
ABSTRACT 

ROGERS, Thomas J .  Physical  a c t i v i t i e s  of t h e  Kutchin 
Athabaskan Ind ians  of t h e i n t e r i o r ~ l a s k a  and 
Northern Canada. M.S. i n  Phys ica l  Educat ion,  1978. 
71 p. (Dr .  Wayne Kaufman, Advisor) .  

The Kutchin l i v e d  i n  the  s u b a r c t i c  f o r e s t s  i n  the  a r e a  a long 
the  a r c t i c  c i r c l e  from t h e  McKenzie River  i n  Canada t o  the  
Chandalar River i n  Alaska. They were h u n t e r s ,  f i shermen,  and 
g a t h e r e r s  who wandered cont inuously  throughout t h e i r  t e r r i t o r y  
i n  cons tan t  s t r u g g l e  t o  e x p l o i t  t h e i r  environment. 

The author  has  l i v e d  and t augh t  school among the  Kutchin f o r  
the  p a s t  two years  and became i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the  n a t i v e  c u l t u r e  
a s  it might p e r t a i n  t o  the  p h y s i c a l  educa t ion  f i e l d .  Research 
on the  a b o r i g i n a l  phys ica l  a c t i v i t i e s  was c a r r i e d  o u t  i n  
F o r t  Yukon, Alaska and a t  the  Wisconsin S t a t e  l i i s t o r i c a l  Soc ie ty  
i n  Madison, Wisconsin. The d i s c u s s i o n  of p r e s e n t  day phys ica l  
a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  based p r imar i ly  upon the a u t h o r ' s  obse rva t ions  
i n  F o r t  Yukon. 

The d i scuss ion  of the  a b o r i g i n a l  phys ica l  a c t i v i t i e s  inc ludes  
games, hunt ing of l a r g e  game, t r a p p i n g  of smal l  game, f i s h i n g ,  
and snowshoe c o n s t r u c t i o n .  The d i s c u s s i o n  of the  changes i n  
the  physical  a c t i v i t i e s  of  the  Kutchin inf luenced by the  white 
c u l t u r e  t a k e s  i n t o  account  t h r e e  f a c t o r s :  (1 ) the  change from 
hun t ing  t o  t r app ing  a s  the  prime occupat ion,  ( 2 )  the  
es tab l i shment  of  schoo ls ,  which had the  e f f e c t  of f o r c i n g  the  
c h i l d r e n  i n t o  school when they would normally be i n  t h e  woods, 
and ( 3 )  the  es tab l i shment  of we l fa re  programs t o  "help"  t h e  
Ind ians  when they became dependent on the  m a t e r i a l  goods of 
the  white man. 

There is a l s o  a  b r i e f  d i s c i ~ s s i o n  of p r e s e n t  day e f f o r t s  t o  
inform the  c h i l d r e n  of t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e  through t h e  
b i l i n g u a l  program i n  t h e  schools .  
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CHAPTER I 

I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Background 

The r e s e a r c h e r  began t each ing  phys ica l  educat ion a t  

F o r t  Yukon, Alaska i n  1976. This  smal l  Ind ian  v i l l a g e  i s  

l o c a t e d  e i g h t  mi les  n o r t h  of the  a r c t i c  c i r c l e ,  where the 

Yukon River makes the  g r e a t  bend t o  the  southwest.  The school 

popu la t ion  is 955'0 Kutchin Athabaskan I n d i a n ,  Very 1i t . t l .e  of 

the  Kutchin n a t i v e  c u l t u r e  is apparent  t o  t h e  casua l  observer ;  

t h e  Kutchin a r e  r a p i d l y  a s s i m i l a t i n g  t h e  c u l t u r e  imported by 

the  Caucasions,  beginning with  the  es tab l i shment  of the  Hudson's 

Bay Company t r a d i n g  p o s t  i n  the  1840 ' s  a t  F o r t  Yukon. The 

Kutchin themselves a r e  doing l i t t l e  p r e s e n t l y  t o  pe rpe tua te ,  

e i t h e r  i n  a c t i o n  o r  i n  w r i t i n g ,  t h e i r  a b o r i g i n a l  n a t i v e  

c u l t u r e .  I n  the  a r e s  of phys ica l  educa t ion ,  t h e r e  is l i t t l e  

of t h e  n a t i v e  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  o r  t r a i n i n g  t o  be observed 

today i n  the  F o r t  Yukon a r e a .  

Sta tement  of the  Problem 

T h i s  s tudy h a s  d e a l t  wi th  a s p e c t s  o f  phys ica l  educat ion 

of  ado lescen t s  i n  the  ?re-contact  n a t i v e  c u l t u r e  of the  

Kutchin,  t o  inc lude  s u r v i v a l  s k i l l s  and games. Also 

presented i s  a  l i m i t e d  d i s c u s s i o n  concerning the  phys ica l  

a c t i v i t y  of the  n a t i v e s  today,  the  reasons  f o r  t h e  

disappearance of t h e  "old ways", and t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

i n c l u s i o n  of  some of  the  a b o r i g i n a l  a c t i v i t i e s  i n t o  the  
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c u r r e n t  physical  educat ion program. 

Need f o r  the  Study --- 
Time is s h o r t  f o r  accura te  research  i n t o  the  a b o r i g i n a l  

c u l t u r e  of the  Kutchin. A s  these  people a r e  r a p i d l y  

accep t ing  the imported Caucasian c u l t u r e ,  they z r e  l i t e r a l l y  

w i l l i n g  themselves t o  ignore and f o r g e t  the  ways of the  p a s t  

(Mott, 1967) .  Th is  rap id  and overwhelming change has  

produced s e r i o u s  problems f o r  the  Kutchin, which w i l l  be 

discussed b r i e f l y  i n  the  review of r e l a t e d  l i t e r a t u r e .  For ty  

years  have elapsed s ince  the  d e t a i l e d  e thnographies  of 

Osgood (1936) anpMcKennan (1965) were w r i t t e n .  A t  t h a t  time 

there  were many e x c e l l e n t  and exper t  informants  on the  n a t i v e  

c u l t u r e .  Today t h a t  s i t u a t i o n  is  no longcr  t r u e ;  the  young 

have no d e s i r e  t o  l i v e  i n  " the old  way", and t h e i r  knowledge 

is  hazy, incomplete,  and i n  many c a s e s ,  i n d i f f e r e n t .  Within 

another  genera t ion ,  b a r r i n g  a  resurgency by the  Kutchin o f  

i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e i r  dying c u l t u r e ,  t h e r e  w i l l  be nowhere t o  go 

t o  research  new and a d d i t i o n a l  informat ion concerning Kutchin 

c u l t u r e  (Mueller , 1977, personal  c o n t a c t )  , 

Purpose 

These n a t i v e s  f e e l  t h e  need t o  become a func+,ional 

p a r t  of the  s o c i e t y  i n  which they a r e  l i v i n g .  They r e s e n t  

be ing  t r e a t e d  a s  i n f e r i o r ,  y e t  many do have the  f e e l i n g  of 

be ing  "Lost" between two completely d i f f e r e n t  c u l t u r e s .  I n  

1977, a  n a t i v e  of F o r t  Yukon s t a t e d  t o  the  r e s e a r c h e r  t h a t  

B I A  (Bureau of Ind ian  A f f a i r s )  meant "buy Indian any th ing l"  



He was s t a t i n g  f a c e t i o u s l y  what the  n a t i v e s  cons ider  to  be a 

s e r i o u s  problem : t h e i r  own c u l t u r e  is d i szppear ing ,  t hey  

d e s i r e  t c  be independent,  b u t  the  B I A  and o t h e r  welfare 

agencies  o f f e r  t h e  kind of h e l p  t h a t  s t a g n a t e s ,  no t  

i n v i g o r a t e s ,  the  people ,  I n  1967, Mott s t a t e d 1  

Today the? a r e  o f t e n  c a l l e d  " l a z y " ,  " i n d i f f e r e n t " ,  
"welfare c a s e s " ,  " the white man's burden", ... They 
have learned t o  r e l y  on m a t e r i a l  t h i n g s  the  white man 
brought i n ,  and now ... the re  i s  no way f o r  them t o  ea rn  
t h e  money they need t o  g e t  these  m a t e r i a l  th ings  ... The 
Xndians themselves a r e  q u i t e  outspoken about  t h i s .  The 
i - - l i n g  of u n i t y  is  d i sappear ing  and p a r e n t s  with teenage 
c h l l d r e n  a r e  beginning t o  r e a l i z e  j u s t  how many problems 
they have and a r e  wondering what w i l l  happen t o  t h e i r  
;.hildren who don ' t  seem t o  "belong anywhere". 

American c h i l d r e n  a r e  taught  h i s t o r y  dur ing  t h e i r  formal 

educa t ion ,  t3 give  them a  sense of t h e i r  a n c e s t r a l  h e r i t a g e .  

The m i n o r i t i e s  i n  our  s o c i e t y  should have the  same opportuni ty .  

The c u l t u r o  r ' ::e Kutchin was based on a  very "physical"  

l e v e l .  O f  riL:.z;;aity, s u r v i v a l  was of paramount i n t e r e s t  i n  

t h e  harsh c l i m r t e  i n  which they dwelled. A s  p a r t  of the  

genera l  h i s t o r i c a l  background given these youngsters ,  i t  

would be b e n e f i c i a l  t o  b u i l d  an awareness of t h e  n a t i v e  

phys ica l  a c t i v i t i e s  wi th in  the  modern phys ica l  educat ion 

program. Inc lus ion  of such a c t i v i t i e s  i n  t h e  program would 

n o t  be meant a s  encouragement t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  ways of the  

p a s t ,  b u t  r a t h e r  t o  i n s t i l l  i n  t h e  s t u d e n t  a sense of h i s  own 

p a s t ,  t h a t  he might f e e l  more con ten t  and secure  i n  h i s  present  

s o c i e t y ,  knowing t h a t  he is t h e  product  of a  proud and 

i n d u s t r i o u s  c u l t u r e  t h a t  e x i s t e d  f o r  a t  l e a s t  a thousand years  

i n  one of the  h a r s h e s t  environments h a b i t a b l e  by mankind. 



Del imi ta t ions  

1. There a r e  e i g h t  groups of Kutchin, each s h a r i n g  a  

common languzze and general  c u l t u r e .  There were minor 

d i f f e r e n c e s  among the  groups, based pr imar i ly  upon e c o l o g i c a l  

c o n s i d e r a t i o n s ,  For purposes of t h i s  paper ,  the  Kutchin a r e  

considered a s  a  s i n g l e  c u l t u r e ,  a s  the  phys ica l  a c t i v i t i e s  

were genera l ly  very s i m i l a r .  

2 .  The s tudy included only p re -con tac t  a c t i v i t i e s  i n  

t h e  formal research ,  wi th  a  d i scuss ion  of c u r r e n t  phys ica l  

a c t i v i t i e s ,  based upon the  r e s e a r c h e r ' s  observa t ions  i n  t h e  

P o r t  Yukon a r e a .  

L imi ta t ions  

1. The research  on t h e  p re -con tac t  a c t i v i t y  i s  based 

almost completely upon books, journals ,  and previousl-y 

published research .  

2 .  There were few n a t i v e s  with t h e  knowledge of t h e  

physical  a c t i v i t i e s  of the  a b o r i g i n a l  c u l t u r e .  

3 .  The d i scuss ion  on c u r r e n t  phys ica l  a c t i v i t y  was 

based s o l e l y  on the  happenings i n  and around Fore Yukon, 

Alaska. These observa t ions  hold t r u e  f o r  t h e  Kutchin i n  

Alaska, b u t  t h e  r e s e a r c h e r  cannot say what the  c u r r e n t  

s i t u a t i o n  shows among t h e  Kutchin r e s i d i n g  i n  Canada. 

4. There was na phys ica l  pa rapherna l ia  found t h a t  was 

used i n  ph:rsical t r a i n i n g  and a c t i v i t y  by the  pre-contact  

n a t i v e s .  Descr ip t ions  of i n s t r u n ~ e n t s  used i n  these  a r e a s  came 

from previously pabl ished r e s e a r c h .  



D e f i n i t i o n  of Terms 

Aboriginal ,  An a d j e c t i v e  which when placed before  a  

noun w i l l  mean "pre-contact"  per iod of t ime. 

Athabaskan. The name of a  language fami ly .  Th is  

family inc ludes  Ind ians  from the Kutchin of Alaska and Canada, 

and t r i b e s  a s  f a r  away a s  the  Apache o f  the  American 

southwest and Mexico. However, throughout t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  

concerning the Kutchin Ind ians ,  the  term Athabaskan is o f t e n  

subs t i . tu ted .  In  t h i s  s tudy ,  Athabaskan may be considered t o  

mean Kutchin. 

" I n t e r i o r  Alaska". The por t ion  c f  Alaska, t h e  nor thern  

p o r t i o n  of which is  t h e  a b o r i g i n a l  home of the  Kutchin. I t  

is  bordered on the e a s t  by t h e  United S t a t e s  - Canadian border ,  

on the  south by the  Alaska Range (mountains) ,  on t h e  n o r t h  by 

t h e  Brooks Range (mountains),  and on t h e  west by Eskimo and 

Koyukon Ind ian  t e r r i t o r y  border ing the  P a c i f i c  and Arc t ic  

Oceans. 

Kutchin. The name of a  t r i b e  of Athabaskan speaking 

people i n h a b i t i n g  the  nor thern  i n t e r i o r  s e c t i o n  of Alaska, and 

t h e  nor thern  s e c t i o n s  of the  Yukon and Northwest T e r r i t o r i e s  

of Canada. There a r e  e i g h t  v a r i e t i e s  o f  Kutchin, shar ing  a  

common c u l t u r e  and a  common language (excep t  f o r  minor 

d i a l e c t i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e s ) ,  w i t h i n  a t e r r i t o r y  t h a t  s t r e t c h e s  

from t h e  McKenzie River  (Canada) i n  t h e  e a s t  t o  the  Chandalar 

River (Alaska) i n  t h e  west,  and from the  Yukon River i n  the  

south t o  t h e  Srooks Range i n  t h e  n o r t h  (Osgood, 1936).  

Pre-Contact.  The per iod of time before  t h e  in f luencs  



of  t h e  wh i t e  man's  cu l - tu re .  T h i s  shocl: n o t  be cons t rued  t o  

mean t h e  f i rs t  t ime t h e  Kutchin  met a  wh i t e  man, a s  t h e  

Kutchin  wore famous t r a d e r s ,  and they had t r a d e  goods from t h e  

wh i t e  man a s  Long a s  a hundred y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  f i rs t  whi t e  

s e t t l e m e n t  i n  Kutchin  t e r r i t o r y  (Mason, 1924). 



CHAPTER 11 

REVIEW OF RETJATED LITERATURE 

Much of the  a v a i l a b l e  l i t e r a t u r e  r e l a t a d  t o  the  

Kutchin people i s  r e p e t i t i v e ,  and t h e  var ious  au thors  have 

s t u d i e d  d i f f e r e n t  groups wi th in  t h e  Kutchin t o  f i n d  t h a t  the 

c u l t u r e  is much t h e  same from t r i b e  t o  t r i b e .  This  review of 

r e l a t e d  l i t e r a t u r e  mentions b r i e f l y  what each source con ta ins ;  

a  more d e t a i l e d  account  of t h e  general  c u l t u r e  of the  Kutchin 

is  contained i n  Chapter Three. 

Osgood (1936) spen t  t h r e e  months dur ing t h e  summer of 

1932 s tudy ing  t h r e e  groups of Xutchin: The Peel River group, 

t h e  Crow River group, and the  Yukon F l a t s  group. He discussed 

i n  d e t a i l  the  country,  food, d r e s s ,  s h e l t e r ,  t r a v e l ,  t o o l s ,  

war,  a r t s ,  s o c i a l  o rgan iza t ion ,  s o c i a l  customs, r e l i g i o n ,  and 

mythology of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  groups, and t h e  Kutchin i n  general .  

McKennan (1965) spen t  nine weeks i n  t h e  summer of 1933 

s tudy ing  the  Chandalar Kutchin a t  Arc t ic  V i l l a g e ,  C h r i s t i a n  

V i l l a g e ,  and Chandalar Vi l l age  (now c a l l e d  Vene t ie ) .  He had 

hoped t o  f i n d  one t r i b e  l o c a t e d  i n  Arc t ic  Vi l l age ,  b u t  found 

t h a t  t h e  t r i b e  had broken up i n t o  t h r e e  smal l  groups (a  

f r e q u e n t  occurance i n  t h e  pre-contact  d a y s ) ,  and deulded t o  

t r a v e l  t o  a l l  t h r e e  groups. H i s  s tudy c l o s e l y  p a r a l l e l s  

Osgood's of a y e a r  e a r l i e r ,  although Osgood d i d  rlot publ ish 

h i s  s tudy u n t i l  1936, and McKennan d id  n o t  publ ish h i s  study 

u n t i l  1965. McKennan gave d e t a i l s  concerning t e r r i t o r y ,  

7 



language, food, hunt ing,  f i s h i n g ,  weapons, t o o l s ,  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n ,  

s h e l t e r ,  c l o t h i n g ,  a r t ,  and r e c r e a t i o n .  He a l s o  discussed 

family l i f e ,  marriage, l i f e  c y c l e ,  c l a n s ,  rank,  law, and war. 

He devoted t h e  l a s t  p a r t  of h i s  work t o  record ing  many of the  

myths of the  Chandalar Kutchin. 

