructed raised log caches for the storage of meat during the winter
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Smith, D. M. (1982). Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort Resolution.
National Museum of Man Mercury Series: Canadian Ethnology Service, Paper No. 81. p. 59.
970
Smith, D. M. (1982). Moose-Deer Island House People: A History of the Native People of Fort Resolution.
National Museum of Man Mercury Series: Canadian Ethnology Service, Paper No. 81. p. 59.
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months. They clearly included this area as part of their seasonal rounds. Chipewyans were not
new to the Boreal forest.

The confusion regarding the definition of the oft used word “Territory”
Smith had neither the assistance nor the complications of recent case law in developing his
hypothesis on the “changing territory” of the DKFN. As a consequence, his dissertation and
Mercury Series report influenced the interpretation of the rights of the Chipewyan by legal
counsel and employees of both government and industry. In addition, due to the biases of the
people that he did interview, and the need to interpret what they told from within his own
worldview and that of his dissertation committee members, David M. Smith affected the
position of the DKFN in future negotiations with reference to the impacts upon their hunting,
fishing and trapping "territory" by mining companies.

His apparent misinterpretation may be due to his use, or misuse, of the word "territory," a
word which is in the process of being clarified by the courts, as well as his own ideas as to just
what constitutes "use". Reduced use of an area does not equate to no use of an area. The
reality was that, as he himself has described, the DKFN continued to use their "territory" for
hunting for food purposes although it was not, and is not, the DKFN membership's primary
subsistence activity as it had been prior to the 1950s.
Smith’s use of the term is loosely applied. He appears to define territory as an area used
intensively for subsistence purposes as it was used pre-contact. He does not contemplate a
less intensive seasonal use of a region. The maps found at pages 107, 108 and 109 0f his
Mercury Series report appear to definitively depict a lack of continuity of use of the area
exploited by the DKFN in the past for hunting fishing and trapping purposes. This is not the
case – they simply depict a change in the daily, weekly and monthly reliance of the areas
frequented by the DKFN. The DKFN continue to use the area on the north shore of Great
Slave Lake in the vicinity of the Gahcho K’ue mine for the acquisition of meat for
themselves, their elders and their community.
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Appendix 1: Treaty Eight Boundary Report
Introduction
This report on the Treaty 8 boundary describes the boundaries and outlines the social,
political, economic and local influences behind the development of the boundaries. The
geographic region bounded by the metes and bounds description for the area covered by
Treaty Eight includes those First Nations who live within an area that includes most of
northern Alberta, part of the Northwest Territories, at least one quarter of the land area of
British Columbia, and the northwest corner of Saskatchewan. The Treaty 8 boundary runs
along the south shore of Great Slave Lake south of which lie Reliance, Lutsel K’e, Fort
Resolution, Pine Point, Hay River, and other points located south of Great Slave Lake. Treaty
8 does not include Providence, Rae-Edzo, Yellowknife, Dettah, N'dilo, the diamond areas
north of Great Slave Lake, or the Barren Lands aside from the northeast corner of the Treaty
area. To be specific – it does not include lands located north of the south shore of Great Slave
Lake.

The boundary of Treaty 8 was drawn in 1900. The Treaty 8 boundary had been proposed in
one form in 1891, announced in a simplified form in the summer of 1898, and executed in a
final form during the summers of 1899 and 1900. The boundary commission had likely not
been provided with a map of the boundary; the boundary was drawn based upon the reports of
the treaty commission after their two summers in the north. For the most part, the Treaty 8
boundary is today as it was in 1900.

The description of western boundary lead to confusion in regards to its true meaning. It read in
part “thence due west to the central range of the Rocky Mountains, thence northwesterly
along the said range to the point where it intersects . . . ” at a time when mapmakers were just
starting to understand how many mountain ranges were in the Western Cordillera. This report
also examines different understandings of the treaty aims, processes and results.
The term ‘Indian’ is used to reference the persons covered under the Indian Act.
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Maps
Begin by looking at the Treaty 8 boundary as it is understood by government today. Examine
the following map, which was produced by Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC, now
Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada (AANDC)) and titled “1999 Canada –
Territorial Evolution Map.”971

971

Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada. (1999). Canada - Territorial Evolution 1867 - 1999.
Retrieved November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100032297.
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The boundaries of Treaty 8 are the same in an undated map produced by the federal
government and titled “Historical Treaties of Canada,” below. This map is the last in a
chronologically-arranged series of treaty history maps published on the website of AANDC,
last updated in September 2010 by the Treaty Policy Directorate, so let us assume that it
represents Canada’s current understanding of the treaty boundaries.972

972

Indian and Northern Affairs Canada. (2010). Historical treaties of Canada. Retrieved November 26th, 2012,
from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/DAM/DAM-INTER-HQ/STAGING/textetext/htoc_1100100032308_eng.pdf.
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Natural Resources Canada has a similar yet more detailed map on its website, titled
“Historical Indian Treaties,” last updated in 2003, which mirrors the AANDC understanding
of the boundaries of Treaty 8.973

Finally, observe the Department of Indian Affairs map from 1900, which will be consulted
within this report. The map is below and also at Tab 1.974

973

Natural Resources Canada. (2003). The Atlas of Canada. Retrieved November 26th, 2012 from
http://atlas.nrcan.gc.ca/site/english/maps/historical/indiantreaties/historicaltreaties.
974
Department of Indian Affairs. (1900). Map Showing the Territory ceded under Treaty No. 8 and the Indian
Tribes Therein. In Report of the Department of Indian Affairs for the Year Ended June 30, 1900. Part 1, p. xlviii
(map).
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Why have a treaty?
In order to better understand the boundaries of Treaty 8 it is helpful to examine the colonial
reasons for such a treaty. To understand the reasons for Treaty 8 it is worthwhile to consider
earlier treaties for neighbouring First Nations people. In 1876, Canada drafted Treaty 6 for
the people of what is now central Alberta [Tab 2]. The third paragraph of the final treaty says,
in part:
. . . it is the desire of Her Majesty to open up for settlement,
immigration and such other purposes as to Her Majesty may
seem meet, a tract of country . . . [and] so that there may be peace
and good will between them and Her Majesty, and that they may
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know and be assured of what allowance they are to count upon and
receive from Her Majesty’s bounty and benevolence.975
The 1877 final wording of Treaty 7, for the people of what is now southwestern Alberta, has
similar wording regarding the government’s desire [Tab 3]. The word ‘immigration’ is not
present as it is in Treaty 6; the phrase ‘and Her Majesty’s other subjects’ has been added. 976
The third paragraph of Treaty 7 says in part:
. . . it is the desire of Her Majesty to open up for settlement, and
such other purposes as to Her Majesty may seem meet, a tract of
country . . . [and] so that there may be peace and good will
between them and Her Majesty, and between them and Her
Majesty’s other subjects; and that Her Indian people may know and
be assured of what allowance they are to count upon and receive
from Her Majesty’s bounty and benevolence.977
Treaty 8 was approved by the Privy Council in 1898, by Order in Council 2749 [Tab 4 is from
R. W. Scott's handwritten version, signed by Governor-General Minto; Tab 5 is the typed
version on the website of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada].978 It
provides us with a critical reason for the treaty – the protection of white travelers heading
from Edmonton to Pelly River located near the Klondike gold fields. In the second-to-last
paragraph of OIC 2749 it is written (on page 8 of 13 of Tab 4):
. . . that the country to be treated for should be thrown open to
development and the lives and property of those who may enter
therein safeguarded by the making of provision which will remove

975

Canada. (1876). Copy of Treaty No. 6 between Her Majesty the Queen and the Plain and Wood Cree Indians
and other Tribes of Indians at Fort Carlton, Fort Pitt and Battle River with Adhesions. Retrieved November 26th,
2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028710/1100100028783.
976
Canada. (1877). Copy of Treaty and Supplementary Treaty No. 7 between Her Majesty the Queen and the
Blackfeet and Other Indian Tribes, at the Blackfoot Crossing of Bow River and Fort Macleod. Retrieved
November 26th, 2012 from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028793/1100100028803.
977
Canada. (1877). Copy of Treaty and Supplementary Treaty No. 7 between Her Majesty the Queen and the
Blackfeet and Other Indian Tribes, at the Blackfoot Crossing of Bow River and Fort Macleod. Retrieved
November 26th, 2012 from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028793/1100100028803.
978
Scott, R. W. (1898). Order in Council 2749, 30th November 1898. In LAC: Privy Council Minutes 5
December - 13 December 1898, R.G. 2, Series 1, Volume 783; Canada. (1899). Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899
and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Retrieved November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadncaandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028813/1100100028853.
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all hostile feeling from the minds of the Indians and lead them to
peacefully acquiesce in the changing conditions.979
The map at page 12 of Tab 4, reproduced below, indicates two shaded areas north of the
Treaty 6 area which is signified with a large “6.”980 The shaded area called “A” is that portion
of the treaty area which is within British Columbia; the area called “B” is that portion which is
not in British Columbia. You will note that the shaded area does not extend north of 60
degrees latitude, which is to say that in this Privy Council handwritten order-in-council, none
of Great Slave Lake or the Mackenzie River is included within the Treaty 8 boundary.

