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Executive Summary 
 
With support from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of the 
Government of Canada’s Northern Development Fund, the Gwich’in Renewable 
Resource Board, and the Historic Places Initiative of the Government of the Northwest 
Territories, the Gwich’in Social & Cultural Institute conducted a traditional ecological 
knowledge and initial archaeological survey project in the headwaters of the Arctic Red 
River.  The interviews and survey were the third phase of the study, which also included 
an extensive literature review (Phase I) in 2004-05, and traditional knowledge and 
traditional use interviews (Phase II) in 2005-06 with Gwichya Gwich’in and Slavey 
Elders and harvesters.  In August 2007, the archaeological work was conducted under 
NWT Archaeological Permit 2007-006. 
 
February 2008.  Report prepared by Kristi Benson, Gwich’in Social & Cultural Institute 
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Introduction 
 
The Gwichya Gwich’in from the community of Tsiigehtchic, NWT have a special 
attachment to the headwaters of the Arctic Red River, located 300 kilometers up the 
Arctic Red River from Tsiigehtchic (Figure 1).  The area was used extensively in recent 
historic times, as families would gather near the mouth of the river (where it exits the 
mountains) for the winter months and hunt caribou in the mountains and front ranges.  
Gwichya Gwich’in residents of Tsiigehtchic also value the area as the source of their 
clean water.   
 
The Gwich'in Social and Cultural Institute was approached by the Gwich'in Land Use 
Planning Board (a public board created through the Gwich’in Comprehensive Land Claim 
Agreement) in October 2004 to undertake a cultural assessment of the headwaters area.  
The board felt that further information is required to determine if the status of the area 
should change from that of a Special Management Zone – its current level of protection – 
to a legislative protected area, Gwich’in Conservation Zone, or Heritage Conservation 
Zone.  The Gwich’in Land Use Planning Board supported Phases I and II of this project, 
Phase III is being funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
Northern Development Program, the Gwich’in Renewable Resource Board, and the 
Government of the Northwest Territories Historic Places Initiative.  
 
A literature review and traditional use interviews were conducted in Phases I and II.  
Phase III included six traditional ecological knowledge interviews with Gwichya 
Gwich’in Elders and harvesters, and a preliminary archaeological survey.  Archaeological 
survey was based on information provided by interviewees, hunting guides, and other 
sources including archaeological site data from nearby areas and historic documents.   

Headwaters of the Arctic Red River: Phases I and II  
A literature review and annotated bibliography were compiled during Phase I in 2004-
2005.  The bibliography consisted of existing sources related to the traditional use of the 
headwaters area and heritage resources identified to date.  A baseline report with the 
bibliography identified data gaps and suggestions for further research.  Phase II, 
following the suggested further research from the Phase I report, included numerous 
interviews with Gwich’in and Slavey Elders and harvesters from Tsiigehtchic and Fort 
Good Hope. This was carried out in 2005-06.  The interviews focussed on the traditional 
use of the Arctic Red River Headwaters.  Interview information from both Phase II and 
Phase III, as well as other interview data and cultural information, is presented in this 
report.   
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Figure 1.  Headwaters of the Arctic Red River:  Study Area (Mackenzie Mountains). 
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Methods 

TEK Interviews 
A short list of people who had specific information relating to biophysical phenomena 
were identified in Phase II of the study.1  With the exception of Frederick Sonny Blake, 
who has trapped and worked as an outfitter in the headwaters (and subsequently worked 
with the archaeological crew), all others were Elders.  Interviewees were informed of the 
project’s goals and asked to sign an informed consent statement (Appendix 1).  
Interviews were recorded with an Olympus DS-2200 digital recorder, loaned by the 
Gwich’in Renewable Resources Board for use during this project.  Most interviews were 
conducted in the Gwich’in Social & Cultural Institute’s office in Tsiigehtchic, although 
two were conducted in the Elder’s homes.  One or two GSCI interviewees were present in 
each interview, with one Gwich’in Renewable Resource Board biologist, as well as the 
interviewee.  Questions focussed on biophysical phenomena and relationships in 
anticipation of archaeological survey (see Appendix 2 for questionnaire).  Interviews 
were conducted between June 12 and 13, 2007 in Tsiigehtchic and interviewees were 
paid an honorarium for their participation.   
   

Archaeological Assessment 
A preliminary archaeological assessment was conducted in the headwaters region from 
August 18th to August 28th, 2007.  The purpose of the survey was to identify the 
potential for further survey and archaeological testing, although archaeological sites were 
also sought as a secondary goal.  Field crew stayed at the Arctic Red River Outfitters 
base camp at Sven Lake, operated by Kelly Hougen, at the mouth of the Arctic Red 
River, and conducted walking survey of various locations identified by Elders or through 
archaeological potential assessment.  Remote locations away from the base camp were 
accessed using several SuperCub aircraft.  An overflight of the study area was conducted 
in a Cessna 206.  The crew consisted of GSCI contractor Kristi Benson, University of 
Calgary archaeologist Dr. Brian Kooyman, and archaeological assistant/guide Sonny 
Blake, of Tsiigehtchic.  Shovel tests were excavated where appropriate, although survey 
focussed on reconnaissance-level objectives.  Shovel tests were excavated through the 
rootmat, to sterile subsoil levels using shovels.  All excavated materials were trowel-
sorted for artifacts.  Shovel tests were approximately 30cm by 30cm.  Shovel tests were 
backfilled using excavated soil and the rootmat was replaced after the test was completed.   
Numerous axe-cut stump sites were located during survey.  The locations of these sites, 
and all general survey locations and other geographic points as required, were recorded 
using a Magellan Meridian Platinum GPS.   
 
 

                                                 
1 see Andre, Benson, and Snowshoe 2006 

 Page 6 



Headwaters of the Arctic Red River Phase III: Heritage and Cultural Assessment 
Gwich’in Social & Cultural Institute 2007 

Headwaters of the Arctic Red River: Geography and 
Cultural Geography 
The headwaters of the Arctic Red River are located in the Mackenzie Mountains 
(Mackenzie Range), about 300 kilometers south of Tsiigehtchic (around 65° N; 131-132° 
W).  The mountain range is part of the northern extension of the Rocky Mountains, and is 
northwest-southeast trending on a large scale.  The mountains are bold, imposing, and 
variably vegetated, with large areas of colluvial debris, bedrock (largely sedimentary) 
outcrops, and some smaller glaciated areas in the very southern portion of the study area.  
Glaciation has sculpted the area with large broad valleys such as the one housing the 
Arctic Red River in the headwaters area.   
 
Some slopes are completely non-vegetated and are talus-covered.  Easily visible Dall 
Sheep trails cross these slopes.  Rock slides characterise some slopes; one particularly 
large slide created a high altitude lake.  Glaciers and ice patches are present on some of 
the higher peaks, in particular in the southern end of the study area where the mountains 
are of higher elevation.   
 
The short summer seasons is warm to cool, with mean temperatures around 9°C.  The 
winters are long and cold with few daylight hours compared to areas to the south – mean 
temperatures are -21.5°C, although the range is as low as -50°C.   There are two main 
plant communities in the study area:  subalpine open woodland and alpine tundra.  The 
subalpine open woodland vegetation of the study area’s lower elevations and valleys is 
composed of stunted white spruce (Picea glauca), shrubby willow (Salix spp.), dwarf 
birch (Betula spp.) and northern Labrador tea (Ledum decumbens).  In the alpine tundra, 
noticeable in the higher elevations up mountain slopes and in the higher mountain 
valleys, lichens, mountain avens (Dryas hookeriana), various shrubs and sedges 
(Ericaceae and Carex spp.), and cottongrass (Eriophorum spp.) are prominent.2   
 
Characteristic wildlife includes the important meat species - mountain woodland caribou 
(Rangifer tarandus), Dall’s Sheep (Ovis dalli), and moose (Alces alces).  Grizzly bears 
(Ursus arctos horribilis) are a very prominent animal in the study area.  Other predators 
and scavengers include wolf (Canis lupus), wolverine (Gulo gulo), and red fox (Vulpes 
vulpes).  Fur-bearers include beaver (Castor canadensis) and the hare (Lepus spp.).  
Numerous song birds can be heard in the summers, and the common raven (Corvus 
corax), and rock and willow ptarmigan (Lagopus mutus and L. Lagopus) are also 
inhabitants of the area.  Birds of prey include the bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 
and an occasional golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos). Gyrfalcons (Falco rusticolus), 
Peregrine falcons (Falco peregrinus) other falcons, and migratory waterfowl also use the 
area.3   

Gwich’in and Slavey Place Names 
The GSCI has a strong focus on recording traditional place names as a key topic of 
cultural significance.  Traditional named places indicate and describe traditional use, 
                                                 
2 World Wildlife Fund 2007 
3 Aurora Research Institute 2002, World Wildlife Fund 2007 

 Page 7 



Headwaters of the Arctic Red River Phase III: Heritage and Cultural Assessment 
Gwich’in Social & Cultural Institute 2007 

commemorate historical events and people, and are imbued with Gwich’in myths. 
Gwich’in cultural geography and Gwich’in identity are strongly intertwined.  During 
Phase II, the GSCI recorded traditionally named places within and connected to the study 
area from both Gwich’in and Slavey knowledge holders.  The GSCI first recorded 
Gwich’in place names and traditional use in the area in 1993 as part of a larger Gwichya 
Gwich’in place name and traditional land use study.4  
 
The following place names (see Figure 2) were recorded during the 1993 study and Phase 
II and are located within the study area:5

Gwich’in place name and 
meaning 

Slavey place name and 
meaning 

English 

 Béwǫ nádéy line  
‘water run around the point’ 
A bend on the river.  
(Possibly grave site) 

 

Ddhahzhit gwichoo 
‘a big (river) flowing out 
of the mountain’ 
Refers to the big valley 
inside the mountain.  

Sh’ye kádel  
‘running water out of the 
mountain’ 
An area located at the 
entrance of the mountain 
where the Arctic Red River 
flows out of the mountains. 
Dorothy Cotchilly said the 
name means ‘the water 
that’s coming out of the 
mountain rock’. 

Arctic Red 
River  

 Chst’e yéde 
‘gather in one camp’ 
A gathering place located at 
the mouth of the mountains 
where Slavey and Gwich’in 
families gathered to 
celebrate with playing cards, 
drum dances, and stick 
gamble.   

 

 Sh déh leré  
‘into the mountain’  

Mackenzie 
Mountains 

                                                 
4 Kritsch and Andre 1993 
5 Andre, Benson, and Snowshoe 2006 
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Tsiigehnjik 
‘iron river’ 

Dalé nlíne  
‘dusty above river’  
A big and wide river located 
on the way to the 
mountains.  Dorothy 
Cotchilly said the name 
means ‘the dirt of the hill is 
on top’.  Joe Boniface said 
Dalé nlíne does not come 
from a lake, it comes from 
all kinds of creek joining 
together. 

Arctic Red 
River 

 Sǫ ɂeh da   
‘shit point’ high in the 
southern portion of the 
mountains.  

 

 Fe dłǫ nlíne  
‘rock mouse creek’ 
Joe Boniface said this river 
comes from the mountain. 
 