Mott (1967) reviewed much of the  l i t e r a t u r e  completed 

by Osgood, McKennan, and o t h e r s ,  and then  added her  own 

observa t ions  concerning the  changes t h a t  had taken p lace  i n  

t h e  Kutchin c u l t u r e  with  the  con t inu ing  and c o n s t a n t l y  

inc reas ing  in f luence  of the  white man, The format of he r  paper 

fol lows c l o s e l y  t h a t  of Osgood, a s  she covers  t h e  genera l  

c u l t u r e  of the  people.  Included a r e  "before  and a f t e r "  

d i scuss ions  about food,  hunt ing,  weapons, t o o l s ,  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n ,  

s h e l t e r ,  c l o t h i n g ,  a r t ,  r e c r e a t i o n ,  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s ,  law, and 

r e l i g i o n .  

Van Stone (1974) researched the adap t ive  s t r a t e g i e s  

incorporated by the nor thern  Athabaskan t r i b e s  i n  g e n e r a l ,  and 

why these s t r a t e g i e s  were necessary i r r  t h e  eco log ica l  

environment i n  which they dwelled. He discussed t h e  human 

populat ions  and t h e  n a t u r a l  environment, t h e  subs i s tence  base 

and se t t l ement  p a t t e r n s ,  s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  r e l i g i o n  and the  

supel-natural,  t h e  ind iv idua l  and h i s  c u l t u r e ,  t h e  h i s t o r y  of 

European c o n t a c t ,  and the  Northern Athabaskan and t h e  modern 

world. 

Hadleigh-West (1963) s tud ied  t h e  Kutchin who r e s i d e d  

i n  the  Chandalar River  a r e a  ( t h e  same group s t u d i e d  by 

McKennan i n  1933),  and the  t h r u s t  of h i s  paper concerned t h e  



r e l a t i o n s h i p  of the  people t o  the  l and .  He discussed the 

Nets i  Kutchin i n  genera l  terms, much a s  had Osgood, McKennan, 

and o t h e r s ;  then he spoke t o  the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  the  c u l t u r e  

regard ing  t h e  vege ta t iona l  m i l i e u ,  the  fauna l  mi l i eu ,  the  

physiographic mi l i eu ,  and t h e  c l i m a t i c  mileau,  He a l s o  made 

some comparisons of t h e  Nets i  Kutchin with c e r t a i n  o t h e r  

nor thern  peoples .  

Nelson (1973) spen t  a f u l l  y e a r  doing f i e l d  research  

on t h e  Kutchin and Koyukon Ind ians .  He spen t  August, 1969 

through J u l y ,  1970 l i v i n g  with  the  Black River Kutchin i n  

C h a l k t i t s i k ,  and the Koyukon of Hus l ia ,  and Hughes, Alaska. 

Nelson's s tudy was of a  l i m i t e d  n a t u r e ;  he sought t o  l e a r n  

and record the  s u r v i v a l  techniques  of t h e  n a t i v e s .  H i s  study 

included d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n s  of hunt ing,  f i s h i n g ,  and 

ga ther ing  techniques .  He a l s o  went i n t o  g r e a t  d e t a i l  

cover ing t h e  year ly  c y c l e ,  wi th  a t t e n t i o n  t o  what food sources  

were exp lo i ted  a t  t h e  var ious  t imes of t h e  y e a r ,  and the  

var ious  types  of s h e l t e r  used by the  h u n t e r s  on the  t r a i l  and 

i n  the  s e t t l e m e n t .  This  s tudy was done a s  a  companion piece 

t o  h i s  e a r l i e r  work regard ing  t h e  Eskimos of Alaska, Hunters 

of t h e  Northern I c e ,  and he makes many comparisons of su rv iva l  

technique between t h e  two c u l t u r e s .  

.Mason (1924) spen t  s e v e r a l  y e a r s  l i v i n g  and t r a v e l l i n g  

among the  Kutchin i n  t h e  e a r l y  1920 's .  He wrote of h i s  

exper iences  i n  a  r a t h e r  prejudiced s t y l e ,  c a l l i n g  t h e  Kutchin 

"chi ldren" when r e f e r r i n g  t o  t h e i r  power of reason,  however 

h i s  empi r ica l  observa t ions  a r e  va luab le  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  



c u l t u r e  a t  t h a t  period of t ime, He speaks of the  m a t e r i a l  

c u l t u r e  of the  Kutchin, s o c i a l  l i f e  and e t h i c s ,  and the  whi te  

in f luence .  Mason a l s o  d e s c r i b e s  h i s  t r a v e l s  throughout t h e  

reg ion ,  emphasixing seasonal  a c t i v i t i e s  of the  Kutchin. The 

end of h i s  book c o n t a i n s  s e v e r a l  s t o r i e s  about va r ious  people 

of the  reg ion ,  both Indian and white:  one i n  p a r t i c u l a r  is  

very i n t e r e s t i n g ,  and is  included i n  t h i s  study a s  an 

appen t ix ,  The s t o r y  is e n t i t l e d  "The Caribou Hunters",  and I 

cannot discnver  i ts o r i g i n .  I emphasize t h i s  p o i n t  a s  t h e  

s t o r y  i s  n e i t h e r  mine nor  Mason's. 

Hardis ty  (1967) and Jones (1967) worked f o r  the  

Hudson's Bay Company i n  P o r t  Yukon, and each published 

separa te  accounts of the  Kutchin i n  the  Annual Report of t h e  

Smithsonian I n s t i t u t i o n  i n  1867. Nei ther  is  sound 

e thno log ica l  research ,  b u t  Hardis ty  g ives  an  e x c e l l e n t  account 

of' w r e s t l i n g ,  and Jones g i v e s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  ( i f  r a t h e r  b i a s e d )  

account of Kutchin warfare .  

Huntington and E l l i o t t  (1966) wrote a  biography 

e n t i t l e d  On t h e  Edge of Nowhere, which is t h e  s t o r y  of Jimmy 

Huntington a s  t o l d  t o  Lawrence E l l i o t t .  Huntington is  a  

ha l f -b reed ,  who l i v e d  i n  Koyukon Ind ian  t e r r i t o r y  on the  

western border  of t h e  Kutchin t e r r i t o r y .  This  book is 

included i n  t h i s  s tudy f o r  t h e  e x c e l l e n t  d e s c r i p t i o n  of dog 

s l e d  r a c i n g  i n  modern day Alaska. 

Guedon (1971) researched t h e  s o c i a l  l i f e  of t h e  Upper 

Tanana I n d i a n s  l i v i n g  i n  the  t e r r i t o r y  around what is  now 

T e t l i n ,  Alaska. Although the  Upper Tanana Ind ians  a r e  n o t  



p a r t  of the  Kutchin group, they share  many of the  same 

c u l t u r a l  t r a i t s .  This  s tudy is included f o r  i ts e x c e l l e n t  

exp lana t ion  and d e s c r i p t i o n  of the  p o t l a t c h ,  a  c u l t u r a l  

phenomenon p r a c t i c e d  by the  Upper Tanana and the  Kutchin,  a s  

w e l l  a s  most Northern Athabaskan t r i b e s .  

Hipp le r  (1973) ,  i n  an a r t i c l e  w r i t t e n  f o r  American 

Anthropologx magazine, d iscussed the  p e r s o n a l i t y  of the  

Athabaskan Ind ian ,  and how the p e r s o n a l i t y  inf luenced 

c u l t u r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  He s t a t e d  t h a t  because of an 80% 

i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  r a t e ,  t h a t  mothers developed a  cold  a t t i t u d e  

toward t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  food was so s c a r c e  t h a t  su rv iv ing  

c h i l d r e n  developed a  sense  of g u i l t  a s  they a s s o c i a t e d  t h e i r  

i n t e n s e  compet i t ion f o r  food t o  be the  cause  of death  among 

t h e i r  s i b l i n g s .  A s  a r e s u l t ,  the  Athabaskans developed an 

i n t e n s e  c o n t r o l  over outward express ion  of t h e i r  emotions. 

l f ipp le r  (1973) a l s o  d i scussed  the  i d e a  of abso lu te  

c h i e f t a i n s h i p  and p o t l a t c h  a s  a device  t o  s h a r e  the  wealth 

and b u i l d  p o l i t i c a l  power. Three f a c t o r s  con t r ibu ted  heavi ly  

t o  t h e  downfall  of the  Athabaskan c u l t u r e  wi th  the  a r r i v a l  of 

t h e  whi te  manr C h r i s t i a n i z i n g  of the  n a t i v e s  by Roman Cathol ic  

and Episcopal  Churches, e s tab l i shment  of  whi te  man's law 

( d e s t r o y i n g  the  power of the  c h i e f ) ,  and t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of 

a l c o h o l .  Within t h e  p a s t  few y e a r s ,  the  Athabaskans seem t o  

be making a  comeback, and a r e  showing an a b i l i t y  t o  rega in  

some of t h e i r  l o s t  c u l t u r e  whi le  a d a p t i n g  t o  t h e  s o c i e t y  of 

the  whi te  man. The c o n t r i b u t i n g  f a c t o r s  a r e  Fundamentalist  

C h r i s t i a n i t y  (which i s  n o t  as f o r g i v i n g  as t h e  "high" churches,  



and seems t o  give the  Athabaskans the  super  ego image t h a t  

was l o s t  wi th  the  demise of t h e  abso lu te  c h i e f ) ,  and the  

Native Claims Set-Aement Act,  which e s t a b l i s h e s  a  framework 

f o r  a c q u i s i t i o n  of p o l i t i c a l  power and h igher  s o c i a l  s t a t u s .  

Hippler  (1973) s t a t e d  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  the  next  genera t ion  may 

well  determine whether the  Athabaskan cul- ture  can make a 

s t r o n g  comeback, o r  whether it w i l l  d i e  completely.  

From the  m a t e r i a l  I have researched concerning the  

Kutchin, H i p p l e r ' s  s t a tements  concerning t h e  m o r t a l i t y  r a t e  

of i n f a n t s ,  and the e f f e c t  upon the  p e r s o n a l i t y  of the  1ndian 

do no t  appear t o  t e  v a l i d .  Most e a r l y  w r i t e r s  found t h e  

Kutchin among the  s t r o n g e s t ,  b r a v e s t ,  most handsome, f r i e n d l y ,  

conf iden t ,  and a b l e  of the  Northern Athabaskan t r i b e s .  H i p p l e r l s  

d i scuss ion  c o n c e r ~ i n g  the  problems encountered with  the  

in f luence  of the  ,. h i t e  man's c u l t u r e ,  and the  Athabaskan's 

comeback wi th in  t ! e  p a s t  few y e a r s  a r e  more r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  

Kutchin. 



CHAPTER I11 

CULTURAL OVERVIEl OF THE KUTCHIN 

This  d i s c u s s i o n  i s  n o t  meant t o  r e p r e s e n t  a  complete 

d e s c r i p t i o n  of Kutchin c u l t u r e .  Ra ther ,  it i s  intended t o  

g i v e  a b a s i c  unders tanding of the  people ,  t h e i r  l and ,  and 

t h e i r  way of l i f e  i n  a s  b r i e f  a form a s  p o s s i b l e .  

Kutchin Indians  of I n t e r i o r  Alaska and Northwestern Canada 

The Kutchin Ind ians  e x i s t e d  i n  one of t h e  h a r s h e s t  

environments h a b i t a b l e  by man. The w i n t e r s  a r e  long,  c o l d ,  

and dark ,  with temperatures  f r e q u e n t l y  f a l l i n g  t o  -60' and 

lower .  They l i v e  mainly a long  t h e  Yukon,Porcupine, Chandalar,  

and Black Rivers  i n  Alaska, and t h e  McKenzie River  i n  Canada 

(See Figure  1 ) .  There were e i g h t  s e p a r a t e  Kutchin groups 

s h a r i n g  t h i s  t e r r i t o r y ,  s h a r i n g  a  common c u l t u r e  and language. 

Other than occas iona l  t r a d i n g ,  they had l i t t l e  t o  do with  each 

(Osgood, 1936).  

Food and Trave l .  The Kutchin were nomadic h u n t e r s ,  --- 
f ishermen,  and g a t h e r e r s t  they t r a v e l e d  a y e a r l y  c y c l e ,  

fo l lowing  the  r o u t e  t h a t  would provide the  b e s t  chance f o r  

food (Nelson, 1973). During the  s p r i n g  and summer, they l i v e d  

a long  the  r i v e r s ,  f i s h i n g  f o r  salmon, g r a y l i n g ,  w h i t e f i s h ,  

s h e e f i s h  and louche. They a l s o  ga the red  wi ld  s t r a w b e r r i e s ,  

b l u e b e r r i e s ,  rose  h i p s ,  and high bush c r a n b e r r i e s .  They spent  

much time p rese rv ing  and s t o r i n g  these  f o o d s t u f f s  f o r  the  

w i n t e r  (Nelson, f 973) . 
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Figure  1 

General  T e r r i t o r y  of the  Kutchin 



During the w i n t e r ,  the  Kutchin t r a v e l e d  t o  where they 

could f i n d  moose and ca r ibou ,  t h e r e  t o  s e t  up camp before  the 

b i t t e r  cold  s e t  i n .  

Food was a lmost  always s c a r c e ,  and famine was a  cons tan t  

t h r e a t .  Hunters a t e  f i r s t ,  followed by t h e  women, and f i n a l l y  

t h e  c h i l d r e n .  Old people who could no l o n g e r  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  

t h e  s u r v i v a l  of the  c l a n  would sometimes be l e f t  o u t  i n  the 

wi lde rness  t o  d i e  of  exposure (Nelson, 19731 Mott, 1976) .  

Although moose o r  ca r ibou  were the  most important  meat, 

many times smal l  game was the  supplement t h a t  meant the  

d i f f e r e n c e  between ho ld ing  o u t  u n t i l  the  b i g  game could be 

k i l l e d  and s t a r v a t i o n .  Small game a r e  de f ined  a s  r a b b i t ,  

muskrat,  mink, marten, lynx,  porcupine,  o t t e r ,  beaver ,  and 

fox .  Brown bear  were l e f t  a l o n e ,  and black Gear were usua l ly  

hunted only i n  time of a shor tage of meat. 

Game b i r d s  made up a  p o r t i o n  of the  d i e t 1  with ducks, 

geese ,  ptarmigan, and grouse being the  d e s i r e d  s p e c i e s .  The 

raven and the  eag le  were considered taboo (Osgood, 1936).  

Weapons and Tools. A simple longbow was made of b i r c h  

and twis ted  sinew. Arrows were made of  spruce with  s tone  heads 

and t h r e e  o r  f o u r  r e a t h e r s  (Osgood, 1936). Knives were made 

c h i e f l y  of n a t i v e  copper wi th  t h e  handle made of ca r ibou  horn 

(McKennan, 1965).  Ttie Kutchin used the  s t o n e  a,dze r a t h e r  than 

t h e  axe.  D r i l l s  were made with  t h e  t o o t h  of a fox ,  marten, 

o r  beaver ,  and a n e t t i n g  needle  f o r  snowshoe c o n s t r u c t i o n  was 

made of  a  t h i n  p iece  of bone a.bout f o u r  inches  long  with  a  

ho le  d r i l l e d  i n  t h e  c e n t e r  (Mott ,  1976) .  



Babiche i s  a rope- l ike  product made with moose o r  

car ibou h i d e .  I t  is a s p e c i a l t y  of the  Kutchin women. 

The Kutchin a r e  famous f o r  only one product i n  t h e i r  

c u l t u r e !  snowshoes. There were two kinds manufactured, long ,  

rounded and u p l i f t e d  toe  shoes f o r  breaking t r a i l ,  and s h o r t  

pointed toe  shoes f o r  t r a v e l l i n g  a t r a i l  t h a t  had a l ready  been 

broken (Nelson, 1973). A d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  manufacture of 

snowshoes is contained i n  Chapter Pour. 

T r a n ~ o r t a t i o n .  When the  Kutchin t r a v e l l e d  from one - 
camp t o  ano ther ,  t h e  women were respons ib le  f o r  packing and 

t r a n s p o r t i n g  a l l  food and belongings.  Th is  was n o t  an example 

of supposed male s u p e r i o r i t y :  r a t h e r ,  it was a m a t t e r  of 

p r i o r i t i e s .  While t h e  women t r a v e l l e d  a d i r e c t  r o u t e  t o  t h e  

nex t  camp, the  men made g r e a t  de tours ,  cover ing many more 

mi les ,  i n  search of game (Osgood, 1936). 

Double-ended s l e d s  were used f o r  win te r  t r a v e l ,  and 

crude back-packs were fas tened  with  babiche.  When t h e  

white-man introduced dog-sled teams, toboggans were more o f t e n  

used than s l e d s ,  a s  they t r a v e l l e d  over  t h e  d ry ,  powdery snow 

e a s i l y  (Mason, 1924) . 
Nelson (1973) discussed the  Kutchin philosophy of 

a c t i o n  when one happened t o  g e t  l o s t .  The Kutchin bel ieved 

t h a t  t o  s t o p  o r  s l e e p  was c e r t a i n  dea th ,  and kept  moving t o  

t h e  p o i n t  of c o l l a p s e .  Th is  was i n  d i r e c t  oppos i t ion  t o  t h e  

method of t h e  Eskimo, who stopped immediately i n  such a 

s i t u a t i o n  t o  b u i l d  s h e l t e r  and w a i t  f o r  b e t t e r  weather.  



S h e l t e r .  The Kutchin had several. k inds  of s h e l t e r ,  

desipned f o r  vrinter camp, summer camp, hunt ing p a r t i e s ,  and 

emergency s t 3 p s .  Summer and win te r  camps were dome shaped 

h u t s  covered with t h e  tanned h i d e s  of ca r ibou  o r  moose. These 

h i d e s  d i f f e r e d  only i n  t h a t  f o r  win te r  s h e l t e r s  the  h a i r  was 

l e f t  on the  hide dur ing  the  tanning process ,  

The Kutchin a l s o  had l e a n - t o s  f o r  hunt ing camps. These 

were b u i l t  wi th  spruce boughs and with t h e  open s i d e  

s h e l t e r e d  from the  wind. A f i r e  on the  open s i d e  kept  the 

hun te r  reasonably warm. 

