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PREFACE 

This study is an attempt to draw from a local 

history some of the broader historical themes which are 

illustrative of the development of Canada's north. As such, 

the primary challenge lay in the research for the local 

information. A wide variety of material had to ·be searched 

for what often led to disappointing results, but provided 

a good working bibliography for the field of northern 

studies. Hence, all titles consulted appear in the Biblio

graphy, even though many contain little to do with the 

Nahanni spe.cifically. Although economic development and 

geography have been the focus of most of the work on the 

Canadian north, there is a great deal more available, and 

it is on these neglected aspects (culture contact, religion, 

sociology and settlement) that the emphasis is placed. 

Thanks are due to many people, since the research 

necessitated considerable searching. The John Ewart fund 

at the University of Manitoba facilitated travel to Ottawa, 

and the History Department at the University of Winnipeg 

contributed generously for a trip to Edmonton. The staff 

at the Public Archives of Canada, the Provincial Archives 

of Manitoba, the University of Alberta Archives, the Queen's 

University Archives, and the Boreal .Institute provided 

cheerful assistance. Particular thanks to Mrs.Shirlee Smith 

at the Hudson's Bay Company Archives in Winnipeg, the staff 

[ l 
11 

I l 
11 

[] 

u 
u 
[] 

i I ', 

LI 

Ll 
,--, 

Li 
~rJ· 
•\.-

f j 
l 

' ., I 
l 
ll 
.'[] 

itJ 



!] 
n 
[] 

n 
n 
[] 

[] 

0 
u 
u 
u 
u 

(v) 

at the Do cu.ments Unit, Queen's University; and Laura 

MacLaughlin at Parks Canada in Winnipeg. I should also 

like to express my gratitude to Professor J.E. Rea for 

bringing the existence of the Parks Canada tapes to my 

attention, and to Professor Jean Friesen for her 

encouragement and guidance, Finally, I must thank my 

husband, Ron Tidy, for his invaluable support, assistance 

and patience. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The concept of "North" has undergone substantial 

transition in the course of Canadian history. For the first 

French colonizers, the land a+ong the St. Lawrence was a 

veritable northland, demanding special skills and gargan

tuan efforts to make it habitable. Later, as settlement in 

the lowlands became established, the Tireat Plains in the 

centre. of the continent received the appella:t;ion "North

West", and many regarded agricultural pursuits in that 

land to be hopeless because of the severe climate. Still 

later, as the Plains developed into a great wheat 

producing zone, attention turned to the Canadian Sub-Arctic, 

composed of the wild and rocky pre-Cambrian Shield, the 

northern Cordillera, and an extension of the Great Plains. 

Today, this definition of "North" is gradually being 

replaced by the image of the Arctic, with its great blank 

sweeps of snow and ice in winter and sparse tundra vege-

tation in summer. 

Clearly, the Canadian north is not merely a 

specific geographic locale, but is also an idea, associated 

with a collection of images, half fiction and half truth. 

Geographically, the North is deemed to be any area that is 

remote and possesses an inhospitably cold climate. Culturally, 
' 

·the North is generally considered to be dominated by Native 

peoples. Economically, the North is defined as under-
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developed in the sense utilized by a relatively industrial

ized society. 

· In spite of' the f'act that the North has been 

considered in these many ways, and that a general awareness 

of the northern "f'act" in Canadian culture has long·been 

'l observed, surprisingly little has been attempted towards 
l I .. an understanding of' northern historical development, 
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Geographers have studied the landforms and climate, 

economists have discussed in detail the comparison between 

the Soviet Union's intensive northern land use and the 

Canadian "f'ailures" in their north, and anthropologists 

have produced· a number of' fascinating studies of the 

northern Native cultures. Some historians, such as W.L. 

Morton, have suggested that the possession of northern 

territory is a fact of great historical significance for 

Canada, but there have been no great theories proposed or 

defended to account for that significance, 

In the past, several quasi-academic studies of the 

North have attempted to explain its uniqueness in terms of 

its physical features. 1 The traditional association ·between 

the North and purity, freedom and virtue was coupled with 

the concept of the North as a harsh, demanding environment 

with which men were forced to cope. ,The direction of man's 

1Particularly Vilhjalmur Stefansson,The Northward Course 
of Empire (New York,1922) and Griffith Taylor, Canada: 
A Stud of Cool Continenta Environments ••• (London, 
1950 • See Bibliography section VII, 'The North'. 
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activities was hence determined by his physical surroundings. 

This environmental determinism failed to take into account 

one of the greatest factors in human history, however: the 

role of culture. It is only when the elements of historical 

background are considered that a more complete understanding 

of the region and the nation can be attempted. 

Be cause of the fact that most of' Canada's northern 

territories were settled by Europeans relatively recently, 

the records of' the initial contact with the native peoples 

and the subsequent development of' a northern society are 

readily available and usually quite complete. It is thus 

possible to trace the themes of that historical process 

from the point of contact over relatively few years, and 

to that end, this ~hesis will examine the development of' a 

particular region in the Northwest Territories. 

The South Nahanni River area is perhaps not well. 

known by every Canadian, but it has held a particular 

fascination and appeal for the imaginations of many over 

the years. Even those who are unaware of its exact geographic 

location can recall tales of murdered men and evil spirits 

in "Headless Valley" and rumours of' mysterious tropical 

vegetation hidden in remote canyons. Legends aside, the 

Nahanni region was one of the first areas to be explored 

by the Hudson's Bay Company after its merger with the North 

West Company in 1821. It was one of the first areas of 
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missionary endeavour north of prairie settlement, and it 

welcomed the twentieth century with the promise o:f a 

second great gold rush which has subsequently been almost 

·forgotten. One of the first peace-time applications of 

aviation technology, since be_come so vital to life "North 

of 60", was a flight into the Nahanni Valley in the early 

1920's. The area was one of the first to be considered as 

~national wilderness park in the northern environment, 

.~lthough the park was not actually created. until 1972. 

In 1979, U.N.E.s.c.o. declared the Nahanni a World Heritage 

S~ti;i because of its fa"scinating geology. 

Thus, on the basis of its cultural and economic 

history, as well as its geographical location, the South 

Nahanni is a useful area for a regional study of the themes 

evident in the development of the Canadian north. The 

interaction between the Native people, the European 

traders, missionaries and prospeqtors, the physical 

envi~onment, and the southern Canadian response must all 

oe considered, Since much reaction to the North has been 

based on response to the physical features of the land, it 

is fitting that the South Nahanni River be introduced in 

terms of its.geography. 

For the purposes of this study, the South Nahanni 

"Region" is taken to mean the area of that river's drainage 

basin, Because of the close connections with Forts Simpson 

an~ Liard,these areas are also included in the discussion. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE' SETTING 

The South Nah.anni River in the Northwest Territories 

has been a source of fascination, mystery, and even horror 

since white man first learned of its existence in the early 

ni~eteenth century. For the Hudson's Bay Company, the river 

appeared to provide a route through the formidable Rocky 

Mountain barrier as well as offer a vast field.of untapped 

fur resources. For the churches, the valley's inhabitants 

.seemed to comprise one of the last of the primitive societies 

ripe for conversion. For the Depression-weary prospectors of 

the 19JO's, the Nahanni's numerous tributaries held the promise 

of a second Klondike. To the Canadian government, the river 

valley offered yet another source of wealth: hydr.oelectric 

potential from its fast waters, and natural gas under the 

layers of limestone. Each of these groups tackied the wild 

river and its native inhabitants, and each met with its 

disasters and successes. The disasters have been recorded 

on the maps: Deadmen Valley,Funeral Range,McLeod Creek, 

Headless Range, Broken Skull River. Ultimately, few of those 

who have attempted to colonize and conquer the Nahanni have 

been successful. In fact, the acculturation of the Mountain 

Indians has perhaps been the only goal to be realized, and 

that achievement remains a questionable "success".The creation 

of Nahanni National Park in 1971 as a wilderness area was an 

eminently suitable tribute to a magnificent river that has 
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refused to be tamed by man, 

The physical features of the land have been a 

crucial determinant in the history of the region, Mountain-

ous terrain enabled the native inhabitants to avoid the 

influx of white traders for many years. The promise of 

navigable water brought the traders through the area 

searching for an easy passage across the Rocky Mountains. 

Physical isolation slowed the relentless cultural challenge 

of the Christian missionaries and then prevented the invasion 

of hordes of prospectors and rendered vast government 

development projects unfeasible. And ultimately, it is the 

fact of geography that nurtured the myths and legends that 

have filtered through the Canadian consciousness. It is 

thus to geography that attention must first be turned. 

The South Nahanni River is a tributary of the 

Liard River. Its source lies in the Mackenzie Mountains near 

Mount Christie, where the Keele and Ross rivers also commence. 

rt runs rapidly southward through the Mackenzie and Selwyn 

mountains, and a little over half way to its mouth,cascades 

over the spectacular Virginia Falls with· a drop of J16 

feet, almost twice that of Niagara Falls. The Nahanni is 

then joined by its major tributary, the Flat River, near 

whose source is located Canada's maj?r tungsten mining 

operation. The river then rushes through a series of three 

canyons carved through layers of limestone. "The Gate", one 

of the most awesome of these passages, finds the river 
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narrowed to only 75 yards, f'orcing its way through sheer 

rock walls of' 1000 :feet or mere. The north clif':f' walls of 

the First Canyon contain a series of fascinating caves 

located 1500 to 2000 feet above the river level. These 

caves contain a variety o:f' rock :formations which have 

-3-

intrigued spelunkers. Some are quite large; "Mickey" cave, 

f'or instance, has over two kilometers of' explored passages 

and galleries. One of the caves contains the skeletons of' 

some one hundred sheep which apparently perished over a 

lengthy period, sometime between 700 and 2000 years ago. The 

cause of their deaths has mystified natural scientists. Forty 

f'ive f'eet above the First Canyon is the Tlogotsho Plateau, 

home of the Dall Sheep· (ovis dalli) for which the Nahanni 

is f'a.mous. After passing the canyons, the river· becomes a 

tangled mass of' twisted channels and snyes, and f'inally 

joins the Liard at Nahanni Butte, 130 miles from Virginia 

Falls, 55 miles north of' Fort Liard, and 100 miles from 

Fort Simpson and the Mackenzie River. Over its course, the 

Nahanni descends 2900 feet. 

Other natural f'eatures of' interest include two 

hotsprings. The Rabbitkettle Springs, located at the con

fluence of the Nahanni and Rabbitkettle rivers, near the 

northern boundary of the park, are a mineral springs composed 
• 

of a series of rock terraces about 225 feet in diameter and 

90 feet high. Warm water ·cascades over the terraces to the 

river below. The other springs are located near the mouth 
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of the First Canyon on the eastern side, where sulphurous 

water a·t; a comfortable 37°0 creates a small oasis of slightly 

[l more luxuriant vegetation, giving rise to tropical valley 
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stories which have circulated widely, 

The South Nahanni River is located in the Mackenzie 

Lowlands forest region, and thus supports goodly stands of 

trees in its valley, although there is insufficient timber 

for commercial purposes. Some trees also tend to remain 

somewhat stunted; large birch are rare,for instance, so 

birch bark canoes were never used by the Indians. The soil 

has successfully supported the small vegetable gardens of 

·white settlers. 

The climate somewhat resembles that of Ontario north 

of Lake Superior in that winters are long and cold and summers 

are warm but seldom hot. Chinooks can occur, so that rain in 

December has been witnessed. Temperatures average 20°to 25°c 

in the summer and can drop as low as minus 4o0 to 45°0 in 

winter. Precipitation is usu~lly light, although a heavy 

rainfall·can occur and sometimes causes .sudden rises in the 

river level, One inhabitant, for instance, observed a rise of 

six or seven inches in only an hour in a July storm.* 

Animal life in ·the valley cannot be described as 

"plentiful", and population tends to _run in cycles, so some 

years may find certain species almost non-existent. The Dall 

sheep with their huge curved horns are a common sight on the 

TlogoiEho Plateau and some of the mountain slopes. Wolves were 

*R.M.Patterson,The Dangerous River,(Victoria,1966),pp.125-26. 
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a fact of life for the trappers in the area, and fur trade .. 

joµrnals mention the importance of the rabbit population as a 

food supply from the region. Black bears are common, and the 

occasional grizzly has been spotted. There are some moose in 

the flatter country. Of course, there is the ubiquitous 

beaver, although perhaps the most common species of wildlife 

in the Nahanni is the mosquito, for which the area is almost 

~~ famous as for its headless bodies! 

The valley has never supported a large human 

population, even in the pre-fur trade days. In fact, there is 

some doubt if any Indians ever made permanent homes along the 

river itself. Migratory bands used it for a hunting ground1 

these same bands also hunted in the mountains further west in 

what is now the Yukon. The name "Nahanni" with its numerous 

spellings has been applied to a variety of Native groups, but 

modern anthropologists suggest the name means little ethno

graphically, and denotes merely a geographic location. 1 At any 

rate, the original inhabitants were probably Mountain and 

so~e Kaska Indians, members of the Dene or Athapaskan 

ltnguistic group. 

The current migration theory proposes, of course, 

that the Amerindians originally crossed the Bering land bridge 

to North America from Asia. The largest group followed the 

Rockies south, but some crossed the mountains, probably via 

river routes such as the Liard system, some time after the 

last ice age. Unfortunately, sound evidence of these migration 

1J,J,Honigman,"Are There Nahani Indians?",Anthropologica,Vol.J 
(195q) ,p.J7 
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routes is lacking, for the simple material elements of 

Athapaskan culture disintegrate rapidly and were long 

vanished by the time anthropological curiosity was aroused. 

However, it is likely that ·Indians reached the. Nahanni even 

before they attained the Mackenzie, although both areas were 

opcupied relatively recently: some 4,500 years ago. 2 

Even bef.ore the white traders reached Den~ territory, 

their impact had been felt. Crees, trading at posts on Hudson 

Bay acquired guns, and proceeded to use them on the defence

less Den~ bands, forcing them to move north and west of their 

original homelands. The Cree fought primarily with the Slave 

Indians, who inhabited theAthabasca-Slave River region until 

they were foroed down the Mackenzie River. The Slave, in turn, 

forced back the Dogrib and Yellowknives who had occupied the 

southern sections of the Mackenzie Valley. Some Slave Indians 

also moved into the Liard drainage system, and today,Slavey 

is the most commonly spoken dialect in the region. 

The Indians inhabiting the mountains near the Nahanni 

River found themselves between the coastal tribes and 

their new nei~hbours along the Mackenzie, and with time, 

assimilated elements of both cultures, to the extent that 

anthropological studies have been chiefly concerned with 

determining c·omplex tribal relationships >md attempting to 

2National Museums of Canada,The Athauaskans:Strangers of the 
North, (Ottawa,1974) .p.18. 
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develop a standardized culture classification system. The 

plethora of proposed iribal divisions attests to the problem of 

imposing a white man's analysis on the physically interrelated 

groups which not infrequently shared their hunting territories 

with a neighbour one year and became bitter enemies with that 

group the next. 

Possibly the earliest reference to the so-called 

Nahanni Indians by a white man occurred in a report submitted 

by W.F.Wentzell of the. North West Company to Roderick 

Mackenzie in March 1807: 

I am told this mountain [Rocky Mountains 
north of Liard River] is inhabited by several 
tribes of Savages,namely Nahanies, Dahoteena, 
and Nombahoteenais, besides many others who 
are unacquainted with white people.The only 
information I can get concerning these Natives 
is that they inhabit these rocks, live upon 
carribou and goat flesh and make war upon each 
other. 

However, these unknown groups were to remain elusive for 

almost two decades, until John McLeod of the Hudson's Bay 

Company contacted a group to which he referred as "Nahanys" in 

t~e mountains near the Nahanni River in 1823-24, as will be 

discussed, These Indians are not to be conf'used (as they 

frequently are and were) with the so-called "trading Nahannis" 

encountered by Samuel Black along the Dease and Stikine rivers. 

"Trading Nahannis" were active and eager participants in the 

fur trade and in fact held a "jealously guarded monopoly, , , 

.3 

JL.R.Masson,Les· Bourgeois de la compagnie nord-ouest,Vol.1,first 
· published 1889-90,(New York,~960 editio~),p.78 
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which controlled the middle waters of the Stikine,sharing 

the valley below the present settlement of Telegraph Creek 

with the coast Tlinkit."4 On the other hand, the bands 

hunting along the Nahanni were extremely reluctant to become 

involved in the wh~te man's world, as will be discussed. 

The Kaska bands inhabited the lower regions of the 

river,5.while the Mountain Indians, sometimes called the Goat 

Tribe, lived farther north. John McLeod's "Nahanys" told him 

they did not f'ish; nor had they ever seen a boat, and all 

were greatly amazed by the canoes in his party. 6 This 

evidence f'.urther suggests that these people were not strictly 

speaking inhabitants of' the river valley itself', but lived in 

the adjacent mountains. They had contacts with the coastal 

tribes,possibly indirectly through a middle tribe,for they 

[J knew· of the Russian traders on the Pacific, although they had 

lJ 
( 1 u 

u 
l 'l " .-,-Ji 

Lll 

Ui 

U! 

lJJ 

never actually met them, nor had they apparently traded for 

any Russian goods.7 

These Indians lived a basic migratory hunting existence. 

4E.E.Rich,introduction to A Journal of a Vo a e From Roe Mountain 
Portage in Peace River .• ·• By Samuel Black]. London, 1955 , 
p.lxxiv. See also Appendix 1. 

5These Indians more readily succumbed to the dictates of'. the 
white fur trade methods and migrated to the post 
centres such as Forts Liard and Halkett soon after 
contact, and thus are not considered as inhabitants 
of the Nahanni by this period. 

6Hudson'~ Bay Company Archives (HBCA),B.200/a/5, fo.J8d. 

?HBCA,B.200/a/4,fo.10 
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They cultivated no crops and travelled in the country with 

small bands of 12 to 20 hunters with their families. Although 

eacll. band acknowledged relationships with a larger unit, they 

seldom met together. John McLeod's Nahannis claimed they had 

not hunted with their "tr"ibe" for "three winters". 8There were 

no formal leaders or "chief's" in the sense used by the whites. 

Female babies were often considered undesirgable and frequently 

left to die, although some groups seem to have traced family 

lineage through the female members in accordance with the 

custom of some of the tribes to the west.9 

Life along the river was demanding, with the 

inhospitable terrain and cyclical food supply failures, but 

the Mountain Indians appeared to be well adapted. John McLeod 

was particularly impressed, In searching for them, he had 

discovered they had 

ascended the fourth Range of Mountains.We had 
some difficulty in obtaining the Summit.Still 
the Nahany Indians made no scruple in climbing 
up precipices with their Women and Children, 
when none of my men,and very few of the Indians 
would ••• 

Upon finally encountering the elusive band, he noted, 

They appeare·d to me, to be much more prompt 
in their use and application of their bodily 

8HBCA,B.200/a/2,p.11 
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9see A.G.Morice,"The Fur Trader in Anthropology" 1 American Anthropol-
ogist Vol.JO,n.s. (1928) ,p.73, "The Nah-an~ and their I j 
Language",Transactions of the Canadian Institute(1902-0J), I_ 
pp.522.ff,7 Also,National Museums of Canada,op cit.,p.24. 
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faculties,than any of the Northern Tribes 
that I have yet seen, •• a manly race of men 
and good hunters,are smart,active and quick 
in their motions, and although conscious of 
their free and independent State, are yet not 
haughty, but desire t? be peaceably inclined... 11 They are Cleanly,Hospitable and Sociable. 

In spite of their friendliness,however,these people 

were reluctant to divulge much specific information to the 

whites as to their territory and relationships with other 

tribes. They remained polite but distant, frustrating the 

Company's plans for rapid expansion to a certain extent, 

Partly because of the apparent reluctance of this particular 

group to instigate hostilities with neighboring bands or to 

enter into commercial intercourse with the whites, and partly 

because of the inaccessibility of their territory, the 

Mountain Indians remained something of a mystery to other 

~ndians as well as to whites. Legends have developed confusing 

mythical figures with real Mountain tribesmen, so that a 

healthy fear of them was bred into many an infant. Frequently, 

the "Mountain Man" is portrayed as an "eater of men" who 

steals women from other tribes, grows to enormous proportions, 

and is endowed with numerous magical powers. In fact, these 

legends may be the source of the name "Nahanni". Variously 

translated as "The People Over There Far Away", or the "People 

of the West", 12 or "Bad People", 13the name may very well have 
' 

r 'I ul 11rbid. ,.p .11 

lJJ 12according to R.M.Patterson,The Dangerous River,(London,1954) 

Ul 
13J,J,Honigman,op cit.,where "na" is translated as "bad". 
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been mistaken by early traders for the name of an actual 

tribe, when it was meant only in a general, mythical sense 

as the forces of evil lurking in unknown parts·, 

Legends aside, the first "Nahannis" encountered 

-11-

by fur traders were reticent and cautious, but by no means 

quarrelsome or dangerous. Nevertheless, the stories persisted 

into the 1920's, when lone white prospectors and independent 

· trappers approached their first encounters with the South 

Nahanni's natives with considerable trepidation. 14 Of course, 

the truth was invariably far :from the fiction. 

The Mountain Indians could not maintain their distance 

indefinitely, for stories of rich fur country led other 

groups of Indians up the Nahanni into previously forbidden 

territory, and rifles from the white men were undeniably 

useful,particularly when increased population meant increased 

competition for a limited food supply• Gradually the Mountain 

hunters emerged from their isolation so that today, after 

the passage of time, in the settlement at Nahanni Butte it 

would be impossible to find an Indian who could claim full 

"Nahanni" blood. 

i4Patterson,op cit.,pp.249-250 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE EXTENSION OF THE FUR TRADE 

1800-1851-

Anthropologists are able to provide clues about 

the culture and life cycles of the Athapaskans during the 

-12-

period before the arrival of the Europeans, but little can 

be determined with accuracy about the actual history of the 

area. Not until·the arrival of the white fur traders in the 

region are concrete, recorded details available to the 

, historian. Follow_ing the pattern evident throughout Canadian 

history, the fur trade was the harbinger of the era of 

European domination, and the journals of the traders provide 

records of that first contact and interaction. It was not 

until relatively recently in the history of the trade that 

interest was demonstrated towards the far north-western 

regions of the continent. Until 1766, the Hudson's Bay Company 

was content to trade with the Dogrib and other tribes of the 

north indirectly, through the Chipewyan middlemen who brought 

the Dogrib furs to Fort Churchill and other H.B.C. posts 
r ·. LJ on the Bay. 

r , 
. I 
Li 
I . 
t__;j 

The Dogribs, however, were not satisfied for long 

with trade through the intermediary Chipewyans, and in 1766 

a group undertook the arduous and lengthy journey from their 

lands in what is now the Northwest Terri~ories to the post at 

.. ;:·· 
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Churchill. The H.B.C. responded by commissioning Samuel Hearne 

to undertake an exploratory journey into the unknown 

territory of' which the Dogribs had spoken. At the same time, 

Quebec based traders were undertaking explorations further 

west and north. The Frobisher brothers of' Montreal commenced 

construction of' a post at Sturgeon Lake in the Saskatchewan 

River. The H.B.C. in turn commissioned Ferdinand Jacob of' 

Fort York to establish a post in the area now known as The 

Pas (1773). 

The pace of' movement quickened,inspired by competition. 

Peter Pond, Alexander Henry Senior,Charles Patterson and the 

Frobisher brothers, all of' Montreal, formed a loose association 

and in 1775 reached the site later known as Cumberland House. 

Two years later, H.B.C. agent Charles Isham apparently wintered 

on Beaver Lake in the Athabasca District, and in 1778 Peter 

Pond conducted his well-known "Athabasca Expedition" for the 

Montreal group. 

In 1779, the loose association of' Montreal f'ur traders 

f'ormally agre~d to ·joint operations under the name of' the 

North West Company. It was to undergo several transitions 

during the first few yea.rs of' its existence, but by 1784 its 

organization was sufficiently complete that it promised to be. 

formidable competition f'or the H.B.C.,Financial backing f'rom 

Montreal businessmen McGill and McTavish (among others) combined 

with the expertise of men who were familiar with the country 
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like Pond and the Frobishers, enabled the once-independent 

traders to broaden their horizons dramatically. 

The strongest thrust of the fur trade's northward 

expansion resulted as a natural consequence of the fierce 

competition between the Hudson's Bay Company and the newly

formed North West Company. The need to exploit new districts 

led Peter Pond of the N.w.c. to establish Fort.Resolution on 

Great Slave Lake in 1786, and in 1789 that same company 

commissioned Alexander Mackenzie to explore the north 

country in order to find a river route to the Pacific. The 

result was his famous expedition that led to the Arctic Ocean 

rather than the Pacific, but which was probably just.as 

beneficial to the N.W.C. in the long term, as ft was their 

first indication of the extent of the northern fur country. 

It is from Mackenzie that we have the first "official" 

view of the Liard River. He passed it first on July 1,1789, 

·and noted, "It appears to be a large River upwards of 1/2 

Mile over, at the Entry. 111 On its return from the Arctic, the 

party camped near the Liard's mouth, and on August 14, 

travelled a couple of miles upstream, passing several Indian 

camps, 11/Iackenz ie named the stream "River of the Mountains", 

That year, Laurent Leroux of the same company 

moved to Lac la Martre to open trad9 there, in an attempt to 

prevent the Great Slave Lake Indians' furs from reaching the 

1T.H.McDonald(ed.),Exploring the Northwest Territory: Sir 
Alexander Mackenzie's Journal of a Voya~e by Bark 
Canoe,(University of Oklahoma Press,196 ),p.46 
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H.B.O.posts on Hudson Bay through their Chipewyan middlemen. 

In 1791, Philip Turnor of the Hudson's Bay Company visited 

the rival post at Fort Chipewyan and reported in glowing 

terms the vast extent of the trade carri~d on at that place, 

claiming 20,000 fine beaver were taken there annually. 2 

In 1796, the first post was raised on the Mackenzie 

River by Duncan Livingston. It was apparently located about 

_eighty miles west of Great Slave Lake, and lasted only a year. 

But the company was not deterred. In 1799, its agents reached 

Great Bear Lake, and at the turn of·the century, the first 

Rocky Mountain Fort was built by John Thompson at the mouth 

of the North Nahanni, and the post later to be known as Fort 

Franklin was opened at Great Bear Lake's outlet. 

In 180J-04, competition in the area was.becoming 

keen, as there is evidence suggesting that the X.Y.Company 

had penetrated the Mackenzi~ District.3 The North West 

Company commenced trade at "Fort of the Forks", later known 

as Fort Simpson, at the confluence of the Liard and Mackenzie, 

The following year, Forts Good Hope and Norman were also 

established. The amalgamation of the N.w.c. and x,y, Company 

was effected in 1805, and the new company was able to continue 

its expansionist drive. Under the direction of Wentzell at 

Fort of the Forks, a post was built ~P the Liard River.Its 

2E.E.Rich,The Fur Trade and the Northwest to 1827,(Toronto, 
1967) ,p .180 

3John K.Stager, "Fur Trading Posts in the Mackenzie Region Up 
to 1850",0ccasional Papers in Geography,No,3, (June, 
1962),p.40.The X.Y.Company had been formed in 1799 
to compete with the N.w.c. It is sometimes referred 
to as the "New North We Rt r.nmn!'lnv" .IJ1ho +.wn "'"'"""'"'" ~ ~ 
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first location is thought to have been somewhere near the 

mou"Gh of the South Na.hanni. 4 However, when George Keith 

undertook its management in 1806, the post was moved upriver 

to somewhere near its present site. 

Those who are concerned with "firsts" will be 

disappointed to discover that it may never be known who was 

the first white man to see the South Nahanni River, but 

doubtless'one of the first was George Keith. As manager of 

the North West Company post up the "Riviere aux Liards" (as 

it was now known),he reported to Roderick Mackenzie in 180?: 

About a day's march ·above the rapids, the 
river presents a fine view to the traveller1 
the Rocky Mountains to.the north,and a fine 
level country all along to the south,interspersed 
with small rivers and islands, neither of which 
of any note, except the Bis-kag-ha River, or 
Sharp Edge River, not far distant from the Fort, 
and so called from the flint stones ver~ commun 
in that place, and which the old inhabit.ants, 
the Na-ha-n~ tribe,made use of as knives and axes. 5 

Almost immediately,Keith encountered problems in his 

new territory. The various tribes with traditional eruhities 

continued their warring with the new competition for trade, 

A group Of Beaver Indians from the fort attacked a group Of 

Mountain Indians and "barbarously slaughtered" twenty-two of 

[J the strange tribe in the spring of 1808, Sickness, probably 
. J 

r l 
L,l 

L] 
LJ 

4Frederick Merk(ed.),Fur Trade and Empire:George .Simpson's 
Journal,(Cambridge,1931),p.128, 

5L.R.MaBson,Les Bourgeois de la compa,gnie nord-ouest,Vol.II, 
first published 1889-90,(New York,1960 edition),pp.6?-
68. All further quotations will use the original 
spelling etc., and the use of [sic] has been avoided. 
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smallpox, was another problem so that "Trade at this post is 
6 decreasing considerably". according to Keith's 1808 report. 

Fort des Liards was not the only troubl~ spot for 

the North West Company. In fact, the second decade of the 

nineteenth century was something of a disaster period through

out the company's northern posts. In 1810, the major food 

source, rabbits, almost vanished. In 1814, a surprise attack 

occurred at Fort Nelson in which the Indians destroyed the 

fort and killed its European inhabitants. Wentzell reported 

despairingly in 1814, 

Athabaska itself is in fact dwindling 
down to nothing, The Indians complain of want 
of beaver,(the Iroquois having ruined the 
country) [the N.w.c. imported Iroquois as 
post hunters] and they formed a conspiracy last 
Spring to massacre all the Whites of Fort 
Chipewyan and Big Island, in the Peace River, 
as well as Moose Deer Island establishnient at 
Slave Lake ••• we are still alive to the most 
painful apprehensions for the safety of our 7 lives. 

There have been several theories proposed to expiiiinthese 

Indian attacks. It has been suggested that the Indians re~ehted 

the invasion of the traders into their country1 ther& is ~lso 

evidence to suggest that the North West .company tf~ated the 

Indians harshly, and that the Indians were merei~ ~ttempting 

to protect themselves and their families. 8 

7 . 
Ibid.,Vol,I,p.109 

8see discussion by W.L.Sloan, "Native Response ·to European Traders", 
Canadian Historical Review,(Sept.1979),pp.281-299, Sloan 
claims that the N.w.c. seized Indian women and sold them 
to pay their husbands' debts.See J.B.Tyrell,(ed) Journals 
of Samuel Hearne and Philip Turno:i:::·, (Toronto.1o-:il!.l _,.,_LLLLo 
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In addition, increasing competition with the 

Hudson's Bay Company in a land of very lL~ited resources, 

and continuing problems of lengthy transportation,communication 

and supply routes (particularly during the 1812 war with the 

States), finally compelled the N.W.C. to order the evacuation 

of its Mackenzie posts in 18:J.5. This time the fort Indians, 

realizing their means of support was about to disappear, 

"had formed the design of destroying us on our way out," 
.. 
according to Wentzell, who later recorded: 

Notwithstanding that no promises had been 
made of returning at a futture period to trade 
with the.4J1, I was sent the following summer[1816] 
with six Canadians in a large canoe and a small 
supply of goods to renew the intercourse ••• [I] 
was welcomed by them with extravagant demon
strations of joy. 

He promised that the company would do its utmost to re-open 

trade, and by 1820, three posts were once again in operation: 

Alexander, Good Hope and Nelson. 10 Ultimately, however, the 

North West Company officials realized the advantages to be 

gained by amalgamation with their arch-rival, and in 1821, 

the No.&hWest Company joined the Company of Gentlemen 

Adventurers Trading into Hudson's Bay. 

The H.B.C. had not been spectacularly successful in 

the north either during this period of competition. In 1804, 

the first Company post was built on Great Slave Lake (Moose 

9 

9As quoted in H.A.Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada,(Toronto,1956) 
'1?·274. 

:J.OMerk,op cit.,pp.135-136. Some sources give the third post 
as Liard. 
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Island), but heightened competition after the union of the 

North West and X.Y. companies forced the I-I.B.C. to withdraw 

from the Athabas:a District in 1806. 11 By 1815,however, the 

Company had returned and built Fort Wedderburn "at no greater 

distance than a single mile" 12 from the rival Fort Chipewyan. 

This attempted coup failed miserably, for that year. the H.B,C. 

post obtained only five packs of furs in contrast to the 

400 packs garnered by the N.w.c. 

The H.B.C. apparently remained confident, however, 

largely because the governors firmly believed their charter 

granted them exclusive-rights to the new territory, and 

anticipated that the N.W.C. would eventually be forced to 

withdraw on the legal issue. Plans for expansion continued. 

In a letter dated August 1819, Colin Robertson ·announced, 

My next attempt will be New Caledonia and 
McKenzie's River, but as those countries 
are new and the natives independent, we 
have not4ing to apprehend from the timid 
disposition of the Indians, as they will 
boldly trade with those who have property 
to give in exchange. 

These plans were more specifically stated a year 

later by George Simpson who reported to Governor Williams 

that three new posts were to be established, one at "the 

Forks of' Rivierre aux l'ior [Liard] another in the Rocky 

"11 . . Innis,op cit.,p.154. 

12Georg~ Bryce,The Remarkable History of the Hudson's Bay 
Company,(Toronto,1900),p,385. 

13E,E.Rich(ed),Robertson's Letters.1817-22,(London,1939), 
p.103. 

13 
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Mountain River, and the third at Bears Lake, "14 These plans 

were never brought to fruition, for the union of 1821 made 

them unnecessary. 

Simpson's immediate concern with the new Northern 

Department after union with the N.w.c. was to re-organize it 

such that an effective monopoly could be enforced and the 

most economical distribution of posts be arranged. He made 

a careful study of the area, and among the old posts, Fort 

Liard caught his attention immediately. 

••• the Trade is however very.profitable as it 
is conducted at a triffling expense, few Men 
and Goods being required, and the standard very 
high. .Starvation is the only danger to be 
apprehended in this District; the resources of 
the country are so limited ••• The principal post 
now in this·District is called Wintzells Fort 
about.Eight Days March up the River O'L'brr 
(called in the maps the River of the Mountain),,. 
It is situated in the heart· of a very rich · 
Country, abounding with valuable Fur bearing 
animals ••• r think it would be very desireable to 
make a beginning at Riviere O'L'Orr which would 
no doubt produce handsome returns ••• Riviere 
O'L'Orr is the only part of the Country where 
Gardening can be attempted with any probability 
of success and there to a very.limited extent. 

Simpson's interest in the ~ew country was encouraged 

by the company's parent committee in London. There were fears 

that Russians trading along the Pacific coast threatened the 

newly unified traders and it appeared to be a primary concern 

14E,E.Rich (ed.),Journal of Occurrences in the Athabasca 
Department by George Simpson, 1820 and 1821,Vol.I, 
(Toronto,1938),p.135. 

15Ibid., Appendix A,pp.394-395, 
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that the company consolidate its hold over the new territory. 

Directives were sent to Simpson in February,1822 urging him 

"to extend the company's establishment" in New Caledonia, 

Mackenzie and Columbia. 16 

Meanwhile, W.F.Wentzell had been sent to the fort at 

"McKenzies River Forks", charged with the task of rebuilding 

the post. Shortly after his arrival, he noted the following 

encouraging news in his diary, 

Late in the evening [August 22,1822] Grand 
Cheveux with Ehoulais and a Party of 12 men 
and Boys arrived ••• In the course of oonversation 
I had with them, they informed me that they had 
met with the Nahannies, a tribe who had never 
yet seen White People, although within a few 
days march of their Hunting Grounds. 17 

Again in December, more rumours of the mysterious tribe arrived. 

This time, Alexander R. McLeod, who.was assisting Wentzell, 

resolved to take action. McLeod spoke to the Indians who had 

brought the tales, and encouraged them to accompany him on a 

proposed trip into the Nahanni country at some later date. The 

Indians thus approached seemed receptive, and further 

encouraged the H.B.C. traders with a report that beaver had 

indeed been found in the mountain country. 18 

There is some doubt as to whether the initiative for · 

16Nicholas Ignatieff, "The Influence o,f the Fur Trade of the 
Pac.ific Northwest in Anglo-Russian Negotiations, 1821-
182511 ,unpublished M.A.thesis, University of Manitoba, 
(1963) ,p.6. 

17HBCA,B .. 200/a/1,p.5. 

18Ibid.,pp.21-22, 
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attempt. McLeod had indeed discovered beaver and plenty of 

game :for "great quantities of Provisions. 1122 The Company was 

undaunted, and in the spring, the promising young John McLeod 

was appointed to return to the new country in search of the 

Nahannis. 

John McLeod, who is not to be confused with another 

of the same name serving in the Swan River district until 

retirement in 1824,(or a third who joined the H.B.C. as a 

"writer" in 1811), was a forty year old clerk at the time of 

his first expedition. He had joined the North West Company in 

1816, and had served as a clerk at various northern posts.·He 

spoke Cree and some Chipewyan. In 1822 he had travelled with 

George Simpson :from York Factory to Fort Chipewyan, .and had 

captured the :famous man's admiration, In the well-known 

"Character Book", Simpson was later to write that McLeod was 

"A very steady active well behaved Man of tolerable Education •• , 

is an excellent Trader ••• selected by me [for the Nahanni 

explorations] on account of his steady habits.of business 

and correct conduct. 1123 

A.R.McLeod was instrumental in organizing the party, 

There was a considerable delay while the party waited for the 

arrival of an Indian known as "The Prince" who was to act as 

a guide, but eventually, on June 5,1823, John McLeod, three 

H.B.C. men, seven Indian men and an Indian woman embarked on 

the journey. 
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23Glyndwr Willia.ms (ed,),Hudson's Bay Miscellany, (Winnipeg, 1975) ,p .220. ,lJ 
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His commission was to both "explore the Nahanny 

River" and contact "the Natives of' that Name, who inhabit 

the borders of that stream or that may be in the neighbour-

hood of the Mountains." He took with him "a selection of' 

Sundry articles of Trade etc. etc." in order to "conciliate 

a friendly reception from them and to ensure future confidence. "24 

The small party reached the Nahanni River on June 

10, encountering heavy rains which almost destroyed the 

camp. McLeod was encouraged by the sight of' beaver and moose. 

Rather than following the main course of the river, they 

- - branched into-a-tributary_ now_known_as_the_Meilleur_.3~ _A _______ _ 

number of mountain "ranges"·were crossed and still there was 

no sight of the Nahanni Indians. The Indians of the party 

became restle.ss, and decided there was no hope of finding the 

little-known tribe. McLeod also began to suspect his inter

preter of treasonous translations, but firmly resolved to 

carry on. Finally on June 19 after crossing the sixth "range", 

traces of an unknown tribe were found. Optimistically,McLecd 

decided that he was at last on the Nahanni's trail and made 

several large fires as signals. There was no reply. 

Several deserted camps were found on subsequent 

days, niore fires were lit,provisions ran low, and still 

there was no response. McLeod decide4 the party must somehow 

24HBCA, R.200/a/1,p.47 • 

25R,M.Patterson investigated this route and described it 
in Patterson,"The Nahany Lands",Beaver,(Summer,1961), 
pp. 41-46. See the map following page 27, , 
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have bypassed the Indians and determined to retrace his 

steps toward the Liard River. His journal at this point 

seems dismal indeed. Scarcely a day passed when it did not 

rain, and the "m~squitos" were almost intolerable, 

Then on July 2, definite tracks were discovered 

between the third and fourth mountain "ranges" and the party 

set off with renewed energy. Finally, at a point on what is 

now known as the Jackfish River, they reached a group of 

Nahannis who were "Yelling, Singing and Dancing as they 

advanced. "26 McLeod discovered that two of his party, whom 

he had sent on ahead to explore, were already with the 

Nahannis. Thus the problems of a first encounter were eased 

somewhat. McLeod reported: 

The strange Tribe consisted of Fourteen men· 
apparently all connected with the same leader. 
They are generally speaking of Middling Stature, 
good Shape and fresh Complexions. The enunciation 
of their language is fluent and harmonious, but 
they vociferate it out witl} such [incredible?] 
force, that it is upon the whole disagreeable. 
They appeared to me, to be much more.prompt in 
their use and application of their bodily 
faculties, than any of the Northern Tribes that 
I have yet seen. 

McLeod duly presented the "Leader of the Strange 

Tribe" with numerous presents, including a flag, a cotton 

·shirt, coal, a knife, an axe and a small kettle. Combs and 

awls were distributed among the others. Then McLeod sought 

26HBCA, B •. 200/a/2,p ,9. 

27Ibid. ,p .9, 
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more information from the group about their country. Apparently 

there was sufficient similarity in language that the H.B.C. 

in"i:;erpreter encountered few communication difficulties, The 

Nahannis told McLeod that they belonged to a large people, 

and inhabited the country to the west, although they had not 

seen their people for .three winters. They admitted knowledge 

of beaver in their land, with some reluctance. They also 

admitted knowledge of two tribes in the west which spoke a 

different language from their own. However, there was some 

hesitation in divulging this information for the Nahannis 

-- had-apparently-been-at war-with-one--of-these-tribes-(the -- -

Beaver, as noted earlier), and feared that the strange H.B.C. 

men "might mis-apply any information from them, to· disturb the 

Security in which they seemed to live, 1128 

The Nahannis had few furs with them, which the 

Indians in McLeod's party promptly traded for some odd 

articles, including an old gun. McLeod explained the H.B.C. 

system of trade, and presents were exchanged, The band leader 

was described by McLeod as "tall, strong and robust", with a 

rather lengthy beard that gave him the appearance "of an old 

Roman Sage. 1129 

The Ceremonies being concluded I recommended 
him to visit his Tribe, and show to them what I 

. had given to him, and to persuade as many to 
follow him as he could, 'and meet me the ensuing 
year in or about the same place, where I should 

[J 28 Ibid. ,p.11, 

' 

l 1 
~J 

8~;~;;; 

;~!.;~;~~; 



have a supply o.f the most necessary articles 
they wantedr, J to give in exchange .for any 
furs they wbu~d bring. 

-27-

And always the businessman .for H.B.C. interests, he added, 

"And besides to endeavour to Communicate to the two Strange 

Tribes he mentioned to be acquainted with ... 31 The party 

returned to the .fort on July 10. 

A year later, as promised, McLeod prepared a 

second expedition to meet the Nahannis. With a small group, 

30 

he ie.ft Fort Simpson on June 8,1824, and picked up an Indi~n 

party along the Liard whose members expressed considerable 

dismay at the idea o.f entering Nahanni country with such a 

small group. McLeod's skills at diplomacy (and probably. bribery) 

succeeded in overcoming their objections. It was not until 

June 24 that the group .finally encountered a Nahanni a 

young boy who had wandered into McLeod's camp in error, 

believing it to be his own. The next day, the youth returned 

with his .four companions, gi.fts were given, then one was 

sent to inform White Eyes ("leader" o.f the group) o.f the 

arrival o.f the white men. McLeod recorded: 

.JOibid. ,p.12. 

Jiibid, ,p.12. 

At 4 they made their appearance· ••• they expressed 
great satisfaction at seeing me, and told me 
they were on their way to the appointed 
randesvous, I was much disappointed that .finding 
they had made no hunts worth mentioning in the 
Course o.f the Winter. 

32 . ijBCA,B.200/a/5,.fo,37. , 
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McLeod gave White Eyes a present of "Chiefs 

Clothing", but found the Indian very unwilling to divulge 

any information about his country. McLeod then changed his 

tactics and invited White Eyes to accompany him out of the 

mountains. Much to his surprise, 

I could not however prevaile with the Leader 
Himself nor would He allow any of His party 
to accompany me, owin~ to their apprehensions 
of the Fort Liard Indians,whose presence they 
had last summer discovered on or about the 
Beaver River .•• after a great deal of persuation 
[I] prevailed on the Old Leader and two of his 
family to, accompany me to the establishment. 

Part of the reason White Eyes changed his mind was that many 

33 

of the families (who had remained carefully hidden from the 

white men) were starving, and McLeod proposed the Nahannis 

accompany him in a hunt. It is also interesting to note that 

when White Eyes, his son, and a nephew parted from their 

families, McLeod reported,"I witnessed a Scene of affection 

which would not have disgraced a place nearer civilized life, ,,34 

McLeod yet had use for his powers of persuasion, 

The following day, White Eyes ailnounced that he had suffered 

a bad dream and was returning to his family. McLeod convinced 

him to stay. Two days later, White Eyes was again prepared to 

turn back; this time McLeod bribed him with the promise of food. 

At the Liard River, the party found their canoe, and 

JJibid. ,fo.37 

34rbid. ,fo,J7d. 
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prepared to embark, much to the surprise of the Nahannis who 

had apparently never seen any sort of water craft before. Then 

when the Indians were told they were approaching Fort 

Simpson, "their minds appeared to be much agitated." And, 

"for some time after entering the House, they seemed lost 

in astonishment and surprise, ,.35 at the sight of the 

European establishment. 

Wentzell was pleased indeed to see some Nahanni 

Indians at last, and spent a great deal of time questioning 

White Ey~s through an interpreter. This time, the traders 

.::-. 

lJ---re~a:rriea-tnat-tne-Nanannis · were-acquainteawrtnt:ne-carrier--·- ---~-~ 

~· Indians and were, in fact, aware that trade was being ~ . 

c conducted with whites en the coast, probably the Russians. 
. ,,, 

White Eyes reported that his people were at war with the 

Fort Liard Indians, for which reason they remained "concealed 

LJ in the Mountains. " He also revealed the existence of a large 

,. tribe called the "Dahadinnais" who lived west of the moun-

( \ 

l~, 

u .. -..... { 

tains and were on friendly terms with his people. Indeed, 

there had been some intermarriage between the groups. White 

Eyes promised to bring some of these people with him to 

Fort Simpson when next he came. Alre~dy he was convinced of 

the value of contact with the whites. 

We never could believe there was whites so near 
our Lands [he explained] else. we should long ere 
this have traded with them. If it had not been 
for an old Gun from you last summer, we should 36 
have starved to Death last Winter. 

But he also warned, "Don't ask us to go to Fort de Lia.rd to 

35rbid.,fo.39 36HBCA,B.200/a/4,fo.10d, 
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Trade,we will not go, .. .37 

White Eyes and his party had collected a small 

number of furs, but they were not cleaned and stretched in 

the proper fashion, so Wentzell demonstrated to the Indians 

how. he wanted the furs prepared for trade, He was somewhat 

disappointed in the information obtained from White Eyes as 

well. 

Notwithstanding the Leader's apparent candour 
and frankness, yet he could not be prevailed 
upon to trace out a kind of a Chart on the 38 floor with a coal, of his Country. 

The company traders were flattered by the interest 

these Indians took in the post. Wentzell commented on the 

Nahannis' particular enjoyment of the buildings and the 

music they encountered. The following day, the small party 

departed with trade goods and several presents,"with which 

as well as our behaviour towards them they were pleased and 

elated beyond description. ,.,39 

H.B.C. officials were also "pleased a.1'ld elated", and 

John McLeod received the credit. Chief Factor Edward Smith 

who replaced Wentzell, wrote to George Simpson some time later 

describing McLeod as the faithful servant 

••• who has in such a modest and Gentlemanly 
manner conducted the Parties whose labours 
have extended the limits of your favorite 
McKenzies Riv7r Distric~ so far beyond its 40 usual boundaries ••• 

.37HBCA,B.200/a/4,fo,10d. 

,3Sibid.,fo.10d 

.39rbid.,fo.11 
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Curiously,however, the minutes of the H.B,C. Council do not 

record any reference to either plans to send McLeod out, or 

n acknowledgement Of receipt Of his report, although there was 
i I 
'' 

II 
~ 

n 

u 

considerable interest in Samuel Black's trip through the 

Rocky Mountains. 

A clue to this apparent omission may be found in a 

letter written by w.F.Wentzell in 1824 on the eve of his 

departure from the north, expressing his private convictions 

to an old friend. 

Many plans are suggested for exploring the 
. unknown parts. of McKenzies river, and none have 

: ·: '. 
"·" 

__ ----~e_t_b~_en_digested ,_excepting-that-Mr-.Samuel-------- - ----------r-·-- ------ Black is to start this Spring ••• This plan 
L j · appears to me to be wild and injudicious, •• In 

my humble opinion, I think he should have taken 
his route down MacKenzies River and cross the 
Rocky Mountains ••• But unfortunately this 

[J 
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quarter is less known than it ought to be, and 
as I intend leaving it this year forever, I 
feel li t·t;1e interest in trying to persuade my 
employers of their erroneous information, 
convinced as I am of the little attention that 
would be paid to any suggestions from my little 
knowledge of the country. 

Wentzell probably supported McLeod's expedition because it 

was more in keeping with his personal approach to the explor~ 

ation of the unknown country. His interest in, and knowledge 

of this area had been aroused during his days with the N.w.c. 
The H.B.C.,on the other hand, was primarily concerned with 

finding useful routes through the mou~tains from the south, 

probably primarily to cut deep into the sources of the 

Russian coastal traders. Hence,McLeod's efforts were not of 

great use to the Company, except insofar as they induce~ new 

41Masson,op cit.,Vol.I,p.151, 

41 



groups of Indians to enter the trade. Perhaps it is not 

surprising, then, to find that McLeod's voyages created 

great excitement at Fort Simpson, but relatively little 

interest in London. 