979

Scott, R. W. (1898). Order in Council 2749, 30th November 1898. In LAC: Privy Council Minutes 5
December - 13 December 1898, R.G. 2, Series 1, Volume 783. p. 8.
980
Scott, R. W. (1898). Order in Council 2749, 30th November 1898. In LAC: Privy Council Minutes 5
December - 13 December 1898, R.G. 2, Series 1, Volume 783. p. 8. p. 12, figure 1.
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The articles of Treaty 8 [Tab 5, pages 9 to 11 of 21] were drafted by treaty commissioners
David Laird, James McKenna and James Ross at Lesser Slave Lake in June of 1899, and
signed in the summers of 1899 and 1900. The third paragraph provides the following reasons
for the treaty:
. . . it is Her desire to open for settlement, immigration, trade,
travel, mining, lumbering and such other purposes as to Her
Majesty may seem meet . . . and to obtain the consent thereto of Her
Indian subjects . . . so that there may be peace and good will
between them and Her Majesty’s other subjects, and that Her Indian
people may know and be assured of what allowances they are to
count upon and receive from Her Majesty’s bounty and
benevolence.981
The fifth paragraph of Treaty 8 says in part,
. . . the said Indians DO HEREBY CEDE, RELEASE,
SURRENDER AND YIELD UP to the Government of the
Dominion of Canada, for Her Majesty the Queen and Her
successors for ever, all their rights, titles and privileges whatsoever,
to the lands included . . . 982
In a letter from the Indian Commissioner, North-West Territories, Winnipeg, to the Secretary,
Department of Indian Affairs, Ottawa, dated April 25, 1898 the commissioner notes on page 3
that northern natives do not like “any proposition involving the cession of their rights to the
country” [Tab 23].983 From this we may conclude that the Honourable Clifford Sifton, in his
role as Superintendent General of Indian Affairs, knew one year prior to the treaty
commission entering into negotiations that the commissioners could meet resistance to the
federal plan. The resistance would involve rights but not boundaries.

981

Canada. (1899). Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899 and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Retrieved November 26th,
2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028813/1100100028853.
982
Canada. (1899). Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899 and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Retrieved November 26th,
2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028813/1100100028853.
983
Forget, A. E. (1898). Letter to the Secretary of the Department of Indian Affairs, Ottawa, 25 Apl, 1898. In
Indian Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75,236-1. p. 3.
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After their summer round of treaty talks, the commissioners provided Clifford Sifton,
Superintendent General of Indian Affairs, with a “Report of Commissioners for Treaty No. 8”
dated September 22, 1899. In the report they stated that the native people were concerned that
a treaty might lead to restrictions on hunting, fishing and trapping [Tab 5, page 2 to 5 of
21].984 In response the commissioners assured the people of Treaty 8 that the government
would never curtail their hunting, fishing and trapping. The commission report does not
mention Indian concerns related to the Treaty 8 boundaries, nor does the commission report
discuss the geographical extent of the Treaty 8 boundaries. The boundaries of Treaty 8 were
described before the treaty party went out, but possibly drawn after the signing of the 1899
treaty and 1900 treaty adhesions.

The 1900 rendition of the map [Tab 1] reflects the

mapmaker’s understanding of the Treaty 8 boundary.985
For a more in depth discussion of the Dene understanding of the treaty’s wording, see Wendy
Aasen’s 1994 report, “The Spirit and Intent of Treaty 8 in the Northwest Territories.”986
Aasen’s report was commissioned by the Treaty 8 chiefs in response to the appointment of a
Constitutional Development Steering Committee (CDSC) for the creation of a new territory,
i.e. Nunavut by the government of the Northwest Territories. Aasen wrote little that was new
but she did a competent job of compiling earlier reports by Rene Fumoleau, the witnesses at
the Paulette court case, and the Oberle Task Force Report, May 1986. Her key points are
taken from the decision of Justice Morrow.

The September 6, 1973 finding of the Honourable Mr. Justice William G. Morrow, based
largely on interviews with elders and by reviewing transcripts of earlier interviews and
testimony of Dene people, was that although the Dene were very careful to understand what
the treaty language said and implied, they did not understand the treaty language around the

984

Laird, D., J. H. Ross, & J. A. J. McKenna. (1899). Report of Commissioners for Treaty No. 8, Winnipeg,
Manitoba, 22nd September, 1899. In Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899 and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Retrieved
November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028813/1100100028853.
985
Department of Indian Affairs. (1900). Map Showing the Territory ceded under Treaty No. 8 and the Indian
Tribes Therein. In Report of the Department of Indian Affairs for the Year Ended June 30, 1900. Part 1, p. xlviii
(map).
986
Aasen, W. (1994). The Spirit and Intent of Treaty 8 in the Northwest Territories: "As Long as the Sun Shines,
the River Flows, and the Grass Grows." A Report Prepared for the N.W.T. Treaty 8 Tribal Council.
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terms “surrender” and “cession of their land title or rights.”987 The Dene people in 1899/1900
believed that Treaty 8 was an agreement for peace and friendship which would allow them to
continue their traditional lifestyle.988 It is reasonable to conclude that the geographical
boundaries of Treaty 8 were therefore irrelevant to the aboriginal signatories in 1899
and 1900.
On page 48 of the book, “Legacy: Indian Treaty Relationship” by University of Alberta
professor Richard T. Price (Edmonton: Plains Publishing Inc., 1991), Dr. Price writes that the
main goals of the federal government in treaty making were:
a) To acquire legal title to western and northern lands for farming,
railways, mining and other types of development;
b) To peacefully settle the west with . . . immigrant farmers;
c) To keep the costs of this westward expansion at a minimum,
and in particular to avoid costly wars with Indian and Métis
inhabitants;
d) To stop American expansion into Canada’s western and
northern territories, and to protect these territories; and
e) To respond, to some degree, to Indian requests for treaties and
treaty benefits.989
To conclude this report’s “Why Have a Treaty?” section, the federal reasons for treaties in the
west included:
a) "To acquire legal title to western and northern lands" by
which the government intended to erect legal structures to
permit non-Indians to live on Indian land.990
b) instilling "peace and good will" by which the government
intended to impress law and order structures on the treaty lands,
for the protection of Indians but also to for the protection of
987

Aasen, W. (1994). The Spirit and Intent of Treaty 8 in the Northwest Territories: "As Long as the Sun Shines,
the River Flows, and the Grass Grows." A Report Prepared for the N.W.T. Treaty 8 Tribal Council. pp. 17 – 18.
988
Abel, S. as cited in Aasen, W. (1994). The Spirit and Intent of Treaty 8 in the Northwest Territories: "As Long
as the Sun Shines, the River Flows, and the Grass Grows." A Report Prepared for the N.W.T. Treaty 8 Tribal
Council. p. 29; Aasen, W. (1994). The Spirit and Intent of Treaty 8 in the Northwest Territories: "As Long as the
Sun Shines, the River Flows, and the Grass Grows." A Report Prepared for the N.W.T. Treaty 8 Tribal Council.
p. 42 – 43.
989
Price, R. T. (1991). Legacy: Indian Treaty Relationships. Edmonton, AB: Plains Publishing Inc. p. 48.
990
Price, R. T. (1991). Legacy: Indian Treaty Relationships. Edmonton, AB: Plains Publishing Inc. p. 48.
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settlers, colonists, immigrants prospectors and oil workers who
might fear the Indians.991
c) informing the Indians as to what "allowance they are to count
upon and receive" from the federal government in exchange for
their rights to their traditional lands.992
d) leading the Indians "to peacefully acquiesce in the changing
conditions' as settlers, colonists, immigrants and prospectors
moved into and through their lands."993
The federal reasons for treaties in the west did not include a mechanism for the distribution of
royalties in exchange for mining their land for gold, coal, oil or diamonds. Nor did the treaties
discuss preferential hiring of local Indians, although a form of this had been in place since the
earliest days of the North West Company and Hudson’s Bay Company. Nor did the treaties
include language about how to alter or amend the boundaries.

Bishop Gabriel Breynat, who had been present for at least three treaty signings (Fort
Chipewyan, Fond du Lac, Fort Simpson), swore an affidavit on November 26, 1937 in
Ottawa, [at Tab 7 is a copy of Breynats’s affidavit, taken from appendix 4 to Wendy Aasen’s
1994 report, “The Spirit and Intent of Treaty 8 in the Northwest Territories”]. Earlier on in
1937 he had collected affidavits from forty-six native and non-native witnesses to the Treaty 8
and Treaty 11 signings. In his affidavit Breynat affirmed that the commissioners of Treaty 8
and Treaty 11 promised the northern natives that:
a) . . . nothing would be done or allowed to interfere with their
way of living, as they were accustomed to and as their
antecedents had done.
b) the old and destitute would always be taken care of, their future
existence would be carefully studied and provided for, every
effort would be made to improve their living conditions.

991

Canada. (1876). Copy of Treaty No. 6 between Her Majesty the Queen and the Plain and Wood Cree Indians
and other Tribes of Indians at Fort Carlton, Fort Pitt and Battle River with Adhesions. Retrieved November 26th,
2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028710/1100100028783
992
Canada. (1877). Copy of Treaty and Supplementary Treaty No. 7 between Her Majesty the Queen and the
Blackfeet and Other Indian Tribes, at the Blackfoot Crossing of Bow River and Fort Macleod. Retrieved
November 26th, 2012 from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028793/1100100028803.
993
Scott, R. W. (1898). Order in Council 2749, 30th November 1898. In LAC: Privy Council Minutes 5
December - 13 December 1898, R.G. 2, Series 1, Volume 783. p. 8.
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c) . . . they would be protected, especially in their way of living as
hunters and trappers, from white competition, they would not be
prevented from hunting and fishing, as they had always done, so
as to enable them to earn their own living and maintain their
existence.994
In his 1991 book “Legacy: Indian Treaty Relationship,” Price writes that the First Nations
people wanted the following from Treaty 8:
a) To ensure the physical survival of Indian nations;
b) To keep peaceful relations with the Canadian government
through ongoing relationships of equality and respect;
c) To affirm the ongoing cultural and spiritual survival as distinct
Indian tribes and nations, by preserving distinctive traditions and
institutions; and
d) To be able to make a transition to a new life by borrowing certain
technologies, including the treaty promises involving
educational, economic, health and other benefits.995
Price does not say that the Indians were concerned with the boundaries of Treaty 8.