 

Ddhahzhit gwitsal  
‘a small (river) flowing out 
of the mountain’  Refers to 
the small valley inside the 
mountain. 

 Cranswick 
River 

Ddhahzhit gwitsal niląįį 
Refers to a creek flowing 
out of a small valley inside 
the mountain. 
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Figure 2.  Gwich'in and Slavey place names in the study area. 
 

Ecology/ Traditional Knowledge 
Most Gwich’in and Slavey interviewees indicated that there were caribou, moose, sheep, 
and grizzly bears in the mountains.  Caribou were particularly important and were 
therefore stressed more by interviewees (see below for discussion on subsistence).  The 
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woodland caribou in the mountains are larger than the Porcupine caribou herd.  The 
caribou are in good shape, which may relate to their relative isolation from hunters – 
“nobody bother them”. 6  The caribou calve in May or June and come out of the 
mountains (moving north) to the ‘front range’ in August – many interviewees indicated 
that the caribou were in the front ranges in the summer.7  They calve in the mountains, 
high up on the slopes, to escape from predation from wolves, and stay cool and out of the 
worst of the insects.8  During the summer, the mountains are cooler than the front range, 
which is why the caribou stay there.  Caribou may seek out permanent ice patches to cool 
down and escape insects. 9   
 
Frederick Blake has seen groups of 20 or 30 woodland caribou in the front ranges. 
Caribou spend the winters in the front ranges since travel in the mountains would be 
difficult in the winter for them.  However, in the summer they go high in the mountains, 
like sheep.   
 
Winter weather has an impact on caribou health, and subsequently on the health of their 
predators.  Frederick Sonny Blake indicates that during a year with little snow, the 
caribou have easier access to their food and can escape predation more easily as well.  
During years with more snow, they have to work harder to access their food and are at 
more risk of predation due to the difficulty of moving swiftly through the snow.  
Conversely, wolves are in poor shape in years of little snow – “they ha[ve a] harder time 
to catch moose and caribou.  Which make them a little on the hungry side.”10   
 
Moose are present in the mountains, especially near creeks and water bodies.11  They 
often stay in the wooded areas along the main drainages. 12  Although caribou and moose 
are both present in the mountains, they do not stay too close together – the caribou make 
too much noise for the moose.13   Moose meat was consumed and dried for later 
consumption, and moose skins were vital to the Gwich’in for the boats they travelled 
down the Arctic Red River in after the spring thaw.   
 
Sheep are an important game animal present only in the mountains.  Dall sheep live high 
in the mountains and were hunted when available for variety.  They are known as being 
in good shape and a good source of fat, “Really good shape.  Even in July the rams and 
sheep had a lot of fat on their back.” 14  They may come lower on the slopes for short 
periods to feed, but mainly live high on the slopes eating grasses and other vegetation.  
Sheep trails line the mountains, often skirting mountains at high elevations.  They are 
often seen in small groups of three to 15. 15   

                                                 
6 Frederick Blake, June 12, 2007 
7 Frederick Blake, June 12, 2007, Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007, George Niditchie, June 12, 2007 
8 George Niditchie, June 12, 2007 
9 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
10 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
11 George Niditchie, June 12, 2007 
12 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
13 Frederick Blake, June 12, 2007 
14 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
15 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
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Bob Norman indicated that grizzly bears are numerous in the mountains: 
 

Grizzly bear, oh they eat roots, from the ground…sometimes they kill rabbit, they 
eat ground squirrels.  They eat that, yeah.  Anything they can get a hold of.  Fish 
too – …in the springtime, they eat fish too.  Fish goes down the creek and they 
catch fish. 16

 
George Niditchie also remembers seeing grizzly bears, but no black bears.  The grizzlies 
ate berries and the numerous ground squirrels.  They roam throughout the mountains, but 
stay in the valleys.  George indicated that at least some of the grizzlies stay out in the 
winter instead of hibernating all year: 
 

Well up there, they don’t go in.  They stay out all winter … They just go in the .. 
water and then they roll around in the slush and they’re just covered up with ice 
so they, stay out all winter.  That’s why my grandfather say when you shoot them, 
you got to shoot them in the mouth or on the eye.  Otherwise the bullet wouldn’t 
go through.  … Well there’s lots of fish [grayling for the grizzlies to eat] in 
winter. All them creeks are open, you know.17   

 
Bob indicated that other animals are also hunters, such as marten and occasionally 
wolverine.  Wolverines tend to scavenge carcasses, but may hunt small animals such as 
picas, ground squirrels, lemmings, and other rodents in the valleys and up the slopes.18  
Bob described how lynx hunt animals from rabbits to even caribou – he said they stamp 
down the snow to make a place to hide, and then attack when the animals are close.  
Frederick Sonny indicated that there are some foxes in the area, but they are not 
widespread.  There are also wolves present in the area – very large wolves in packs of 
five or six.  Frederick Blake once saw what he thought were three caribou, but on closer 
inspection he saw that they were wolves!  They are “too smart to trap.”  A pack of wolves 
can eat an adult moose in one night.  “One moose, five of them could eat it one night 
almost.  Clean it out… Five, six of them, a moose [has] no chance.” 19  Frederick also 
mentioned that the wolves may kill one of the pack, perhaps to maintain order.  When 
there is a lot of snow, it is easier for wolves to hunt large prey such as caribou and moose, 
as they become tired more quickly when being chased.   
 
The front ranges are known for excellent marten trapping, due to the warmer 
temperatures and proliferation of mice.  Frederick Blake indicated that the best time to 
trap marten in the area is before New Year’s, when the fur is prime, or “fur is good and 
warm.”  After New Year’s the weather is colder and the marten do not move around as 
much, which affects their fur.  Marten make nests in the snow where the snow provides 
insulation, and the mice live.  Marten populations are not subject to the same radical 
fluctuations as other predator species, even though some of their main food sources, such 

                                                 
16 Bob Norman, June 13, 2007 
17 George Niditchie, June 12, 2007 
18 Bob Norman, June 13, 2007, Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
19 Frederick Blake, June 12, 2007 
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as lemmings and rabbits, experience population fluctuations – perhaps due to their 
hunting ability, “They move like a bullet”. 20    
 
Lynx are also present in the front ranges, and depend upon the population cycle of 
rabbits, their main food source.  Currently, there are few to no lynx in the area and the 
rabbit population has been low for around ten years.  Populations of prey and predator 
species are also affected by forest fires, which can kill large numbers directly and through 
ecological changes due to loss of tree coverage. 21     
 
Birds present in the mountains during winter included whiskey jacks, ptarmigan, and 
spruce grouse.  Bob didn’t remember seeing ravens, but white owls were present.  Gabe 
Andre also remembered a lack of ravens in the area, and the presence of owls.  Owls kept 
them up at night, while song birds acted like an alarm clock.22   In the summer, geese and 
ducks are present in the area, and nest in the lakes according to George Niditchie – 
“every little lake is full” of them.23  Frederick Sonny Blake doesn’t remember seeing 
many duck nesting in the rivers, but possibly in the lakes.  Frederick Sonny indicated that 
in September when the geese are migrating south they follow the mountains heading 
south-east.24   
 
Both bald eagles and golden eagles are present in the mountains, although bald eagles are 
much more common.  Neither stays for the winter in the area. 25

Weather 
The temperatures in the winter were cold and windy, but they might have been warmer 
than other regions traditionally used by the Gwich’in, “On the mountain it’s not as cold 
as down this way, you know.  Warmer plus the wind.” 26  Blowing snow was a feature in 
the winters.  Frederick Blake indicated that the warmer weather relates to the higher 
altitude – he even remembers an occasion in November when there was rain.27   Normal 
temperatures in November at Tsiigehtchic would be too cold for rain.  George Niditchie 
also commented that there was a warm day and a rainstorm in February one year – 
generally a very cold month.28   
 
Frederick Blake describes the wind in the foothills as being unpredictable – this relates to 
the surface topography which is hilly and directs the wind in different directions.  In 
April, the area may have some winter storms of note. 29  However, George Niditchie has 
skidooed into the area in April and said that there is already water flowing or overflowing 

                                                 
20 Frederick Blake, June 12, 2007 
21 Frederick Blake, June 12, 2007 
22 Gabe Andre, June 12, 2007 
23 George Niditchie, June 12, 2007 
24 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
25 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
26 Bob Norman, June 13, 2007 
27 Frederick Blake, June 12, 2007 
28 George Niditchie, June 12, 2007 
29 Frederick Blake, June 12, 2007 
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in the creeks – “The creek and rivers [were already] full of water so we just come back on 
land.”30   
 
Summer is cooler than at lower elevations and there is a likelihood of rain almost any 
day.  Fall is generally in late August and September, “Well usually in September we get 
lot of snow and even in August sometimes you get snowfall”, although it can snow in any 
month.31  Fall brings rain and fog, which can stay all day at higher elevations.  Summer 
rains can cause water levels to raise as much as six to eight inches, near the mouth of the 
mountains.  Smaller drainages at higher elevations will not be similarly affected.  The 
water will become murky at these times. 32   

Headwaters of the Arctic Red River: Traditional Use and 
History 
Elders and harvesters have a lot of information about living in the mountains.  Although 
the last time the mountains were used seasonally was possibly in the mid-1940s,33 oral 
tradition and living memory of the area are available through the TEK interviews 
conducted, other Gwich’in Social & Cultural Institute interviews, and other historic and 
ethno-historic sources.  The mountains were used for caribou, moose, and sheep hunting, 
and trapping, generally during the winter.  
 
The Gwich’in would travel to the mountains, particularly in the early winter, to hunt 
caribou.  The mountains were known as a good source of caribou.  Many Gwich’in 
commented that there was always caribou, sheep, or moose meat available in or near the 
mountains, when it was more variable in other locations used through the seasons.  The 
Gwich’in would travel from the Mackenzie south along the Arctic Red River to the Forks 
of the Arctic Red and Cranswick River.  Often, they would then follow the Cranswick 
River to the base of the mountains and make camp at Ddhahzhit gwitsal.  Alternatively, 
they would travel up the Arctic Red River to the base of the mountains and make camp at 
Ddhahzhit gwichoo.   
 