-32-

Other explorations into surrounding territory were 

also underway in the early 1820's. P.W.Dease travelled to the 

"Main West Branch" of' the Liard in 1823 in search of' Nahannis, 

but failed to find any. 42 Murdoch McPherson travelled from 

Fort Liard to the Beaver River in July,1824, and found traces 

of old Nahanni camps. 43 These e:x;plorations were .extended into 

the 1830's as part of the search for a safer route through 

.the mountains to the furs of what is now the Yukon Territory. 

The Liard River, with its numerous rapids and deep canyons 

was considered too dangerous for efficient passage of the 

fUr brigades. Hence the search f'or a.new fur country was 

coupled with the search for a new transportation route. In 

1834, John McLeod journeyed from Fort Halkett along the Dease 

River, and two years ~ater, Robert Campbell volunteered to 

continue the "mission", as well as to assist in settling the 

problem with the hostile Indians around Dease Lake.[See Appendix 

1]. 

Of course, once John McLeod had allayed the fears 

of' the Fort Simpson Indians as to the· dangerous natures of' 

42Merk,op cit.,p.149, 

43HBCA,B.200/a/5,fo,29d. 
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'l I,, the Nahanni Indians, trips for furs and provisions into the 

D Nahanni region became more f'".cequent, One Indian in particular, 

' named Ehcalais, led his party in a number of highly successful 

(1 expeditions, , 
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Scarcely had contact been made with the Nahannis, 

and a profitable trade promised, when a rumour began to 

circulate throughout the district that threatened to under

mine any hope of expansion. Murdoch McPherson at Fort Liard 

received a report in the fall of 1824 that one of his post 

Indians had killed one of the Nahannis sometime in July. 

The Indian in question readily admitted that he had killBd 

TI'---someone-,-but-veh-emen'Gly denied that it had been a Nahanni. 

·_ McPherson apparently had reason to believe that the victim 

was actually one of White Eyes' sons. The reaction at Fort 

Simpson was vigorous• 
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If this is really the case our trouble and 
expense the two preceeding Summers first in 
offering an intercourse with this Tribe--
and last summer in bringing them to the Fort-
from whom at some future period something 
might have been expected to augment the Annual 
returns of the District--is at once blasted 
from the rash Actions and hellish Rasoality 44 of an Untruthful sci:l.m.P· 

On the other hand, it was beginning to appear that little 

hope for a lucrative trade with the Nahannis existed. They 

were "only few in number as far as WEl know,timerous in the 

extreme, and afraid of their neighbours. That until some 

further discoveries in the Mountains a.re made and their 

44rbid, ,fo.15d, entry for October 25, 1824. 
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number collected at a Post for themselves little can be 

expected from them, .,45 Besides, the increased geographical 

·knowledge had indicated the Nahanni River was not to be a 

passage through the mountains. Edward Smith at Fort Simpson 

reported in 1825, "It does not flow from the Westward of the 

Mountains as at first expected: it takes its rise in the·9th 

range of Mountains, 1146 

Nevertheless, the chief factor at Fort Simpson was 

not prepared to lose the Nahanni trade without a fight. 

Learning that a group of Indians trading at the post was 

.. likelY.. to meet the Nahannis that winter, Smith gave the 

group some small presents to give to the Nahannis, with the 

intention of encouraging them to come to the fort in March 

in spite of the alleged murder. Sure enough, on April 14,1825, 

three Nahannis arrived at Fort Simpson with the news that the 

band had suffered a difficult winter. But best of all from 

the Company's viewpoint, it was discovered that, "The Story 

of one of them having been killed last summer is fortunately 

a lie, that youth being now here. 047 Besides, the Nahannis 

had collected over fifty beaver skins for trade, and the news 

was presented that a group of "Dahontines" had agreed to 

join the Nahannis in their hunts, and bring their furs to 

Fort Simpson. Chief Factor Edward Smi~h was pleased with both 

45HBCA,B.200/a/5,fo.2. 

46rbid. , fo • .3, 

47HBCA,B.22/a/6,p.6.Entry for April 14,1825. 
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th·e news and the beaver, writing of the latter, "These Beaver 

altho very ill stretched was very fine and look uncommonly 

well .furred • .,4-B The promise of more Indians participating 

in the trade also gave rise to proposals for a new post to 

be established in the Naha:nni country at some future date, 

That "future date" arrived sooner than expected. 

Two months later, a group of Indians who had been hunting in 

t.he Nahanni territory brought along with their furs more 

tales of fear between tribes, so Edward Smith mentioned the 

possibility of opening a post in that country. The Indian 

·./· 

· . .":'. 
···Y~ . ... 

,./·: . . ::.,: ... 

-q 
D 

response was overwhelmingly_in_fa~our-,-so-on-Ju~y-1-J,--1825~,~~~~~~~

the official decision was made to send one IVJr,John Bell "to 

fl u 
: [I 

u 

go to the Nahanny River to pass the Swnmer with Two Men. 

He is [illegible] and colle9t as much provisions as possible, 

and if we find that the Nahanny and Dahantione Indians are 

able to support a regular establishment, it is p~6mised as 

t . 49 soon as hey prove themselves worthy of that favour." 

Accordingly, John Bell was sent out. 

When Bell joined McPherson of Fort Liard on the 

Mackenzie River brigade in the fall, he had only disappointing 

news. There had been a severe scarcity of animals in addition 

to a strange disease which had attacked the "Moose Deer", It 

was decided to make arrangements with the Nahannis so that 

r h 48 I 'I . -b· d 7 
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they would travel to Fort Simpson to trade, and the post was 

abandoned, 

For the first time in 1826, post journals record 

the arrival of "Dahodonie" Indians at Fort Simpson. Small 

groups of Nahannis also began to trickle in,although more 

often they traded with other Indians hunting up the river, 

who in turn brought their furs to the H.B.C, post. 

During George Simpson's famous journey of 1828 to 

the Pacific, the "little emperor" stopped at Fort Chipewyan 

to discuss the affairs of the Mackenzie District with Edward 

Smith. Later, Simpson reported, 

I have made arrangements with Mr.Smith, that 
a new Post shall be settled on the Nahariy River, 
for the convenience of the· Nahany Tribe, and 
with the view of drawing some more of the 
Umbahatony and Tooh~chatony Tribes, which will 
require an Establishment of Six Men besides the 
Clerk in charge, with an outfit of Twenty Five· 
pieces Goods, and may be expected to yield 
about 20 to 25 Packs Furs,value about 2000. 

However, the somewhat grandiose proposal seems to have 

melted away, probably in the interests of economy. Besides, 

the timid Nahannis seemed to have gained confidence in their 

position, for by 1830 they were known to have occasionally 

visited Fort Liard, which, according to Smith's report, 

"they find more conveniently situated." In fact, the previous 

summer, 

••• there was an unusual influx of them which 
as none of them came empty handed had increased 
the Returns of that place before the middle of 

50 

50E.E.Rich (ed.),Simpson's 1828 Journey to the Columbia,(Toronto, 
194?),p.12. 
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October to more than was the1•e the preceeding 51 year in March, , • 

The demands of the fv.r trade had finally overcome traditional 

;,'·.l . conflicts; the Nahanni Indians who had once been so afraid 
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of their enemies at Fort Liard were now willing to trade at 

that post, 

Throughout the 1840's and 1850's, the Nahanni bands 

became fully integrated into the f~r trade system. Post records 

at Simpson and Liard indicate a number of regular traders 

listed as "Nahanys" who were allowed to keep accounts at the 

forts as part of the famous "credit" system, which was really 

a method of creating perpetual debt and ensuring that the 

Indians would return to the fort with more furs at regular 

intervals. The travelling habits of the bands changed to 

accommodate the trade, so groups that had previously wandered 

in the mountains adapted to river travel and were known to 

have covered enormous distances in search of furs. The old 

fear of Fort Lia.rd and its inhabitants seems to have largely 

disappeared for by 1850, the Fort Simpson record books 

indica:te the arrival of a "Nahari.ny chief" and his son,who 

named Fort Liard as their primary residence.52 

The Nahannis had entered the fur trading system at 

a rather insecure period in its development. Beaver was losing 
. 

its popularity in Europe in the late 18JO's and 1840's, so 

51HBCA,B.200/e/11,fo.2, 

52HBCA,B.200/d/91 1fo,12?d. 
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the Company was attempting to e~courage the trapping of 

other animals. And unfortunately at the same time, a severe 

shortage of' large game animals was being encountered in the 

Mackenzie River District.53 Experiments in farming were 

conducted at Forts Simpson and Liard, and there is evidence 

Simpson encouraged the Indians to be less nomadic. In 1841, 

a stricter "quota system" was introduced in the north. 

Governor Simpson was sufficiently astute to respond 

to the changing situation.of' the fur trade by instituting a 

variety of conservation methods. Beginning in 1824, a number 

of posts were closed and others moved in an attempt to be 

more responsive to local conditions. The Company also encouraged 

the Indians to trap animals other than beaver and to avoid 

trapping beaver in the summer when the skins were. of relatively 

low grade. Finally, in 1826, the first "quota system" was 

introduced in the Northern Department. Average returns for the 

1823-1825 seasons were calculated, and a limit placed on the 

number of furs the Indians were allowed to trap based on the 

previous takes. Apparently the method succeeded in reducing 

the Company's intake from 1/5 to 1/2. 54. 

There was widespread disapproval of' this system f'rom 

Indian trappers throughout the west and the north, and the 

Mackenzie District was no exception. ,John Lee Lewis at Fort 

Simpson wrote to George Simpson that as "the McKenzie is still 

.53A,J.Ray,"Some Conservation Schemes of the Hudson's Bay Company, 
1821-.50", Journal of Historical Geography,Vol.I,No.1 
(1975) ,p.62 • 

.54see ibid.,pp • .51-.5.5· A stricter system was attempted in 1841. 

l l 

tl 

[l 
Li 

r 
" J ,\. 

fl 
[] 

I lJ 
r ll 
. Ll 

l l 
~~11 J 
{:~·;L_ 



(l 
I j . ' 

n 

n 
0 
n 
[J 

0 
[ l 
J 

u 

u l 

l~ 

LI 
U\ 
r 1\ LJ 

U1 

U\ 

-39-

rich in the article o~ Beaver and our forbidding the Indians 

killing only makes them generally disconten·bed ... .55 It has 

been argued that the Company's.attempts at conservation 

"played a major· role in changing the Indians ' wa;y of' life in 

some fundamental ways. ,.56 On the other hand, · the embittered 

company servant John McLean, who spent the winter of 1843-44 

in the Mackenzie District, disagreed vehemently that the H.B.C. 

·was following any sort of' a conservation policy, in spite of' 

its official pronouncements. According to him, the country 

was being laid waste, and only through the "indolehce of' the 

natives" and the fact that the physical nature of the land 

made much of' the beaver "inaccessible to the hunter .. , was the 

Mackenzie still the richest fur country in the territory.57 

It seems more likely that in the Mackenzie District, 

the life of the Indians was changing through necessity. Life 

had always been tenuous in an area where it depended on the 

cyclical supply of rabbits; but now the starving people 

believed they could rely on the white traders for support, In 

many cases, of course, the traders were suffering from hunger 

themselves. But where an attempt to grow food had been under

taken, there was some relief', Cattle were imported to Forts 

Liard and. Simpson58 and in 18.52, 700 bushels of potatoes, 120 

5.5As quoted in ibid.,p.65 

56Ibid.,p.68 

.57w.s.Wallace(ed,),John McLean's Notes of 
the Hudson's Bay Territory,(New 

5BE .E .Rich, (ed.) ,Rae's Arctic Correspondence, 1844-C:C:. (T.n,,,..i .... ~ 1 ""'"' 
~ nt::: 
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bushels of' turnips and 180 bushels of barley were harvested at 

Simpson, with a smaller harvest of similar crops at Liard.59 

There is ample evidence to suggest that.these 

crops did, indeed, make a difference. John McLean wrote of 

the early 1840's: 

For these three years past,the distress of' 
the natives in this quarter has been without 
parallel; several hundreds having perished of 
want--in some instances even at the gates of 
the trading post ••• with the produce of' the farm, 
Mr. L[ewis of' Fort Simpson] was enabled to save 
the lives of all.those who resorted to his own 
post; but at Forts Good Hope,Norman [both without 6o 
farms]· no assistance could be given. 

And again, some ten years later when another famine struck, 

Chief Factor Rae at Fort Simpson could report that although 

"At Fort des Liards the people were living from hand to mouth 

all winter and the Indians suffered much privation, a number 

of' them [were] fed at the Fort," so that the few recorded 

deaths were due to an influenza virus, and not starvation.
60

a 

Hence it may be concluded that the Indians were drawn to the 

posts out of' desperation and want, for the resolution of' an· 

ever-present problem in the north. The presence of the H.B.C. 

did indeed cause changes in the habits of' the Natives, but it 

was less because of' any half-implemented conservation policy 

than because of' the H.~.c. farms, without which the native 

population would undoubtedly have continued to suffer annual 

59rnnis,op cit.,p.300. 

60wallace,op cit.,p.313, 

60aE.E.Rich(ed.),Rae's Arctic Correspondence,(London,1953),p.125, 
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losses f'rom starvation when the rabbits ran short. 

Attention continued to f'ocus on the Liard-Nahanni 

area until 1851, when Robert Campbell discovered the Porcu

pine River could be used to reach the Yukon River. Consequently, 

the dangerous and somewhat dreaded Lia.rd-Frances Lake route 

to the Yukon district was dropped, and the f'ocus of' 

attention shif'ted to the Mackenzie River itself', and its 

much e·asier route north and west as Wentzel had predicted. 

Fort Simpson retained its importance, but Fort Liard began 

its drif't into obscurity, as a rather remote outpost of' the 

H.B.C. monopoly in the north. But the changes wrought by its 

·presence were not to be undone. 

The encounter with the Indians of' the Nahanni River 

region has been relegated to a mere historical f'ootnote, 

although it warrants more attention. The records of' that 

6ontact period provide some interesting clues to the cdmpl~x 
I 

relationship between the H.B.C. and its suppliers. 

First, "White Eyes" indicated to John McLeod that. 

his people were aware of' the existence of' white traders to 

the west and understood the nature of' their business. Why then 

were the Nahannis not involved in this trade? The oovibus 

initial response is that they did not care to part1cipate. 

Between them and the coast were the Carrier and Tahltan 

people who had set themselves up as.middlemen in the tiade. 

For·an unknown reason, the Mountain Indians preferred the 

isolation of' their country to dealing with these tribes • 

-' 



Perhaps a long-standing animosity existed between them, 

dating from their acquisition of white man's weapons. Perhaps 

too, the Mountain Indians saw no real need for goods of white 

manufacture. It is quite possible that the Carriers kept only 

the best for themselves, and.did not care to provide the 

most useful items to other tribes so that the isolated 

Nahannis might not have been aware of all the potential advan

tages of trade. It was not until an old H.B.C. gun had saved 

the 

was 

Mountain people 

demonstrated. 61 
from starvation that any desire to trade 

At any rate, .it is interesting and fully 

in accord with patterns observed elsewhere in North .America, 

that knowledge of white men had penetrated at last to this 

isolated group even before actual contact. 

A second important aspect of this initial contact 

was the determined reluctance of White Eyes and his band to 

reveal any information about the country they il'!habited. The 

Indians were polite but distant; they took advantage 6f what 

the white traders could offer, but-refused to piace themselves 

in a vulnerable position. It is now a cliche to state that the 

Indians of North .America did not share the European concept 

of property. Further it has been argued that 

••• recent historical research has suggested 
that band territories were not sharply 
delimited at the t:i.ine ot initial contact 
throughout most of the subarctic and northern 
plains regions 1 and the notion of trespass 
was not well developed. 

61see note 36, page 29. 
... ,: • t;." ,: {1 li·J.:?> 
· .................. ~~ 

6zA,J .Ray and D.B.Freeman, "Give Us Good Measure", (Toronto, 1978 )"~p .17. 
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However, as has been stated, ll\lhite Eyes would not divulge 

information because he feared the white strangers might use 

it to help his enemies. Clearly, this group had a sense of 

"territory" 1 the mountains provided safety from the Slave 

Indians to the south. Wisely,too, they were unsure of the 

white traders and probably suspected they might prove to be 

enemies as well, as indicated in the Indians' extreme reluctance 

to travel to Fort Simpson. Security was of vital importance 

to this group, and the Mackenzie Mountains provided the 

necessary barriers. [j 

[] 
Subsequent dealings with the "Nahanni" Indians 

developed in accordance with a pattern which has beeh ob-

0 served in many other cases. The Indians were not to be 
-~ 

flattered by useless presents; once they learned what was 
ri 
L~ useful to them, they demanded it. And contact with the H.B.C. 
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gradually eroded pre-existing differentiation between tribes 

and bands. The Nahanni overcame their fear of the Slave 

Indians to the extent that they became the dominant group 

·at Fort Liard for a time. The trade also drew them away from 

their traditional home in the mountains and led them to travel 

fUrther and spend more time at central gathering points--

the H.B.C. posts. The fact that Forts Simpson and Liard also 

offered a more stable food supply came to be an important 

factor as well, in a country where survival was forever the 

primary concern. 

It must not be concluded that the H.B.C. deliberately 

;'·:"'::' 

~~· .. r=:~: 



encouraged the existence of "sedentary and dependent groups 

of hunters and gatherers. "63 In fact, it was decidedly not 

in the Company's interest. It did not want to be burdened 

with the support of these groups camped about the posts; 

it was more interested in trappers who were free to move 

about to the best fur country and bring in valuable skins 

as well as efficient hunters who could support the Company 

. ··employees by their efforts. On the other hand, it is clear 

·tliat groups of just such "sedentary hunters" were developing 

around the posts in the mid-nineteenth century, The Mountain 

Indians,too, fell into this pattern. Some moved to live 

more or less permanently at Simpson- and Liard; others became 
' dependent on the Company thi-ough the "credit" system. ·The 

Honorable Company had become an integral part Of the region. 

··. 

63As described by Wallace Smith, "The Fur Trade and the Frontier: 
A Study of an Interoul tural Alliance", unpublished essay 
for Parks Canada (Winnipeg,1961),p.21. 

[l 

[1 

[ 1 

,.f] 
::': 

l l 
.. J] 
;·)l 

'):..lJ 

ri I 

[] 

[] 

lJ 

ll 

l J 



I~ 

:1 
n 

I J ,. 

n 

[) 

u 
ll. '·~ 

[1 . 
! 

U\ . 
' 

r . lj\, 

L\ 

i 
; 

. ' 

" 

' j, 
I 



CHAPTER 3 

THE MISSIONARY INVASION 

18.50-1896 

Once the Hudson's Bay Company had firmly integrated 

its elf'. into the north, a second group of agents from "outside" 

began its invasion. The advance guard consisted of a scattering 

of' itinerant missionaries, but once the initia~ ground was 

broken, they ca.me in greater numbers, and theirs was to be 

an even more profound impact than that of the fur traders. 

It was in the interest of the Hudson's Bay Company, of course, 

to encourage the Indians to maintain a.life closely related 

to their life before contact; the Company· wanted :furs·,· not 

farmers or industrial workers. The churches, however, were 

to actively promote changes in the Indian way of life,partly 

because it simplified teaching the Gospel, but largely 

because they believed these ·changes were part of the civilizing 

mission of the church. 

From the Christian church's viewpoint, the opening 

of the Canadian north could not have occurred at a more 

appropriate time. During the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, a wave of evangelism rushed through 

the established churches. Fundamentalism attained widespread 

popularity. Probably the most important result of this 

movement was the development of the missionary spirit. It 
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n was the duty of the Christian ·to spread his knowledge of' the 
1. I 

word, and the nineteenth century saw it spread as never 

n bef'ore. Groups like the Church Missionary Society proliferated, 
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raising f'unds and training men (and later, some women) to 

travel to all the corners of' the globe with their joyful 

ti~ings, 

It was not a purely religious message that was 

spread, however. Christianity and western civilization were 

equated so that peoples of other lands shoUld not merely adopt 

Christian beliefs to save their souls: they must also learn 

to be Europeans. African tribesmen must wear "decent" western 

clothing rather than exist semi-naked. Thus, many analysts 

have described the work of the church as part of the general 

thrust of imperialism and colonialization. 

The interior of North America presented a new field 

for these proselytizers. At first, men went to areas like 

the Red River Settlement to minister to the white settlers, 

but gradually moved on to more distant parts where Indians 

and a few H.B.C. employees made their homes, And it was 

through the funding and encouragement of two main groups, 

the Church Missionary Society and the Oblates of Mary 

Immaculate, that the Mackenzie Basin was finally gained. 

The Church Missionary Society (C,M.S.) was founded 

by a group of Anglican evangelicals in 1799, Before 1820, its 

efforts were centred primarily in Africa, India, New Zealand, 
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and the Far East. Henry Venn, of the Parent Committee of the 

Society, provided most of the ideas which lay behind its 

approacli. to missionary work. The missionaries were :to educate 

the natives in the broadest sense -- Christian knowledge 

alone was insufficient. Native trade and industry were to be 

encouraged. But above all, Venn proposed that the Society's 

aim was to promote self-sufficiency in the native congregations. 

He believed that it would be impossible for the Society to 

provide leadership forever, so that the best way to encourage 

the spread of Christianity was to train native ministers. Thus, 

a few trained Society missi.onaries could educate larger 

numbers of native adherents who in turn could train even 

larger numbers. 1 This concept was expressed in·rather idealized 

terms by one of Venn's adherents in this manner: 

Beyond the boundary line of the.more settled 
districts, if possessed of a true Missionary 
spirit, he [the European]·will go forth to break 
new ground,and,leading forth his band of native 
catechists, extend the husbandry of the Lord. On 
the native churches in his rear he will look back 
from time to time.Regarding them as his base of 
operation, he will oc.casionally visit them; and 
by communicating to them Missionary intelligence, 
and ]?lacing before the.m interesting sketches of 
his work, he will kindle and cherish amongst them 
a Missionary spirit, and so lead them on to Mission
ary action. They will begin to help ••• and at their 
expense, to itinerate with the European evangelist, 
until, becoming more and more interested, they take 
up Mission work on their own account ••• But beyond 
them ••• the European eva.1).gelist will be found ••• 
[in] some new field of labour. 

1Jean Usher,William Duncan of' Metlakatla,(Ottawa,1974),pp.18-22. 

2Church Missionary Society Intelligencer,(1867),p.268. 
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The Society established a school in England to 

train its people before they travelled overseas, and onoe 

. -!:;hey reached the mission fields, close contact was maintained 

through correspondence. Each missionary was required to 

submit an annual letter and journal listing his daily 

activities. These papers served as a means f'or the parent 

society to ensure its men were f'o.llowing the regulations, but 

they also provided a fertile source f'~r public information, 

The Society published a number of' magazines, of.which the 

most widely circulated was the c.iv.r.s.Intelligencer (founded 

1849), which was used to publicize the Society's activities 

and served as an appeal f'or funds f'rom the ge11eral. public, 

In f'if'ty years, the Society had become a highly organized and 

ef'f'ecti ve insti tuti9n, describ~d i-ecently in these terms 1 
.. ; 

By the late 1850,' s these EvaJ:J.gelical mission
aries were :f'ar;_lE?s\il. t!ie remap.tic idealist~ ·w:J:io 
longed only to ·:preach the· Gospel to the he'atnen. 
They had themselvEi'ii becciine a national institution, 
organized a vast network throughout England/with 
agents whom th$"y.supe:t'vised throughout the.uncon
verted worl.d. They had.h~4 years of e;icperie:n,ce in 
dealing with; non-()hr:i,i3i;:i,an peoples, arid by mid-
century approached their mission in a systematic, 

3 scientific manner. . 

The first proposal to work among the Indians·'in 

North America appears to have aris~n ·early in the Society's 

history. According to one r~port, a member of' the North We.st 

Company approached the C.M.S. Committee requesting a mission ... 

for the Indians somewhere beyond the Rockies. The committee 

3u h .,_ 5 s_ er, op c1". , p. • 
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moved to in-vestigate the possibility, but little seems to have 

come of it, 4 Movement in'Go the north west was to come more 

gradually. 

St. John's church in what is now Winnipeg was 

established in 1823 by Reverend John West. In 1840, the first 

mission to the interior was begun at The Pas, under the Native 

minister Henry Budd, in accordance with the native-ministry 

theory of the C.M.S. By 1849, there were enough clergy. 

operating in Red River and north that the Society determined 

the time had come to create a full-fledged diocese, and David 

Anderson was duly appointed first bishop of Rupert's Land. The 

[J diocese contained all the land specified in the H.B.C, charter, 
' 
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but was to end at the 49th parallel, In one of Anderson's 

first letters to the Society in his capacity as bishop, he 

demonstrated an interest in the north. 

· The sailors of Sir J,Richardson's overland 
expedition were present [at a gathering in Red 
River] ••• They give a. good account of the civil
ization of the Indians on the Mackenzie River-
they seem as civilized, according to their 
statement, as those around this place--and said 
it was quite a pity they had no Minister. 

However, it was not until the Society was faced with the threat 

that the Roman Catholics might reach these Indians first that 

4s.Gould,Inasmuch:Sketches of the Beginnings of the Church of 
England in Canada,(Toronto,1917),p.83, The date is 
given as 1819,but a misprint is possible.Could it be 

5church Missionary Society Intelligencer,Vol.I,(1850),p.178, 
letter dated August 27 1 1849. 
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5 

1809? 



-50-

a move was made to visit this distant land. 

The Catholics who · seemed to threaten the C.M.s. 

were an order of French priests known as the Oblates of Mary 

Immaculate. They had been formed in 1816 also as a result of 

the evangelizing fervour, and their specific mission was to 

minister to the poor. In 1841 they expanded overseas to 

Canada on a request by Mgr.Bourget of' Montreal, to take up 

the "ministry initiated among the Indians by the Recollet 

Fathers, carried on by the Jesuits and suspended by the 

cession of New France. "6 At that time, the entire order 

consisted of only 40 priests and nine lay brothers, yet 

four priests and two lay brothers were spared for Montreal.7 

At the same time, Mgr.Provencher of Red River was 

anxious for some "professional" religious men because of a 

number of problems he was encountering with his "secular 

priests". Apparently most o:f these volunteers were unwilling 

to conform to the ideology o:f the church as interpreted by 
8 H . t Provencher. e approached Mgr.Bourget who was abou to 

embark on a journey to Rome, with the request to bring back 

some Jesuits, but Bourget was unsuccessful. In 1844,Provencher 

repeated his request to Bishop Signay o:f Quebec and on August 

6oblate· Services,Ga eteer of Indian and Eskimo Stations of the 
Oblate Fathers in Canada, Ottawa, 19 O ,p.v. 

7F .E .Banim, "The Centenary of' the Oblates of Mary Immaculate", 
Canadian Catholic Historical Association Report, 
(1941-42),p.29. See also Lionel Groulx,Le Canada 
francais missionaire,(Montreal,1962),p.35 • 
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2.5,184.5, Reverend Casimir Aubert, O,M.I., accompanied by lay 

brother Alexandre Tache arrived at Red River. Within a year, 

the O.M.r. had expanded their field north to Ile a la Crosse, 

and in 1847 Tache visited Lake Athabasca. 

The rivalry between the Roman Catholics and Anglicans 

became the primary impetus for expansion northwards. It was 

a bitter, hostile battle in which both sides felt not the 

least compunction in using the Indians as pawns. In fact, 

the comp:etition in many ways paral,leled the competition in 

the fur trade that had earlier determined the opening of the 

north to Europeans. This aspect of missionary enterprise was 

recognized early by Donald Ross at Norway House, who wrote to 

George Simpson in 1842, 

Mr.Evans [Wesieyan missionary] made a very 
extensive tour last winter, married and baptized 
a great many people, but the priests and church 
missionaries have been stirring themselves 
actively of late and both seem equally hostile 
to the Wesleyans.,Wherever they go they re-marry 
and re-baptize those who previously had undergone 
the ceremony ••• There will soon be as hot a 
religious opposition in the country as we had 
formerly about the fur trade. 

Both sides believed they offered the only Truth; the 

9 

Anglicans were critical of the Oblates' veneration of the Virgin 

Mary and their view of Jesus Christ s;ymbolized in the crucifix, 

while the Oblates did not believe the Anglicans had the right 

to call themselves ministers of the Gospel for they were married 

9As quoted in Frank A.Peake,"Fur Traders and Missionaries: 
Some Reflections on the Attitudes of the H.B.C. 
Towards Missionary Work Among the Indians.",Western 

,Canadian Journal of Anthropology,Vol,3,No.1,(1972), 
p. 62, source not cited. 
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men. To a certain degree as well, there was an element of 

English-French rivalry, for the Oblates were French-speaking 

almost to a man, while the Anglicans were English-speaking 

fr.om Britain. It must also be noted that this suspicion and 

distrust was not merely a manifestation of individual person

alities competing for souls in a lonel-y environment. Many 

articles in the C.M.S. Intelligencer were devoted to the 

threat of "Romanism" while official writing of the Oblate 

press frequently concerned itself with condemnations of 

Protestant activity. Nor was this form of argument and 

attack limited to the nineteenth century. In 1949, an Oblate 

historian summarized the era with these words: 

Such was the battle which was fought during 
this period against Protestantism. Protestantism 
propagated by ministers often without heart, 
without principles, without loyalty. It was 
perhaps one of the greatest obstacles which the 
missionary Church in western Canada had to 
surmount. 

Of course, both sides also believed that they would ultimately 

be successful in winning Indian souls to their version of 

Christianity, so initially, both sides charged energetically 

and optimistically into the vast northern country in the rush 

to find more, fresh fields of souls, much as the competing 

traders had driven northward for ever more furs. 

There were a number of earl.y attempts to reach the 

Chipewyan Indians, and missions were established along the 
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H,B.C, route to the northern interior. In 1858, the push 

northwei.rd began in earnest. Archdeacon James Hunter of Red 

River heard that the Oblates were planning to reach the 

Mackenzie that season, so obtained permission to travel 

there with the Portage la Loche brigade, 

The Catholics saw the voyage as a dramatic thrust 

n into the Very heart Of the north, and responded immediately, 
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Father Pierre ffenri Grollier and a lay brother were hastily 

dispatched to Fort Simpson, "to :follow, and if possible over

take the Protestant minister. 1111 They arrived August 16 1 1858. 

Hunter spent the winter at Fort Simpson, visiting 

Fort Liard briefly in September and Forts Norman and Good 

Hope in the spring. Father Groliier, however, was unable to 

secure permanent lodgings and was forced to return to a base 

at Great Slave Lake for the winter. The Catholics blamed 

hostility on the part of the H.B.C. officer and clerks for 

the poor reception, The Indians., however, seemed i:'E!sJ?onsive, 

and the Oblates were much encouraged. 

Contact with the Nahanhi or Mountain Indians was 

made almost immediately, according to C.M.S. records. These 

people were among the first to be baptized by Archdeacon 

lJ Hunter during his year at Fort Simpson. Somewhat enthusiastically, 
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Hunter wrote in his diary for March ~,1859, 

Baptized two Nahannee Indians.It is quite pleasing 

11Gaston Carriere, "Fondation et developpement des missions 
catholiques dans la Terre de Rupert et les Territoil•es 
du Nord-Quest, 1841-61 ",Revue de l 'universite d' Ottawa, 
Vol.41(1971),p.409. 
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PHOTO Ci Reverend W.W.Kirkby (C.M.S.) 
circa 1875, Courtesy Provincial 
Archives· of Manitoba. 
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to see the simple and childlike faith manifested 
by these Indians ••• They were anxious to impress 
these glad tidings upon their memories,that, 
re·~urning to their camp a.i11ong the Nal1annee 
mountains, they might relate to their friends 
the wonderful things they had heard. 

The following year, James Hunter left Fort Simpson 

and sent in his place William West Kirkby, who was instructed 

to establish a permanent mission at Fort Simpson. Kirkby was 

described by the Catholics as "very zealous, but less of a 

friend of the Catholics [than Hunter] and equally a bigot, ,,l3 

The fiery personalities of Father Gascon and Reverend Kirkby 

clashed to such an extent that Gascon ended one of his' letters 

12 

to Tache in Red River with the declaration, "Guerre a Satan, 

guerre au peti t Kerby I 1114 The battle was conducted to the point 

of utter ludicrousness when each tried to deceive the other 

over a departure date from Fort Simpson, and finally agreed 

to leave together after H.B.C. Factor Hardisty intervened as 

mediator. 

With Kirkby's assistance, the H.E.C, constructed a 

church and mission house at Fort Simpson. The house was also 

intended to serve as a school. The Anglicans seemed more 

concerned with consolidating their position at Fort Simpson 

lJi than indulging in much expansion; with only two missionaries 
,j 

r \. 

U! 
in the vast northern district, they had little choice. 

' 

[ h 12c.M.S.Proceedings, (1859-1860) ,p.216. JI 
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13carriere,op cit.,p.409. 

14as quoted in ibid.,p.~14. 
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However, they were effective in creating a stronghold at 

Fort Simpson; indeed one disgruntled priest described that 

place as "the capital of Protestantism in the north. ,,l5 

The Catholics, on the other hand, travelled extensively 

from the beginning. Father Grollier spent the winter of 1859-

1860 at Fort Good Hope inside the Arctic Circle. In September 

1860, Father Gascon (who reached Fort Simpson on his own 

initiative after being refUsed passage on an H.B.C. barge), 16 

travelled up the Liard River and ministered to the Indians 

at Fort Liard, among them several Nahannis. He named the spot 

in honour of Saint Raphael, although it would be several 

years before a permanent mission could be established. rt 

was originally intended to use St .Raphael·• s as a base for 

visiting Fort Simpson, since it seemed highly unlikely at 

the time that the O.M.I.'s would be able to penetrate the 

H.B.C./C.M.S. bastion and be allowed to build a mission there. 17 

Father Gascon reported that he was not the first 

Catholic at Fort Liard. During his visit there, he was 

assisted by a Matisse woman known locally as "la bonne 

femme Houle": 

She had been for long the Company's chief 'bully' 
on the Simpson-Liard route.She was a terror both 
to whites and to Indians. She stood erect in the 
bow of the barge, and gave her orders to the crew, 
as one who must be obeye.d,or she would know the 18 reason why. 

. 15Morice,op cit.,p.314 

16P.Duchaussois,Mid Snow and Ice:The Apostles of the Northwest, 
(London,1923),p.129, 

l7carriere,op cit.,p.413. 18Duchaussois.on cit .. n.?10. 
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She had subsequently travelled to Red River where she had 

been taught by the Grey Nuns. When she returned home, she 

became "as bold f'or religion as ever she had been for the 

f'ur trade,or paganism."19 

Gascon travelled frequently through the area for 

11 three years. Kirkby, too, made several trips from his home 

base at St.David's mission, as it was called, including a 

planned trip to the Yukon. In 1862 he was joined by the 

Reverend Robert McDonald, a "country born" minister from 

Point Douglas,Red River, who accompanied him to the new 

0 territory and remained there when Kirkby returned to Fort 
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Simpson, 

That same year, the O.M.I. created the Vicariate 

of Athabaska-Mackenzie to facilitate administration of the 

expanding mission. The priests in the north had urged the 

vicariate because they believed a central direction in the 

.area was needed to help combat the spread of Protestantism. 20 

The Anglicans had no equivalent organization on the local 

level; indeed, with only two missionaries in the area, there 

seemed little need for it. 

The first Vicariate-Apostolic was Mgr.Fauraud. His 

staff consisted of eight priests: Fathers Evnard,Gascon,Tissier, 

Clut, Grouard, Seguin,Petitot, and Genin. The priests were 

19rbid. ,p .240. 

20Anon. ,Oblate Fathers' Centenary in Western Canada,pamphlet, 
· · (l/ITirrp.ipeg, 194 5) • 
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assisted by lay brothers Salarse, Kearney, and Boisrame. 21 

In spite of the larger number of Roman Catholic 

missionaries present in the district, they complained of 

certain disadvantages. There were charges that the wealthy 

Anglicans. "bribed" the Indians with tea and tobacco which 

the Oblates lacked the financial backing to provide. 22 The 

priests also spent a great deal of time travelling in order 

to reach as ma.l'iy Natives as possible, and thus were unable to 

spend much time at any one location. 23 Others complained that 

too often precious time was consumed in hearing confessions 

and making peace between bands or families so that actual 

teaching of catechism was relegated to a secondary position. 24 

Nevertheless, the number of men and the very fact that they 

did travel gave the Catholics definite advantages over the 

Protestants. 

In spite of their comparatively sedentary approach, 

the C.M.S. missionaries at Fort Simpson were in frequent 

contact with the once-remote Nahannis, since the latter 

visited the post at Fort Simpson often during the 1860's 

21champagne, op cit. ,p .170. 

22see, for example, Morice,op cit.,p.327. 

23champagne,op cit. ,p.170. 

24Mgr .Fauraud, "Rapport :Missions de l 'Amerique du Nord, " Annales 
de la Propagation de la Foi,(Sept.1864),pp.390-391. 
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according to missionary records, It is interesting to note 

that women now accompanied the men instead of remaining at 

the base camps, a signal that the European attitude towards 

women was indeed influencing the Indians. A second possible 

explanation is that the Mountain Indians no longer felt 

threatened by the white presence, and were not forced to 

keep their families hidden to protect them, A typical en

counter in June, 1860 was recorded in this way: 

••• a large party of Nahanni Indians from the 
Rocky Mts. came down the river in small 
canoes, each one manufactured from a single 
piece of pine bark ••• They had their wives and 
familie's with them •• , They were not bad looking, 
& were all of them dressed in cloths manufactured 
from the kid of the mountain goat ••• They finished 
their trade by 4 o'clock and at 6 they all 
attended Divine Service with the other Indians, 
where they heard for the first time in their 
lives the glorious news of Salvation. 

At night they had their usual dance which 
was performed by both men and women ••• 

However, there was some difficulty with the language, as 

Cadieux, the missionary's paid interpreter who spoke Chipewyan, 

could not always make the Mountain Indians understand. Kirkby 

had attempted to solve the problem by procuring the services 

of a boy from each tribe that traded at Fort Siinpson to teach 

as interpreters. Of the six boys selected, two spoke the 

"Nahannie" dialect, 26 a fact which indicates the increased 

importance of the Mountain Indians at' the post, These two 

25 

lJj 2.5c .M.S .Correspondence (Incoming) ,from W.W.Kirkby,microfilm P.A.!VI. 
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boys were of French-Indian marriages, so one must assume 

that by this point, the Mountain Indians and the white 

traders had reached a degree of' cultural interaction similar 

to that which formed the Metis societies on the Prairies. 

Little seems to have come of Kirkby's translation scheme 

.however. 
. . .. 

1865 was a pivotal year f'or the Mackenzie district 

: (arid. indee·d :for the entire north), f'or that year marked· the 
". 

arr·ival of' William Carpenter Bompas to join the C .M.S. 'team. 

He was to become perhaps the best-known individual associated 

with the north during this period, and tales of' his adventures 

have worked their way into countless vers.ions. Originally he 

had volunteered upon hearing that Robert McDonald of the 

Yukon was in poor health, only to arrive a.rid discover that 

the latter had recovered. So instead of' travelling on to the 

Yukon, it was decided he should remain in the Mackenzie basin 

and travel to the outposts where the Catholics were already at 

work. The adventurous Bompas accepted the commission, although 

he continued to long f'or the magic of' the Yukon. It was 

probably hoped that the C.M.S. could now compete more directly 

with the O.M.I., with the increased manpower to undertake the 

extensive travel involved. Not only were more Indians to be 

reached in this manner, but greater frictions between opposing 

sects were to be generated as a result. 

Early work at Fort Simpson ihvolved primarily ~he 
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establishing of trust and communication, for both sects. 

Preparation for missionary work did not include training in 

the language of prospec-~.ive converts (for either the Oblates 

or the C .M .s. men), so translators who could be trusted had 

to be found. During the winter, when few Indians except the 

fort hunters remained at the posts, the missionaries devoted 

·their time to preparing catechisms in native syllabics, 

.writing reports to headquarters, ·and some trayelling if a 

·dog team was available. The missionaries appear to.have been 

highly dependent on the services of others for food, clothing 

and travel, while the H.B.C. and .Indian hunters appear to have 

considered helping the missionaries to be very low on their 

list of' priorities,· so the priests and ministers spent a 

great deal of time simply Wa.iting for transportation or food. 

Once the weather warmed arid the ice broke, the Indians began 

arriving to trade the results of their winter hunts, and the 

churches would spring into activity. The missionaries- would 

visit the Indian encampments, invite the Indians to their 

services, offer medical aid and othe~ tokens, and do as much 

preaching as possible. The Roman Catholics were eager to perform 

baptism as soon as possible, as part of the conversion process, 

while the Anglicans tended to deny that rite until the Natives 

had demonstrated their faith by learn~ng basic prayers and 

creeds, and conforming to certain western behavioural stan-

dards. Once the Indians had left the fort,however, they would 
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be out of reach for many long months, so much intensive work 

had to be done in the short time available to the missionaries. 

There was also intense competition between sec·i;s at 

every mission. Both priest and minister would ta1k to the 

same group of Indians, 'eaoh cursing the other. Many Indians 

were convinced by one or the other, and before long, two 

f', separate Indian camps would be set up annually at Fort Simpson: 
,1 _J 
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one composed of Protestant Indians and the other of Catholics. 

Other Indians faced the choice by simply abandoning both 

groups. 

Initially, the missionary work at Fort Simpson was 

approached with great optimism. The Indians were described as 

"simple and confiding". 27 Physical hardships like near-star

vation and frequent battles with the winter storms were faced 

as part of the Christian's trials; indeed, this aspect of 

martyrdom was positively savoured, particularly by the Roman 

Catholics. Reports of these difficulties frequently found their 

way into the societies' official publications, as they 

captured the imaginations of readers, and often their financial 

support as well. 

In 1869, hopes were still high for the conversion of 

the Fort Simpson district Indians. That year, William Day 

Reeve arrived to replace Kirkby at the St.David's mission. 

27c,M.S.Proceedings,(1859-60),p.215. 
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Reeve was to devote most of his life to service in the 

district. He had been born in Lincolnshire, England in 1844, 

and like many other C.M.S. missionaries, came from humble 

beginnings. He attended the village· school then worked on a 

farm for two years before becoming a local Sunday School 

superintendent. From there, the decision to join the C.M.s. 

was very natural. He attended the Society's Islington College, 

where, like his fellow students, he learned the basic theories 

upon which the C.M.s. had founded its system. Kirkby was in 

England on a speaking tour in 1868 to raise interest (and 

money) for the Mackenzie Districtr when he visited the 

college looking for assistants, Reeve caught his attention. 

In April 1869, Reeve married, then four day~ later, departed 

with his bride for Fort Simpson. 

Reeve believed that the CJ.VI.S. presence was firm,ly 

established at Fort Simpson and began to look further afield. 

One of his first concerns was Fort Liard. Besides the cursory 

visits of Hunter and Kirkby, the C.M.S. had not demonstrated 

a great deal of interest in the area, On the other hand, the 

O.M.I. priests had considered it important from the date of 

their arrival in the north with the result that they had 

apparently been successful in firmly rooting Catholicism 

along the Liard River. The fort hunters and others who came 

regularly to Fort Liard to trade were spared the religious 

conflict for over a decade while it was inflicted daily on 

their Fort Simpson r.elatives. Reeve was determined to make a 
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be ginning for the Protest ants , ma.lring new converts , and 

encouraging the many Nahannis who had initially been Protest

ants to return to the fold. He was convinced the Anglicans 

had lost these people, "with scarcely an exception, "28 One 

possible explanation could be that the'Nahannis' traded 
11 
lJ at Fort Simpson during the period of initial missionary 
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contact, and were persuaded by the strong presence of the 

C.M.S. Gradually,hoWever, the Mountain Indians were moving 

the bulk of their trade to Fort Liard, where the Catholic 

presence dominated, and were thus "lost" to the Protestants. 

Reeve was assisted by Eliza Leask of Fort Liard, 

who lived at Fort Simpson and knew several of the Indian 

dialects. During the summer of 1870, she instructed him while 

he devoted much time to the preparation of a collection of 

prayers and short sermons which Bompas had begun. Reeve 

hoped to take these to Liard upon completion, but learned on 

the eve of departure that no Indians would be at Liard until 

the river froze over, so that the visit was postponed.Not until 

the following autumn (1871) was the excursion finally launched. 

He arrived on September 15, and spent only nine hours at 

Fort Liard, The visit was a great disappointment. "There were 

several Indians there who all shook hands with me on landing," 

he reported, "but as soon as the priest. appeared they all 

crowded around him and left me to myself. 1129Reeve decided to 

LJ/ 28c.m.s·.correspondence (Incoming),Journal of W.D.Reeve,1870. 

LI 
29Ibid.,Annual Letter and Journ~l,W.D.Reeve,1871. 
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continue to Fort Nelson, where he found the natives "still 

in a heathen state, ,,JO He was the first Protestant missionary 

to visit the post although a Catholic priest (probably Father 

Gascon) had apparently been at the remote site twice before. 

Reeve reported to his great satisfaction, "From what I hear 

I think he has not done much amongst them, .,Ji 

Reeve was not able to accomplish a great deal either. 

On two of' the five days spent at the f'ort, no Indians arrived. 

He had difficulties with language, and the Indians were polite 

but completely disinterested in the prof'f'ered salvation. 

Reeve later reported: 

••• I spoke to them telling them I had come to 
teach them about God and to instruct them in 
those things which belong to their everlasting 
welfare, One of them replied that as many of' 
them were sick they would have felt very grate
ful if' I had brought some medicine to do them 
good, and they would also be very thankful for 
some tobacco, 

In spite of' the obvious indifference, Reeve remained 

somewhat optimistic. He was able to write to the London society 

that although the Fort Liard Indians were already Roman 

Catholics, "they are growing tired of the priest, and are 

beginning to think his teaching does them more harm than good." 

And besides, he added, it appeared to him that a small group 

of Loucheux trained in the Protestant belief's were adhering 

to their faith even after they had moved to Fort Liard, so 

there was hope f'or a Protestant community at that place yetlJJ 

JOibid. 

Jiibid. 

32Ibid. 

JJibid. 
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In reality, such a contmunity seemed unlikely, The year Reeve 

visited Fort Liard, St,Raphael's was granted permanent mission 

status and the Catholic position there consolidated, 

In 1874, the Anglicans responded to the increasingly 

organized Catholic mission with the creation of' the Diocese of' 

Athabasca under the direction of' the inimitable Bishop Bompas. 

Bompas was an energetic and enthusiastic missionary, who was 

determined to extend the boundaries of his diocese, and was 

constantly concerned with the winning of new souls. He wrote 

more often than any of the other northern missionaries to the 

London headquarters, and frequently composed articles describing 

northern life for readers of various religious publications. 

· Bompas,too, was a man of relatively humble beginnings, 

scanty education, and a fundamentalist religious upbringing. 

He was born January 20, 1834. His father, a "Serjeant-at-law", 

died when William was ten, and he was brought up by a strict 

Baptist family. He attended a village school and was articled 

with a firm of lawyers for a brief time before he announced 

that poor health would force him to give up the law. He 

turned to the Church of England for a career. His ordination 

as deacon in 1859 followed fast upon his confirmation in his 

newly adopted church. He was anxious to travel to India or 

China, but the C.M.S. considered a mE!ll his age too old to 

begin learning the difficult languages of those countries. 
I 'I 
,::-Jl Thenin 1865, he volunteered his services for the North, The 

I ' 
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Yukon was ever his personal goal, and the policies he expressed 
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as bishop frequently reflected his preoccupation with that 

f'ield. 

Bompas directed most of his energies toward 

expansionism. He had travelled extensively throughout the 

diocese bef'ore receiving the bishopric, and continued to do 

so, leaving his wife to conduct the work at Fort Simpson in 

his absence. Agriculture was central to this idea. First, 

farming was needed to aid basic survival, as the meat supply 

was insufficient to support even a small population with any 

certainty. Secondly, and most important for Bompas, farming 

would be an excellent example and training for the Indians1 

by example they would learn to abandon their migrations and 

"se.ttle down" to providing for tomorrow. The mission farms 

would also be "on the job training" in a sense, for Bompas 

believed his Indian charges would learn far better by doing 

than by sitting in a classroom, listening to ideas and theory. 

The Roman Catholics were developing gardens at Forts Liard 

and Simpson, but Bompas' plans sound more extensive. He was 

realistic enough, however, to admit it would never be possible 

to produce for export.34 At one point, he also proposed that 

although the climate of the north was too hostile for 

immigration from Canada, it, would be an ideal place to 

re-settle Indians who were being displaced by expanding 

settlemen~ in the south.35 

In 1884, just ten years after he had been consecrated 

34w.C.Bompas,Diocese of Mackenzie River,(London,1888),p.100, 

35Ibid. ,p.102. 
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bishop, the C.M.S. agreed that the Mackenzie District was now 

developed sufficiently to be created a diocese in its own 

right, Bompas retained the bishopric of the new diocese of 

Mackenzie when it separated from the diocese of Athabasca to 

the south. 