The snow i n  Kutchin t e r r i t o r y  is  too l i g h t  and dry t o  

f a c i l i t a t e  the  b u i l d i n g  of the  Eskimo type i g l o o ,  b u t  the  

Kutchin were a b l e  t o  b u i l d  an emergency s h e l t e r  of snow 

n e v e r t h e l e s s .  They heaped a  p i l e  of snow and l e t  i t  f r e e z e .  

When t h e  c r u s t  had hardened, they hollowed it o u t  and b u i l t  a 

f i r e  i n s i d e .  When t h e  i n s i d e  of t h e  s h e l t e r  s t a r t e d  t o  mel t ,  

t h e  f i r e  was put, o u t  and a  c o a t  of i c e  formed on the  i n s i d e .  

A d r a f t  hole  was then c u t  a t  the  t o p  of the  dome and a  f i r e  

s t a r t e d  again;  t h i s  is an example of t h e  ingenious s u r v i v a l  

techniques  developed by t h e  Kutchin (Nelson, 1973). 

Clothing.  The c l o t h i n g  f o r  the  Kutchin cons i s ted  of 

long  pul l -over  s h i r t s  (sometimes with  a  cap  sewed on i n  parka 

f a s h i o n ) ,  and moccasin-trousers.  Th is  garb was 'used by men, 

women, and c h i l d r e n  a l i k e .  The s h i r t  of the  women was c u t  a  

b i t  more f u l l  i n  t h e  back t o  f a c i l i t a t e  c a r r y i n g  of i n f a n t s ,  

and t h e  s l e e v e s  of t h e  c h i l d r e n  were sewn t o g e t h e r ,  wi th  a  

s l i t  t o  a l low extension of t h e  hand (Osgood, 1936). The 



waterproof boo ts  of the Xskimo were known by the  Kutchin, b u t  

t h e r e  i s  no evidence t h a t  they made any use of such appare l  

(McKennan, 1 9 6 5 ) .  

Pot la tch .  Po t la tches  were held f o r  va r ious  reasons  -- 
among t h e  t r i b e s  of the  Northern Athabaskan Ind ians ,  b u t  they 

were genera l ly  reserved a s  a f e a s t  t o  comemorate the  dead 

among t h e  Kutchin. When a person d i e d ,  it was t h e  custom f o r  

the  per iod of mourning t o  end with a " f e a s t "  o r  "dance" i n  

which t h e  person g i v i n g  the  p o t l a t c h  would provide food,  s i n g  

a s p e c i a l  p o t l a t c h  song i n  honor of the  deceased, and g ive  

away a l l  h i s  possessions .  Th is  was a way of b u i l d i n g  

p o l i t i c a l  power (Hipp le r ,  1 9 7 3 ) .  During the  period of 

mourning, the  p o t l a t c h  g i v e r  would accumulate food and 

m a t e r i a l  possessions  t o  g ive  away a t  t h e  conclusion of t h e  

p o t l a t c h .  I t  was custom f o r  the  r e c e i v e r  of a g i f t  t o  r e t u r n  

50% value wi th in  an unspecif ied per iod of t ime;  t o  g ive  away 

a l l  possessions  with  no r e t u r n  would have been too  much t o  

expect  (Osgood, 1 9 3 6 ) .  

Conclusion. L i fe  c y c l e ,  s o c i a l  l i f e ,  r e l i g i  )n, and 

mythology vfere n o t  discussed i n  t h i s  chap te r  f o r  l a c k  of time 

and space. An a t t empt  was made t o  l i m i t  t h e  d i scuss ion  t o  

cover elements of t h e  a b o r i g i n a l  Kutchin c u l t u r e  t h a t  had 

bear ing  upon t h e  phys ica l  a c t i v i t y  and t r a i n i n g  of the  

ado lescen t .  If a d e t a i l e d  account of the  genera l  Kutchin 

c u l t u r e  is d e s i r e d ,  see  t h e  re fe rence  f o r  Osgood i n  the  

1 bibl iography.  



CHAPTER I V  

PHYSICAL ACTIVITIES I N  THE 
ABORIGINAL CULTURE OF THE K U T C H I N  

The l i f e  of t h e  a b o r i g i n a l  Kutchin, c o n t i n u a l l y  

wandering through t h e i r  t e r r i t o r y  i n  the  borea l  f o r e s t  i n  

nor thwest  America, was a  cons tan t  physical  s t r u g g l e  f o r  

s u r v i v a l .  Boys, by t h e  age of t e n  o r  twelve, had been with 

t h e i r  f a t h e r s  o r  unc les  on major hunt ing t r i p s  away from the 

family c i r c l e .  G i r l s ,  by the  age of f o u r t e e n  were e x p e r t s  i n  

t h e  a r t  of tanning h ides ,  making babische,  and running the 

camp. The major i ty  of the  phys ica l  t r a i n i n g  received by the 

Kutchin ado lescen t  was, of n e c e s s i t y ,  on a  subs i s tance  l e v e l .  

There were, however, some games f o r  c h i l d r e n ,  and some 

r e c r e a t i o n a l  a c t i v i t i e s  enjoyed by a d u l t s  dur ing  p o t l a t c h e s ,  

which a r e  discussed along with t h e  subs i s tance  a c t i v i t i e s .  

Games 

Osgood (1936) was the  source f o r  almoet a l l  of the  

games included i n  t h i s  s e c t i o n .  They come from the  Pee l  River 

Kutchin, t h e  Crow River  Kutchin, and t h e  Yukon F l a t s  Kutchin. 

Any o t h e r  sources  a r e  mentioned where they a r e  used. 

Wrest l ing was t h e  game most en j3yed by t h e  Kutchin, 

It was n o t  the  type of w r e s t l i n g  t h e  white man developed, b u t  

r a t h e r  a  fas t -paced takedown tournament, wi th  no r e s t  f o r  the  

man o r  woman advancing. Hardis ty  (1867) g i v e s  an e x c e l l e n t  

d e s c r i p t i o n  I 
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Their  w r e s t l i n g  matches a r e  commenced g e n e r a l l y  by two 
l i t t l e  boys. When one of them i s  t h r ~ w n  he r e t i r e s  and 
ano ther ,  a  l i t t l e  b igger ,  t a k e s  h i s  p l a c e .  A s  soon a s  
he has  thrown h i s  opponent he r i s e s  quickly and p laces  
himself i n  p repara t ion  f o r  the  n e x t ,  who w i l l  make a  
sudden rush  a t  him so a s  t o  g e t  an advantageous hold 
before  he is prepared and while s t i l l  pan t ing  from h i s  
previous e x e r t i o n .  S t i l l  i f  he be t h e  s t r o n g e r  o r  more 
e x p e r t ,  he may knock down h i s  second adversa ry ,  a l s o  t h e  
t h i r d  o r  perhaps a  f o u r t h  before  hc i s  thrown, when he 
r e t i r e s  and l e a v e s  the  f i e l d  t o  h i s  conqueror,  who i n  
t u r n  w i l l  cont inue t o  throw a s  many a s  he can,  one a f t e r  
the  o t h e r ,  u n t i l  he ,  too ,  perhaps from exhaust ion,  i s  
obl iged t o  g ive  way t o  a  f r e s h e r  o r  more vigorous 
opponent. The combatants r i s e  i n  g rada t ion  u n t i l  a l l  t h e  
men have had t h e i r  t u r n ,  and one, t h e  l a s t ,  remains a lone  
on the  ground with  t h e  honor of be ing  t h e  b e s t  w r e s t l e r  
of t h e  t r i b e .  Afterwards two l i t t l e  g i r l s  begin i n  t h e i r  
t u r n  and so on u n t i l  a l l  t h e  women have been thrown, 
except  one who remains t o  c la im the  approbat ion of h e r  
male f r i e n d s .  

Tug-of-war games of two v a r i e t i e s  were played. I n  one 

s t y l e  two l i n e s  of men o r  boys faced each o t h e r .  The f i r s t  

p a i r  would each grasp  one end of a s t i c k  approximately the  

l e n g t h  of two f i s t s ,  I f  a  p a r t i c i p a n t  was success fu l  i n  

p u l l i n g  the  s t i c k  t o  h i s  s i d e ,  he accep ts  a  chal lenge from the  

o t h e r  s i d e ,  The game con t inues  u n t i l  one s i d e  has exhausted 

a l l  of i ts p l a y e r s  i n  cha l lenges .  Another type of tug-of-war 

was played between the  sexes .  Two s t a k e s  a r e  d r iven  i n t o  t h e  

ground a  few f e e t  a p a r t  and a l e n g t h  of moose s k i n  rope 

(babische)  is  marked i n  t h e  n i d d l e .  Men and women grab 

opposi te  ends of t h e  rope with  the  marker h a l f  way between 

the  s t a k e s .  The o b j e c t  was t o  p u l l  t h e  marker p a s t  t h e  s t a k e .  

The women would occass iona l ly  win. 

Boys played a  game i n  which one of them would d rag  a  

p iece  of moose o r  ca r ibou  h ide  s i x  inches  wide and two and 

one h a l f  f e e t  long  between p a r a l l e l  l i n e s  of c h a l l e n g e r s  wi th  



pointed s t i c k s  t h a t  resembled spears .  The spear  throwers 

would a t t empt  t o  p i n  the  hide t o  t h e  ground1 i f  the  boy pu l l ing  

t h e  s k i n  g o t  away he was considered very smart .  

The snow-stake game was played by boys i n  the  win te r .  

A sharp s t a k e  about  t h r e e  f e e t  long and t h r e e  q u a r t e r s  of an 

inch i n  diameter w s s  shoved i n t o  a snowbank with the  pointed 

end extended outward a t  an ang le .  The p l a y e r  vrould use a 

c l u b  somewhat l i k e  a baseba l l  b a t  t o  d r i v e  t h e  s t a k e  a s  f a r  

through t h e  a i r  a s  poss ib le .  

The Kutchin played a game s i m i l a r  t o  hockey i n  the  

win te r  on a c l e a r  s t r e t c h  of i c e .  Goals were s i x  t o  e i g h t  

f e e t  a p a r t ,  t h e  puck was made of a two inch segment from a 

spruce po le ,  and t h e  s t i c k s  were cane shaped with  t h e  h i t t i n g  

a r e a  about  e i g h t  inches  long.  The game had an i n t e r e s t i n g  

v a r i a t i o n  from hockey i n  t h a t  i f  the  person making the  goal 

could fol low the  puck through t h e  s t a k e s ,  he could continue 

t o  d r i v e  t h e  puck away from the  opponents goa l .  I f  he was no t  

caught ,  t h e  game was over  and h i s  team won. 

The bouncing game was apparen t ly  a f a v o r i t e .  Pour 

spru.ce t r e e s  forming a square t e n  f e e t  on a s i d e  were se lec ted  

and s t r i p p e d  of branches.  A patch of moose o r  ca r ibou  hide 

one t o  two f e e t  i n  diameter was suspended i n  the  middle of 

t h e  square by f a s t e n i n g  babische l i n e s  d iagona l ly  t o  the  t r e e s .  

A nan then  jumped onto the  patch of h i d e  and jumped f o r  a s  

long a s  he could s t a y  on. Some performers were claimed t o  be 

e x c e l l e n t  and a b l e  t o  t u r n  around while  jumping. The he igh t  

of the  patch of h ide  var ied ,  but H a r d i s t y ' s  (1867) suggest ion 



of twenty f e e t  seems a b i t  of an exaggerat ion (Osgood, 1936) .  

A kick ing  game s i m i l a r  t o  soccer  was played with  a 

moose-hide b a l l .  Four p ieces  of hide were sewn t o g e t h e r  

except  f o r  a small  opening and then  turned i n s i d e  ou t  and 

f i l l e d  with moose h a i r  and sewn t h e  r e s t  of the  way on the  

o u t s i d e ,  A player  could pick the b a l l  up t o  kick i t ,  b u t  could 

n o t  run with t h e  b a l l .  

The hoop and pole game was played by the  c h i l d r e n .  The 

o b j e c t  was t o  success fu l ly  throw a spear  l i k e  pole  through a 

hoop t h a t  was r o l l e d  p a s t  a l i n e  of p a r t i c i p a n t s 1  the  boy with  

most success fu l  throws won t h e  game. I n  another  game, a 

b a l l - l i k e  frame was fashioned from willow branches and tossed 

i n t o  a stream. Chi ldren would a t tempt  t o  r e t r i e v e  the  b a l l  

wi th  a p iece  of babische fas tened  t o  a pole  with a p iece  of 

angled bone a t  t h e  end of t h e  s t r i n g .  

The h i p  bone of the  beaver  is paddle shaped with  a ho le  

i n  t h e  c e n t e r .  A game was played by t y i n g  a smal le r  bone t o  

t h e  h i p  bone with babische and f l i p p i n g  t h e  smal le r  bone i n  

t h e  a i r  and a t t empt ing  t o  b r i n g  it down through the  ho le .  

Hunting La-CP~ Game 

Although the  Kutchin made use o f  n e a r l y  every e d i b l e  

p l a n t  and animal i n  t h e i r  t e r r i t o r y ,  the  most important  

element i n  t h e i r  subs i s lance  way of l i f e  was e i t h e r  t h e  

ca r ibou  o r  t h e  moose, depending upon t h e  l o c a t i o n  of t h e  

p a r t i c u l a r  band. The o t h e r  l a r g e  game hunted was t h e  bear ,  

which while n o t  n e a r l y  so  important  w a s  hunted i n  time of 



s c a r c i t y  of moose o r  ca r ibou .  

Caribou hunt ing was a  community p r o j e c t  and took much 

prepara t ion .  A car ibou  surround was cons t ruc ted  and 

remained more o r  l e s s  a  permanent s t r u c t u r e ,  used f o r  several  

years. The surround was c i r c u l a r i  pos t s  were s e t  up a t  a 

h e i g h t  of about four  f e e t  and po les  and brush s e t  upon them. 

Narrow openings between these s t r u c t u r e s  were s e t  with snares  

t o  cap ture  escaping ca r ibou ,  The opening of the  surround has 

l e a d i n g  from it i n  p r o j e c t i n g  l i n e s  l i k e  a  funne l ,  a  l i n e  of 

p o s t s  about s i x  f e e t  i n  he igh t  with moss hung on them t o  

r e p r e s e n t  men (See Figure 2 ) .  Some of these  surrounds were 

so  l a r g e  t h a t  t h e  diameter  of the i n s i d e  might be a  mile o r  a  

mile  and a  h a l f .  (Osgood, 1936). A l a r g e  group of Indians  

would d r ive  the  ca r ibou  i n t o  t h e  surround: they would e i t h e r  

be snared o r  s h o t  wi th  bow and arrow a s  they doubled back t o  

t h e  opening. Caribou were k i l l e d  whenever they were a v a i l a b l e ,  

b u t  were most p r ized  i n  August and September, when t h e i r  sk ins  

were i n  prime condi t ion .  

I n  a r e a s  where ca r ibou  were n o t  p l e n t i f u l ,  moose was 

t h e  most important  game f o r  the  Kutchin. Moose do n o t  t r a v e l  

i n  g r e a t  he rds  a s  do ca r ibou ,  and hunt ing them was done 

i n d i v i d u a l l y  o r  i n  smal l  groups. A g r e a t  d e a l  o f  knowledge 

must be accumulated before  a  man can s u c c e s s f u l l y  hunt  moose: 

they a r e  i n t e l l i g e n t ,  and have a  g r e a t  amount of t e r r i t o r y  i n  

which t o  h ide  when they f e e l  t h e  presence of a  hun te r  

(Nelson, 1973). 

Moose a r e  found almost anywhere throughout most of the  



Figure 2 

A Caribou Surround 



low l y i n g  country of the  Kutchin,  b u t  they were usua l ly  

hunted c l o s e  t o  the  r i v e r s .  There were two reasons  f o r  t h i s ;  

moose congregate  around the  r i v e r s  dur ing  f a l l  r u t  (mid- 

September t o  mid-October) , and moose were very d i f f i c u l t  t o  

t r a n s p o r t  a f t e r  being k i l l e d ,  and the  r i v e r  was the  b e s t  way 

of g e t t i n g  the  meat back t o  camp. It  i s  d u r i n g  f a l l  r u t  t h a t  

moose a r e  e a s i e s t  t o  k i l l ,  and t h i s  was when the  g r e a t e s t  

e f f o r t  was pu t  f o r t h  i n  the  hun t .  Th i s  is the  breeding time 

f o r  moose! they congregate  a long willow pa tches  on the  banks 

of r i v e r s  where food is  p l e n t i f u l  f o r  the  inc reased  

c o n c e n t r a t i o n  of the  h e r d .  Adult males a r e  extremely 

aggress ive  and the  Ind ians  used two methods t o  a t t r a c t  them. 

The v e l v e t  is coming o f f  of the  r a c k s  of the  males, and they 

v igorous ly  rake t h e i r  r a c k s  i n  bushes t o  r i d  themselves of the  

l o o s e  v e l v e t .  The I n d i a n s  used a d r i e d  scapu la  from the  female 

moose and raked t h i s  i n t o  t h e  bushes when they came upon some 

s i g n s  of moose, b u t  had n o t  a c t u a l l y  seen any. If a  male was 

nearby,  he would charge the  sound, t h i n k i n g  it t o  be another  

male. Also dur ing  t h i s  breeding season,  t h e  Kutchin would 

i m i t a t e  the  low-pitched mating c a l l  of the  female.  The 

aggress ive  male would come running t o  a d i f f e r e n t  f a t e  than 

he expected. 