Before the Gwichya Gwich’in participated in the fur trade, they would travel to the 
mountains in the wintertime by snowshoe and possibly with dogs.  In the summer, travel 
was by canoe up the rivers; families would disperse along the way to the mountains, 
accessing different trapping and hunting areas.34  The decision to travel to the mountains 
was made in late summer, as the Gwichya Gwich’in routinely traveled to several 
different, and disparate, wintering grounds.  Families would track (pull by rope) canoes 
along the shores of rivers and walk; or snowshoe in the winters.  Several trails left the 
Arctic Red River to travel towards the mountains along different routes.  These trails 
were all on the west side of the Arctic Red and Cranswick Rivers.  Russell Andre 

                                                 
30 George Niditchie, June 12, 2007 
31 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
32 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
33 John Norbert (February 10, 2006), born in 1938, indicated that a trip to the mountains when he was a 
child was the last time the annual trip was made.  
34 Heine et al 2007 
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indicated that this was probably due to the rough terrain on the east side of the Arctic Red 
River.35   
 

Life in the mountains 
Most Elders indicate that their families would move to the mountains for the whole 
winter.36  For example, Annie Norbert travelled to Ddhahzhit gwichoo and Ddhahzhit 
gwitsal and into the mountains with her parents.  She remembered melting snow for 
drinking water. 37  During the summer, creeks are good sources for water but some are 
ephemeral.38   
 
When asked about fishing, Annie Norbert indicated that there was simply, “too much 
meat.  We don’t look for fish.”39  However, several Elders remember there being fish 
near the mountains, in particular grayling and jackfish. 40  Gabe Andre, who travelled 
down the Arctic Red River by boat, indicated that there may be grayling in the river but 
he wasn’t sure since the fish are nocturnal and prefer fast-moving water and small falls, 
where they eat insects.41  Conversely, Frederick Sonny Blake remembers grayling resting 
in eddies and small pools in creeks in the mountains.42   
 

Annie remembers that sheep were not seen in 
the winter as they were at higher elevations - 
“way on top the mountain”, although her father 
hunted caribou and less often moose.  Bob 
Norman, who also travelled to Ddhahzhit 
gwichoo, said that they hunted and trapped in 
the mountains and dried meat.44  The abundance 
of meat in the mountains was a theme discussed 
by several Elders.   

Their food consisted of whatever they 
could get.  Rabbit snares were set.  
From these snares they got rabbits 
and ptarmigan.  Near Norman Wells 
mountains, sheep not accustomed to 
seeing people were killed easily.  
They did not run as soon as they saw 
people, so this provided more food.43

 
John remembers that the year he travelled up to Ddhahzhit gwitsal was a hard one for 
many people, but hardship was a part of life in the past. 
 

                                                 
35 Russell Andre, Feb 11, 2006 
36 Annie Norbert, June 13, 2007, Bob Norman, June 13, 2007. 
37 Annie Norbert, June 13, 2007. 
38 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
39 Annie Norbert, June 13, 2007. 
40 Bob Norman, June 13, 2007, George Niditchie, June 12, 2007. 
41 Gabe Andre, June 12, 2007 
42 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
43 From Paul Bonnetplume, COPE text, “Travels in the Yukon” 
44 Bob Norman, June 13, 2007 
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… everybody feels 

good when you 
hear somebody 
singing with the 

drum. 
 

It’s not really a good time, that time some of them … had three 
dogs.  They had to push with their dogs and everything, 
especially the Shae guy [from Fort Good Hope].  He pushed 
with his dogs and everything.  But at night time when we set 
tent and camp overnight, after he has his meal … you could 
hear him drumming, you know.  He never think about the hard 
times of the day.  But… everybody feels good when you hear 
somebody singing with the drum.  It’s really good, you know.  
Even [if] a man have hard time all day, he doesn’t think about 
that.   
 
That’s the way life was in the old days, I mean.  And they were 
… built for the weather, the hard times.  The more hard times 
they have, the… harder they work.  And it didn’t matter, it 
didn’t hurt them at all.  Some of them, sometimes don’t eat for 
two, three days …they still kept on going.45

 
 
John remembers travelling to Ddhahzhit gwitsal with his family in January or February 
of that year.  They had three dog teams, led by his father and his two older brothers.  It 
took several trips to each destination to move all of their belongings.  He remembers 
leaving a cache of supplies such as lard and tea about half way to the mountains.  John’s 
family stayed for one and a half or two months at the mouth of the mountains – John 
remembers how fat the caribou were – he said that even the dogs were getting fat from 
the good food they were fed!  Compared to the scarcity of meat in other areas at that 
time, the mountains were a good spot for a family to hunt.   
 

 
 

                                                 
45 John Norbert, February 10, 2006 
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Edible plants 
Gabe Andre remembers seeing wild rhubarb in 
the mountains as well, a plant used by the 
Gwich’in for food.  The plant is best harvested 
in the early spring, when you “could eat it right 
from the bottom to the top.  Chew it up to like 
nothing…. They used to cook that with a 
mixture of fish eggs, fish pipe and some fish in 
it.” 46  Gabe also indicated that there are 
blueberries and cranberries in the mountains, 
near the small draws that feed into the rivers.  
George Niditchie also saw blueberries and 
nakal (cloudberries) in the mountains near the 
lakes.47  Frederick Sonny also saw nakal, 
blackberries and cranberries. 48    
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Use of mountains in the summer 
There is evidence of summertime use of mountain areas and resources by the Teetł’it 
Gwich’in, a nearby Gwich’in group who traditionally used the mountains and river 
valleys to the west of the study area.49  Although the Teetł’it Gwich’in speak a different 
dialect of Gwich’in and are culturally distinct to a degree, their traditional use of the 
mountains, much better documented in oral history, may serve as an ethnographic 
correlate for understanding the traditional use of the headwaters region.  It is therefore 
possible that the Arctic Red River Headwaters were similarly used by the Gwichya 
Gwich’in.  In a Teetł’it Gwich’in legend, the mountains are referred to as a place to go 
and set snares for mountain squirrels when caribou are not plentiful elsewhere.50  Jim 
Edwards, in “Christmas Long Ago”, indicated that the mountains were also used by the 
Teetł’it Gwich’in in the early summertime for caribou hunting – and that young families 
would stay there for the entire summer.  Summer-harvested caribou skins were used for 
clothing and tents.51

The younger people with their families would go out into the mountains in the 
early summer to hunt caribou and would remain all summer, mostly for the 
caribou skins to make clothing and tents for everybody during the winter.  Also 
they would collect rocks for tools.   

Travel 
Trails would follow certain geographic features. George Niditchie mentioned that old-
time trails were more easily seen if there are trees (with blazes).  When asked about 
                                                 
46 Gabe Andre, June 12, 2007 
47 George Niditchie, June 12, 2007 
48 Frederick Sonny Blake, June 12, 2007 
49 The Teetł’it Gwich’in now reside largely in Fort McPherson, where the Peel River enters the Mackenzie 
Delta.   
50 From John Francis, Sr., COPE text, “Grey Wings” 
51 From Jim Edwards, COPE text, “Christmas Long Ago” 
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traditional trails along the treeless mountain areas, he said “…there’s no trees, [so] you 
can’t tell, uh?  You just got to tell by the ground and there’s lots of caribou trails too, so 
you don’t know.”  George indicated that an archaeologist could find evidence of trails by 
looking at the cuttings in the valleys “if you go up these creeks here, if you go look in 
those trees, you’ll find an old cut in old trails”52   
 
Travel in the mountains in winter is difficult with skidoo, and confined to the river 
valleys.  It’s easier to travel in the front ranges, and the caribou stay in that region in the 
winter as well. 53  Travel in the mountains in the winter can also be dangerous at swift 
water creek crossings where ice is thin, “these creeks too, they’re really unsafe during the 
winter.  Got to really watch when you cross them.”54  Bob Norman also remembers that 
the smaller creeks that feed into the rivers near the mouth of the mountains are more 
likely to be open in the winter. 55   
 
The swift water of smaller creeks feeding into the larger rivers (the Arctic Red and the 
Cranswick Rivers) might stay open longer than slower-moving water.  Also, throughout 
the winter, water would flow over the ice and freeze in many layers, creating thick, 
uneven ice, “flooded up all winter.”  This is locally known as ‘glaciering.’  Before the 
water came in the spring (before break-up) people would cross the rivers – Bob Norman 
indicated that people followed trails that were considered ‘old trails’ to access different 
areas in the foothills and mountains. 56   
 
Traditionally, the Gwich’in (and others) passed through the mountains on their way to 
other places as well as travelling to the mountains to stay.  George Niditchie commented 
that “my grandfather used to go through here to Mayo” – travelling mainly through 
valleys and occasionally over passes “they just follow the river and then go over 
mountain and take other river and keep on going like that.”57   
 

                                                 
52 George Niditchie June 12, 2007 
53 Frederick Blake, June 12, 2007 
54 Frederick Sonny Blake, Junst 12, 2007 
55 Bob Norman, June 13, 2007 
56 Bob Norman, June 13, 2007 
57 George Niditchie, June 12, 2007 
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Red lines are Dene Mapping Project trail lines, blue lines are GSCI trials from Gwich’in 
and Slavey harvesters and Elders.58   
 
Figure 3.  Trail network in study area. 
 

Stories of travel up the Arctic Red River 
Julienne Andre travelled to the area in the early 1900s following a traditional seasonal 
round when people would travel from Tsiigehtchic, a community at the confluence of the 
Arctic Red and Mackenzie Rivers, to the mountains along the Arctic Red and Cranswick 
River valleys, and along other routes.  In her stories she discusses how they travelled to 
the mountains near Christmas to hunt and trap in the mountains and front ranges.  She 

                                                 
58 Andre, Benson, and Snowshoe 2006. 
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discusses how, after the ice left the rivers in the spring, the Gwich’in would build moose 
skin boats and take the boats down the dangerous rivers to get back to town or to move to 
their next resource area.  In the 1970s she recounted her experiences, which were 
retranslated and included in the Headwaters of the Arctic Red River Phase II report.59  
Some stories and portions of stories are included here, under separate headings below.  
The stories over the next ten pages are included as interpreted and translated by Alestine 
Andre. 
 

Stories by Julienne Andre – Travelling to the mountains in the early 
1900s 
 
MOVING TO THE MOUNTAINS  
 
According to Julienne Andre the people would travel up the Arctic Red River to the 
mountains in the winter time to hunt caribou.  To get to the caribou in the mountains they 
would travel across the open country, where there was no trail.  The men walked ahead 
and the women followed after them with their sleighs.  The children were inside the 
sleighs and also their belongings, tents, and tent poles too.  They would haul the poles 
around with them everywhere they traveled all winter. 
 
Julienne Andre said, “They are moving way up the Arctic Red River and from Teetshik 
gwichoo (Weldon Creek – see Figure 4) they take the trail up to the mountains.  They 
would all travel the trail up to Nihtavan diniinlee (Fish Lake).  Sometimes they would set a 
net or sometimes fish hooks.  By this they would eat good fish.  Since the people left 
Tsiigehtchic, they have not seen any animals or any animal tracks.  Their supply of food 
did not run out even how far they traveled.  They did not have any flour or any ‘white 
man’ food.  They only lived on their traditional food all the way up to the mountains.”  
From this fish lake, sometimes they would get a few fish from their nets or in their hooks.  
Despite the cold temperatures, the people are on the move again towards the mountains 
before their food supply ran out.  Sometimes there were strong winds.  The men always 
went ahead and sometimes they would leave in the morning when it was still dark.  The 
women would follow behind when there was little daylight.  Julienne Andre added, “We 
would leave when the day was getting light and we would stop after dark.  It took us a 
long time to move a short distance.   The going would be difficult and especially going 
uphill.  The dogs would stop often and again we would help them pull the sleigh ahead.  
Sometimes we would push the sleigh from behind with a pole.  That’s how we traveled.  
The children are breast fed along the way.  That’s how the people would move to the 
mountains.” 
 