There is an important point to be made about the Indian reasons for accepting treaty in 1899
and 1900. There were bands of Indians who had gathered at Fort Resolution in July 1900 to
sign the treaty adhesion, but they were unclear as to why the federal government was offering
them money for nothing. In village after village (according to the Treaty 8 Commission
Report written in December 1899 [Tab 5, pages 2-5]), the Indians wanted assurances that their
traditional lifestyles – specifically hunting, trapping and fishing – would not be disturbed after
they signed the treaty.996 The Commission Report states [Tab 5, page 3],

994

Breynat, G. (1937). Appendix 4: Affidavit, Sworn in the presence of Commissioner for Caths., 25th
November, 1937. In Aasen, W. (1994). The Spirit and Intent of Treaty 8 in the Northwest Territories: "As Long
as the Sun Shines, the River Flows, and the Grass Grows." A Report Prepared for the N.W.T. Treaty 8 Tribal
Council.
995
Price, R. T. (1991). Legacy: Indian Treaty Relationships. Edmonton, AB: Plains Publishing Inc. p. 48.
996
Laird, D., J. H. Ross, & J. A. J. McKenna. (1899). Report of Commissioners for Treaty No. 8, Winnipeg,
Manitoba, 22nd September, 1899. In Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899 and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Retrieved
November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028813/1100100028853.
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There was expressed at every point the fear that the making of the
treaty would be followed by the curtailment of the hunting and
fishing privileges, and many were impressed with the notion that
the treaty would lead to taxation and enforced military service.997
Further [Tab 5, page 3],
Our chief difficulty was the apprehension that the hunting and
fishing privileges were to be curtailed. The provision in the treaty
under which ammunition and twine is to be furnished went far in
the direction of quieting the fears of the Indians, for they admitted
that it would be unreasonable to furnish the means of hunting and
fishing if laws were to be enacted which would make hunting and
fishing so restricted as to render it impossible to make a livelihood
by such pursuits. But over and above the provision, we had to
solemnly assure them that only such laws as to hunting and
fishing as were in the interest of the Indians and were found
necessary in order to protect the fish and fur-bearing animals
would be made, and that they would be as free to hunt and fish
after the treaty as they would be if they never entered into it.
We assured them that the treaty would not lead to any forced
interference with their mode of life, that it did not open the way
to the imposition of any tax, and that there was no fear of enforced
military service. We showed them that, whether treaty was made or
not, they were subject to the law, bound to obey it, and liable to
punishment for any infringements of it. We pointed out that the law
was designed for the protection of all, and must be respected by all
the inhabitants of the country, irrespective of colour or origin; and
that, in requiring them to live at peace with white men who came
into the country, and not to molest them in person or in property, it
only required them to do what white men were required to do as to
the Indians.998
The December 1900 report of Treaty 8 Commissioner Macrae notes [Tab 5, pages 16-17]:
997

Laird, D., J. H. Ross, & J. A. J. McKenna. (1899). Report of Commissioners for Treaty No. 8, Winnipeg,
Manitoba, 22nd September, 1899. In Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899 and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Retrieved
November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028813/1100100028853.
998
Laird, D., J. H. Ross, & J. A. J. McKenna. (1899). Report of Commissioners for Treaty No. 8, Winnipeg,
Manitoba, 22nd September, 1899. In Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899 and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Retrieved
November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028813/1100100028853.
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As was reported by your commissioners last year, there is little
disposition on the part of most of the northern Indians to settle
down upon land or to ask to have reserves set apart. Dealing, under
your instructions, with demands for land, two small provisional
reserves were laid out at Lesser Slave Lake for Kinosayo's band,
and fifteen or sixteen applications were registered for land in
severalty by Indians who have already, to some extent, taken to
agriculture.
It appears that this disinclination to adopt agriculture as a means of
livelihood is not unwisely entertained, for the more congenial
occupations of hunting and fishing are still open, and agriculture is
not only arduous to those untrained to it, but in many districts it as
yet remains untried. A consequence of this preference of old
pursuits is that the government will not be called upon for years to
make those expenditures which are entailed by the treaty when the
Indians take to the soil for subsistence.999
Therefore the question of “Why have a treaty?” is answered differently for the two parties
involved – the government and the Indians. Because they were thinking primarily of the
protection of white prospectors and settlers, the geographical boundary was important to the
federal side. Because they were thinking primarily of non-interference from immigrants and
peace with Canada, the geographical boundary was not relevant to the Indian side.

What Area Did Treaty 8 Encompass?
The preliminary 1891 proposal included all of Great Slave Lake, the first 450 km of the
Mackenzie River, part of what is now the Yukon Territory, and no part of British Columbia.
Tab 8 is a January 7, 1891 draft memorandum from Edgar Dewdney, Department of Indian
Affairs, to the Privy Council, ten pages with edits, reporting the discovery in the district of
Athabasca and in the Mackenzie River Country, of “immense quantities of petroleum” and the
belief that other minerals and substances of economic value such as sulfur on the south shore
of Great Slave Lake, and salt on the Mackenzie and Slave Rivers, “the development of which
will (sic) may add materially to the public weal, and the further consideration that several
999

Macrae, J. A. (1900). Report of Commissioner for Treaty No. 8. In Report of the Department of Indian Affairs
for the Year Ended June 30, 1900. Part 1, p. xl.
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railway projects in connection with this portion of the Dominion . . . ”1000 Also, that it is
“advisable that a treaty or treaties should be made with the Indians who claim those regions as
their hunting grounds, with a view to the extinguishment of the Indian title . . . ”1001 The
boundary limit description has been crossed out, and reference made to the area “shown in
pink upon the map of the Dominion of Canada hereto attached.”1002

One section of this January 1891 draft, partially crossed out on pages 7 and 8, hints at earlier
thoughts of a treaty:
In writing, in May 1884, on the subject generally of the condition of
the Indians of the Hudson’s Bay Coy’s District of Athabaska (sic),
and upon the advisability of the Gov’t negotiating a treaty with
them, Mr. MacFarlane, the Hudson’s Bay Co’s officer at Fort
Chipewyan made the following statement: “The proposed treaty
should be primarily entered into at Dunvegan on the upper Peace
River, where delegate representatives from the Indians attached to
Hudson’s Hope, St. John’s, Battle River, Vermillion, Red River and
Lesser Slave Lake, might be invited to attend. You can easily form
some correct estimate of the relative cost, say from Carleton to
Dunvegan. A supplementary treaty will then require to be made at
Chipewyan, with like appointed delegates from Resolution, Smith,
Fond du Lac, McMurray and, if need be, Portage la Loche, leaving
the latter and the Indians of Isle a la Crosse to be dealt with
1003
[illegible] Green Lake.
Two weeks later, a January 26, 1891 report of a Privy Council committee and approved by the
Governor General in Council, addressed to the Superintendent General of Indian Affairs [Tab
9], recaps the report of January 7, then says “The Minister, after fully considering the matter,

1000

Dewdney, E. (1891). Memorandum to the P. C. [Governor General] of Canada, January 7, 1891. In Indian
Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75, 236-1. pp. 1 - 2.
1001
Dewdney, E. (1891). Memorandum to the P. C. [Governor General] of Canada, January 7, 1891. In Indian
Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75, 236-1. p. 2.
1002
Dewdney, E. (1891). Memorandum to the P. C. [Governor General] of Canada, January 7, 1891. In Indian
Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75, 236-1. p. 3.
1003
Dewdney, E. (1891). Memorandum to the P. C. [Governor General] of Canada, January 7, 1891. In Indian
Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75, 236-1. pp. 7 - 8.
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recommends that negotiations for a treaty be opened up during the [illegible] season with the
Indians interested in those portions . . . ”1004 The boundary limits are stated as,
Commencing at a point on the eastern boundary of Alberta, east of
the 112 meridian, where the northern boundary of Treaty Six
intersects the height of land as shown on a certain map of the
Dominion made in the Department of the Interior and dated 1887,
thence following said height of land in a north-easterly direction to
the 58 parallel of north latitude, then easterly along the said 58
parallel to the 105 meridian, thence north to the 63 parallel, thence
following the 63 parallel to the summit of a northern spur of the
Rocky Mountains which divides the waters of the Mackenzie River
from those of the Yukon River, thence southerly following the
summit of said spur of mountain to the 60th parallel at the northern
boundary of British Columbia, thence easterwardly following the
northern boundary aforesaid to the north-east corner of the British
Columbia boundary at the 120 meridian, thence southerly following
the easterly boundary of British Columbia to the northern boundary
of Treaty 7, thence easterwardly along the boundary of Treaty 7
until it intersects the eastern boundary of Treaty 6, thence northeasterly and easterly following the limits of Treaty 6 to the point of
beginning, containing approximately 319,900 square miles.1005
The Minister observes that the population of this area is about 900 souls, “distributed at the
following points”:
Lesser Slave Lake and outposts –
Fort Vermillion
45
Fort McMurray
40
Fort Chipewyan
20
Battle Creek