Because the Liard River was one possible route to 

the Yukon, and because it had proven it contained areas 

suitable for agriculture, it drew considerable attention from 

Bompas. In 1885, he mentioned his concern that no work had 

been done there since the earlier brief visits. Accordingly, 

the following year, Bompas sent out young David Kirkby (son 

of W.W.Kirkby) with Allen Hardisty ·as interpreter. The pair 

reached Fort Nelson where they spent a fortnight preaching, 

dispensing medicine and teaching the children of the H.B.C. 

post officers. They reported the Indians "seemed interested"! 

but could not claim any great success.J6 

Bompas was undaunted, and wrote to London with a 

request for a farmer to establish himself at Fort Liard and 

break the ground (literally and figuratively) for a new 

mission. There was also some hope that a permanent mission 

school migh·t ·be built at that site. 

It was nearly a full year from the date of the 

original request that the C.M.S. agreed to send another man, 

and accordingly dispatched ll'Jr,John Hawksley. It appears that 

he was a carpenter rather than a farmer, and Bompas was some-

J 6c.M.S.Correspondence Inward, Report of a visit to Fort Nelson, 
by David Kirkby,June 1886, 
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what disappointed. Nevertheless, he assigned Hawksley the task 

of constructing the buildings to be occupied by the farmer 

whom Bompas confidently expected at some future date. 

Bompas was not the only one who saw the Liard 

mission as a key project for the Society. Robert McDonald, 

long a missionary in the Yukon, wrote the following somewhat 

visionary letter to his bishop in 1888: 

It is surely time that a Mission Station should 
be established at Fort aux Liards where the 
Natives have for some time been asking for a 
missionary of the C.M.s •••. Should not an effort 
be made to reach all the tribes that inhabit 
the country to the headwaters of the western 
branch of the Liards River? ••• The contemplation 
of it is to me fascinating; it is exhilarating. 

Thus a chain of Mission Stations might be 
formed beginning at Fort aux Liards ••• onwards 
to the Upper Youcon, and all that country would 
be encircled with the light of the Gospel. 

However, there was simply insufficient manpower available, so 

John Hawksley constructed the bu:iJdings required and then 

returned to Fort Simpson, where he was later to be made 

Indian agent • 

37 

In 1891·, the diocese of Selkirk was created, composed 

of what is now the Yukon Territory. Naturally, Bompas became 

its first bishop. William Day Reeve was consecrated bishop 

of the remaining Mackenzie Diocese. Reeve was much more 

realistic than his predecessor, and although he recognized 

Bompas' plan, he gave up the attempt 'to further it after a 

year. Perhaps his own dismal failures in the past to win the 

Liard region, tempered with the less virulent approach of an 

37c.M.S.Correspondence Inward, 1888.McDonald to Bompas. 
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older man, less driven by the idealism of youth,contributed 

to his willingness to practise a less dynai11ic appros.ch. He 

(' sent out a lVT.r. March, who had been trained at Wycliffe 
l j 

[1 

[; J 

Theological College, to teach the children at Fort Liard for 

the winter of 1892-93, but had decided by November that 

ultimately the plan would have to be abandoned for "the place 

is too much out of the way for a school, & the difficulties 

of navigation are too great for it to be of benefit to the 

diocese at large ... 38 At that time, he reported the more or less 

permanent population at 219 Indians, every single one of 

whom was Roman Catholic, at least nominally. Herein lies the 

real reason that the post was ·again abandoned by the Protestants. 

The Ro~an Catholics were not as daunted by the 

distances or the rapids, largely because they had more 

lJ priests and assistants in the form of devoted lay brothers. 
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Finally in 1894, they were able to make substantial inroads 

into the main Anglican stronghold, when Father Laurent 

Brochu became the first resident priest at Fort Simpson,39 

The foJJowing year, the Oblates were able to purchase their 

own steamship for use on the Mackenzie. It was the beginning 

of a new era for the missionaries and for the north. 

To what degree were the missionaries successful in 

achieving their "conquest" of Indian·souls in the nineteenth 

century? As has been noted,the initial contact was approached 

3Sibid.,Reports of W.D.Reeve,1892. 

39This is not to say that Fort Simpson had not been visited 
by the Catholics. See Appendix 2. 
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enthusiastically by the priests and ministers. The Indians 

seemed docile and responsive. The Catholics claimed that the 

Protestants were undisputed masters at Fort Simpson while 

the Protestants envied the Catholic position at Fort Liard. 

However, the enormous difficulties quickly became only too 

obvious, and privately each missionary society admitted 

failures. The attempts to establish a school at St.David's 

were futile because the Anglicans could not collect a large 

number of children or adults for any length of time. w.n. 
Reeve claimed he was unable to accomplish much with the 

Indians who appeared at the post only once or twice a year, 

and even less could be done with the permanent residents 

because of' the evil influence of' the "godless" white and 

Matis traders. 40 The ravages o; smallpox and venereal disease 

also hampered the spiritual work. 

The Catholics lamented because they felt they were 

supplied with insufficient funds to compete successfully with 

the "wealthy" Protestants. Their financial support came 

primarily from the Society for the Propagation of the Faith, 

and indeed, it was considerably less than the C.M.S. was able 

to provide for its men.41 The priests also lamented that their 

40c.M.S.Correspondence Inward,Annual.Letter of W.D.Reeve,1870. 

41rn 1863, for instance, for the entire western missions,funding 
was as follows: 

£1,330 .... ........... .. s.P.F. 
400. I I. I. I I I •• I •• I •• Tithes,gifts 
200 . . , ... , ........ , . Incomes 
100 •..•......•.•.... H.B.C. 

(based on Champagne,op cit. ,p.1J?-) 
On the other hand, the C.M.S. supplied all its western missions 

with ~5,935 in 1864. Note that this involved only 13 
clergymen. (C.M.S.Proceedin~~.18A~-A~.n.?il?\ 
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gospel teaching often reached the Indians in a twisted form. 

Father Gascon at Fort Liard noted that, "Many hunters, for 

example, refused baptism for the only reason that once they 

were Christians, they would no longer be happy to hunt." 41a . 
Clearly, the misunderstanding lies more on the part of the 

missionaries. The "Christianity" of which the Indians were 

afraid was the culture changes that the evangelists were 

demanding alongside the spiritual conversion. The Indians 

rightly recognized that what the priest had to offer would 

radically alter their way of life if they accepted it. Gascon 

also noted that the women, who were so badly treated by the 

nineteenth century European standard, would scarcely believe 

that they were even eligible for salvation.42 The priests 

also felt that they were at a disadvantage because the 

Indians seemed to prefer to adopt Anglicanism in order to 

please the Anglican H.B.C. officials.43 And of course, there 

·were charges in the early days of favoritism on the part of 

the H.B.C. officials toward the Protestant ministers. As has 

been noted, these charges were often justified. Although the 

official company policy was to assist both sides, individual 

employees in the north allowed personal prejudices to direct 

their actions. 

The C.Jlll.S, attempts at recruiting a native clergy 

in the north were not as successful as they had apparently 

4laChampagne,op cit.,p.119. 
42champagne, op cit.,p.119. 

43Ibid. ,p .134. 
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been elsewhere, Allan Hardisty, although of English-Indian 

blood, was referred .to as a "native catechist",W.D.Reeve 

complained that he approached his duties at Fort Simpson 

and along the Liard River only half-heartedly, But after 

some consideration, Reeve added, 

[l 

fl. 
ll 
n 
n 

I sincerely hope,however, that this has been n 
owing more to his position than his disposition. l 
There are several young men about his own age, 
& others, who remember that but a few years l 
ago he was as ignorant as themselves, & who, ,f 
instead of' being pleased to be taught by him, ' · 
resent the idea of' him 'setting himself up' as 44 ·,'·,',_._.

1

. 
a teacher. 

l 
Probably one of the greatest reasons for the initial 

failure was the intense rivalry between.the sects. The 

Indians may well have been willing to listen to the~e new 

white men if it put them in a more favorable trade position 

by helping them to understand the traders' way of thinking, 

but the presence of two warring factions served only to 

confuse and then alienate the prospective converts. 

Kirkby's attacks on the o.M.I. clergy were the most 

frequent and virulent. In a letter of May 22,1860, he wrote: 

The worst is their zeal so completely overlaps 
all sense of truth and justice that the most 
unscrupulous means are used to accomplish their 
purposes. The most extravagant falsehoods and 
frauds are freely laid under tribute. 

And his predecessor, Hunter, had perceived the struggle in the 

north in highly dramatic terms. 

Here, in the far north-west, the Gospel finds, 
at the first time of its publication, repre
sentatives from two opposite and diametrically 

44c.M.S.Correspondence Inward,Reeve's Annual Report,1874. 
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opposed churches ,Protestantism and Papery, the 
true and false Gospel coming in contact at 
their extreme outposts ••• 46 

" ! 
1 

Sentiments of equal ferocity were expressed on the other side, 
l i 
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as has been noted. The Protestants accused the Catholics of 

idol worship, stealing Protestant Indian souls, and baptizing 

those who had no concept of' Christianity. The Catholics drew 

the Indians by capitalizing on the fact that the Protestant 

ministers were married men, and hence not qualified as 

spiritual counsellors. Apparently, this idea had some appeal 

for many Indians, whose own shamen and spiritual leaders were 

men out of the ordinary as well. 

It was not until the 1890's that the battle began 

to dissipate somewhat, perhaps partially as a reflection of 

the diminishing concern for mission wo~k in Europe and the 

[) gradual disappearance of the fierce evangelistic approach to 
·-~ 

( ; religion. Bishop Reeve conceded in 1892 that "we are scarcely 

U1 acting wisely in seeking in vain to obtain a footing where 

[j 
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the priests are already established ••• & neglecting those 

who either belong to us or wish to do so,"47 It was at this 

point that the churches began to effectively make their 

presence felt in the north, 43. 

46rbid.,p.119,diary entry for August'17,1858. 

47c,M.S.Corresp0ndence Inward,Annual Report of W.D.Reeve,Nov.1892. 

48supported by thB recollections of old people at Fort Norman who 
reported "It took people a long time to give up the way 
they were living" after the arrival of the missionaries. 
C.B.C. television presentation,We Remember,broadcast 
August 4,1979, 
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Before a:n analysis of the impact of the churches 

on the north is undertaken, it is important to examine the 
I 
[ · relationships between the missionaries and' the Indians, 
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including the role of the Hudson's Bay Company in that 

interaction, 

The idea of' the "Noble Savage" as expressed in the 

eighteenth century seems to have evaporated rather suddenly 

with the reality of' race relations in India and Africa. 49 But 

the missionaries could still face their fields in North 

America with a certain degree of optimism. Some accepted the 

notion which curiously enough still surfaces in popular 

pseudo-science-- that the Ind'ians of North America were one 

of' the lost tribes of Israel. Others disagreed and by the 

mid-nineteenth century were proposing the more modern theory 

that the Indians had migrated from Asia over "Bherring's 

Straits. ,,5o Either approach, however, was based on the idea 

that civilization was indeed possible for these people 1 since 

all men had a common ancestor in Adam, and what had been 

achieved by one group could be passed along to another. All 

that would be required was to teach them the wa:Ys of European 

Christian civilization, or to guide them as a father would 

guide his children. 

Individual missionaries re~cted in personal ways to 

49christine Bolt,Victorian Attitudes to Race,(Toronto,1971),pp.x-xi. 

50B.Slight,India:n Researches,(Montreal,1844),pp.14 ff, 
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the Indians they encountered in the Mackenzie District, but 

many exhibited the tendency to assume that a lack of concept 

of God in the Christian sense meant a complete lack of 

spirituality among the Indians. This lack would be easier 

to work with, since superstition had to be eradicated before 

the new spiritual notions could be implanted. Typical of these 

attitudes were the following phrases used to describe the 

northern Indians in mid-century. They were "entirely ignorant 

of every art and science," although not "deficient in natural 

talent." They had only "a vague idea of a Supreme Being", but 

they 

were 

also exhibited "a .bravery and noble independence" and 

"less degenerate than [their] brethern of the border. ,,5i 

Such descriptions ~resented the Indians as childlike, amoral 

and often immoral but fundamentally capable of being saved. 

~he missionaries' work was thus depicted as challenging and 

difficult, but ultimately worthwhile. 

Often the missionaries were quite deliberate in 

their approach. !Vfrs.Bompas recorded that her husband 

advocated "method,quiet and discipline" for his Indians. 

It is well for the Yukon Indians to be thus 
wisely and tenderly brought under control. 
In no other way could the haughty, defiant 
spirit be broken or tamed. Our present relations 
with the Indian race are such that Christianity 
and civilization must be taught simultaneously. . 

She has summarized the entire mission approach very effectively. 

51s.Tucker,Rainbow in the North,(London,1851),chapter 1. 

52s.A.Archer,A Heroine of the North:Memoirs of Charlotte Selina 
Bompas, (Toronto, 1929) ,p.177. 
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What effect, then, did this determined assault have 

on the Mackenzie Indians? Initially, the conclusion appears 

to be that great changes were set in motion by the missionaries. 

Their attempts t"o encourage the Indians to remain at the 

posts and mission stations to facilitate their proselytizing 

were to some extent successful. The H.B.C. officers complained 

that the Indians were growing "lazy" and lounged about the 

posts all day. There were fears of food shortagern because 

the small mission gardens could not provide an adequate 

supply while hunting was abandoned. Bishop Bompas was 

encouraged by the changes he observed about him1 women came 

to the forts with the men, and ate meals with them instead of' 

being segregated; fewer female babies were being abandoned; 

superstitions about death.were disappearing; the health of' 

the Indians was showing an improvement.53 

Nevertheless, on closer examination, it may be 

argued that the Indians.were indeed highly resistant to the 

missionary advances. In 1912, a full fifty years after the 

initial contact at Fort Simpson, Reverend C.E.Whittaker 

reported, 

A great improvement is noticeable in the 
personal appearance of' the people, and there 
are many other signs of progress. Nearly every 
man carries a watch and most houses have clocks; 
many have sewing machines, washing machines and 

53Bompas,op cit.,pp.93-94, 
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Thermos bottles, and they own steel traps by 
the hundreds. In almost every aspect the life 
of the converts has undergone a marked change. 
Still, much remains to be done. Only the 
rudiments of Christianity -- faith in God, 
separation from the old life and habits, 
gratitude for God's mercies -- have yet 54 
been instilled in them. 

Clearly, the Mackenzie Indians had adopted those elements 

of western 9ulture that served their needs: the steel traps 

and sewing machines, for· instance. But obviously, f'ew 

profound cultural changes had occurred, if' after two and 

a half' generations of intensive campaigning, the few Indians 

who had "converted" could accept only the very basic idea o:f 

faith in God, which bore at least some resemblance to the 

traditional Athapaskan concept of' supernatural power. 

Everywhere there is evidence that the changes which did 

occur were consciously determined by the Indians. For instance, 

the Athapaskan treatment of' women and female babies which 

particularly angered the Roman Cathol.ic priests, was cha..riged 

because the Indians believed it would lead to more favorable 

treatment by the H.B.O. officers in the conduct of' trade,55 

It may thus be concluded that the missionary efforts 

among the Mackenzie Indians did not cause any great changes in 

the spiritual or moral attitudes of' the native people. Neverthe~ 

54c.M.S.Proceedings,(1912-191J),p,2J5.Report dated December,1912. 

55For instance, the Nahanni leader wnite Eyes informed Wentzell 
at Fort Simpson, "Our nation cast away infants of' both 
sexes occasionally, but since you :forbid us to do any 
more,I shall not do it again; and will use my endeavour 
to prevent my Party from doing so too."(H.B.G.A, B.200/ 
a/4,Fort Simpson Post Journal 1824,:ro.10d) 
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[J less, it cannot be denied that material changes were 

successfully introduced in a way that some fur traders had 

ll .l 

[J 

initially dreaded, although perhaps they had unknowingly 

assisted in instigating these changes themselves. In 1853, 

Chief Factor Anderson at Fort Simpson wrote to the H.B.C. 

[] officials in London expressing his concerns. 
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I must say thatihese missions do anything 
but improve eithe~ the minds or morals of the 
Indians--that McK Rr.Dist. can sustain no 
additional burthen [of population]-- that the 
estab't of a R.C. mission where all the officers 
and most of the Servants are. protestants would 
create great discontent -- at the same time the 
poverty of the District will permit neither a 
protestant or R.C. mission being established ••• 
Now were a mission established there [Big Island], 
the whole of the Indians who hunt on the upper 
part of this River and about.Hay River then 
would congregate there, fishing, gambling and 56 
W'ling away their time. 

[.!i There were also fears that the H.B.C. would lose its badly-
l ... ! ., 

needed and hard-won monopoly in the north if a second force· 

r i u were present in the territory. Bernard Ross explained: 
' 

' u 
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As to them [mission posts] being self supporting 
it is entirely out of the question,if they are 
not to trade provisions ••• Moreover, if by the 
refusal of the Company to sell them what they 
require, the Protestants were obliged to purchase 
Meat & Grease from the Natives, the effect would 
be very bad, as tending to open another market 
for the Indians, and one over which we could 
have no controul, · 

The Company's fears of food shortages with the 

extra population burden and the tendency of hunters to remain 

56 . I HBCA,E,37 10, fo.27d.Letter to Eden Colvile· ,July 12 1 1853, 

57 

:f'o.33d.Letter to George Simpson,November 24 1 1853. 

57HBCA,D.5/47, fo.639d,Ross to George Simpson,November 28,1858, 
from Fort Simpson. 
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at the missions were not unfounded. One case occurred in the 

summer of 1860 when an Oblate missionary called his flock of 

Rat Indians to meet hi111 at Peel River, The Indians complied, 

and hence made no provision hunts that season. It was reported 

that winter to Bernard Ross at Fort. Simpson that "The LaPierre 's 

House Indians have ·starved like rats in consequence," and 

the H.B.C. employees, dependent on the results of the neglected 

hunt
1
also went hungry.58 

In spite of the objections of individual company 

servants, the H.B.c. official policy was to permit the 

missionaries to operate in the north, and indeed, to co-operate 

when required. Probably the primary reason for this open 

policy was the fact that several prominent members· of the 

London Committee were themselves members of evangelical 

religious groups. 

In the long run, settlement was encouraged by the 

missionaries, but the effect on the fur trade was probably 

not as disastrous as initially feared, The Indians came to· 

settle at Forts Liard and Simpson, but continued to trap 

and hunt. Rather than spend an entire season in the bush, the 

pattern of spending a few weeks on a trapline and then 

returning home to a small settlement was established. This 

style of trapping continues in exist~nce in northern 

communities today, 

58Archives of the Ecclesiastical Province of Rupert's Land, 
Correspondence of William Hardisty, copy of a letter 
by J,Lockhart to B.Ross,December 2?,1860. 
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A second important change brought about by the 

missionaries was the establishment of residential schools. 

As has been noted, early attempts to create small local 

schools were not greatly successful because of the mpbility 

of the population. As early as 1867, a school was opened in 

Fort Providence by the Grey Nuns. It was hoped that the 
I' 
'i) children, away from the influence of their families, would 
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be more receptive to the ideas of' western society. For 

·residents of' areas like the Nahanni, this meant great 

personal and social disruption as for a time, children were 

sent f'ar away from their parents, and many learned to reject 

their own culture and values. Indeed, it was difficult for 

them not to, for the children were punished f'or speaking 

their native languages,59 were dressed in western clothing, 

and were drilled according to western time schedules. Many 

of' these children could not re-adjust to the old life when 

they finished school, and often moved permanently to the 

larger white centres where many lived lives of' unhappiness 

and poverty because they could not f'it into white society 

either. It was a process which has been observed well into 

our own times. 

Another effect of the missionary work which is often 

forgotten was the spread of' disease. ,With more white men 

wandering further afield in the north, the chances of 

disease spreading were greatly multiplied. The worst epidemics 

59charles Hendry,Beyond Traplines,(Toronto,1969),p~23, 
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in the Mackenzie-Lia.rd district occurred after the arrival of 

the missionaries. The spread of scarlet fever in 1865-66 

decimated the Indian population, which, according to the 

missionary reports, never fully recovered. The missionaries 

devoted much time and energy to medical work among their 

charges, but they were gravely hampered by the lack of 

knowledge and the lack of supplies. One C.M.S. minister at 

Fort Simpson made urgent requests for medical supplies from 

London for three years in a row before finally giving up and 

making do with whatever was available. 

Perhaps one of the most important effects of' the 

missionary presence in the north was the dissemination 

throughout Europe and North America·of a great deal of 

information about a hitherto largely unknown territory. 

Apart from the vague tales of adventure at the fur trade 

posts in northern forests, Europeans and Canadians knew very 

little about the area. The missionaries, in their detailed 

reports and frequent, dramatic requests for assistance, 

contributed a great deal toward arousing interest in the 

North, and particularly the relatively accessible areas 

like the Mackenzie-Liard. Father Emile Petitot's studies of 

the Loucheux Indians gained world-wide attention. Fath~r A.G. 

Morice travelled and worked with the Indians of northern 

British Columbia, and his writings remain an important 

source of information today. Of course, missionaries fre-

quently knew a great deal about the geography and natural 

[J 

.o 
n 
[1 

··1·1 .... i 

( l L 

ll 
IJ 
[J 

:/:\.[] 
:::(;jf.'] 
... L 

.[] 

tS;;;:f] 



i1 
[] -82-

,-, 
[ J resources of their districts both from personal observation 
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lJ 

and from Indian stories, This sort of knowledge possessed 

by a priest at Fort Liard was to prove to be of vital 

importance in the rush to exploit tl1e Nahanni Valley in 

the early twentieth century. 

The keen competition between the Anglicans and 

the Roman Catholics was a phenomenon observed throughout 

the north. The Anglicans apparently can claim the victory 

among the Inuit, if mere statistical data can be used as a 

measurement of "success" in the sense desired by the churches. 

[J However, the Roman Catholics dominated the Mackenzie-Liard 

district,(See Appendix 2). There are a number of possible 
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explanations. Sheer numbers of' workers probably account for 

much of the O.M.I.'s effectiveness. Besides having more 

priests, the' Catholics were also assisted by a devoted 

group of lay brothers. There do not appear to have been 

any Grey Nuns in the Nahanni region during the period under 

consideration, but the sisters were active at Fort Providence. 

Secondly, although the Catholics did not receive as much 

financial support as the Anglicans, they did not require it, 

The O.M.I. priests lived under a vow of' poverty, while the 

Anglican missionaries and their families attempted to live 

as comfortably as possible. Finally,· it is conceivable that 

the Catholic approach to religion bore a greater resemblance 

to the Indians' own spirituality and hence was more appealing. 

. ; 
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The traditional interpretation of native religion forms the 

basis for Morris Zaslow's support for this last argument: 

••• the stress upon religious observances and 
ceremonie~, the colour and pageantry of the 
ritual,were better suited to the particular 
situation than were the vaguer concepts of 
personal revelation and spiritual regeneration 
taught by the Protestant missionaries. 

Al·i;hough such an interpretation does not allow much credit 

for the Natives' ability to think in complex terms, there 

may be some truth in the point that the "colour and pageantry" 

of Catholicism were closer to the Indian concept of what a 

religion should be, 

60 

The role of the churches in the north has frequently 

been interpreted as that of a powerful agent of colonialization. 

However, it is important to note that the north was becoming 

a colony of Western Europe, not Canada, The C.M.S. agents, 

almost to a man, had never even been to Canada. They reported 

to London and received instructions from that place. Indeed 

it was not until 1921 that the C.M.s. suspended its finan-

cial aid and administrative control of the northern missions 

and turned over the burden to a hesitant Canadian church,as 

the Society considered most of the inhabitants of northern 

Canada were then at least nominally Christian, and the funds 

cou~d be better spent elsewhere. 61 The o.M.I.,as well, were 

initially men from France who had merely passed through 

60Morris Zaslow,The Opening of the Canadian North,1870-1914, 
(Toronto, 1971) ,p, 65. 

61see Philip Carrington,The Anglican Church in Canada,(Toronto,1963), 
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Quebec on their way north, As wi,Gh the Hudson's Bay Company, 

the missionaries were agents of an overseas metropolis, and 

the people of Canada were not as yet particularly concerned 

with the far north. The dream of' John A. Macdonald for 

Conf'ederation was "from sea unto sea", a g.ceat east-west 

commercial system that as yet had not discovered the potential 

of the North. But the agents of' evan€,:elical Christianity 

had prepared the way. :l~:~;:·~·:; . ...... ~ . . . . 
" 
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CHAPTER 4 

CANADIAN INTEREST AROUSED 

1896-1922 

--85-

The idea of the North as a barren wasteland disappeared 

almost instantaneously in July of 1897 when ships carrying 

over a million dollars in gold arrived at San Francisco .and 

Seattle, and the last great North American gold rush was 

underway. Canadians and Americans alike shifted their east

west focus northward, and for the first time, the north 

became an important concern for Canadians. 

Aptually, the Canadian government had already 

undertaken several projects indicative of growing interest 

in the north well before the announcement from the Yukon. 

And' it was the Mackenzie District which received the initial 

attention. In 1888, Senator John.Christian Schultz initiated 

a discussion of the natural food product potential of the 

little-known areas of Canada, A Select Committee of the 

Senate was formed, and numerous witnesses were called to 

answer a wide range of questions on fur production,agricultural 

potential,climactic conditions and transportation difficulties. 

UJ Although the commission was ·originally concerned with 
: -; 

I , 
L) 

northern.prairie land, it soon extended its discussion to 

include the Mackenzie Basin, The Senators carefully examined 

every potentially exploitable resource, dwelling heavily on 

the central problem of effective transportation,without 

which the development of the resources was obviously not 

·.:.: 

.. •' .... 
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feasible. No attention whatsoever was paid to the native 

inhabitants of the Mackenzie District, and the Senators 

displayed an abysmal ignorance on the subject of anything 

northern. Their initial "wasteland" image was quickly 

replaced by an equally false but amazingly optimistic 

scenario of a vast northern factory, pouring out lumber, 

materials for energy,and minerals, while supporting its 

industrious population on the fruits of a great farming 

area located in the fertile lowlands along the Liard and 

Mackenzie. They dwelt heavily on the reports of successful 

farms at Fort Liard and Fort Simpson, ~nd accepted every 

rumour of potential mineral deposits. In answer to their 

central concern, "In what respect can the basin of the 
' 

Mackenzie be considered of value to th<? Dominion?", 1 they 

heard what they wanted to·hear, and were well pleased. 

Of particular interest to the Committee were 

reports of gold findings in the area. !V!r.Willia.m Christie, 

formerly of the H.B.C. testified: 

It is a known fact that all the streams from the 
mountains,south of the Saskatchewan even, and . 
going north, are auriferous - that is to say, 
indications of gold are found in them.I make that 
statement from what I am told by the miners who 
have gone up as far north as the Liard into the 
mountains .•• 

Bishop Isadore Clut responded, "In the Peace River and the 

2 

1Third Report of the Select Committee of the Senate,The 
Resources of the Great Mackenzie Basin,(Ottawa,1888),p.94, 

2Ibid. ,p.94 
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Liard River certainly there is gold in large quantities," 

in spite of' the fact that he personally had never seen any 

gold.3 

At the same time,R.G.McConnell of the Geological 

Survey was undertaking a long and arduous journey down the 

Liard to Fort Simpson, then down the Mackenzie, across to 

Fort Yukon and up the Yukon River and finally over the 

Chilkoot Pass. McConnell found the Liard particularly 

treacherous, and concluded, as had the H.B.C. before him, 

that it was too rough to be used successfully as a trade 

route between the Cassiar region and the Mackenzie.However, 

[] he did report that this area of the Cordillera "has been 
J 

found rich in minerals and particularly in the deposits of' 

precious metals", and thus he had every expectation of a 

large find at any time. 4 In the course of his trip, he 

remained at Nahanni Butte for a time to investigate 

rumours of a large salt or mineral springs at that site,5 

but discovered nothing of particular interest and made no 

mention in his subsequent report of any mineral potential 

in the Nahanni country. 

In the midst of this exciting_ news from the Mackenzie, 

the Canadian government of 1887-88 received a th.ird, and 

very different call from the north. Bishop Clut,O.M.I., 
• 

petitioned Ottawa for financial assistance after the area 

4George M.Dawson,Reuort on an Exploration in the Yukon District, 
N.W.T.,G.S.C.Bulletin No.629(0ttawa,1898),p.24. 

5charles Camsell and Wyatt Malcolm,The Mackenzie River Basin, 
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had struggled through one of its most difficult winters. 

Glut requested that a meagre $500 be sent annually for the 

purchase of fish hooks a.~d twine for nets·to enable the 

Indians to collect a more stable and reliable food supply. 

After considerable discussion, parliament voted in May 1889 

to supply the money. 6 

Clearly,however, the public imagination of a young 

nation blindly preferred to hear optimistic reports of 

unlimited resource potential rather than gloomy stories 

of starving Indians, and the Mackenzie region began to be 

approached as one of the keys to greatne.ss for the Canadian 

nation. Between 1888 and 1890, the trail from Edmonton to 

Athabasca Landing was widened and improved to the status of 

"wagon road", 

The next step was the movement of the North West 

Mounted Police into the Yukon. In 1893, Bishop Bompas of 

the C.M.S. wrote a strongly worded letter to the Superintende.nt

General of Indian Affairs requesting some regulation of the 

liquor trade in the north, which he felt was destroying 

"his" Indians. 7 The pro bl em had intensified with the re cent 

influx of prospectors, largely Americans, who were roaming 

about the countryside with little restriction. Until that 

time,the only northern work carried on by the N.W.M.P. had 
. 

been an 1890 patrol from Norway House to York Factory in 

search of a possible land route to Hudson Bay. 

6Rene Fumoleau,As Long as this Land Shall Last,(Toronto,19?J),p.J8 

?William Morrison, "The Mounted Police on Canada's Northern 
Frontier,1895-1940",Ph.D.Thesis,U.of Western Ontario(197J), 
n.27. 
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In spite of' these earlier contacts, the Klondike rush 

itself' was mostl;y- a surprise in Ottawa. Obviously Canadian 

sovere ig1i.ty had to be asserted over the new goldf'ields, 

order had to be maintained, and more information had to be 

garnered. The North West Mounted Police,which had been 

undertaking this kind of' work in the west, were dispatched 

hastily northward. Ottawa was partLcularly interested in 

developing an "all-Canadian" route to the Klondike, and in 

September 1897, a patrol departed f'rom Edmonton to assist in 

its formation. Part of' the group reached Fort Simpson on 

February 7,1898 under the leadership of' Inspector W.H. 

Routledge. It was the f'irst contact the people of' the 

Nahanni region had with the authority of' the Canadian 

government. 

The Klondike rush had other ef'f'ects on the Nahanni 

region immediately af'ter it commenced. In 1897 the Alberta 

Plaindealer of' Edmonton published a map of' the Yukon gold

f'ields marked with the various routes f'rom Edmonton.The South 

Nahanni River (spelled "Nahami") was marked as·an insignificant 

creek less than an eighth of' its actual length, draining a 

large blank spot marked "unexplored". However, it was 

correctly shown as a tributary of' the Liard, one of' the 

more popular routes to the Yukon, 8 and judging f'rom the 

lie of' the land, an adventurous soul might well have pro

posed to ascend it as a potential shortcut. 

81n spite o ~ years of H.B.C.experience and McConnell's 
reporc regarding the treacherous nature of the 
Liard route! 
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There is considerable speculation as to whether the 

Nah.anni was ever actually used as a river route through the 

mountains to the Klondike. Charles Camsell, his brother and 

a friend camped in the area en route, but do not appear to 

have attempted to ascend the Nah.anni. Pierre Berton claims 

some hardy Edmontonians attempted the Nah.anni Valley, but 

offers no proof.9 Various remains of cabins along the river 

(at Nahanni Butte, 10 near Deadmen's Valley, 11 and near 

Irvine Creek12 ) have been ascribed to Klondikers as well. 

However, it is nearly impossible to determine .the date of 

construction of these buildings, or to name their builders 

in an area where men came and went without reporting or 

registering anywhere. 

The most commonly repeated and most feasible story 

circulated among the local people involves Jack Stanier, 

who returned to the Nahanni in later years. In 1897, he 

apparently hired an Indian guide to take him upriver and 

managed to get as far as Rabbitkettle when his guide dreamed 

his wife was ill and demanded to turn back. The following 

year (1898),Stanier hired another guide and managed to travel 

somewhat further when again the guide turned back. Determined 

9Pierre Berton,Klondike,(Toronto,1972),p.6 

10Bill Addison interview with Gus Kraus,August 1974.Typescript 
in Parks Canada,Historic Resources Inventory,No.196, 
Vol.I,p.150. 

11R.l\'I.Patterson, "Nahanni Revisited, "Beaver Outfit 283(June 1952), 
p.18.See also interview of Bill Clark,PCHRI,Vol.II,p.260. 

12rnterview with Bill Clark, op cit. , p. 285. 
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not to fail,Jack and his partner Joe Bird continued alone 

to the source o:f the Nahari..ni where they used an old Indian 

trail to cross the divide to the Ross River and eventually 

i•eached the Klondike fields. However, the good creeks were 

thickly staked by then and Stanier was out of luck. According 

to one story, "He says the best he got out of the whole thing 

was about twenty-five dollars worth of gold." 13 

The other, more widely circUJa.ted stories, suggest 

some Klondikers actually wintered and began prospecting in 

the Nahanni. R.M.Patterson, who has written a whole body of 

"wilderness literature" on the area, claims he found the 

remains of some very old cabins in Deadmen's Valley between 

the Wheatsheaf and Meilleur Rivers. "They are built of 

·upright logs, and have fireplaces of clay and stone set 

in the centre of their floors, 1114 he recorded in his diary, 

suggesting that this upright log concept was a feature of 

the "Russian style" of construction. Another old-timer, 

Bill Clark, reported that he and his partner Gus Kraus 

found a cabin of similar curious style above the mouth of 

Irvine Creek. He believed that the men who had built there 

had proceeded up the Flat River and thence into the Yukon. 15 

Patterson also believed that the rotted remains of a corduroy 

(log) portage around Virginia Falls was the product of 

Klondike labour, but some time later, it was reported by 

13rnterview with Gus Kraus,op cit,,pp.151ff, 

i4Pawrson,ou cit. ,p.18 

15rnterview with Bill Clark,op cit.,p.285. 
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Albert Faille (a.~other Nahari..ni old-timer) that he had spoken 

to a man at Fort Simpson who had claimed he had built the 

portage at a more recent date after coming over from the 

Pelly River with a group of Indians. 16 

At any rate, the point remains that the Klondike 

brought large numbers of white prospectors into northern 

Canada (according to the Dominion Land Agent at Edmonton, 

over 2,000 left that point between August 1897 and June 1898). 17 

Many were disappointed and left the north, never to return. 

Many others were disappointed, and left the Klondike still 

convinced that there was gold elsewhere in the north. The 

fast rivers of the mountains were popular places to search, 

and the Nahanni attracted mo.re white men with its promise of 

gold than it ever had for furs or souls. This influx of 

prospectors brought with it the N.W.lVI.P. (designated "Royal" 

in 1904), the authoritative presence of the Canadian 

goverr.rment in the north. 

The Nahanni Valley itself might have remained merely 

a name on the map for many years if it were not for the 

disappearance of William and Frank McLeod. There are as many 

versions as narrators of this tale, and it has become 

synonymous in the public mind with the Nahanni itself. But 

the effects of this seemingly insignificant event have been 

16rnterview with Albert Faille(May,1972),PCHRI,No;196,Vol.II, 
pp.397-398. 

171\'Iorris Zaslow,"A History of Transportation and Development 
of the Mackenzie River Basin,1871-1921,"l\'I,A.Thesis, 
U.of Toronto(1948),p.44. Note that Edmonton's total 
permanent population in 1897 was somewhat under 2,000, ,' 
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far-reaching indeed. It brought the R.N.W.M.P. il1to the area, 

which in turn aroused interest in Ottawa. It also circulated 

widely a~d brought on the two Nahanni gold rushes of 1922 

and 1934. The obvious impact on the Native people was 

another important consequence to be considered. 

The McLeod brothers were two sons of Hudson's Bay 

n Company trader Murdoch McLeod, who had served a lengthy 

career at a number of Mackenzie District posts. He had three 
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other sons and two daughters; all the sons appear to have been 

employed in the fur trade at one time or another. William 

and Frank,however, were lured by rumours circula~ing among 

local Indians of gold in the Nahanni Valley, and in 1903 or 

1904 the pair abandoned the fur trade and travelled to the 

valley, probably up the Flat River, a major tributary of the 

Nahanni. At least two trips were made into the country, the 

second one being in 1905, When nothing was heard of them 

after a third season, a third brother ("Charlie") determined to 

search for them, and set out with four companions. Some 

ninety miles upriver, two badly decomposed bodies were 

discovered, along with a gold watch and case clearly 

identifiable as the possessions of the McLeods. Charlie 

became convinced of foul play and reported the discovery to 

the R.N.W.M.P. detachment at Fort Smith. Corporal Arthur H. 

Mellor was charged with the case, H~ departed with a small 

patrol to investigate and returned with an official report 

in August 1909. 18 Char:m argued initially that his brothers 

18see T.E.G.Shaw,"The Valley of no Return",North Vol.VII/no,1 
(Jan-Feb,1960),pp.17-18. See also R.N.W.M.P. Annual 
Report,Sessional Paper Number 28,1910, 
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had been murdered by Nahanni Indians, but when a fourth 

brother Fred ridiculed the idea and Corporal Mellor was 

satisfied that the Indians knew nothing of the case, Charlie 

began to insinuate that his brothers had been killed by a 

mysterious third man named Robert Weir who had allegedly 

stolen their gold and escaped through the Yukon to Vancouver. 

However,Corporal Mellor was forced to conclude in his 1909 

report that there was no evidence of foul play and the 

brothers had possibly starved to death after losing their 

equipment in a boating accide.nt. The case was 're-opened 

briefly in 1921 when Charlie McLeod reported he had seen 

Weir in the north again, but nothing could be proven against 

this third man. Weir readily admitted he had contacted 

Willie and Frank up the Flat River, but had moved on when 

he realized they had little hope of success in their gold 

seeking adventures. 

The facts of the case are neither romantic nor 

unusual. Two greedy white men travel into an unknown country 

on the basis of rumours, lose their equipment in an accident, 

and starve to death, unable to fend for themselves. The 

elaborate myth eventually woven about them, however, 

disguises the reality so effectively that the story becomes' 

a magical magnet, drawing its listeners irlD the spell of a 

mythical northland. Most of the versions report that the 

bodies were headless, giving rise to incredible theories of 

wild mountain men or mysterious spirits, stories borrowed 
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somewhat from tales long in circulation among district 

Indians, It has been quite effectively demonstrated that 

in a decomposing body, one of the first pieces to crumble 

is the tenuous link between the sli:ull and the backbone, , 

Animals are known to be attracted to the tender meat 

inside the skull and may very well have helped themselves • 
.:.:..., 

.l J At any rate , there are quite acceptable explanations for 

r1 . J 

ln 
' ' 

the "headless" motif which has been repeatedly associated 

with the Nahanni. 

The McLeod story might well have been forgotten if 

it had not been followed immediately by a third death and 

[] subsequent investigation by the R.N.W.M.P. In 191.5, the 
' skeleton of prospector Martin Jorgensen was found seventy 

r1 miles upriver from the site Of the McLeod deaths. The men 

[;_. who found the remains buried the body before reporting the 

find to the police. They also noted that the skull was 

[\ missing. Corporal D. Churchill and Special Constable Hope 
,:-; 

left Fort Simpson in August 1916 to investigate. They spent 

considerable time searching for the bones, and dug through 

the ashes of Jorgensen's cabin, but ultimately concluded 

that the cause of death could not be determined. 19 It 

.[ ·I appeared likely that the death was accidental, and connected 
x.__,, 

.··-"'l 

I , ( ~-·1 
L-.J 
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with the fire in the cabin. Many local people were convinced 

the death was murder, and the fact that it occurred so soon 

after the other mysterious deaths, was sufficient to give 

the Nahanni River a reputation as an evil place, a reputation 

which remains secure today. 

19shaw.on cit .. nn.18-jQ, 



As a result of the increasing white activity in the 

area, the government decided that police patrols out of 

Fort Smith were insufficient, so in 1913, an R.N.W.M.P. 

detachment was opened at Fort Simpson. It consisted of 

one corporal, one constable,one supernumary constable, and 

several dogs. Until this date, police activities in the 

north had centred in the Yukon and along the Arctic coast, 

where American whalers were creating problems for the 

Eskimo and Indian inhabitants. 

The R.N.W.M.P. did not act so much as law enforcers 

in the north during this period, as they were present to 

ensure the safety of the residents, conduct explorations 

·for the benefit of the Canadian government, and assert 

Canadian sovereignty. The Fort Simpson detachment spent 

considerable time on short patrols to check that no-one 

was going into the mountains with insUfficient supplies. 

They were also busy in·1913 regulating the growing illegal 

liquor traffic and curbing the use of poison bait (usually 

strichnine) among the white trappers. They were involved 

in adminisia:'ing the relief money for the Indians, as Bishop 

C1ut had arranged in 1889, Police also investigated alleged 

cases of destitution and issued the supplies for the ill 

and poor where needed. 20 Because of these police activities 

as "protector and benefactor" to the Indians, many white 

observers have concluded that relations between the Indians 

and the R.N.W.M.P. were excellent. In fact, the police were 

20R.N.W.M.P.Annual Reuort,Sessional Paper No.28,1912,p.146. 
Report of Sup•t.A.E.C.McDonell fol:' "N" Division, 
October 1,191.5. 
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a product of a system of colonial paternalism, often failing 

to understand the Indians and their unique situation in the 

north. Many firmly believed that the Indians starved because 

they were lazy, not realizing ·!;hat game ran in complicated 

cycles of famine and plenty, even without the presence of 

white men. Lack of sympathy was also evident in Corporal 

[l Mellor' s report of 1909, when he re corded that, 
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Between Providence and Simpson,on the Mackenzie 
river,huge forest fires were burning on both 
sides,mostly some distance inland. Some,and 
probably all,of these fires were set out deliber
ately by the Indians in order to make good moose 
country. There are,however,no justices of the 
peace in the country, so what can I do about it? 

Not until recently have whitespegun to realize that this 

age-old custom was beneficial in the long term fo'r the 

Native food supply. For years the main concern was that 

these fires were burning potentially valuable timber lands-

valuable for whites in southern Canada, that is. Mellor was 

also quite unimpressed with the Indians in his district. 

·21 

"The Liard Indians are certainly the.most squalid impoverished 

lot I have yet met," he wrote, even stooping to ridicule 

their names:"The chief of the Simpson Indians,rejoicing in 

the name of 'Norwegians' , " was one of his targets. 22 

Relations between the churches and the police were, 

like the relations with the Indians, peaceful and polite on 
• 

the surface, but less than cordial in private. Inspector 

Constantine of the Yukon complained constantly in his 

reports of the "arrogant Bishop"Bompas ,whom he suspected 

21 R.N.W.M.P.Annual Reuort,1910,p.185. 
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of "encouraging some Indians to occupy land which the 

Police had reserved as a site f'or a possible detachment. 023 

Further indication of' government-police attitudes was a 

number of' highly sarcastic comments pencilled around a 

newspaper clipping describing 

north, as f'ound in government 

church activities 
24 files. 

in the 

In addition to the police presence in the district, 

the f'ederal government decided the time had come in 1911 to 

f'urther emphasize its interest in tl1e north by establishing 

Indian Agencies. Men were sent to Fort Smith and Fort 

Simpson that year "to distribute relief and carry out 

experiments in f'arming, "25 The agent at Fort Simpson was 

supplied with two horses, f'our oxen, and ten tons of' supplies 

and implements. The Fort Smith Indians had signed Treaty 8, 

but in 1911, the Indians at Fort Simpson had not yet agreed 

to any treaty, so the position of' the Indian Agent there 

was somewhat unusual. T. W. "Flynn" Harris was the f'irst 

agent at Simpson, where he was to serve for over twenty 

years. He had moved west in 1881 with the N.W.M.P. and af'ter 

ten years had le~t the police to serve with the H.B.c.; His 

f'ather was Chief' Justice of' Nova Sc0tia f'or some time, and 

Flynn Harris was also involved with the law, in the capacity 

of' Justice of' the Peace at Fort Simpson. By 1922, his 

jurisdiction covered 1,400 miles and over 4,000 Indians. 26 

23As quoted in T.Morris Longstreth,The Silent Force,(New 
York,1927),p.77, 

24p. A. C., RG 85/f'ile 568/i tem 20, vol. 2, "Missionary Matters". 

25Fumoleau,op cit. ,p.139. 

26Edmonton Journal,Wednesday November 15, 1922. 
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It would appear that most of the federal govern..ment 

·dealings v@.th the Nahanni District Indians worked through 

the Fort Simpson Indian Agency, for the period of R,N.W.lV!.P. 

influence was· short-lived, Fundi_ng and manpower dwindled 

drastically with the onset of the first World War, and by 

the end of that struggle, the Canadian government had 

urgent reason to change its foothold in the north, Oil 

was discovered at Fort Norman (now called Norman Wells) 

in .1920. 

As early as 1891, the Canadian goverrunent had 

considered the idea of a treaty with the northern Indians 

"with a view to the extinguishment of the Indian title in 

such portions of the same,as it may be considered in the 

interests of the public to open up for settlement."27 

Probably as a result of the Select Committee of 1888 report, 

the Privy Council believed that large areas of the Athabasca 

and Mackenzie River Districts were ripe for development. 

However, when Sir John A.Macdonald died !shortly after ihis 

advisory was prepared, the subject was!temporarily shelved, 

It was the Klondike rush that provided the final impetus 

for Treaty Number 8. The decision was made at that point to 

LJI leave out the Indians along the Mackenzie because "their 
....... J 

r l 
LJI 

' 

U.l 

UJ 
r . , 
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territory so far as it is at present known is of no particular 

value and they very rarely come into contact with Whites .•• 1128 

27Privy Council Report,1891(0.c.52), as quoted by Fumoleau, 
op cit. ,p.41. 

~ 8P.A.C./RG10/file 75,item 236-1.April 25,1898.Letter from 
Indian Commissioner Forget to Secretary,Indian Affairs, 
as quoted in Fu.moleau,op cit.,p.59, 
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.Agitation for an extension of Treaty 8 into the 

Mackenzie District followed soon after the official 

-.t.vv-

signing. In 1907,H • .A.Conroy reported on the miserable 

conditions in the district and proposed that a tr~aty might 

assist the Indians. He formed the argument in terms of 

expediency for the Canadian government: treaty would be 

cheaper than relief payments, and it would protect white 

mining interests. 29 Bishop Breynat of the Oblates also 

contributed arguments for establishing a treaty with the 

Mackenzie Indians, but the government was flatly unresponsive. 

Duncan C.Scott, Chief Accountant of the Department of Indian 

Affairs squelched the idea because of a lack of funds. It 

was not until the discovery of oil in 1920, when the 

government generously began to issue land leases, that H.A. 

Conroy bluntly brought it to their attention that the land 

had never been ceded by the Indians, and the government had 

no legal right to allow further leasing. This time, reaction 

was swift, A document was prepared in Ottawa and Conroy was 

requested to form an official party to "negotiate" with the 

Indians. Obviously, the government had no intention of 

negotiating, since Conroy's commission was instructed merely 

to obtain Indian signatures and adhere strictly to the terms 

of the treaty,not making any "outside" promises. 

Conroy became the Treaty Comniissioner for Treaty 11. 

He was assisted by W.B.Bruce,an R.C.M.P. inspector,Constable 

Wood of the R.C.M.P.fo and Constable Campbell who acted as 

the Party Clerk. Dr.A.L.McDonald of the Indian Department was 

29Fumoleau,op cit.,p.135. 
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' l present 'at several signings, and Bishop Breynat was invited 
n l j to join the group,largely because the goverri.men·i; recog11ized 

the respect with which many of the Indians regarded him. He 
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[ j was to be a powerful ally, and later, a strong opponent of 
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what was to occur. The Indians were requested to nominate a 

chief and headmen at each major post along the Mackenzie. 

These men were to be their representatives in treaty 

negotiations and were also warned that they would be 

responsible for their band's actions in adhering to the 

terms of the treaty. Ji "Scrip", or pa;yment of a lump sum 

of $240, was offered to the M~tis of the area if they chose 

to live outside the Treaty. 

The treaty itself clearly stated its purpose: "the said 

Indians do hereby cede,release,surrender and yield up to the 

Government of Canada,for his Majesty the King and His 

Successors forever, all their rights,titles, and privileges 

whatsoever to the lands within the following limits ••• ,,J2 

The Indians were to be allowed hunting and fishing rights 

only so long as the land was not required "for settlement, 

mining,lumbering,trading,or other purposes. ,.33 In return, 

the Indians were to receive the standard considerations: a 

LJj square mile of land for each family of five; annual payments 

( ),. 

LJI I 

l_l.1 

31nept.of Indian Affairs,Treatv Number 1 and Adhesions wit 
Reports,reprinted from the 1926 edition(Ottawa,1957 

32Ibid • , p. 6 
r . 

I 1j 33Ibid. ,p.6 
u 
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of $5 per head (cash); supplies of axes,saws,augers,files 

and hunting equipment to the value of $50 per family; ro~d 

for the chief's,"a silver medal, a suitable flag and a copy 

of this Treaty" as well as "a suitable suit of clothing" 

every three years in order to set the chief's apart from 

the rest of the band. Clearly,from a contemporary viewpoint, 

it was a terribly unfair exchange for the Indians. The 

Mackenzie Natives (accustomed to dealing with whites for 

many years), were extremely reluctant to sign, although 

they believed that ultimately, some written agreement with 

the Canadian government would be desire able, The "negotiations" 

took considerably longer than anticipated as the Indians 

attempted to unqerstand what the whites intended and to 

gain more advantageous conditions. 