                                                 
59 Andre, Benson and Snowshoe, 2006 

 Page 20 



Headwaters of the Arctic Red River Phase III: Heritage and Cultural Assessment 
Gwich’in Social & Cultural Institute 2007 

Figure 4.  Select Gwich'in place names  
 
The people would pull their nets out at Nihtavan diniinlee, put whatever fish they caught 
into their sleighs, and then leave for the mountains.  They would camp two times (travel 
for two days and nights) and they would set up their tents.  Then there were a lot of 
animals.  Two moose were shot first and then one moose.  Meanwhile, the people said 
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that caribou was spotted.  The next day, the men went there and shot them.  In those days, 
the people took good care of their shells.  Only some people had muzzle-loader guns.   
 
Sometimes, someone might have a low supply of matches so they would use an old time 
fire-maker implement and edinìichii (birch or willow fungus) to make their fire.60  Or else 
they might get fire from someone else’s fire place to make their fire.   

 
There were many people moving up that way (up the Arctic 
Red or Cranswick River valleys to the mountains).  They 
were coming close to the caribou herd area.  Caribou was 
killed and all the people are happy.  They are near the 
mountains and there is plenty of meat with them.  They 
would only move every second or third day or sometimes 
stay one whole week in one place.  They would prepare the 
meat good and would continue moving to the mountains.  
They moved inside the mountains and sometimes they had 
warm weather so it was nice and warm.   
 
There was a lot of caribou.  The caribou that are brought into 
the camp are dried.  They stayed there a long time that 
winter.  The men who set their traps on their travel up would 
go back to check their traps.  The traps that they set were 
deadfall traps so they only brought trap bait with them when 
they checked their traps. Reports were coming back to the 
camp about the number of marten trapped by certain 
trappers.  In between checking their traps, the men continued 

to hunt and travel around for caribou and again they would shoot caribou.   

 
 

They are near the 
mountains and there is 

plenty of meat with 
them.61

 

 
Everyone had moved here after Christmas so now the days are getting longer.  They don’t 
travel back yet but they would go to the many rivers that flow out of the mountains for 
moose.  They would scatter to the good moose areas that they knew.  Now that it was 
getting warmer, some people would go their separate ways.  Only when the weather was 
cold would many people travel together in one big group.  They worked with their 
deadfall traps.  At no time was anyone hurt, no one got sick and no one caught the cold.  
Julienne Andre said, “Oh, they had a good time and they played games.  They made one 
big swing that was even used by adults.  Whenever they saw Slavey people too they would 
stick gamble.  They stayed together for a long time and then they would go their separate 
ways.”  All the people who had scattered to the good moose places would start to move 
towards the Arctic Red River.  Later they would all meet up again at the river where they 
wanted to pass the spring.  Everything went well for them that winter so they are all 
happy.  
 
Many people passed the spring together at this place.  Julienne Andre concludes her 
story, “My father made a skin boat and then they began their trip back to Tsiigehtchic.  
                                                 
60 Andre and Fehr 2002 
61 Photo credit: B. Kooyman, University of Calgary 

 Page 22 



Headwaters of the Arctic Red River Phase III: Heritage and Cultural Assessment 
Gwich’in Social & Cultural Institute 2007 

Oh, the water was not good.  Sometimes the current was so strong along the cut bank 
shore that submerged poplar trees were bent and bobbing in the water. These were 
swirling around big rocks that were sticking out and were causing big waves.  The people 
were traveling in the middle of all this.  Further ahead, the people just about swamped 
into the waves.  Had they landed on a sandbar that would be the end of all of them.  They 
had started early in the morning and they only landed at Łiidląi ̨i ̨ (the Forks) late that 
night.  They landed and started yelling with joy.  They were even yelling from the big skin 
boat.  They had come through such a horrific ordeal alive, traveling through extremely 
rough rapids, that they were relieved.  The river is wide here so after that they made a 
fire right on the gravel.  Below Łiidląi ̨i ̨ is a place called Jùuk’an where even near the 
shore there is smoke drifting upwards and all the way down, along the long hillside. 
There is smoke drifting from amongst the trees that are growing here and there where 
there is ground.  The gravel flowing down the hills are a red color”… 
 
OLD TIME TRAIL TO FORT GOOD HOPE   
 
From Siveezhoo, the people moved to the mountains.  It took them many days to travel to 
and move to Łiidla ̨i ̨i ̨(the Forks).  Julienne Andre recalled the steep up and down terrain 
they had to travel through, “Oh, it was very steep, very steep…and in those days I was a 
young girl so I was very capable.”  She would help all the women to bring their sleds 
down the hills.  She described one steep ridge they were traveling along, “Down that way 
looked like a sharp knife blade and the people were moving over this.”  One moose was 
killed near the camp and the meat was distributed around to all the people.  Everyone 
settled down here for a while. When their meat supply was almost gone, the people began 
to travel again up towards the mountains. 
 
The people arrived at Ddhah dachan62 with only a small supply of meat.  In those days, it 
was a difficult task to move and to set up a camp.  As a young girl [in the late 1800s], 
Julienne Andre remembered chopping up the ground with an axe and piling up the earth 
for a fire place in the middle of the tent.  Everyone else was working to set up a caribou 
skin tent.  She said, “Sometimes the tanned caribou skins would be frozen.”  She recalled 
that when there was a fire inside the tent it was nice and warm.   
 
From here they traveled across the open country towards the mountains. The people 
would help their dogs and pull their sleighs forward with them again and again.  The tent 
had ten poles and one ridge pole and these were tied to the sleigh. Those who did not 
have strings would thaw out willows to the fire and used these to tie their poles.  She said, 
“Oh, you would tie the strings down even how cold your hands were.”  Once the tent was 
set up, it was warm inside but there was a lot of smoke.  After one or two days of 
camping the ground on the fire place would burn down and this would create a lot of 
smoke.  More ground was chopped up at this time and placed on top of the fire place.  A 
fire was lit again on top and this would get rid of the smoke problem. 
 

                                                 
62 Underlined named places have not been finalized or spell-checked by the Gwich’in Social & Cultural 
Institute 
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No matter how cold it was, the men would walk ahead across the open country to make a 
trail.  Up ahead, they would place an axe or a snow shovel where the women were to 
make a camp.  When the women arrived they would set up their tent; they would shovel 
away the snow and then lay down spruce branches.  Meanwhile other people would haul 
wood.  There were many people in the camp.  There were always many people in the 
group when the people had to travel a long distance. All this took place around Ddhah 
dachan. Then the people moved to the mountains and then a lot of moose and caribou 
were killed.  By this time it was going to Easter. 
 
Julienne Andre recalled one time when she and her younger brother were told to go to 
Fort Good Hope from where the Arctic Red River flows out of the mountains.  That is 
quite the distance and so they went with their dogs.  Her younger brother, John Jerome, 
was next to her in age.  They traveled down an old-time trail and just ahead of them 
Slavey people had moved up.  They traveled over their fresh trail.  They had a wonderful 
trip.  It was around Easter and they had a lot of meat and a lot of fur.  They eventually 
met up with some Slavey people and some of their young men traveled back to Fort Good 
Hope with them.  There is a place above Fort Good Hope called Chii choo tri (Spruce 
Island) and they crossed right there.  Near Fort Good Hope they stopped again to make a 
camp fire and have tea.  A man named Na’dii ghal came to their fire place and started to 
bother them for their fur but they did not give him any. A priest who was later to become 
their priest in Tsiigehtchic also passed them. Soon after that encounter, they arrived in 
Fort Good Hope and they gave the priest there their furs and their meat.  In return, he 
gave them a big bale of herring dry fish for their dogs.  They had come for Easter 
however the priest told them to return to their camp because a lot of people were 
expected to arrive in Fort Good Hope for Easter.  Even though they were disheartened 
and not happy about this they left.  They left and on their travel back, they met up with 
and passed many Slavey people who were traveling to town for Easter.  The people 
laughed at them and said, “We thought you were going to town for Easter, what are you 
doing going back?”  In those days the priest took good care of the people and spoke 
strongly against anyone doing wrong.  After that they arrived back at their camp in the 
mountains. 
 
Soon after they arrived at Ddhah dachan, the people called Ah’dee Gwich’in  (people from 
Lansing, in the Yukon, see Figure 5) came out through the mountains and arrived at their 
camp.  By this time, Easter had passed.  The people who came over the mountains moved 
and settled in.  Then they began to stick gamble.  They stick gambled and stick gambled.  
Soon the migrating birds were beginning to fly north.   It was quite far to move back to 
the river to the place where skin boats were made.  They had no skins for the boats. Even 
that, they did not think about that.  Eventually, they finished up all their dry meat supply 
while they were stick gambling.  The birds were flying north.  All the snow melted at 
Ddhah dachan so there was no snow.  They finally left because the Ah’dee Gwich’in had 
won the stick gamble game and left.  They, themselves, had a difficult time to get to 
where they were going to pass the spring.  Julienne Andre said, “Only now, they were 
concerned that they had no skin boat.  They went hunting for moose with their dogs on 
the bare ground.  They killed six moose.” Besides that they had two caribou skins and 
they made a boat with that and left.  Some of them had made birch bark canoes.  They 
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had gone out to collect birch bark, made the frame and then the women sewed the bark 
together.   
 
Julienne Andre concluded, “That spring, I moved away from my parents, and got 
married.  Even I was married, we still lived at home with my parents to work for them.  
Oh, that spring there was drum dances and everyone had a good time.  Everyone was 
happy and celebrating with games.  After that everyone moved back to the mountains.  
We went too.” 
 
A TRIP TO LANSING   
 
(The following map, Figure 5, shows the route that was taken by Julienne Andre in the 
following story). 
 
Julienne Andre and her husband had a stove at that time that they bought from someone 
in Fort McPherson who bought it from Dawson.  They brought this along with them. 
Niditchie’s parents, who stayed across from them, had an open fire in their tent.  Julienne 
Andre said, “That winter we moved and it would take the other people a long time to set 
up their camp place.  It did not take us long to set up our camp and stove while they were 
still chopping the ground away to make their fire place.  That was the way we moved up 
the Arctic Red River.  It took us a long time to move up.  The many people who stayed at 
Jah vehłęi ̨’ tshik (Martin House Creek) had all moved over to Jùuk’an choo, a place 
towards the mountains, so we alone moved up the Arctic Red River. We moved further 
south towards the mountains.  When a moose was killed, we stayed for only one day to 
clean the moose hide then we moved onwards.  Amos Niditchie’s younger sister was born 
here.  We moved on.”   
 
They moved along a river that flows out of the mountains.  Up this far, they were in 
caribou country now.  They arrived at the Arctic Red River where it flows out of the 
mountains where a moose was killed.  They moved to an area above this place.  Julienne 
Andre said, “Soon afterwards the people from Lansing, Ah’dee Gwich’in, arrived at our 
camp.  They were on their way to Fort Good Hope for Easter.  They were so happy.  They 
had twelve dog teams and five boys on snowshoes were breaking trail ahead of the dog 
teams.  Two dog teams from our group also joined them.”  After the teams left, their 
women who were moving with their own dog teams quite a distance behind them, 
arrived.  The women moved below their camp and then helped them to move their 
belongings and meat to the new camp.  The people who had gone to Fort Good Hope 
were taking their time in returning.  Julienne commented, “Their camp was set on a 
gravel island and their skin tents were brilliant white compared to our pitiful looking 
tents.  We had our stove in our skin tent and the others had an open fire in theirs.”  The 
people finally arrived back from Fort Good Hope.  Meanwhile there was water on the 
river and it was flowing. All the meat in the camp was almost gone. Then they started to 
stick gamble.  There were a lot of Slavey and Ah’dee Gwich’in, and very few Dagudh 
Gwich’in playing the game.  It turned out the four men from the Dagudh group were hard 
to beat.  They always played this game for shells.  The winners took everybody’s shells. 
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Figure 5. Trail route to Lansing Village taken by Julienne Andre in her story.  GSCI GIS.  
 