105 families
“
“
“
15
“ .1006

1004

Mcfee, J. J. (1891). Report to the Governor General in Council [and the Honourable Superintendent General
of Indian Affairs], 26th January, 1891, signed John J. Mcfee, Clerk Privy Council. In Indian Affairs: RG 10,
Volume 3848, File 75, 236-1. p. 2.
1005
Mcfee, J. J. (1891). Report to the Governor General in Council [and the Honourable Superintendent General
of Indian Affairs], 26th January, 1891, signed John J. Mcfee, Clerk Privy Council. In Indian Affairs: RG 10,
Volume 3848, File 75, 236-1. pp. 3 - 4.
1006
Mcfee, J. J. (1891). Report to the Governor General in Council [and the Honourable Superintendent General
of Indian Affairs], 26th January, 1891, signed John J. Mcfee, Clerk Privy Council. In Indian Affairs: RG 10,
Volume 3848, File 75, 236-1. p. 5.
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Further, the letter states that “As regards the Indians of the Mackenzie River Country, it will
not be necessary to treat with all of them, but merely with those whose hunting grounds lie
within the territory, a surrender of which it is proposed to ask the Indians interested therein to
make.”1007 Supplies will have to be assembled, including gifts of “uniforms, medals and flags
for the Chief and Headmen” and a $12 gratuity for every man, woman and child.1008 Finally,
“The Committee submits the above for Your Excellency’s approval.”1009 Signed by John J.
Mcfee, the Clerk of the Privy Council. The copy at Tab 9 notes in the heading that the
original was approved by the Governor General in Council. At Tab 10 is a draft letter, likely
from the secretary of the Interior, giving a similar description of the treaty boundary.
The 1898 Order in Council called for treating with the Indians essentially along “the proposed
line of route from Edmonton to Pelly River" in the Yukon, 300 km south of the Klondike
goldfields.1010 Tab 11 is a copy of OC 1703, handwritten, June 18, 1898. Order in Council
1703 gives “Authority to issue formal notice to the Indians and Half-breeds of the territory
aforesaid [the proposed line of route from Edmonton to Pelly Route]” based on a
memorandum dated June 18, 1898 from the Superintendent of Indian Affairs, reporting on the
NWMP’s advice to treat with the Indians along a proposed line of route from Edmonton to
Pelly River during the summer of 1899.1011 The order in council notes that the Indian
Commissioner at Winnipeg,
expressed the conviction that the time had come when the Indian
and Halfbreed population of the tract of territory north of that ceded
to the Crown under Treaty No. 6 and partially occupied by whites
either as miners or traders, and over which the Government
1007

Mcfee, J. J. (1891). Report to the Governor General in Council [and the Honourable Superintendent General
of Indian Affairs], 26th January, 1891, signed John J. Mcfee, Clerk Privy Council. In Indian Affairs: RG 10,
Volume 3848, File 75, 236-1. pp. 6 - 7.
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Volume 3848, File 75, 236-1. pp. 7 - 8.
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exercised some measure of authority, should be treated with for the
relinquishment of their claim to territorial ownership.1012
For supplies, annuities and gratuities the amount of $43,165 was voted in the last session of
Parliament.1013 OIC 1703 also gives certain discretionary powers to the treaty
commissioners.1014 The Minister “is of the opinion that the territory to be treated for may in a
general way be restricted to the Provisional District of Athabaska, and such of the country
adjacent thereto as the Commissioners may deem it expedient to include within the treaty.”1015
On the question of the roughly 1700 halfbreed persons,
it is of the utmost importance that their acquiescence in the
relinquishment of the aboriginal title should be secured; and the
Minister considers that to that end the Commissioners should be
empowered to treat with them. It is to be noted, however, that it is
practically impossible in instructing the Commissioners to draw a
hard and fast line between the Halfbreeds and the Indians, as some
of them are so closely allied in manners and customs to the latter
that they will desire to be treated as Indians.1016
OIC 1703 names two men as commissioners: Amedée Forget, Indian Commissioner for
Manitoba and the North West Territories, and James McKenna, of the Department of Indian
Affairs.1017 A third commissioner is to be named later. OIC 1703 ends with “The Committee
submit the same for Your Excellency’s approval.”1018 In another hand is written “Approved
27th June 1898."1019 What is significant to the current report is that there were no other details
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about the boundaries of that proposed treaty, and no reference to the 1891 treaty boundary
proposal.

The 1899/1900 Treaty 8 boundary as described in Tab 5 included none of the Yukon, a
sizeable portion of northeast British Columbia, none of the Mackenzie River, and neither
Great Slave Lake nor any people north of that lake. The changes from 1891 to 1898 and 1899
reflected and were shaped both by the Yukon gold rush and by the ability of the Treaty 8
commissioners to travel. The Treaty 8 boundary was not surveyed by the commission, nor was
the boundary walked by the Indians. Nothing in the record of the Treaty 8 Commission
suggests that the commissioners showed a map to the Indians at the various stops.

The following map produced by LGL Limited Environmental Research Associates depicts
these proposals.1020

1020

Produced by LGL Limited Environmental Research Associates.
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What changed between 1891 and 1898, and between 1898 and 1899/1900?
Aside from the changes in government in Ottawa, and changes to the management of the
Geological Survey of Canada – most notably the prominence of John Macoun’s writings about
the north – the three main changes between 1891 and 1900 were the increasing importance of
oil, the Klondike gold rush of 1898, and the ability of the treaty party to travel and hold
meetings. These are described below in terms of what was at stake in Treaty 8.

What was at stake in 1899?
There were five issues that set the stage for the Treaty 8 boundary. The issues at stake, briefly,
were (a) access to oil along the Mackenzie River, (b) access to gold in the Yukon, (c) federal
supports (education, medicine) for First Nations, (d) extinguishing aboriginal title, and (e)
opening the land for immigrants and settlers. The first two of these likely had an impact on the
boundary of Treaty 8; they are dealt with in detail, below.
It would be difficult to improve upon elements of the study by historian Arthur J. Ray, “Treaty
8: A British Columbian Anomaly” [Tab 12, 54 pages].1021 Dr. Ray, a frequent expert witness
called to Indian-related court cases in British Columbia, gives a detailed account of the events
leading up to the 1899/1900 signing of Treaty 8, including periods of starvation among the
natives, discoveries of gold in BC and the Yukon, and crimes against Indians especially by
white prospectors stealing their horses and the subsequent threat of an Indian uprising.1022
Because Ray is concentrating on the western boundary of Treaty 8, he speaks little of the
treaty boundary in the vicinity of Great Slave Lake. However, his Map 1, on page 6, shows
clearly the different boundary proposals of 1891 and 1900.1023 The map on the previous page
of today’s report reflects the 1891 proposal and 1900 final.
Access to Oil along the Mackenzie River

1021

Ray, A. J. (1999). Treaty 8: A British Columbian Anomaly. BC Studies, 123.
Ray, A. J. (1999). Treaty 8: A British Columbian Anomaly. BC Studies, 123. p. 8, 13-14, & 24.
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Oil and coal in the region were known to European explorers as early as the 1700s.1024 In 1719
a Cree man, Wa-pa-su, had shown sand-impregnated bituminous tar to the HBC at Fort
Churchill.1025 Also in the 1700s Europeans noted that some canoes were sealed not with tree
pitch but with tar taken from the ground.1026

In 1788, Alexander MacKenzie wrote in his journal:
At about twenty-four miles from the Fork, are some bitumenous
fountains; into which a pole of twenty feet long may be inserted
without the least resistance. The bitumen is in a fluid state, and
when mixed with gum or the resinous substance collected from the
Spruce Fir, serves to gum the canoes. In its heated state it emits a
smell like that of Sea Coal. The banks of the river, which are there
very elevated, discover veins of the same bitumenous quality.1027
Alexander Mackenzie noted, on July 24, 1789, “pieces of Petrolium, which bears a
resemblance to yellow wax.”1028 On August 2, 1789 he reported a seam of low-grade coal near
the mouth of the Great Bear River [see Tab 13, page 96].1029 The petroleum that Mackenzie
found was not ‘oil’ as we know it; that would be revealed to explorers a hundred years later.

Willard-Ferdinand Wentzel was a North-West Company man who lived in the north for more
than twenty years. In a letter [Tab 14] to Roderick Mackenzie on March 27, 1807, reprinted on
1024
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History of Oil and Gas in the NWT. Retrieved November 26 th, 2012, from
http://www.iti.gov.nt.ca/miningoilgas/historyoilgas.shtml.
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Progress, and Present State of the Fur Trade of That Country. Illustrated with Maps. London: R. Noble, Old
Bailey. p. lxxxvii.
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page 79 of Volume I of Louis Francois Rodrigue Masson’s 1899 compilation “Les bourgeois
de la Compagnie du Nord-Ouest; récits de voyages, lettres et rapports inédits relatifs au
Nord-Ouest canadien,” Wentzel reports seeing ‘volcanoes’ from which issue,
several columns of smoke which have a strong smell of coal and
sulphur. I was told by Mr. John Thain, one who had personally
inspected them, that the fire was not above one foot under ground;
the flames are pale and the smoke black; the holes from which the
blazes appear are small and numerous.1030
The first government-sponsored geological study of the oil sands was initiated in 1875, a
hundred years after Mackenzie, and carried out by John Macoun. In his autobiography, page
119, Macoun wrote of seeing tar sand on the Athabasca River between Fort Chipewyan on
Lake Athabasca, and the mouth of the Clearwater River at Fort McMurray [Tab 15]:
As we ascended the river, we gradually passed from mud to sand,
but were fully fifty miles up it before we saw anything like a
pebble. The first indications of “tar” were in the form of pebbles
composed of sand and tar, formed above and carried down by the
ice. From this time forward, we continued to see deposits of tar
wherever we came near the river margin . . . On the 7th of
September . . . I observed a bed of tar conglomerate about thirty
inches above the river. There was sand above and below it and the
ooze along the shore, both at this point and many places below,
looked like the ooze from petroleum streams.
That there must be enormous quantities, I am quite satisfied, on
account of having seen the tar along the bank for over one hundred
miles.1031
All of this tar-impregnated land would be included within the boundary of Treaty 8.