Treaty 11 was basically a similar document to the 

previous Indian Treaties, but there were some important 

differences. Treaty Six, signed in 1876 with the Plains 

Cree in an area south of Treaty 8, proves an interesting 

comparison. Both Treaty Six and Treaty Eleven were considered 

necessary because of the increasing white population in 

their respective territories, and the desirability of opening 

the land for settlement. Treaty 11 was- considered particularly 

urgent because of the oil discovery at Fort Norman. Both 
. 

treaties extinguished all Indian title to the land, and 

agreed that the government would supply educational facilities, 

agricultural supplies and hunting equipment(excluding guns). 

Both treaties permitted the Indians to continue hunting and 
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fishing on Crown lands that '\\I-ere not required for other 

purposes, Both guaranteed annual treaty paymen~Gs to 

chiefs, headmen and others of $25, $15 and $5 respectively,34 

Treaty Six cost the government $47,269 at the time of 

signing, and Treaty Eleven cost $24,820, 

Both treaties also made provisions for reserves, 

allowing one square mile per family Of five on land that 

could be sold by the govermnent with the consent of the 

Indians, or expropriated by the Crown if it were needed for 

another purpose. However, in the case of Treaty 11, these 

reserves were never established, and further mention of 

them was not made until 1959; Treaty 6 contained several 

additional provisions, which did not appear in Treaty 11, 

including guaranteed medical supplies to be distributed to 

each chief, the prohibition of liquor on reserves, and 

the promise of special assistance in case of widespread 

famine or disease. 

The most striking difference between the two treaties, 

however, was the manner in which they were written. Lieu-

tenant-Governor Alexander Morris met with the Indians at 

Forts Carlton and Pitt with a predetermined notion of 
r 1, 
l I! 
~l the government's position, but he was open to some negotiation, 

and a certain fu~ount of bargaining did indeed occur. For 

34Note also that the value of $5 in 1922 was not what it 
was in 1876. 
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instance,the Indians requested more extensive assistance 

for agriculture than was first offered; Morris complied, 

but would not agree to special provisions for the poor 

and sick, or annual food supplies for the others as the 

Indians had also requested.35 On the other hand, as has 

been noted, Conroy received strict instructions that he 

was to make no changes or promises in connection with a 

predetermined Treaty 11. Even the length of time required 

to obtain agreement to the treaties is indicative of the 

difference in approaches. Morris required a full six days 

at Fort Carlton to negotiate, while Conroy stopped at 

Fort Providence for only two days of what amounted to 

"quest ions" rather than "negotiations. " 

A final important difference between Treaty 11 and 

the earlier treaties lay in the intention behind the treaty. 

Treaties 1 to 7 were clearly designed to encourage the Indians 

to adopt an agricultural life, Buffalo, the traditional 

support for the Plains Indians, were rapidly disappearing, 

and Ottawa did not want1obe burdened with welfare and 

support payments. Teaching the Indians to be farmers seemed 

a logical solution, and the principal points in the treaties 

were aimed toward this end. The Indians, on their part, 

realized what was happening to the buffalo and were willing 

to listen to the government proposals, although they clearly 

resented the original cause of the problem: the invasion of 

35Alexander Morris,The Treaties of Canada with the Indians, 
first published 1880(Coles Canadiana Edition,1979), 
pp.214-219. 
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their country by white men. In some cases, in fact, the 

Indians made the initial approach for an agreement.36 

However, there appears to have been very little under

standing on the part of the Mackenzie Indians of what the 

proceedings for Treaty· 11 were really intended to be. They 

had few definite demands to make of the Treaty Commissioner 

(in contrast to the long list of specific demands presented 

by the Crees of Treaty 6),37 Nor were the northern Indians 

particularly organized when meeting the treaty party, but 

they did at least manage to voice their concerns. Conroy's 

"negotiations" did not succeed as smoothly as he and the 

Ottawa government seem to have anticipated •. 

In his official report, Conroy mentions only briefly 

the complications, and brushes them lightly aside. At Fort 

Providence, 

The Indians seemed afraid,for one thing, that 
their liberty to hunt, trap and fish would be 
taken away or curtailed, but werR assured by 
me that this would not be the case, and the 
Government will expect them to support them
selves in their own way. 

According to M~tis observer James Lafferty at Fort Simpson, 

the discussion was "laborious" and lasted three days."First, 

the Indians didn't want to," he recalled, "They were afraid 

of future restrictions, like now in the springtime we may 

not shoot ducks,"39 

36For example, the revisions to Treaties 1 
Treaty 6(1876) and Treaty 7(1877), 

37ooorris,op cit,,see chapter 9, 

38Treaty 11 and Adhesions, op cit.,p.3. 

and 2(1871-75), 
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Finally the Simpson Indians conceded to the request 

to sign,in large part because of the promised assistance 

from the government. One witness, Baptiste Norwegian, later 

alleged that not all the Indians agreed to the idea and 

they were, in fact, tricked by Conroy into signing. Just 

what the Indians signed is not completely clear either,for 

several of them claimed they never actually saw a copy of 

the treaty,nor did the chiefs receive their promised copies, 

and Oblate historian Ren€ Fumoleau believes that the marks 

on the original treaty were made by a single hand,probably 

that of a white man. 40 

The treaty party was so delayed by these prolonged 

discussions whi9h had not been anticipated, that it was 

unable to reach Fort Liard before freeze-up, so it was not 

until the summer of 1922 that the government sent its 

representatives there. H.A.Conroy had died suddenly the 

previous winter, so Indian Agent Harris from Fort Simpson 

headed the Treaty Party. He found upon arrival that not 

all the Indians from the area were present, but was not 

particularly concerned. 

The Indians of this place were all awaiting us, 
except the band from Trout Lake,which band is 
composed of about ninety persons,who are the 
most uncivilized of the district, and who have 
come in contact with the Whites less frequently 
than the others. 

4°see Fumoleau,ou cit. 

41 simpson Agency Report(1922),DIAND file 191,item 28-J,Vol.I, 
as quoted in Fumoleau,ou cit.,p.202 
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Apparently, little was explained to the Indians at Fort 

Liard, Baptiste.Dudan(Dontra) reported,"They did not make 

any promise or nothing,just give money to the people." Until 

the year of his' death(1972) ,he still believed that he received 

government money because he was poor, 42 and not because of 

any land agreement his people had made with the Canadian 

government. 

The problems were not over for the government 

representatives once the treaty was signed. In 1922,Chief 

Antoine at Fort Simpson was unwilling to accept the second 

annual payment because "he had· been promised by the 

Commissioner, that whatever he asked for would be given 

him, and that this promise had not been kept, .. 43 In 1923, 

three families at Fort Simpson declined altogether to accept 

the treaty money, and again in 1925, Antoine complained he 

had received no supplies for the sick and destitute and 

requested the promised goods be forthcoming. It was a later 

boycott at Fort Resolution in 1937 that received more 

attention in the southern press, but it was the Indians of 

the Fort Simpson agency who began the protest. 44 It is 

interesting to note as well, that the white squatters in 

42 . Fumoleau,op cit.,p.202 

43Flynn Harris' Report,DIAND file 191/28-3,Vol.I, as 
quoted in Fumoleau op cit.,p.227 

44It is also interesting to note that the three signatures 
on the treaty from Fort Simpson are the only three 
signed in syllabics rather than a single 1 X1

, with 
the exception of Yendo at Wrigley,who was a Mountain 
Indian. · 
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the area were apparently quite unaware of any Indian concern. 

Bill Clark,who lived up the Nahanni in the summer and 

wintered at Fort Simpson, recently recalled that he believed 

the local Indians "figured it was a good deal." He was 

aware that some preferred to take the lump-sum payment 

(or "scrip") offered, but "there was no trouble. The 

Indian agents were few and far between, and no, there was 

no trouble at . all. "4 5 

In 1921, the government had been more than anxious 

to have Bishop Breynat accompany the party, because it 

realized the influence the Bishop held over many along the 

Mackenzie River. In this belief, it was correct, for many 

Indians later recalled that they did not trust the white 

agents, and it was only because of the Bishop's assurances 

,that they were finally induced to sign. The government did 

not,however, anticipate that its useful ally would shortly 

become their primary opponent. Bishop Breynat was gravely 

disappointed with the results of Treaty 11,for according to 

him, Commissioner Conroy had made a number of verbal 

promises which were never included in later copies of the 

treaty and were thus never ,implemented. These promises 

included assurance that the Indians could continue their 

traditional life with the protection of their hunting and 

trapping activities, and that care would be provided for 

the old and destitute. Breynat actively campaigned for the 

45rnterview with Bill Clark,op cit.,p.298, 
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Indian cause in the 1930 's with a series of letters to 

Ottawa officials and a strongly worded article which 

appeared in the Toronto Star Weekly and Montreal Le Soleil, 

"I gave my word of honour that the promises made by the 

Royal Commission 'although they were not actually included 

in the Treaty' would be kept by the Crown," he lamented. 46 

fl Government officials responded by saying that they knew 
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nothing of any such promises, and since Conroy had died, 

they were fairly safe in saying so. However, Flynn Harris 

had reported his knowledge of these promises in 1925 after 

the problems that had occurred at Fort Simpson on Treaty 

Day, 47 so either his letter had never been read, or the 

department had a conveniently short memory! Breynat ca1lecited 

·a series of signed affadavits from witnesses to the 

signing of the Treaty, and even obtained the support of 

the H.B.C., which expressed its concerned opinion to the 

Department in 19371 "There are plenty of Indians and 

Eskimos in the north to absorb all the wealth the fur 

resources of the county can afford, so there is every 

reason to restrictirapping activities to them alone,and 

exclude white trappers entirely ... 4a Yet the government, 

46As quoted by Fu.moleau,op cit.,p.216 

47DIAND file 191/28-3,Vol.I. Harris to Secretary of Indian 
Affairs dated August 15,1925,Quoted by Fumoleau,p.234, 

48P.A.C./RG 85/file 1003-2-1,Parsons to Crerar,Jan.7,1937, 
as quoted in Fumoleau,p.276. 
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safely in the possession of a signed and binding agreement, 

was not particularly concerned. White Canadians had control 

of the la..~ds,and all that remained was to exploit their 

potential. 

During this period, a curious transformation in the 

work of the missionaries in the north was completed. As 

observed in the previous chapter, the missionaries 

originally approached the north as powerful agents of the 

colonial society, determined not only to convert the "pagan" 

Athapascans to their various versions of Christianity, but 

also to re-direct'the Indians' lives to conform with 

western concepts of "civilization". Yet once the Canadian 

government began to make it~ presence known in the Northwest 

Territories, the Roman Catholic and Anglican missionaries 

were prompt to defend the. interests of their native adherents. 

Bishop Breynat was particularly vocal in this respect. 

Although he had assisted the government in obtaining 

signatures for Treaty 11, he did so in the belief that the 

treaty would serve to protect the Den~ from the threatening 

influx of southerners. When the treaty promises were not 

kept, the Roman Catholic bishop actively campaigned for the 

protection of the ... traditional" life of the natives. The 

hvnting and fishing economy which the churches had once 
' attempted to supplant by encouraging agriculture and 

settlement was now defended by the same churches. What had 

happened in the interim? 

Clearly,more study is warranted, but there are a 
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number of possible explanations. The original approach of 

evangelical fervour, with its narrow-minded concept of 

spirituality and its fierce competitiveness also lent it 

to the attempts to transplant secular as well as religious 

v-alues to the northern soil,. Towards the end of the nineteenth 

century, the attitudes of the crusading missionaries were 

tempered somewhat by both local conditions and a more 

general drift from evangelism in the European parent 

societies. The Anglican and Roman Catholic priests were 

content to work in separate areas rather than engage in 

their fanatical and destructive conflicts over souls. Men 

who spent most of' their lives living and working with the 

Den~ could not remain blind to the real belief's and needs 

of their neighbours, and tended to lose some of' the attitudes 

they had developed in Europe, far from the actual field. True 

enough, there remained many residential schools which 

punished children for speaking their own language, and the 

missions continued to work small farm lots as an "example". 

But there was less of the earlier crusading zeal, and the 

more open-minded (like Bishop Breynat) were forced to admit 

that when faced with the choice of' hunting, farming or being 

exploited by white resource-takers, the Indians would be 

infinitely better off as hunters, the most traditional of 

the alternatives. Much as many whit~s would like to believe, 

farming on a large scale in the north was simply not feasible, 

and by the dawncf'the twentieth century, it was obvious to 

:· 
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those experienced in the north that agriculture and 

settlement was not to be the answer. The churches could 

minister to the spiritual needs of' the Indians, and serve 

as paternalistic protectors without acting as secular 

colonizers as well. 

The mission workers now perceived their activities 

more as work to facilitate the contact and inevitable 

conf'lict between the native culture and the. encroaching 

white men. As well, by the twentieth century, many Indians 

had indeed been affected by the churches 1¥1d the H.B.C. to 

the extent that those .. institutions no longer felt as 

threatened by the native differences and could $fford to 

be more tolerant. The mentality of cultural warfare could 

be replaced to some degree by a sense of spiritual concern 

and subtle cultural suasion. Either form of confrontation 

poses a hazard to the native culture, but somehow the more 

recent attitude seems more useful for the well-being of 

Canada's Indian population. But beginning with the generation 

at the onset of the twentieth century, the church became 

the spokesman and intermediary in the new conf'lict between 

the native people of the north and the Canadian government 

in distant Ottawa. 

The period· 1896-1922 was a crucial one in the Nahanni . 
region. In the excitement of the Klond·ike rush, the 

Canadian government's interest in the north was aroused, 
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and the first police patrols headed north instead of west, 
~1 

!1 ,J The deaths of William and Frank !V!cLeod, and Martin Jorgensen 
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brought them deep into the Na.lianni Valley, Geological 

explorations and a trickle of disappointed Klondikers 

prepared the way for others with sketchy (but tempting) 

information which slowly filtered south, culminating in 

[) the discovery of oil at nearby Norman Wells and the hasty 
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"negotiation" of Treaty 11 in 1921-22. The Nahanni had 

finally been drawn into Canada with the signing of that 

infamous treaty. The valley's impact on the Canadian 

consciousness was about to begin. 

' ' 1,· • 

: ~ 



CHAPTER 5 

PROSPECTORS AND INDEPENDENT TRADERS 

1922-1940 

The second and third decades of the twentieth 

century were years of intense excitement in the Nahanni 

country. An epidemic of gold fever swept the region, 

affecting both whites and Natives equally.Stories were 

conveyed by the Edmonton press to Ottawa and beyond; a 

rapid influx of white prospectors ensued, somewhat to the 

concern of the Canadian government. For a time, the Nahanni 

was being· proclaimed the Second Klondike. Unlike the 

Klondike,however, there never was much more than a few 

showings of placer gold,with no sign whatever of the 

great "motherlode". But the individual prospectors who 

invaded the region were full of hope. Their optimism never 

really died, for after they had failed, they were replaced 

by larger operations with corporate organization and 

financial backing in distant places which continued to search 

for the undiscovered wealth of the Nahanni. 

A boom was evident in the area not only for pros

pectors, but also for the fur trade, the area's previous 

economic base. Prices for furs continued to rise during the 

1920's throughout Canada during the post-war boom, and for 

the second time in its history, the Nahanni experienced a 

determined and often bitter competition between the Hudson's 
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Bay Company and its rivals. The principal opponent in the 

area was Northern Traders, ])Ut this was also the era of the 

independent trader (see Appendix 5A). These men obviously 

could not hope to match the powerful organizational network 

of the H.B.C., but although they lacked size and money, 

· they hoped to compensate for these shortcomings with 

flexibility and determination. It was the era of the 

individual, a period which was to be immortalized in the 

legendary image of the "frontier man", as will be examined 

later. Between the traders and the prospectors (often the 

same men), life on the Naha.nni in the 1920's and 19JO's was 

exciting and full of promise • 

After the first World War, the north finally became 

an integral part.of the Canadian economic system. In 1920 

the first winter mail was arranged between Edmonton and 

the Mackenzie District, and the Alberta and Great Waterways 

railroad was opened between Edmonton and Fort MacMurray. By 

1922 the Alberta and Arctic Transportation Company was 

operating a regular steamer service from Fort Simpson up 

the Liard to Fort Nelson, which included a regularly scheduled 
. · .. 

stop at Nahanni. Thus it was possible to utilize public 

transportation to travel from Edmonton to Nahanni Butte 

with relative ease. A steady stream of adventurers from 

the south began to flow into the are'a, many coming from the 

newly developing Peace River settlement. The stories of the 

lost McLeod claim (as described in Chapter 4) .continued to 

circtilate and act as a magnet. 

By the twentieth century, the migratory existence of 

: :. :~. 
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· ....... 
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the Indians in the South Nahanni valley had been considerably 

modified. Two distinct groups now worked the area for furs. 

The !\fountain Indian.s continued to hunt and trap in the 

northern reaches of the valley around the headwaters of 

the river, living in much the same manner as they had in 

John McLeod's day. They would come down the 'Keele River in 

moosehide boats (until the last generation or two) and trade 

at Fort Norman or Wrigley at the end of each summer, but 

otherwise maintained very few contacts with whites and 

established no permanent settlements. Charles Camsell 

record~~ these impressions of the group: 
.; 

These Indians,who were the most inteiiigent 
and resourceful of all the Indians trading at 
Fort Norman,always came in to the Post early in 
July to meet the steamer Wrigley on her first 
trip north ••• The count~y was then entirely 
unexplored, and as far as I know no white man 
had ever entered it. 

A second group of Indians (mostly Slaves) congregated 

in the southern part of the valley near the mouth of the 

Nahanni• Mahy maintained summer cabins at both Netla(a few 

miles up the Lia.rd) and at Nahanni Butte. In the fall, 

these Indians would gather their entire families and head 

upstream with pack dogs. During the winter, they would buil.d 

·skin boats from their "trappings" and use these boats to 

transport the furs out at the end of the season. 2 Once their 

1Charles Camsell,Son of the North,(Toronto,1954,66),p.48. 

1 

2Deta~ls according to Ole Loe,Parks Canada Historic Resources 
· Inventory lPCHRI),Interview August 1976,cassette 3, 

side 2. 
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purpose had been served, the boats themselves were dismantled 

a:'ld these furs would also be sold,3 It was these Slave 

Indians who readil;ir accepted the idea of' prospecting for 

gold, and numerous white visiJGors to the area in the 1920_'s 

reported seeing them at work on their diggings.Unfortunately, 

many of the white prospectors did not ta~e these Native 

miners very seriously, and the Indians lived in constant 

fear that they would be discovered, and some white man 

would take over their claims. Gus Kraus, in recounting his 

version of the McLeod brothers mystery, notedihat a band 

of Indians had been prospecting in the area n9W kno~ as ., 

McLeod Creek for a number of years before William and Frank 

arrived. 

They had their families there,all this whole 
bunch ••• They had this sluice run on this 
blooming creek, so ihey [the Indians] made it 
clear with them [the McLeods], you don't tell 
anybody, because [if] white people ever come in 
they would just take it over, again. 

There also appears to have been considerable 

competition between the South Nahanni Indians and those 

4 . 

from Dease Lake, further west. This conflict,which originated 

at least as early as the nineteenth century fur trade period 

(if not sooner), was transformed with relatively little 

change into a conflict over prospecting rights. Nahanni 

3Interview with Bill Clark,PCHRI,July 31 and August 1,1974, 
Manuscript Report Number 196,Vol.II,p.238, 

4Interview with Gus Kraus,PCHRI,August 1974,Manuscript 
Report Number 196,Vol.II,pp.2J-24.Emphasis mine. 
Interestingly enough, the Indians did trust the 
missionaries, and would approach them as intermed
iaries if they discovered a potential gold creek. 
See Father Turcotte,PCHRI,August 1977,cassette 1,side 1. 
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resident Bill Clark recalled hearing a number of tales 

circulating among the older generation of Indians. Apparently 

the Dease Lake Indians, 

came over and were working on the creeks around 
the present location called McLeod Creek and 
Bennett Creek ••• there was always a sort of 
no-man's land in there,because there was a 
trouble over their trapping territory. Also 
they had to watch their women. If they left their 
camps unguarded, they'd raid each other. 

Some of these Slave Indians apparently continued to 

travel the old circle route of the fur trade: u~ the North 

Nahanni, down the South Nahanni, out to Fort Simpson, and 

north again to Fort Wrigley. It seems likely that they 

would encounter the Mountain Indians on such a voyage, and 

indeed, distinctions between the various groups in the area 

were quickly becoming obsolete. However, according to M~tis 

resident Ted Trindell, the days of such extensive travel 

had essentially passed. "They used to go. to Whitehorse, 

Dawson Creek and Dawson City," he recalled. "It takes them 

a year or two, sometimes three years. They used to go in 

from Wrigley,Fort Norman,Simpson.Across the mountains and 

back. "6 Thus the travelling patterns of the Mountain and 

Slave Indians had changed from the pre-contact· local trips, 

to extensive travel (even to the point of crossing the 

dreaded Yukon divide) for the sake of furs during the 

nineteenth century, and then had reverted again in the 

5Interview with Bill Clark,op cit.,p.280. 

6Interview with Ted Trindell,PCHRI.,JULY-August 1977, 
cassette 3,side 1. 
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twentieth century to more limited trips. It is frequently 

assu..med that the introduction of ·i;h.e fur trade caused a 

single transition in Indian l1abits, but it is clear ·i;hat 

changes have continued to occur even during the fur trade 

era itself. The relatively sedentary life of remaining 

at a settlement for the larger part of the year with brief 

sorties to local trap lines was becoming more attractive 

to the Slave Indians by the 1920's. Unfortunately, this 

type of trapping leads to intensive use of small areas of 

land, so that the furbearing anim~ls are rapidly depleted. 

The consequences of this change will be examined below. 

In a number of other ways, however, daily life of 

the Nahanni region Indians in the 1920's was not much 

modified from that of the early contact period. The Mountain 

and Kaska Indians continued to prefer small band units; at 

Netla in 1929,for instance, just eight families would 

congregate with their furs.7 These bands were.composed of 

kinsmen, but were not stable units, as individuals and 

families appear to have drifted away to related bands. with 

some frequency. There does not seem to have been much 

formal interaction between bands of Mountain Indians, but 

there is evidence to suggest that the Slaves travelled 

considerable distances in summer to congregate at a large 
. 8 

social assembly of other Slave groups. The Slaves would 

?Interview with R.M.Patterson,PCHRI.,Manuscript Report 
Number 196,Vol.I,p.76, 

8June Helm MacNeish, "Leadership Among the Northeastern 
Athabascans, "Anthropologica Vol.I(1955) ,p.137, 
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also meet occasionally to discuss crisis situations,although 

these infrequent gatherings appear to have ceased by the 

1920's, George Keith of the North West Company recorded 

one such congregation of Fort Liard Slaves in 1810 for the [l 
"judgement" of one of their number who had been accused of 

killing his hunting companion,9 but evidence of these 

gatherings in more recent times is lacking. 

None of the Indian bands of the region had any 

formal leaders or chiefs. Men would serve ·as advisors or 

shamen, but the bands felt no obligation to follow their 

suggestions. The fur trading companies succeeded in creating 

the position of "fur trade chief" for the purposes of trade 

only, but as anthropologist June Helm MacNeish has noted, 

To all knowledge (Honigman 1946);(Jenness 1937); 
(MacNeish,J.H.);{Osgood 1931) even the government 
invention of regional 'chiefs' and councils, 
appointed or elected, has so far effected no 
significant change or innovation in the political 
orientation of these Athabascans at the regional 
or tribal levels. 10 

Early observers such as Father Petitot and A.G.Morice 

attributed this lack of leadership to the lack of cultural 

attainment and lack of strength of character among the 

northern Indians. MacNeish,however, provides a more acceptable 

explanation, suggesting that this lack was a manifestation 

of the Athaba·scan personality. These Indians were highly 

oriented towards personal freedom, and enjoye.d a strong 

distaste for any form of authority. 11 

9see ibid.,pp.139-140. 

lOibid. ,p.135· 

11Ibid.,pp.154-155, 
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By the 1920's, the bands were still largely 

migratory, and their camps had changed little since 

contact. Many continued to construct lodges or tents 

covered with brush or spruce bark for summer dwellings; 

in winter the traditional pole cabin was made more sub

stantial in imitation of the "European" cabins. 12 Changes 

had occurred, however, in methods of dress, cooking and 

hunting. The original moose or goat skin dress had been 

largely replaced by clothing manufactured by the women of 

purchased yard goods, or clothing that was completely 

"store-bought", for both men and women. Metal cookware 

had.been substituted for the traditional spruce root 

woven pots. Many Indians also possessed sewing machines. 

Steel traps and guns were a useful substitute for the 

twisted sinew snares of earlier years. Apparently these 

Indians continued to use their dogs as pack animals rather 

than adapting them to sled animals, and the women pulled the 

toboggans in winter, as they always had. The Mountain 

Indians still preferred the overland routes to learning 

the techniques of canoing, but the Slave Indians made 

frequent use of the rivers and streams for transportation. 

Moosehide canoes were being used by the 1920's as a modern 

adaptation of the original spruce bark canoes which were 

'fragile and could not hold much cargo. 13 Rafts were also 

used if there was a particularly large catch of furs or 

12Interview with Ted Trindell,op cit. 

13Diamond Jenness,The .Indians of Canada,7th Edition (Toronto, 
1977) , p. 398. 
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meat to ha.~dle. 14 

Life continued to be difficult and tenuous for the 

Indians of the Nahanni even as late as the 1920's, but the 

women were still able to produce some artwork in the form 

of sp~cially woven birch baskets15 and. quill ornamentation 

for headbands and special clothing. 16 Men valued a wife 

who could dress herself "neatly and we11. 111 7 

Infanticide, particularly of female children, was 

almost completely abandoned by the twentieth century.Many 

young children were away from their families during the 

extended periods when they attended mission schools.Among 

the more remote groups, the custom of isolating girls at 

the onset of puberty persisted, but there is no evidence. of 

an equivalent ceremony for boys. Marriage continued to be a 
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fa·irly informal arrangement, although changes were occurring. [ 1 
_J 

Polygamy was once common,(including a woman'with more than 

one husband) but had apparently disappeared by this point. 18 

14rnterview with Bill Clark,op cit.,p.250.Clark also . 
describes in detail the construction of a spruce 
canoe, pp.238-250, 

15Bill Clark refers to this dying technique,ibid.,p.24J, 

16Jenness,op cit.,p.76, 

17James Teit~Kaska Tales" Journal of' .American Fo~Lore 
Vo1.30(1917,part 2)~,p"""".4~5~6~.""-"'"'-''""""'""'""=""...__,,_,,.,,""'--""""'"~ 

18A.G.Morice,"The Nah-ane and their Language," Transactions 
of the Canadian Institute (1902-03),p.254, Also · 
James Teit,ibid.,p.461. 
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Kaska stories also include the idea that "men sometimes take 

a fancy ',;o their sisters,and even cohabit with them"i 19 

clearly this arrangemen-t: was also disappearing under the 

missionary inf'luence, 

As late as 1929, according to the recollections of 

several white residents, most Indians in the Nahan..~i Valley 

itself did not speak English well, At Nahanni Butte, a 

Yukon Indian named Barney was relied upon to act as inter-
20 . prater. It should be noted,however, that because of' the 

impact of the Roman Catholic missionaries, a number of' the 

Indians could spe·ak French. 

By the 1920's and 1930's, as has been noted, some 

of the South Nahanni Indians were involved in prospecting 

activities as an income supplement. Also, the emphasis in 

trapping had shifted from beaver in the nineteenth century 

to variety furs such as marten, muskrat and fox in the 

twentieth, because of' changing demand in the market as well 

as changing supply cycles in the Mackenzie District. In 

spite of' the competition from white trappers, the Natives 

continued to be the principal suppliers of fv.rs from the 

N.W.T. fur regions.(See Appendix 5B). Women were also active 

participants in the hunt if they were needed, 21 although they 

generally continued to perform their traditional chores of 

19Teit,op cit.,p.460. 

20rnterview with R.M.Patterson,op cit.,p.93, 

21For instance,interview with Gus Kraus,op cit.,in which Kraus 
makes numerous references to the hunting activities 
of his Native wife,Mary. 



carrying the meat back to camp and preparing the skins and 

f'ood. Berry gathering has never been an important part of' 

their lives. 

Far from being improvident, as a good number of' their 

detractors have suggested, there is ~~ple evidence surviving 

from the 1920's and 19JO's that the South Nahanni Indians 

planned carefully for the low periods of the game cycle by 

constructing caches of some size for the storage of dried 

meat. Bill Clark reported the discovery of a clearing with 

a.number of these caches, 

••• made like little cabins, only they were I'd 
say about four feet wide and about [three feet 
high] and they were built just with logs roughly 
8 to 10 inches in diameter. Then they had logs 
on top lengthways and those caches would be about 22 12, 10 to 12 feet long. 

The period 1922 to 1940 may not have seen radical changes 

in the lives of the Indians under treaty in the South Nahanni, 

but for the M~tis, life became increasingly difficult. 

Many lived the lives of full-blooded Indians, but had 

chosen to accept the scrip payments, and so were not con

sidered eligible for assistance by most government officials. 

This fact, of course, left the M~tis in an awkward position 

as· the "forgotten" people of the Mackenzie, 23 

Disease was·a major factor in the lives of the 

Mackenzie Indians, but the population estimates and counts show 

22rnterview with Bill Clark, on cit.,p.255, 

23see discussion by Richard Slobodin, The M~tis of the 
Mackenzie District,(Ottawa,1966). 
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. relatively little fluctuation in the Naha.nni District 

population over time.(See Appendix 5C) The fact that these 

·people were somewhat isolated from the Mackenzie populations, 

even at this late. date, may be a signifioa1'lt factor. Fort 

Simpson itself,of course, was not isolated, but medical 

care was available at that site. As well, it is always 

possible that the estimates of the numbers killed in the 

frequent epidemics were somewhat exaggerated. At any rate, 

the period of white independent traders and prospectors 

saw a native population leading a life essentially unchanged 

in its major aspects from the life of the early contact 

years. Significant modifications in clothing and tools had 

not yet introduced radical social changes. 

Until the 1920's, the fur trade economy had 

concerned Indian trappers and white traders almost 

exclusively. In 1920-21, the Alberta and Great Waterways 

railroad from Edmonton reached Fort McMurray, Treaty 11 

was signed, and with the opening of the 1922 season, the 

Edmonton Bulletin reported, "This year an unusually large 

number of white trappers have gone down stream ••• The Indians 

being the weaker people are gradually being forced tD the 

wall. "24 There were isolated reports of considerable friction 

in the Simpson area between the Indian trappers and the 

newly-arrived white competitors. 25 The concurrent discovery 

24As quoted in Ren~· Fumoleau,As Long as this Land Shall Last, 
(Toronto,1973),p.237.Dated Nov.14,1922. 

25For instance,report·of Indian Agent T.W.Harris,Edmonton 
Journal,Wed.Nov.15,1922,in which Harris confirms rumours 
in circulation at Edmonton.Also Fullerton Waldo,Down the 
Mackenzie thl;'oukh .. -the G-r,,.,.+. T.nn<> T.,,~ri fr-.rM•• v--•- '~~~' 
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of oil at Fort Norman meant dramatic changes for the north. 

Many of the new adventurers were men who had been displaced 

by the first World War, and the Canadian govern.ment was 

encouraging their migrations to the "empty" lands of' the 

north. More often than not, they had tried to find a place 

for themselves homesteading in Peace River, but had been 

lured onward by the promise of faster wealth and unique 

adventure. Booming fur prices in the 1920's were a further 

encouragement. Because of' this northward movement,competition 

between the newcomers and the H.B.C. was to become the 

primary characteristic of' the Nahanni fur trade activities 

between 1920 and 1940. 

In 1926,the Hudson's Bay Company was operating posts 

at Forts Liard and Simpson, with an outpost at "South Nahanni" 

{now Nahanni Butte), although their actual headquarters 

for the Mackenzie District had been moved from Fort Simpson 

to Fort. Smith in 1915. Also in operation at Fort Simpson 

was a post belonging to Northern Traders. This company was 

to prove the H.B.c.•s principal threat in the twentieth 

century fur trade. Formed originally in 1894 as Hyslop and 

Nagle, the name was changed to Northern Trading Company 

Limited when Peace River pioneer Colonel J.K.Cornwall and 

some Edmonton fin.ancial associates took it over in 1910. 

The company did well during the first years of the new 

century and became invoived in transportation on the 

northern river systems. rt·encountered financial difficulties 

in the early 1920's and was forced into receivership in 1924. 
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The H.B.C. almost purchased its assets at that time,but 

instead they went to the Winnipeg Fur Auction Company. The 

name was changed slightly to Northern Traders Limited, and 

in just three years it had expanded from ten to twenty-five 

P?Sts in the Athabasca-Mackenzie region, The new company 

was not as concerned with the transportation business, and 

concentrated its efforts on.furs, so that by 1929 its volume 

of trade in the north was almost as much as that of the 

Hudson's Bay Company. Unfortunately, Northern Traders was 

badly affected by the Depression and the concurrent slump 

in fur prices, so it was in no position to oppose a takeover 

·bid by the H.B.C. in 1939. 26 .But during the p~riod in 

question, it was a decisive force in the north, 

In 1926-27, following receipt of complaints from 

both the mission workers and the H.B.C., the Department of 

the Interior instituted a system of licensing in an attempt 

LJJ to control the increasing number of independent traders in 

the north. As Minister Charles Stewart explained,transient 

tr;;tders were interfering with the established "credit" 

system by taking furs from trappers that should have gone 

to the individual or company which had loaned the trapper 

U! money in the first place. The transient traders would then 

LJ/ 
leave the country. The established companies would not be 

paid the money they were owed, and ihe trappers would often 

Li be unable to obtain credit for the following year's work. 

r '1 
l~J 

l~] 

26see Edmonton Bulletin,Sept.28, 19381 Morris Zaslow, "The 
Development of the Mackenzie Basin,1920-1940," Ph.D. 
Thesis for U,of Toronto(1957); M.J.Robinson, "Exploration 
and Settlement of the MackElnzie District, N. W. T. , " part 2, 
M _____ .,~--- n _______ ,_~ __ ., T------..!.-"1fT--"1- .. .tf"'tltL'\ -- /,..., ltn 
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Stewart explained that the purpose of' the trading license 

was to discourage transience a:i>d encourage these traders 

to "settle down at one point. 027 Licenses would be granted 

if' the department was satisfied with the trader's intentions. 

Trading posts were to be kept open for eight months of' the 

year, and "outposts" had to be open f'or three months. The 

system was intended to benefit both the native trappers 

(by giving them a more certain source of' supplies) and the 

established f'ur trading companies,notably the H.B.C. and 

the Northern Traders (by ensuring that their customers 

paid their debts). 

Consequently, in February 1927, Northern Traders 

applied for a license to qperate a post at Fort Lia.rd, and 

the following year applied f'or a post at Netla, a few miles 

up the Lia.rd River from Nahanni Butte, and frequented by 

Indians trapping in the Nahanni Valley. So confused was the 

Department of' the Interior when it came to the geography 

of' the area, that it undertook a lengthy investigation 

to determine just where this Netla was. Erroneously, a 

permit had already been issued to one George Boudah f'or 

a post on ·the "Natla", a tributary of' the Keele (Gravel) 

. River. 28 At any rate, the Netla license was eventually 

granted and Northern operated there until the spring of' 1933· 

27House of' Commons Debates,June 6,1928. 

28P.A.C. ,RG °85/f'ile 777/item 5686,part 1. Dated April 
25,1928. 
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In direct competition with the Netla post, the 

H.B.C. also operated at Nahanni Butte,albeit in a somewhat 

novel fashion. A World War One veteran named L.D. ("Slim") 

Vibbard ran an outpost at that place, purchasing goods on 

his own credit, but ultimately trading with the H.B.C., 

somewhat after the fashion of a franchise dealer, An 

H!B.C. employee.,Bill Clark, later explained,"To ourselves, 

employees, it was a Hudson's Bay outpost. But to the 

Indians at large, or the customers, it was so-and-so's 

trading p.ost. 1129 After just a single season, Vibbard closed 

the post and moved. His position was immediately filled by 

Poole Field who had been trading and prospecting in the 

area for about ten years. With his arr~val at the Butte, 

an open battle commenced. 

Field's opponent,Jack LaFlair, was a completely 

independent trader who was already feeling the ef~ects of 

the Northern post at Netla and that of J.H.Mulholland and 

N.Epler further up the Liard, He had arrived as a trapper 

in ~he area during the 1915-1916 season. Very little was 

known about him, and of course, rumours circulated wildly. 

It· was believed th.at he was an American, and had come north 
[ i1 Jj after a brush with the law. At any rate, h. e trapped for a 

j 1· uj 
couple of years, then opened a small store at The Splits. 

. 
Sometime in the mid 1920's he moved to the mouth of the 

LI Nahanni a..'l'J.d obtained a license to trade there. 

ur 29rnterview with Bill Clark,op cit, ,p.302. 
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In July 1927,Poole Field applied for permission to 

open a post some thirty five miles up the Nahanni. The 

license was granted, but Field apparently decided to 

operate right at the Butte because the river was too low 

to navigate by the time the permit was received from Ottawa, 

and of course, Vibbard had just vacated a prime location. 

He correctly re-applied for a modified permit. O.S.Finnie 

received the application accompanied by a telegram from 

an enraged LaFlair demanding to know why Field was being 

permitted to encroach on his territory, and insinuating 

that Field was not being honest with the government. 

Finnie's office conducted a brief' inquiry which concluded 

by issuing Field with the required license. It appears that 

in 1927-28 Field himself' did not operate the post, but 

sent in Ernest Roulier and C.E.McNeil as employees(Field 

was also operating a post on Trout Lake at the time). In 

the sum:mer of' 1928, Field attempted to gain permission to 

move the post some two hundred miles upriver to the mouth 

of the Flat River, probably because it was more convenient 

for his prospecting activities. However, the government did 

not respond soon enough, and again, low summer waters 

prevented removal to the new site. So Field remained at 

the Butte and tempers erupted. The following spring,Finnie 

received a long,angry letter from LaFlair, arguing that 

there were already enough posts in the area. Besides, he 

complained, Field's post was not in the correct location 

according to his issued permit, and Field was actually 

an agent for an unnamed fur trading company, and not an 

independent trader as he claimed to be. Clearly, the 
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system of licensing was being interpreted by LaFlair as 

a means of restricting the nv.mber of traders in a given 

location to assist the traders and keep prices up. 

The result of these persistent complaints was that 

O.S.Finnie ordered an R.C.M.P. investigation. The constable 

concluded inhis final report that La.Flair's complaints were 

unf'ounded, and that in fact, the Indians benefitted from 

the competition. The report also suggested that, 

FromLaFlair's written and verbal remarks 
it may be gathered that exploitation of the 
surrounding Indians is La.Flair's main object 
in endeavouring to be the only trader in the 
Nehanni district, for that reason I think the 
privilege should be extended to at least one 
other trader. JO 

It must be noted, however, that the opinion of this R.C.M.P. 

officer does not appear to have been shared generally by 

the federal government or (obviously) the H •. B.C, The 

northern police departments were increasingly siding 

with the missionaries in attempting to "protect" the 

natives (as will be noted in the following), Long interaction 

in the north between police and Indians had possibly 

transformed the earlier attitudes of suspicion and 

distrust to sympathy and an attempt at understanding, 

although strong evidence of paternalism exists. Although 

the Department of the Interior permitted Field to continue 

operations at the Butte, there is n~ evidence to suggest 

Ui that its official:;: agreed with the police report's 
~-' 

1 I ,::'! JOp,A.C.,RG 85/file 778/item 5708, 



conclusions. The report was filed and apparently no action 

taken. 

LaFlair did not concede defeat, His constant 

complaints compelled yet another investigation in 19.31 as 

to whetl1er Poole Field was acting as an agent for Northern 

Traders or simply buying goods from them on credit. Once 

.. again, Field was cleared of' all charges. LaFlair was 

apparently not suf':fering badly from the competition, 

howe~er, :for when he died in 1950, his estate was reputed' 
. 31 

to be worth $33 .. 000. But the battles of' the new fur trade 

did serve to inform an ignorant Ottawa of' the conditions of' 

that trade, and to bring to attention an area of' the 

country hitherto little recognized in Canadian politics. 

The Hudson's Bay Company did not remain passive 

when confronted with this new threat to its monopoly in the 

north. A number of' techniques were introduced after the 

first World War with which the Compan~ hoped to counter its 

competitors. While the situation was general throughout the 

fur trading regions of Canada, the Mackenzie River District 

was described by one analyst as the "front-line trench in 

the present competitive struggle. 0 32 The most competent 

Company traders were transferred to the.posts in the highly 

competitive areas, although free traders who could be 

trusted were also equipped by the H:B.C., as in the case of 

31rnterview with Bill Clark,oP cit.,p.303. 

32H.A.Innis{The Fur Trade in Cana.da,revised edition (Toronto, 
1970J,p.371. 
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L.D. Vibbard at Nahanni Butte. Company employees were also 

directed to prevent competing traders f'rom using H.B.C. 

tra.11sportation facilities, and strangers were not permitted 

to establish residence at H.B.C. posts. Atte.mpts were also 

made in some areas by the H.B.C. to raise fur prices to 

force smaller companies out of business, or indeed to buy 

:~i out competing f'irms directly.33 At one time, a system of 
' '[ 
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sealed bidding for f'urs between various companies was 

attempted, but the system proved unworkable when the f'irms 

began to accuse each other of collusion in bidding.34 The 

competition of the twentieth century was as bitter in many 

ways as the original struggle between the Hudson's Bay 

Company and the North West Company. 

The-federal government became increasingly involved 

in regulating the northern fur trade in a number of attempts 

to satisfy all concerned parties. Grune regulations were 

originally part of the 1906 Northwest Territories Act 

(which had providl?d f'or the government of the "new" Northwest 

Territories after Alberta and Saskatchewan became provinces). 

In July 1923, an Order in Council was declared in an attempt 

to discourage some of the white arrivals in the north by 

levying heavy license fees on trappers who were non-resident, 

non-British subjects ($150 annually as opposed to $2 for 

33Ibid.,pp.371-73, 

34Ibid,,pp.304-65, 
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for N.W.T.residents and $75 for British subjects who were 

non-residents.) It was a highly unpopular move in the north 

where many of the trappers were indeed recent arrivals, 

who di_d not plan .to take up residence, but the Department 

of the Interior upheld the principle of the fees and 

dismissed the complaints because they came (naturally 

enough) from the "foreigners". 

The next government move was an attempt to introduce 

a tax on furs in the N.W.T. in 1923 as a source of revenue 

to assist in paying for the administration of the game 

laws, but the bill failed in parliament because none of 

the provinces was collecting a fur tax. By 1927,however, 

all provinces except Prince Edward Island had begun to 

collect a fur'tax, and Alberta was encountering diff~culties 

because a number of traders had only to claim that their 

furs came from the N.W.T. to avoid paying the tax. An 

Alberta delegation brought this state of affairs to the 

attention of the Department of the Interior, so on March 

8,1927, Charles Stewart introduced a bill in Parliament to 

levy a tax on furs being exported from the Territories. 

Furs used within the Territories were not taxable, and 

collection was to qe made at Herschel Island,Fort Smith or 

any other police post where furs left the N.W.T. The taxation 

rate was designed to fluctuate with the value of the furs, 

and in 1927 it amounted to about 5% of the value of each 

pelt. There was some opposition in parliament to the bill 

on the groixnds that it amounted to taxation without 
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representation for the people of the N.W.T,, but the bill 

to a.mend the N. W. T .Act was eventually passed. It did not 

come into effect until May 1929,however, because an error 

was made by the revision committee, which entered the year 

as 1929 rather than 1928 in the official record. The 

11, minister decided to let the error stand, for in the mean-

t Jl time, he had received "a very largely si@).ed petition"35 
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against the tax proposals. The Department of the Interior 

and the Department of Indian Affairs sent representatives 

north to investigate conditions with the circulation of 

a questionnaire. Nevertheless, the amendment remained in 

force, as Stewart was convinced that the proteste·rs were 

largely ite transient traders whom he was attempting to 

discourage. 

Also in 1929, extensive amendments to the N.W.T.Act 

were made for the protection of game, Stewart's informers 

in the north warned him that most species of fur bearers 

were being severely over-trapped, so the Department of the 

Interior established a series of closed seasons on the 

various species. (See Appendix 5B) Game preserves were 

created along the Peel River, in the Arctic Islands and at 

. Slave River and Yellowknife. Indians and "Half-breeds leading 

the lives of Indians" were permitted access to these lands, 

and prospectors working in the regions could hunt for food, 
r ,_ 

l ,1 but other commercial trapping was prohibited. The Thelon 
_j I 

[ I 
~! 35House of Cornmons,Debates,June 6,1922, 
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Game Sanctuary was also created, but even Indians were 

forbidden to enter this area.36 

-.!....JV-

When these changes were first introduced by P.C.807, 

dated May. 15,1929, the closed seasons were intended to apply 

to both natives and whites in the north. Particularly 

difficult was the three year closed season on beaver. In 

1928, a disastrous influenza epidemic swept through the 

Mackenzie Region killing an estimated 10 per cent of the 

population among native communities, according to Diamond 

Jenness.37 Other sources place the figure as high as i5 per 

cent. Many natives had. apparently been unable to harvest 

enough meat and fish for survival even without the added 

burden of the new restictions. The concerted efforts of 

Roman Catholic Bishop Breynat, Indian Agent Card, and some 

R .C .M.P', officers brought the plight of the Indians to the 

attention of the Department of the Interior, and on November 

29, 1929 the order was amended such that "Treaty Indians, who 

are the heads of families, and Half-breeds leading the lives 

of Indians," would be permitted to trap ten beaver each in 

the season between November 1929 and March 1930,38 The period 

was later extended and the quota increased to fifteen beaver. 

In order to control the Indian take, the Indians were 

required to take their pelts to designated centres where 

they would receive "issue of a supply order of stated value 

36Regulations Respecting Grune in the N.W.T.,(Ottawa,1930) 

37Jenness,op cit.,p.253 

38Fum.oleau,op cit. ,pp.280-81.It is interesting to note that 
once again,the church was acting as the "protector" 
~'l"lii nh~Tl'l"M.; ,.....,... ,...,.p .:.i.. ..... 11-~-1" 
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redeemable at any trading establishment to those Indians 

who turned in beaver pelts to the department."39 Oblate 

historian Ren~ Fumoleau claims that the amount was $25, 

paid by the R.C • .M.P., and he argues that because the 

beaver pelts were worth $40 on the open market, the govern

ment was once again taking advantage of the native peoples. 40 

!l ! J However, statistics presented in the Canada Year Book 
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indicat'e that if the government was indeed paying $25 per 

pelt, the price was certainly a fair one, and might in some 

cases be something of a subsidy.(See Appendix 5C) 

The H.B.C. appears to have agreed with Ottawa that 

measures were indeed necessary to protect the game, for no 

official complaint was lodged by the Company. However, 

reaction among the white trappers was vigorous and angry, 

sufficient even to overcome the self-proclaimed individualism 

of the white "frontiersmen". Twenty three trappers of a 

variety of backgrounds, who all considered Fort Simpson 

their headquarters, prepared a petition to Ottawa to 

protest. According to the signatures, at least.half were 

regular trappers in the Nahanni. The document arrived in 

Ottawa in 1932, and demm~ded that white trappers be granted 

the same permission to take beaver and muskrat as the 

Indians and M~tis. They also proposed that the export tax . 
on fur be reduced to 5%, ~ad that an end be made to the 

390.S.Finnie,Report,Director of the Yukon and N.W.T.Branch, 
Department of the Interior,(Ottawa,1928-29). 

4 °Fv.moleau,op cit.,p.282. 
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system of charging high rates for non-resident licenses, 

A final complaint was that river-front lots at Fort Simpson 

were not available for public building and certain persons 

were wrongly permitted more than one lot. 41 This was 

specifically an attack on the Roman Catholic mission at 

Simpson, which was resented not only because it held much 

of the prime land in that place, but also because the 

missionaries were seen as allies of the Indians. The Anglican 

mission was not particularly active at that time, which 

probably explains why it was not mentioned in the petition. 

Government response to these grievances was hesitant: the 

six complaints were "under study", 

On the other hand, the remoteness of the Nahanni 

country made it ideal territory for circumventing the game 

regulations,because they were almost impossible to enforce 

effectively. One white resident later recalled, 

See in' those days,as I tried to explain to you 
before, is the fact that nobody was legally 
entitled to trap there ••• ¥ou only had to go-
just get JO miles. up the Nahanni and you were 
in the Yukon [as far as the law was concerned] 
••• As long as you got out of sight,,,If he's 
got enough guts and if he'd go up and do it, 
let him do it,because he wasn't hurting anybody, 
There was no Indians trapping in that part of the 42 country then. 