During t h e  f a l l  hun t ,  while the  r i v e r s  were s t i l l  open, 

t h e  Kutchin used the  h i d e  of the  moose t o  f a b r i c a t e  a 

temporary boa t  t o  t r a n s p o r t  the  meat back t o  camp, Hides  a r e  

sewn toge ther  wi th  sinew around a spruce frame, wi th  t h e  h a i r  

toward t h e  i n s i d e ,  and t h e  seams a r e  s e a l e d  with  p i t c h .  Some 



of these  b o a t s  could f l o a t  t h r e e  of four  tons  of  meat. When 

the  t r a n s p o r t  was completed, the  s k i n s  a r e  c u t  up t o  

manufacture babische (Mason, 1924).  

Winter huncing of moose was much more d i f f i c u l t ,  and 

s u b j e c t  t o  chance. Af te r  f a l l  r u t ,  the  moose s c a t t e r  and a r e  

very d i f f i c u l t  t o  t r a c k ,  k i l l ,  and t r a n s p o r t .  I n  cold 

weather,  the  snow is dry and the  noise  c a r r i e s  too wel l  f o r  

a  hun te r  t o  g e t  very c l o s e  t o  the  animal.  When it is cold 

(-20' and c o l d e r ) ,  i t  is  usua l ly  very calm, and very l i t t l e  

hun t ing  was a t tempted.  The b e s t  time t o  hunt  i n  the  win te r  

was when it warmed up and the  wind picked up1 then the  snow 

d i d  n o t  make such a  r a c k e t ,  and t h e  wind would drown o u t  the  

no i se  of t h e  t r a c k e r  (Nelson, 1975).  One important t a c t i c  

of win te r  hunt ing was semi-c i rcu la r  t r a c k i n g  (See Figure  3 ) .  

Moose were known t o  occas iona l ly  double back down wind of 

t h e i r  t r a i l  a f t e r  feeding,  t o  be a b l e  t o  hear  somebody o r  

something fo l lowing  t h e i r  t r a i l .  The Ind ian ,  upon f i n d i n g  

moose t r a c k s ,  would t r a c k  t h e  animal by making looping 

movement dormwind o f  the  t r a i l  u n t i l  he l o s t  the  t r a i l .  Then, 

he would make smal le r  loops  back toward t h e  t r a i l  u n t i l  he 

came upon t h e  r e s t i n g  moose. 

An example of the  d i f f e r e n c e  between shoot ing a  moose 

and hunt ing one, and of t h e  knowledge needed t o  be known a s  

a  hun te r  is  c i t e d  by Nelson (1973): 

About a mile  o r  two up the  Salmon River  we spo t ted  two 
moose feed ing  i n  t h e  willows, Though we saw them wel l  
be fore  they seemed t o  d e t e c t  u s ,  Robert  su rpr i sed  me by 
heading r i g h t  toward them with t h e  b o a t ,  They soon looked 
up and s t a r t e d  t o  run.  Herber t  s t a r t e d  shoot ing r i g h t  



Figure 3 

Diagram o f  Semicircular Hunting for  Moose 



then ,  b u t  a l l  of h i s  s h o t s  missed and the  animals 
vanished. 

When th. moose r a n ,  the  boa t  was immediately taken t o  
shore .  Herber t  r an  t o  where the  moose had been s tand ing  
and quickly examined t h e i r  t r a c k s .  He followed a t r a c k  
i n t o  the  b i r c h  woods behind the  willows, b u t  saw no 
moose. He then backtracked almost t o  the  p lace  where 
they were o r i g i n a l l y  seen .  As he stood t h e r e  looking 
a t  t h e  t r a c k s ,  he heard a  moose c a l l i n g  s o f t l y  from where 
they were f i r s t  s p o t t e d .  He looked up and smiled,  then 
ha l f - ran  very q u i e t l y  toward the  low sound. There among 
the  willows stood a  cow moose, e a r s  up, s t a r i n g  a t  him. 
He leve led  and s h o t  h e r  i n  t h e  c h e s t .  J u s t  then he saw 
a young b u l l  moose beyonc the  dying cow. He r a n  up a  
few yards  p a s t  h e r ,  mimicked the  cow's c a l l  t o  g e t  t h e  
b u l l ' s  a t t e n t i o n ,  and k i l l e d  him with one s h o t  from t e n  
y a r d s .  

Herber t  s a i d  l a t e r  t h a t  when moose s e p a r a t e  they o f t e n  
r e t u r n  t o  meet a t  the  place where they were Las t  toge ther .  
The cow and b u l l  had c i r c l e d  t o  wi th in  t h i r t y  y a r d s  of 
him i n  l e s s  than a  minute 's  time without  making a  aound 
u n t i l  the  cow's c a l l i n g  gave them away. 

This  account i l l u s t r a t e s  the  kind of knowledge, a l e r t n e s s ,  
and a b i l i t y  t o  make quick p r e d i c t i o n s  which c h a r a c t e r i z e  

. a good hunte r .  Animals o f t e n  have s t y l i z e d ,  h igh ly  
. p r e d i c t a b l e  behavior p a t t e r n s  which h u n t e r s  Saarn from 

t r a d i t i o n  and exper ience.  Once t h e  animal is  l o c a t e d ,  a  
thorough understanding of i t s  l i m i t e d  behav iora l  
r e p e r t o r y  can make a  k i l l  almost i n e v i t a b l e  i f  t h e  hun te r  
knows the c o r r e c t  responses .  Th is  kind of behav iora l  
i n t e r a c t i o n ,  whereby t h e  man c a p i t a l i z e d  upon p r e d i c t a b l e  
a c t i v i t i e s  o r  r e a c t i o n s  of game s p e c i e s ,  is the  key f a c t o r  
i n  human predat ion.  

I n  a b o r i g i n a l  t imes, s n a r e s  were perhaps the  most 

important  method of k i l l i n g  animals ,  and they were important  

i n  the  t a k i n g  of moose. Heavy babiche was used, and fas tened  

t o  a  loose  toggle  t o  l e s s e n  t h e  chance of t h e  moose b u s t i n g  

f r e e  from t h e  snare .  A loop approximately four  f e e t  i n  

diameter was fashioned with  a running noose t h a t  would t i g h t e n  

when p u l l e d ,  and n o t  loosen when given s l a c k ,  was s e t  about  

t h r e e  f e e t  from t h e  ground. Of course ,  t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of 



hunt ing with snare  depended completely upon the knowledge of 

t h e  t r a p p e r ,  and t h e  l o c a t i o n  i n  which he placed the  snare .  

The Indian knew the  country wel l ,  and placed the snare  i n  

t r a i l s  where moose were known t o  congregate year  a f t e r  year ,  

o r  i n  a place where t h e r e  were f r e s h  s i g n s ,  Poles  and brush 

were s e t  l e a d i n g  t o  and camouflaging t h e  snare  s e t ,  so t h a t  

t h e  moose would move toward t h e  snare  opening. I f  the  moose 

was snared dur ing  the  winter  and f r e e z e s  before  being 

discovered,  the  Indian was faced with a  considerable  t ask  i n  

bu tcher ing  and t r a n s p o r t i n g  the  animal.  Before c o n t a c t  with 

t h e  white man and t h e  in t roduc t ion  of t h e  c ross -cu t  saw, t h i s  

must have been a  near ly  impossible t a s k ,  

When a  moose was ::illed dur ing  the  win te r ,  and i t  was 

n o t  poss ib le  t o  move t h e  meat back t o  camp immediately, the 

meat was cached. There were s e v e r a l  ways of caching the  meat, 

depending upon the  time a v a i l a b l e ,  and t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

wolves, b e a r s ,  ravens,  and jays r u i n i n g  t h e  meat. The meat 

was c u t  i n t o  small  p i e c e s  and allowed t o  f r e e z e ,  so t h a t  i t  

could be s t o r e d  o r  moved without  f r e e z i n g  i n t o  a  s o l i d  mass 

(Nelson, 1973). It was then bur ied  i n  t h e  snow and marked so 

a s  t o  be a b l e  t o  be found upon r e t u r n .  If a more e labora te  

cache was d e s i r e d ,  t h e  Kutchin s e l e c t e d  t h r e e  o r  f o u r  spruce 

c l o s e  t o g e t h e r ,  s t r i p p e d  o f f  t h e  branches and bark ( t o  keep 

scavengers  away), and b u i l t  a pla t form high between t h e  t r e e s .  

The meat was then  s tacked on the  pla t form and covered with 

t h e  h i d e s .  This  was time consuming, b u t  o f f e r e d  the  b e s t  



p r o t e c t i o n  a g a i n s t  scavengers.  

Black bear  were most o f t e n  hunted i n  dens.  The Kutchin 

would be on the  lookout i n  the  f a l l  f o r  dens,  and would check 

dur ing  the  win te r  t o  see  i f  they were occupied (Nelson, 1973).  

Black b e a r s  l i k e  t o  make t h e i r  dens i n  the  h o l e s  l e f t  when the  

wind t u r n s  over  a spruce t r e e ,  o r  i n  t h e  s o f t  c u t  banks a long 

a r i v e r .  They l i n e  t h e i r  dens with  moss, and plug the  

opening when going i n t o  h iberna t ion .  A smal l  hole  usua l ly  

remains a t  the  t o p  of t h e  den, and dur ing  t h e  win te r  a f r o s t  

w i l l  cover t h e  hole  due t o  condensation of the  b e a r ' s  b r e a t h  

(Nelson, 1973). When a black bear  was i n  h iberna t ion ,  t h e  

Ind ian  would f i r s t  g e t  a long curved s t i c k  and f e e l  f o r  the  

bear  through t h e  ho le  a t  the  t o p  of t h e  den. When t h e  

awakened bear  came l a z i l y  o u t  of h i s  den, i t  would be clubbed 

t o  dea th ,  o r  occass iona l ly  speared.  Gr izz ly  bears  were seldom 

hunted i n  t h e i r  dens ,  a s  they come charging ou t  of the  den i n  

e rage and w i l l  k i l l  anything i n  t h e i r  p a t h .  Kutchin claimed 

t h a t  they d i d  n o t  l i k e  the  t a s t e  of g r i z z l y  bear ;  t h i s  was 

probably a case  of t h e i r  r e s p e c t  f o r  the  g r i z z l y ' s  f e r o c i t y  

more than a case  of s e n s i t i v e  t a s t e  buds. 

Trapping of Small Game 

Small game was a very important  supplement t o  t h e  d i e t  

of the  Kutchin, a s  wel l  a s  providing warm f u r  t o  use i n  l i n i n g  

and decora t ing  t h e i r  c l o t h i n g .  Small game a v a i l a b i l i t y  was 

s u b j e c t  t o  y e a r l y  c y c l e s ,  b u t  the  Kutchin followed the  pa th  

of t h e  moose o r  ca r ibou ,  so they trapped t h e  small  game i n  



whatever c y c l e  they were found. The most important  of the 

small. game wan the  muskrat,  followed by the  a r c t i c  ha re .  

Other important  smal l  game included the  mink, lynx,  marten, 

beaver ,  porcupine,  s q u i r r e l ,  and fox.  

Porc 'p ine  meat was considered d e l i c i o u s ,  and they were 

extreme].. t o  c a t c h ,  being one of tho s lowes t  animals on 

e a r t h .  . f i e i ~  q u i l l s  p r o t e c t  them from many p r e d a t o r s ,  b u t  

man simply c l u b s  them: they do n o t  throw t h e i r  q u i l l s ,  b u t  

swish t h e i r  t a i l s  and the  q u i l l s  s t i c k  i n t o  whatever they 

s t r i k e .  The meat is  prepared by s i n g e i n g  o f f  the  q u i l l s  over 

a f i r e ,  and then b o i l i n g  o r  f r y i n g  the  meat (Mason, 1924).  

The a r c t i c  ha re  w a s  prone t o  run  i n  y e a r l y  c y c l e s ,  and 

i n  abundant y e a r s  was an important  d i e t a r y  supplement. Willow 

groves  a long  t h e  banks of r i v e r s  were i d e a l  p l a c e s  t o  capture  

h a r e s .  F a l l  and e a r l y  w i n t e r ,  before  t h e i r  f u r  had turned 

whi te  was t h e  b e s t  time t o  hunt  ha res t  young boys would o f t e n  

shoot  them with  bow and arrow, However, the  most product ive  

method was the  s n a r e .  Snare  s e t s  were s e t  a long  t r a i l s  l e f t  

by t h e  h a r e s  i n  t h e  snow (See Figure  4 ) .  A curved p iece  of 

spruce was s e t  over  the  t ra i l  a s  a togg le ,  and the  snare  s e t  

a couple  of inches  o f f  t h e  snow. Small branches  were s e t  a long 

e i t h e r  s i d e  of t h e  s e t  t o  prevent  the  ha re  from hopping around 

t h e  s e t  (Nelson, 1973). 

Hares were a l s o  hunted by conduct ing d r i v e s  (Nelson, 

1973). A l i n e  of people ,  s t a y i n g  i n  an even l i n e ,  zig-zagged 

a long  a pa tch  of willow, d r i v i n g  t h e  h a r e s  toward a group of 



Figure 4 

Drawing of  a Snare S e t  for Rabbit 



hunte r s  who would shoo t  them with  b l u n t  end arrows, k i l l i n g  

t h e  h a r e s  by concussi.on. 

S t i l l  ano ther  method of h a r v e s t i n g  h a r e s  invo lves  

c u t t i n g  down a  long l i c e  of willows and Laying the  branches 

i n  a s t r a i g h t  l i n e .  Small openings a r e  made so t h a t  h a r e s  

may c r o s s  from one s i d e  t o  t h e  o t h e r  whi le  feed ing .  A few 

days l a t e r ,  sna re  s e t s  a r e  made i n  these  openings ,  

Other f u r  bea r ing  animals were taken by the  a b o r i g i n a l  

Kutchin,  us ing  much the  same kinds  of s n a r e s  descr ibed above, 

b u t  they were genera l ly  p e r i p h e r a l  t o  t h e  n a t i v e  economy u n t i l  

t h e  a r r i v a l  of the  white f u r  t r a d e r s  (Nelson,  1973).  By using 

the  s t e e l  t r a p s  in t roduced by the  whi te  man, the  Kutchin,  with 

t h e i r  ex tens ive  knowledge of the  a r e a  and t h e  h a b i t s  of the 

animals ,  g r e a t l y  increased t h e i r  h a r v e s t  of  the  muskrat,  

beaver ,  marten, mink, and lynx .  This  was the  beginning of the 

change i n  the  c u l t u r e  of  the  Kutchin, and w i l l  be d i scussed .  - 

i n  g r e a t e r  d e t a i l  i n  Chapter F ive .  

F i s h i n g  

Of a l l  the  food sources  exp lo i t ed  by the  Kutchin i n  the 

P a c i f i c  drainage a r e a  (Yukon River  and i ts t r i b u t a r i e s ) ,  f i s h  

was the  most abundant and t h e  most r e l i a b l e  (Nelson, 1973).  

Salmon, j ackf i sh  ( n o r t h e r n  p i k e ) ,  w h i t e f i s h ,  and s h e e f i s h  were 

abundant,  wi th  the  s e v e r a l  v a r i e t i e s  of salmon be ing  the  most 

important .  S p e c i a l  f i s h  camps were s e t  up dur ing  t h e  summer 

months f o r  t h e  express  purpose of t r a p p i n g  and n e t t i n g  salmon 

dur ing  t h e i r  run from the  s e a  t o  the  upper Yukon and Porcupine 



Rivers  (Osgood, 1 9 3 6 ) .  I t  i s  the  absence of salmon t h a t  

d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  the  Kutchin from the McKenzie River  a r e a  

(Arc t i c  drainage)  and the  Yukon River a r e a  ( P a c i f i c  d r a i n a g e ) .  

The 1i10St important  method of h a r v e s t i n g  f i s h  was the  

use of the  f i s h  t r a p .  These were o f t e n  e l a b o r a t e  and 

d i f f i c u l t  t o  c o n s t r u c t  and mainta int  a community e f f o r t  was 

requ i red  (Osgood, 1 9 3 6 ) .  Dog salmon t r a p s  were b u i l t  on t h e  

Crow River  by the  Kutchin dur ing  the  e a r l y  summer. A V-shaped 

weir  was b u i l t  a c r o s s  the  stream with  the  p o i n t  d i r e c t e d  

upstream. When t h e  salmon came a g a i n s t  t h i s  b a r r i e r ,  they 

swam along the  b a r r i e r  toward e i t h e r  shore  t r y i n g  t3  g e t  

around the  weir .  They came t o  ano ther  fence d i r e c t i n g  them 

i n t o  a %rap.  The t r a p  was cons t ruc ted  of willow and the  

opening was funnel  shaped. A s  the  salmon swam through the  

narrow end of the  opening and i n t o  the t r a p ,  they found 

themselves i n  a confined a r e a :  few salmon e s c a ~ ? d  back o u t  

t h e  narrow opening (See Figure 5 ) .  

Another method of t r app ing  f i s h  was t h e  n e t ,  probably 

used on the  wide Yukon River i n  t h e  Yukon F l a t s ,  where the  

r i v e r  was much too wide t o  b u i l d  t r a p s .  The n e t s  were made 

of babiche,  needed f requen t  d ry ing ,  and d i d  n o t  last  very 

long  (Nelson, 1 9 7 3 ) .  The n e t  was weighted a t  the  bottom and 

f l o a t e d  a t  t h e  top ,  and s taked a t  e i t h e r  end. Fish swimming 

i n t o  the  n e t  would become tangled i n  t h e  n e t t i n g .  These n e t s  

had t o  be checked f r e q u e n t l y  t o  be e f f e c t i v e  o r  f i s h  would 

avoid them. 