Paul Niditchie began to plead with them to go along with him to Mayo.  Julienne Andre 
and her husband finally agreed.  She said, “Neither Emily, Niditchie’s wife, or I wanted to 
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go on this trip.”  Sometimes the water flowing over the glaciers was also flowing on their 
sleighs as they traveled.  They would travel from sunrise to past sunset when they would 
make their camp.  Time passed.  It was a long ways up this river.  There was no wood 
where they camped, only short willows. Also traveling with them were Ajee, an Ah’dee 
Gwich’in, and an old man named Amoo and both of these men spoke the Gwich’in 
language.  The women were not happy about making this trip, only the men were happy 
as they traveled.  They were now traveling for one month when they came to another 
river that was flowing out of the mountains and they went up along that. Even though 
Snake River is part of the Peel River headwaters, they still considered it part of their 
country.  Everybody arrived at Antl’in.  The only wood there were small little trees.  
They traveled through here and then went through an area below Tsaih tl’ak njik 
(Bonnetplume River).   
 
They continued onwards and along the river that flows to Lansing village.  Julienne 
Andre said, “We are doing this to get tents and stoves.  Dzaa van, a big lake located in a 
mountain valley flows towards where Lansing is located.  We passed the spring at this 
lake.  Ajee who went away to fish came back with two bundles of grayling.  Later they 
crossed the lake and killed six moose on the hillside.  Emily and I began to dry the meat 
and the men hung them up on a stage.  We were given three moose hides each.  We were 
traveling with dog packs.  We went back across the lake and they started to make a big 
skin boat. Two Lansing men who were beaver hunting were coming along the trail we 
came through.  They were traveling with Slavey people and they were shouting while we 
were sleeping in the morning.  Ajee knew them and welcomed them to our camp.  They 
were thankful to see Dagudh people.  They passed the spring with us here and then made 
their skin boat and then we pushed out.”  Old man, Amoo, stayed behind to look after the 
camp. 
 
Julienne said, “As we are traveling on the river in the big skin boat, it is beautiful.  Only 
the tops of the mountains are bare and rocky otherwise there are a lot of trees on it.  
Further along the river we came around a point to a camp of people yelling and shooting 
their guns as a welcome.  The men in our boat were also shooting their guns in return.  
Red Head and his wife Madeline, standing amongst the group, are especially happy to 
see us, their people.  They had moved over to this group such a long time ago that Red 
Head was now an old man.  They are happy but seeing us made them homesick.”  They 
finished their skin boat so now there are two boats going to Lansing.  They left behind 
whatever meat they had hanging on their stage.  The water current in the mountains is 
swift and strong.  They killed one moose on the way and are happy to eat fresh meat as 
they had been eating dried meat all this time.  
 
They are not far from the Lansing village.  As they are nearing the town, the men are 
shooting their guns with great gusto.  One gun shot was returned to signal a death.  The 
current was swift so in no time they are in front of the town.  The store manager lived in a 
house on a hill.  The rest of the people lived further back along the side of the hill.  There 
were many nice lumber houses and everyone had gardens.  Julienne said, “We lived in a 
big tent set up for us by my aunt Emma.  One of her twin sons had died and she was deep 
in her grieving.  We all passed the spring here…Sometimes our tent was full of visitors.”   
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The people talked about a place called Mayo where a steam boat lands with supplies. A 
scow then went to a place down the river above some rapids.  They used paddles.  They 
have to portage over the rapids and then go on to Mayo in another boat.  They had arrived 
in Mayo in time to see the steam boat bring supplies.  There are many lumber houses at 
Mayo.  Julienne said, “That’s what my husband said because he traveled there with other 
men.  They took only Dagudh people with them in the boat and Johnny who always piloted 
the boats.  The men wore out many moccasins on this trip and would throw them away as 
new pairs were made for them.”  They stayed behind and walked around to look at 
everything in the town. They noticed the ground was solid and the road wide and smooth.  
When the big scow returned with supplies, these are unloaded into separate piles for the 
store manager and for other peoples.   
 
They began to haul their belongings over to the trailhead from where they would begin 
their journey home. Then Red Head brought Madeline and Julienne to a nearby fish lake 
to fish for a while.  Slavey families also arrived here and camped to dry meat that would 
be sold later to the store manager.  Jackfish and grayling were the only fish caught in 
Redhead’s net.  Their camp is set by the lake.  There are no wood around this lake, it is 
only bare - no trees.  There is a small island in the middle of the lake.  Redhead returned 
to Lansing with them where they lived through the summer on fish they caught and the 
moose meat that was given to them earlier.  Julienne said, “I met up with the store 
manager’s wife on an evening walk with my daughter.  She beckoned me over to her to 
give me a box of bread for my baby.  In those days, our women did not make bread.  I 
went home and gave the old women one each to eat.” 
  
Although the people begged Julienne’s group to stay longer, they finally left to start their 
journey home.  It was a long ways over along the creeks and over the mountains.  There 
are trees only at Ddhah dachan.  At a certain place, the two men who traveled with them 
turned back to Lansing.  They traveled on flat grassy lands and sometimes over glaciers 
with their dog teams. Along the way is a well-known moose habitat area. Four moose 
were killed and the meat dried at this place.  The Snake River [Gyuu dazhoo njik] and the 
Bonnetplume River [Tsaih tl’ak njik] are on the lands of the Teetł’it Gwich’in people.  
Even that they felt like they were at home.  The journey was long.  Julienne Andre was 
pregnant with Hyacinthe [around 1909-10] at this time.  They had traveled across the 
Bonnetplume River one day, easy traveling over glaciers and across the Snake River the 
next day.  They traveled down Han tsal and the land to the north of them was spread out in 
front of them.  They could see far to the north.  Two sheep were killed as they traveled 
along a glacier.  They had left Lansing right after Christmas and by now the nights were 
short near Easter.  The men were walking ahead of their dog teams. 
 
On their return travel, they made a fire before Gwitshik, a place located near the entrance 
where the Snake River flows out of the mountains. Julienne Andre, her husband John, 
Paul Niditchie and his wife Emily, their daughter (next after Amos) were traveling 
together.  On their return they came out of the mountains through the Snake River.  
Shortly after they traveled north, Julienne Andre’s husband John found evidence, a 
burned piece of fire wood, at a Slavey camp site on a hill from the previous winter.  They 
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recognized the cut in the wood as that made by Slavey people.  Julienne said she knew 
the mossy area of the front-range very well as she traveled there both in the winter and 
summer time.  They came upon old Slavey trails and snowshoe tracks made by their 
parents the previous winter.  There were caribou in the mossy area of the front-range and 
her husband had shot two caribou from this herd.  They continued to travel north through 
an area that was treeless and bare.  There were only trees on top of the hills and it was 
bare ground near the river. They were following the trails previously made by Slavey 
people.  They were traveling with two dog teams on little bit of snow on the glaciers and 
looking for trails made by their people.   They finally saw well-packed trails in the 
headwaters of Bernard Creek.  They had not seen their people for almost two winters 
now.  Paul Niditchie was so happy that he came forward towards them and started to 
dance near them by the trail.  They continued to travel northward and the dogs would 
travel very fast along the packed trail.  They traveled to a well known campsite, Niniinjik, 
farther along.  Sometimes they would see many trails and signs of people where traveling 
groups had met up with each other.  They would leave behind one big wide trail.  They 
speculated that the trails were made by their people.  They came upon the place where 
two men had sat on small standing trees that had bent over.  The men did not make a fire 
but they sat on the trees and ate a lunch of young caribou.  The bones were scattered 
around the trees. They thought this might be their fathers looking for them.  They did not 
want to stop until they caught up with their people.  They were not at Niniinjik.  They 
went further on to Łiidląi ̨i ̨ gwitsal and Chiigwizah tshik which flows into the Snake River, 
to a flat gravel area where the people often camped. They came around the bend of this 
river.  In the distance, there were skins and meat caches tied to long poles.  It was their 
people and their parents whom they had left the previous winter. 
 
After a joyful reunion with their parents and people, the group continued to travel 
southward along an old time trail that ran along the base of the mountains.  The people 
and their dogs traveled with packs.  In the early fall, they stayed at a moose country that 
was called A’dug.  A tsii deii man and his wife were also in the traveling group. They 
went to town with the moose meat that they dried and the grease they made with the fat 
and purchased supplies from the store in town (Tsiigehtchic).  Paul Niditchie and his 
family moved northward for the fall season.  We followed behind and traveled with the 
group called A’dee Gwich’in that were traveling southward. Their trails were wide.  The 
land in the mountains is beautiful.  There is hardly any bush so the traveling was good.  
They moved quite a distance to the south.  They set up their camp from where they could 
see many moose feeding in an old burn area.  They shoot two moose from here. At this 
camp, they received word that one of two whiteman that were, perhaps trapping in this 
area, who was badly mauled by a grizzly bear.  This was the first bear attack they ever 
heard about.  The white trapper had apparently returned to his cache of moose meat he 
had killed earlier and found a grizzly bear sleeping nearby.  The people brought the 
injured man for medical treatment in town.  They heard later he recovered from his 
injuries and returned south. After that incident, they continued south to the end of an area 
called Nanh an.  They moved to a place called Jackfish Lake where they heard some 
people were staying.  On the way they left a cache of meat and moose hides.  Nanh an is 
across from Tulita (Dell zheh).  At Jackfish Lake, they stayed with many Slavey people.  
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Julienne Andre’s husband killed the two sheep that were spotted.  Everyone was happy – 
it was like a caribou was shot.  
 

Stories by Annie Norbert – Travelling to the mountains in the 1940s 
Annie Norbert told stories about her travels to the mountains in the early 1940s, during 
Phase II of the Headwaters of the Arctic Red River Project. 63   
 
TRAVEL TO THE MOUNTAINS 
I am 84 years old now, and when I was 17 and 18 years old I was still at home living with 
my parents. When my parents said we were going up the Arctic Red River, I was happy.  
From [Tsiigehtchic], we went up the Arctic Red River.  We all went up the Arctic Red 
River in the beginning of September. We arrived at Bernard Creek. We stayed there for 
some time. We eventually spent the fall there. All the lakes and rivers froze.  After 
Christmas we left to go … to the mountains. My oldest brothers Amos and John Niditchie 
were with us and there were also others that traveled with us. We were all traveling 
together. We finally reached a place called Nihtavan diniinlee which is a good size lake. 
 
We crossed this lake safely and once we crossed the lake we went further up the foothills. 
Not too far was another lake not as big as this last one. This lake is called Ts’it davàn. It 
is called Ts’it davàn.  We again crossed this lake, journeyed further up the hills. As we 
traveled further into the foothills; once in a while my brothers would kill a caribou. This 
gave us food for our traveling. There were few people traveling with us and as we travel 
to a place called Ddhahzhit gwichoo. Just south of this place there was a place called 
Ddhahzhit gwitsal and the north side is Ddhahzhit gwichoo.64  We entered the 
mountains there.   
 