1030

Wentzel, W. F. (1890). Mr. W. F. Wentzel, Letters to the Hon. Roderic McKenzie 1807 – 1824: Forks
MacKenzie River, March 27th, 1807. In L. R. Masson (Ed.), Les Bourgeois de la Compagnie du Nord-Ouest;
Récits de Voyages, Lettres et Rapports Inédits Relatifs au Nord-Ouest Canadien (pp. 77-80). QC: Nabu Press. p.
79.
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Director and Naturalist to the Geological Survey of Canada, 1831 - 1920. Ottawa: The Ottawa Field-Naturalists'
Club. pp. 118 - 119.
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In his 1975 book “As Long As This Land Shall Last,” in a section titled “The North is
Floating on Oil, 1888-1891” [Tab 16], René Fumoleau describes the findings of the
Geological Survey of Canada in 1882, 1883, 1887 and 1888. Essentially, they found that there
was tar sand and oil throughout the Devonian rocks of the Mackenzie River Valley. Fumoleau
quotes that Robert Bell’s report of his 1882-83 journey, in which Bell
mentioned repeatedly in his report the presence of “petroleum
bearing and stone,” “petroleum-impregnated marl,” “flowing
asphalt,” “petroleum strata,” “petroleum bearing strata,” “tar,”
“petroleum bearing rocks,” “petroleum producing strata” and “free
petroleum.”1032
Fumoleau quotes from Robert McConnell’s 1887-88 exploration for the Geological Survey of
Canada, that there is tar and oil at the western end of Great Slave Lake and along the
Mackenzie River. McConnell was not searching for petroleum along the south shore, nor
along the north shore.

In his 1893 exploration of the Mackenzie River, sponsored by the University of Iowa, Frank
Russell noted the presence of yellowish-white clay that is generally associated with lignite
[Tab 17]. Lignite, or brown coal, is the poorest form of coal; lignite can include pieces of tree
material which have not yet converted.
We stopped for wood, at a high bank just above Norman, where
extensive beds of lignite were burning. A recently caved portion
exposed a section of lignite eight feet in thickness.1033
This is further evidence that the coal value of the north was known at the time of Treaty Eight.

Senator John C. Schultz, a Manitoban and a promoter of northern exploration, created the
Senate Select Committee on Resources of the Great Mackenzie Basin, after March 1888. Oral
testimony was taken in 1888 from William Christie [Tab 18], a former chief factor of the
1032
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Hudson’s Bay Company who had been the HBC Inspecting Factor for the country from
Winnipeg to Fort Simpson on the Mackenzie River. Although most of the testimony is about
the agricultural prospects of the territory, on page 49 Christie was asked about the pitch and
tar along the Athabasca River:
The deposit was very deep. It was in springs in the sides of the
banks of the river. The bank at that point was not very high. A few
pine trees grew at the top of the bank, and there are one or two
springs there. They boiled up there in the summer. You could put a
long pole down, ten or twelve feet long, and you could not find
bottom. The pitch was black and very adhesive. It was like English
pitch, but it had no smell of tar. They used it at Fort McMurray to
cover some of the houses, and it looked like an asphalt
pavement.1034
William Christie felt that the pitch had no value except to the people who used it in place,
because they were saved the cost of transporting pitch. It appears that he did not realize that
this is precisely the value of naturally-occurring pitch in 1888.
Charles Mair1035, a chronicler of the Treaty 8 expedition in 1899, noted the oil sand along the
Athabasca River [Tab 19 is pages 121-125 of Mair’s “Through the Mackenzie Basin: An
Account of the Signing of Treaty No. 8 and the Scrip Commission, 1899”]:
We were now traversing perhaps the most interesting region in all
the North. In the neighbourhood of McMurray there are several tarwells, so called, and there, if a hole is scraped in the bank, it slowly
fills in with tar mingled with sand. This is separated by boiling, and
is used, in its native state, for gumming canoes and boats. Farther
up are immense towering banks, the tar oozing at every pore, and
underlaid by great overlapping dykes of disintegrated limestone,
alternating with lofty clay exposures, crowned with poplar, spruce
1034
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and pine. On the 15th we were still following the right bank, and,
anon, past giant clay escarpments along it, everywhere streaked
with oozing tar, and smelling like an old ship.1036
Further on the same page, Mair writes:
The tar, whatever it may be otherwise, is a fuel, and burned in our
camp-fires like coal. That this region is stored with a substance of
great economic value is beyond all doubt, and, when the hour of
development comes, it will, I believe, prove to be one of the
wonders of Northern Canada. We are all deeply impressed by this
scene of Nature’s chemistry, and realized what a vast storehouse of
not only hidden but exposed resources we possess in this enormous
country.1037
Importantly, whereas in 1891 there was little use for oil, by 1899 the industrialized world was
making the transition from coal-fired steam power to oil-fired internal combustion. This
caused a growing demand for oil. This growing demand led to a rise in exploration and a
realization that places that had oil – like Canada’s northwest – were going to be valuable. The
oil in the Mackenzie River valley was largely under land inhabited by Indians. Therefore to
ensure easy access to oil it would be necessary for the government to treat with the people of
the oil-bearing lands. The 1891 treaty boundary proposal included the first 450 km of the
Mackenzie River; the 1899/1900 treaty did not include any part of the Mackenzie River.

In conclusion, oil was not dramatically important to Ottawa in 1891 when the original
boundary of Treaty 8 was drawn to include the first 450 km of the Mackenzie River. Oil was
becoming important to the industrialized world by 1900. The federal government was well
aware of the oil sand along the Athabasca River, and of the oil, tar and lignite along the
Mackenzie River. When the Treaty 8 commission went north in 1899 and 1900 it was not
encouraged to travel to the Mackenzie River country. There is no discussion in the Indian
Affairs papers after 1891 of treating with the Mackenzie River people, who would not get to
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negotiate until Treaty 11 in 1921. The oil along the Mackenzie River may have been one of
the reasons for the change to the Treaty 8 boundary between 1891 and 1900.

Access to Gold in the Yukon
Along the Klondike and Yukon Rivers, placer gold in large quantities was discovered in
1896.1038 Word reached Seattle in July 1897 and suddenly the Klondike gold rush was on;
thousands of American and Canadian prospectors travelled toward the gold fields, which were
located in unincorporated mountain valleys north of British Columbia.1039 Canada’s Minister
of the Interior, Clifford Sifton, moved swiftly in 1897 to establish de facto government control
in the region by enacting and enforcing new mining regulations and deploying the North West
Mounted Police.1040 In 1898 he created the Yukon Territory and established a government
there.1041 In a September 1898 visit to Washington D.C. for negotiations, Sifton helped to
draw a temporary boundary between the Yukon and Alaska.1042 This is significant because it
informs us that when the Treaty 8 boundary was proposed in 1891 there was no Yukon
Territory and no formal boundary between the United States and Canada, but when the treaty
commission travelled in 1899 and 1900 the Yukon was a separate government.
Sifton “believed that the gold fields constituted a national resource, the benefits of which
should accrue to the dominion as a whole.”1043 It is reasonable to assume that Sifton would
feel the same about coal and oil being national resources, and that lands bearing coal, oil and
gold would be treated with care so that prospectors would have safe access thereto.
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The gold rush initiated plans for railroads in the north. In 1898, at the same time as the
United States Congress approved railroad schemes from the Pacific coast to the Klondike, the
Canadian government approved a project to provide an "All-Canadian Route" to the Klondike,
via Edmonton or the Stikine River in British Columbia.1044 In 1897 the Hudson's Bay and
Yukon Railways and Navigation Company was incorporated to construct a line from Hudson's
Bay to Great Slave Lake, the Mackenzie River and the Yukon River.1045
There were two possible “all-Canadian” routes to the Klondike: one that ran up the
northwestern interior of British Columbia, and one from northern Alberta. In his 1972 book,
“Klondike: The Last Great Gold Rush,” Pierre Berton colourfully describes the routes –
mythical and real – between Edmonton and the Klondike. Although there were boosters of this
route, Berton writes that, “There was, in fact, scarcely a trail at all” [Tab 20].1046 Berton’s
book includes a map on page 217 that shows the “Edmonton Trails”; compare this to the
western boundary of the 1899 boundary of Treaty 8 and you will note that the western-most
route is essentially an overlay of the Treaty 8 boundary.1047

As one all-Canadian route to the Yukon gold fields, the Canadian government proposed in
1898 “to build 150 easy miles of railway through the comparatively gentle mountain valleys
of northwestern British Columbia” and had received a proposal from an American company to
develop a railway north from Vancouver.1048 The contract was led to Mackenzie & Mann on
January 25, 1898.1049 Work was ordered stopped on June 7.1050 In the summer of 1898 Sifton
1044
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rejected a proposed railway from Edmonton, through the northeastern corner of BC, to the
Yukon, but he approved a trail suitable for driving cattle along that route which was begun in
1898.1051 The Yukon Railway Bill was defeated in the Senate and neither railway was built in
the 1800s.1052 A cattle trail was planned through land that was not in the 1891 treaty boundary
proposal but was in the 1899 Treaty 8 final report.