Figure 5 

Diagram of a Salmon Trap 



Nets were a l s o  used under t h e  i c e  dur ing  the w i n t e r ,  

and the  process was time consuming and b i t t e r l y  uncomfortable 

(Mason, 1924).  Small h o l e s  were chopped i n  t h e  i c e .  Then a 

block of wood p u l l i n g  a Light  rope of babiche was maneuvered 

from ho le  t o  hole  under the  i c e  by prodding it with a pole .  

The babiche rope was then used t o  p u l l  the  proper ly  weighted 

n e t  under the  i c e  (See Figure 6 ) .  

Ice  f i s h i n g  was a l s o  p rac t i ced  by chopping a small hole  

i n  the  i c e  and j i g g l i n g  the b a i t e d  l i n e  u n t i l  it was s t r u c k  

by a f i s h .  The l i n e  was then wrapped around a s t i c k  t o  b r i n g  

t h e  f i s h  t o  t h e  s u r f a c e  (Nelson, 1973) .  

Snowshoe Makine 

The Kutchin made the f i n e s t  snowshoes i n  the  world. 

Osgood g i v e s  the  fol lowing i n s t r u c t i o n s  f o r  the  cons t ruc t ion  

of snowshoes ( ~ s g o o d ,  1936) ,  

The frame he makes of b i r c h ,  c a r e  be ing  taken t o  f i n d  
wood without  knots  ( I f  b i r c h  cannot be found, then 
willow w i l l  d o ) .  He c u t s  f i v e  p ieces  of t h e  wood f l a t l y  
ova l  except  a t  the  f r o n t  ends which he t r i m s  g radua l ly  
smal le r  f i n a l l y  c u t t i n g  them t o  over lap  f i v e  inches .  The 
a r c  of the  frame he s u p p l i e s  by bending t h e  green wood 
around h i s  i n s t e p ,  t r y l n g  i t  f a s t  when the  curve is  
proper ly  shaped. When the  p i e c e s  have d r i e d ,  the  1;ng 
p a r t s  a r e  lashed toge ther  with babiche a t  the  r e a r  end 
which passes  through two h o l e s  and over t h e  top  of t h e  
frame, t h u s  l eav ing  a smooth sur face  underneath with 
which t o  g l i d e  over the  snow. Three s t r u t s  a r e  f i t t e d  
i n t o  s l o t s  i n  the  o u t s i d e  p i e c e s .  The f i r s t  s p r e ~ d a  the 
frame f i v e  inches  a t  a d i s t a n c e  of t h i r t e e n  inches  from 
t h e  r e a r  end of  t h e  shoe. The second spreads the  frame 
e i g h t  inches ,  twenty-eight inches  from the  end. The 
t h i r d  spreads the  frame nine inches  a t  a d i s tance  of 
f o r t y  inches  from the  end. The wides t  p a r t  of the  shoe 
is  about  halfway from t h e  f r o n t  s t r u t  t o  t h e  t i p  of t h e  
shoe which t u r n s  upward s i x  inches  from the ground. The 



Figure 6 

Cross-Sectional Diagram of 
Netting Fish Under Ice 



o v e r a l l  measurement of these  shoes is f i v e  f e e t .  

The l a c i n g  of the  snowshoe, genera l ly  performed by 
women, is done i n  four  s e c t i o n s  c r e a t e d  by the  s t r u t s .  
A l l  except  t h a t  which suppor t s  t h e  f o o t ,  a r e  done 
e s s e n t i a l l y  i n  t h e  same p a t t e r n  by open-work weaving of 
f i n e  babiche ( s t r e t c h e d ,  semi-tanned s k i n  l i n e )  on a  
framework of loops  made by pass ing  a  babiche l i n e  
through a  s e r i e s  of ho les  about an inch a p a r t  which a r e  
d r i l l e d  V-form on the  i n n e r  face  of the  wood frame, 

There is a  lengthy and d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n  (Osgood, 

1936) given which is  n o t  included here ;  anyone wishing a  

complete d e s c r i p t i o n  of the  l a c i n g  procedure may c o n s u l t  

Cont r ibu t ions  t o  the  Ethnography of the  Kutchin, pages 77-82. 

There was undoubtedly much more t o  t h e  phys ica l  na tu re  

of the  c u l t u r e  of the  Kutchin. C e r t a i n l y  t h e  hunt ing,  t r app ing ,  

and f i s h i n g  techniques  were much more var ied and ex tens ive  

than the  few examples provided i n  t h i s  paper.  However, I 

b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n s  contained here  r e p r e s e n t  a  

s o l i d  and comprehensive p i c t u r e  of the  genera l  types  of 

physical  a c t i v i t y  engaged i n  by these hardy and i n d u s t r i o u s  

people.  E x i s t i n g  f o r  a t  l e a s t  a  thousand y e a r s  i n  t h i s  

h a r s h e s t  of environments, these  were a  vigorous and proud 

people: t h e i r  decendants have a  r i c h  and e x c i t i n g  h e r i t a g e  

upon which t o  look back. The white c u l t u r e  has  completely 

changed t h e i r  l i v e s ,  sometimes t o  t h e  detr iment  of t h e i r  we l l  

being! b u t  they should be aware, and maintain  a  p o s i t i v e  

image, of the  h e r i t a g e  of t h e i r  n a t i v e  c u l t u r e .  



CHAPTER V 

CHANCES I N  THE PHYSICAL ACTIVITY OF 
THE KUTCHIN I N  THE POST-CONTACT ERA 

The Kutchin accepted the  c u l t u r e  of the  white man 

wi thou t  bloodshedl i n  f a c t ,  they accepted it eager ly !  a f t e r  

only  one hundred and f o r t y  y e a r s  a f t e r  the  es tab l i shment  of 

F o r t  Yukon, the  a b o r i g i n a l  c u l t u r e  has  completely disappeared.  

People today t a l k  of the  p a s t  a s  t h e  "bad t imes" ,  and a s  

something t o  be f o r g o t t e n .  I n  one sense ,  t h i s  was a hea l thy  

a t t i t u d e !  the  Kutchin saw the  obvious advantages the  m a t e r i a l  

c u l t u r e  of the  whi te  man could o f f e r ,  and eager ly  accepted 

the  change. I n  ano ther  sense ,  c e r t a i n  a s p e c t s  of the  change 

were detrimental .  t o  the  Kutchin.  

The f i r s t  changes came about wi th  t h e  es tab l i shment  of 

the  f u r  t r a d i n g  p o s t s  such a s  F o r t  McPhereson and F o r t  Yukon. 

The Kutchin gave up t h e i r  nomadic l i f e  t o  l i v e  i n  v i l l a g e s  

and t r a p  f u r  dur ing  the  w i n t e r .  A s  t h e  y e a r s  passed,  the  men 

ha ted  t o  be away from t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ,  and t h e  t r a p  l i n e s  came 

c l o s e r  t o  the  v i l l a g e s ,  and the  time t end ing  the  l i n e s  became 

s h o r t e r  (Nelson, 1973). They became dependent upon t h e  

m a t e r i a l  goods of the  whi te  man. With the  d e c l i n e  of f u r  

p r i c e s ,  t h e  I n d i a n s  found themselves unwi l l ing  t o  r e t u r n  t o  

the  hard ways of  t h e  p a s t  and unable t o  pay f o r  the  s t y l e  of 

l i f e  t o  which they had grown accustomed (Mott,  1 9 6 7 ) .  

The es tab l i shment  of schoo ls  f o r  t h e  c h i l d r e n  had an 
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even more d e v a s t a t i n g  e f f e c t  upon the  Kutchin n a t i v e  c u l t u r e ,  

Winter hunt ing and t r a p p i n g  techniques  were e s s e n t i a l  t o  the  

body of knowledge t h a t  the  Kutchin must have t o  fo l low h i s  

way of l i f e .  However, the  schools  were s e t  up fo l lowing  the  

p a t t e r n  c f  the  white man, America developed a s  an a g r a r i a n  

economy i n i t i a l l y ,  and the  s p r i n g  and summer the  c h i l d r e n  

worked on the  farm, and i n  the  autumn and w i n t e r  they went t o  

school1 t h i s  is  e x a c t l y  the  reverse  of the  Kutchin c u l t u r e .  

Nelson (1973) quo tes  Hudson Stuck,  an Alaskan miss ionary,  

speaking around the  t u r n  of the  cen tu ry t  

To keep a  school i n  s e s s i o n  when the  populat ion of a  
v i l l a g e  is gone on i ts necessary occas ions  of hun t ing  o r  
t r app ing ,  and t o  have the  annual r e c e s s  when t h e  popu la t ion  
is  re tu rned  aga in ,  is fol ly . . .Moreover ,  i t  is f o l l y  t o  
f a i l  t o  recognize  t h a t  the  a p p r e n t i c e s h i p  of  an I n d i a n  
boy t o  the  a r t s  by which he must make a  l i v i n g ,  t h e  arts 
of hunt ing and t rapp ing ,  is  more important  than  schoo l ing ,  
however important  t h e  l a t t e r  may be,  and t h a t  any t a l k . . .  
of a  compulsory educat ion l a w  which s h a l l  compel such 
boys t o  be i n  school a t  t imes when they should be o f f  i n  
t h e  wi lds  wi th  t h e i r  p a r e n t s ,  is worse than  mere f o l l y ,  
and would, i f  c a r r i e d  o u t ,  be a f a t a l  b lunder .  I f  such 
boys grow up incompetent t o  make a  l i v i n g  o u t  of t h e  
surrounding wi lde rness ,  whence s h a l l  t h e i r  l i v i n g  come? 

The n e x t  s t e p  would be t h e  i s s u i n g  of r a t i o n s ,  and t h a t  
would mean t h e  u l t i m a t e  degrada t ion  and e x t i n c t i o n  of t h e  
n a t i v e s .  . .is t h e  w r i t e r  pe rverse  and barbarous  and 
u n c i v i l i z e d  i f  he avow h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  a  r a c e  of ha rdy ,  
peacefu l ,  independent,  s e l f - s u p p o r t i n g  i l l i t e r a t e s  is of 
more value and worthy of  r.iore r e s p e c t  than a r a c e  of 
l i t e r a t e  paupers? (S tuck ,  1925, p.356) 

O f  course ,  S t u c k ' s  words were ignored,  the  compulsory 

educa t ion  a c t  was passed,  t h e  school  y e a r  c o n f l i c t e d  with  t h e  

n a t i v e  hun t ing  and t rapp ing ,  and S t u c k ' s  p r e d i c t i o n  came t r u e .  

Nelson (1973) says8 

Welfare h a s  been perhaps t h e  g r e a t e s t  in f luence  i n  t a k i n g  



t h e  people away from the  l a n d ,  because it i s  des t roy ing  
t h e i r  i n i t i a t i v e  t o  pursue any kind of  p ~ ~ o d u c t i v e  
endeavor,  The Ind ians  who con t inue  t o  work a r e  f r u s t r a t e d  
when they see  o t h e r s  being paid  t o  do nothing!  

" I  g o t  a job here  i n  t h e  v i l l a g e ,  b u t  i t  hardly  g e t s  me 
enough t o  feed my family  good. Why should I work l i k e  
h e l l  on t h a t  job when the  o t h e r  guys g e t  more every 
month f o r  j u s t  s i t t i n g  around doing no th ing .  That d o n ' t  
seem r i g h t  t o  me. I ' l l  be darned i f  I ' m  going t o  work 
when i t ' s  l i k e  t h a t 1  so I might a s  we l l  g e t  t h a t  we l fa re ,  
t o o ,  i n s t e a d  of working. 

Although t h e .  . .people  a r e  q u i t e  w i l l i n g  t o  accep t  welfare ,  
they a r e  d i s t r e s s e d  by i ts e f f e c t s .  They see  themselves 
becoming l a z y ,  u s e l e s s ,  and s p o i l e d .  The i r  l i v e s  have 
become a meaningless r o u t i n e  of  s i t t i n g  around watching 
the  seasons  pass ,  wa i t ing  f o r  a new wel fa re  program t h a t  
w i l l  "help" them more. 

Th i s  c h a p t e r  does n o t  concern t h e  changes i n  the  s o c i a l  

s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  Kutchin,  b u t  r a t h e r  t h e  changes t h a t  have 

t aken  p l a c e  i n  the  games of t h e  ado lescen t s ,  and i n  the  hunting, 

t r a p p i n g ,  and f i s h i n g  a c t i v i t i e s ,  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  they nre 

s t i l l  p r a c t i c e d  today.  

Games -- 
I n  two y e a r s  l i v i n g  i n  F o r t  Yukon, I have seen none of 

t h e  games played t h a t  have been desc r ibed  i n  t h i s  paper.  The 

games of t h e  whi te  c u l t u r e  have complete ly  supplanted those 

of t h e  n a t i v e  c u l t u r e .  A few y e a r s  ago the  most popular game 

was s o f t b a l l ,  and the  youths  played it long  hours  dur ing  the  

p e r p e t u a l  d a y l i g h t  of summer. A few y e a r s  ago a community 

c e n t e r  was b u i l t  i n  Fort; Yukon, complete wi th  a gymnasium. 

The phys ica l  educa t ion  program is  much l i k e  any such program 

i n  the  lower s t a t e s .  But t h e  game of b a s k e t b a l l  is the  

consuming i n t e r e s t  of t h e  young people today;  they play it 



year  around whenever enough people can be found t o  make up a  

game. Girls play wel l ,  and o f t e n  join  i n  the  game with t h e  

boys, a sk ing  and g i v i n g  no q u a r t e r .  

A t  t he  end of the  long win te r ,  wi th  the  coming of long  

d a y l i g h t  hours ,  warmer temperatures,  b u t  before  t h e  snow is 

gone, t h e r e  a r e  f e s t i v a l s  held i n  a l l  of the  v i l l a g e s .  These 

f e s t i v a l s  a r e  c a l l e d  ' s p r i n g  c a r n i v a l " ,  and t h e r e  is much 

physical  a c t i v i t y  enjoyed by people of a l l  ages .  Although a l l  

the  a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  outdoors ,  t h e  in f luence  of the  whi te  

c u l t u r e  i s  obvious,  wi th  the  except ion of snow shoe r a c i n g .  

Snow mobile r a c i n g  is  the  most important  a c t i v i t y  . The 

men compete over a  f i f t y  o r  s i x t y  mile course  once each day 

f o r  two days,  t o t a l  e lapsed time, f o r  cash p r i z e s  and t r o p h i e s .  

Dog s l e d  r a c i n g  i s  s e t  up on a  s h o r t e r  course  with  t h e  same 

format a s  the  snow mobile r a c e s ,  with d i v i s i o n s  f o r  men, women, 

and chichackos (greenhorns) .  There a r e  f i r e  bu i ld ing- tea  

making c o n t e s t s  and muskrat skinning c o n t e s t s  f o r  women, c r o s s  

country s k i  r a c e s  f o r  c h i l d r e n ,  and snowshoe r a c i n g  f o r  men. 

There is a l s o  a  c a r n i v a l  "queen" c o n t e s t ,  a  s o r t  of beauty 

pageant f o r  t h e  young g i r l s  i n  the  v i l l a g e .  

Hunting 

Hunting is st i l l  the  most important  method of ob ta in ing  

meat f o r  a small  p e r  c e n t  of t h e  n a t i v e s  r e s i d i n g  i n  For t  Yukon, 

and most probably t h e  percentage i n c r e a s e s  i n  t h e  smal le r  

v i l l a g e s  of t h e  Kutchin. Today, the  gun h a s  completely taken 

over  throughout Kutchin t e r r i t o r y ;  the  n a t i v e s  have had guns 



i n  t h e i r  possession s ince  the  e a r l y  n ine teen th  century.  The 

.22 c a l i b e r  r i f l e  i s  most popular f o r  small  game, the  30.06 

o r  30.30  r i f l e  f o r  b i g  game, and the  1 2  guage shotgun f o r  t h e  

h a r v e s t i n g  of water fowl. The b i r c h  bark canoe was f i r s t  

replaced by canvas,  and then by aluminum1 an important 

a d d i t i o n  t o  t r a v e l  o p t i o n s  is  t h e  l a r g e  f l a t  bottom r i v e r  

b o a t .  These boa t s  a r e  powered by twenty-five t o  t h i r t y - f i v e  

horse  power outboard engines  with l i f t e r s  t o  a i d  t r a v e l  through 

t h e  shallow water .  They range from e igh teen  t o  t h i r t y  f e e t  

i n  l eng th  and f i v e  t o  s i x  f e e t  wide. Fu l ly  loaded they a r e  

capable of t r a n s p o r t i n g  f i v e  butchered moose. 

Some methods of hunt ing a r e  gone: car ibou a r e  s t i l l  

q u i t e  important  t o  t h e  d i e t  of the  Kutchin, b u t  they a r e  no 

longer  hunted i n  surrounds by t h e  whole community. Caribou 

and moose a l i k e  a r e  hunted i n d i v i d u a l l y  o r  i n  small  hunting 

p a r t i e s .  Caribou a r e  hunted dur ing  t h e i r  migrat ion through 

t h e  Kutchin t e r r i t o r y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a s  they s w i m  a c r o s s  the  

r i v e r s .  Moose a r e  hunted mainly i n  t h e  f a l l  from r i v e r  b o a t s ,  

B ig  game is  important ,  b u t  it is  n o t  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  item t o  the  

soc ie ty !  it is  no t  pursued on a  f u l l  time b a s i s  a s  i n  the  p a s t .  

Trapping 

With t h e  es tabl ishment  of the  t r a d i n g  p o s t s ,  t h e  

p r i n c i p l e  a c t i v i t y  of the  Kutchin s h i f t e d  from hunt ing  t o  

t rapp ing .  The valuable  f u r s  of the  marten, lynx,  mink, beaver ,  

wolf ,  and muskrat could be exchanged f o r  cash and t h e  m a t e r i a l  

goads and food a t  the  t r a d i n g  p o s t s .  The b i g g e s t  change i n  



t rapping came with t h e  s t e e l  t r a p !  which replaced t h e  snare  

and the dead f a l l .  Today t rapp ing  i s  done almost exc lus ive ly  

with the  s t e e l  t r a p ,  with t h e  except ion of the  r a b b i t  snare  

used by the  young c h i l d r e n  around the  v i l l a g e .  