41P.A.C.,RG 85/file 835/item 7745,T~e petition was signed 
by the following men('N' denotes a Nahanni trapper): 
A.F.George Carl Arhus-N D.Derosier 
R.George Charlie McNeil J .E.Rolier 
S.Jon[e]s George Turner-N C.Whitlock 
Geo.Boudah-N Poole Field-N H.Carlson 
Ole Lo~-N W.Epler-N J.H.Mulholland-N 
Ole Lindberg-N J,A.LaFlair-N Pete McEwan 
Hans Rorwich-N S.Crombie Dan Sullivan 
Ejnar Pearson W.S.Turner-N 

42PCHRI interview. Name withheld at the request of Parks 
Canada. 
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The Department of the Interior was.not completely 

oblivious to the problems of administering and enforcing 

such regulations.in the north, although its concern lay 

more with enforcing the act among the Indians than among 

the whites. It was hoped initially that collective action 

on the part of the Indian Agents, the R.C.M.P., and the 

justices of the peace would be sufficient to keep the law, 

but it was soon obvious that such would not be the case. 

The Northwest Territories and Yukon Branch of the Department 

sent inspector J.F.Moran to comment on the situation in 1928, 

He reported, 

From my personal enquiries I learned that 
almost every R.C.M.P. post or detachment had 
a different interpretation [of the 1922 Game 
Aot] ••• Found proof that nearly all detachments 
favoured their friends ••• The big trouble in my 
days was that the young R.C.M.P. were.not trained 
in any kind of administration of game laws, 4J 
fishing,handling dogs,etc.etc. 

In addition, it was reported to O.S.Finnie of the Department 

of the Interior in 1928 that: 

It would appear that the Indian Agents ••• are not 
fully co-operating with us in regard to matters 
pertaining to the administration of the game laws 
inasmuch as they make mis-statements to the 
Indians regarding the same ••• Mr.Card,giving the 
Indians permission in and out of season when 44 hungry. 

The Department was particularly concerned with the situation 

4JJ.F.Moran,Confidential Notes,Vol.I,Fort Smith Archives. 
As quoted in Fumoleau op cit.,p.242. In the course of 
his investigation,Mora:n interviewed 120 persons,not 
one of wnom was Indian. See Fumoleau, "The Treaties: A 
History of Exploitation, "Canadian Forum, (Nov.1976) ,p.19. 

44Richard3to Finnie,Nov.8,1928. P.A.C.,RG 85/file 6276,as 
quoted in Fumoleau,As Long as this Land Shall Last,p.203. 

'. 
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at Fort Simpson, where Indian Agent Flynn Harris also 

served as the district justice of the peace. Finnie 

informed his assistant Richards in October 192? that, 

The leniency with which Mr.Harris,J.P., 
of Simpson, has dealt with the Indians 
and Half-breeds coming before him for 
contraventions of the Grune Act, has led 
us to the conclusion that where Indians 
and Half-breeds are involved it would be 
better if they appeared before another 
·Justice of the Peace who is not an 
Indian Agent. 

It seems highly likely that a large part of the 

problem· was a conflict of policy and interest between 

45 

the Department of Indian Affairs under Charles Parker and 

the N.W.T. and Yukon Branch of the Department qf the 

Inter-ior. Inspector J.F.Moran was particularly-unsympathetic 

to the needs of the Native population.46 

The Nahanni,however, had a reputation as good 

marten country, and its remoteness served to insulate 

it from the legal requireme_nts for trapping, so it 

remained an attractive area for white trappers as well 

as natives. In fact, many of the whites were trapping 
. . 

primarily to raise funds for their prospecting activities. 

The legend of the McLeod brothers gold discovery had never 

really disappeared •. 

4 5Finnie to Richards ,memo dated Oct.?, 1927. P.A. C. , RG 85/ 
file 5809,~s quoted in ibid.,p.244. 

46see discussion in Fumoleau,p.268. 
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On March 9,1922, a brief article .appeared rather 

inconspicuously in the Edmonton Journal , 

Mr.A.Raftos Canning,chief forest ranger for 
l\llcMurray and the .district to ·t;he north,has 
received word from a very reliable source that 
a placer stike has been made in the South 
Nahannie river, a tributary of the Liard river. 
At the present time it is impossible to state 
the exact extent of the find, but it is 
thought by men who know the country that it 
will be of considerable importance, This infor
mation confirms a rumor that has been in cir
culation in the north for some time. 

The news may have been s1ow to reach the outside, but it 

spread quickly in the district, and a number of hopefuls 

departed immediately from Fort Smith. 48 

Two weeks later, Ottawa received independent news 

of the stories. ~.T.Burwash, mining recorder for the N.W.T., 

wrote to O.S.Finnie (of the Department of the Interior) 

from Fort Smith that "no definite word has reached us here 

concerning it and any reports you may hear now have reached 

the outside by letters of which we know nothing .•• We hear 

that our friend. Dr.Inga [?] of McMurray has received news 

of a strike and has spread the word outside , ,, 49 This was 

only one of a number of instances in which gover~.ment 

officials stationed in the north seemed to be the last to 

discover the local news. One wonders at.the amazing lack 

47Edmonton Journal,March 9,1922,dateline Fort McMurray. 

48Wa1do,op cit, ,p.83. 

49P.A.C.,RG 45/file 46/item 2694. Burwash to Finnie,March 
25,1922. 

47 
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of communication which is demonstrated time and again. At 

any rate, 'che content of Burwash' s letter was apparently 

news to Fir>.nie and his department in Ottawa, but he was 

pleased and responded,"It is hoped, however, there may be 

some truth in the rumor • .,5o 

The cause of the excitement, as finally reported to 

Ottawa by R.C.M.P. inspector G.Fletcher at Fort Fitzgerald, 

was Poole Field. Field, who appears as the central 

character for the larger part of the Nahanni's recent 

history (his participation in the fur trade has already 

been described), was an independent trader and part-time 

prospector who had come into the Nahanni region sometime 

between 1916 and 1920. He had been born at the family 

ranch near Duck Lake,Saskatchewan and had joined the R.N. 

W.M.P. when only nineteen years old. He w~s sent to Dawson 

City as his first assignment in 1897, but remained with 

the police only three years before he bought his way out 

with the assistance of funds from his father.51 He attempted 

to do some prospecting in the Yukon, but most of the good 

property had been claimed, so Poole turned to trapping. He 

affiliated himself with the firm of Hyslop and Nagle(later 

known as Northern Traders), and travelled to the confluence 

of the Ross and Pelly rivers to establish a base.52 Here he 

lived and travelled with a band of iocal Indians, and 

51netails according to his son,Dick Field,PCHRI Interview, 
August 1976,cassette 1,side 1. 

52rnterview with Bill Clark,op cit.,confirmed by A.S.McNeil, 
PC_H'RT Tn+.P.~i:ri OtAT M!:i'Yt.-.'h 1 OT717 nol!"l~o+-!-o~ 1 .... ~A .... -t' 
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appears to have married Tanny (or Tanya), one of the1r 

number.53 Because of his close association with the Indians, 

he learned to speak their languages and was apparently 

·quite respected by many of them, according to several of 

his acquaintances,54 

Poole's wife died at some point prior to the first 

World War, and Poole developed a relationship with Mary 

Atkinson (n~e Lafferty) who was the wife of his neighbour, 

Billy Atkinson. The two men knew and worked with Martin 

Jorgensen, who was the first of the group to travel over 

the mountains into the Nahanni Valley. He is the same 

Jorgensen whose death contributed to the evil reputation 

of the area. While Jorgensen was still alive and prospecting, 

a message intended for Atkinson from Jorgensen reached 

Poole Field claiming the prospector had found some 

interesting rocks in the Nahanni. Field and Mary Atkinson 

immediately headed over the mountains to find Jorgensen. 

All he eventually found was the latter's body and burned 

cabin. Field sold out his connection with Hyslop and Nagle, 

married Mary Atkinson, and began his long association with 

the Nahanni country.55 

53rnterview with John Dewhurst,PCHRI,August 1976,cassette 1 
side 2 .. 

54Int~rview with Ole Lo'e , op cit. , cassette 2, side 1. 

55Details according to Bill Clark,op cit.,pp.258-59· 
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In 1922, Field claimed to have discovered placer 

gold about sixty miles upriver from N>ihanni Butte. He 

also collected a number of samples of what he believed to 

be gold-bearing quartz and returned to Fort Simpson ·~o 

send them out for assay. 

The first real news of the find was forwarded to 

Ottawa by the R.C.M.P. "G" Division. Inspector Fletcher of 

Fort Fitzgerald reported, 

There has been quite a little local excitement 
about this strike and all the local people have 
either been up to stake or are going up to stake 
in the near future. 

There will probably be a small local rush in 
the Spring and of course there is a possibility 
of this news getting outside and causing a large 
rush but you will be in a better position to 
estimate the possible size of a rush from the 
outside than I am. 

Sgt. Thorne [Fort Simpson detachment] informs 
me that Field is confident that he has made a 
big discovery. 

The Commanding Officer of "G" Division forwarded this 

report to Ottawa, but with considerably less enthusiasm. 

"I have not allowed this information to become public," 

he noted, "as I do not wish to create a rush into that 

country upon such meagre evidence, ,,57 The Northwest Territories 

and Yukon Branch of the Department of the Interior in Ottawa 

was equally cautious. According to its own studies and 

reports, there was little likelihood of a big strike, 

so the news was filed away. 

The Edmonton Journal, however, did not feel 

56P.A.C.,RG 85/file 587/item 613,Fletcher to Commanding 
Officer,"G"Division,April 7,1922, 

57Ibid. -. 
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similarly constrained, and continued to publish stories 

of the strike on page one (albeit the articles were not 

long nor the headlines large). On Saturday April 8, 1922 n a story was printed confirming the Nahanni strike , The 

following week, the Journal interviewed Superintendent 

Jennings of the R.C.M.P. to determine why the Mounties 

n1 had decided against sending a special patrol into the 

area. Jennings made the reason perfectly clear: 
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It is almost an annual story, this one about 
placer gold on the South Nahannie and 
vicinity •.• there may be a lot in the story, 
or there may be nothing at all. Last year we 
had a big report of placer gold, not on .the 
Sout.h Nahannie , but on the Liard, and it 
proved to be nothing beyond a little yarn. 

The following week, news leaked that the government 

was sending a survey party to the headwaters of the 

Sikanni River to locate a base line for further surveys. 

The Journal interpreted the move to be a result of the 

recent gold "findings" (even though many of these claims 

had never been recorded) and announced, 

The activity of the dominion government 
in surveying the far north is taken by many 
old timers in the' country as an indication 
that the enormous value of the mineral and 
other possibilities of the area are now being 
given official recognition. 

A nu_mber of prospectors from the Yukon and Fort 

Smith headed into the area, but res¥lts were disappointing 

and Edmonton's interest in the area waned temporarily. 

58As quoted in the Edmonton Journa1,April 15,1922,page i. 

59rbid. ,April 20, 1922 ,page 1. 
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In the midst of this activity, O.S.Finnie's 

department was receiving more news from the Nahanni, 

this time in the form of a scientific survey. Since the 

Geological Survey was preoccupied with what it considered 

more urgent and pressing work, Charles Camsell of the 

Department of Mines was pleased when a wealthy American 

acquaintance named Fenley Hunter wrote suggesting that he 

would like to undertake some exploratory journeys in the 

Northwest Territories at his own expense, and would be 

more than pleased to supply the Canadian government with 

copies of his maps and any data he might gather. Sever~l 

alternate routes were proposed, and Camsell suggested a 

trip along the Nahanni itself. Camsell had always peen 

interested in this little-known area since his boyhood 

at Forts Liard and Simpson, and was particularly interested 

in substantiating the persistent rumours of placer gold. 

Hunter readily agreed to the suggestions, and on July 

24,1928 he arrived by canoe at Fort Simpson, where he 

spoke to Poole Field with whom he was much impressed. 60 

Hunter was accompanied by George B.Ball, a prospector and 

guide from Telegraph Creek, B.C., and the small party 

carried a number of mining tools. The original plan was to 

ascend the river, portage overland to the Gravel(Keele) 

and return via the M~ckenzie. 

60P.A.C.,RG 45/file C 95/item F-7[?],Fenley Hunter's Report, 
February 25,1929. 
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Sometime in August, Hunter reached the great 

.waterfall on the Nahanni, which he named "Virginia" in 

honour of his daughter. Excited by its size, he sent a 

telegrfu~ out via Fort Simpson. When it was received by 

F.H.Kitto in Ottawa, considerable enthusiasm and interest 

in the area was created. It was both ama!?.ing and thrilling 

to realize that areas unexplored by Europeans still 

existed in the Dominion, and many remained confident 

that these held great promise, so the discovery of' a 

large and beautiful waterfall with hydro-electric potential 

as well as scenic value was savored to the fullest. 

Hunter himself', although delighted with the natural 

beauty, was not particularly enthusiastic about the other 

aspects of the trip; in particular, the prospecting was 

not going well and late summer travel meant low water 

and hence arduous can~ng. So he turned back at the 

falls after recording detailed data and taking a number 

of' photographs. He also brought back a sample of water 

f'romthe-lower hotsprings f'or-analysis-and-submitted a 

sketch map to officials of' the Geological Survey. 61 

On March 16,1929, a large headline in the Edmonton 

f 11 G u Journal proclaimed," old Stampedes to Rush Nahannie Area 
• :3 

in Spring." Northern Aerial MineraJ,.s Exploration Limited 

(N.A.M.E.) had made use of aviation'technology to fly a 

· 61p,A.C. ,RG 4.5/file 46/item .3018. 
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number of prospectors into the South Nahanni to investigate 

the reports of gold and claims that had been staked in 

1922. The Toronto-based company built a station at Nahanni 

Butte, 62 and conducted a number of aerial surveys along 

the Flat River based primarily on advice received from 

Poole Field. Fenley Hunter had spoken with R.D.Adams and 

W.J.McDonough of that company during his stop-over at 

Fort Simpson in August, 1928. He reported: 

I understand, with two aeroplanes these 
people located and supplied three separate 
outfits of two men each at different points 
on the upper reaches of the Flat River, where 
each party was to prospect and be picked up 
by plane in time to make the last steamer 
up the Mackenzie River. The r?sults of their 
work are unknown to me, but their entire 
operations seem to be carried' out in a very 
business-like manner. 

The results of their work did not long remain 

unknown, for the Edmonton Journal broadcast its largely 

fabricated report as soon as it received the news. It 

was eventually obvious that there really was no gold 

discovery, and the only significant point about the 

whole venture was the fact that it was one of the earliest 

uses of the airplane to overcome the major problem of 

northern exploration: distance and difficulty of travel. 

The Nahanni region would never again be truiy isolated. 

63 

62F.H.Kitto,The Northwest Territories 1930,(0ttawa,1930),p.46. 

63Hunter's report, op cit.Other sources allege the party 
included Charlie McLeod and Harry "Doc" Oaks,one of 
Canada's most famous early pilot/geologists.See 
Philip Godsell,The Vanishing Frontier,(London,1939) 
and a pamphlet pubished by Canada's Aviation Hall of 
Fame,Calgary Alberta.(n.d.) 
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PHOTO F: A bush plane expedition of the type common in the 
Nahanni Valley,1928-1930. The plane is a Fokker 
Universal, which later belonged to Grant McConachie, 
who served as president qf C.P.Air for a time. 
Courtesy Provincial Archives of Manitoba. 
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The other i~portant point about the venture was the fact 

that for the first time, southern money was being 

systematically chan..~elled into the area, whereas 

individual initiative and rather haphazard exploration 

had characterized the previous work. However, the era of 

the individual was not quite over, for N.A.M.E-. had 

hired local people as prospectors and guides .• 

In spite of' the fact that the "discovery" existed 

exclusively in the minds of some old time prospectors and 

Edmonton ·boosters, the Journal was thrilled wi~h the 

promise of gold, and its first report capturE1's the 

giddy tone of its optimism. 

Land of terror and mystery,where t):J.e bones' 
of slain prospectors have lain bleaching iii, 
the snow and sun for two decades, land haunted 
by horror and strange tales of witchcraf'i; :a:nd 
torture, the Nahanni is to have the veii .which 
has shrouded it for 25 years, torn asidei by . 
the thousands who will stampede il;lto that .. 
country this summer in search of' the g<;>ld whiph 
is said to be in the gravel in the crei$.ks and 
rivers. · · ·. 

Even now the stampede is underivay,~ccgr<iirig · 
to W.H. •Professor' Wrigley, who h.~Ei llunt~d gold 
across the 'top o' the world' for the last JO 
years, and who arrived in the city from-Toror.tto · 
on Friday to take part in what he · says i_t'J going 
to be the greatest stampede in. mining hi§itory. 

Wrigley was two months in that cOuntry"' last 
summer, as a prospector for Northern Aerial 
Minerals ·Exploration limited... · · · · · . . 

•Why,'Wrigley went on, his eyes blazing with 
excitement, 'we got 48 colors ~n one pan ... The dust 
was such big stuff that you could hear it' tinkle 
when we dropped it into ihe pan',.. · · .. _ · ... 

•Maybe you're wondering why I'm spilling all 
this stuff to you?• Wrigley asked. 1Well,the 
country is rich a.~d big enough to have 10 1 000 
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men go in there,' 

This incredible article goes on to relate the McLeod 

story (claiming in the process that the brothers took out 

$8,000 worth of gold dust before their murders .:._ complete 

nonsense,of' course), and speculates that already prospectors 

"on the coast" were heading north. 64 

Ottawa was alarmed. Memos filled with proposals 

for new R.C.!Vl.P. detachments,a Nahanni mining recorder, 

and extra forest fire equipment circulated rapidly from 

office to office. But after a month with no claims actually · 

filed at Fort Smith, the Department of the Interior grew 

more cautious. Just what was going on? o.s .. Finriie finally 

cabled the disill-ict agent at Fort Smith for details, and 

wrote the director of N.A.!Vl.E. in Toronto requesting 

verification of the stories. 65 Fort Smith replied that 

although N.A.!Vl.E. had staked some claims the previous 

summer, it had decided not to bother recording them after 

a mining engineer named [R.D.] Adams had inspected the 

findings. And the president of N.A.M.E. squelched all the 

rumours definitively: 

Our party was got up in rather a hurry and 
the men were not the best we might have picked 
for the work ••• Their talk with the Edmonton 
Journal is about 100% 'bunk' and so little 
truth in it, that the N84anni country is not 
included in this season's work at all, so you 
can pretty well see what'we think of their 
discoveries there last year. 

64Edmonton Journal,Saturday March· 16,1929, 

65p,A.G.,RG 85/file 587/item 613,Finnie to Fort Smith Agency, 
April 8,1929. 
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The second Great Nahanni Gold Rush had again dissipated 

as quickly as it had begun, somewhat to the relief of 

officials at Ottawa, who no longer faced the prospect of 

expensive expansion of services into a remote area. 

Nevertheless, there were long term effects on 

the valley. Rumours of gold had reached as far away as 

England, and the 1920's saw a steady stream of white 

adventurers·who came to prospect, liked the life and 

decided to remain, usually supporting themselves as 

trappers or traders • .llmong these was R.M.Patterson, an 

OXford gradu~te, who read a book by Michael Mason entitled 

The Arctic Forest and decided to leave his position with 

the ~ank of England for a life of adventure. He subsequently 

wrote a whole library of northern travel literature, 

including several books on the Nahanni country. 67 Another 

arrival was Albert Faille, an American wanderer who spent 

forty years alone .in the valley, travelling annually 

upriver in search of the lost gold. He was the subject of 

an award-winning N.F.B. film and has since become something 

of a legend himself. 68 Also during this period, Bill Clark, 

(an engineering graduate of Scotland's Aberdeen University) 

arrived as an H.B.C, employee dropped off in error at Fort 

Simpson in 1923; he had been destined for Port Simpson, 

Dangerous River (1954),Finlay's River (1968), Far 
Pastures (1963), The Buffalo Head (n.d.), Trail tb 
the Interior (n.d.), plus numerous magazine articles. 

68Produced in 1961,won second prize at the Berlin Film 
Festival. See also the chapter on Faille in Moira 
Farrow,Nobody Here But Us,(Vancouver,1975), 
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British Columbia. Dick Turner wandered in and out of the 

area as well. One of the few native-born Canadians to 

settle in the district, he has since become a vocal 

proponent of "white rights" in the north, 69 

A surprising number of these men either brought 

their wives with them or sent fdr them once they were 

settled in the area, Others lived with native women.7° 

The number of women resident in the Nahanni area during 

the 1920's and 1930's is "surprising" because the recollections 

of the men seldom include references to the women, 

perpetuating the image of an all-male frontier 

community and endowing the life of the frontiersman with 

an aura of strength, hardiness and other "masculine" 

virtues. The mythical image does little justice to the 

frontier women, who worked as partners in the fur trade 

and prospecting as well as being solely responsible.for 

the maintenance of the home and any attempts at creating 

a more comfortable existence without the advantages of 

southern conveniences. 

69sunrise on the Mackenzie (1977), Nahanni (1975), 

?Ocouple~ identif'ied include (with 
Annie and John McPherson 
Tanya and Poole Field 
Mary and Poole Field 
Mary a.~d Gus Kraus 

? and Ernie· Southerland 
Bella and Ted Trindell 
Vera and Dick Turner 
Lodema and Art George 
Anna and Ole Lindberg 
Kaye and Stan Turner 

earliest date 
Born there 
Born there 

191.5 . 
Born there 

1920 
1930 
1933 

Before 1933 
Before 1934 
Before 1938 

noted) 1 

(Indian) 
(Indian) 
(white) 
(M~tisse) 
(white) 
(M~tisse) 
(white) 
(white) 
(white) 
(white) 

:· 

.. 
1;~::·:::·:·.: 
: ·.:.-~ .. : . ; 



-.l,)J-

The final, and perhaps the largest,Nahanni Gold 

Rush bega.~ in 1933· Stories of' the lost McLeod diggings 

continued to circulate, and it was the. last dream of' an 

aging Klondiker which initiated the final search. 

Jack Stanier came to Canada f'rcm England for the 

Yukon rush of' 1898. After an arduous trip up the Naha.'11li 

and over the mountains, he reached the Klondike too late 

for any real money. Reluctant to turn away empty-handed, 

he lived near Whitehorse for a number of years. Some time 

around 1920, his trapping took him back to Fort Liard, 

where ten years later.he made the acquaintance of the new 

Oblate missionary there., Father Turcotte. The priest later 

recalled, "He was so taken with the gold, discovering gold, 

·nothing else interfered with his thinking. "71 For the ten 

years he had been based at Fort Liard, Stanier had combed 

the Nahanni and Flat River country on foot, with little 

success. But Father Turcotte was 'to provide the all-important 

clue. 

During their many discussions, Father Turcotte 

recalled that the Oblate at Fort Liard during the days 

of' the McLeod brothers had been Father LeGuen, who had 

spoken of' a map given to him by the famous pair. Stanier 

was fascinated, so Turcotte wrote to LeGuen(who was at 

Providence) and after various delays, a map finally arrived 

71 Details according to Father Turcotte,PCHRI,August 1977, 
cassette 1,side 1. 
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at Liard. Stanier asked Bill Clark, the ex-H.B.C. employee 

to be his partner, and they were "staked" (i.e. provisioned) 

by Gerald Hansen at Fort Liard.72 They were flown into the 

i i area by Stan lVIac!.VIilla:'l, a well-k--no-wn bush pilot in the 
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district, and at various points along the route encountered 

a number of other prospectors looking for the McLeod gold. 

On July 19,1933, the pair reached a creek where 

they supposed the gold had been found. Clark recorded in 
' 

his diary that he did indeed pan a few colours, and also 

found the remains of an old claim. They staked two new 

claims, and it was decided that Stanier should fly out to 

get a small company organized so more money would be 

available ·to work the remote spot. Freeze-up was fast 

approaching, making it difficult to dig through the creek 

gravel to the bedrock beneath. The pair were pleased with 

the discovery but seem not to have been p~rticularly 

excited until September 10, when pilot MacMillan returned 

to pick up Stanier, bringing with him Poole Field, whose 

curiosity had been aroused. Clark recorded, "Poole Field, 

.who had been through the Klondyke rush said surface 

indications were better than some of the best creeks there, 

so our find looks to be a breadwinner." The ecstatic party 

flew out to Fort Simpson with the news,73 and carried with 

72Father Turcotte, ibid. 

73Bill Clark Diaries,pp.10-12,30,53, University of Alberta 
Archives,MG 7, item 1. 
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them a tiny bottle of' "washings". 

Back at Fort SLmpson, the prospectors f'ormed a 

syndicate of local people, including Gerald Hansen, 

Father Turcotte, several wireless operators from Simpson, 

"Wop" May (Canada's most famous bush pilot) and several 

other district trapper/prospectors. For its first few 

years, it rem'ained a small,local group, but was later to 

gather financial support and legal advice from Ontario 

mining interests and Toronto lawYers. Its function as a 

large company will be examined in the next chapter. But in 

the early 1930's, it was essentially an agglomeration of 

the individuals who had been working th;e area for years. 

The group apparently kept fairly quiet ·about the find, 

but the news was bound to leak. 

On December 8,1933, the Edmonton Journal once again 

boasted an enormous headline across the top of page one1 

"New Gold Rush Excites North" 1 

Sensational rumors of fabulously rich gold 
deposits in the mysterious Nshanni country, 
prevalent since the McLeod brothers,prospectors, 
died mysteriously in Deadman's valley 29 years 
ago, are finally expected to crystallize in an 
important gold strike in the vicinity of McLeod 
creek, some 250 miles west Of this for.t [Simpson] 
••• It has been discovered that the recent 
'mystery flights' of W.R.•Wop' May have been 
in connection with the reported strike, 

Just ten days later, Ottawa was air~ady receiving inquiries 

about the Nahanni "Gold Fields", and the Journal began its 

research into the story. On January 3,1934, it printed a 

lengthy article on the recent activities in the Nahanni, 
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with Jack Stanier's own version of the McLeod mystery.74 It 

was a piece full of excitement and adventure, the very 

fabric of the traditional American frontier legends. It 

caught the imagination of the public, and continues to do 

so to this day. It was one of the last tales of a 

romantic, lone figure picking his way through a wild 

country in search of an Eldorado, In a country still 

struggling through the desperation of the Depression, 

the Nahanni gold was almost a promise of salvation for 

those individuals who could demonstrate sufficient 

initiative. The "pioneer spirit" or· Frederick Jackson 

Turner's frontier had not yet completely faded. Needless 

to say, the last great gold rush failed to materialize, 

although the stories of gold continued to draw attention 

to the area for the next three decades. 

Gold was not the only opportunity for individual 

achievement in the Nahanni. It was still, for most North 

Americans, an unknown, blank spot on the map, demanding 

exploration and discovery. It also held great promise 

for the application of a growing popular interest in 

wildlife preservation and conservationism, a concept just 

then gaining widespread acceptance in the rest of North 

America, 

Harry Snyder, a wealthy American, first flew over 

74Edmonton JournaJ ,January· 3,1934, "Lost Map Revealed Location 
of McLeod 'Mystery' Mine in Deadman's Valley Regio,n." · 
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the Nahanni country in 1934, and returned in 1935 by air 

and boat. He was accompanied by his daughter Dorothy, 

George Goodwin of the American Museum of Natural History, 

and S.J.Sackett of Chicago. The purpose of the expedition 

was ostensibly to collect specimens and take photographs 

of the unique wildlife. Snyder's particular interest was 

the "black-tailed white sheep". 7.5 Local residents were 

suspicious,however. Gus Kraus recalled that Snyder 

planned to build a cabin at Dal Lake and even flew in a 

large quantity of hardwood flooring: 

He was going to make a resort for him and 
his cronies, because he had a hunting lodge 
at Dorothy Lake [B.C.], .• He•s a nice ;guy, 
nice. man to talk to, awful interested' in 
wildlife, no matter if it was plants or any- . · 
thing. But he was really a hunter. He's not 
a conservationist ••• So then every year, the 
only way he could come in was by asking for, 
getting permit for research •• ;That was his 
excuse to get the permits, to kill five more 
sheep. 

The second, better known Snyder Mountain Expedition 

was more clearly a bona fide research trip. In fact, Snyder 

joined the party for only a few days, although he was the 

sole financial backer. The group consisted of H.Fred 

Lambert of the Canadian Geodetic Survey and his field 

assistant Karl Stein of New York; Colonel A.J.McNab of 

75Hari~y Snyder, "Exploring the Upper Nah·anni River and 
Snyder Mountains in 1937," Canadian Geographical 
Journal,Vo1.XV,no.4(0ctober 1937),pp.169-189. 
These sheep were supposed to be a type of ovis dalli, 
a variety for which the Nahanni is now famous. 

76rnterview with Gus Kraus,op cit,,pp.107-109. 
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Chicago; Jim Ross, a Peace River outfitter; Te.d Boyton, 

the cook; and Joe Callao, an assistant. Specimens were 

collected for the New York Museum of Natural History and 

Ottawa• s Victoria Museum, and sketch maps were prepared. 77 

The expedition was widely publicized in both Canadian and 

American naturalist magazines. The group also made the 

j-! first recorded impressions of the power potential of 
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Virginia Falls. 

By the end of the Depression Decade, two events 

occurred in the area which were to change forever the 

direction of events in the Nahanni region. 

On May 3,1938, an Order in Council created the 

preserves. In addition, a second Order in Council79 for 

the Mackenzie Preserve enacted some unique measures, in 

that the use of airplanes for any trapping activity in 

connection with the Mackenzie Preserve was prohibited. In 

a sense, the creation of the preserve was a concession to 

the needs of the Den~, for any conservation measures would 

mean an extended lifetime for the trapping economy and the 

77H.F.Lambert, "The Harry Snyder Canadian Expedition, 1937." 
Canadian Alpine Journal,Vo1.25(1937?J,pp.1-18. 

780.C.Number 976,May 3,1938 790,c.Number 2470,0ct.4,1938 
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traditional native wa:y of life. It should be stressed, 

however, that the pressure for these preserves did not 

come from native groups or their defenders. Representatives 

of the Department of the Interior believ-ed that gfu~e was 

being severely over-trapped, and thus some conservation 

measures were necessary to save what was then an important 

Canadian industry. 

For many legislators, the preserve system was simply 

wise resource management. Others, however, believed these 

preserves were land set aside "for the exclusive use of· 

natives." This latter interpretation opened a fundamental 

debate on northern policy. According to Charles Camsell, 

If we are not going to reserve our northern 
regions exclusively for the use of the 
natives, but are lookin~ to encourage the 
opening up of these regions to the people of 
Canada generally, then I think we must limit 
the extent of the preserves to meet the 
pressing needs of' the natives, but no more·. 
Also the preserves should not include country 
capable of being opened to the whites by 
reason of its agricultural or mineral resources. 

The Nahanrii region had not yet proven its resource worth to 

southern Canada, so it could safely be given to the Indians. 

Besides, if it were true that ,as one resident recalled, 

(see note 42) few Indians used the valley much by the 

1930's anyway, the government's "generosity" seems very 

limited indeed. 

One also questions whether any long term policy 

or strategy for northern development and conservation had 

80P.A.C.,RG 45/file 46/item 2694. Camsell to R.A.Gibson, 
September 14,1935. Emphasis mine. 
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even been envisioned at this point. Conflicting opinions 

on priorities and u..~certainty over the handling of native 

people necessitated broad policy statements with which 

no-one could really disagree. These "motherhood" policies 

suggested the existing need to develop the north for the 

benefit of all Canadians (including the natives), but the 
''I 
! ,~ lack of specific suggestions for dealing with the Indians, 

[] 

[ 1l 
..J'; 

even so far as simply honoring the terms of Treaty 11, 

and the ambivalence over game management and conservation, 

indicate a lack of specific direction. Conflicts between 

government ministries, as described, also contributed to 

the problem. Lack of communication between Ottawa and its 

northern field workers further enhanced the difficulties 

of formulating realistic policies. 

The second important event of the latter 1930's 

was the failure of Northern Traders in 1939, The Depression 

LJl had produced a sudden, drastic slump in the price of furs, 
' 

r ' ul 
' 

and the smaller companies lik e Northern lacked the capital 

resources of the Hudson's Bay Company to sustain them 

through such extended periods when demand was lacking. 

All Northern's stock was purchased by the H.B.C., and the 
r 1: lj second period of free trade and competition in the north was .j 

U! 

LJ 
I :j 

LJj 

LI 

brought to an end. 

In su.mmary then, the period 1922-1940 was one of 

great activity. Three gold "rushes" and a fur trade 

competition earned considerable attention for the area 
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throughout Canada and reached even to the United States 

and Britain. Men of independent tendencies flocked to the 

area, visualizing it as one o:f the last true frontiers on 

the continent 1 a frontier in the sense particularly that a 

man could make his own way without the hindrances of 

society or government regulations, in a land where Nature 

herself was the prime opponent. Interestingly, many of 

these people reached the Nahanni via the Peace River 

district, which was perhaps the more widely recognized 

"frontier" o:f the 1920 's. It was not a case o:f the Peace 

River settlement achieving maturity and developing into 

a metropolis with a Nahanni hinterland. Rather, it may 

be sugg;ested that :for many, the Peace River was a ":failed 

frontier". It offered a settled, agricultural life, whereas 

the wilder Nahanni region offered the opportunity for 

individual initiative and reduced life to its most basic 

terms. Men could (and did) disappear into the valley alone 

for a year at a time. And although goverrunents were 

attempting to regulate li:fe in the N.W.T., the Nahanni 

'was sufficiently distant from administrative centres that 

social and legislative restraints were easily avoided. 

It is also interesting that although Nahanni society 

during this period has been described as the typical 

shifting, loosely connected, all-male frontier community, 

many of the men were married, and collective action was 

not unheard o:f. 
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A second important aspect of' the Nahanni "i'rontier" 

was the role of the Edmonton newspapers, and particularly 

ll the Journal. Clearly,Edmonton was in a position to gain 
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considerably i'rom northern development as it was located 

at the terminus of the only major transportation route 

into the Northwest Territories. Because Edmonton itself 

remained something of a frontier town in the 1920's, its 

exploitation of the Nahanni gold rumours amounts to an 

interesting case of the frontier boostering itself, The 

alleged gold finds in the Nahanni area were never reported 

in other major Canadian newspapers at the time. The horthern 

frontier found it necessary to proclaim its own virtues 

to the world during this :l;'qrniatlve period.· 

As more whites yvere attrfl,c'ted to this la'.~t. frontier, 

inevitable conflicts arose between the newcomers and the 

Natives. The churches, particularly the Roman Catholics, 

became ardent defenders of their native parishoners. As 

yet, the Den~ were uncertain of their position with regard 

to white trappers and white governments, and not yet able 

to express or direct their own desires, so the churches 

were not defending any organized Indian political platform. 

Their defence was produced rather as a result of their 

continuing attitude of paternalism. The missionaries still 

regarded the Indians as children entrusted to the church's 

care and as such, requiring protection against these new 

threats. The churches interpreted what they believed to 

:· _,.,.~ ..... 



PHOTO G: Nahanni Butte as seen by A.E. 
Cameron,19J6. Courtesy University of 
Alberta Archives. 
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be best for the native people and actively campaigned to 

keep them from harm. 

On the other hand, Ottawa was more inclined to 

encourage natural resource exploitation than to concer-a 

itself with human resources, so the Den~ were increasingly 

allocated.a secondary position when policy decisions were 

made. It was assumed that these people could continue to 

live as they always had, while gradually learning the 

white ways, and that the organized missionaries would 

rescue them in case of extremity. It would not be until 

after the second World War that the Canadian government 

would realize the blindness of such an attitude. 

The most important characteristic of activity in 

the Nahanni region during the period under consideration, 

then, was the individualistic nature of the prospecting 

activities among both natives and whites. Increasing 

realization of the difficulties and expenses involved 

with resource exploitation on such a small scale,however, 

laid the basis for the larger corporations of the post 

World War Two period to move in and attempt development 

on a much larger scale. But the individual prospectors 

and adventurers had succeeded in drawing attention tcr the 

area's potential as well as facilitated the removal of 

.Indian rights. 

The period was also one in which the romantic 

tales of the frontier flourished. The McLeod story, which 

i ')' until the Depression, was simply another wilderness death, u 

... ,• ... 
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was publicized and glorified to the stature of a legend, 

modified and expanded with every telling. Many Canadians 

who. are entirely ignorant of the Na11a.nni region can still 

recall hearing tales of a "Headless Yalley" and tropical 

vegetation in the North. The role of this type of northern 

mythology in the formation of the Canadian psyche will be 

considered in a later chapter. Suffice to say,this period 

experienced the growth of some local stories into national 

myths. The lure of gold drew the Naha.nni into the mainstream 

of Canadian life in a way that the fur trade and the work 

of the churches had been unable to accomplish. Now the 

more powerful ammunition of corporate development and 

government administration from southern society could be 

sent in. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CORPORATE RESOURCE EXPLOITATION 

1940-19'72 

The declaration of war in 1939 marked the beginning 

of a new era for the world as well as for the Nahanni, 

[-l although it is conceivable that the Nahanni would have 
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undergone a major transition during the 1940's in any 

event. Individual local prospectors were beginning to 

r~alize that courage and initiative were insufficient for 

successful exploitation of that difficult territory. 

Money and professional expertise could no longer be con

sidered inconvenient and unnecessary. Thus, these local 

men began to form companies with "outside" backing and 

support. Larger southern corporations also began to 

recognize the potential of the north for their ever-increasing 

demands for war supplies, and the Nahanni did ·not escape 

notice. Because this corporate interest developed in war 

time, the Canadian government also maintained a high 

profile in assisting the private sector to overcome the 

problems of northern work. In the later 1950's, this 

l}j government concern attained a new intensity when Prime 

Minister Diefenbaker announced his faith in a great 
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"Northern Vision", and for a time, the north was drawn 

even closer to the mainstream of Canadian politics and 

ideology. Once again, however, the Nahanni failed to 

produce riches in quantities significant enough for southern 
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concern (with one exception), and proposals were developed 

to convert the area to a gre.at wilderness national park. 

There was considerable debate over the concept, but 

ultLmately the park was created, and a new type of 

resource was available for exploitation. It was the era 

of big ideas and big money; the local native population 

(both Indian and M~tis) were almost forgotten in the 

process. Ultimately, these patterns are common to much 

of the north during the period in question, so an 

examination of their development in the Nahanni might 

well form the basis for such a broader study. 

When Bill Clark and Jack Stanier returned to Fort ; 

Simpson in 1938 a.f'ter finding traces of gold in McLeod 

Creek, they.formed a syndicate composed of local men. 

Extensive discussion apparently ensued as to whether 

the group should "get somebody else outside" to develop 

the mine. Bill Clark and a number of the men wanted to 

attempt to raise the money themse·lves, but it was eventually 

agreed to hire a consulting engineer. 1 Carl Falcon, then 

working for Hollinger Mines near Timmins, Ontario, was 

contacted. 

Falcon made his first trip into the Nahanni in 1938, 

finding a few "colours", but nothing very exciting. Never-

theless, the Liard-Nahanni Syndicate was incorporated with 

1rnterview with Father Tu:ccotte,PCHRI,August 1977,cassette 1, 
side 1. 
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three million shares in 1939, The problem remained,however, 
,..l_'i 

j that under Canadian law, at leas·i; $100 of' assessment work 
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had to be undertaii:en each yea:i:. on a mining claim in order 
\ 

f'or that claim to be retained.-The Syndicate had managed 

to file 150 claims on various "creeks (notably McLeod, 

Grizzly, Bennett, Lee and Lodema) and thus required the 

substantial sum of' $15,000 per. year. The penny stocks of' 

the company were not as yet of'f~red on the market, so the 

money had to be obtained elsewhere. Carl Falcon's wif'e 

had an uncle who was chairman ·of' the board at Kraf't Foods 

and Kra:f't was looking f'or likely mining investments at the 

time, so Mrs.Falcon obtained a,,promise for $soo,ooo to 

$7 50, 000 f'rom that quarter, on· 'the condition that. war 

did not break out. The problem was ~hat Kraf't owned 

several plants in Germany ~d···f'eared that Hitler might 

be inclined ·;to expropriat'e them in case of' war. This was 

not an idle ~xcuse; the takeover did eventually occur• 

The other source of f'inancial assistance resulted 

from a contact of. F~ther Turcotte•s, the Oblate priest at 

Fort Liard who had been granted a share in the syndicate 
\ 

for his assistance in retrieving the alleged McLeod Map. 
' 

Turcotte was original\Y from Val Gagn~,Ontario(about sixty 

kilometers from Timmins), where he and his family had 
' 

developed a friendship with a local entrepreneur named 

Bilodeau who had some cash he wanted to invest in mining 

ventures. Bilodeau was contacted by Turcotte and the f'ormer 

agreed to finance the s;y-adicate 's initial operations on the 

· .. 
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condition that the consultant Falcon work for no wages until 

the project began to pay. Falcon eventually agreed,although 

this condition meant that his wife and young family would 

suffer considerable hardship. They apparently later moved 

to Toronto to live with relatives for the duration of the 

project. 

In 1941, Carl Falcon returned to the claims with 

Bill Clark and Jean and Wilfrede Dumon (sons of another 

Val Gagn~ contact). After a summer of hard labour 

constructing the necessary flumes and shutes, the small 

party returned to Fort Simpson, forced to acknowledge 

failure. The money from Kraft did not materialize because 

Of the War, few new financial backers could be found during 

war time, and after·the war, the primary financers (Bilodeau 

and his wife) both developed cancer and lost interest in 

their speculative ventures. The syndicate paid the assessment 

fee on some of its claims for one year only, and then 

failed to meet the requirements. 

This endeavour, with local initiative supported by 

outside money and expertise, was not an isolated example 

of this type of transitional approach to resource exploi

tation. In 1945, Bill Clark formed a company known locally 

as the Clark-Easson Corporation to investigate galena 

deposits up the Nahanni at Prairie Creek. It consisted of 

Clark, Carl Falcon, J.M.Easson (a Bay Street broker), 

Duncan Derry (geologist), Gus Kraus and G.R.Gibson of 
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Timmins,Ontario. Financial backing was provided by Oonwest 

Exploration Company, Cochrane-Red Lal~e Mines Limited, and 

K.L.M. Carter. 2 However, this endeavour was not particularly 

successful either. 

The significance of these ventures lies in the fact 

that they provided a transition from the local prospector's 

explorations to corporate resource development of a larger 

scale. Often the impression is created in histories of the 

north (and 'the Yukon in particular: see Pierre Berton and 

Morris Zaslow, for instance) that individual prospectors 

worked an area until it was stripped of placer gold, then 

the large corporations moved in with their dredging 

equipment to reach the bedrock beneath the creeks. Obviously 

the transition was not nearly as abrupt. Local prospectors 

in the Nahanni finally realized the need for money and 

expertise, and were willing,to accommodate themselves to 

a changing situation. It .should also be noted that although 

there is indisputable evidence that the Native people of 

the Nahanni actively participated in the early stages of 

prospecting, there is almost nothing to suggest that any 

Indians were involved in this transitional stage, even as 

guides or outfitters for the exploration parties •. The use 

of aircraft made the guide's role obs9lete, and the Dene 
• 

did not have access to the amounts of cash necessary to 

2Interview with Carl Falcon,PCHRI,March 1977,cassette 2 0 
side 2. 
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become integrated into this new form of prospecting. They 

were being forced fu:i.~ther and further from the centre of 

attention in the valley in a continuing process that has 

been traced to the beginning of the twentieth century. 

With the onset of the second World War, the 

attention of the Canadian government was quickly focussed 

on the north, primarily because of its strategic importance 

and resource potential. In 1934, the R.C.A.F. had taken a 

number of aerial photographs of the Nahanni,3 and in 1937 

the hydro-electric potential of Virginia Falls had 

received official recognition, 4 but the government had 

otherwise taken no direct steps to integrate the region 

into the Canadian economic.system. The provinces of 

Alberta and British Columbia were more astute in recog

nizing the area's potential; petitions were sent to Ottawa 

in 1938 requesting that this area of the N.W.T. be. annexed 

to the provinces.5 It was the Americans who provided the 

impetus for the first large-scale invasion of the North: 

the Canol Project. 

Basically, four stages were planned for Canol,The 

first involved further drilling at Norman Wells to increase 

3Interview with Milton J.Campbell,PCHRI,July 1977,cassette 1, 
side 2. 

4w.c.Bethune, Canada's Western Northland,(Ottawa,1937),p.162. 

Sc.A.Dawson (ed.), The New North-West,(Toronto,1947),p.33. 
Alberta repeated the request at the 1945 Dominion
Provincial conference. 
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petroleum production for the use of' troops along the 

Alaska Highway. A pipeline was plar>..ned to carry 3,000 

barrels of oil a day between Norman Wells and Whitehorse. 

Third, a refinery would be built at Whitehorse, and finally, 

storage facilities would be constructed at Prince Rupert to 

:facilitate distribution of' the petroleum to Skagway. An 

r_'
1
1 l agreement was signed between Canada and the United States 
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such that the Americans would bear the costs while the 

Canadians would provide the personnel and clear the rights 

of way. The U.S. woµld own the finished pipeline and 

refineries, and Canada would continue to hold title to 

[j the land. It was intended from the beginning that once the 

war was over, the Canol facilities would be sold or&herwise 

~ disposed of by the Permanent Joint Board of Defence. 6 

CJ The pipeline, 577 miles in length, was to be built 

from Norman Wells across the Mackenzie Mountains to the 

o; Yukon, a route which did not lie directly through the 

Nahanni country, but which was close enough to have an 
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effect on the area f'or the duration of the war,_A road was 

to be built alongside the pipeline to assist in the building 

and maintenance. It had been hoped that this road in 

particular would be of great value in peace-time as a 

means for opening the great "treasurehouse" which many 

' ;-



continued to believe existed in the unexplored areas of the 

North. In fact, the road and the pipeline operated only 

from April 1944 to May 1945, and both fell into disrepair 

after the withdrawal of' the troops. The Yukon side of the 

road was maintained for a number of years, but the portion 

through the Mackenzie Mountains scarcely resembles a trail 

today, except for the abandoned equipment scattered through 

the land. 

While the project was underway,however, there was 

a great deal of excitement along the Mackenzie Corridor, 

one of the primary supply routes. A steady stream of 

Americans flowed through the country; many Indians later 
' 

recalled it had been their firs~ sight of black men. Not 

a few of these American soldiers were quite unprepared to 

cope with the demands of' ~he no~thern environment, and it 

seems that the locals were quite willing to assist wherever 

possible. Bill Clark recalled his principal activity during 

those years 1 

Well, I did a lot of flying when the planes 
started coming in, when Canol Project started. 
They were flying from Fort Nelson down to 
Fort Simpson and to Norman Wells. They were 
getting lost and I flew a lot over the 
Nahanni country searching for missing planes. 

It was also in 1942 that the most obvious impact of 

war was experienced in the Nahanni yalley. Japanese "fire 

balloons" were occasionally spotted, drifting over the 

mountains. It was rumoured that one was found at the source 

?Interview with Bill Clark,PCHRI,ManuscriptReport 196,Vol,II, 
p.277. 
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of Birch River, another at Poplar River, and another had 

allegedly been brought down right at Fort Simpson's 

airport. 8 That year, a devastating forest fire swept 

through the Naha_1<1Ui valley. Local people were convinced 

it had been set by the Japanese bombs.9 Gus Kraus and his 

wife were living at Nahanni Butte in 1942, and Gus later 

recalled: 

Fire! For a week,Mary and I, I think close to 
a hundred f'ire·s we counted. You couldn't count, 
just see all the spots, spots, spots, spots -
all over the country from the top of the Butte ••. 
There was no aircraft flying for over a month. 
Everybody's eyes in the country were bloodshot 
from smoke. And ashes! ••. No rain, because it 
can't rain because of such a thick blanket of 
·smoke. 

The fire terminated local trapping for a couple of seasons, 

and quelled the optimism of government timber surveyors who· 

were undertaking a study in the southern Mackenzie District. 

Meanwhile, other survey and study work continued. 

By 1943, Imperial Oil was completing its exploration 

projects in the district. It had been Imperial which first 

began drilling at Norman Wells in the 192D's, .. and was 

largely that company which continued to undertake exploratory 

work in the region. In 1943, employee A.W.Nauss conducted 

a survey along the Liard, with a stop at Nahanni Butte in 

late May and early June. The party did not travel far 

[. Ii JI 8rnterview with Gus Kraus,PCHRI,Manuscript Report· /'fumber 196, 
Vol.II,p.63, 

UJ 

Ll 
9see interview with Bill Clark,op cit.,p.276/ interview with 

Milton J.Campbell,cassette 9,side 2/ interview with 
Gus Kraus,op cit. 
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upriver. The following year, a survey party from the G.s.c. 

made a "traverse run" up the Nahanni as part of their work 

along the Liard. The party consisted of c.D.Hage, David 

Robertson and James F.Davies; their primary concern was 

to investigate rumours of coal sea.ms in the area. 11 The 

same year, F.S.Nowosad of the Agrostology Division, Central 

Experimental Farm in Ottawa, travelled down the Liard from· 

Fort Nelson to Fort Simpson, taking soil samples and 

making botanical observations. 12 His itinerary included a 

stop at Nahanni Butte where he observed and commented on 

the successful vegetable garden maintained at that site 

by Mary Kraus. It is interesting to note th~t a detailed 

.survey of' the entire river was not undertaken until 

1963-65 (the G.S.C.'s "Operation Nahanni"),'Until that 

time, maps were compiled from aerial photographs and the 

piecemeal information obtained from people like Fenley 

Hunter, Alan Cameron and these brief' G.s.c. studies. 

