the Gwich’in
traditional caribou skin clothing project

REPATRIATING TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS IN THE GWICH’IN SETTLEMENT AREA, NORTHWEST TERRITORIES, CANADA

the making

knowledge no longer practiced in the Gwich’in Settlement
Area.

Agnes Mitchell practicing quillwork.

Ida Stewart cutting out a tunic using a pattern that was provided
by Judy Thompson of the Canadian Ethnology Service, Canadian
Museum of Civilization. The pattern was drawn by Dorothy
Burnham.

Judy Thompson, Audrey Snowshoe, William George Firth, Elizabeth
Colin, and Joanne Bird examining the original outfit on loan from
the Canadian Museum of Civilization during the initial workshop
held in Yellowknife in December 2000 at the Prince of Wales
Northern Heritage Centre.

silverberry seeds. They also gave the seamstresses an
opportunity to work together cooperatively to solve sewing
puzzles, and come to a consensus about decorative
expression. Each replicated outfit is made from seven
caribou skins and sewn with sinew. Silverberry seeds,
porcupine quills, beads, wool, embroidery floss and fringes
have been used to decorate each garment. Upon completion,
the outfits will be exhibited in each of the four Gwich’in
communities and at the Prince of Wales Northern Heritage
Centre in Yellowknife.
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Thirty-five seamstresses from the four Gwich’in
communities of Aklavik, Fort McPherson, Inuvik and
Tsiigehtchic have worked on the project. Replicating
each outfit has entailed several hundred hours of sewing
in the seamstresses’ homes and in a series of workshops.
The workshops reintroduced old skills and materials no
longer used such as decorating with porcupine quills and
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In December 2000, the
Gwich’in Social and
Cultural Institute formed a
partnership with the
Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre, with assistance
from the Canadian Museum of Civilization,
to create five replicas of a 19th-century Gwich’in man’s
summer outfit. The project has given us an opportunity
to document, understand and appreciate how this clothing
was manufactured. It has also helped to repatriate skills and

The Gwich'in

of the

Northwest Territories in Canada, are the most
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northerly of the Athapaskan peoples occupying the
northwestern part of the territory. Traditionally their
lands extended from the interior of the Yukon into
the Mackenzie Basin and included the watersheds
of the Peel, Mackenzie and Arctic Red Rivers. Today,
most NWT Gwich’in live in the four communities of
Ruth Wright, Bella Norman and Ida Stewart beading. Note
handmade wood beading loom and modern beading loom. These
were primarily used for the decoration on the pant legs.

Seamstresses, PWNHC and GSCI staff, and visitors at the
Yellowknife workshop. Back: Audrey Snowshoe, Chief Charlie
Furlong (Aklavik), Fred Carmichael (President, Gwich’in Tribal
Council), Chief Peter Ross (Tsiigehtchic), Chief Abe Wilson (Fort
McPherson). Middle: Agnes Mitchell, Mary Blake, Karen WrightFraser, Maureen Clark, Rita Carpenter, Ingrid Kritsch, Ida Stewart.
Seated: Elizabeth Colin, Lillian Wright, Rosie Firth. Seated on the
floor: Joanne Bird.

Aklavik, Fort McPherson, Inuvik and Tsiigehtchic
(formerly called Arctic Red River).
The Gwich’in are greatly interested in items that
were collected in earlier times and are now housed
throughout the world in museums, archives and
private collections. These items represent a bygone
era, and have great historical, cultural and
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sometimes spiritual meaning.
Of particular interest is traditional Gwich’in clothing
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decorated with porcupine quills, trade beads,
silverberry seeds, fringes and ochre, they are
distinctively styled and striking to look at. These
Lillian Wright sewing beads on the
Inuvik pants.

Seamstresses working during the fourth workshop held in
Tsiigehtchic, July 2002.

Charles (Chas) Saddington
modelling the Inuvik replica at
the completion of the fourth
workshop held in Tsiigehtchic.
The seamstresses are: (back)
Effie Bella Snowshoe, Maureen
Koe, Irene Kendo, Audrey
Snowshoe, Agnes Mitchell,
Virginia (Loddy) Benoit,
Catherine Semple, Terry Remy
Sawyer, Shirley Stewart, Karen
Wright-Fraser. (front) Rita
Carpenter, Ruth Wright, Lillian
Wright.
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Shirley Stewart wrapping the fringes on the Fort McPherson
tunic with embroidery floss.

made of white caribou hides. Sewn with sinew, and

garments are a testament to Gwich’in women’s
great skill and artistic expression.
It has been well over one hundred years since
Gwich’in traditional caribou skin clothing was made,
and

there

are

no

examples of this clothing
in either the Gwich’in
communities
Northwest

or

the

Territories

today. It has been over 50
years since porcupine
quillwork was used as

Sliding a silverberry seed (Eleagnus sp.) onto a tag that
decorates the Aklavik knife sheath.

the primary decorative
motif on Gwich’in jackets,
slippers and gloves.

the results
A 19th-century outfit from the collection of the Canadian
replicas. Charles (Chas) Saddington models the four
community outfits completed to date. The seamstresses expect
to complete the Yellowknife outfit by December 2002.

top: A Gwich’in
dance, late 1840s,
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Museum of Civilization (photo right) was the model for the

drawn by Alexander Murray

right: A Gwich’in
hunter, late 1840s,
drawn by Alexander Murray

Gwich’in ca.1880

Contact Information:
Gwich’in Social and Cultural Institute
P.O. Box 46, Tsiigehtchic, NT, Canada
Phone: 867 953 3613 Fax: 867 953 3820
E-mail: gsci@learnnet.nt.ca
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