F i sh ing  

Even fewer n a t i v e s  f i s h  today than hunt .  Those who do 

use most of the  f i s h  a s  dog food t o  feed  t h e i r  dog teams 

through the win te r .  Harvest ing f i s h  is  much e a s i e r  than i n  

a b o r i g i n a l  t imes.  Cotton and nylon g i l l  n e t s  a r e  long  wearing 

and have completely replaced the  babiche g i l l  n e t .  I n  f a c t  

babiche is  no longer  made. Perhaps t h e  most important  

development i n  f i s h i n g  was t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of the  f i s h  wheel. 

This is a l a r g e  appara tus  with  two baske t  scoops d r iven  by the  

c u r r e n t  t h a t  scoops up the  f i s h  a s  they s w i m  upstream and 

throws them i n t o  a s l u i c e  from where they f a l l  i n t o  a t r a p  

below t h e  water l i n e .  F i sh  camps a r e  s t i l l  i n  evidence today,  

usua l ly  i n  conjunct ion with a f i s h  wheel. Salmon a r e  s t i l l  

c u t  and dr ied  on r a c k s  a s  i n  a b o r i g i n a l  t imes,  b u t  some of the  

f i s h  a r e  now f rozen  f o r  human consumption. 

Most of the  methodology of the  k i l l  i n  hunt ing,  t r app ing ,  

and f i s h i n g  has  changed, and the changes have made the  h a r v e s t  

of the  land much e a s i e r  f o r  the  Kutchin. I t  i s  important t o  

remember, however, t h a t  t h e r e  is a d i f f e r e n c e  between k i l l i n g  

an  animal and hunt ing one. The Kutchin who a c t i v e l y  pursue 

t h e  subs i s tance  l i f e  still  have the wealth of knowledge of t h e  

land and of the  h a b i t s  of t h e  w i l d l i f e  they e x p l o i t .  



Aboriginal  Physical  A c t i v i t y  i n  the  School 

The Kutchin today d i s p l a y  more i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e i r  

c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e  than  the  p a s t  few g e n e r a t i o n s ,  Hippler  ( 1973 )  

s t a t e d  t h a t  f o r  the  Athabaskans t o  make a  success fu l  en t ry  i n t o  

t h e  modern s o c i e t y ,  they must f i r s t  become "more Athabaskan", 

and t h a t  the  nex t  genera t ion  may wel l  show whether they w i l l  

su rv ive  a s  a  people.  

There has  been r e c e n t l y  passed a  f e d e r a l  law 

e s t a b l i s h i n g  the  r i g h t  of s t u d e n t s  t o  be educated i n  t h e i r  

n a t i v e  language, and t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  r e s t s  wi th  the  school 

t o  provide i n s t r u c t i o n  i n  the  n a t i v e  language. Th i s  law i s  

n o t  very important  from a  l i n g u i s t i c  s t a n d p o i n t  among the 

Kutchin i n  t h e  F o r t  Yukon a r e a ,  a s  they a r e  now n a t i v e  speakers  

of  Eng l i sh ,  and Kutchin i s  t augh t  a s  a  second language. 

However, the  b i - l i n g u a l  program is  teach ing  the  n a t i v e  

c h i l d r e n  about  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e  through i n s t r u c t i o n  i n  

t h e  n a t i v e  language, and t h i s  is  an important  s t e p .  

A c t i v i t i e s  i n  the  p a s t  few y e a r s  have included s e t t i n g  

up f i s h  camps i n  the  f a l l ,  and muskrat t r a p p i n g  camps i n  the  

s p r i n g .  These excurs ions  t ake  p lace  away from t h e  v i l l a g e  i n  

t h e  bush. The c h i l d r e n  l e a r n  the  a b o r i g i n a l  c u l t u r e  through 

a c t i v e  pal : t ic ipat ion (a l though us ing  modern f i s h i n g  and 

t r a p p i n g  techniques  mentioned above) .  

Classroom z c t i v i t i e s  inc lude  l e e r n i n g  t h e  n a t i v e  words 

f o r  the  f i s h ,  game, and p l a n t s  t h a t  were so  very important  t o  

t h e  a b o r i g i n a l  n a t i v e  economy. They a l s o  perform such 



a c t i v i t i e s  a s  t ann ing  h i d e s ,  and decora t ing  c l o t h i n g  with  

beadwork (which replaced the  use  of porcupine q u i l l s ) .  They 

make n a t i v e  foot i iear ,  us ing  moose h ide  f o r  t h e  bottoms and 

canvas  f o r  t h e  top and decora te  them i n  the  n a t i v e  s t y l e .  

These types  of  educat ion a r e  reap ing  t h e  b e n e f i t  of  

making the  c h i l d r e n  aware of  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e ,  and 

b u i l d i n g  a  p o s i t i v e  s e l f  image. I t  appears  t h a t  the  Kutchin 

a r e  making a comeback and w i l l  su rv ive  a s  a r a c e .  
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APPENDIX A 



THE C A R I B O U  HUNTERS 

Joe Frase r  and Chandalar So l  were p a r t n e r s  and 

brothers- in- law.  Sol  was a fu l l -b lood  Indian of t h e  t r i b e  of 

the  Chandalar (gens de l a r g e )  . Of a l l  t h e  t r i b e s  of the  

Loucheux t h e  ChandaZars a r e  the  f ines t - look ing ,  t h e  most 

prosperous,  t h e  p l e a s a n t e s t  people ,  and t h e  b e s t  h u n t e r s .  They 

have remained so because, of a l l  t h e  t r i b e s ,  they have come 

l e a s t  i n t o  c o n t a c t  wi th  the  white man and h i s  whisky, and t h e  

f u r - t r a d e r  with h i s  crooked, p a t t y  ways of l i v i n g  on t h e  

uneducated and e a s i l y  cheated savage. 

They l i v e  away i n  t h e  Endico t t  Mountains of Alaska, and 

only once a year  a few men come down t o  exchange wolf and fox  

p e l t s  and car ibou l e a t h e r  f o r  guns, t r a p s ,  t e a ,  sugar ,  and 

tobacco. They come i n t o  the  Ind ian  v i l l a g e  of For t  Yukori 

every November, long-haired,  t a l l  and handsome, with  f l a s h i n g  

dark brown eyes .  When t h e i r  t r a d i n g  is f i n i s h e d ,  they harness  

t h e i r  grey wolf-dogs, and running s w i f t l y  and l i g h t l y ,  they 

disappear  i n t o  t h e  t imber t o  t h e  northward, t i r e d  a l ready  of 

t h e i r  week's ' bus t  i n  c i v i l i z a t i o n ' .  

But S o l  had l e f t  h i s  people of t h e  mountains f o r  the  

more var ied  l i f e  on the  g r e a t  r i v e r  and i ts  o t h e r  t r i b u t a r i e s .  

With Joe,  he had spen t  t h e  summer prospect ing on the  Col leen 

River ,  and t h e  win te r  found them p r a c t i c a l l y  broke, wi th  no 

very immediate prospect  of weal th .  The f u r  had decreased i n  

t h e  l and ,  a s  f u r  w i l l  p e r i o d i c a l l y .  The lynx had migrated 



and disappeared t o  southwud and eastward, the  mink and fox 

were few, and the  p r i c e s  were low. 

" ' T a i n ' t  no damn' good t r a p p i n '  t h i s  w i n t e r , "  Joe said  

one n i g h t ,  s p i t t i n g  thought fu l ly  i n t o  the  ashbox. "There 

a i n ' t  no f u r  i n  these  blamed f l a t s ,  the  l i n k  've b e a t  i t  f o r  

keeps,  we c a n ' t  s e l l  no marten o r  beaver,  an '  I guess  the  mink 

and fox 've j u s t  went and croaked t o  show t h e i r  dog-goned 

independence ! " 

"Trappin'  t h i s  time I t h i n k  jus '  same a s  prospec'!" 

s a i d  the  Ind ian  with a g r i n ,  th ink ing  of the  hardworked and 

unrewarded summer they had j u s t  spen t .  " I  th ink we b e s '  go 

Chandalar.  Lo ts  of v u t s a i "  ( c a r i b o u ) .  "We k i l l  p len ty  an '  

b u i l '  cache. Then we haul  i n  and s e l l  f a t  meat good, hein? 

P len ty  wolf too  t h a t  p lace .  Maybe wolf we k i l l ,  pu t  down 

poison some p lace ;  Chandalar wolf no savvy poison. We d o n ' t  

g e t s  broke t h i s  time!" 

"You s a i d  a mouthful, S o l , "  s a i d  Joe with  a smile .  

"We a i n ' t  gonna g i t  broke t h i s  t ime, even i f  we have t o  c u t  

wood a l l  w i n t e r ,  which I a i n ' t  over  In'  above s tuck  on! I 

guess  you've sure  h i t  it about them mountains. Them 's the  

p lace  f o r  us! " 

The ~ h a n d a l a r ,  whi ther  they proposed t o  go, flows 

south from the  Endico t t  Range, jo ining t h e  Yukon n o r t h  of t h e  

Arc t ic  c i r c l e .  

Leaving F o r t  Yukon a t  t h a t  time of y e a r ,  t h e  p a r t n e r s  

would n o t  see  the  sun again f o r  the  n e x t  f o u r  months, u n l e s s  



they came back sooner ,  f o r  from November t o  February the  sun 

does n o t  show i t s e l f  i n  the  v a l l e y s  of the  E n d i c o t t s .  For 

s i x  hours o r  so every day, u n l e s s  t h e r e  be a snow-storm, a 

man can see t o  t r a v e l ,  The whiteness of the  snow i n c r e a s e s  

the  v i s i b i l i t y ,  and the  eyes g e t  accustomed t o  t h e  darkness .  

With a good moon, t r a v e l l i n g  is  poss ib le  a t  any hour .  

A week l a t e r  they pul led o u t  of F o r t  Yukon, t o  the  

j i n g l i n g  of s l e i g h - b e l l s  and the f l y i n g  of coloured r ibbons  

from the c o l l a r s  of t h e i r  team. A s  they passed through the  

v i l l a g e  t h e  dogs barked and howled, and t h e  women waved t h e i r  

hands from t h e  cab in  doors  and c r i e d ,  "Good-bye, savaie!"  

( swee thear t ) .  

"Good-bye, savaie!" c r i e d  Joe t o  a shape less  squaw of 

some seventy y e a r s .  A l l  the  women laughed, f o r  t h a t  is Ind ian  

humour. But soon they l e f t  the  town, and t h e i r  journey s t a r t e d .  

They were us ing  one s l e d ,  wi th  a t e r n  of s i x ,  t h e i r  load  be ing  

d r i e d  salmon f o r  t h e  dogs, a ham of .:aribou meat, r i c e  and 

hard-tack f o r  themselves, a l s o  t e a ,  tobacco, and t h e i r  r i f l e s ,  

snow-shoes and beds,  wi th  the  l i t t l e  n e c e s s i t i e s  such ;a 

babiche (raw-hide c u t  i n t o  s t r i n g s ) ,  need les  and sinelr,  tanned 

moose s k i n  f o r  patching c l o t h e s  o r  moccasins, 'Native Son' 

matches, spare  snaps f o r  the  harness ,  and th ree  axes ,  a l s o  a 

small  sack of spare  c l o t h e s  f o r  each man. Their  food was 

c a l c u l a t e d  t o  l a s t  a week, wi th  enough t e a  and tobacco f o r  

coming back a s  wel l  a s  going, and f o r  p r e s e n t s  t o  Ind ians  on 

t h e  way. 



The f i r s t  day they covered t h i r t y - f i v e  mi les  and 

reached a small  Ind ian  v i l l a g e  of four  cab ins .  I n  one of these 

they s l e p t ,  a f t e r  g iv ing  t h e i r  dogs a good feed of f i s h ,  The 

owner of t h e  cab in ,  Johnny Porcupine, gave a f e a s t  t o  the few 

men of t h e  v i l l a g e  i n  honour of the  v i s i t o r s .  They a t e ,  s i t t i n g  

cross- legged on the  f l o o r ,  round the  huge po t  of bo i led  

ptarmigan and snowshoe r a b b i t s .  

The t r a v e l l e r s  t o l d  a l l  the  news of For t  Yukon: what 

o l d  people were dead, young people marr ied,  which women had 

borne c h i l d r e n ,  and what a l l  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  men had k i l l e d  

dur ing  t h e  f a l l  hunt ing.  

Johnny Porcupine complained b i t t e r l y  of having t o  wai t  

around t h e  v i l l a g e  i n s t e a d  of going i n t o  t h e  mountains t o  hunt.  

An old man had been dying slowly of consumption. 

"Whatsermatter Robert Choh h e ' s  d o n ' t  d i e  y e t ? "  s a i d  

Johnny. "Three mont' a l l  t h e  time he d i e .  Not dead yet!  %e 

mont' grave I d i g  f o r  bury him. I g o t  t o  w a i t  here  till h e ' s  

d i e .  He 's  t ake  Long t ime."  

A f t e r  t h e  meal Joe t r a n s l a t e d  some l e t t e r s  from a 

S t .  Louis f u r  d e a l e r ,  and the  p a r t n e r s  s t r e t c h e d  t h e i r  beds 

on t h e  bough-strewn f l o o r  and f e l l  i n t o  a dreamless s l e e p .  

They s t a r t e d  before  d a y l i g h t  n e x t  morning, and f o r  s i x  

days t r a v e l l e d  s t e a d i l y  up the  Middle Fork of t h e  Chandalar.  

Towards the  head of t h i s  r i v e r  they expected t o  f i n d  t h e  g r e a t  

he rds  of ca r ibou ,  They would spend a week hunt ing,  bu tcher ing  

the  meat, and 'cacheing'  it from wolverine and b i r d s ,  But 



each day, a s  they t r a v e l l e d  forward, they saw n e i t h e r  t r a c k  

nor s i g n  of the  ca r ibou ,  They took t u r n s  breaking t r a i l ,  the  

o t h e r  man running behind the  s l e d ,  keeping it upr igh t  over 

t h e  rough i c e  and s lop ing  banks. A t  n i g h t  they would bu i ld  a 

'siwash'  camp, digging a b i g  hole i n  the  snow, l i n i n g  i t  with  

green spruce boughs and b u i l d i n g  up a t h r e e - f o o t  wal l  of green 

spruce- t rees  f o r  a wind-break on back and s i d e s .  I n  f r o n t  

they would k ind le  a b i g  f i r e  of dry spruce ,  Every day they 

would run i n t o  'overf lows ' .  These a r e  caused by the  r i v e r  

f r e e z i n g  t o  the  bottom i n  some shallow p lace .  The water ,  

f lowing from above, b u r s t s  t h e  i c e  and f loods  the  sur face  t o  

t h e  depth,  perhaps,  of s e v e r a l  inches .  When they reached 

these Joe would p u l l  on h i s  Esquimau water-boots,  o r  mukluks, 

made from s e a l  and walrus  s k i n ,  and t e s t  t h e  new-frozen i c e .  

I f  he ,  a s  the  heav ie r  man, could c r o s s  s a f e l y ,  S o l  would 

fol low with  the  dogs. I f  n o t ,  they had t o  make a portage 

through t h e  f o r e s t  a long  the bank. Th is  was l o s i n g  time, a s  

genera l ly  the  t imber was t h i c k ,  and they had t o  c u t  a t r a i l  

f o r  the  s l e d .  

To f a l l  through the  i c e  of the  overflow would mean 

discomfort  and danger,  though t h e r e  were only a few inches  of 

water above t h e  s o l i d  i c e .  A manes f e e t  when s a t u r a t e d  t h u s ,  

w i l l  f r e e z e  i n  t h e  Arc t ic  win te r  i n  l e s s  time than he t a k e s  t o  

b u i l d  a f i r e ,  and when a s l e d  goes through, bedss  f i s h ,  food, 

and spare  c l o t h i n g  become s o l i d  cakes  of i c e .  The s l e d  must 

be scraped, a f t e r  g e t t i n g  wet,  f o r  about  two hours  before  it 



w i l l  run .  When dogs g e t  t h e i r  f e e t  wet,  lumps of i c e  form 

between t h e i r  t o e s ,  and they b i t e  these  o u t ,  p u l l i n g  the h a i r  

o u t  with them. Then the snow makes t h e i r  f e e t  s o r e  where the 

h a i r  has been l o s t .  

Each man's bed cons i s ted  of a  b l a n k e t  of r a b b i t  skin  

and t h e  s k i n  of a  bu l l -ca r ibou ,  the  h a i r  l e f t  on, d r i e d  raw, 

On these  l a t t e r  they s l e p t .  The dogs had had a  hard time a l l  

t h e  way up t h e  Middle Pork, and they expected any day t o  h i t  

t h e  ca r ibou ,  so  they had no t  c u t  down the  dog-feed t o  

economize, and on t h e  s i x t h  day it was f i n i s h e d .  Each morning 

and n i g h t ,  while one man b u i l t  o r  broke camp, the  o t h e r  would 

p u t  on h i s  long,  l i g h t  snowshoes and go up the  n e a r e s t  h i l l  t o  

look f o r  s i g n s  o r  s i g h t  of t h e  b e a s t s  which were t o  be t h e i r  

food, wi thout  which they would s t a r v e .  