In conclusion, although these railroads were never constructed, one would have been routed
through land that was within the 1891 proposed boundary of Treaty 8. The change between
the 1891 proposal and the 1899 treaty commission trip may have been influenced by these
goldrush-related factors.

Neighbouring treaties
Because the boundary of Treaty 8 refers to its boundaries with two neighbouring treaties, it is
worthwhile to read the descriptions of those treaties. They are Treaty 6, signed in 1876, and
Treaty 7, signed in 1877.

As printed in Tab 2 (at page 2), the Treaty 6 description (1876) reads:
Commencing at the mouth of the river emptying into the north-west
angle of Cumberland Lake; thence westerly up the said river to its
source; thence on a straight line in a westerly direction to the head
of Green Lake; thence northerly to the elbow in the Beaver River;
thence down the said river northerly to a point twenty miles from
the said elbow; thence in a westerly direction, keeping on a line
generally parallel with the said Beaver River (above the elbow), and
about twenty miles distant there from, to the source of the said
river; thence northerly to the north-easterly point of the south shore
of Red Deer Lake, continuing westerly along the said shore to the
western limit thereof; and thence due west to the Athabasca River;
thence up the said river, against the stream, to the Jaspar House
on June 7th, orders reached the big Mackenzie-Mann outfit to permanently suspend operations, Glenora was
stunned.”
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[sic], in the Rocky Mountains; thence on a course south-easterly,
following the easterly range of the mountains, to the source of the
main branch of the Red Deer River; thence down the said river,
with the stream, to the junction therewith of the outlet of the river,
being the outlet of the Buffalo Lake; thence due east twenty miles;
thence on a straight line south-eastwardly to the mouth of the said
Red Deer River on the south branch of the Saskatchewan River;
thence eastwardly and northwardly, following on the boundaries of
the tracts conceded by the several treaties numbered four and five to
the place of beginning.1053
As printed in Tab 3 (at page 2), the Treaty 7 description (1877) reads:
Commencing at a point on the International Boundary due south of
the western extremity of the Cypress Hills, thence west along the
said boundary to the central range of the Rocky Mountains, or to
the boundary of the Province of British Columbia, thence northwesterly along the said boundary to a point due west of the source
of the main branch of the Red Deer River, thence south-westerly
and southerly following on the boundaries of the Tracts ceded by
the Treaties numbered six and four to the place of
commencement.1054
Boundary as it was envisioned in 1891
A January 26, 1891 Privy Council note describes a massive area for Treaty 8 [see Tab 9 and
compare to map at Tab 21]. Significantly, the area includes all of Lake Athabasca, all of Great
Slave Lake including Reliance, Rae-Edzo and the site of Yellowknife, the first 450 kilometers
of the Mackenzie River including Fort Providence and Fort Simpson, 250 km of the Liard
River, and a large part of what is now the Yukon Territory.1055 The area does not include any
of British Columbia.
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November 26th, 2012 from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028793/1100100028803.
1055
Mcfee, J. J. (1891). Report to the Governor General in Council [and the Honourable Superintendent General
of Indian Affairs], 26th January, 1891, signed John J. Mcfee, Clerk Privy Council. In Indian Affairs: RG 10,
Volume 3848, File 75, 236-1. pp. 3 - 4.
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Ottawa’s Long pause 1891-1897
Due in part to the death of Prime Minister John A. Macdonald in office on June 6, 1891, for at
least six years there was no activity related to the Treaty 8 proposal. Senator John Abbott was
a caretaker prime minister for seventeen months, then John S.D. Thompson was prime
minister for 24 months, and Mackenzie Bowell was prime minister for just over sixteen
months until his forced resignation on April 27, 1896.1056 Charles Tupper was prime minister
for only 69 days.1057 Finally, Wilfrid Laurier became the Prime Minister, serving from 11 July
1896 to October 1911.1058 During Laurier’s tenure Ottawa was able to get back on track with
treaties in the Northwest Territories. In 1896 Laurier appointed as his Minister of the Interior
and superintendent-general of Indian Affairs a 35 year old lawyer, Clifford Sifton, a pro-CPR
politician who had served as Attorney-General of Manitoba, 1891-95.1059 In 1898, David
Laird was appointed to the position of Indian commissioner for Manitoba and the Northwest;

1056

Parliament of Canada. (n.d.). Abbott, The Hon. Sir. John Joseph Caldwell, P.C., Q.C. Retrieved November
26th, 2012, from http://www.parl.gc.ca/Parlinfo/Files/Parliamentarian.aspx?Item=959f168d-f7ee-466d-b4367b270c318fe1&Language=E&MenuID=Compilations.FederalGovernment.PrimeMinisters.Gallery.aspx&Menu
Query=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.parl.gc.ca%2FParlinfo%2FCompilations%2FFederalGovernment%2FPrimeMini
sters%2FGallery.aspx;
Parliament of Canada. (n.d.). Thompson, The Right Hon. Sir John Sparrow David, P.C., K.C.M.G., Q.C.
Retrieved November 26th, 2012, from http://www.parl.gc.ca/Parlinfo/Files/Parliamentarian.aspx?Item=1b8a9dea475a-476c-b45c1bd8af526c32&Language=E&MenuID=Compilations.FederalGovernment.PrimeMinisters.Gallery.aspx&Menu
Query=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.parl.gc.ca%2FParlinfo%2FCompilations%2FFederalGovernment%2FPrimeMini
sters%2FGallery.aspx;
Parliament of Canada. (n.d.). Bowell, The Hon. Sir Mackenzie, P.C., K.C.M.G. Retrieved November 26 th, 2012,
from http://www.parl.gc.ca/Parlinfo/Files/Parliamentarian.aspx?Item=1871c43c-bda4-464a-949fe8206ed0d673&Language=E&MenuID=Compilations.FederalGovernment.PrimeMinisters.Gallery.aspx&Menu
Query=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.parl.gc.ca%2FParlinfo%2FCompilations%2FFederalGovernment%2FPrimeMini
sters%2FGallery.aspx.
1057
Parliament of Canada. (n.d.). Tupper, The Right Hon. Sir Charles, P.C., G.C.M.G., K.C.M.G., C.B., D.C.L.,
LL.D., M.D. Retrieved November 26th, 2012, from
http://www.parl.gc.ca/Parlinfo/Files/Parliamentarian.aspx?Item=24d7bdd8-53ef-4f57-a5855c5b9effd3dd&Language=E&MenuID=Compilations.FederalGovernment.PrimeMinisters.Gallery.aspx&MenuQ
uery=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.parl.gc.ca%2FParlinfo%2FCompilations%2FFederalGovernment%2FPrimeMinist
ers%2FGallery.aspx.
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Parliament of Canada. (n.d.). Laurier, The Right Hon. Sir Wilfrid, P.C., G.C.M.G., K.C., B.C.L., D.C.L.,
LL.D., Litt.D. Retrieved November 26th, 2012, from
http://www.parl.gc.ca/Parlinfo/Files/Parliamentarian.aspx?Item=e2f3ce71-bd81-4d34-8a0856a140552231&Language=E&MenuID=Compilations.FederalGovernment.PrimeMinisters.Gallery.aspx&Menu
Query=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.parl.gc.ca%2FParlinfo%2FCompilations%2FFederalGovernment%2FPrimeMini
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Hall, D. J. (1981). Clifford Sifton: Volume One: The Young Napoleon, 1861-1900. Vancouver, BC:
University of British Columbia Press. p. 121.
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he was based in Winnipeg.1060 Sifton later appointed Laird to be head of the Treaty 8
negotiations.1061

Decisions in 1898
Indian Commissioner A.E. Forget at Winnipeg wrote to the Secretary of the Department of
Indian Affairs, Ottawa on January 12, 1898, with recommendations for treaties with First
Nations north of Treaty Six, and a rough map [Tab 22]. Forget writes,
I am convinced that the time has now come when the Indian and
Halfbreed title to at least a portion of the territory to the north of
that ceded to the Crown under Treaty No. Six, should be acquired,
i.e. those tracts which are already partially occupied by whites
either as miners or traders and over which the Government has for
some years past exercised some measure of authority.1062
Forget knows that there is already mining activity in the vicinity of the Indians on the Lower
Peace River and the Nelson River. Therefore Forget recommends that the Indians be asked to
cede the territory within the Provisional District of Athabasca and northwestern British
Columbia, marked ‘A’ and ‘B’ on an accompanying map. (Forget has erred; from his map we
can see that he meant ‘northeastern’ British Columbia.) Because gold prospectors will pass
along trails and rivers south of 60 degrees North, therefore “it will not be found necessary to
deal at the present time with any part of the district known as the North West Territory.”1063
Forget goes on to recommend that treaty not be entered with the people of the Mackenzie
Basin, and not with the Great Slave Lake people. This is a considerable alteration from the
1891 boundary proposal, and highlights the fact that protection of gold prospectors was a
major reason for Treaty Eight.