A less scientific survey was undertaken in 1947, 

when Pierre Berton flew into the area, stopping briefly at 

Deadmen's Valley and Nahanni Butte. The excursion was part 

of his research for The Mysterious North, one of his early 

efforts at popularizing Canadian history, which was published 

in 1956. 

11see G.s.c. Paper Number 45-22 (1945). 

12Dawson,op cit.,p.172. 
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Although the war years brought a decade of relative 

ipaotivity to the Na_hanni Valley, the return to a peace-

time economy promised great changes for the north, As 

one commentator suggested in 1947, "The war years have been 

years of Canadian awakening, "13 The army left behind a 

modern system of radio communications, airports and roads. 

As had occurred after the completion of the railroad on 

the Prairies, the support structure was complete; all 

that was required was the popula,tion to fill it. This 

situation, coupled with the post-war mood of progress 

and achievement, naturally focussed attention on the North. 

One commentator recorded: 

The war threw into sharp perspective the great 
fallow areas of Canada. Ar~as above all in the 
North-West, where the best aspirations of 
generations, lie buried and defeated, the 
greatest unexploited region of the world. 

Of particular interest was the little-known Nahanni region. 

The Nahanni mountains, described as a "giant's grip" holding 

the _great Mackenzie River, were not perceived as threatening 

landforms, but rather as positive features of "fine silt, 

the fruit of aeons of erosion. They cry out for the explorer, 

the scientist, the settler," 15 

But by the early 1950's, the Nahanni was clearly no 

longer "virgin" territory. The lives of the Den~ had 

13R.A.Davies,The Great Mackenzie, (Toronto,194?) ,p. (v). 

14 . . Ibid, ,p,4. 

i5Ibid. ,p.33, 
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undergone extensive change, and even the natural features 

of the area had been affected. R.M.Patterson, long-time 

observer of the region, recorded rather sadly that, 

The Nahanni,too, is no longer young. The 
same stretch of the plateau was covered with 
sheep droppings in 1928: in 1951 there was not 
a sig-n of any kind except a very occasional 
old track. The wild game, from observation and 
from all reports, has been cut, in twenty-five 
years, to one third of its former plenty -
probably even less , 

Government attitudes toward the place of the native 

people in the north were also changing. The old belief that 

the Indians would probably eventually abandon their 

"traditional" lif'e in favour of assimilation into white 

society was finally being replaced by a recognition of the 
' 

existence of' a.strong native culture and the realization 

that native trapping contributed to a substantial portion 

of' the Territorial economy. In 1948, the f'edera~ parliament 

passed the N.W.T.Act, which replaced the old Northwest 

Game Act (as well as others). The Northwest Game Ordinance 

took effect in 1949, and was intended to "continue the 

policy of' conservation of' wildlife resources for the use 

and benef'i t of' the resident aborigines." 17 The Ordinance 

reduced the export tax on furs, but more importantly, 

introduced a system of trapper registration whereby each 

trapper would be granted exclusive pights to trap in a 

clearly defined area. Registration certificates were to be 

16R.M.Patterson, "Nahanni Revisited" ,Beaver, Outfit 283 
(June,1952),p.20. 

17Department of Resources and Development,Development 
Services Branch,Annual Report, 1950,p.33. 
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issued from Fort Smith after application to the district 

warden. Some areas could be registered to more tha.'11. one 

·(;rapper if' the individuals concerned chose to work ·the 

territory collectively. No f'ees were charged f'or Indian 

and Eskimo licences. During the first year of the program 

(1949-50), J10 certificates were issued to register 425 

trappers, of' whom 257 were Indian, 107 were Eskimo, and 

61 were "Others", presumably whites. 18 Once such a system 

was in effect, the Mackenzie Mountains Game Preserve was 

clearly no longer required, and it was abolished in 1953 

with no public f'a.nf'are • 

In spite of' these ~oncessions to the needs of the 

Den~, the federal government was increasingly concerned 

with a bolder approach to resource development as its 

paternalistic protection of the natives gradually 

diminished. This change in emphasis was reflected clearly 

in the bureaucratic re-organization of 1950 in which the 

old Department of the Interior (N.W.T. and Yukon Branch) 

became the Department of Resou~ces and Development. 19 In 

1953 the name was changed to Northern Affairs and National 

Resources. 

The approach to northern development in the 1950's 

was similar to that of the 1920's in its optimism, but it 

I 11 18Ibid. ,p.32. 
UJ 

UJ 

Ul 

19For a summary of' the rather confusing changes of name 
and authority of these government departments, see 
a useful "Finding Aid" prepared by the Public Records 
Division, P.A.C. 
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was very dif'f'erent in a number of' significant ways. The 

first involved the role of goverri_ment. No longer was the 

North perceived as the "Last Frontier" which could simply 

be thrown open to settlement. The need for planning and 

direction was evident, and the role of pla~ner was to be 

assumed by the federal government. The expenses of trans

portation and communication over the great distances 

involved could be government subsidized (a proposal to 

which private enterprise readily agreed!), and the 

government could also provide the o~erall leadership in 

the support f'ields of agriculture, re. search and social 

services. 20 In 1955, the first of' these new concepts was 

applied in the formulation of a federal school policy. A 

plan was initiated to provide sufficient educational 

facilities in the Territories such that by 1970, all 

school age children could be taught at federal schools. 

The responsibility f'or education was removed from the church 

missions, although many school residences continued to be 

staffed and supported by the missions. 21 Clearly, a 

government school would provide an education that differed 

in many ways from that of' a mission school. Whites in the 

20Davies,op cit.,p.124. 

21Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources, 
The Northwest Territories Todav,(Ottawa,1965),p.68. 
For an outline of developments in Indian education 
prior to 1940, see H.J.Vallery,"A History of Indian 
Education in Canada," unpublished M.A.Thesis,Queen's 
University,Kingston (1942),especially pp.157-185. 
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north reacted favorably as they expressed hopes that the 

quality of a stai.~dardized education would improve their 

children's opportunities in southern Canada. The reaction 

of the Native people to a system that removed their 

children from home (as before),and'through standardized 

curriculum, taught ideas that· were irrelevant and often 

incomprehensible for northern youngsters ("C" is for Cow, 

but how many Den~ children have ever seen a cow?), has 

been documented elsewhere. Once again, Ottawa politicians 

and bureaucrats were aptly demonstrating their support for 

a system by and for the white population. It was not to be 

until the late 1960's that the Department of Indian Affairs 

!] began to recognize the need for a curriculum geared to the 

Den~ culture. 

[lJ •. ~ The second factor which is a significant difference 

in.the approach to development between the 1920's and the 

LJl 19.SO's is the role of the corporation, Several large 

lj 
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companies expressed an interest in the Nahanni during this 

latter period, including Imperial and Shell Oil. Wescan 

Development Company of Edmonton obtained licences for a 

number of dredging operations in the river valley in 19,58, 

the same year that an unnamed Toronto company recorded 

several placer claims there. 22 By 1960, a nUi~ber of 

corporations were known to be operating at various locations 

22P;A.C. ,RG 22/file 397/item 330-12-1, Memo from B.G.Sivertz 
to Deputy Minister, D.N.A.N.R.,November 7,1958, 
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within the Nahanni drainage system: Phelps Dodge Corporation, 

Mackenzie Sy-ndicate, Canex Aerial Exploration, Centennial 

Mines, Magnv.m Copper, Triad Oil Company, the Nahanni 60 

Syndicate, California Standard Company, and Pan .American 

Petroleum Corporation. 23 

It was one o:f these corporate attempts that :finally 

·managed to discover and successfully exploit a mineral 

Fesource in the region. In 1959, the Canada Tungsten 

·. 'Mining .'Corporation announced the discovery o:f a large . ' .. 
ore body on the west side of the Flat River valley, A 

sampling, taken in 1960 suggested 1.5 million tons of' 

commercially useable ore were available at a site covering 

4,280 acres. 24 Considerable excitement was aroused over the 

discovery. 

The major tungsten occurrences along the 
Flat River plus the tungsten occurrences 
reported by other companies would indicate 
that a major tungsten metallogenic province 
is being developed. This province would extend 
:from Frances.Lake north~eastward to the Nahanni 
River and :from the Canal Road south-eastward to 
the British Columbia border, and promises to be 
of' great importance. 

Although the top world producers o:f tungsten continued to 

25 

23Bill Addison,PCHRI, Manuscript Report Number 196,Vol.I,pp.J9-41. 

24w.K.Buck and J.F.Henderson,"The R0le o:f Mineral Resources 
in the Development and Colonization o:f Northern 
Canada," in V .w .Bladen(ed) ,Canadian Population and 
Northern Colonization,(Toronto,1962),p.94. Tungsten 
is primarily used in light bulb filaments •. 

25c .J .Brown, "The Geology of the Flat River Tungsten Deposits," 
Canadian Mining and Metallurgical Bulletin,V.54,no.591, 
(July,1961),p.512. 
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be China and the United States, the find at Flat River 

enabled Canada to move into the role of a major exporter. 

Canada Tungsten faced the enormous difficulty of 

getting supplies into the mountainous country, and 

shipping the concentrates out for market. Arrangements 

were made with Ventures Limited, Dome Mines and American 

Metal Climax Incorporated for loans and stock purchases, 

'but these were insufficient to meet the require~~nts. 

Negotiation~ were undertaken with the Canadian government, 

· and eventually the Department of Northern Affairs and 

National Resources agreed to construct an eighty three 

mile road to the Hyland Valley from Watson Lake in the 

Yukon, and to cover two thirds of the cost of the remaining 

fifty mile road into the mining site itself. 26 The original 

equipment was carried overland to the mine in winter, and 

by 1961 a concentrates plant was under construction. The 

O'I mine began production in 1962. A world slump in prices 
' 

lJ! 
[] 
U! 

forced a temporary shut-down in 1963,(and a severe fire 
' 

in the mill necessitated further closures for an entire 

year in 1967) 27 but otherwise the mine has proven a 

successful venture, and a pleasant community for the miners 

has been established at the site. 

26Buck and Henderson,op cit.,p.95, 

LJJ 27The Northwest .Territories Today, op cit. ,p.311 D.I.A.N.D. 
Annual Report,1967-68,p.33, 
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The federal government facilitated the development 

of the region in other ways besides financial assistance 

with transportation problems. E.F.Roots of the Geological 

Survey travelled through the Flat River area in 1953 and 

submitted a number of field notes to the Survey. 28 A.C. 

Patterson,Parks Superintendent from Edmonton explored the 

river in 1953-54. The Forestry Branch conducted an aerial 

survey of the Nahanni timber in 1955, The Canadian Wildlife 

Service sponsored a trip which was undertaken by R.C; 

Stewart and company in 1955-57• The largest project of 

the Geological Survey during the 1950's was "Operation 

Mackenzie", an attempt to survey the hitherto unmapped 

regions in the Mackenzie·District. Their work included 

Fort Liard, Virginia Falls, the Root River and Sibbeston 

Lake areas (1957) as well as the northern part of Frances 

Lake and the southern section of the Nahanni River (1960), 

One of the most interesting aspects of government involvement 

was the production of a National Film Board film based on 

the travels of Albert Faille, as has been described. The 

film developed an image of Faille similar in many ways to 

the popular image of the American frontiersman: individualistic, 

hardy,courageous and solitary. The northern life was 

perceived in terms of basic survival in the struggle of 

man against nature. The film reinforced a popular image rather 

28Brown,oP cit.,although these notes were never published, 
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than attempting to approach the subject from a new 

perspective, but.it did succeed in publicizing a little

known area of Canada. The Geological Survey undertook 

"Operation Nahanni" in 1963-65 to map the remaining 

sections of the valley, and the Department of Energy, 

Mines and Resources investigated the power potential of 

a number of sites throughout the region, notably along 

the Flat River in 1964, 

What caused this flurry of government involvement 

in the Nahanni area (and indeed throughout the North) in 

the later 1950's and early 1960•s? Partially, it was the 

mood of the country -- one aspect of the search for new 

horizons to conquer after the challenge of the second 

World War. The Royal Commission on Canada's Economic 

Prospects noted in 1957, 

There is widespread recognition in Canada that 
the northern reaches of the country, including 
the northern sections of the provinces as well 
as the Yukon and Northwest Territories,constitute 
a new economic frontier. Northern Canada today 
and tomorrow may be what the West was in the 
earlier period of our history. It not only 
offers attraction to those in search of adven
ture and fortune, but ~t has seen industry 
become interested in these areas as a long 
term source of basic materials, 

These vague,optimistic scenarios of northern 

potential almost achieved the status of a new "National 

Dream" when they were manipulated by John George Diefenbaker 

29Royal Commission on Canada's Economic Prospectsi(Ottawa, 
1957),p.413, as quoted in F.H.Underhill(edJ,The 
Canadian No~thwest:Its Potentialities,(Toronto,1959), 
p.83. 

29 
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in an election speech presented to a Winnipeg audience of 

5,000 on February 12,1958. He proclaimed, 

I think of a vast program on Frobisher Bay 
on Baffin Island in the Canadian Arctic, 
hiding resources that Canadians have little 
realization of,,,We intend to start a vast 
roads program for the Yukon and Northwest 

.Territories which will open up for exploration 
vast new oil and mineral areas·-.-thirty million 
acres! We will launch a seventy-five million 
dollar federal-provincial program to build 
access roads. This is the vision! 

The Winnipeg Tribune recorded ecstatically, "Mr. 

Diefenbaker's announcement of the $1,185,000,000 public 

works program--probably the biggest such project ever 

planned in Canada--burst in the middle of his speech 

without warning ... 31 The speech outlined a six point program 

of Conservative proposals. Seventy five million dollars 

would be expended for development at Frobisher Bay. A 

one billion dollar roads program would be initiated for 

the Territories. In addition, seventy five million dollars 

would be spent on joint federal-provincial road access 

development. Federal aid would be made available to rail 

lines which were a means of access to Canadian resources. 

A ten-year, $105 million plan for thermal power plants in 

the l\IIaritimes would be prepared. And·finally, Diefenbaker 

·promised a determined exploration cif the Arctic Islands 

JO 

30As quoted in Peter C.Newrnan,Rene a e in Power:The Diefen
baker Years,(Carleton Library Edition,Toronto,1973 ,p.218. 

31winnipeg Tribune,Thursday February 13,1958,"PM to Open 
North Weal th" ,p .1. 
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would be undertaken. In addition to the proposed program, 

the Conservatives promised to place considerable emphasis 

on plans for a national conservation policy.32 

These proposals for northern development formed what 

the Conservatives had referred to as "The New Frontier 

Policy" in the 1957 election, and which they had expanded 

and made more definite for the 1958 election. The program 

had three objectives. The first was to .develop a "continuing 

inventory" to determine just what resources were available 

in the Canadian north. The second was to develop a program 

for exploiting the nation's energy resources. The third 

objective was to utilize a "conservation approach", 33 

Specific aspects of the plan (announced in detail later) 

included the "Roads to Resources" program, exploration of 

the Polar continental shelf, a ten year magnetic survey of 

the Canadian Shield, and the introduction of changes to the 

oil, gas and mining regulations. 

There is some question as to whether this "Northern 

Vision" was Diefenbaker's personal creed, or if it was 

presented to him as an electioneering device. Peter C, 

Newman, in his journalistic report, Renegade in Power, 

32Winnd.peg Free Press,Thursda;r Febrl>l.ary 13,1958,"Jamined Hall 
Hears PM Blast Liberals,"p.1,p.16. It is perhaps 
significant to note that both Winnipeg papers were far 
more concerned with the plans for tax concessions and 
railroad subsidies than with the "Northern Vision", the 
Tribune headline not1'1'i thstanding. 

33John G .Diefenbake'r,One Canada, Vol. II(Scarborough, 1978 
paperback edition,first published 1976),p.236, 

... 
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claims that the idea originated with Alvin Hamilton, who 

had "for years been preaching the North's potential. ,,J4-

Newrnan argues that Diefenbaker was prepared to present a 

national development speech in Winnipeg, but that it was 

Hamilton who composed the specific ideas on the North. 

Nevertheless, the Vision did manage to combine an 

interesting array of concepts, both old and new. Diefenbaker 

had personally always been concerned with the process of 

Americanization in Canada (indeed, he has been accused of 

strong anti-American sentiments). He was later to explain 

his 1958 concerns in this manner: 

I was,I explained, concerned not with American 
investment in Canada per se, but with the degree 
to which the investment in Canada by foreign 
corporations was uncontrolled ••• What was needed 
was a national policy to provide a dynamic 
influence on the economy, and a sense of national 35 purpose and national destiny. 

Clearly, the concept of northern development would fit 

.neatly into these outlined requirements. The North was 

uniquely Canadian (at least, the Americans had only Alaska), 

and a policy to extract its riches e·ould easily attain the 

status of a national dream and sense of purpose, at least 

as far as the Conservatives were concerned. Perhaps even 

more importantly,however, such a program fit completely 

with traditional Conservative policy in Canada. Diefenbaker 

34-Newman,op cit., p.217. 

35niefenbaker, op cit.,p.8. 
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himself clearly approached the idea from this viewpoint. 

"In emphasizing the question of northern development and 

northern vision," he recalled, "I advocated a· twentieth-

century equivalent to Sir John Macdonald's national policy, 

- a uniquely Canadian economic dream, .. 36 During the Winnipeg 

speech, Diefenbaker implied that he was perhaps going even 

further than Macdonald could have anticipated. "We are 

fulfilling the vision and dream of Canada's first prime 

minister--Sir John A. Macdonald. But Macdonald saw Canada 

from East to West. I see a new Canada: a Canada of the 

North! .,37 The "Roads to Resources" program w.as to replace 

the building of the C.P.R. as the twentieth century 

equivalent of Canada's "National Dream". 

This renewed interest and excitement for the North 

lasted for about seven years, and accounts largely for the 

burst of activity evident in the Nahanni region from 1958-

1965. Yet in spite of their great optimism, the administrators 

of the Northern Vision programs achieved very little of what 

had been intended. The value of mineral production in the 

Yukon and Northwest Territories actually decreased during 

Diefenbaker's term of office, for instance.38 Probably the 

37New111an,op cit.,p.218. 

38Ibid.,p.218. Figures quoted place the value at $35 million 
in 1957 and $20 million in 1962. 
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most important aspect of the program was "Roads to Resour.ces", 

Under this plan, over 4,000 miles of highway were actually 

cons-bructed by 1963 Cal though 6, 800 miles had been 

.promised). One might question the utility of many of these 

roads, however; Peter Newman suggests the only really 

productive project was that from Watson Lake to the 

tungsten deposits at Tungsten in the Flat River Valley.39 

Although the interest in northern economic development 

dominated the headlines in the late 1950's, other issues 

were also raised. It was finally brought to the attention 

of the Department of Northern Affairs and National 

Resources that the provisions in Treaties 8 and 11 for 

the establishment of the reserves had never been honored. 

One suspects that D.N.A.N.R.•s concern was not so much for 

the fact that Ottawa had not· fulfilled its obligations 

but that the Department sensed the opportunity to gain 

further concessions from the Indians regarding this 

increasingly valuable northland. As the preface to the 

appointment of the "Commission Appointed to Investigate 

the Unfulfilled Provisions of Treaties 8 and 11" put the 

issue, "There is doubt whether it is in the interests of 

the Indians to have reserves set aside for them in the 

Northwest Territories in proportions provided for by 

the treaties ... 4o 

39rbid. ,p.219. 

40Preface to the Commission's Report, seen as a typescript, 
Queen's University Document's Library. 
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On June 25 1 1959, an Order in Council created the 

f"l commission particularly to investiga:i;e the situation as 

it applied to the Indians cf the Mackenzie District. The 

1·1 members of the Commission were Walter H. Nelson, a Prince 
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Albert lawyer (chairman), V.F.Valentine of the D.N.A.N.R., 

L.L.Brown of the Indian Affairs Branch, James Koe (a 

resident of Aklavik), and Baptiste Cazon (a resident of 

Fort Simpson). The group met with the Indians and some 

whites at fifteen locations along the Mackenzie River, 

including Fort Liard, in July of 1959, Mr.Nelson repo~ted 

that at each meeting, the commission explained to the 

Indians that they were entitled to land under the agree

ment of Treaty 11, and that the federal government wished 

to learn their views on what arrangements for honoring 

the treaty they would prefer. Several alternatives were 

suggested by the commissioner. The Indians could take all 

of the 567,000 acres to which they were entitled; they 

could retain some land plus a cash settlement; they could 

hold the mineral rights but otherwise sell the land to the 

government; they could negotiate a flat cash settlement; or 

they could negotiate any other agreement they might choose 

to propose. 

The re·sults of these meetings came as a real shock 

to the Commissioner. Although he had been informed that 

previous discussions had prepared the Indians for his 

visit, he found "few of the Indians had any clear understanding 
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of the reason for the Commission's visit and the subject 

matter under discuss.ion. 041 Further, the Indians were 

reluctant to contribute to the hearings because they were 

highly "suspicious that the Government's interest in the 

matter heralded some undesireable change in their way of 

life. "42 Indeed, few of the Indians realized that reserves 
. . 

were part of the Treaty. Even those who had been present 

at the signing were unaware of any land entitlement 

promises. 

Most importantly, however, Nelson discovered what 

may well be the real reason that the Mackenzie Indians 

agreed to the treaty in the first place, Because of their 

concept of the land; they did not believe that they were 

losing anything by agreeing to sign. Nelson recorded that, 

Some bands expressed the view that since they 
had the right to hunt, fish and trap over all 
of the land in the N.W.T., the land belonged 
to the Indians. The Commission found it 
impossible to make the Indians understand that 
it is possible to separate mineral rights or 
hunting rights from actual ownership of the 
land, 

As a result of the hearings, the Commission con~ 

eluded that "A large proportion of the Indians are not 

interested in any change and merely wish to be allowed to 

continue to live as they do now ... 44 Little interest in 

reserves, mineral rights or cash settlements was indicated, 

In fact, the primary reaction elicited by the Commission 

41Ibid. ,p.3. 

42Ibid. 

43Ibid. ,p.4. 

44Ibid, ,p.5, 

43 

[j 

li 
[] 

[] 

:n 
ll 

i[J 
' 

! ~ ,·o 

[] 

ll 
I I I 

[] 

"' l l :\·: 
:::~ --
.... ... .. , .. [ I ::;.: .. •";• 

_I 

u 
!:f1:~ [J li:i~:~ 

u 
lJ . ... 

i":': ... :. 
'. lJ 



[
'11 

rl 
J! . 

f) 
[JI 

[]j 

[] 

Dl 
UJ 

Ll! 

UJ 

U' .I 
UJ 

[Jj 

[J] 

was deep distrust of the govern.ment 's motives, Only ·the 

non-Indians consulted by the Commission seemed interes·l;ed 

in its activities; Nelson reported this fact was primarily 

the result of' the whites' anxiety to "force the India.11s" 

to move off valuable land which they currently occupied. 45 

With little input from the Dene, the Commissioner 

drew his conclusions and recommendations largely on the 

basis of his personal opinion. The decision to establish 

reserves wo1Jld be, in his words, "unfortunate", since the 

government must end its paternalistic policy of protecting 

the Indians during periods of transition, and must give 

them more responsibility in managing the~r own af'fairs. 

To that end, Nelson recommended that the Indians be 

granted title to any land they then used for housing 

plus additional land around settlements. The remainder of 

the entitlement should be settled with a cash payment of 

$20 per acre to be held in trust by the govern.ment for 

each band. In addition, Nelson suggested that the 

government make an annual payment of half of one per 

cent of Crown revenues derived from mineral, gas and oil 

exploitation on Treaty land. 46 

The work of the commission received relatively 

little attention in southern Canada, a.~d D.N.A.N.R, 

45Ibid, 

46Ibid, , p, 7, 
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responded to the conclusions with non-action. However, a 

few years later, a commission appointed to investigate 

political organization in the N.W.T. was the recipient 

of considerably more attention. The Carrothers'· Commission, 

as it has become knowi:i, investigated a situation which was 

of very little concern to the native people of the N.W.T .. 

It was a white men's commission appointed to investigate 

white men's grievances, and it is a sad commentary on 

Canadian interest in the north, that it was this commission 

and not the Nelson commission which received the publicity 

and interest. 

The Carrothers' Commission was composed of three 

participants: A.W.R.Carrothers,Jeah Beetz and Mr. J.H. 

Parker, the mayor of Yellowknife, Fifty nine public 

hearings were staged in fifty one 'communities, including 

Nahanni Butte. There had been growing concern among the 

whites in the Territories over control of development 

plans. The traditional resentment of northerner against 

southerner, coupled with increasing independence of white 

newcomers, was being expressed in terms of demands for 

self-government and even provincial status. The settlers 

of the Mackenzie Valley and Yellowknife were particularly 

vocal. 

This new political concern has been analyzed in 

terms of a colonized people gaining political awareness 

and maturity and demanding that their new status be 

recognized, much the same pattern as had occurred in 
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Ontario and later, on the Prairies. This analysis seems 

somewhat inappropriate when translated to the Canadian 

north, however. First, the population of the Northwest 

Territories in 1965 was still largely Native, and the 

Den~ were far more concerned with retaining their hunting 

and fishing rights than with gaining provincial status. 

They are, however, more properly to be considered a 

"colonized people" than are the whites in the north. 

On the other hand, the white minority is basically not 

concerned with questioning the validity of assumptions 

underlying southern institutions and southern policy for 

the North; they want development as much as any southerner, 

but they want to control its direction themselves, The 

whites in the N.W.T.today are not a colonized people 

rebelling against the institutions and mentality of their 

colonizers. This description applies far more appropriately 

to their Den~ neighbours. In 1965, when Carrothers conducted 

his hearings throughout the Territories, the Den~ were 

not sufficiently organized to express their opinions and 

concernsas a cohesive group. Perhaps too, they recognized 

that there would be little meaningful difference for them 

between a white government in Ottawa and a white government 

in Fort Smith. The colll.!~issioner's attitude at these local 

hearings also clearly illustrated his condescending 

paternalism toward the native people. An observer reported,. 
\\ 

"T.!:ie residents received what amounted to a short course in 
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civics . .,4-7 Was the commission intended to lecture or to 

listen? 

At a~y rate, Carrothers' primary reco!lL~endations 

were intended to provide a compromise between the demands 

for self-government and the federal government's interest 

in maintaining a hold in the north. He concluded that the 

N.W.T. should not be divided into two entities along the 

tree line (one of the proposals which had gained considerable 

attention prior to the hearings) and that Yellowknife should 

be established as the capital city. Many northerners 

reacted negatively to the naming of Yellowknife; Fort Smith 

was the traditional ceri~re of administration and 

communication while the gold-mining centre of Yellowknife 
I 

was regared by oldtimers as the hub of recent southern 

exploitation and was believed to be settled by people who 
' 

came north for a year or two to make money and then leave, 

never to return. The "real" northerners preferred to 

.utilize Fort Smith as their base. The commission also 

made a number of minor recommendations intended primarily 

to pacify the restless white northern residents rather than 

to insittute any real changes, The governing body of the 

Territories should henceforth be named the "Legislative 

Assembly" and the Territorial Commissioner should live in 

Yellowknife rather than Ottawa, which had heretofore been 

47w.o.Kupsch,"The New N.W.T.",Canadian Geographical Journal 
Vo1.75,no.4 (November,1967),p.11. 
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his residence, Carrothers suggested further 'cha'c a 

Development Boar.d should be created to act in an advisory 

capacity to the Commissioner, and a Department of Local 

Government should be formed to assist the communities in 

their local affairs. 48 The proposals of the Carrothers 

Commission (released in 1966) were quickly adopted by 

Ottawa, but clearly most of the political innovations 

have signified very little for the Territories. In the 

long term, the transfer of the Assembly to Yellowknife 

has been the most important change.· It had meant the 

huge influx of civil servants (invariably whites imported 

from· the south) with a corresponding increase in cash 

flow. in the North, alongside a widening income gap 

between whites and Indians. 

At the same time as the government was searching 

for ways to develop and exploit the north, another group 

was attempting to preserve part of the last virtually 

untouched wilderness region of North America. Ironically, 

the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources 

was commissioned to handle both the exploitation and the 

conservation. 

The idea of national parks was not a new one by the 

mid-twentieth century, but the Cana~ian parks system was 

not experiencing dynamic growth either. Since the creation 

48see ibid,, and L.-E. Hamelin,Nordicite canadienne,(Montreal, 
1975),pp.208-211. 
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of Banff National Park in 1885, and the formation of the 

Dominion Parks Brancl1 in 1911, there had been only eighteen 

national parks developed in Canada by 1957. The Parks Act 

of 1930 had dedicated these areas to the people of Canada 

for their "benefit, education and enjoyment", but it was 

not until the mid 1950 's that the Parks Branch undertook. 

a major policy review. It was decided that the parks system 

ought to reflect each of the country's major natural 

regions as well as its population distribution. 49 

Accordingly, the Parks Branch began to direct its attention 

to areas hitherto unrepresented by a park. 

By the late 1950's, the American government was 

examining several proposals for a ·wilderness region to be 

set aside in northeastern Alaska. One of the suggestions 

included a plan known as Brooks Range, which was to be a 

joint venture with the Canadian government. In the course 

of the discussion, the Canadian parks branch began to 

toy with the idea of establishing wildlife refuge areas 

in the Canadian Arctic zone. From the outset, it was made 

clear that these areas could not be zones of potential 

mineral development, or areas required by the Eskimo for 

their hunts,5° Several sites were proposed by a variety of 

sources, and interest gradually moved southward into the 

49"National Parks of Canada" in J.S.lV!aini and A.Carlisle 
(eds.),Conservation in Canada,(Ottawa,1974)p.151. 

5Dp,A.C.,RG 22/file 330/item 33-24-12, Proposed parks, 
N.W.T. and Yukon. 
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r1 
sub-arctic. The earliest refere11ce to the Nahanni as a n potential park appears to have been made in March, 1958, 

when a civil servant noted in a memo to the Deputy Minister 

of the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources: 

This area had considerable beauty and satisfies 
the other requirements for a national park with 
the exception of' accessibility. However if' 
established it is suggested that it be treated 
and publicized as a wilderness type of park 
suitable only for the skilled voyageur and 
outdoorsman. It should remain in this category 
at least for many years. 

[n October 1958, at the Roads to Resources conference, the 

Nahanni was again discussed as a potential park. Those in 

.attendance at the conference were not overly enthusiastic, 

however, for news of renewed mining interest in the area 

~ (particularly the tungsten at Flat River) was just then 

beginning to reach Ottawa. 

OJ A month later, the Parks Branch laid plans to 

u:.! conduct a survey in the Northwest Territories to study 

possible park sites more thoroughly in accordance with the 

Lil 
} 

Ul 
' 

lli . ., 

new policy of regional representation. A second meeting was 

held in February the following year with "unanimous 

agreement on the valley of the South Nahanni and the East 

Arm of Great Slave Lake as the two outstanding areas which 

should be investigated. ,.52 The Nahanni seemed an ideal 

location for a number-of reasons. It had been well-known 

51 
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51P.A.C.,RG 22/f'ile 397/item 330-12-1,memo to Deputy Minister, 
D.N.A.N .R., "Wilderness and National Park Reserves. "March 14. 

52Ibid.,memo to Deputy lVlinister,Parks Branch D.N.A.N.R., 
April 6,1959, 
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for some time for its scenic beauty, and there was plenty 

of wildlife because the country had remained ''virtually 

untouched". It appeared that the country was no. longer 

used extensively for trapping as the Indians allegedly 

preferred the Liard River area. Finally, it seemed unlikely 

that mineral claims would be registered in the valley.There 

was some concern that oil and gas might be found along the 

lower reaches of' the river (below the·Hot Springs), but that 

problem could easily be solved by eliminating this area from 

the park boundaries.53 The Parks Branch decided to defer a 

field survey until the summer of 1960 or 1961. There was 

particular concern over the power potential of' Virginia 

Falls.SJ./. 

A thorough study as a preliminary step towards 

establishipg a national park did not, in fact, commence 

until 1969.55 During the early 1960's however, a wide 

variety of' other studies were conducted by several other 

5JArguments in favour of' Nahanni Park according to ibid .• 
The list in this memo bears a remarkably close 
resemblance to the description of' the South Nahanni 
River found in John Buchan,Sick Heart River,(Toronto1 
Musson Book Company,19J./.1),pp.12J./.-125. This book is 
Buchan's last novel, and takes place not far from 
the Nahanni river. 

5i.,. I P.A.C. ,RG 22 file JJO, on cit. 

55There was a preliminary study in 1962 by Lloyd Brooks, 
Harold Eidsvick and W.H.Baker of the Parks Branch 
according to chronology prepared by W.D.Addison, 
Parks Canada Manuscript· Report Number 196, Volume I, 
p.44. 
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goverP_ment departments and a nu.mber of private individuals, 

It is conceivable that the "threat" that the area migh'.; be 

~et aside for a park acted as incentive for ma.~y of these 

groups to attempt to prove with finality the resources which 

many firmly believed lay hidden in the mysterious valley. 

The Department of Agriculture surveyed the soils along the 

lJ Liard in 1961 with an expedition under the leadership of 

D 
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J,H. Day; Nahanni Butte and the area a few miles up the 

South Nahanni River received some attention, In 1963, a 

group composed of local residents and other interested 

people made an aerial survey of the Nahanni Valley (including 

Hole-in-the-Wall and Brintnell Lakes) to determine the 

feasibility of a big-game hunting operatiort.56 A se~ond 

study of hydro-electric potential was sponsored by the 

Department of Energy, Mines and Resources in 1964. Based 

on earlier explorations for galena at the mouth of Prairie 

DI Creek, Cadillac Explorations Limited constructed a work I 
l 

LJ1 
' 

[ 

1 

I' _Jl 
·1 

U1 

camp and brought a number of bulldozers and airplanes 

into the area in 1966-68, to test for lead/silver/zinc 

deposits.57 In 1968, the Department of Indian Affairs 

56Nahanni Chronology, ibid.,p.45.According to Addison, the 
participants included= 

Stan Burrell & Elmer Kure of "Northern Safari" 
Claude Brewster & Donald' Edge of "Brewster Buffalo 

Hunts" 
Don Turner of Nahanni Butte 
Glen Bigalow,Fort Liard Forestry Management Office 
Robert Douglas,Fort Norman Game Management Office 
D.R.Flook,Canadian Wildlife Service. 

57university of Alberta Archives, Alan Cameron Papers,MG 
77-100,file E-3· Problems were encountered with the 
supply planes, grizzly bears put in frequent appear
a.::i9es, ~~-a v~r~ thick ~ra~el layer in the creek bed 

,. 
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conducted their "Economic Survey of the Lower Lia.rd Region" 

under the supervision of G.RLHiggins,Industrial Division. 

The following year, a third study of the hydro-electric 

potential of the Nahanni was underta..l;:en by an Ontario 

firm, and yet another survey of the forest resources was 

completed. 

Meanwhile, the Parks Branch was working towards a 

definitive policy position. In 1964, Arthur Laing (Minister 

of D.N.A.N.R.) officially presented the Cabinet with a 

statement of National Parks policy, based on the 

discussions of the preceding years.58 The "Zone System", 

which had been loosely ~efined in the past, became more 

specific. National parks were to be created and administered 

on the basis of their represen~ation of certain categories 

of land use. Zone 1, wh,tch included the Preservation 

Areas, was to have strictly enforced limited access to 

assist in the preservation of wildlife, the primary 

purpose behind the classification. Zone 2 was to include 

Wilderness Areas in order to preserve natural environments 

hitherto little affected by man. Access would be by non

motorized means only._The Nahanni proposals fell into this 

area. "Natural Environment Areas" constituted Zone J. These 

were ar.eas which could not be strictly considered wilderness 

because of their proximity to heavily used areas, but access 

58Maini and Carlisle, on cit.,p.151. 
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was also to be restricted as for Zone 2. Zones 4 (Outdoor 

Recreation) and 5 (Intensive Use) w~re more directly 

recreational areas, where the preservation of wildlife 

or the natural environment was no'G the fi:i.•st priority.59 

The period 1968 to 1972 thus became the most active 

in Parks Branch history, as ten new parks were created,.59a 

In 1969, the first definite park proposal for the Nahanni 

was tabled following a Department of Indian Affairs and 

Northern Development (D.I.A.N.D.) study, There was 

immediate reaction from all concerned parties. The Den§ 

refused to acknowledge the federal government's plans until 

discussions of the land claims issue had been concluded. 

Ottawa had no right t~ arbitrarily set aside a piece of 

land for a park when Canada had not yet established clear 

title to the territory. The Den~ were becoming increasingly 

organized and militant with their arguments against the 

validity of Treaty 11 and their claims of aboriginal 

land rights. Among the members of the Nahanni Butte band 1 

opposition to the park was based on more immediate 

concerns. A local newspaper reported: 

The federal government wants to turn their 
land into a national park. Charlie Yohin 
says the people are very much against the 
park, but they feel pressured with no-one to 
speak for them. The people are afraid of 
losing their right to humt because of the 
park. •We have been making our living out of 
the Nahanni River for a long time,'he says, 
'end it wouldn't be fair to us to set up a 
national park. We will starve. We use the 

59Ibid, ,pp.155-56. 

59epacific Rim,Baffin Island,Nahanni,Kluane,Pukaskwa,Forillon, 
La Mauricie,Kouchibouguac,Kejimkujik and Gros Morne. 

"• ·: 



-202-

river every summer--that's where we hunt for 
moose. If they make it into a park,we'll 
starvel' 

The whites,too, were concerned, but for very 

different reasons. Many white residents of the N.W.T. 

were (and are) just as anxious for economic development 

as are the southern corporations which would like to move 

into the area to exploit all available resources. One 

commentator explained their concerns recently, 

Paradoxically, the park proposal was not 
exactly welcomed in the Northwest Territories. 
Many Territorial residents, who had so much 
wilderness and no parks at all, were deeply 
concerned that legislation to create the park 
might stand in the way of lucrative mineral 
strikes or mammoth hydro-electrical power 
developments. To them, the destiny of the 
Territories was rapid economic development, 
which should not be impeded by establishment 
of a national park. 

In Ottawa, opposition to the proposals:was based 

largely on the issue of native land claims. When Minister 

Jean Chr~tien was questioned in the House of Commons as 

to whether the government intended to settle the aboriginal 

rights case before setting aside parkland in the N.W.T., 

Chr~tien replied that representatives of his department 

60Native Press,April 10,1974,p.2,"Nahanni Butte to be a 
Separate Band?" This is an extremely disturbing 
statement, as it is dated two years after the 
creation of the park, yet neither the reporter 
nor Mr.Yohin seem to realize the park is already 
a reality! Have the people at Nahanni Butte ever 
been· consulted on the full extent of the park 
proposal? 

61N.W.Simmons and G.W.Scotter,"Nahanni:wilderness revealed, 
legend preserved) "Canadian Geographical Journal 
Vo1.90 (May,1975 ,p,35, 
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were meeti.11g with the N.W.T .Indian Federation in order to 

reach some sort of an agreement. 62 

Indeed, so common were the complaints that once 

the proposal f'or the park was official, D.I.A.N.D. felt 

compelled to conduct a cross-country advertising tour 

to "sell" the idea of a northern wilderness park to a 

public more concerned with economic development than 

conservation or abstract ideals of natural beauty, The 

proposals for Na.hanni park were justified in D.I.A.N.D.•s 

annual report with the argument that, 

This expansion is part of Government policy 
to acquire new areas of natural signif'icance 
before they are exploited or priced beyond 
the public purse. This policy also serves to 
better accommodate the rapidly increasing 
number of' visitors to the national parks. 

In 1970,Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau visited the area, 

ostensibly on a vacation, and the following April an 

Order in Council prevented further development of the 

area within the proposed park boundaries (a total of -870 

square miles) until such time as a final decision was 

reached. 

M.P. Erik Neilson of the Yukon protested vigorously 

against this move on the grounds that the Yukon Territorial 

Council had not been consulted, Yet even at this late date, 

Minister·Jean Chretien would not commit himself publically 
. 64 

as to whether the Nahanni Park would definitely be established. 

62House of Commons Debates,March 11,1970,Thomas Barnett 
(Comox-Alberni) to Chretien. 

6Jn.r.A.N.D.,Annual Report,1970-71,p.8. 
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When, in 1972, the Speech from the Throne announced the 

government's intention to creat three new parks in the 

north (Kluane,Nahanni and Arctic), reaction among most 

M.P.'s was favorable. 65 Oh February 22, the lower reaches 

of the South Nahanni river were officially set aside as 

a Wilderness National Park. 

Opposition to the government's action did not 

cease with the official creation of the park. The issue 

of native land rights became an increasing embarrassment 

in Ottawa, as the Den~ gained supporters even in parliament. 

Erik Neilsen of the Yukon was particularly persistent in 

his attempts to discover just what consultations the D.I.A. 

N.D. had held with the N.W.T. Indians prior to 1972, In 

one exchange, a department representative would acknowledge 

only that " •.• there were indications to Mr.Wah-shee Of the 

N.W.T.Indian Brotherhood that there was an interest in the 

Nahanni park," and further that D.I.A.N.D. felt justified 

in establishing the park because there were no Indian 

settlements within its boundaries, and "on the basis of 

research of the Hudson's Bay Company records,[the Indians 

of Nahanni Butte] rarely use the resources in the Nahanni 

Valley. "66 A fe~ weeks later, another D.I .A.N.D. representative 

65The push to create the park was initiated by civil 
servants, and was apparently not viewed as a party 
politics type of issue among the M.P.•s, Indeed, 
some M.P.'s seemed to regard the creation of national 
parks as one of· the "motherhood" activities with 
which no-one could possibly disagree, and which would 
provide popular acclaim for the government. See,for 
instance, comments by Mr.Rod Thompson(Battleford
Kindersley),House of Commons Debates,February 17,1970, 

66standlng Committee on I.A.N.D.,May 2,1972,Mr.Go:!"don. 
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admitted that the last formal consultation with the 

Indians regarding the park had been held in 1960. The 

only discussions with N.W.T. residents had been a meeting 

between the Minister of the Department and the N. W. T. 

Commissioner before the establishment of the park. The 

Commissioner had in turn discussed the proposals with 

n the Territorial Council. However, Mr:.Lesaux reported on 
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behalf of D.I .A.N .D. that, "There has been no concern, to 

our knowledge, expressed about the setting aside of the 

Nahanni as a national park by the native people. "6.7 
Regardless of whether the N.W.T.Indian Brotherhood 

was consulted, the Indians at Nahanni Butte clearly were 

not informed at all. It was a horrifying discovery to read 

in the Native Press of April 1974 -- a full two years after 

the park was created -- that the settlement at the Butte 

had heard vaguely of the proposals, but were unaware that 

the park was already a reality. 68 

The newly aroused interest of the mid twentieth 

century in creating northern parkland was a manifestation 

partially of the second wave of "conservationism" in 

Canada. The first conservation movement had developed 

just prior to and immediately following the first World 

War, 69 and led to the establishment of Wood Buffalo National 

LI 67Ibid.,May25,1972.Comments by McGilpr and Lesaux. 
J 

68Native Press,Yellowknife, April 10,1974,p.2. 

69see a typical expression of the ideals of this group in 
C.'Gordon Hewitt,The Conservation of Wildlife in 
Canada,Coles Canadiana Facsimile Edition(1972), 
f'irFlt nubliFihed 1921 (New York). 
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Park, a~ong others. One analyst has suggested that the 

major difference between the 1909-1921 movement and that 

of the mid-1960's is the emphasis on economics,7° The early 

conservationists based their arguments on the theories of 

classical economics, which preached the so-called "Doctrine 

of Increasing Natural Resource Scarcity". According to 

this analysis, natural resource availability is limited, 

but demand for the resources continues to increase, hence 

inevitable scarcity. The conservationists of the early 

twentieth century were not opposed to resource exploitation 

per se, but objected to the wastefulness and short-term 

planning evid~nt in many undertakings. A parks system would 

assist in wiser resource useage by giving the government some 

degree of control over valuable tracts of land. There were,of 

course, aesthetics who preached conservation of Nature for 

its intrinsic merits, but it would seem that not only were 

economic considerations the primary bas1s for this early 

work, but they also formed the most convincing aspects of 

arguments used to sway the politicians.71 

7oThe following discussion is largely based on ideas developed 
in Thomas L.Burton,Natural Resource Policy in Canada, 
(Toronto, 1972). 

71For instance,Dominion Entomologist Gordon Hewitt wrote, 
"The Economic development of•northern Canada is depen
ent upon the proper conservation of wild life, •. If 
adequate measures are adopted •.• there is no reason why 
the whole of the area should not be productive and con
tribute to the wealth of the country •. ,it cannot be 
stated too often that conservation means the protection 
of natural· resources from injudicious exploitation and 
their provident utilization. "(Hewitt,op cit. ,pp.10-11) 
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The conservation revival of' the 1960 1 s, however, 

placed (and continues to place) its emphasis more clearly 

lJ on ecological a.rid social concerns, 72 Indeed, as one analyst 
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suggests, "The movement has led us to question the whole 

concept of' economic growth as a primary national goal." 73 

In ~ur post-industrial society, people are perhaps more 

anxious to improve the quality of' their lives through 

leisure activities rather than earning more' money1 clearly 

the concept of' national parks as providers of' the facilities 

required f'or such leisure periods can be adapted to the new 

demands. On the other hand, it might be suggested that this 

new outlook is potentially more opposed to the economic 

interests of' society. If' conservationists argue their 

case in economic terms, corporate and government developers 

may be more inclined to listen and perhaps be swayed. These 

same developers will have less sympathy for the aesthetic 

arguments we are hearing today, and can be expected to 

provide more determined opposition to conservation proposals. 

Hence it is not surprising that Parks Canada encountered 

considerable resistence from groups in southern Canada to 

its at·tempt to create the Nahanni wilderness park. 

The Native people 9f the Nahanni region (and all of 

the N.W.T.) were· confronted with a bewildering nuJnber of' 

72see for instance,Walter Firey's theories of resource manage
ment as expressed in his Man.Mind and Land, (Glencoe, 
Illinois, 1960) .He describes a "resource system" as 
being composed of three elements: biological, economic, 
and social. 

73Burton, ou cit. , p •. 143. 
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changes in the years from 1940 to 1972. Large scale resource 

exploitation cha.nged the economy of the Territories radically, 

and the establishment of the bureaucracy of Territorial 

governi~ent attracted a new group of white settlers who 

held aggressive proposals for change. Initially, there was 

great optimism that these two changes would not only 

benefit the Indian, but would ultimately succeed in 

assimilating him where earlier efforts through religion 

and education had failed. Programs were developed.to 

assist Indians with entering the labour pools required 

by the mining and other extractive industries, for 

instance, but the results have clearly not been what was 

anticipated by the ·companies and the government. Indeed, 

the spread of large corporations in the north has tended 

to polarize the native arid white communities to a greater 

extent than ever. The Den~ could cope with the influx of 

white trappers and prospectors during the 1920's because 

these white men came as individuals engaging in activities 

that the Den~ could understand and to some extent, with 

which they could compete.·on the other hand, the large 

corporations utilize new technologies with skilled workers 

and large scale enterprisei the Den~ must struggle to even 

comprehend the mentality let alone wage a battle to over

come it. Indeed, how can they be expected to challenge 

these companies when white ecologists in the south cannot 

even win minor'confrontations against the multinationals? 
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Quite· apart from sociological goals, the availability ,, 
,[ J of permanent employment in the North has actually been 

n. 
fJ 
n 
n 
D 
0 
[ 11 

4 

ni 
:-----1 

Di. 1 
j 

UI 
. .l 

[Jt 
J 

Ul 
Ui 
f I 
I 1 
~1 

accompanied by a decrease in per capita Indi8l'1 income,* and 

government welfare payments have continued to increase, 

Social problems resulting from the widening gap between 

Indian and white earning ability have be come a major con

sideration for the Department of Indian Affairs. What has 

happened? 

The first import8l'lt aspect of this issue is the 

changing attitudes and ambitions of the Dene themselves. 

The young adults are asserting that they are a unique 

people who wishes to remain a distinct entity within 

Canadian society. They want the freedom to maintain the 

traditional values of their forefathers, and to make 

dec.isions for themselves. Behind the demands for native 

land claims lies this desire for removal of the colonial 

restiotions and a return to self-determination, Many of the 

Dene are not opposed to development within certain restric

tions, but they demand the right to control the direction 

of that development in their own lands. Clearly a people 

opposed to colonialism will not submit to the regimen of 

a white mining corporation or seek employment as civil 

servants, . 
The question of attitude is less clear among the 

middle and older generation of Dene. Many can still recall 

the days when "living off the land" was a necessity, and 

* See G.M.Higgins,The Lower Liard Region:An Economic Survev, 
(Ottawa,1969). 
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not a political statement. As Ted Trindell, a Fort Simpson 

!Wetis, explains very succinctly, "Well how many people would 

give up a nice bed and go and sleep on a snowbank?" 74- In 

one sense , many have willingly adopted the accoutrements 

of white society. On the other hand, some aspects of that 

society remain incomprehensible: "The government is 

civilization, economic and social. The three words that 

I just can't place yet because I don't see it happening 

with the people. To live with the time you've got to watch 

your money, which people in the north don't do."75 In many 

ways, people like Trindell have ceased to hope. No longer 

satisfied to live by the hunt, they arejforced to try and 

cope with a society they cannot comprehend. (Trindell says, 

"Today the natives lost that art[hunting] and they're 

dealing with a different kind of animal,that they cannot 

outwit, so there they are."76 ) Many .older people disagree 

with their more radical juniors and want to a~!~mpt to work 

with the system. Trindell represents an interesting·position 

somewhere in between. He does not believe Indians and whites 

have anything in common in Canadian society ("You got a mink 

tag and I got a dog tag so they don't go together in the 

books.") but also believes the only way for the Indians to 

74-PCHRI Interview with Ted Trindell,July-August 1977, 
cassette 2, side 2. 