When the  f i s h  gave o u t  they c u t  up t h e i r  ca r ibou  sk ins  

and b o i l e d  them f o r  the  dogs. They had only one more day ' s  

feed  f o r  themselves,  and next  day they a t e  up the  meagre l i t t l e  

r a t i o n  and punched more h o l e s  i n  t h e i r  b e l t s .  

That n i g h t  t h e  dogs g o t  nothing.  

Next morning they arose and had a  l a r g e  d r i n k  of  t e a  

and a  pipe apiece f o r  b r e a k f a s t .  The dogs had howled a l l  n i g h t ,  

b u t  sympathy had held t h e  men from b e a t i n g  them t o  s i l e n c e ,  

They discussed t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  What should they do next?  They 

would t ake  a t  l e a s t  n ine  o r  t e n  days t o  g e t  i n t o  Johnny's 

v i l l a g e  under p rospec t ive  c o n d i t i o n s ,  wi th  o r  without  k i l l i n g  

t h e i r  ske le tons  of dogs. I f  they cont inued t h e i r  journey i n t o  



the  mountains they would be c e r t a i n  t o  f i n d  the car ibou i n  

timer they could k i l l  t h e i r  dogs a s  a  l a s t  r e s o r t .  

I t  may sound easy and obvious i n  theory ,  b u t  i n  p r a c t i c e  

it comes hard,  i f  you a r e  a  decent ly  human man, t o  k i l l  and 

e a t  a  b e a s t  t h a t  has  s laved and s ta rved  f o r  you and shows he 

knows t h a t  you a r e  about t o  k i l l  him, and why. 

That day they covered t e n  mi les ,  and a t  n i g h t  c u t  t h r e e  

f e e t  from t h e  l e n g t h  of t h e i r  s l e d ,  and bo i led  t h e  moose-skin 

parchment from its s i d e s .  Most of t h i s  they gave t o  the  dogs, 

b u t  they a t e  a  l i t t l e  themselves and kept  some f o r  b r e a k f a s t  

nex t  morning. 

Raw-hide c o n t a i n s  q u i t e  a  l i t t l e  nourishment, and, 

although n o t  an a p p e t i z i n g  f a r e ,  seems good t o  a  hungry p a l a t e .  

Tanned s k i n  is  no use f o r  food, the  g lue  being removed o r  

rendered v a l u e l e s s  by t h a t  process .  

Next n i g h t  they had no th ing  more t o  g ive  t h e  dogs, and 

a l l  they could poss ib ly  spare  f o r  themselves was a  l i t t l e  

babiche,  which they a t e  slowly and methodical ly ,  e x t r a c t i n g  

t h e  maximum enjoyment from each mouthful, f o r  each man knew 

f u l l  we l l ,  though he s a i d  nothing,  t h a t  it 'might be h i s  l a s t  

meal on e a r t h .  

But s t i l l  they t r a v e l l e d  on. Day by day they t o i l e d  

forward, grim and s i l e n t ,  every hour a  week of misery. Every 

day t h e i r  hope grew l e s s  and t h e i r  bodies  weaker. They f e l t  

t h a t  t h e i r  backbones had turned i n t o  j e l l y ,  t h e i r  knees t o  

water ,  t h e i r  heads and f e e t  t o  lumps of l e a d ,  and t h e i r  h i p s  



f e l t  a s  i f  red-hot  sand had been mixed with the  j o i n t s .  

And throughout a l l ,  day and n i g h t ,  working forward or  

crouching over the  f i r e ,  was the  awful hunger f o r  food. 

Sometimes they f e l t  ravening,  looking a t  t h e i r  poor s t a r v i n g  

dogs with  red and longing eyes ,  t r y i n g  n o t  t o  look a t  each 

otl.ler, o r  s i c k ,  f e e l i n g  l i k e  vomiting, o r  e l s e  the  hunger pang 

would t w i s t  and t o r t u r e  them with t h e  shr ink ing  of the  stomach. 

They s t i l l  had t e a ,  b u t  they l e f t  t h e  tobacco a lone .  

Weaker and weaker they go t ,  and a s  they weakened the  

co ld  took g r e a t e r  e f f e c t  on them. They changed t h e i r  d r i l l  

parkees  f o r  c o a t s  of ca r ibou  f u r !  they wore t h e  c o a t s  a t  n i g h t ,  

and still  had t o  keep the  f i r e  burning till morning. They 

t i e d  t h e i r  dogs up a t  n i g h t ,  no longer  f o r  convenience, b u t  

f o r  f e a r .  I n  t h e i r  own misery and agonies ,  they grew c a l l o u s  

o f  t h e  s u f f e r i n g s  of the  poor b e a s t s .  The dogs knew t h a t  there  

was no food and never howled f o r  i t  a f t e r  t h e  men had f i n i s h e d  

t h e i r  l a s t  meal. They d id  t h e i r  poor b e s t  every day, and the 

men looked forward with  h o r r o r  t o  the  time when weakness and 

c o l d  would compel them t o  k i l l  and e a t  t h e i r  poor dumb he lpers .  

Joe  f r o z e  t h r e e  f i n g e r s  of h i s  l e f t  hand down t o  the  

middle j o i n t s ,  and i n  t h e  rack ing  t o r t u r e  of thawing them o u t ,  

coupled with lowered v i t a l i t y  and t h e  misery of t h e i r  p l i g h t ,  

he s a t  down on t h e  load and sobbed l i k e  a  l i t t l e  c h i l d ,  while 

S o l ,  equal ly  wretched, rubbed h i s  f i n g e r s  back t o  l i f e .  

On the f o u r t h  day of s t a r v a t i o n  they came t o  t h e  mouth 

of a  small  c reek  flowing from the  e a s t ,  They turned up t h i s  



and t r a v e l l e d  f o r  two days,  b u t  s t i l l  no s i g n  of ca r ibou .  

They d id  n o t  see  s i g n  even of r a b b i t s ,  porcupines,  o r  

ptarmigan. Not a  l i v i n g  t h i n g  was i n  the  country excep t  

themselves and t h e  f u r r y  ske le tons  t h a t  whined and t o i l e d  i n  

the  harness ,  God seemed t o  be dead i n  the  land and t o  have 

c a s t  a  curse  and a  b l i g h t  upon it. 

The g l o r i o u s  peaks of the  Z n d i c o t t s ,  jagged and s t e e p  

and mantled with  snow, rose  a l l  round them, l i k e  g r e a t ,  

fo rb idd ing  phantoms, ou t  of the  f o r e s t  of spruce which covered 

t h e i r  bases ,  towering above the l i t t l e ,  whi te ,  winding c reek ,  

up which the  s t a r v i n g  t r a v e l l e r s  were t o i l i n g .  The v a l l e y  

was b e a u t i f u l  beyond the  w i l d e s t  dreams of Heaven, and y e t  no 

l i v i n g  c r e a t u r e  remained t o  behold it. 

Every n i g h t ,  when 'they crawled i n t o  t h e i r  s l e e p i n g  robes ,  

each would conf iden t ly  assure  t h e  o t h e r  t h a t  to-morrow they 

would f i n d  the  car ibou,  b u t  Joe would pray i n  h i s  h e a r t  f o r  

s t r e n g t h  t o  c a r r y  him through t h e  o rdea l  of t h e  nex t  day,  

S o l ,  u s u a l l y  econom.ica1 of speech, spoke n o t  a t  a l l ,  

except  t o  express  confidence, f o r  J o e ' s  sake,  b u t  h i s  own 

thoughts  were res igned ly  f a t a l i s t i c ,  according t o  the  na ture  

of h i s  r a c e .  

On t h e  s i x t h  day they crossed the  summit of the  range, 

and s t a r t e d  down t h e  s lope  t o  the  E a s t  Fork o f  the  Chandalar.  

That they found s t r e n g t h ,  i n  t h e i r  h o r r i b l e  weakness and 

emaciation, t o  make t h e  a s c e n t  was miraculous.  When they 

reached the  t imber  a t  t h e  head of a  l i t t l e  c reek ,  and a t  l a s t  



stopped f o r  the  n i g h t ,  they were i n  danger of f a l l i n g  exhausted 

i n  t h e  snow, unable t o  r i s e ,  and f r e e z i n g  t o  death,  l o s i n g  the 

r a c e  i n  the  l a s t  l a p .  They made a  s lovenly l i t t l e  camp and 

f e l l  a s l e e p  almost before  they could g e t  i n t o  t h e i r  robes .  

The i r  spark of l i f e  sank down and down, and would probably 

have gone o u t  i f  a  f a l l  of snow had n o t  given them an e x t r a  

b l a n k e t  and warmed the  spark t o  a c t i o n  aga in .  

A s  So l  was harnessing the  dogs n e x t  morning he c r i e d  

o u t  t o  J o e l  

"Look, Joe! Chahtsul f e e l  good!" 

Indeed, Chahtsul ( l i t t l e  boy) ,  t h e  wise o ld  l e a d e r ,  was 

p u l l i n g  on h i s  cha in  towards the  l e a d  harness ,  waving h i s  

plume t a i l  i n  obvious a n t i c i p a t i o n  of something good. 

"Caribou t h i s  time a l l  r i g h t ! "  So l  s a i d  with  a  

genuine g r i n .  

"Mebbe!" s a i d  Joe ,  p u t t i n g  on h i s  snowshoes. "Liable 

t e r  h i t  'em, b u t  I a i n ' t  f i g g e r ' n '  on n o t h i n ' .  Guess the  

poor o ld  d e v i l ' s  gone d a f f y .  ' T a i n ' t  wunnerfull" He limped 

p a i n f u l l y  down t h e  c reek ,  t h e  white dog fol lowing c l o s e ,  h i s  

t a i l  i n  t h e  a i r  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  time f o r  a  week. 

But Joe had n o t  much hope. He thought they would have 

t o  k i l l  t h e i r  dogs one by one and e a t  them, till they could 

g e t  back t o  F o r t  Yukon. They would be lucky t o  g e t  back even 

a t  t h a t  r a t e .  A s  he walked slowly down through t h e  a l t e r n a t e  

s o f t  snow, hard c r u s t  and g l a r e  i c e  of t h e  rocky c reek ,  Joe 

thought of many t h i n g s .  He thought of h i s  o ld  bed a t  home i n  



Vancouver, and of t h e  k i t c h e n  t a b l e  where he and h i s  b r o t h e r s  

and p a r e n t s  a t e  t h e i r  t h r e e  meals a  day ,  He thought  of the  

good food he had f e l t  d i s i n c l i n e d  t o  e a t  and turned away from. 

He thought of what he would e a t  i f  he were t h e r e  now. Would 

he s t a r t  wi th  beefs teak  p i e  o r  wi th  a  p i e c e  of brown bread ,  

t h i c k l y  bu t t e red?  He would l i k e  t o  be i n  old  Jean  L a t o u r ' s  

road-house i n  F o r t  Yukon, always warm and comfortable ,  food 

always a t  hand, and made doubly p l e a s a n t  by the  whi te-haired 

o l d  French-Canadian, who t r e a t e d  a l l  comers a l i k e  a s  f r i e n d s  

and e q u a l s ,  whether they were c e l e b r a t e d  e x p l o r e r s  r e t u r n i n g  

from Arc t i c  d i s c o v e r i e s  o r  bankrupt miners  begging a c r u s t .  

Joe  remembered how he had abused o l d  Jean f o r  s e r v i n g  

him a  duck and f o r g e t t i n g  t o  t ake  o u t  i t s  e n t r a i l s .  What a  

f o o l  he had been! I f  only he had those  e n t r a i l s  now! He 

thought of h i s  f a t h e r ,  hardy o l d  Sco t ,  and v i s u a l i z e d  him 

c a l l i n g  f o r  h i s  por r idge  i n  t h e  morning. He thought  of h i s  

b r o t h e r s ,  One of them kept  a  r e s t a u r a n t  i n  V i c t o r i a ,  lucky 

dev i l !  He thought of h i s  o l d  mother,  handsome and wise and 

peacefu l ,  l a y i n g  newly baked cakes  and bread on the  t a b l e  b e f o r e  

him. H i s  thoughts  wandered aga in ,  and he saw a  v i s i o n  of 

g l o r i o u s  brown eyes  and h a i r ,  curved r e d  l i p s ,  and...Back t o  

e a r t h  a t  a  shout  from S o l t  

"Joe - ah! Zuk! Zuk v u t s a i !  " 

( 0  Joe! Look! Look a t  t h e  caribou! ")  

On the  s k y l i n e  of a h i l l ,  some f o u r  mi les  away, s tood 

a  band of  ca r ibou ,  looking back. Then they laughed and 



c h a t t e r e d  and sprang forward with  a  l i g h t e r  s t e p ,  f o r  t h e y  had 

found the  ca r ibou ,  found t h e  meat which is  the  f u e l  of l i f e .  

Joe  caught  himself humming 'Annie L a u r i e t ,  and Sol 

shouted from behind1 

"This time no d i e ,  I think! Goddam! P r e t t y  soon one 

H e l l  bel ly-ache!  Belly-ache s h e ' s  bad one, b u t  n o t  so  bad a s  

die!  " 

And Joe  shouted back1 "You b e t  we're jake r i g h t  now! 

Thank God we a i n 2 t  k i l l e d  none of the  dogs!" For he loved h i s  

dogs,  n o t  a s  p e t s ,  b u t  a s  fellow-workers,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  

Chahtsul ,  the  c r a f t y  o l d  l e a d e r .  

But the  dogs were f a r  from dead, and were showing such 

keenness t h a t  t h e  men knew t h a t  they were n e a r  ca r ibou .  Half 

a mile  on, and they came upon the  f r e s h  t r a i l  of some dozen 

b e a s t s .  

They stopped and b u i l t  camp, l a y i n g  t h e  f i r e  wi thout  

l i g h t i n g  i t j  then both men p u t  on t h e i r  b i g  hunt ing snowshoes 

and s t a r t e d  a long the  t r a i l  a f t e r  the  d e e r .  Within h a l f  an 

hour they could see  them, on a  ba re  mountain-side a mile  

f a r t h e r  on. A f t e r  a  c a r e f u l  s t a l k  they g o t  w i t h i n  about  two 

hundred and f i f t y  ya rds .  

The ca r ibou  were pawing a t  the  pocke t s  of s o f t  snow 

between t h e  r i d g e s  t o  g e t  a t  t h e i r  food,  t h e  moss below. 

Joe took s teady  aim from h i s  knees  and brought  down the  

b i g g e s t  b u l l  wi th  a S p i t z e r  b u l l e t  i n  t h e  shoulder .  

A s  t h e  ca r ibou  stood momentarily bewildered a t  the  



co l lapse  of t h e i r  l e a d e r ,  Joe k i l l e d  a  f i n e  bar ren  cow, and 

S o l ,  f i r i n g  about t e n  s h o t s  r a p i d l y ,  a f t e r  the  manner of h i s  

k ind ,  brought down two cows anci a  young b u l l .  

They gral loched the  bar ren  cow, n o t  bo ther ing  t o  s k i n  

h e r ,  and Joe  c u t  o u t  a  shoulder ,  whi le  So l  f i l l e d  h i s  packsack 

with g u t s ,  the  a o r t a  and o t h e r  choice b i t s ,  which the  Ind ian  

l o v e s ,  b u t  which the  white man genera l ly  d e s p i s e s .  

On r e t u r n i n g  t o  camp they a t e  a s  much a s  they cou ld ,  

which was very l i t t l e ,  and drank some t e a .  Joe fed t h e  r e s t  

of the  meat t o  t h e  dogs. Then a f t e r  the  f i r s t  p ipe f o r  a  week, 

he h i t ched  up t h e  team, and with l i g h t  h e a r t  and heavy stomach 

made h i s  way t o  where t h e  dead ca r ibou  l a y ,  and turned t h e  

dogs loose on t o  t h e  body of the  b i g  b u l l .  

They hauled i n  t h e  bodies  of t h e  ca r ibou ,  and, a f t e r  

t ak ing  o u t  the  t i t b i t s  f o r  themselves and t h e  b e s t  meat from 

the  t e n d e r l o i n s  and shoulders ,  they gave each dog h a l f  a  b e a s t  

where he was t i e d .  

For t h r e e  days they s tayed t h e r e  and b u i l t  up t h e i r  

s t r e n g t h .  A t  f i r s t  they a t e  l i t t l e  a t  a  time and very o f t e n .  

The dogs j u s t  l a y  i n  t h e i r  h o l e s  i n  the  snow, gorging and 

s l e e p i n g  a l t e r n a t e l y .  The men cooked and smoked and a t e .  They 

had r o a s t  and b o i l e d ,  f r i e d  and j u s t  warmed ( I n d i a n  f a s h i o n ) .  

They discussed with  p leasure  the  comparative m e r i t s  of tongues 

and h e a r t s ,  kidneys and b r a i n s ,  t e n d e r l o i n s  and shoulder  meat, 

young b u l l 5  and o l d  cows. 

So l  f e a s t e d  on g u t s ,  lungs,  t a l low,  n o s t r i l s ,  and those 



t h i n g s  which the  n a t i v e s  cons ide r  d e l i c a c i e s .  He imagined he  

a t e  them ' r o a s t e d ' ,  b u t  r e a l l y  he only warmed them over the 

f i r e ,  me l t ing  a  l i t t l e  of t h e  f a t .  

A f t e r  a  t h r e e  days'  l i f e  of e a t i n g ,  smoking, and s leep ing ,  

when a l l  t h e  work they d id  was t o  c u t  and pack i n  firewood, 

they moved down the  c reek  t o  t h e  E a s t  Pork River and stopped 

i n  a  clump of t h i c k  t imber ,  green and d ry .  

They b u i l t  a  c a r e f u l  and comfortable  camp t h i s  t ime, 

making a  h i g h e r  wa l l  than  usua l  and banking snow a g a i n s t  it. 

They s tayed t h e r e  f o r  a  week, hun t ing  a l l  day and l e a v i n g  the  

dogs i n  camp. 