Oh, those were the times I was happy. I was in good health and I was strong and I had my 
own dog team.  I am poor now and I am pitiful. My father and brothers killed caribou. 
We had bountiful riches and my mother and I made a lot of good dry meat.  I am talking 
about a long time ago and many years have past since then. The people that travel with 
us, my parents and my older brothers and people who travel with us have all passed on. 
There is only just me, left!  I am talking about the richness and beauty of the land. At 
times as we travel more into the mountains, there was overflow but nothing dangerous as 
we journeyed on. We camped about three, four, fives times through these mountainous 
valleys. Now we had traveled some distance into the mountains and because there was 
often wind in the mountains, my father said, “We should turn back.”  So we did just that. 
On the return trip, we had lots of meat, sometimes someone would kill moose so we had 
moose meat, our dogs were healthy and strong so we traveled well on the return trip. 
There were other people who traveled with us.    
 
It was good with us as we traveled. We barely had any white man food but we had plenty 
of traditional food.  Sometimes young able bodied men, maybe two, would take all the 
strong healthy dogs and travel all the way to the trading post at Tsiigehtchic to get things 
                                                 
63 Annie Norbert, Feb 22, 2006, translated by Terry Sawyer 
64 Ddhahzhit gwitsal is actually west of Ddhahzhit gwichoo, this may be a translation issue. 
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we ran out of. It took many days to go and return from Tsiigehtchic. Because the young 
men were strong and healthy it was not difficult for them to make the trip. During the 
time they were gone others hunted as there was lots of caribou. The men went hunting 
now and killed many caribou and everyone worked to make dry meat.   
 
This is my story of the land there. The 
beauty of this land! The richness of this 
land! The mountains were on each side of 
us and we traveled between the valleys 
and the rivers. There was not much snow 
but sometimes there were very strong 
winds between these mountains. When we 
arrived at where the trail came out of the 
mountains, one can look over the whole 
land to the north. From Nihtavan 
diniinlee we can look down over the 
whole landscape. Now we began traveling 
towards the Arctic Red River. We had a 
lot of meat and we went to bring a load of 
meat ahead maybe four or five times. We 
stayed for a while at each camp as the men 
went to haul bales of dried meat ahead. 
When we arrived at the place, again we 
stayed there for a few days while the men 
brought loads of meat ahead. Finally we 
arrived at Nihtavan diniinlee and once we cross it, we begin traveling down to the Arctic 
Red River. Once we arrive at the river we continue to travel down the river to Bernard 
Creek. This is the place that I talk about. Finally we arrived at Bernard Creek where we 
all passed the spring. Everyone that traveled all winter together passed the spring 
together. The men went to hunt beaver. Everyone had enough meat so caribou and moose 
were not hunted.  No caribou around this part of the land but lots of moose around 
Bernard Creek. My story is no lie. 
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The beauty of this land! The richness of 
this land! The mountains were on each 
side of us and we traveled between the 

valleys and the rivers. 
 

 

The break-up of the river ice is around May 15. As soon as the river is cleared of ice we 
begin our journey down the river. We stopped here and there along the river and the men 
hunted muskrats on the lakes and over the hills along the river they hunted beaver.  
During the time the men are hunting the women were busy working with hides. Working 
with tanning of hides, this is what we women did. My mother and I work with hides, 
sometimes I am real lazy to do this work but I still did it. 
 
MEETING SLAVEY PEOPLE 
Later on we journeyed up this land again.  Once again …we went from the Arctic Red 
River up to Nihtavan diniinlee. We made camp and were staying there, when, from the 
south dog teams were coming. When they arrived they were people from Fort Good 
Hope. They had crossed over the mountains and they were going to Tsiigehtchic. They 
were not lazy and they had run out of grub. They were all healthy and strong so distances 
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did not mean difficulty for them. There were many people in a group who were traveling 
together. There was no trail but someone went ahead of the dog teams making trail with 
snowshoes. There were four of them. They had left their families at Teetshik gwichoo 
(Weldon Creek) and were on their way to town to buy supplies. They were on their way 
to the mountains with their families. They went on the trail, past Nihtavan diniinlee, to 
the foothills, and to the mountains. After they had left our group, we also followed their 
trail to the mountains. These Slavey people had good strong healthy dogs and men, as we 
went on the trail we could not catch up to them as we came to an empty camp. So we set 
camp at the campsite and stayed the night. They passed Nihtavan diniinlee and they 
journeyed on to the mountains. They went on the trail to Ddhahzhit gwitsal, which is 
past Ddhahzhit gwichoo, and finally we caught up to them there. They had killed many 
caribou. It was during the month of February and we arrived at their campsite. It was 
warm weather. It was so warm they hung the caribou meat outside on stages to dry while 
their women were cutting the hair off the hides and they scraped and hung them outside. 
In those days women worked well, taking good care of their work.  They go hunting 
inside the mountains at Ddhahzhit gwitsal, up the river. Sometimes they camp out.They 
had no tent so they just camped by the fire (open camp) they would come back the next 
day with a big load of caribou meat. There was a lot of caribou that year and they went 
hunting again and dried the meat in no time. These Slavey from Fort Good Hope, made 
bales of dry meat and we did too. Soon they had so much dry meat, they decided to leave. 
They had a big load. They left to go back towards the Arctic Red River. The Slaveys left 
us to return home. We stayed on and then left after them a week later. We traveled on 
their trail until Teetshik gwichoo (Weldon Creek). We did not see them again. At 
Weldon Creek their trail went east, we assumed they were going across the land to the 
Mackenzie River.  We just saw their trail. We went back down the river to Bernard Creek 
to pass the spring. 
 
SLAVEY PEOPLE AT DDHAHZHIT GWITSAL  
At one time, up at Ddhahzhit gwitsal there were some Slaveys who had a campsite. We 
also stayed there and they had just one drum dance there. The tent was crowded and they 
did not have a large tent set but they had a drum dance anyway. The Slaveys’ wives kept 
their tent neat and clean with fresh spruce boughs flooring but in no time all those spruce 
boughs were gone. Their women were quite upset about this. I remember the women 
were very upset because they always kept their flooring with fresh spruce boughs and all 
this their men wreck. I remember this too. 
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Figure 6.  Ddhahzhit gwichoo and Ddhahzhit gwitsal were meeting places for people from the north, 
south, east, and west.
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…if you’re going to go up the Red, they gather up at… 

Bernard’s Creek.  And from there, people start trapping in 
November…[until] Christmas.  Some come in [to town for the 
holiday], some don’t.  And then… the rest of them would make 
a trip up to the mountains.  To get meat - half-dried and dried 
meat for the summer.  And bone grease and whatever, all the 

good stuff…    
They go to a place called… Nihtavan diniinlee and that’s a 

fish lake.  And then there’s Deezhah t’ee… There’s all 
different names, Loucheux names that you got to pass to get to 

Ddhahzhit gwitsal or Ddhahzhit gwichoo.  I[’ve] been at 
Ddhahzhit gwitsal.… And when we got to the first fish lake… 

Nihtavan diniinlee, we met all these Slaveys from Good 
Hope, the Kelly family, the Shae family.  And there’s 

Grandjambes, Jacksons.  And some others.  

 

 
Oh, I think I was just about six, seven years old at that time.  I 

didn’t see much of the traveling because I was inside a 
blanket.  Inside the sleigh, and in the blanket! … I knew all 
these names and everything because [I’d heard] so much 

stories and that’s where we gather up with the Good Hope 
people.  …They all know each other. 65

 
 

Archaeology in the Alpine Subarctic  
The study area, in general, is extremely rich in food resources compared to most of the 
arctic coast and many areas of the subarctic,66 illustrating why the varied traditional 
Gwich’in resource exploitation patterns were so successful. Archaeologically it is 
situated between two broad traditions in subarctic history, termed the Taltheilei and Taye 
Lake complexes by Wright.67  Wright’s compilation of the archaeological history of First 
Nations people in Canada noted that the Mackenzie district is largely unknown 
archaeologically and that the underlying problem seems to be one of archaeological 
visibility and archaeological surveys that focus primarily along waterways.68  This lack 
of archaeological assessment holds particularly true for the study area.  Although written 
almost 20 years ago, there is still truth in Robert R. Janes’ submission that; 
 

                                                 
65 John Norbert, February 10, 2006.  Photo credit:  M. Winnie Blake.  Cranswick River valley, on the way 
to the upper Arctic Red River area, winter 2003.   
66 see for example Betts 2005, Whitridge 2001 
67 1999:999-1009 
68 Wright 1999, 1995 
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It is fair to say that subarctic archaeology in Canada’s western Northwest Territories is not 
held in high esteem.  It might even be said that subarctic archaeology resembles a kind of 
servitude, in that it is dirty, difficult, and for the most part, devoid of awe.69   

 
A greater amount of published alpine subarctic archaeology is seen in areas where 
Pleistocene fauna have been collected,70 where caves or other unique depositional 
environments exist (for example Blue Fish Caves in the Yukon Territory) and more 
recently, where ice patches have protected and are now yielding fantastic organic 
artifacts.71     
 
There has been little archaeological survey (possibly only an avocational archaeologist) 
and no archaeological excavation in the study area.  Two previously recorded sites were 
known, a sheep fence site recorded from a plane, and a lithic scatter recorded by an 
avocational archaeologist.72  From the GNWT archaeological sites database: 
 

LiTl-1  Prehistoric lithic scatter.  “The collection consists of a few specimens 
(misplaced) made of glossy, light grey welded tuft. Site reported to J. Cinq-Mars 
by O. Hughes in 1986. Designated 1989.”  The artifacts are missing. The site is 
located on a  “morainal ridge along the Mackenzie Mountain front.”   
 
ZAVR-013 (Borden number not used in the database).  “Large sheep fence 
visible from air, with associated trail.  Partly destroyed by slide.”  Reported in an 
avocational report by L Hill in 1990.   

 

Headwaters Archaeological Model and Traditional Use 
Although the survey was conducted largely to determine potential rather than specifically 
to find sites, several factors were used to select areas for survey: 

1. Logistics.  The use of fixed-wing aircraft and hiking survey prevented access to 
many areas.   

2. Recorded trails.  Several trail corridors have been recorded through the area by 
the GSCI and the Dene Nation Mapping Project. 

3. Traditionally named Gwich’in and Slavey places, gathering sites, and camp sites, 
and locations of known traditional use.73  Different groups met, socialized, and 
hunted together in two known locations in the study area (Ddhahzhit gwichoo 
and Ddhahzhit gwitsal)  – the Gwichya Gwich’in from down the Arctic Red 
River, the Teetł’it Gwich’in from the Peel River area, the Na Cho Nyak Dun of 
Mayo, and the North Slavey from the Mackenzie River area to the east.   