1060

Dictionary of Canadian Biography Online. (2000). Laird, David. Retrieved November 26 th, 2012, from
http://www.biographi.ca/009004-119.01-e.php?&id_nbr=7503.
1061
Hall, D. J. (1981). Clifford Sifton: Volume One: The Young Napoleon, 1861-1900. Vancouver, BC:
University of British Columbia Press. p. 272.
1062
Forget, A. E. (1898). Letter to the Secretary of the Department of Indian Affairs, Ottawa, 12 Jan. 1898. In
Indian Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75,236-1. pp. 1 - 2.
1063
Forget, A. E. (1898). Letter to the Secretary of the Department of Indian Affairs, Ottawa, 12 Jan. 1898. In
Indian Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75,236-1. p. 3.
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On April 25, 1898, Indian Commissioner A.E. Forget wrote to the Secretary of the
Department of Indian Affairs [Tab 23], that Bishop Grouard would not have enough time to
alert the Indians of the north that the treaty commission would be arriving in the summer of
1898. Forget wrote that it would be “necessary to postpone the negotiations until the summer
of 1899 and in the interval to notify the Indians at the various points that a Commission will
meet them at specified points during the months of June, July and August 1899.”1064 In this
letter, Forget declares that there is not enough money in the Estimates to allow for the treaty
party to venture north of Fort Smith; this issue is dealt with earlier in today’s report. McKenna
replied to Forget on April 19th, 1898 [Tab 51] saying that “the minister is disposed to agree
with the view expressed as to the impracticality of making the proposed treaty with the
Indians this year.”1065 This correspondence hints that financial concerns – the ability or
willingness of Ottawa to pay for a far-reaching treaty party – will limit the range of Treaty 8.

Two months later, on June 28, 1898, Indian Commissioner A.E. Forget at Winnipeg wrote to
J. McKenna at the Department of Indian Affairs, Ottawa [Tab 24], to inform McKenna that
“five hundred Indians camped at Fort St. John [British Columbia] are opposing the
Mounted Police and miners getting further north until treaty is made with them. Whether there
is any foundation for this report or not, I think no time should be lost in notifying the Indians
of the intention of the Government to treat with them next Spring.”1066 McKenna responded to
Forget on July 6, 1898 [Tab 25] to say that Minister Sifton “is quite convinced that it will be
necessary to take immediate steps to assure the Indians that the Government has no intention
of ignoring their rights and has already arranged for the making of a treaty with them next
summer. He, therefore, desired me to say that he wished you to proceed at as early a date as
possible as far North as you conveniently can, in order to personally meet some of the Indians
and give them the desired assurance; and at the same time to make effective arrangements for
notice being sent through the Hudson’s Bay Company and other sources to the Indians
generally. It is not the Minister’s intention that any large expenditure should be incurred, or
1064

Forget, A. E. (1898). Letter to the Secretary of the Department of Indian Affairs, Ottawa, 25 Apl, 1898. In
Indian Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75,236-1. p. 1.
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McKenna, J. A. J. (1898). Letter to the A. E. Forget, Indian Commissioner, Winnipeg, Man., 19th April,
1898. In Indian Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75,236-1.
1066
Forget, A. E. (1898). Letter to the J.A.J. McKenna, Dept. of Indian Affairs, Ottawa, 28 June, 1898. In Indian
Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75,236-1.
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that you should make any extraordinary effort to penetrate farther into the country. His idea is
that if you personally meet some of these Indians, the news would soon travel among them
that the Commissioner had come to the country to represent the Government and officially
assure them that their rights would be protected, and that this would make the notices which
are to be sent out much more effective.”1067 This is significant to the Treaty 8 boundary
because Fort St. John is outside of the 1891 proposed boundary, and is likely part of the
reason that the final Treaty 8 boundary included northeast British Columbia.

In June 1898 the Interior Ministry under Clifford Sifton proposed Order in Council 1703, to
treat with the Indians and Métis “on proposed line of route from Edmonton to Pelly River,” in
support of travel to the Yukon gold fields.1068

Treaty 8 Boundary
The final boundary description was written into the 1899 Treaty [Tab 5], and remained
unchanged by the 1900 Treaty adhesion trip. The following description is reflected in the 1900
map [Tab 1]:
Commencing at the source of the main branch of the Red Deer
River in Alberta, thence due west to the central range of the Rocky
Mountains, thence northwesterly along the said range1069 to the
point where it intersects the 60th parallel of north latitude, thence
east along said parallel to the point where it intersects Hay River,
thence northeasterly down said river to the south shore of Great
Slave Lake, thence along the said shore northeasterly (and including
such rights to the islands in said lakes as the Indians mentioned in
the treaty may possess), and thence easterly and northeasterly along
the south shores of Christie's Bay and McLeod's Bay to old Fort
Reliance near the mouth of Lockhart’s River, thence southeasterly
in a straight line to and including Black Lake, thence southwesterly
up the stream from Cree Lake, thence including said lake
1067

McKenna, J. A. J. (1898). My dear Forget, Indian Commissioner, Winnipeg, Mn., 6th July, 1898. In Indian
Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75,236-1. pp. 1 - 2.
1068
Scott, R. W. (1898). Order in Council 1703, 18 June 1898. In LAC: Privy Council Minutes 27 June - 30 June
1898, R. G. 2, Series 1, Volume 771. p. 1.
1069
The phrase “along the said range” would later result in disputes about whether this means ‘along the peaks of
the Rocky Mountains’ or ‘up the continental divide’ or other.
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southwesterly along the height of land between the Athabasca and
Churchill Rivers1070 to where it intersects the northern boundary of
Treaty Six, and along the said boundary easterly, northerly and
southwesterly, to the place of commencement.1071
The boundary description in Treaty 8 covers the northeast corner of British Columbia but
none of the Yukon Territory, and none of the Mackenzie River valley.

Current Dispute
It is important to note that the western boundary of Treaty 8 (in British Columbia) is in
dispute. The following is an excerpt of a case overview [Tab 26] produced by the Victoria law
firm Devlin Gailus, accessed on April 25, 2012:
In August 2005, six BC Treaty 8 First Nations (West Moberly First
Nations, Halfway River First Nation, Saulteau First Nations,
Prophet River First Nation, Doig River First Nation and Fort
Nelson First Nation) filed a lawsuit in the B.C. Supreme Court
seeking a declaration as to the geographic location of the western
boundary of Treaty No. 8. The location of the western boundary of
Treaty No. 8 directly affects the question of where the Plaintiffs
may exercise their rights guaranteed under Treaty No. 8. The
Plaintiffs say the western boundary of Treaty No. 8 is the height of
land following the Continental Divide, to the west of which water
flows to the Pacific Ocean and to the east of which water flows to
the Arctic Ocean.
The Plaintiffs sued Canada and British Columbia. Canada agrees
the location of the western boundary of Treaty No. 8 is along the
Continental Divide. British Columbia believes the boundary is
located considerably to the east.1072

1070

This ‘height of land’ is crucial because waters to the east of it flow into Hudson’s Bay and therefore define
the trading monopoly of the Hudson’s Bay Company. Waters to the west of this height of land flow north to the
Mackenzie River and the Arctic Ocean.
1071
Canada. (1899). Treaty No. 8. In Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899 and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Retrieved
November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028813/1100100028853.
1072
Devlin Gailus Barristers and Solicitors. (2012). Wilson et al v. HMTQ et al (Western Boundary of Treaty No.
8): Case Overview. Retrieved November 26th, 2012, from
www.devlingailus.com/litigation/westernboundary/overview_of_case.pdf. p. 1.
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From the third page of this overview, which was likely written in early 2011, the case is
ongoing but is stuck on issues related to which First Nations are included in the claim. From
documents available publicly, one of the sticking points is that the lands of the Kaska Dena
Council (KDC) lie within the disputed area.1073

Indian bands in northeast British Columbia were added to Treaty 8 in 1899. By 2012, eight
bands in BC have adhered to the treaty: Blueberry River, Doig River, Fort Nelson, Halfway
River, Prophet River, Saulteau, West Moberley Lake, and McLeod Lake (which adhered to
the treaty in March 2000).1074

The current Treaty 8 boundary dispute has little to do with the people who live around Great
Slave Lake. Any changes to the Treaty 8 boundary in northeast British Columbia are unlikely
to affect the Hay River, Fort Resolution and Lutsel K’e people.