They l e f t  t h e  meat l y i n g ,  dragged i n t o  heaps where they 

k i l l e d  i t ,  f i x i n g  up simple scarecrows t o  keep o f f  ravens  and 

e a g l e s ,  and s e t t i n g  a  fox t r a p  a t  each p i l e ,  more t o  f r i g h t e n  

than  t o  c a t c h ,  though they caught  two f i n e  r e d  foxes  i n  t h i s  

way. There were few wolver ines  i n  t h a t  p a r t .  They a r e  the  

b o l d e s t  and most r e l e n t l e s s  t h i e v e s ,  c a r i n g  no th ing  f o r  the  

t a i n t  of human s c e n t ,  l e s s  f o r  t h e  e f f o r t s  of man t o  keep the  

invader  from h i s  p roper ty .  

Joe and S o l  had no f e a r  of wolves s t e a l i n g  t h e i r  meat. 

The ca r ibou  swarmed on every mountain-side,  and the  wolves 

were i n  g r e a t  numbers f e e d i n g  on them. A violf shows g r e a t  

r e s p e c t  f o r  a man's p roper ty ,  b u t  w i l l  n o t  mind t a k i n g  what 

he  t h i n k s  has  been thrown away. For t h i s  r eason  S o l  p u t  

s t rychn ine  i n t o  t h e  heads and e n t r a i l s  of  some o f  the  ca r ibou ,  

and throwing them f a r  from t h e  snowshoe t r a c k s ,  l e f t  them t h e r e ,  



t ak ing  c a r e  n o t  t o  go near?,them. I n  t h i s  way he k i l l e d  seven 

grey wolves and two b lack  ( b l u e )  ones.  That he could do t h i s  

was due t o  the  wolves of the  Chandalar never having been 

poisoned. Poison is dangerous t o  dea l  w i t h ,  a s  dogs may g e t  

loose  and p ick  up the  b a i t .  

They spen t  a week i n  t h e i r  camp on t h e  E a s t  Fork dur ing  

which time they k i l l e d  f i f t y - o n e  ca r ibou .  When they  had 

hauled them a l l  down t o  the  camp, they s p e n t  a s t r enuous  day 

b u i l d i n g  a b i g  cache i n  which t o  s t o r e  them. 

They chose f o u r  good-sized s p r u c e - t r e e s  f o r  the  u p r i g h t s ,  

lashed bottom beams on t o  them with rawhide, then  l a i d  p o l e s  

a c r o s s  t h e  beams, touching each o t h e r ,  till a s o l i d  p la t fo rm 

was made about t e n  f e e t  from the ground. 

They c u t  t h e  ca r ibou  i n t o  q u a r t e r s  wi th  a n  axe ,  and 

l a i d  them n e a t l y  on the  pla t form.  Then, us ing  l i g h t e r  bottom 

beams, they b u i l t  a roof  immediately above the  p i l e d  meat, 

lashed p o l e s  t o g e t h e r  i n t o  f o u r  w a l l s  a l l  round, and t h e i r  

proper ty  was s t o r e d  i n  a box, s a f e  from e a g l e s  o r  r avens .  Their  

l a s t  p recau t ion  was t o  bark and c a r e f u l l y  smooth the  u p r i g h t s  

below t h e  f l o o r  of the  cache,  and throwing water (snow melted 

i n  a k e t t l e )  over  t h e  smoothed s u r f a c e ,  they had t h e i r  cache 

on p i l l a r s  of  s l i p p e r y  i c e .  This  was necessary i n  case  a 

wolverine should come along,  and t o  p reven t  'weasels '  (ermine) 

o r  marten (American s a b l e )  from burg l ing  and d e f i l i n g  t h e i r  

meat. 

They took a s  much as the  shor tened s l e d  would c a r r y  



(about  two hundred and f i f t y  pounds) and s t a r t e d  down the 

r i v e r  f o r  the  Yukon, l i g h t  of h e a r t  a t  having accomplished 

t h e i r  purpose and escaped a h o r r i b l e  dea th  a f t e r  gazing i n t o  

i t s  face  f o r  so many weary days.  

The Eas t  Pork of t h e  Chandalar i s  a bad r i v e r  to  t r a v e l  

on. Many overflows t roub le  the  t r a v e l l e r ,  and while the  i ce  

is  rough, the  nigger-heads on the  bank a r e  worse. While 

walking on the b i g  hunt ing snowshoes a man knows and c a r e s  

no th ing  f o r  t h e  ground below. He only s i n k s  through about 

t h r e e  inches  of t h e  powdery t o p  l a y e r  of snow. But when 

breaking t r a i l  f o r  dogs dragging a heavy l o a d ,  a man must wear 

small  snowshoes, s ink ing  deeper and f e e l i n g  the  shape of the  

ground. 

Big nigger-heads a r e  a sore  t r i a l  t o  t h e  t o e s  and 

ank les ,  wind and temper. The s l e d  j o l t s ,  rocks ,  and bangs 

from s i d e  t o  s i d e ,  and the  dog-driver must hold it s teady a l l  

t h e  time and l i f t  it up whenever it u p s e t s ,  which probably i s  

every hundred yards ,  o r  l e s s .  These nigger-heads a r e  pear- 

shaped tussocks of coarse  g r a s s ,  growing small  end downwards. 

From t h e  head the long  b lades  of g r a s s  grow outwards, touching 

those of t h e  next  p l a n t .  If a man p u t s  h i s  weight on one it 

w i l l  t u r n  over ,  and a l a r g e  nigger-head w i l l  throw him down, 

probably t w i s t i n g  h i s  ank le .  Nigger-heads run  from a few inches 

t o  about t h r e e  f e e t  i n  h e i g h t .  I n  the  summer they combine with 

t h e  mosquitoes t o  make l i f e  i n  the  North a burden, 

Towards t h e  end of t h e  f i r s t  day ' s  run they reached the 



camp of some inland Esquimaux. There were two f a m i l i e s ,  and 

apparent ly  some o ld  dependants,  l i v i n g  i n  two lodges  of  c a r i b o u  

s k i n ,  bur ied deep beneath the  snow. They made the  t r a v e l l e r s  

welcome, speaking Takudh, and Joe and S o l  were glad t o  see  

t h e i r  cheery,  ugly f a c e s  and t o  t a l k  t o  s t r a n g e r s  f o r  a change. 

The Esquimaux, o r  'Huskies ' ,  f ed  t h e  dogs, and gave 

t h e i r  v i s i t o r s  an e x c e l l e n t  meal of porcupine and some 

b l u e b e r r i e s ,  picked i n  t h e  summer. 

The women took t h e i r  c l o t h e s  and moccasins and patched 

the  h o l e s ,  one o l d  woman chewing J o e ' s  mukluks t o  s o f t e n  them 

before  sewing. A s  a seamstress  the  'Husky' woman h a s  no equa l .  

I t  i s  so e s s e n t i a l  t o  the  'Husky' t h a t  h i s  c l o t h i n g  should be 

windproof, h i s  mukluks waterproof ,  t h a t  such s k i l l  is a 

n e c e s s i t y  t o  e x i s t e n c e .  A garment d e f e c t i v e l y  sewn w i l l  be 

extremely l i k e l y  t o  cause severe  f r e e z i n g ,  perhaps  death ,  un less  

immediately de tec ted  and remedied. I n  sewing they push the  

needle  away from them. 

The two p a r t n e r s  made the  people a handsome p r e s e n t  of 

tobacco, t e a ,  and matches. The o l d  c h i e f ,  f u l l  of  g r a t i t u d e  

and h o s p i t a l i t y ,  brought  i n  h i s  daughter  from t h e  o t h e r  lodge 

t o  e n t e r t a i n  t h e  s t r a n g e r s ,  The g i r l  was shape ly ,  young, and 

good-looking, b u t  Joe  explained t o  t h e  o l d  man t h a t  he had a 

lov ing  wife  a t  home with  h i s  two c h i l d r e n ,  and t h a t  he d id  n o t  

' c h e a t ' .  F a i l i n g  t o  understand these  sen t iments ,  the  o ld  man, 

t h i n k i n g  he had n o t  o f fe red  enough, brought  i n  h i s  o ld  wi fe ,  

wrinkled as a las t  y e a r ' s  app le .  



Joe vigorously p ro tes ted  t h a t  t o  take such enjoyment 

a f t e r  e a t i n g  b l u e b e r r i e s  was h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  ' taboo ' r  t h a t  if 

he d id  he would be v i s i t e d  by a l l  manner of e v i l  s p i r i t s ,  who 

would torment him. Ful ly  unders tanding and sympathizing, the 

o l d  Esquimau s e n t  h i s  wife back t o  t h e  lodge and gave himself 

up t o  tobacco. 

A f t e r  mutual p r o t e s t a t i o n s  of undying f r i e n d s h i p ,  the  

two p a r t n e r s  s e t  f o r t h  aga in ,  and the  day a f t e r  they went up 

a  c reek  from the  e a s t  and climbed over. , into the  Salmon River 

v a l l e y .  They and t h e i r  dogs were now s t r o n g  and well., and 

c r o s s i n g  over t h i s  Divide was n o t  t h e  h e l l i s h ,  prolonged agony 

of t h e i r  l a t e  exper ience of the  kind.  

A t  t he  head of t h e  creek they found another  smal ler  

camp of Esquimaux, But t h i s  time t h e r e  was no cheesy welcome, 

l i k e  t h e  l a s t ,  with l a u g h t e r  and shout ing.  Now anxious eyes 

looked a t  the  s l e d  and i t s  load of meat with  a  meaning t h a t  

was n o t  l o s t  t o  the  t r a v e l l e r s .  They knew t h a t  the  people had 

d e l i c a t e  f e e l i n g s  about  d e l i b e r a t e  begging, so they hauled ou t  

a  b i g  shoulder  of f a t  meat and gave i t  t o  t h e  women t o  cook. 

The camp was f u l l  of women, c h i l d r e n ,  and old people,  

and the  only able-bodied man had broken t h e  only r i f l e  a  week 

o r  t e n  days before .  They had now been s t a r v i n g  f o r  f o u r  days,  

f eed ing  t h e  c h i l d r e n  meagrely on what few ptarmigan and r a b b i t s  

, the  women could snare .  

I n  t imes of s t a r v a t i o n  t h e  mea t -ge t te r s ,  the  men, have 

t h e  preference i n  food, t h e  c h i l d r e n  nex t .  But t h i s  poor 



hunter  could g e t  no meat, 

Sol  gave t h e  'Husky' h i s  r i f l e  and a  good supply oT 

ammunition. When the  p a r t n e r s  continued t h e i r  journey nex t  

day, they l e f t  every s c r a p  o f  meat they could s p a r e ,  t o  feed  

the  people wel l  till they should g e t  some car ibou .  

They t r a v e l l e d  on uneventful ly  u n t i l  they reached t h e  

mouth of Salmon River ,  where they turned southwest down t h e  

Porcupine. Here a  west wind blew h a l f  a g a l e ,  the  f i r s t  s i n c e  

a  heavy f a l l  of snow, and the  f l y i n g  powder f r o z e  t h e i r  

eye lashes  t o g e t h e r .  Every time they thawed them a p a r t  they 

near ly  f roze  t h e i r  hands. While they warmed t h e i r  hands i n  

t h e i r  mi t t ens ,  b e a t i n g  them on t h e i r  knees,  t h e i r  eye lashes  

f roze  toge ther  aga in .  

Under these  adverse condi t ions  they made poor time down 

the Porcupine, and before  g e t t i n g  near  F o r t  Yukon they once 

more faced a  meal of t e a  and tobacco. 

"I ha te  l i k e  Hel l  t o  go i n t o  the  F o r t  wi thout  no grub,"  

s a i d  Joe t h a t  n i g h t .  "Looks so damn' s i l l y  d o n ' t  i t ? "  

But the  p a r t n e r s  were n o t  f a t e d  t o  a r r i v e  home d e s t i t u t e .  

The nex t  af ternoon the  wind ceased t o  plague them, and an hour 

before  dark,  S o l ,  running ahead of the  dogs on t h e  c r u s t  made 

by t h e  wind, suddenly stopped and po in ted ,  

"What's ' a t ,  Sol?"  

"Black fox,  I think! " 

Joe h u r r i e d l y  unsheathed h i s  r i f l e  and prepared t o  s t a l k  

forward on t o  the  b e a r e r  of such valuable  f u r .  



But i t  was no s i l v e r  fox t h a t  So l  had seen,  I t  was a 

raven,  and it rose from feeding on something t h a t  l a y  beyond 

a p iece  of rough i c e ,  ou t  of s i g h t .  

These b i r d s  have a hard t ime,  and a r e  o f t e n  reduced to 

haunt ing v i l l a g e s  i n  win te r ,  s t e a l i n g  s c r a p s  from dogs, patent ly  

miserable  i n  the  b i t t e r  c o l d ,  

Joe went ahead and suddenly stopped, as ton i shed .  There 

was t h e  t r a c k  of a b i g  moose, running despera te ly ,  and on e i t h e r  

s i d e  the  t r a c k s  of a b i g  t imber wolf .  I n  another  minute he 

had reached t h e  body, newly k i l l e d ,  from which t h e  raven had 

been d i s t u r b e d .  

The wolves a l s o  had been scared away by the  s l e i g h - b e l l s ,  

and had had no time t o  enjoy t h e i r  k i l l .  Joe made camp there ,  

and Sol walked back along t h e  t r a i l  s tudy ing  t h e  t r a c k s .  Two 

wolves had chased t h e  b i g  b u l l  down the  middle of t h e  r i v e r  

f o r  about  a mi le ,  snapping a t  h i s  f l a n k s  and t r y i n g  t o  

hamstring him. Two o t h e r s ,  one on each s i d e  of t h e  r i v e r ,  

k e p t  him from mounting t h e  perpendicular  r i v e r  bank of f rozen 

mud. 

F i n a l l y ,  they had hamstrung him, and a l l  f o u r  had pul led 

him down. 

The men butchered t h e  meat, packed i t  t o  the  bank, and 

pu t  it up on a cache,  camping a longs ide .  They gave t h e i r  dogs 

a huge chunk ap iece  and fed  f u l l  themselves. 

When darkness  came t h e  f o u r  plundered p lundere rs  l i f t e d  

t h e i r  vo ices  i n  mournful howling, The dogs shivered and whined 
,- 
, 



i n  t e r r o r .  The men loosed them, and they cowered round t h e  

f i r e  i n  a b j e c t  f e a r  of t h e  vengeful f u r y  and long-fanged, 

powerful jaws of t h e  wild cous ins  whose meal and l awfu l  k i l l  

they had usurped. 

This  may sound cowardly,  b u t  the  'husky'  dog is no more 

a match f o r  a t imber wolf than an as thmat ic  poodle is f o r  a 

'husky ' . 
Wolves t ake  g r e a t  d e l i g h t  i n  dog-murder. 

The men f i r e d  a few s h o t s  i n t o  t h e  dark,  b u t  they would 

n o t  be d r iven  from t h e i r  s t o l e n  meat. They s tayed round the  

camp making n i g h t  g h o s t l y  wi th  t h e i r  mournful l amenta t ions .  

The f i r e  was made t o  l a s t  till morning i n  case  the  wolves 

should g e t  bold  i n  t h e  darkness  and k i l l  the  dogs whi le  t h e  

men s l e p t .  

Chahtsul ,  t h e  o l d  l e a d e r ,  s h i v e r i n g  shameless ly ,  crawled, 

un inv i t ed ,  i n t o  t h e  camp and squeezed himself a g a i n s t  t h e  

comfort ing bu lk  of J o e ' s  body. 

The howl of the  t imber wolf ,  t h e  hunger c r y  o r  the  c r y  

t o  t h e  moon, is t h e  w i l d e s t  and most mournful no i se  i n  a l l  the  

wild and mournful nor the rn  win te r .  B e a u t i f u l  and musical ,  i t  

is a l s o  h o r r i b l e  and t r a g i c .  The l i s t e n i n g  man f e e l s  h i s  h a i r  

move on t h e  nape of h i s  neck when he first h e a r s  i t ,  even i n  

the  dim d i s t a n c e .  

But t h e  p a r t n e r s  d i d  n o t  t r o u b l e  about  t h e  wolves. F u l l  

f e d  and with  a top-heavy load ,  they pressed on t o  F o r t  Yukon, 

which they reached the  fo l lowing  morning. They pu l l ed  up t h e i r  



dogs,  and en te red  old  Jean  T ~ a t o u r ' s  road-house. 

"Hello,  mon vieux!" c r i e d  J o e ,  a s  the  o ld  man came out  

of the  k i t c h e n .  "Where's Laura? Up a t  the  cabin?"  

"Entrez ,  mon ami!" s a i d  o ld  Jean .  "Laura she i n s i d e  

he re  f o r  h e l p  Maree feex  e e t  some moose skeen. S h e ' s  come out  

wan meeneet. Sacre  monjee, mon brave! I glad f o r  see  you! 

I go f e t c h  heem t h a t  Laura!" 

Next moment she came i n ,  h e r  eyes  s p a r k l i n g .  

"Ah, Joe ,  my man! I glad s e e  you back! A l l  t he  time 

I f e e l  you have bad time! T e l l  me you d o n ' t  have bad t ime, 

Joe! " 

Holding h e r  c l o s e ,  Joe  prospected backwards wi th  h i s  

h e e l  and d e a l t  So l  a heavy k ick  on the  kneecap. 

"Don't you worry, l i t t l e  woman!" he s a i d .  "Ue've 

bus ted  our  s l e d ,  b u t  had a dandy time! Nothin' went wrong! 

Jean,  g e t  u s  some beans and cake and c o f f e e .  I ' m  hungry a s  

a meat axe.  'I 