4. Animal trails and locations. As indicated above, Gwichya Gwich’in Elders have 
repeatedly indicated that the mountains were known to their parents as ‘always 

                                                 
69 Janes 1989: 128 
70 see for example Harington 1980, Hughes et al 1981, Burke and Cinq-Mars 1998, and Lauriol et al 2001 
71 see for example Dixon, Manley, and Lee 2005, Dove, Hare, and Heacker 2005, Greer, Hare, and Strand 
2004, Hare et al 2004, and several large, important International Polar Year projects 
72 Generally caribou were hunted with fences, not sheep. 
73 Asch, Andrews, and Smith 1986, Hanks and Winter 1983, Hanks and Winter 1986, Kritsch and Andre 
1993, Damkjar 1996, 1997, Greer 1994 
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having meat.’  Historically, starvation was an ever-present threat and the area was 
seasonally exploited for its stable supply of game.74   Information from 
interviewees and hunting guides describing caribou, sheep, and moose behaviour 
and other biophysical phenomena with strong cultural relevance was considered.   

 
Also, the information provided by interviewees and in ethnohistoric sources can have 
archaeological ramifications.  Gabe Andre indicated that he saw ‘old cuttings’ or the 
stumps of harvested trees near the mouth of the Arctic Red River.  He describes trees that 
were likely harvested by adze:  they came to a point in the centre, unlike axe-cut trees 
which come to an edge – he said they used the adzes, what he calls stone picks,  
“sideways”.    

And lots of old cutting.  Some of them is cut, cut this way.  Some of them, [they] 
chipped them off.  Just stump, it’s just sharp …  As soon as it gets skinny enough 
it break it off.  …Just little trees… cause they don’t have axe them days you 
know75.  

  
Charles Koe indicated that camps may not always leave remains behind.76

When travelling, especially in the mountains, the young people must be taught 
how to pick out a good spot for camping.  Sometimes a tent is not set up.  Just a 
fire and if in a good sheltered spot, the men do not bother to set up a tent.  They 
just sleep in the open.  All this, most children of today don't know a thing about. 

 
He also pointed out that bones were heavily processed for grease and marrow.   

They made dry meat, pemmican, and they cut all the meat off the bones.  The 
bones were then chopped up into smaller pieces and this was all put in one big 
pot and boiled.  The marrow would melt and come to the top as grease.  The 
grease was put into another container and then frozen.  This was bone grease.  It 
could be used for frying meat or cooking with. 77

 
A series of maps were created prior to survey showing traditional trails, traditional named 
places, burials, ice patches, and areas of interest due to animal or plant resources.  Survey 
areas were selected based on daily weather conditions, locations of landing strips, and 
proximity to these archaeological potential-increasing factors.   

Survey Results 
Survey was conducted in only three main areas due to logistical concerns – the majority 
of survey was conducted close to the main camp area due in part to a number of days 
where flying was not possible.   

                                                 
74 Andre, Benson and Snowshoe 2006 
75 Gabe Andre, June 12, 2007 
76 From Charles Koe, COPE text, “For the Future” 
77 From Charles Koe, COPE text, “Winter, Summer, Spring and Fall” 
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Figure 7.  Survey locations. 
 
The first location was near the base camp and was accessed by boat and walking survey.  
Areas to the north and south of the base camp were surveyed on both sides of the Arctic 
Red River.  Two locations were accessed by flights:  one up a tributary of the Arctic Red 
River, and one up the Cranswick River.   Sub-surface testing was conducted throughout 
surveyed areas where potential for buried archaeological remains seemed greatest.  
Negative shovel tests were generally through a thick root mat/humic layer into a dark A 
soil horizon.  Permanently frozen soil was encountered at various depths but often quite 
close to the surface.  Depositional levels were rarely seen.  On seasonally inundated areas 
(or areas that were obviously seasonally inundated in the past but now house mature 
spruce stands) the substrate is primarily sand although in some inundated areas there was 
soil development interspersed with layers of sand.  The path of the Arctic Red River is 
known to change season to season with drastic ice sheets created by multiple layers of 
frozen overflow in the winters and flooding in the springs.   
 
A single camp site was located in a small cleared area surrounded by axe-cut stumps and 
a possible hearth feature.  The hearth was recorded and a radiocarbon date of the charcoal 
is forthcoming.  A large spruce near the camp site had lower branches removed by axe, 
possibly for the purpose of using them within a tent or other structure as flooring (see 
section on axe-cut stumps, below).  If the radiocarbon date supports it, the site will be 
recorded as an archaeological site in the NWT database.   
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Numerous axe-cut tree stumps were identified in all treed areas where survey was 
conducted.  It is likely that most treed areas will show evidence of harvest by axe (axe-
cut stumps are discussed further below).    
 
Additionally, an overflight of the area was conducted; much of the study area was flown 
over.  Archaeological site ZAVR-013, the ‘sheep’ fence previously recorded from the air, 
was flown over several times at low speeds and altitude.  No evidence of the previously 
recorded fence was seen.   
 
An ephemeral ice patch in the upper reaches of the Cranswick River was surveyed as it is 
the closest ice to the Cranswick (see Figure 7).  Permanent ice patches are known to be 
good hunting locations as caribou use them to cool down and escape insects, hence the 
decision to survey this location was made even though guides from the Arctic Red River 
Outfitters indicated that this ephemeral ice patch is not present every year.  However, in 
2007 it was still in existence, and was quite large (i.e. tens of meters across, at least ten 
meters thick) in late August.  No caribou dung was noted, no other organics were noted; 
the ephemeral ice patch was located in a deep gully surrounded by an actively slumping 
talus slope.  Any archaeological remains would be difficult or impossible to find.  
Additionally, the climb to the site was very steep and long.  The vegetation on this part of 
the Cranswick is Alpine tundra and view corridors for hunting game are long – it may 
have been unlikely that hunters in the past would have bothered to access the ephemeral 
ice patch under these conditions.  Several rock configurations resembled possible hunting 
blinds but could have also been natural formations.  The configurations were 
photographed but not recorded as archaeological sites.    
 
Other, permanent ice patches exist in the study area; but in the very far southern portion.  
These ice patches would need to be accessed by helicopter or by several hours of hiking 
from the nearest landing strip.  Hunting guides indicated that the ice patches have frozen 
caribou dung layers present.  This is potentially very exciting as caribou were using the 
ice patches and remains of this use have been preserved through freezing.   
 
     
A claim stake was recorded along the 
Cranswick River, and a nearby tin can 
was collected.  The claim stake reads 
“Post  #4/Claim #N44155 ” on one face; 
“Post #3/Claim # N44354” on another.  It 
was left in place.  The NWT Mining 
Recorders Office was contacted about the 
claim.  It was a number issued by their 
office for a mineral claim, although it has 
lapsed and is no longer active in their 
database.   
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A portion of a possible traditional trail 
was recorded near the Arctic Red River 

Claim post on Cranswick River. 
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north of the mountains.  The trail was wider than the usual caribou and sheep trails noted 
in many locations in the study area.  It was heading off of the Arctic Red River up a small 
cutbank to the southwest – indicating that it may have been where a traditional route left 
the river and headed in-land.       

 
  Figure 8.  Location of mining claim stake, hearth, and trail remnant. 
 

Axe-cut stumps 
 
One hundred and eight axe-cut stumps were recorded in the study area.  The majority of 
the axe-cut stumps were found in the intensive survey around the Arctic Red River where 
it exits the mountains, called Ddhahzhit gwichoo (see Figure 9), although axe-cut 
stumps were present in every wooded area surveyed.  The relatively large number of 
stumps and broad distribution probably relates to the Gwich’in practise of harvesting 
almost exclusively standing dry spruce, locally called drywood, for firewood.  For 
longer-burning requirements such as over night, standing spruce that is not completely 
dry (partly green) is used.78   
 

                                                 
78 For a more complete discussion of traditional timber harvesting techniques see Wishart, Murray, and 
Honeyman 1999 
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In an effort to locate Ddhahzhit gwichoo, the area around the mouth of the Arctic Red 
River (where it exits the mountains, locally called the mouth) was surveyed intensely.  
However, the only solid evidence of a site in the area – which from ethnohistoric sources 
would have contained a large camp (or camps) with numerous families living in a single 
area for up to several months each winter – was a single hearth and the concentration of 
axe-cut stumps.  These two sets of information need to be reconciled; perhaps with an 
Elder who may have more information about the location of the Ddhahzhit gwichoo 
itself.  It is likely that the name Ddhahzhit gwichoo, although called a ‘place’ by Elders, 
may refer to a more diffuse area and not a specific site.  It is also possible, therefore, that 
people would have lived in different places in this region, and perhaps on the seasonally 
inundated islands.  However, these islands are under ice by the end of the winter due to 
freezing overflow.  The use of river islands is, however, supported by Julienne Andre’s 
COPE story above “Their camp was set on a gravel island”.   The concentration of axe-
harvested stumps may represent a ‘woodlot’ in the Ddhahzhit gwichoo area, although 
without other archaeological evidence such as buried lithic, faunal or architectural 
remains this cannot be confirmed.   
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Figure 9.  Locations of axe-cut stumps near mouth of Arctic Red River where it exits the mountains 
 
 
The following table indicates the location and presence of recorded axe cut stumps 
(specific locations were only recorded for some representative stumps). 
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Table 1.  Axe-cut stumps. 
 

Details Survey 
Date 

# of 
Stumps ° North ° West79

Axe-cut tree trunk 8/18/2007 1 65.3913 -131.161 
Axe-cut tree stump, cookie harvested for 
sampling. 8/18/2007 1 65.3828 -131.14 

Axe-cut stumps.  Square disturbance in moss. 8/18/2007 3 65.3786 -131.14 
Axe-cut stump on nice flat area with some 
larger and smaller spruce. 8/20/2007 1 65.4027 -131.139 
Axe cut stumps. On channel that was 
historically navigable?  Now beaver dammed 
and still. 8/20/2007 3 65.4059 -131.136 
Axe-cut stump. 8/20/2007 1 65.4079 -131.136 
Group of 5 axe-cut stumps near a boggy draw, 
near rapids on the Arctic Red River. 8/20/2007 5 65.4064 -131.141 

Axe-cut stump site on nice bank over Arctic 
Red River, slight cutbank with small channel.  
Trail along south side of area running east-
west. 8/21/2007 1 65.4086 -131.161 

Three axe-cut stumps on small cutbank over 
Arctic Red River near easy access point. 8/21/2007 3 65.4067 -131.16 

Axe-cut (4) and Swede-saw cut (4) stumps. 
On flat, open spruce-covered area. 8/22/2007 8 65.1042 -132.051 
Southern end of CMT area. 8/26/2007 3 65.3676 -131.155 
Axe-cut stump. 8/27/2007 1 65.4045 -131.137 
Axe-cut stump. 8/27/2007 1 65.4056 -131.136 
Cleared tent area with hearth, 7 axe-cut 
stumps.  Charcoal collected from single 
positive shovel test (awaiting radio carbon 
date).   8/27/2007 7 65.4041 -131.137 

Axe-cut stump with several other possible 
axe-cut stumps.  Nice spruce stand. 8/27/2007 3 65.41 -131.138 

Axe-cut trees in climax spruce forest. 8/27/2007 1 65.411 -131.138 
East end of axe-cut stump area on south side 
of creek. 8/27/2007 5 65.41 -131.134 

Axe-cut stump with two leaders growing out 
of it.  Several other possible axe-cuts nearby.  
Near drainage. 8/28/2007 3 65.3833 -131.176 
Axe-cut stump site. 8/28/2007 3 65.3815 -131.177 
Concentration of axe-cut stumps. 8/27/2007 54 65.4047 -131.136 

                                                 
79 Geographic Coordinate System, North American 1983 Datum 
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Axe harvested stumps were often located along small draws emptying into the Arctic Red 
River.  This may represent the use of the draws as corridors to leave the river valley, or it 

may indicate that harvestable wood was 
more easily accessed from the draws while 
travelling along the river.  The stumps may 
also act as markers or signs for trail routes, 
resource extraction sites.  Areas between 
the draws and further inland from the rivers 
were also surveyed although the axe-cut 
stumps were less often recorded in these 
areas.  Trees were often of a relatively 
small diameter, agreeing with Gabe 
Andre’s assessment above that smaller 
trees are easier to harvest by hand.   
 