7 5Ibid. , cassette J, side 1. 

76rbid.,cassette 2, side 2. 
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gain any ground is for them to learn to understand the 

white approach to life, Only then will the Indians be able 

to achieve their goals, 

I think what we have got to learn in the i1orth 
is how the white system is run -- get in and 
live with it rather thai1 say it's no g.Qod, 
And my short interpretation of' that kind of 
system is dog eat dog. You got to outwit , be 
equal, or you're out. 

The conflicting desires lead to confusion, confusion leads 

77 

to defeatism, and defeatism leads to the "welfare mentality" 

which the federal government has been attempting to eradicate. 

There is thus a deep-seated psychological and sociological 

aspect to the dilemma confronting the Den~ today. 

A second approach to the issue has led a number of 

analysts to describe the problem in terms of' economics. 

Peter D.Elias utilizes this approach in his study Metropolis 

and Hinterland in Northern Manitoba.78 He outlines the series 

of' stages by which the northern Indians were drawn into the 

new economy: contact, increasing dependence on .European 

goods, and eventually partnership in the trapper/trader 

f'ur system relation. After 1821, the colonial relationship 

began to be imposed on the north because of' -~he monopoly 

position of the H.B.C., and finally the land was removed 

from native possession through the treaties. Once the 

native peoples formed an integral part of the capitalist 

LJ' 11. 77 Ibid.,cassette 3,side 1. 
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78Peter D.Elias,lVIetropolis and Hinterland in Northern 
·Manitoba,(Winnipeg,lVIuseum of' Man and Nature,1975), 
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system, they became susceptible to the decreasing demand 

for labour which Elias believes to be inherent in the 

system, An "e conornic hinterland" develops in which an 

unemployed "reserve army of workers" ensures a low cost 

for labour. But producers require consumers to purchase 

their goods, so it becomes :necessary for welfare payments 

to be made in order to maintain the purchasing power of 

the unemployed consumers. As the northern Indians become 

part of this welfare group, a colonial relationship is 

replaced by a class relationship. As in southern society, 

the lower economic stratum is also relegated to a lower 

social position. According to Elias' analysis, the 

"metropolis" becomes the dominant exploitative force or 

class,.while the hiiiterland is the exploited or under

developed area or class. Hence, for Elias 1 the problem 

of the Canadian Indian·today is merely part of the problem 

of the entire capitalist society. 

There are several difficulties with this analysis, 

but the fundamental concern is that Elias bases his 

thesis on the assumption that, "Clearly, Native people 

are now, and have been since the days of early contact 

with the Europeans, fully integrated as part of Canadian 

society."79 Perhaps the Indians of Brantford,Dntario would 

79rbid. ,p.111. 
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not quarrel with that statement, but one suspects that the 

Dene would be incensed. The thesis fails to take into account 

what might be called the "cultural psychology" of the 

Indians, and assumes the Indians either wish to be integrated 

with the capitalist system, or that they cannot avoid it. 

Recent Den~ protests make it clear that numbers of them 

indeed wish to remain apart from such a system. But the 

latter point remains. Is it even possible for these people 

to refuse to participate? If they choose to remain a part 

of Canadian society, ·it seems rather unlikely. Elias' 

argument may eventually be vindicated. 

The years from 1940 to 1972 brought particularly 

rapid change to the Indians in the Nahanni district. These 

innovations must have been especially bewildering because 

the area had remained unchanged for so long. Fort Simpson 

has been the headquarters of some of the more militant 

young people who have become extremely vocal with their 

grievances. Although the more isolated settlement at 

Nahanni Butte continues to remain outside the mainstream 

of these activities, it has nevertheless undergone a number 

of substantial changes in recent years. The development of 

LJ1 a National Park assures ·the village that these modifications 
j 
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will continue at least in the immediate future. 

The settlement at Nahanni Butte is not the result 

of native people congregating at a trading post, as was the 

case at Fort Liard. Rather, the Butte is an artificial 
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creation of the federal government. Apparently, the 

decision to locate a village at the site was made as 

early as 1940, 80 although organized construction did not 

commence until somewhat later. In 1951, a one-room school 

was built to accommodate 25 pupils. A teacher was obtained 

in 1957 to "hold" the children while their parents moved 

out on the summer hunt. 81 A full-time teacher arrived i~ 

1961. Meanwhile, between 1959 and 1961, the federal 

government supplied flat wood, window frames, doors, and 

so on for the construction of log houses for the Indians. 82 

The settlement was created as part of the· government's 

determination to hasten the integration of the native 

people. As Mr.Justice Thomas Berger discovered during his 

investigation of the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline proposals, 

What occurred on the Nahanni River exemplifies 
much of what happened [in the N.W.T.) as 
settlements grew. In the past the .. Den~ did not 
live at Nahanni Butte but in camps along the 
Nahanni River. The government brought them all 
into Nahanni Butte so that their children could 
be taught at the school ••• Nahanni Butte, though 
a beautiful place with an awesome view, is not 
a· particularly good location for hunting,fishing 
or trapping. · 

Even from the view point of the federal government at the 

SOG.M.Higgins,The Lower Liard Region: An Economic Survey, 
(Ottawa,1969),p.24. 

BJ 

81The Canadian Indian - Yukon and N.W.T.,(D.I.A.N.D.,1973),p.49. 

82Higgins,op cit. 

83Thomas Berger,Northern Frontier.Northern Homeland, Vol.I of 
the Berger Commission Report (1977),p.87, 
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time,the chosen site was a poor one. The houses were built 

on shifting sands so the community's airstrip is practically 

useless, and the vil~age was built on the wrong side of the 

river for transportation and other services. In fact, one 

observer noted that," Its one saving grace perhaps is that 

considering its present stage of development it could be 

re located with a very minimum of upset," 84 

By the. late 1960 1 s, although the settlement remained 

small (see Appendix 6 C), it had attracted several white 

residents who lived at the Butte year round, including a 

teacher, radio operator, and Dick Turner, the manager of a 

general store and supply depot. 85 At the west end of the 

site were located a government building, a Roman Catholic 

church, and a community hall. A landing strip had been 

built behind the buildings, and a government wharf was 

located on the river. The trading store was located on the 

opposite bank, and was attainable only by boat. Electricity 

was available for all homes (the small local generator was 

operated by a native technician), but only the school and 

teacher's house had indoor plumbing. 86 

84Higgins,op cit.,p.24. 

85netails according to adventurer Jean Poirel, in Pierre 
Mallen,Victoire sur la Nahanni,(Paris,1968),pp.2)8 ff, 

86Higgins,op cit.,p.62. 
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Contrary to the situation in 1929, nearly all the 

Native residents can speak English in addition to Slavey 

and French. However, it has been noted that the younger 

people speak better English than their elders, and outside 

Fort Simpson, the fluency in Englisl1 decreases rapidly. 87 

The seasonal rhythm of lif'e has finally changed 

with the 1970's. Higgins, in his economic survey of' the 

region, noted that only a small group of' Indians based at 

Fort Liard continue to migrate f'or the summer hunt; 88 the 

Butte Indians seldom leave the settlement exce·pt for the 

occasional summer moose hunt (up the Nahanni River before 

the creation of the park). 89 During the 1970's, meat, fish, 

and furs from the country accounted for just J5% of the 

total earnings of the Mackenzie Valley natives,9° and the 

figure f'or the Nahanni Butte settlement appears to be even 

lower (see Appendix 6B), 

As noted in the previous chapter, the Indians contin~ed 

to chafe against the artificial political structure imposed 

87Ibid, ,p.61. 

88Ibid.,introduction. 

89Native Press,April 10,1974, 

90J .K.Naysmith, "Changing Land Use P~tterns in the North", 
Canadian Geographical Journal Vo1.9o(Jan.1975),pp.11-18. 
It has been noted, however, that this figure is 
higher than generally expected by southern 
administrators. 
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upon them by the federal goverrm1ent. In 1973 a'11.d 1974, the 

residents of' Nahanni Butte complained at some length about 

the existing band arrangements. Half of their number was 

officially part of' the Fort Simpson/Jean Marie River 

,;band", while the other half' was assigned to the Fort 

Liard/Trout Lake "band". Problems of transportation and 

[! communication were cited as arguments against the imposed 
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band structure, and some of' the Nahanni Butte Indians 

·wanted to form a separate band to handle their own money 

and administration. Government intervention had caused 

other problems for these people as well. There were 

complaints that the elderly people were unable to obtain 

firewood because the young people who had traditionally 

filled that role were all "taken out to school" by the 

government.91 On the other hand, a number of' men from the 

village were hired by Parks Canada to work at unspecified 

jobs in the new park, and this employment seemed to be 

welcomed. 92 

It should be stressed, however, that wage employment 

is not a regular feature or long-term factor in native life 

in the area. In 1973-?4, a gas pipeline was constructed 

from Pointed Mountain B.C., about fifteen miles from Fort 

Liard, to Fort Nelson B.C •• Even at the peak work period 

during construction, only 12.9% of the labourers were native 

91Native Press. April 10,1974. 

92Ibid. ,September 2,1977. 
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people (about sixty men) and 90% of those native workers 

were hired for unskilled positions such as clearing brush. 

Income from the construction was est~~ated at $50,000 to 

$75,00.o for.Fort Liard natives, $4-o,ooo for Fort Simpson, 

and $6,ooo to $10,000 for those from Nahanni Butte. But in 

the long term, few benefits are evident for the native 

people. None of the eight permanent positions is held by 

an Indian (even the four unskilled positions are filled 

by white southerners), and Fort Liard was not even connected 

to the gas line.93 The other permanent employer in the 

district, the mine at Tungsten, also has an almost 

exclusively white labour force. The benefits of northern 

resources are being channeled out of the area in more ways 

than one. 

Mission work in the area also exhibits both continuity 

and innovation. One observer noted that in 1968, the 

missionaries continued to act as support and mediators on 

behalf of their parishoners "in the many little conflicts 

between the Indians and the Mounted Police • .,94- The innovation 

is the appearance of a number of evangelical or fundamentalist 

groups in an area hitherto entirely dominated by the Roman 

Catholics and Anglicans. Of course, the fact that these 

93Berger, op cit. ,p.124-. 

94-Jean Poirel in Mallen, op cit., p.242. 
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groups are evangelicals is entirely within keeping of the 

I J original approach of the C.M.S. and O.M,I., A Pentecostal 
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mission was established in For-t; Simpson·in the 1950's, 

originally under the auspices of the Pentecostal Sub-Arctic 

Mission in Hay River.95 The Northern Canada Evangelical 

Mission had also been active at both fort Liard and Nahanni 

Butte for a number of years. Its current representative at 

Fort Liard explains that the N.8.E.M.is composed of about 

one hundred missions throughout the north. It is not a 

church,· and he is not a "pastor" or minister; the aim of 

the group is to spread the message of fundamental Christianity 

D in the hope that the Slave Indians 'will eventually begin 
' 

their own church. Phil Howard of the N.C.E.M. worked out 

[J of Nahanni Butte for about ten years (until recently) where 

Ol he studied the local dialect and conducted mission work. 
I 
1 The mission at Liard also supported a pilot-missionary 
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at one time, who was able to undertake work·in t~e Nahanni 

by flying out of Fort Liara.96 

Today at Nahanni Butte, all the Indians refer to 

themselves as Slavey. It is popularly believed that the 

"Nahani" Indians died out from smallpox at some point in 

U! the past, but_ the Butte Indians continue to identify 

themselves with the South Nahanni River. The settlement 

U
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1 95Personal Communication,Pastor Clarence Heyer,(Fort 

Li Simpson),November 15,1979, 

fl'~ 96Personal Communication,Wayne Friesen, (Fort J_,iard), 
. I November 12, 1979. 
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increasingly resembles a southern village with its church, 

school, store and permanent housing. Highly organized 

young leaders from Yellowknife are assuming the respons

ibility for encouraging the Nahanni groups (and others) to 

voice their concerns. The Native Press, published in 

Yellowknife, serves to. unify the interests of the scattered 

bands to a greater extent than previously observed. The 

N.W.T. Indian Brotherhood sends representatives to these 

outlying communities regularly to note conditions and 

agitate for change. Although the Indians continue to 

identify with the local band (not the artificial political 

"bands" which were establ'ished by the federal government), 

they are increasingly looking towards their collective 

interests in a distinct departure from the traditional 

relationship between band's. 

Generally, life is more comfortable today for the 

South Nahanni Indians insofar as material elements are 

concerned. A wider variety of foods, better medical care, 

labour-saving appliances and even electricity are all 

available. In 1968, Higgins was able to conclude in his 

economic report that the Lower Liard region was "unmistakably 

a growth centre with very considerable economic potential 

and influence,"97 and in fact, trends today do seem to 

indicate that native income is generally increasing slowly. 

Unfortunately, this change is associated with a decreasing 

dependence on hunting and trapping, which usually means 

increasing dependence on government welfare payments. 

97rriggins,~p cit.,p.237. 
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However, in spite of material improvements, there is 

considerable evidence of psychological and sociological 

dislocation among the native people in the area. Changes 

instigated by industrial development over which the Indians 

have no control, coupled with the problems of coping with 

an ever-increasing white bureaucracy (250 government 

l~ . 8 
_\ employees in 1953 have expanded to 5,000 today)9 have 
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resulted in alcohol problems, family breakdown, and an 

alarming increase in the crime rate. Fort Simpson is a 

particularly sad case. In 1970, the Mackenzie Highway was 

completed to that point, and the problems began. Justice 

William Morrow of the Supreme Court of the N .w .. T. reported 

that in 1975, the magistrate at Fort Simpson heard 70 

cases of' juvenile delinque.ncy in a single week, and that 

year alone, the Territorial court was si,un:noned to Simpson 

three times more than it had been in the previous eight 

years combined.99 The Indians of' the N.W.T. appare~tly 

discuss changes on the basis that they "don't want to 

become another Fort Simpson. ,,lOO Theresa Villeneuve, who 

was born at Nahanni Butte and raised in the bush life, 

moved to Fort Simpson after her marriage, an~ explained 

the 'problem by saying, 

Since 1968, things have been happening too 
fast and people cannot put up with them. The 
Den~ people are not involved in the things 
that are happening. They have never helped 
in planning for future development,,. 

98Berger,op cit.,pp.87,146.Eighty per cent of government 
employees in the N.W.T. today are white. 

99rbid. , p .152. 
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Although the periodic starvation of the hunting-gathering 

economy has been eliminated, it has been replaced with an 

equally destruct.ive psychological starvation, to which 

the natives of the Nabanni region, isolated for so long, 

have unfortunately succumbed at last. 

The Dene themselves are suggesting the most obvious 

solution to these problems. Native people must be permitted 

to contribute to the determination of their own destinies. 

Paternalistic government policies are destructive as well 

as inadequate, as experience had proven. Dictating school 

curricula, building pipelines and roads, creating game 

preserves and channeling raw materials to 'southern Canada 

are all manifestations of a colonial attitude which has no 

place in Canadian policy-making. These activities directly 
' affect the lives of the Dene population and the. Dene must 

have a voice in such decisions. There is no sound reason 

why northern schools should follow the Alberta curricuium; 

native language, culture and values can easily be substituted 

for the southern attitudes which now accompanythe basic 

teaching. As the Berger Inquiry so ably demonstrated, the 

Dene have not been consulted in crucial past decisions, but 

hopefully it is not too late to change. 

In the future, the Nabanni Park will undoubtedly 

become the focus of the lives of the people who once lived 
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within its boundaries, It is possible that the park might 

prove to be a real asset for the Native people. Employment 

as expedition guides and outfitters is obviously more 

closely related to their traditional skills and interests 

than industrial or office work. Although it is outrageous 

that the park was created without greater input from the 

local people, it is to be hoped that the situation will 

prove advantageous in the long term. 

It would be pointless to argue here whether the 

federal government was justified in creating the park in 

light of widespread opposition. Den~ land claims, southern 

development interests and ecological concerns continue to 

be debated at length, whenever the topic of the north is 

introduced. It cannot be disputed, however, that the 

Nahanni Valley has much to offer visitors. Its physical 

features include a fascinating geology recentd.y recognized .•. 

by U.N.E.s.c.o. when it declared the river a World Heritage 

Site. The myths and legends connected with the valley 

make a curious study in themselves. 

The primary significance of the history of the area, 

however, is to be found in the themes which emerge through 

time. The activities of the fur traders, the missionaries, 

and the resource developers are common to other areas in the 

north, a.hd hence are crucial factors in any understanding of 

the whole issue of northern development, and the problems 

faced by that region today. 
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C 0 N C L U S I 0 N 

The study of Canadian history has long been limited 

to the concerns of east-west development. Recently, the 

idea of·regionalism has dominated much historical analysis, 

yet even this approach usually defines Canada's regions as 

"The Mari times", "Central. Canada", "The Prairies", and 

"British Columbia". Seldom has interest been extended to 

include the Canadian North. The Yukon and the Mackenzie 

Basin in particular are worthy of greater attention because, 

contrary to the belief that the .North is a wilderness with 

very little human involvement, this area has indeed 

experienced a profound impact under Canadian settlement 

and domination, and in turn has influenced Canadian 

development itself. The South Nahanni River region p~ovides 

a particularly interesting field for study because, in 

spite of the fact that many Canadians have considered its 

reputation with interest and awe, very few reliable facts 

about the area's history and culture have received general 

notice. 

The earliest recorded history of the South Nahanni 

River valley began, as elsewhere in Canada, with the 

incursion of the European fur traders. The nature of the 

trading system made it compatible to a great extent with 

the traditional hunting culture of the Mountain Indians, 
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so they were quickly integrated economically with their 

white partners. The traderoutes established by the H.B.c. 

along the northern waterways provided convenient passage 

for participants in the second phase of Nahanni history: 

the European missionaries. These proselytizers were driven 

by an evangelical revival that swept traditional European 

Christian churches in the nineteenth century, and carried 

with them a theory of Christianity which included cultural 

as well as spiritual conversion. As had occurred elsewhere 

in North America, however, the Native inhabitants of the 

Nahanni were remarkably resistant to the changes demanded 

by the mission workers and it required nearly a century 

before any significant adaptation of Indian customs was 

evident. By that time, the Canadian gov€rnment was beginning 

. to usurp the churches' role as colonizing agent. The 

Klondike Rush for gold brought the North to the attention 

of Canadians suddenly and dramatically, so that the next 

stage in northern history was to be largely concerned with 

resource extraction. The Nahanni was the site of several of 

its own gold rushes in the 1920's and 1930's, with a 

relatively rapid increase in the white population of the 

valley. Little commercially exploitable gold. was discovered 

and many of the newcomers trapped as well as prospected, so . 
the fur-based economy continued to dominate. 

The second World War maintained Canadian inti.rest in 

the North, although concerns related to defence dominated 
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the policy-making, and resource extraction became important 

only if it was directly related to the war effort. Although 

the Nahanni Valley was not at the centre of' any wartime 

schemes, it was definitely, if indirectly, involved in 

the results. The post war period gave birth to John 

Diefenbaker's "Northern Vision", part of which (the Roads 

to Resources program) led to the successful tungsten mine 

project on the Flat River, 

During the 1960's, many Canadians continued to look 

towards the resource potential of the North, but a new 

concern with ecology and conservation was also developing. 

As a result of growing popular acceptance of these concepts, 
' 

the South Nahanni was declared a National Wilderness Park 

in 1972. However, the park was not created without a 

heated debate on the very issues which are central to 

northern concerns today: Native land claims, federal 

government jurisdictions, resource development policy, and 

conservation theory. 

An examination of this sequence of events in the 

history of the Nahanni region necessitates recognition of 

a number of interesting similarities with the historical 

process in the rest of Canada. The progression from fur 

trade contact, culture change throu~h agents such as 

missionaries, the incursions of expl'orers searching for 

natural resources, and finally, government involovement, 

all may have occurred more recently in the North than in 

southern Canad·a, but the process is essentially similar. 

The Iroquois, the Plains Indians, and finally the Athapaskans 

all encountered Europeans initially as fur trade partners. 
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The work of the Jesuits in the New France hinterland and 

later on the Prairies clearly parallels the later nineteenth 

century efforts of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate along 

the Mackenzie. The first truly Canadian efforts in the 

North were on the part of the Ottawa government, following 

much the same pattern as had been pursued on the Prairies. 1 

n1 A superstructure of police, surveyors, and transportation 
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facilities was prepared in both regions before the advance 

of the next groups: the resource extractors. Politically, 

each region underwent a period of rule by an outside power 

(from Paris, from London, then Ottawa), and gradually came 

to demand greater degrees of self-determination. In the 

east, this process led to nationhood in 1867, and in the 

west developed into demands for provincial status thereafter. 

Although this sequence is not completed in the north today, 

definite signs of its unfolding are evident. 

The factor of distance has been another similar 

feature affecting the historical development of each 

Canadian region, and again, the closest parallel can be 

drawn between the prairie west and the north. When the 

province of Manitoba was formed in 1870, it seemed im

measureably distant from .central Canada. The terrain of the 

Shield contributed to the barrier, but the absence of 

1Unlike the U.S.A., where the movement of settlers west
ward occurred before government "supervision" and 
preparation. 
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c~nvenient transportation links was also a factor. Not 

until the C.P.R. was completed as part of Sir John A. 

Macdonald's National Policy did the west become truly 

accessible and could settlement be attempted on any scale. 

The Mackenzie Basin was also remote from the rest of the 

country until railways were built into the Athabasca 

region and more importantly, once aviation technology 

could connect Edmonton and Fort Simpson in a matter of 

hours. 2 The airplane was to become the C.P.R. of Canada's 

north. In both cases, the factor of distance also served 

to assist in the creation of a regional mentality, by 

forming an actual as well as a psychological barrier. 

On the other hand, there are some differences in 

the sequence of events which occurred in the Canadian 

north. The opening of transportation facilities enabled 

large numbers of settlers to reach each new area of Canada, 

but th~nature of that settlement has been quite different 

in the north. Throughout central Canada, the Maritimes, 

the Prairies and British Columbia, initial dependence on 

the fur trade economy was gradually replaced by agriculture 

with inevitable conflicts between the two during the early 

transitional phase. Farm production in turn encouraged more 

population because the supplies were available to support 

2see Morris Zaslow's two theses on the history of transporta
. tion in the Mackenzie Basin for a clear illustration 

of this process. (University of Toronto M.A.,1948; 
Ph.D. ,195?). 
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a non-farm labour force, In the north, however, agriculture 

is possible only on a very limited scale (at least with 

current technology), and the production of foodstuffs is 

quite inadequate to support a population of any size • 

Areas of the Canadian Shield and the Cordillera are thus 

forced to remain dependent on the agricultural south, And 

because the north could not attract agricultural settlement, 

it was also slower to encourage other forms of natural 

resource extraction such as mineral and oil development. 

Areas such as Northern Ontario were first to receive 

attention because they were more accessible; the South 

Nahanni was one of the last because of the distance factor 

and the difficulty of supporting even the few who did 

arrive to search for resource riches. The nature of 

development has been different in the north because of 

the nature of the land, but the process of development has 

been similar to other areas of Canada, and the result has 

been an economy across the country that is based on primary 

resource extraction, with limited secondary manufacturing 

and industry. The products of the Prairies are wheat and 

oil; the products of the Mackenzie Basin are minerals and 

oil. The north remains sparsely settled, however, while 

other Canadian regions are capable of supporting denser 

populations. Agriculture is the important factor. 

How have Canadians reacted to their contact with 

this relatively recent unfolding of the North? People have 
. { j 
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maintained a fascinating "love-hate" relationship with the 

northern territories. During several periods in Canadian 

history, as has been noted, the north was viewed as a 

means to salvation because it was popularly believed to 

be a great storehouse of natural resource wealth. At other 

times, the att:iliide toward the north has been far less 

optimistic, as an almost supernaturally evil personality 

has been assigned to it as a place of danger and death. 

The rumours of gold, tropical vegetation and amazing hot 

springs attracted men to the Nahanni; tales of headless 

bodies, evil spirits and dangerous water made them profoundly 

afraid. 

A second important aspect of the popular attitude 

towards the North is the role of frontierism. Frederick 

Jackson Turner's famous thesis that a frontier could mould 

the character of a nation was intended to apply to the 

American west, but the Canadian north was being "opened" 

at just the point when the Americans seemed to be running 

out of "frontier" land, and Canadians quickly adapted and 

exploited the original idea in terming their land the 

"Last Frontier". Not surprisingly, many· of those attracted 

northward were Americans who had been infused with the belief 

that they required a new frontier for personal as well as 

national vigour.3 The cult of the strong, courageous, 

independent frontiersman was transplanted to the northern 

3The American connection with the Klondike has been noted, 
A significant number of white trapper/prospectors 
in the Nahanni before 1950 were also Americans. See 
Addison,PCHRI,Manuscript Report Number 196. 
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foresJGs, so the woodsman and trapper replaced the prairie 

homesteader and cowboy as figures of romantic idealism. 

The Klondike Rush of 1898 was responsible, to a 

great extent,for a wave of popular frontier literature 

that extolled the virtues of a free and simple life possible 

only in the wild northland. Much of this material was pure 

fiction1 the tales were of heroism and adventure much like 

those associated with the older "tales of the Wild West''.. 

The plots and characters were essentially the same; only 

the locale was changed. One particularly prolific author, 

Hiram Cody, 4 had first-hand knowledge and experience of the 

North, .and yet even his books fit neatly into the stereo

typical descriptions of the northern wilderness and its 

dangers, mysteries, and beautiful scenery. Other popular 

works produced during the after-glow of the Klondike include 

Ridgewell Cullum's The Hound from the North (1904) and Way 

of the Strong (191.3); Horatio Parker's North~rn Lights (1909) 

'and An Adventure of the North; and Edward Roper's A ·Claim on 

the Klondike: A Romance of the Arctic Eldorado (1898). Of 

course, Service's Yukon poetry also fits the mould. It is 

also interesting to note that these early works tended to 

LJI concentrate on settings in the Peace, Athabasca and 
-l 

U1 
' 

l~ I 
L1 

j 

L1 

Mackenzie districts, in spite of the fact that the drama of 

the Yukon was receiving national attention.5 

4Author of The Frontiersm@ (1910) and The Chief' of the Ranges 
(1913) ~~ong many others. 

5see essay by Roper,Schieder,Beharriell,"Kinds of Fiction,1880-
1920" in Carl Klinck,Literary History of Canada, Vol.I, 
(Toronto,1976), 
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So widespread was the popular appeal of this 

frontier interpretation of the north that critic Lionel 

Stevenson, in his Appraisals of Canadian Lite~ature 

published in 1926, noted with some despair that," The whole 

of Canada has come to be identified with her northern-most 

reaches" in popular literature. He was sorry to report· 

that in "moder11 folk-geography Canada means the North. "6 

It is perhaps understandable, then, that Americans were 

also induced to see the Canadian character as one appropriate 

to the northern frontier. Early Hollywood movies about 

Canada produced during the 1920's largely reflected this 

attitude.? 

Following these early interpretations, Archibald 

Belaney (known as "Grey Owl") made himself . famous in 1931 

with the publication of his tales of bush life entitled 

The Men of the Last Frontier. Grey Owl's frontiersman was 

typically resourceful, determined, able, industrious, and 

courageous. These lone heroes lived in a north country 

described as a "virgin wilderness" that, yet again, was 

both dangerous and promising. In keeping with the traditions 

of frontierism, Grey Owl envisioned the Canadian Shield as 

the front-line between order and chaos. "Side by side with 

. 6Lionel Stevenson, Appraisals of Canadian Literature,(Toronto, 
1926),pp.245,253, Quoted in Carl Berger,The Sense of 
Power,(Toronto,1970), 

?some examples: Out of the Silent North (1922) 
The Call of the Wild (1923) 
Kivalina of the Ice Lands (1925) 
Where the North Holds Sway (1927) 
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modern Canada the re lies the last battleground in the long-

drawn-out struggle between the primeval and civilization," 

he wrote. 8 

The Nahanni, like the rest of the north, supplied 

a collection of frontier heroes, as defined both by others 

as well as conveyed by their own projected self image. These 

men and women prided themselves on their strength,independence, 

and freedom. When the federal government attempted to 

introduce various trapping restrictions in the 1920's, 

many of the Nahanni region settlers were outraged at the 

presumpti·on of any group that dared to pose restrictions 

on individual freedom. They had often mov.ed north to escape 

those very restrictions. The great popularity of the McLeod 

Brothers mystery as recounted first by the·Edmonton news

papers and later by Pierre Berton,9 is one indication of the 

frontier appeal. Even as late as 1961, with the National 

Film Board's record of Albert Faille, was this frontier 

outlook in evidence. The oral history tapes collected by 

Parks Canada reveal a self image as well as a portrait of 

the Nahanni residents clearly in line with the frontier 

tradition. Interviewer Bill Addison noted that,"If further 
, I lJJ work is carried out, it is important that the interviewer 

U1 
l 

UJ 

LJ1 

L1 

have the confidence of these people •.• An interviewer who . 

8Grey Owl, The Men of the Last Frontier, f~rst published 19.31 
(Toronto, 1978, paperback edition),p.29. 

9rn The Mysterious No~th,(Toronto,McLelland and Stewart,1956) 
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has to some degree proven his/herself in the South Nahanni 

country and who is not a oivil servant will have the greatest 

success. ,,lO 

A significant portion of the academic response to 

the north has been similar to the popular approach, 

particularly in regard to themes of environmental deter

minism. The belief that a cold northern climate creates a 

hardy, mentally superior race is an old one, 11 and has not 

been limited to popular belief, but has received serious 

and scholarly attention. Robert Grant Haliburton (son of 

the creator of Sam Slick) became an influential member of 

the Canada First Movement in 1869 with an address to the 

Montreal Literary Society entltled "The Men of :the North 

and their Place in History," in which he predicted future 

greatness for Canada on the basis of her strong northern 

population. In 1884, W.H.Hingston published a work on The 

Climate of Canada and its Relations to Life and Health which 

expressed similar beliefs. 

This theme of society and race formed by the physical 

environment surfaced again during the 1920's as an expression 

of northern faith. In an amazing work entitled The Northward 

Course of Empire, 12 Vilhjalmur Stefansson advanced the 

. 10PCHRI,Manuscript Report Number 196,Vol.I,p.62. 

11carl Berger suggests the drawing of relationships between 
climate and race can be found as early as classical 
times when a distinction was made between the Medi
terranean peoples and the barbarians to the north. See 
"The True North Strong and Free," in Peter Russell (ed) 
Nationalism in Canada,(Toronto,1966),p.5. 
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theory that the progress of world civilization could be 

directly equated with its northward movement, since the 

northern people were racially superior by the merits of 

their battle against the harsh _environment. Each generation 

moved farther north than the previous generation had 

believed possible, and thus civilization progressed, The 

theory was, in a sense, similar to Turner's belief in the 

virtues of westward movement, but went beyond Turner in 

its sweeping conclusions about civilization itself·, 

Stefansson admitted that he did not know how far north 

life could be conducted successfully, but he doggedly 

preached that men must not allow ignorance and misunder-

standing to prevent progress, and translated his vision 

into specific directions for the colonization of northern 

Canada. However, he was haunted by a fundamental fear. 

The weakness of the argument may be that our 
people are no longer the same and will not be 
led far afield by the motives that lured their 
ancestors. All over our 'civilized' world is 
seen a tendency of the land folk to crowd into 
the cities. Tenement houses not remote from 
theatres are increasingly becoming the general 
idea ••. It is said that we are becoming a weak
ened and softened nation, not only because the 
frontier is not here any longer to struggle 
with, but also because we shrink increasingly 
from any sort of active struggle .with Nature. 

Stefansson ultimately concluded with the consolation, 

"Whatever the general effeminacy of' our time may b!3, we 

do still have among us a considerable number of men of the 

Roosevelt type. 014 

12Vilhjamur Stefansson,The Northward Course of Emnire, (New 
York,1922), 

13Thirl .. n.?"O. l4Ihid .. n.241. 
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Even after World War Two had developed an anti-racism 

bias in world opinion, this faith in the north as a deter

minant of raci.al character resurfaced in a study by Griffith 

Taylor entitled Canada: A study of cool continental environ

ments and their effect on British and French settlement. 15 

The book was based on Taylor's theory that the globe is 

divisible into five latitude belts which correspond to 

belts of agriculture potential and belts of physical 

and mental development for man. Canada, of course, is 

ideally situated for both aspects. Although the concepts 

are expressed with the "scientific" precision afforded by 

graphs, maps and charts, the old idea of northern racial 

superiority emerges very quickly. 

Contemporary academics have been far more restrained 

when analyzing the situation of the Canadian north. One of 

the most popular approaches has been the application of 

the metropolis-hinterland theory. Canadian historians in 

particular have found the theory useful to describe change 

and process, since it is not limited to description of a 

static state of affairs as an area develops from a hinterland 

serving a certain metropolis to becoming a metropolis in 

its own right, exploiting a new hinterland beyond itself. 

Even opponents of the theory would agree that the Canadian 

north (and particularly the Mackenzie Basin) is a hinterland 

15Griffith Taylor,Canada: A Study etc.,(London and New York, 
1950), first edition, 1947. 
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f'or a variety of' metropoli, The contentious issue, however, 

is whether the northern regions will ever outg,row their 

status as a hinterland, It is feasible that some unforeseen 

technological advance will enable northern areas once 

considered remote and unproductive to become more important 

sectors of the Canadian economy. However, given the current 

extreme costs of maintaining northern labour forces and 

transporting goods "out" to market, it must be conceded 

that the northern economy will continue to be based in the 

foreseeable future on limited extractive industries such as 

mining, timber and petroleum. It is not feasible to undertake 

much processing at the resource sites, and indeed, it is 

often not sound economics to extract the raw materials 

themselves if there is insufficient world demand to main

tain a high market price. 

Does this mean then, that areas like the South 

Nahanni are going to remain permanent hinterlands, economically 

and otherwise? There has been considerable debate of this 

issue within the context of Third World underdevelopment, 

and many of the themes and theories of this discussion 

are directly applicable to the Canadian North. 

One analyst has defined the term "hinterland" in the 

contemporary sense as an area which has not been "directly 

affected by the growth of modern industrial society. "16 The 

process of industrialization may be slowed or accelerated 

16Ronald Cohen, "Modernism and the Hinterland: The Canadian 
Example," International Journal of Comparative 
Sociolo~y,Vol.12 (1966),p.53. 
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by factors such as distance, the traditional culture of 

an area's peoples, the need for employment of local 

people in industry, and even the image an industrial 

society holds of its hinterland. 17 Based on this analysis, 

the northern Canadian hinterland will be slow, if not 

impossible, to completely "modernize" and be niade an 

integral part of the southern society. Past and present 

transportation technology has lessened the degree of 

isolation in the North, but the fact still remains that 

much of Canada's land mass continues to be isolated not 

only in terms of distance, but the nature of the terrain 

also. tends to maintain the northern regions as a separate 

unit. The Athapascan culture has proven remarkable resistant 

to imposed European values, and recent militant protests 

by the younger Den~ indicate that· the native culture is 

not yet prepared to submit. As for the labour force, 

unemployment and a sluggish economy in the south continue 

to ensure that there will be no shortage of imported 

labour for northern resource extraction. Coupled with 

this fact is also the traditional attitude of Euro-Canadians 

to the native people of the north. Having for several 

generations seen the Indians as child-like and slightly 

inferior mentally, it seems unlikely that the industrialized 

i 7 Ibid. , p • .54-. 

[] 

[ 
l 
I 

[ 1 

[l 

ll 
:;;: [] '/" 

.. ':,: [l \>:' 

[] 

· l] 

· .. : .. :·: ... " 
'::~:::::: 
....... 

[] 

u 
D 

:.::::·.; l l ........ , 
r~:.-:::_;· ·-· 

.U 

[_J 

u 



n 
I ' 

: .J 

n 

I ,J 

n 
n 
r1 

' 

n 
r~ 
lll 

j 

LJl 
j 

U1 

[]1 
- I 

U1 

U1 
' 

U1 
·-J 

UJ· 

UJ 

U1 
r .1 
~I 

-239-

southerners will consider them suitable employees for 

positions requiring skill and reliability. Hence the 

Dene and other native people in northern Ontario and 

Quebec continue to be pushed aside from the process of· 

modernization, even if they want to become a part of it. 

The re may be a few who "succeed" on white terms, but most 

Dene remain unskilled, peripheral workers who continue to 

rely on traditional methods of livelihood or else accept 

government welfare payments. However, the very fact that 

some are willing to accept welfare is an indication of a 

certain degree of acceptance of the value-system associated 

with industrialization. Hunting for food may enable one to 

live, but it does not purchase refrigerators and television 

sets and other accoutrements of the modern life which has 

become highly desireable to many Native people today. 

Hence, one must conclude that because of the nature 

of the northern economy and because of cultural orienta

tions and attitudes, the Canadian North is likely to 

remain a permanent hinterland. A scarcity of natural 

resources and the difficulties associated with the 

successful exploitation of what is available 1. are only 

parts of the problem. Attitudes of the Dene toward the 

rest of Canada, and reciprocal attitudes of Canadians 

toward the Dene are the other, equally important, aspects 

to be considered. Unless radical innovations in technology 

are developed, it seems unlikely that the north will ever 

move from its position as hinterland. And unless "imaginative 
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outside intervention"18 materializes, the native peoples 

of Canada are virtually condemned to remain looked in 

the welfare system. New policy directions are badly 

nee'ded; unfortunately most government departments continue 

to approach the problem on the old terms of progress and 

development in the modern sense of industrialization. 

The fact that the north will remain a hinterland must be 

recognized, and the "people problem" approached from that 

orientation. 

Another academic approach to the study of the 

northern regions is proving to be very useful. Cont.emporary 

geographers and historians have rejected the extrell\es of 

the environmental determinists, but continue to acknowledge 

the important role of the physical environment in a more 

subtle approach which has been called "cuitural ecology". 

The relationship between man and his natural surroundings 

is accepted, but the causal linkage is eliminated, so that 

although it can be admitted that the geographical realities 

of the north have to some extent limited or directed the 

possibilities of settlement and growth, it is also impor

tant to consider the ro.le of culture and historical 

inheritance. Hence, as this study has demonstrated, any 

~0alysis of the northern ecosystem must take into consider-

ation the interaction between the original people and their 
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surroundings, between the original people and the European 

settlers, between the northern economy and the southern, 

and the changing attitudes of both northerners and 

"outsiders", as well as the traditional concerns of the 

physical environment and its dictates. 

Thus, it is true that rugged terrain prevented the 

growth of a large and prosperous Native community in the 

Nahanni Valley, and for a time, delayed the incursion of 

white traders and prospectors. But of equal ·importance in 

determining the cbmposition of society in the region today 

is the sequence and nature of the cultural interaction. In 

spite of the cultural onslaught of the evangelical mission

aries and the colonization methods of the Canadian 

goverrunent, the Athapaskan culture has proven quite 

resilient to these imposed values, and the recent protests 

indicate that the native culture is not prepared to submit, 

although evidence of personal and social dislocation is 

sadly evident. 

What then is the significance of this northern 

factor to Canada?' Would this nation be fundamentally 

different if it did not encompass the South Nahanni 

River region and other northern areas like it? The 

response must be affirmative, Canada is not a "northern 

nation" in the sense developed by Stefansson, Taylor and 

others who portray the Canadian character as a product of 

·: ~ :: ~· 
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moulding by the northern physical environment. But there 

is clearly an undercurrent of northern awareness in 

Canadian culture which surfaces frequently enough that 

it ought not to be lightly dismissed, 

Books, films, and other art forms continue to 

utilize northern backgrounds and northern themes. A plot 

will seem more "Canadian" if it is set in a northern 

wood than if it occurs in cosmopolitan Toronto. The 

Group of Seven artists produced works which are popularly 

perceived as the quintessence of Canadianism in.canvas 

art, and their themes are invariably northern. Popular 

culture continues to express the ideology of the frontier. 

False as its assumptions may be, it offers a basis for 

national pride and perhaps for some, even as the source 

for a· sense of purpose. 

Economically, the country is still dependent on 

resource extraction industries; as the minerals, petroleum, 

and timber of the "south" are gradually exhausted, many 

continue to place optimistic expectation on the unproven 

areas of the north. With current concerns over petroleum 

supplies, Canadians continue to drive large automobiles 

and heat poorly insulated homes because of their confidence 

in the Arctic gas potential and the Athabasca Tar Sands. 

Politically, too, the north frequently intrudes on 

the lives of southerners. The absolute control of the 

federal goverP.ment is being challenged by the whites in 
·- ---
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the Yukon and the Northwest 'l'erl~itories as a result of 

the growth process evident throughout this study, a.l'ld the 

Mackenzie Basin has become the contemporary focus for the 

country's greatest tragedy and social problem: the crisis 

of the Native peoples. This misfortune provides Canada with 

an ideal opportunity for innovative policy and progressive 

attitudes that could make Canada a world example in the 

end of colonial-imperialist domination of the Third World. 

Interest in the North is not limited to English

speaking Canadians, either. One of the clearestexpressions 

of the manner in which Canadians visualize and interpret 

their northland is a study, little known in Anglo-Canada, 

written by professor Louis-Edmond Hamelin entitled 

Nordicit~ canadienne (1975), And of the many.articles 

written by modern explorers fascinated with the Nahanni 

as a wilderness area, it will be noted that a large 

proportion is written by French speaking adventurers. 19 

It must not be assumed that the northern factor is 

unique to Canada, for obviously the u.s.S.R., the U.S.A., 

and the Scandinavian countries control significant areas 

LJi of northern territory. However, the particular patterns 

·I of development in the Canadian north are unique because 

Ur 
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of the different cultures, different economies, and 

different political orientations. In addition, the 

19see bibliography section on "Travel Literature", 
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particular response of Canadians to their northlands may 

be unique. Clearly, there is room for comparative study. 

While to date, some such work has been undertaken, it is 

primarily concerned with the impact of the environment and 

the role it has played in determining the direction of 

economic development. Greater emphasis is required on the 

other factors such as the cultural "inheritance" of each 

region, and the interaction between the various groups of 

colonizers and colonized. The patterns observed in the 

development (or lack of development) of the South Nahanni 

parallel the process discernable throughout Canada's north, 

and Canadian response to those changes, whether op"inions 

are based on fact or myth, has played an important part 

in our changing perceptions of this nation. Processes 

which are now occurring in the north are part of processes 

which have occurred in the past in similar form in other 

parts of Canad.a; by understanding the similarities and 

differences, the processes might be directed in. the 

desireable path to the mutual benefit of northern and 

southern Canada. Also, by examining first-hand the transitions 

in the contemporary north, it may be possible to reach a 

fuller understanding about the more distant past in Canada's 

other regions. The development of t~e Nahanni, like that of 

the remainder of the North, is thus at once both a reflection 

of Canadian experience in the past, and a shared Canadian 

experience for the future. 
'. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Campbell's fascinating accoun-1; of so-called Nahari..ni 

Indians which has become an integral part of the literature 

of ·i;he north, is actually irrelevant for the purposes of this 

study, He spent the winter of 1838-39 at Dease Lalce, in a 

continuing attempt to establish a permanent post,Campbell 

referred to the Dease River as the "Nahany River"r the 1854 

Arrowsmith map labels it the "Dease or Nahany R. " and calls the 

South Nahanni the "Nahanni R," Campbell also referred to the 

Indians he encountered as "Nahanyl' or "Trading Nahany". His 

famous description of' "Shakes", the feared chief whom he 

befriended, and the story of' a Nahany tribe led by a woman 

(of pale complexion!) have since become popular tales. At firs~ 

glance, it may be argued that these Indians may well have been 

Mountain Indians, but Campbell's description of their customs 

and language immediately dispels the notion. These Indians 

traded directly with the Russians on the coast,lived on 

salmon, were ac~uainted with the H.B.C. traders McLaughlin 

and Douglas on the Pacific side of the mountains, and the 

* "chieftainess" wore silver bracelets. Most likely,Shakes 

** was a coastal Tlinkit, and the woman's tribe Sekanni. It is 

interesting to note that although this woman 'traded for white 

man's goods, she claimed that Campbell was the first white 

man she had seen.Again, the pattern of influence before actual 

r '1 contact is repeated. 
l-:J 

r1 L~ * ' See Clifford Wilson,Campbell of the Yukon, (Toronto,1970),pp.25ff, 

** As proposed by E .E .Rich, "Trade Habits and Economic Motivation 
Amnr1J:r +.h"' Triniari"' of' North Amerioa." C.J.E.P.S .. (Feb.1q6o). 
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APPENDIX 2 

MISSIONARIES AT FORT SIMPSON 

0 .M. I. C.M.S. 
1858-60 ..•• Fr.Grollier (t.) 
1860-64 ..•. Fr.Gascon (t.) 
1864-73 ...• Fr.Grouard (t.) 
1873-94 .. , .Fr.de Krangue(p.) 

1858-59 .... James Hunter (t.) 
1859-68 .••. w.w.Kirkby (p.) 
1868-74 .••• w.D.Reeve (p;) 

1894-1904 •• Fr.L.Brochu (p.) 

1874-84 .•.. Bishop W.C.Bompas(t,) 
1885- ? .•.. J. Spendlove (p. ) 

MISSIONARIES AT FORT LIARD · 

1860-63(64?) ••. Fr.Gascon (t,) 
1864-71 .••.•••. Fr.Grouard (t,) 
1871-93 .••••••. Fr.de Krangue(p.) 
1893-1915 •.•••• Fr.le Guen (p.) 

ANGLICAN ORGANIZATION 

1849 
DIOCESE OF RUPERT'S LAND 

l 
Athabaska,1872 

I 
I Saskatchewan,1872 I Moosonee,1872 

Mackenzie River,1884 

I 
Yukon,1891 
(Selkirk) 

Keewatin, 1901 
Qu'Appelle,1884 I 

Calgary,1887 
Arctic,1933 
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APPENDIX 5A 

INDEPENDENT TRADING SITES, NAHANNI REGION 

FORT LIARD 
1)Hudson's Bay Company 
2)Hislop and Nagle 
3)Northern Traders Ltd. 
4)Lamson & Hubbard 
5)J,H.Sime 
6)George P.Turner 

LIARD RIVER POST (right bank) 
1 )Hans Rorwich 

NETLA RIVER (right bank) 
1)Northern Traders Ltd. 
2)George Boudah 
3)George P.Turner 

NAHANNI BUTTE 
1)Alvin John LaFlair 
2)Northern Traders Ltd. 
3)Poole Field' 
4)J.H.Mulholland 
5)George P.Turner 
6)Nahanni Trading Co. 

LIARD RIVER RAPIDS • 
1)H.B.C.outpost of Ft.Simpson 

DEER LAKE (local name) 

~~1936-1938 

1805-present 
1901?-1909? 
1915?-1938 
1921?-1924 
1938-1956? 
1958-1960 

1936-1938 

1928-1932? 
1932?-191.f.8 
191.r-5-1951.f. 

1915-1948 
1918?-1921.f,? 
1928-1935 
1935-1938 
1951.f.-1970 
1969-present 

1928-1930? 

(closed 181)-20) 

(sold to H.B.C.) 
(sold to H.B.C.) 

(sold to Boudah) 

Source:P.J.Usher,Fur Trade Posts of the Northwest Territories 
1870-1970,(Northern Science Research Group,DIAND, 
1971). 
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APPENDIX 5B 

1930 GAl.VJE REGULATIONS 

NORTHWEST TERRITORIES 
WHITE ' OPEN SoASON -SI.AC!< I CLOSE s£<50N 

KIND 01' FUR 

OR GAME 

!l(EtWATUI ... HD 
BEA.Y.E'R FRAN:KLIN blST'S, 

B£4YER .. MAeKEHZIE DIST. 

FOJ( Al\CTIC -8LUC AtlD WHIT£ 
SOU'TH OF'llMBER LINE 

FO>( ARCTIC-BLUE AND Y(ltlT! 
KORTH OF11MBER UNE. 

