Special Values of Project Area
Cultural Significance of Area
Archaeological evidence indicates a concentration of habitation occurred around the southern Thelon watershed where the development is proposed.  Bryan Gordon, with the Museum of Civilization in Ottawa, completed his doctoral thesis on interpretation of the archaeological evidence from a much larger area including much of the mainland barrens and published “The People of Sunlight, The People of Starlight” in 1996 which remains the academic authority on the archaeology of the area.  Gordon utilized all information from previous archaeological work and expanded on the work with a team of investigators identifying and digging sites from the 1970s through to the early 1990s.  He describes and interprets numerous stratified and dated sites including several important sites in the south Thelon area, although he never identified sites in the immediate area of the proposed development (i.e. within 20 km radius).  Gordon identified four primary cultural traditions, the earliest being the Northern Plano tradition, dating from 7000 - 8000 BP (Before Present).  The Shield Archaic tradition is the second distinct phase, dating from 6500 - 3500 BP, the Pre-Dorset is the third phase, dating from 3500 - 2600 BP, followed by Taltheilie tradition from 2600 to historic times.  According to Gordon every cultural tradition left its’ highest concentration of artifacts along the treeline and especially in the south Thelon area.  This attests to the richness of wildlife resources in the south Thelon and that it has remained the primary migration route for caribou from the time of first human habitation.
Historically the first documentation of people in the area was made by the famous explorer Samuel Hearne in 1771-72.  Although he traveled somewhat further south along the treeline he encountered Dene a family who resided year round in the Thelon Valley.  They were far to the east in the main forest collecting birch bark (for canoes and containers) and birch fungus (for keeping fire smoldering) because that was one resource not available in the Thelon Valley “oasis”.

“Matonabbee assured me they…have taken up their abode in those woods, which are situated so far on the barren ground as to be quite out of the track of any other Indians…. Few of the trading Northern Indians have visited this place; ….the situation is said to be remarkably favourable for every kind of game that the barren ground produces at different seasons of the year; but the continuance of game with them is in general uncertain, except that of fish and partridges.  Deer is said to visit this part of the country in astonishing numbers, both spring and autumn, of which circumstances the inhabitants avail themselves, by killing and drying as much of their flesh as possible, particularly in the fall of the year; so that they seldom are in want of a good winter stock.  Geese, ducks, and swans visit here in great plenty during their migrations both in spring and fall, and by much art, joined to an insurmountable patience, are caught in considerable numbers in snares. …the common partridges, it is said, are killed in considerable numbers with snares as well as with bow and arrows….but as their woods contain no birch-trees of sufficient size, this party had come so far to the westward to procure birch-rind for making canoes, and some of the fungus that grows on the outside of the birch-tree, which is used by all the Indians in those parts for tinder.” (p. 274-275  A Voyage from the Prince of Wales Fort to The Arctic Ocean 1770-1772 Samuel Hearne)  

In 1889 Warburton Pike recorded Saltatha’s description of the Thelon Valley, a Dene from the Fort Reliance area, when he was speaking to a visiting priest about heaven “My father, you have spoken well; you have told me that heaven is very beautiful; tell me now one more thing.  Is it more beautiful than the country of the musk-ox in summer, when sometimes the mist blows over the lakes, and sometimes the water is blue, and the loons cry very often?  That is beautiful; my heart will be glad, and I shall be content to rest there until I am very old.” (p. 168.  The Barren Grounds of Northern Canada Warburton Pike, New York Arno Press 1967)
Traditional knowledge documentation of the Lutsel K’e Elders reinforces the notion that the south Thelon has a special place in the history and spirit of the Dene. 

Jean Baptiste Catholique, Noel Drybones, and Louison Drybones were elder members of the Lutsel K’e Dene Band who continued to utilize the south Thelon area for hunting, trapping and fishing.  JB Catholique and Louison Drybones continued to travel by dogs to the area until their death in the early 1980’s and Noel Drybones continued until he died in 2005.  I personally traveled, trapped and hunted with each of them for many winters from 1974 until 2003.  I listened to their stories through many long winter nights while traveling, trapping and camping with them.  I vividly remember their reverence for the Thelon in their stories.  There was no other area in their vast territory that sparked that kind of “spiritual reverence”, it is indeed a very special place in the minds and hearts of the Lutsel K’e Dene to this day.
This concentration of human use of the south Thelon is reflective of abundant animal and plant life in the area and that it has continued over thousands of years.  This is clearly recorded in pre-historical evidence and continued through historical documentation through to modern times.  It is striking in historical documentation that the Dene have a special place in their hearts for the south Thelon.  The natural wealth of the area, the isolation and distance far into the barrens all combine to imbibe it with a mythical and spiritual quality to those who experience it and has done so for thousands of years.  This is not just another part of the barrens but strikes the spiritual and cultural imagination in a very special way.  It has been described as an “oasis” since the beginning of documentation.  This idea of an “oasis of abundance” far into the barrens still strikes the imagination of modern travelers so much so that on the GNWT’s tourism promotion website the Thelon gets the most hits in all of the Northwest Territories second only to the Nahanni.
Importance for Hunting and Fishing
The area is characterized by a concentration of eskers and it is special because of its richness of wildlife and plant growth.  Pre-historical peoples of several different cultures over millennium could have used it extensively only  because of this richness.  Pre-historical life was difficult and such an abundance of use could only be explained by the fact that the area has this particular abundance of natural resources.  And it is only this area of the Thelon Valley, in all of the extensive mainland barrenlands, that has produced this kind of documentation throughout time.  In modern times Gus D’Aoust, the well known trapper whose bust is prominently displayed at the entrance to the Prince of Wales Museum in Yellowknife, and his wife Delphine (sister of former Chief Joe Lockhart) lived for many years in the immediate vicinity of the proposed drill site.  Their home was located at the south end of Beaverhill Lake.  (Gus D'Aoust, Those Were The Days That I Lived and Loved  1984)  And in the 1970’s and 1980’s Roger Catling and his wife Therese Drybones made their winter home on the same lake.  (personal communication) Again this site was chosen because of the special abundance of wildlife resources and especially because it is located on the most important caribou migration route.
Surely such an area deserves, at the very least, careful consideration before development proceeds.

Documentation on Efforts to Include Area in Special Management Area of Thelon Game Sanctuary
Appendix #2 of the Thelon Game Sanctuary Management Plan (page 42) states “the concept of establishing Special Management Areas (SMAs) was proposed and examined as one method of preserving the conservation values of important areas adjacent to the Sanctuary.”  Also on page 42 “ The SMAs are critical to achieve two fundamental objectives, to ensure that resource specific development and use restrictions are applied to activities that could influence the integrity of resources critical to the sustainability of the Sanctuary….and to give a direct local conservation input into the regulatory process for land use adjacent to the Sanctuary.”  Page 43 of the same document states “The role of the (Thelon) Management Authority…is to provide input to the land use permitting process, outlining resource concerns and optional mitigation measures.  Such input should be a recognized step in the process and should precede permit approval.  The SMAs highlight the areas of critical resources linked to the Sanctuary and identify the area within which the Management Authority will be a contributing participant in the land use regulatory process.”