Two trees were recorded that were 
harvested by axe and responded by 
growing two leaders.  One leader of one 
tree was sampled (by taking a cookie 
sample, tree location 65.3828° north, 
131.14° west,) to determine if a date of the 
original harvest could be obtained.  
Botanist Edward Yeung, a specialist in 
meristem development, indicated that all 
growth of the new leaders, or upward 

growth if the leaders had begun from existing branches, would have been subsequent to 
the original harvest.80  The sample was polished, scanned, and the tree rings counted (due 
to lack of definition in some areas the ring count is a minimum).  The original harvest 
was therefore at some point – probably a number of years – before 1831 (see Figure 10, 
below).  Based upon this information, this tree could be re-sampled closer to the base of 
the new leader for a more accurate date of the original harvest.   

Ph
ot

o:
 B

. K
oo

ym
an

 

Cookie sample being harvested from axe-
cut tree with new leader growth. 

 
 
 

                                                 
80 Personal communication with Brian Kooyman, 2008 
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Figure 10.  Tree rings on cookie sample. 
 
Based on tree ring analysis, it appears that the use of axes by the Gwich’in predates the 
establishment of Fort McPherson in 1840 and the arrival of missionaries in Tsiigehtchic 
in the 1860s.  However, the axe-cut tree may post-date the establishment of Fort Good 
Hope around 1804.  During this time, trade goods such as axes must have been in use by 
the Gwich’in, Slavey and others using the mountain areas – perhaps the axes came from 
the trading posts along the Mackenzie River to the north of the study area, or perhaps 
they were traded or brought north across the mountain passes from areas now in the 
Yukon.   
 
The cookie sample may provide recent palaeoenvironmental information, if further 
analyzed (see recommendations, below).   

Recommendations   
Recommendations from the survey and TEK work fall along two lines:  working with 
Elders and conducting further archaeological survey work.   
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Working with Elders 
• The Gwich’in Social & Cultural Institute recommends that the locations or possible 

locations of Ddhahzhit gwichoo and Ddhahzhit gwitsal are mapped.  Maaping 
would employ appropriately-scaled paper maps, and helicopter survey, with 
Tsiigehtchic Elders (Annie Norbert, Gabe Andre, and George Niditchie). If the sites 
are unknown by Elders or are in a location where conventional archaeological 
remains are unlikely to be preserved, then the findings of the present archaeological 
survey will be cast in a more meaningful light. 

 
• If there are Elders in Mayo with knowledge of the area, it would be appropriate to 

interview them, with maps, to add to the picture of how the area was used.   

Archaeological Survey 
• The GSCI recommends that portions of the front ranges of the Mackenzie Mountains 

be surveyed for archaeological materials considering their importance as described in 
the ethnohistoric literature and interviews.    

 
• Further archaeological work in the Headwaters of the Arctic Red River should 

include mapping of stumps and careful recording of their features.  The age of the 
axe-cut stumps is substantial, perhaps approaching 200 years.  The diameter of the 
harvested trees, location of each stump or cluster, and a spatial plot could be 
produced.  This plot might reflect a community settlement showing a pattern to stump 
distribution.  Additionally, recording features of the stumps may show variation in 
styles of harvest, such as angle of cut, number of cuts, breaking method, and others.  
Differences in style may be associated with population differences or harvesting 
different types of trees for different purposes.  If different harvest methods can be 
identified with different Aboriginal groups, then co-use of various areas could be 
suggested through careful mapping of the stumps.  Associations between different 
densities of stumps and traditional trail corridors should also be further explored.   

 
• Although some sub-surface testing was conducted at locations among the axe-cut 

stumps, further testing may unearth associated buried archaeological remains.  On a 
larger scale, the presence of a few axe-cut stumps in close association with small 
tributaries into the Arctic Red River could also be further researched and mapped.  
Any archaeological remains associated with these stumps will shed light on their 
purpose.   

 
• The GSCI also recommends an integrated archaeological survey program of the 

mountains accessed and used by the nearby Teetł’it Gwich’in of Fort McPherson and 
the Ehdiitat Gwich’in of Aklavik (in the Mackenzie Delta). This information could 
then be compared to the archaeological findings of the current program and together 
the two sets of results could possibly provide a model of appropriate survey locations 
and survey methodology in sub-Arctic alpine environments.  Many traditional use 
locations are recorded on maps and in interviews. These locations may have 
archaeological remains associated with them.  For example, several caribou fences 
are known, locations where ‘boiling stones’ (used to heat water and cook meat) were 
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collected are known, and many, many traditional place names are recorded.  The 
substantial Teetł’it Gwich’in oral history will prove very useful in further survey o
the Mackenzie Mountains, through ethnographic comparison to information provided
by Tsiigehtchic Elders and because of the  similar geography and ecology of the two 
areas.  Survey of the areas used by the Teetł’it Gwich’in will also build upon previous
work conducted by the GSCI in the area.  

f 
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Appendix 1: Statement of Informed Consent 
Arctic Red River Headwaters project 
Phase III: Arctic Red River Headwaters: Heritage Resources and Traditional Use 
 Informed Consent Statement 
 

To be signed or agreed to verbally on tape. 
 
The Gwich’in Social and Cultural Institute or ‘GSCI’ is conducting a traditional 
ecological knowledge study of the headwaters of the Arctic Red River area.  The project 
is being conducted with funding from the Gwich’in Renewable Resource Board, the 
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (Federal Government), and other 
sources.   
 
The Gwich’in Social & Cultural Institute will use this information to plan for an 
archaeological survey of the area in August of 2007.  They will also use the information 
to write reports and  books, and also in the development of educational resources, for 
exhibition and promotion of Gwich'in identity.  The Gwich’in Land Use Planning Board 
will use the information gathered from these interviews to determine if the status of this 
area should change from that of a Special Management Zone, in the Gwich'in Land Use 
Plan, to a legislative protected area or a Gwich'in Heritage Conservation Zone.  
 
We will be asking about Traditional Ecological Knowledge about animals, plants, the 
land, and water.  This information will be added to a computer database and used for 
other studies that the GSCI may do in the future.  The Gwich’in Land Use Planning 
Board will have access to this data but will not own it.   
 
A report will be prepared using this information, which will be distributed to the 
organizations that are funding the project.  Depending on the results of the work, further 
studies may be conducted on the area, including more interviews or more intensive 
archaeological survey.    
 
This interview may be taped.  Tapes will be transcribed and will be stored at the 
Gwich’in Social and Cultural Institute’s head office in Tsiigehtchic. Tapes and transcripts 
will also be put on deposit at the NWT Archives at the end of the project. 
 
The Gwich’in Social and Cultural Institute also requests permission to take photos of 
people being interviewed.  The photos could be used in reports, posters, books, or in 
other resources.   
 
 
 
You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to, and you 
can stop the interview at any time. 
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Interviewee name:  ____________________________________________________ 
 
Community:   _____________________________________________________ 
 
Date:    _____________________________________________________ 
 
Interviewers:  ____________________________________________________ 
 

____________________________________________________ 
 
 
Translator:  ____________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Interview Location: ____________________________________________________ 
(ex. Office, home, RRC office) 
 
 
Do you (Interviewee) wish to be given credit for the information you provide?  That is, 
have your name in the report? If not, confidentiality of your name is ensured.  

 □  YES  □ NO 
 
May the GSCI take your photo for use in the report or in other reports?  

 □  YES  □ NO 
 
  
 
By signing below, you give informed consent for this interview to happen: 
 
 
 

X___________________________________    ____________________________  
        Date 
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions 
Interview checklist for GSCI interviewers – TEK of Arctic Red River Headwaters. 
 
WEATHER 
Ask about weather in the study area.  Check list, to help determine if topics have been 
covered (not all need to be covered each interview)  
 
What seasons were you in the Headwaters? 
Timing of season change? 
General weather and temperature of each season. 
Climate similar across whole study area? 
Types of weather in summer/fall/spring/winter?  Where? 

□ Snow  □   Snow/wind storms  □   Cold temperatures 
  

□ Drizzle  □  Fog   □  Hot temperatures 
□  Rain  □  Hail   □   Thunder/lightening 

 
 
How plants, northern lights, animals, sun, or moon can help predict weather. 
Changes to weather during your lifetime, if you’ve returned to the area over many years.   
 
WATER 
 
Mountain lakes, rivers and creeks – are they colder/warmer than others?  Describe flow 
and clarity.  
Do they have fish?  What kinds, and seasons of use? 
Good water sources for drinking? 
Do mountain rivers/creeks flood?  Dry up in summer? 
Is there overflow?  When? Where? 
Are there waterfalls?  Where? 
Are rivers/creeks used as trails?  Which seasons?   
Do you know of any hot springs in the area?  If so, locate on map.  Use by people?   
Do you know of any permanent ice patches in the area?  Have you seen any caribou or 
other animals on them?  If so, when and what were they doing?   
 
PLANTS 
 
What are the main plant communities in the mountains? 
Where are the different plant areas – mountains, river valleys, etc. 
Which plants are important for game animals like caribou, moose, sheep?  For other 
animals like fur bearers and grizzlies? 
Berry picking areas?  Which berries? 
Medicinal plants?  Which plants? Where? 
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BIRDS 
 
Types of birds present, season present, and human use: 

□ Water birds □  Ravens (crows)  □  Song birds  □  Birds of 
Prey 

□ Scavengers □ Other birds  □ Ptarmigan, Spruce grouse etc 
□ Snow birds □  Seagulls 

 
Are there any nesting areas?   
Which migratory birds fly over the mountains?   
 
WILDLIFE 
 
Which animals are present in the mountains, and where do they roam? 
 Large game: caribou, sheep, moose 
 Fur bearers 
 Bears 
 Small animals 
Any information about animal health in the mountains? 
Do caribou, sheep, and moose calve in the mountains?  When and where? 
What keeps game populations high or low – food availability, animal predation (which 
animals?),   
What insects are present?  How do they affect game animals?   
 
OTHER 
 
Salt licks – locations, which animals use them? 
Is permafrost present?  Used for moss caches, etc? 
How do the mountains erode and change along river valleys? 
Types of mineral deposits located in the study area and their use by humans and/or 
animals.  Locate each type on map.  
__ sulphur  __ ochre  __ other 
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