FOK OTHER THAN ARCTic 
50!.rTH OF ARCTIC CIRCLE 

FOX OTHER 'THAN ARC11C 
NORTH OF "~c:nC: ClRCL~ 

[
.WUTH CW ARCTIC 
ti RC LE 

[
NOltTH er ARCTIC 
CIA.CL~ 

, • MUSKRAT [SOUTH O~ ARCTfC 
CIRCLE 

Mt.1.$KRAT (HORTH OF ARC:TIC 
ClRCLE 

l.Y'H:l. .. MARTEN·MtNK·FISHER 

PARTRIDGC"'l"TARMIGl-ff•PAAIRtt: 
CHICKElf AHO OTHER G.ROU!lt 

Moost-OEER-MT.GOAT 

t;.f.Rt'&OU .. MOUNTAUI SHt!:&P 

WClO G~SS:-WILt> DUCK 

WIL1i&WAN' .. WJ.ll'n; Pt.t.lCAffS 

SUFrALO - MUSK·OJli 
WA~ITI Qi=t ELK 

H~1Tlmbr.Un• m1aro Ml'U., ... 111>r.tt; """'"°"'..,j -l~,; u &~on ,...p"" •orlh•••n~ Tcrrl!.orltti tt:ZI 

~ Of'tn $01Rt1 •• lhcrM\•bo"' bft-• lft'te.ll,,_ lff Mflt'th ID3Ct 

" ............... __..._ ......... .,.._..,_..,_,. 
.......... , .......... o ... ..,. 
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Source:Government of Canada,Department of the Interior, 
Re ulations Res ectin Grune in t e Northwest Territories, 

Ottawa, 19JO 
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APPENDIX 5C 

VALUE OF BEAVER PELTS 

Season Average Value/pelt 

1920-21 DllllD6bll11111111 $16.31 
1921-22 11 II II II I II 0 " II OI 11 <I 18.38 
1922-23 11111111111111.1111100 14.04 
1923-24 111111•11011111111 15.03 
1924-25 II II II II II I I II • II I D 20.22 
1925-26 1111111111111111111111 19.77 
1926-27 10111111111111• 22.85 

*1927-28 111111111•••··· 26.78 
*1928-29 ........ 11•••• 26.61 
*1929-30 I D II II I 11 t I t I 11 11 21.46 
*1930-31 II I I .I I II II I I I I I 14.77 

1931-32 a I II a II t II a II I I I 11.59 
1932-33 I II I a t II I II I I I I 9,74 
1933-34 11 11 I I I 11 I I I D 11 I s.05 

*For comparison with the $25 per pelt given to t4e Indians 
during the closed season,1928-1931. 

Source:Canada Year Book 
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APPENDIX .5D 

Average percentage of each fur-bearer taken 

TYPE 

Red Fox 
Lynx 
Mink 
Muskrat 
Ermine 
Beaver 

*Marten 

by white trappers 
1932-35 

39% 
29 
22 
15 
25 
12 
15 

*Largest fur take from Nahanni 

1940-4} 

42% 
23 
23 
20 
20 
19 
10 

Source :M. J. &J, L. Robinson, "Fur Production in the N. W. T. ", 
Canadian Geographical Journal,Vol.J2,no.1(Jan.1946), 
p.38. 

APPENDIX 5E 

NATIVE POPULATION IN THE N.AHANNI REGION 

YEAR LI ARD SIMPSON 
DISTRICT DISTRICT SOURCE 

1898 205 599 Indian Commissioner 
Forget (estimate) 

1913 3.50 350 Indian Commissioner 
Conroy (estimate) 

1920 217 364 Conroy (census) 

1929 225 312 
1931 225 343 Dominion Census 

1934 337 341 Dept.Indian Affairs 

1941 208 378 Dominion Census 
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APPENDIX 6 A 

FORT LIARD REVENUE COMPARISON 

SOURCE 1967* 

SALARIES Government $19,911 
Private 7,019 

TRAPPING 21,443 

CRAFTS 1,105 

SOCIAL ASSISTANCE Legislation 21,512 
Assistance in goods 5,047 
Other 600 

%total 

26. 0 
9,2 

28.0 

1.4 

28.1 
6.6 
0.8 
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$103,000 49,4 
23,400 

48,000 
II 

1,ooolf 

34,ooo# 

22.8 

0.5 

16. 2 

.. :..:= 

.· .:· 

·=5 .. ·:::·~:.: 
-:=·. ;··:~.··· 

_______________________ ;·;;~~\~:~·;; 
TOTAL SALARIES 
TOTAL ASSISTANCE 
APPROX.VALUE COUNTRY FOOD 
G~AND TOTAL SALARIES & ASSISTANCE 

#Estimate 

$26,930 
27,159 
57,500(?) 
76,637 

##Does this include all three categories? 

$127,300 
34,ooo 
22,020 

210,300 

*Source: G.M.Higgins, The Lower Liard Region.an Economic 
Survev, (D.I.A.N.D. ,Ottawa, 1969). 

**Source: Gemini North, (Yellowknife, 1974) , 

f ~ii;~ii"ii~ 
f j:~}'.i!~i'.'. 



APPENDIX 6 B 

NAHANNI BUTTE REVENUE (196'2-68) 
ACTUAL 

WAGE LABOUR Government $16,524 
Private 4,ooo 

(guides) 

TRAPPING 7,282 

CRAFTS 1,714 

SOCIAL ASSISTANCE 
Legislat:ion 

' 
4,172 

Assistan.ce in 893 
Goods ' 

TOTAL $34,045 

Average Household Income/year $3 1 404 
Average per capita Income $ 558 

-252-

% OF TOTAL 

48.5% 
11.7 

21.4 

5.0 

12.3 
2.6 

Source: G.M.Higgins,The Lower Liard Re«ion: An Economic 
Suryey, (D ·I .A. N .D. , Ottawa, 1969). 
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APPENDIX 6 C 

*Non-mobile population by reason of type of employment. 
**Labour mobile population (people who can easily move to 

another place of employment). 

Source: G.M.Higgins,The Lower Liard Region: An Economic 
Survey, (D.I .A, N. D. , Ottawa, 1969). 
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APPENDIX 6 D 

SCHOOL ENROLMENT,SELECTED SITES 
MACKENZIE DISTRICT,1967 

SCHOOL NO. ENROLMENT BY STATUS 
TEACHERS ESKIMO INDIAN OTHER 

M F M F ll'I F 

Fort Liard 1 7 s 
Fort Norman 2 12 14 1.5 9 
Fort Simpson 19 17 11 101 129 72 55 
Fort Smith 44 5 4 121 124 312 274 
Jean Marie R. 1 s 2 1 
Nahanni Butte 1 9 6 1 
Norman Wells. 2 21 17 
Tungsten 2 11 14 
Wrigley 2 13 18 J 

TOTAL,Mackenzie 257 526 524 6SO 74J 1,167 1, 062 District 

TOTAL 

JS 
.50 

JS5 
840 
11 
16 
JS 
25 
J4 

4,702 

I 
.ll 

n 
ll 

;',:\'.1' ·:· 

;~;:~o 

n 
[J 

[] 

0 
Note: .. lj The total is given f'or comparison purposes only. It ·_.::.,.:, 

does not include the public and separate schools ·:"''."1. 
in Yellowknif'e nor the separate school at Hay River; ; .. =:\._:::.:. 
these schools listed in the chart are only those ,=;/=Jj 
administered by the Northern Administration Branch,D.I .A.N.D ·:':[ 

Source:D.I.A.N.D.,Annual Report,Ottawa, 1968 
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C.M.S. 

D.I.A.N.D. 

D.N.A.N.R. 

H.B.C. 

N.F.B. 

N.w.c. 

O.M.I. 

P.C.H.R.I. 

R.C.M.P. 

R.N.W.M.P. 

S. P .F. 

S. P ,G. 
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

..•....•.....•. Church Missionary Society 

• .............• Department of Indian Affairs and 
Northern Development 

•........••••.• Department of Northern Af'fairs 
and National Resources 

6 •••••••••••••• Hudson's Bay Company 

•..•........•.• National Film Board 

, .......•...•.. North West Company 

.•....•.•.....• Oblates of Mary Immaculate 

• .•......•..... Parks Canada Historic Resources 
Inventory 

•••...••.•..••. Royal Canadian Mounted Police 

. .•.•••.•...•.• Royal North West Mounted Police 

•.•.•.....••..• Society for the Propagation of 
the Faith 

•••...•••....•• Society for the Propagation of 
the Gospel 
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A NOTE ON SOURCES 

THE EXTENSION OF THE FUR TRADE. 1800-1851 

The standard general work on the Canadian fur trade 

'has been H.A.Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada. George Bryce's 

Remarkable History of the Hudson's Bay Company (London,1900) 

contains some useful material, but E.E.Rich's intensive, 

three volume study of the H.B.C.(Toronto,1960) provides 

the basis for an understanding of the activities of that 

company. See also several works by John S.Galbraith. For 

the N.W.C., the documents collected in L.R.Masson's 

L • . .:1~ ( • N es bourgeois de la compagnie~nord-ouest reprinted ew 

York, 1960) are important. 

Most of the material for the first chapter was drawn 

from the fabulous collection at the H.B.C. Archives in 

Winnipeg •. The Hudson's Bay Record Society has published a 

portion of the more important documents, but much exciting 

source material remains in its original form. Most useful 

are the post journals (in this case, Fort Simpson), but see 

also the post Indian Accounts and reports. The voluminous 

personal correspondence of Sir George Simpson has been 

indexed, which provides a considerable research short cut. 

Recently, a number of excellent thematic studies of 

the fur trade have been published. These include Ray and 

Freeman, "Give Us Good measure" (Toronto, 1978); Heidenreich 

and Ray, The Early Fur Traders:A Study in Cultural Interaction 
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(Toronto, 19•76) ; Ray, The Indians in the Fu"r Trade (Toronto, 

19'74). For the period prior to 1857, Rich• s The Fu"r Trade and 

the Northwest (Toronto,1967) provides the basic background 

material. The papers of the North American fur trade 

conference periodica!ly provide a number of useful new studies. 

THE MISSIONARY INVASION, 1850-1896 

Gathering material for chapter three was greatly 

facilitated by the extensive collection of Anglican 

documents contained in the Archives of the Ecclesiastical 

Province of Rupert's Land, held at the Provincial Archives 

of Manitoba. The general history by T.C.B.Boon, The Anglican 

Church from the Bay to the Rockies (Toronto,1962) is a 

useful introduction from the Protestant viewpoint; the 

equivalent Roman Catholic publication is the History of the 

Catholic Church in Western Canada by A.G.Morice (Toronto, 

1910). The standard work on the c.M.s. is Eugene Stock's 

multi-volume history published in 1899, of which volumes 

II and III were the most useful for this study. An enormous 

body of popular literature describing the "heroic" exploits 

Of the northern missionaries exists. Factually, these works 

are frequently highly inaccurate, but the attitudes expressed 

indicate a great deal about the mentality of the early 

~iss.ion workers. 

Primary source material is available in abunda.~ce, 

bUt much of it is very difficult to use. The field reports, 

annual letters and magazine articles of both the C.M.S. 

and D.M,I. personnel are more concerned with expressions of 
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theology and pleas f'or f'unds than with accurate descriptions 

of' the daily work. Reports of' the inter-church rivalry 

certainly make lively- reading, but after a point, do not 

provide much useful information. Nevertheless, if' one has 

the patience, the C.M.S.Intelligencer and the Catholic 

Ann.ales de la Propagation de la Foi are probably the best 

sources f'or details of the northern missions. 

Surprisingly little scholarly work has been done 

on mission work in Canada. Jean Usher (Friesen)•s study 

of' William Duncan of Metlakatla, based on her Ph.D. thesis 

(Ottawa, 19?4), provides a useful background and serves as 

an interesting comparison with other C.M.S. mission work in 

Canada. Several masters theses have also been produced at 

the University of Manitoba and elsewhere. 

CANADIAN INTEREST AROUSED. 1896-1922 

Material f'or this chapter was drawn f'rom a variety 

of sources. Those who require further details on the 

R.N.W.M.P./R.C.M.P. wi11· f'ind the search frustrating. The 

few histories of Canada's police force are generally dis

appointing as they seem to approach the f'orce either with a 

highly critical attitude based on recent revelations of 

R.C.M.P. activities, or else they are so sympathetic as to 

practically re inf'orce the Hollywood· "Mountie" image • A Ph.D. 

thesis by William R.Morrison for the University of Western 

Ontario (1973) manages a more balanced approach., but its 

emphasis is on the police role in the Arctic region. 
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Searches at the Public Archives of Canada also produced 

material that was largely of interest to students of the 

region further north. Hence, material on the Fort Simpson 

detachment was primarily drawn from the police annual 

reports. 

The Geological Survey publications provide a real 

r1 wealth of information on the exploration and development 

~J 

U1 

of the north, and fortunately, all are readily available. 

For a good introduction to the organization and work of 

the Survey, see Morris Zaslow, Reading the Rocks: The Story 

of the Geological Survey of Canada (Ottawa,1975), 

For information on Treaty 11, the case built by 

Oblate historian father Ren~ Fumoleau in As Long as this 

Land Shall Last (Toronto,1973) provides a good beginning, 

since Father Fumoleau fully documents his claims. The book 

requires careful reading, however, because it is intended 

primarily to defend the position that Treaties 8 and 11 are 

not valid agreements. To put these treaties in context, it 

is highly advisable to consult Alexander Morris' The Treaties 

of Canada with the Indians (1880), available as a Coles 

Canadiana reprint. 

A good general introduction is Morris Zaslow, The 

Opening of the Canadian North 1870-~914 (Toronto,1971). 

Zaslow's M.A. thesis for the University of Toronto (1948) is 

a detailed and rather tedious study of transportation in the 

Mackenzie Basin during this period and will be useful 

.. . ". 
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primarily to those in need of specific information, not 

for general reading or theory. 

PROSPECTORS AND INDEPENDENT TRADERS, 1922-1940 

Chapter Five is based on material from two main 

sources: the Public Archives of Canada, and Parks Canada's 

oral history collection on the Nahanni. The use of the 

former should be clear in the footnotes and bibliography; 

the use of the latter requires some explanation. W.D.Addison 

was awarde_d a Parks Canada contract in 1974 to record on 

cassette tape the recollections of the older generation of 

Nahanni residents who were rich repositories of half a 

century of history that has never been written down. 

Typescripts of four interviews have been published in the 

Manuscript Report Series (number 196,volumes I and II), 

while the remaining twelve are currently being prepared 

for publication. Some of the interviews are excellent, and 

are accompanied by documents which verify many of the 

interviewee's statements. Other interviews do not really 

provide much useful information. 

There are a number of.shortcomings in the use of 

interviews prepared by someone else. Many of the questions 

posed and answered deal with subjects more appropriate to 

a hunter planning his fall safari than with historical 

reminiscing. This situation is to be expected; Mr.Addison's 

purposes in posing his questions were obviously not identical 

with those of a student researching a thesis. However, it is 
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fair to criticize the collection on the limited variety of 

persons chosen to interview. All are white prospectors, 

with the exception of one lVIetis, Ted Trindell, and one 

missionary (Father Turcotte). Some of the men did a fair 

amount of trapping, but their primary interest was pros

pecting. There are no Treaty Indians, no. women, no police 

officers (two whom Addison planned to interview had died, 

but no others were approached), no pilots, and no Indian 

Agents or other government administrators. Addison was 

primarily interested in the various versions of the McLeod 

Brothers story and other prospecting activities, so infor

mation on the fur trade, mission work, and Native peoples 

is necessarily scanty. 

Of course, any oral history requires careful 

verification, since individual recollections of past 

events are notoriously inaccurate. The chronology prepared 

by Addison provided a useful starting point. Cross references 

to material searched in the P.A.C. also assisted in the 

process. Other sources used for comparative purposes 

included R.M.Patterson, The Dangerous River (1954); Dick 

. Turner, Nahanni (1975) 1 the Bill Clark diaries and Alan 

Came'ron papers held by the University of Alberta Archives; 

and documents appended to two of the interview transcripts 

now being prepared for publication. 

CORPORATE RESOURCE EXPLOITATION, 1940-1972. 

Again, the Parks Canada oral history collection and 
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material f'rom the Public Archives were major sources f'or 

this chapter. Other usef'ul sources include the Canadian 

Geo~raphical Journal which has published over the years 

a large number of' articles on the Northwest Territories. 

The best general work on the northern situation today is 

K.J.Rea, The Political Economy of' the Canadian North (Toronto, 

1968). A most useful article for theory is RonaJdCohen, 

"Modernism and the Hinterland: The Canadian Example," 

.r11ternational Journal of Comparative Sociology (1966). 

On the subject of native peoples, specific information 

regarding culture and culture change for the Nahanni region 
I 

is rare. Most anthropo+ogists who study the northern 

Indians can provide good general information on the Atha

bascan group, but invariably refer to the Mountain Indians 

as a "little known tribe", and give only scanty details of 

·the Slave group. John Honigman' s studies of the Kaska (Yale, 

1949 and 1954) and June Helm MacNeish's research on the 

Athabascans are the most useful sources. Less helpful, but 

still containing some information, are older essays by 

James A.Te it ("Kaska Tales" ,Journal of American Folk-Lore, 

1917) and A.G.Morice ("The Nah-ane and their .Language", 

Transactions of the Canadian Institute, 1902-0J).Unfortunately 

Father Emile Petitot's extensive observations do not continue 

far enough west to include the South Nahanni River region. 

From a methodological viewpoint, several of the volumes in 

the Maoke.nzie Del ta Research Group series are helpful. Also 
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for the purposes of comparison, see the excellent study by 

r1 Robin Fisher, Contact and Conflict: Indian-European 

n 
n 

; 

Relations in British Columbia. 1774-1890, (Vancouver,1977). 

There is a considerable body of travel literature 

on the Nahanni, some of which is presented in the biblio

graphy. It is particularly interesting to note the 

n attraction that the area has held for the French Canadians. 

[]1 
l 

[JI 
l 

UJ 
I., 

L, I 

The river has been featured in Reader's Digest and is even 

the setting of a romantic novel! A study of this litera·l;ure 

would make an interesting topic in itself, 

Newspapers and governinent documents provided the 

basis for the remainder of the chapter. Queen's University 

Documents Unit is a particularly rich library of relevant 

material, including a copy of the little-known report of 

the Commission on Treaties 8 and 11. 

For sources on the north in general, please consult 

the bibliography, following. 

: ·~ 
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the Indians of North America."Canadian Journal of 
Economics and Political Science XXVI/1(Feb.1960): 
35-53· 

Sherwood,Angus. 11 Soine Remarks about the Athapascan 
Indians."Anthropologica 6(1958,old series):51-56. 

Tei t, James A. "Kaska Tales, "Journal of American Folk-
Lore 30(1917) :427-473· <· 

Upton, L. S. F. "The Origins of Canadian Indian Policy. " 
Journal of Canadia.~ Studies VIII/4(Nov.1973J• 
51-61. 
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Published Secondary Sources - Books 

Bolt,Christine.VictoTian Attitudes to Race" Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press,1971. 

Crowe,Keith.A HistoT:v of the Original Peoples of North
ern Ca.11ada.Mon-i:;real :McGill-Queen's Press, 1974. 

Fisher,Robin.Contact and Conflict:Indian-European 
Relations in British Columbia,1774-1890. 
Vancouver:U.B.C.Press,1977, 

Fumoleau,Ren~.As Long as this Land Shall Last.Toronto: 
McLelland and Stewart,1973, 

Geographic Board of Canada.Handbook of Indians of 
Canada.Ottawa:King•s Printer,1913.(reprinted 
Coles Publishing,1971). 

Jenness,Diamond.The Indians of Canada.4th edition. 
National Museums of Canada,Anthropological 
Series Number 15,1958.First Published 1932, 

Honigman,John.Culture and Ethos of Kaska Society. 
Yale University Press,1949. 

----------.The Kaska Indians:An Ethnographic 
Reconstruction. Yale University Press,1954. 

Millar,James F.V. and G.J.Fedirchuk.Mackenzie River 
Archaeological Survey.Northern Pipelines Task 
Force on Oil Development. February,1975. 

Morice,A.G.Essai su~ l'origine des Denes. Qu~bec: 
L•Evenement,1915. 

Morris,Alexander.Treaties of Canada with the Indians, 
Coles Canadiana Reprint 1979.1st published 
Toronto,1880. 

National Museums of Canada.The Athapaskans1Strangers 
of the North.Dttawa:Queen's Printer,1974 . 

Pearce,Roy.Savagism and Ciyilization:A Study of the 
Indian and the American Mind.Baltimore:Johns 
Hopkins,1965 (revised edition). 

Petitot,Emile.Traditions indiennes du Canada nord-ouest. 
Paris:G.P.Maisonneuve and Larose,1886. 

Savoie,Donat(ed.) Les A_merindiens du Nord-Ouest ca.~adien 
au 19e siecle selon Emile Petitot.V9l,II. 
Mackenzie Delta Research Project,1971. 
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Published Secondarv Sources - Books (can't) 

Sloboden,Richard.Metis of the Mackenzie District. 
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Ottawa: Canadian Research Centre for Anthro
pology, 1966. 

Watkins,Mel(ed). Dene Nation - The Colony Within. 
Toronto:University of Toronto Press,1977• 

See also the entries under "Nineteenth Century Fur Trade" 
and "Mission Work". 
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GOLD/MINING 

PRIMARY SOURCES 

Unpublished 

University of Alberta Archives,Alan Cameron Papers. 
"South Nahanni Trip Journal" ( 1935). MG 77-100, 
file F-8. 

University of Alberta Archives,Bill Clark Diaries. 
MG 7, item 1. 

Published 

Camsell,C. and W.Malcolm. The Mackenzie River Basin. 
G.S.C.Memoir Number 108.0ttawa:1919· 

Dawson,George M. Report on an Exploration in the 
Yukon District,N.W.T. Geological Survey 
of Canada Bulletin 629.ottawa11898. 

Hacquebard,P.A. and M.S.Barss. A Carboniferous Spore 
Assemblage in Coal from the South Nahanni 
River Area,N.W.T. G.S.C.Bulletin 40.0ttawa: 
1957. 

Keele,Joseph. A Reconnaissance Across the Mackenzie 
Mountains. G.S.C.No.1097.0ttawa11910. 

Periodicals 

Edmonton Journal 

The Saturday News (Edmonton,Alberta) 

Yukon News (Whitehorse) 
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Primary Sources - Periodicals (can't) 

The Canadian Institute. of Mining and Metallurgy Bulletin, 

SECONDARY SOURCES 

Published - Articles 

Brown, C. J. "The Geology of the Flat River Tungsten 
Deposits."Canadian Mining and Metallurgical 
Bulletin.54/591(July,1961):510-513. 

Johnson,Ron,"Looking for Gold •.• Passing of' a Northern 
Era." North XXI/4 (July-Aug.1974) 132-33. 

Published - Books 

Berton,Pierre. Klondike. Toronto:McLelland and Stewart, 
1972.(1st edition,1958). 

Buck,W.K. and J,F, Henderson."The Role of' Mineral 
Resources in the Development and Colonization 
of' Northern Canada." In V.W.Bladen(ed). 
Canadian Population and Northern Colonization. 
University of' Toronto Press,_1962. 

Inglis,Alex.Northern Vagabond: The Lif'e and Career of' 
J.B.Tyrell.Toronto:McLelland and Stewart,1978. 

Innis,H.A.Settlement and the Mining Frontier.Canadian 
Frontiers of' Settlement Series,Vo1.9. Toronto: 
Macmillan,1936, . 

Lord,C.S.Mineral Industry of District of' Mackenzie.N.W,T. 
G.s.c.Memoir 261.0ttawa:1951. 

MacGregor,J.G.The Klondike Rush Through Edmonton.1897-
1898. Toronto:MoLelland and Stewart,1970. 

Morrell,W.P. The Gold Rushes. London:Ada:m and Charles 
Black,1940. 

Shaw,Margaret Mason. Geologists and Prospectors.Toronto: 
Clarke-Irwin and Company,1958. 

Zaslow,Morris.Reading the Roc~s:The Story of the . 
. Geological Survey of Canada. Ottawa1Macmillan/ 
Department of Energy,Mines and Resources,1975, 
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Unpublished (Public Archives of Canada,Ottawa) 

Fur Trade (Twentieth Century) 
Hudson's Bax Trading Posts,1920's. RG5/file 

1045/item 405-5· 
Documents Relating to Revillon Freres,1926-38. 

RG 85/file 777/item 5676. . 
Northern Fur Trade,1926-38. RG 85/file.777/ 

item 5686-pt.1. 
Northern Fur Trade,1938-39. RG 85/file 777/ 

item 5686-pt.2. 
Northern Fur Trade,n.d. RG 85/file 777/item 

5672. 
Fur IndustrY. and Farming in Canada etc. 

RG 45/file 46/item 2694. 
Poole Field Trading Posts,1927-31. RG 85/ 

file 778/item 5708. 
Establishments and Transport Routes of the H.B.C. 

Canadian Map Collection H2/110-1927. 
Revillon "Freres,1910-·1937, RG 85/file 568/ 

item 31. 
Northern Trading Company,1920-38, RG 85/ 

file 568/item 36. 
Mineral Resources 

Mackenzie' District Affairs, G, S. C. , 1926-28, 
RG 45/file61/item 3483N3-Vo1.1. 

Gold,N.W.T.,1923-35· RG 45/file 27/item 288N3, 
Placer Claim on Flat Is.at Liard. RG 85/file 

2014/item 16303~. 
Newspaper Clippings, O.il in N. W. T. RG 85/file 

2002/item 157037. 
Dr.Geo.M.Dawson & William Bell Dawson. RG 45/ 

file 46/item 3018. 
Nahanni Gold Strike,1922-30. RG 85/file 587/ 

item 613. 
"Province" IV!ap of Klondike .Map Collection 

v1/703-1897. 
Yukon Gold Fields,Overland and River Routes. 

Map Collection N2/703-1897, 
Edmonton Journal Clipyings and Correspondence 

1916-38. RG 85/tile 571/item 256. 
Fenley H~nter's Report to G.S.C.,Feb.25,1929. 

RG 45,095, F-7· 
National Parks Affairs 

Proposed Parks,N.W.T. and Yukon,1957-59· 
RG 22/file 330/item 33-24-12. · 

Proposed Parks,N.W.T. and Yukon,1956-60. 
RG 22/file 397/item 330-12-1. 
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Unpublished Primary Sources (con't) 

Na·i;ional Parks Af'fairs (con' 'G) 
N, W. T. and Yukon Game Pre serves • l\l!ap Colle ct ion 

H2/702-1923. 
Game Management Zones in the N, W. 'I'. Map 

Collection H1/702-1957· 
Native Peoples 

Investigation into Grievances of N.W.T. 
Residents and Indians,1928. RG 85/ 
file 336/i tern 1578. · 

Expeditions chez les Dindjie,par Emile Petitot. 
Map Collection H12/709-Mackenzie 1s75, 

Trip to Fort Liard and Indian Problems. RG 85/ 
file 569/item 220, 

Northern Development,General 

Periodicals 

Mackenzie District Economic Development,1912-22. 
RG 85/file 574/item 323, 

Natural Resources Canada Publications. RG 85/ 
file 608/item 2591-Vol.2. 

General File re:Administration of the N.W.T. 
RG 85/file 1999/item 15678. 

Mail to Mackenzie District. RG 85/file 2015/ 
item 16434. 

Petition from A.F.George et al of Simpson 
District,1932. RG 85/file 835/item 7445, 

Clippings on N.W.T.Development,1919-31. RG 85/ 
file 1982/item 148953, 

Northwestern Canada,Basins of Mackenzie,Slave 
and Peace. Map Collection H2/1100-1927. 

Great Northwest-Mackenzie Basin.Map Collection 
H2/1100-[1922] 

The Arctic Circular (Ottawa) 

Edmonton Bulletin 

Edmonton Journal 

North 

Ora1 History: Parks Canada Historic Resources Inventory for 
Nahanni National Park,, prepared by W.D.Addison. 
Interviews conducted by Addison. Tapes and 
t~anscripts held by Parks Canada,Winnipeg,Man. 

Interview with Karl Aarhus,August,1976, 

Interview with Milton J.Campbell,July,1977, 
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Oral Histoi:x - (con•t) 
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Interview with Bill Clark,July 31 and August 1,1974. 
Transcribed in DIAND Manuscript Report Nu.mber 
196, Volume II. 

Interview with John Dewhurst,August,1976. 

Interview with Albert Faille ,May 1972 .Conducted bjr the 
C.B.C. Transcribed in DIAND Manuscript Report 
Number 196,Volume II. 

Interview with Carl Falcon,March 1977. 

Interview with Dick Field,August 1976. 

Interview with Allen H. ("Buster") Groat, August 1976. 

Interview with Gus Kraus,August 1974.Transcribed in 
DIAND Manuscript Repor.t Number 196, Vol. II. · 

Interview with Ole Loe,August 1976. 

Interview with William McLeod,August 1974.Transcribed 
in DIAND Manuscript Report Niµnber 196,Vol.I. 

Interview with A.S.McNeill,March 1977, 

Interview with R.M.Patterson,July 1974.Transcribed in 
DIAND Manuscript Report Number 196,Vol.I. 

Interview with Ted Trindell,July-August 1977, 

Interview with Father Turcotte,August 1977, 

Interview with Lloyd Tyerman,September 1976. 

Interview with Allan Wright,August 1976. 

Government Publications 

Government of Canada,Thirq Report of the Select Committee 
of the Senate,The Resources of the Great 
Mackenzie Basin.Ottawa:Queen's Printer,1888. 

Government of Canada,Department of the Interior. 
R ort of the Director of the Nort West 
Territories and Yukon.Branch. O.S.Finnie), 
Ottawa:King's Printer,1929. 

Government of Canada,Department of the Interior. 
Regulations Respectin~ Game in the Northwest 
Ter~itories,Ottawa:King's Printer,19JO. 

GoverDJnent of Canada,Department of the Interior. 
Report of the Director of the North West 
Territories and Yukon Branch,(O.S.Finnie). 
Ottawa:King's Printer,19J1. 
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Govern.ment Publications (con•t) 

·Government of Canada,Department of the Interior. 
The North West; Territo-ries 1930, {F,H.Kitto). 
Ottawa:King's Printer,1931. 

Government of Canada,Department of Resources and 
Development, Annual Reports. 1948-1951. 

Government of Canada,Department of Northern-Affairs 
and National Resources. The Northwest Territories 

-- . 

Todav. Ottawa :'Queen's Printer, 1965. :::_.::-

Government of Canada,Petroleum Resource Development 
Project. Mackenzie Corridor Develo ment Plan. 
Report Number 74-43. (January 1975 • 

Government of Canada,Department of Indian Affairs and 
Northern Development. Annual Reports. 1967-1978. 

Government of Canada,House of Commons. Debates. 
1926-1930. 1968~present. 

Other Primary Sources 

MacNeish,J .H. (ed). "The Poole Field Letters. "Anthropologica 
4(1957,old series):47-60. 

SECONDARY SOURCES 

Unpublished 

Anders,Gerhard."On the Economic Development of 
Canada's Northwest Territories."Ph.D.Thesis 
for Texas A and IV1 University,1972. 

Boyce,Gerald E."Canadian Interest in the Northwest, 
1856-60." Unpublished M.A. Thesis, University of 
Manitoba,1960. 

Stager, John K. ''Historical Geography of the Mackenzie 
River Valley,1750-1850." Unpublished Ph.D. 
Dissertation,University of Edinburgh,1962. 

Zaslow,Morris."A History of Transportation and 
Development of the Mackenzie River Basin, 
1874-1921." Unpublished M.A.Thesis,University 
of Toronto, 1948. • 

--------."The Development of the Mackenzie Basin, 
1920-1940." Unpublished Ph.D. Thesis,University 
of Toronto, 19 57. 

Published - Articles 

Bucksar,R.G. "The Sq_uatter on the Resource Frontier." 
Arctic 23/3(1970):201-204, 
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· Cohen,Ronald. "Moder:rilsm and the Hinterland:The 
Canadian Example." International Journal of' 
Comparative Sociology 12(1966):52-75. 

Cox,Bruce."Changing Perceptions of Industrial 
Development in the North. "Human Organization 
34/11(Spring 1975):27-33. 

Gibson,James R. "The Canadian and Russian Northlands: 
Critical Contrasts."York University· Department 
of Geography Discussion Papers 2(Apri1,1978. 

Kupsch,W.O. "The New N.W.T. "Canadian Geographical 
Journal 76/1(Jan.1968):10-15. 

--------."The Wells and Canol:A Visit after 25 Years." 
Canadian Geo~raphical Journal 82/4(April 1971): 

' 134-141. 

Laycock,Arleigh H."Interbasin Water Transfer - The 
International Dimension." In Robert Irving (ed). 
Readings in Canadian Geography.Toronto:Holt, 
Rinehart and Winston,1972. 

Lloyd,Trevor. "Canada's Last Frontier." Behind the 
Headlines 3/4(1942-43), 

Naysmith,J.K."ChangingLand Use Patterns in th.e North." 
Canadian Geographical Journal 90(Jan.1975):11-18. 

Robinson,M.J.and J.L."Exploration and Settlement of 
Mackenzie District, N. W. T." Part II. Canadian 
Geographical Journal 33/1(July 1946) :43-49.' 

--------."Fur Production in the Northwest Territories.'.' 
Canadian Geographical Journal J2/1(Jan.1946):34-48. 

Usher,P.J,"The Growth and Decay of the Trading and 
Trapping Frontiers in the Western Canadian Arctic." 
Canadian Geographer 19/4(Winter,1975):3os-320. 

Published - Books 

Berger,Thomas.Northern Frontier.Northern Homeland:The 
Report of' the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inguirv. 
Vols.I and II.Ottawa:~inistry of' Supply,1977, 

Bethune,W.C.Canada's Western Northland. Ottawa:King's 
Printer, 1937. 

Burton, Thomas LNatural Resource Policy in Canada. 
Toronto:McLelland and Stewart,1972. 
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Published Secondary Sources - Books (con•t) 

Cooke,Alan and Clive Holland. The Exploration of 
Northern Canada.Toronto:Arctic History Press,1978. 

Dawson,A.M.Our Strength and Their Strength:The North 
West Territorv. Ottawa:The Times,1870, 

Dawson,C.A.(ed).The New North West.Toronto:University 
· of Toronto Press,1947. 

Hedlin,Menzies and Associates.Economic and Social 
Development in the N.W.T.Winnipeg:Report for 
the Advisory Committee on Development of 
Government in the N.W.T.,July 1966. 

Higgins,G.M.The Lower Liard Region.an Economic Survev. 
Ottawa:The Industrial Division,DIAND,1969. 

Keith,R.F. and J.B.Wright. Northern Transitions.Vol.II. 
Ottawa:Canadian Arctic Resources Committee,1978. 

Leising,William A.Arctic Wings.New York:Doubleday,1959, 

Lotz,James R.Northern Realities:Capada-U.S.Exploitation 
of the North.Chicago:Follett,1971. 

Maini,J.S.and A.Carlisle(eds).Conservation in Canada. 
Ottawa:Department of the Environment,1974. 

Rea,K.J.The Political Economy of the Canadian North. 
Toronto:University of Toronto Press,1968. 

Rogge ,John(ed) .Developing the Subarctic.Winnipeg: 
University of Manitoba,1973· · 

Underhill,F.H.(ed).The Canadian Northwest:Its Potential
jties.University of Toronto Press for the Royal 

· Society of Canada, 19.59. 

Usher,P.J.The Bankslanders:Economy and Ecology of a 
Frontier TraPPing.Community.Vol.I,"History", 
and Vol.III,"The Community".Ottawa:Northern 
Science Research Group,DIAND,1970,1971. 

--------,and Grahame Beakhurst.Land Re~ulation in the 
Canadian North. Canadian Arctic Resources 
Committee,1973, 
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THE NORTH 

Published Secondary Sources - Articles 

Morton,W.L. "The North in Canadian Historiography." 
Transactions of the Royal Society of Canada 
Series IV/VIII (1970):31-40. 

----------."The Relevance of Canadian History."Canadian 
Historical Association Annual Report (1960)11-21. 

Robertson,R.G. "The Coming Crisis in the North." Journal 
of Canadian Studies II/1(Feb.1967):3~11. 

Published Secondary Sources - Books 

Arctic Institute of North America. Arctic Bibliography. 
Currently sixteen volumes beginning 1953. 

Diefenbaker,John G.One Canada. Vol.II.Scarborough: 
Macmillan,1978,paperback edition. First 
published 1976. · 

Elias,Peter D.Metropolis and Hinterland in Northern 
Manitoba. Winnipeg:Museum of Man and Nature,1975. 

Hamelin,Louis-Edmond.Nordicite canadienne.Montreal: 
Cahiers du Quebec,1975· 

MacDonald,Malcolm.Canadian North. London:Oxford University 
Press,1945. 

Mowat,Farley.Canada North Now. Toronto:McLelland and 
Stewart,1976. 

Phillips,R.A.J.Canada's North. Toronto:Macmillan,1967. 

Stefansson,Vilhjalmur.The Northward Course of Empire. 
New York:Harcourt,Brace and Company,1922. 

Taylor,Griffith.Canada:A Study of Cool Continent~l 
Environments and their Ef~ect on British and 
French Settlement. London:Methuen,second edition 
1950.First published 1947. 

Turner,Dick.Sunrise on the Mackenzie.Saanichton B.C.: 
Hancock House,1977. 

Warkentin,John(ed).Canada:A Geographical Interpretation. 
Toronto:Methuen,1968. 

Zaslow,Morris.The Opening of the Canadian North.1870-1914. 
Toronto:McLelland and Stewart,1971. 
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VIII 

TRAVEL LITERATURE 

Articles 

Brock,George A. and Derek Ford."Nahanni Karst:Unique 
Northern Landscape. "Canadian Geog=.caphical 
Journal 88/6(June,1974):36-43. 

· Cai11eron,Alan E. "South Nahanni River.''Canadian Geo
graphical Journal 23/i(May,1936):37-43. 

Chef'fins,Bill,"Frontier National Park." North XXII/3 
(May-June 1975):2 f'f', 

Dalle-Molle,John. ''Upriver", North XVI/5(Sept.-Oct.1969): 
24-25. 

Fowler, Lynn. "Albert Faille's Mistress." North XXIII/2 
· (March-April 1976): 38-41. 

Krasemann,Stephen."Nahanni,Somewhere Over There and 
Beyond." Arctic in Colour VI/4(1978) :25-29. 

Patterson,R.M. "Nahanni Revisited, "Beaver Outfit 283 
(June 1952):12-19, 

-----------,"River of Deadmen's Valley." Beaver Outfit 
27S(June 1948)18-13. 

Poirel,Jean. "South Nahanni." North XXI/2(March-April 
1965):36-39, . 

Poirel,Marc."Expedition Nahanni 1 76." North XXIV/3 
(May-June 1977):22 ff', 

------------,"Expedition Nahanni •76." Part II. North 
XXIV/4(July-Aug.1977):6 f'f, 

Simmons,N.W. and G.W.Scotter,"Nahanni: Wilderness 
Revealed ,Legend Preserved." Canadian Geograuhi cal 
Journal 90(1VIay 1975):34 f'f, . 

Snyder,Harry. "Exploring Upper Nahanni River and Snyder 
Mountains in 1937,"Canadian Geo.r;:raphical 
Journal XV/4(0ct.1937')1169-189. 

Weintraub,William. "The Obsession of Albert Faille." 
Macleans 75/20(0ct.6,1962):32 f'f', 
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Articles (con't) 

Books 

Winton-Noble ,C. "Within the Nahanni." Canadian 
Geographical Journal 75/4(Nov.1967) :168-1'73· 

Be lane y, Ar chi bald ( "Grey Owl" ) • The Men of' the Last• 
Frontier. Toronto:Macmillan,1973.Reprint 
of' 1931 edition. 

Berton,Pierre. The Mysterious North. New York:Alf'red 
Knopf',1956. · 

Ca.meron,.11.gnes Dean. The New North.Being Some Account of' 
·a Woman's Journey Through Canada to the Arctic. 

New York:D . .11.ppleton and Company,1910, 

Ca.msell,Charles. Son of' the North.Toronto:Ryerson,1954,1966. 

Davies,R • .11.. The Great Mackenzie. Toronto:Ryerson,1947. 

Frison-Roche,Roger. Nahanni. Paris:Arthaud,1969. 

Godsell,Philip H. The Vanishing Frontier. London: 
Robert Hale,1939. 

Linder, Norma West and Hope Morritt. Nahanni. Toronto: 
Nelson,Foster and Scott,1975,[A novel]. 

Mallen,Pierre-Louis. Victoire sur la Nahanni (La vallee 
sans hommes). Paris:Flammarion Editeur,1968. 

Mason,Michael M. The Arctic Forests. London:Hodder and 
Stoughton,1934. 

McCourt,Edward. The Yukon and the Northwest Territories. 
New York:St.Martins Press,1969. 

Money,Anton and Ben East. This was the North. New York: 
Crown, 1972. 

Patterson,R.M. The Dangerous River. Sidney B.C.:Gray's 
Publishing,1966.First·published 1954. 

-----------.Far Pastures. Sidney B.C.:Gray's Publishing, 
1963. ' 

-----------. Finlay's River. Toronto:Macmillan,1968. 
Laurentian Library edition,1976, 

Roberts,Leslie. The Mackenzie.New York:Rinehart and Co.,1949. 

Waldo,Fullerton. Down the Mackenzie through the Great Lone 
Land. New York:Macmillan,1923. 
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Harris,R.Colebrook."Historical Geography in Canada." 
The Canadian Geographer XI/4(1967):235-250. 
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>·f~~lli~\i;;~~:·: ""'"''' ,., 
~·";,J;Ji~' .. Ji)i~~,'.\Yitl\gllt qei~g of the regular aqlliline 

'·f-'-I.· ·,,, :··~,.!.,,., ··. '..1 "'"·'~'·<: :·, .. _,.,._,.., ... ,. :' .\Wiii'fuBng.11h'e::;fs\lbkob'tin and other tribes. The 
;..;:t~-::.-~J.·,·-_-':··"'·'··~:,•.7,;~· .. :.r.\,··~:·:·:>·::.~·:·' ' . .: 
iifk\!and'fiot\q(fite as large as is common with the 
'L·l',r·:l.,'L.~,--~-f"'.' :·•,,',,;·•:':·:~--. ·. • ".'--·~ 

.. '"' tl:{l]iyI'<SlV'i'1;~ri?'ii~L·a~~ bulging immediately above 
'tf~~~f:tft~~j/~1t"c;(<, ~qarse .and straight. 
Af:~ijG;~~?-1;.{i)\~~~~:;;1.~:::-_·· -: .... :·':. '•: ', : .' 
<Y'''~\y,1 ~~i;i~gl1,li;:.'.f~\1-','i'.~Pedal)y such as have taken 

c'(;f;;,li·~~~f ~~i{~f,and.gr:&~ imi.tators-disport·a fair 

·iondt Vifri4s considerably according to the 
·~~;·*\W[f [ h~\:~ rioticed in other tribes, some of 
'.?li'.~iJi'.~~v.~ ii~~e~~ er~ flnge which might almost 

. ·~ij)l/;i.~,~J\t!!~:Nscs of,()th(!rs is quite swarthy. 
>i.:·(W';:;-:;:'~?-,'.;:;~·,_;,:::.:=.'·:.:,;· .;_,:"-~:·_::. ,. , : .. -. : .. ·-
~~#'.~.i:£9ftJ!"!i~Ve>l~il siiplqm pendent and pierced 

'.i)~j{i~'a:~~iiffor/il<!riy ~· l~i/ie silver ring, perhaps two 
i;.~;ff,W~'.)bli~;!\fu' irie1:ib{ h~iables wear likewise silver 
·.;i!./;Ol,.~ ... /);·~:;:.:•(,;:·,.f;',-:;·.~···~·-···~."··./! -:-. "7' ·-~ '' ( .. •: · - . · 

;t!1~~i;JOJ:l~s''6Hnc'.eitr>ah<l these are the onlv present 

":llil~~:,:.::::..:::: 
,.,i,,,"'if&'·ii''%'t\{itjj!g;d~iit ti> the Tlhinket of Fort 

:tt·•!c· \YEi;·;:·~~6Y#1~"1l a1sfi th¢y u'.1dot1btedly 
t( ·. . .•i.a.nl:!: ·force .. ofcha:racter which has left 

.,?!;.,,·,~:rli~J~~Jf r~~~~:i::~~. ;~~ 
J~\jf;if:JK,\~1~9 ~lqw)y b\lt surely killing 

. @if:~~~jr[~I;~~~~ufh~1·iit,~~~=~~~~ti~ 
)~~;',' > •···. 
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~'>:"_,_,.,,., . :.~{~-#~f~~~ .~ Y4}i±!f~:-_i~i:~f(q~b. :1:1.~.·-~-¢.r~au:i~x . . 
i.~\~:~J;-'.11.:::'.: _: ·:· -;·5:-~:;;:},bi!S~'i;,h·~.jt(~!Jit~q¢ .. ·ill~ , ~. tJO tj!ll~, 
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{;'?~-~t-~·~i;;-: '~'.-~1~l_-~,-~t~/fa~h:~1iii'111t'~tt 
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···p$°'.'ii(·lf'tl~is aF~ 'ii/ivifr':/ouli<:l iri Carrier or 
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111.~~f\°\l~Yf)tl.'.Baji'ati~· E.:<.: 11i,. !11iod, 
'1;'\;;zc,:t;z;Jiii'/h ; ~urposd:llj tj ah;a;,(\ ~tii!i . 

~af:i,;·;·~~!!~~R~~rif ;,:°:n,~h:th~~~~~";v1~~~ 
~i:/&f!P~hsnor\i, in <:atNer; thaiiia in 

n\\':diat\itts.;J.liave·;,hd ubt 
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·\ :lhiiilfoti.'ic.Fori' \Vrail_ ell 

.: · . 
. ··,: 



~ r : 
"l:. I ', 
r-: 

[] 

[l 

[I 

'l L 
[] 

[] 

[] 

rj 
L,_ 

fl 
!L. __ J 

r 
i 

[] 
.. , 

[! 
:_:--< 
' 
I 

ii 1 :t! ., 
I 
' 

,11 
.U 

Ll 
lJ 
Ll 
u 



il:Y'"fui\1'~'\~.')l'.'Y:' 't'"'" '" 
~~d~e!i'Witli r~i~fog the voke from G to A., 

.&\~1~-~~~~~:~~·.~: 

L! 



't, ~: 
~,, 

[-i 

[I 

[] 

n 
0 
0 
[j 

[] 

0 
/-
LJ 
I 

0 
lJ 
' 
] :1 
,, 
'" 

:lJ ! ·-' 

,{-] 
:1 
!,1_ 

[_] 

Ll 
[J 



r ~ '. ~-\ 

L 

Li 

'"~~l~t~iW ....... . 
~' 0"·' '··~:;l.".~~~:~.f:Jti:!:·.;\NI!: '..,ND Tl1EU~. 1;,~t{Q IJ.iG {~. 531 

•':};:).:;'/~:'.~:·~ .. 1??': ... '_:_ .. -. - '·: .. .. "• ' ·: :~.: ': 
:''·'1~.!h~tin use ari]!)11~'the \res.ten1 Nah·ane, and 
'¢ffc~oa 1\<ill perh~pg· fitid it 1~or\h his while to 
W~&Atriers apd orih~'T~~·1«~~nc: published in 
P'P~i1C:'1 Qf cq11dief~1i the months therein 
';~'{i}f'coii1cide but iuip~rfectly ivith our own 

i&~t~f;' . . . . 
{il;iitrioi:ihJ>(the middle (of the year)' 

-1!$iiij!fii¢ $i\01v is a littie frOien o~er. 
,;;·. ,,,,,'t·;'~ -~,-' !.,· ;,,;\'.' .. ;., •, - ' •. . . - . . • 

-~:mobn'oC'the '''ind. · 
;'t?*i?~~\tl1i~~!d6·&:·u~e$'.-·.to bark . __ , .. ,..,,,,.?.:,,.,-.. ,.:·-;-.·,- ,···.:.O . ' ' ' ' . ' ~ 

';p;<;(~f')~!i~o''~lH!le animals leave their winter retreats. 
~.X~:f;fugi;i/j'.§]"'t!ie li.ttlc ones (wh~n animals barn their 

r;~f\'.ji;!j~;~,faey}iwu It. . 
fip<',}y)\(,11 t,1WY fatten, · 
''a,'tnopr(6ftl\e (etr!ale marmot. 

~llli1Ptt 
. '.'\i\'ci 'thB. ~!'>irnds and substa1it!ves of the 
.1.~, . .:i:,>;.1.:•:.:r .• :1r.-;'.•::·· •. ':::. \ -.\•:1.-:;·-·:·--· ;._ · .. ·: .. " .. _ :. ·· ';\• . · 

''f.~(f'l.l\i'l,;f 611'.t~~ other p>\rts of speech must 

;~.~.m~~t~i.i;>~l)(!,tl\r~<o (ofle,_t/d;:e, Caffler, 
. 't ii;ii'.i\'in\'i1'N/ibf!a,':C:;arder, ki'v:,lt,;i·) have 

,._<·;;,~•.';,'"•;'iJ;·~1;."·-''"~1., ,._,:!H';.:_ .. ;.··.•; ,:'.'>.,, '•.:-·· , .- ··"·-... , .. -. '·' 

'e1•;;Ba!Jitfe)\Giulcotiii or . even Tse'kehne 

~~~\1~1~~~;~~~'.~1'.\~~~W~~~~~~~~-~~:tµ_~~et?. 
··· - · g-iiti tliis'Ccihhectio1\ is thefact that the 

,,/(<:-;:·!-,·?.'<·\\~;.~;I ,·,,.·,·-·:t-:· ·;::~-·.·. · '·~··-. '.•. · ·. ·. · 

.- ~_i;i.ii'·'Nli!i'iii1~ •P~tfect1y regular verbs 
·'·"''''''°"',·'."lJi•li'l'·'oi'eliur~·e·';.c.. 'an' o ·te11·se·· s. T. •t 

r.·:;. :',_P:i:·,_~P. .. ~- .... ,·.:·'~-:-r:·•;'' ... _ .. ·,.- .·-- L;t: 'ffi '''f,i;i:'/JiJici:iiti.'';,'.}J~:hav~ ai: Our dis• :!\'f:~Y· 'J;!_ti_~-,~:.:;{i;-_}f!f;_r;}Jo; :~-::i::::,~-;:··. ·: ·'. .· . -- . · . · · 
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