Treaty Commission trips in 1899, 1900
Following a November 30, 1897, meeting with Major James Walker, retired NWMP, Clifford
Sifton issued orders for preparations to negotiate a treaty.1075 Sifton’s biographer writes that
the boundaries were still under active debate in the department in 1897 but Sifton wanted the
treaty process to move forward.1076 Therefore, “When Sifton eventually appointed the treaty
commission he decided to grant it considerable latitude in determining the precise terms of the
treaty and the region to be encompassed.”1077 Sifton left it up to David Laird, J. McKenna and
J. H. Ross, the treaty party in 1899, to determine the boundary of Treaty 8 [Tab 27].1078
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Devlin Gailus Barristers and Solicitors. (2012). Wilson et al v. HMTQ et al (Western Boundary of Treaty No.
8): Case Overview. Retrieved November 26th, 2012, from
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1074
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No. 8). Retrieved November 26th, 2012, from
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Hall, D. J. (1981). Clifford Sifton: Volume One: The Young Napoleon, 1861-1900. Vancouver, BC:
University of British Columbia Press. pp. 271 - 272.
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Hall, D. J. (1981). Clifford Sifton: Volume One: The Young Napoleon, 1861-1900. Vancouver, BC:
University of British Columbia Press. p. 272.
1077
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University of British Columbia Press. p. 272.
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When considering the boundary of Treaty 8 it is essential to note that the treaty commissioners
did not travel the full extent of the treaty area. In the Treaty 8 pages at Tab 5, pages 2 to 6 are
the Report of the Commissioner, written on September 22, 1899 after the 1899 treaty adhesion
visits to “the Indians of the provisional district of Athabasca and parts of the country
thereto.”1079 In fact in 1899 they travelled to ten settlements, compiled by Vanden Berg and
Associates, as follows:
Lesser Slave Lake – June 21, 1899 – Commissioners Ross, McKenna and Laird
Dunvegan (Beaver Indians) – July 6, 1899 - Ross & McKenna
Peace River Landing (Cree Indians) – July 1, 1899 - Laird
Vermillion (Beaver Indians) – July 8, 1899 - Laird
Red River Post, on Peace River (“Cree Band at Vermillion”) – date is unclear
Fort Chipewyan (Cree Indians of Gull R. and Deep Lake; Chipewyan Indians of Athabasca R.,
Birch R., Peace R., Slave R., Gull R.) – July 13, 1899 - Ross & McKenna
Smith’s Landing (Chipewyan Indians of Slave R.) – July 17, 1899 - Ross & McKenna
Fond du Lac (Chipewyan Indians) – July 25 and 27, 1899 - Laird
Fort McMurray (Chipewyan and Cree Indians) – August 4, 1899 - McKenna
Wabiscow Lake (Cree Indians) – August 14, 1899 – Ross.1080

In the Treaty 8 pages at Tab 5, pages 16 to 20 are the Report of the Commissioner, written on
December 11, 1900 after the 1900 treaty adhesion visits. In 1900 J.A. Macrae of the treaty
commission went to four settlements along a route from Fort St. John to Fort Resolution, as
follows:
Fort St. John (Beaver Indians of the Upper Peace R.) – May 30, 1900
Lesser Slave Lake (Cree Indians of Sturgeon Lake) – June 8, 1900
Vermillion (Slave Indians of Hay R.) – June 23, 1900
1079

Laird, D., J. H. Ross, & J. A. J. McKenna. (1899). Report of Commissioners for Treaty No. 8, Winnipeg,
Manitoba, 22nd September, 1899. In Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899 and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Retrieved
November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028813/1100100028853.
1080
Laird, D., J. H. Ross, & J. A. J. McKenna. (1899). Report of Commissioners for Treaty No. 8, Winnipeg,
Manitoba, 22nd September, 1899. In Treaty No. 8 Made June 21, 1899 and Adhesions, Reports, Etc. Retrieved
November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028813/1100100028853.
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Fort Resolution (Dog Ribs, Yellow Knives, Slaves of Hay R., Chipewyans) – June 21,
1900.1081
The 1899 and 1900 treaty commission trips were transported entirely by Hudson’s Bay
Company horses, wagons and boats. At Tab 28 is the “Articles of Agreement” between
Clifford Sifton and the HBC, for transportation of the treaty party and its supplies to specific
places.1082 The furthest north is Fort Smith, i.e. not to any site on Great Slave Lake. There is a
two-page map attached to the Articles of Agreement. On the map there is a large letter “A”
printed north of Little Slave Lake and there is a large “B” printed south of Fort Nelson in
British Columbia. The last page in Tab 28 is a composite of the HBC map, prepared by the
author of this report with red markings to indicate the date and location for the supply
deliveries. Tied as the treaty party was to its forwarded supplies, this composite map gives a
reliable sketch of how far the Treaty 8 part expected to go during the summer of 1899.

Sketches of the routing of the 1899 and 1900 treaty commissions are attached as the following
pages and at Tab 29 to show the amount of land that the commissioners likely saw with their
own eyes. Significantly, the treaty commissioners did not travel to the Mackenzie River, nor
to the north side of Great Slave Lake.

1081

Macrae, J. A. (1900). Report of Commissioner for Treaty No. 8. In Report of the Department of Indian
Affairs for the Year Ended June 30, 1900. Part 1, pp. xxxix – xli.
1082
Canada. (1898). Articles of Agreement between the Superintendent General of Indian Affairs, Clifford
Sifton, and the Hudson's Bay Company, 25 August, 1898. In Indian Affairs: RG 10, Volume 3848, File 75,236-1.
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[sketch of routing of 1899 Treaty 8 commissioners; see also Tab 29]
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[sketch of routing of 1900 Treaty 8 commissioner; see also Tab 29]
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Treaty 11 in 1921
Treaty 11, the last of the numbered treaties, was signed by representatives of Canada and
several First Nations living north of Treaty 8. The current federal page [Tab 30] gives the
Treaty 11 text, the report of the treaty commission, and a map. The Treaty 11 text reads in part
that King George V was represented by Commissioner Henry Anthony Conroy, and that the
treaty was signed by “the Slave, Dogrib, Loucheux, Hare and other Indians, inhabitants of the
territory within the limits hereinafter defined and described.” The Treaty 11 language is
similar to that of Treaty 8. Treaty Eleven [Tab 30, page 3] states that
the said Indians have been notified and informed by His Majesty's
said commissioner that it is His desire to open for settlement,
immigration, trade, travel, mining, lumbering and such other
purposes as to His Majesty may seem meet, a tract of country
bounded and described as hereinafter set forth, and to obtain the
consent thereto of His Indian subjects inhabiting the said tract, and
to make a treaty, so that there may be peace and good-will between
them and His Majesty's other subjects, and that His Indian people
may know and be assured of what allowances they are to expect and
receive from His Majesty's bounty and benevolence.
. . . the said Commissioner has proceeded to negotiate a treaty with
the Slave, Dogrib, Loucheux, Hare and other Indians inhabiting the
district hereinafter defined . . . the said Indians do hereby cede,
release, surrender and yield up to the Government of the Dominion
of Canada, for His Majesty the King and His Successors forever, all
their rights, titles, and privileges whatsoever to the lands included
within the following limits, that is to say . . . 1083
The Treaty Eleven boundary [Tab 30, pages 3 - 4] is defined as:
Commencing at the northwesterly corner of the territory ceded
under the provisions of Treaty Number Eight; thence northeasterly
along the height-of-land to the point where it intersects the
boundary between the Yukon Territory and the Northwest
Territories; thence northwesterly along the said boundary to the
1083

Canada. (1921). Treaty Number Eleven. In Treaty No. 11 (June 27, 1921) and Adhesion (July 17, 1922) with
Reports, etc. Retrieved November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028916.
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shore of the Arctic ocean; thence easterly along the said shore to the
mouth of the Coppermine river; thence southerly and southeasterly
along the left bank of said river to Lake Gras by way of Point lake;
thence along the southern shore of Lake Gras to a point situated
northwest of the most western extremity of Aylmer lake; thence
along the southern shore of Aylmer lake and following the right
bank of the Lockhart river to Artillery lake; thence along the
western shore of Artillery lake and following the right bank of the
Lockhart river to the site of Old Fort Reliance where the said river
enters Great Slave lake, this being the northeastern corner of the
territory ceded under the provisions of Treaty 8; thence westerly
along the northern boundary of the said territory so ceded to the
point of commencement; comprising an area of approximately
372,000 square miles.
AND ALSO, the said Indian rights, titles and privileges whatsoever
to all other lands wherever situated in the Yukon Territory, the
Northwest Territories or in any other portion of the Dominion of
Canada.
To have and to hold the same to His Majesty the King and His
Successors forever.1084
The critical aspects to note about the boundary of Treaty 11 for Treaty 8 people are (a) that it
includes Fort Simpson, Fort Providence, Rae-Edzo, N’Dilo, Dettah, and Lac La Martre, (b)
includes the diamond-bearing areas in the Barren Lands north of Great Slave Lake, and (c) the
town of Yellowknife which was not yet established at the time of Treaty 11 (1921) and the
subsequent Treaty 11 adhesion at Fort Liard (1922).

Summary and Conclusions
The boundaries of Treaty Eight were defined and developed by the federal government in
response to internal factors such as a desire to use treaties to keep the peace between Indians
and non-Indians, which would lead to peaceful settlement of immigrants, and external factors
such as access to oil and gold.

1084

Canada. (1921). Treaty Number Eleven. In Treaty No. 11 (June 27, 1921) and Adhesion (July 17, 1922) with
Reports, etc. Retrieved November 26th, 2012, from http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100028916.
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The metes and bounds of Treaty Eight include the First Nations who live within a massive
area that includes most of northern Alberta, part of the Northwest Territories, at least one
quarter of the land area of British Columbia, and the northwest corner of Saskatchewan.
Treaty 8 settlements include Reliance, Lutsel K’e (Snowdrift), Deninu K’ue (Fort Resolution),
Pine Point, Hay River, and points along the south of Great Slave Lake. Treaty 8 does not
include Providence, Rae-Edzo, Yellowknife, Dettah, N’Dilo, the diamond areas north of Great
Slave Lake, or the Barren Lands aside from the northeast corner of the Treaty area.

The Treaty 8 boundary was proposed in one form in 1891, announced in a simplified form in
the summer of 1898, and executed in a final form during the summers of 1899 and 1900. This
report of the Treaty 8 boundary has described the boundaries and outlined the social, political,
economic and local influences on the development of the boundaries. This report has also
examined different understandings of the treaty aims, processes and results. For the most part,
around Great Slave Lake the Treaty Eight boundary is today as it was in 1900.
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