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This is =z brief description of the trip I made this spring To the
Mackenzie Mountains of the Northwest Territories (N.W.T.) of Canada. It
is no sttempt to&a thorough account but only selections in order o convey
jmpressions of the trip.

The purpose of the expedition was to make a mocseskin boat as the
Tndians made them from the 1880's into the 1940's. Mooseskin boat means
s boat of a wooden {spruce} frame covered with raw mooseskins sewn together, a unique
desifm  with a limited distribution. The activities associated with the
Indian 1ife in the mountains and the bullding of the boat were filmed at
two different stages for & documentary 1/2 nour film; sponsorship for
this part of the project came mainly from the Nationel Film Board of Canada.
The Northern Heritage Museum of Yellowknife, N,W.T. was also & sponsor
in order that they would have the boat &t the end of the trip for preservation
ané display at the Museum; only one other of These boats has been preserved,
I wag contacted by the Museum in hopes that I would be willing to join the
group in order to record the daily life in the bush cemp and the history
and specifics of the building of this most impressive boat. Why me? I am
the only person who has recorded Mountein Indian history-~through historical
documents and by . Pliciting material from the people themselves 9 and 10
years ago--and I am the author of the Mountein Indian article in the Handbook
of Worth imerican Indians (Smithsonian Institute, fortheoming). This is a
goldfish status in a very small pond.

On May 1, & week after I left home, I was chartered from the native
community of Fort Norman on the Mackenzie River to the Indian bush camp
30 miles from the Yukon border on the Keele River. I went by a Porter plane
which has a very strong single engine and can land and take off within a

very short distance, Besides me there were many pounds of supplies, probably
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a 1little over 1,500 pounds, and mainly in weight made up of gasoline barrels
that sent off strong fumes throughout the trip; I did not smoke.

It was the most seectacular trip of my life and lasted less than
“wo hours. We did not fly over the snow covered world, we flew through it.
The world was still fully frozen and the snow was white, blue, purple and
pink; the mountains looked like endless tagty-freezes without their cones.
It alsc looked very cold and lifeiess. We landed on a small lake {oniy
narked on maps of 4 miles per inch} which was 5 miles from the camp. The
four men were there to meet the plane with their two snowmpbiles with
towed moosehide tobaggans. There were no introductions which was of no
surprise but I recognized the older man, Gabe, and the leader, George,
who organized and packed the gear and had me in his tobaggan for the trip
to camp. Although the world looked frozen from the zir, the deep snow
was beginning to melt and the men often had to grind through or push the
snowmobiles with their heavily laden loads. The way these men know how
to drive their snowmobiles is impressive and I quickly gained a respect
for these machines and the men using them in this environment.

We reached camp in a little over an hour and immediately I greeted
a stunned women, Vivian {George's wife), an old friend I had known on a
coupie of trips to the North. No oqfhad told them--Vivian, her aunt Madeline
or Gebe--that it was me that was to be with them, only that e white woman
was to join the group. They all had been apprehensive for days before}and
where the men set up my tent several hundred feet from the main camp demon-
strade&their concern of naving a female siranger amongst them. There was &
sense of relief on their part that evening.

T was rather pleased tc have my own tent (until the film crew came
on May 20th) since I had expected to share a tent of women and children

throughout the time, Americans gﬁerally like a degree of privacy. The
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camp consizted of 4 adult men, 3 adult womé? a girl teenager, two girls
of 8 and 9, a b year old boy, and baby "Posh Posh" of 2, Three of the children
were George and Vivian's and the other young girl was Vivian's sister.

On my arrivel that night there were 9 moose hides drying on racks,
enough to make the boat. Within an hour, about 7:30 and still very light,
George had shot another moose close to camp and everyone went to the kill
site, women and children just watching vhile George did most of the butcher-
ing of et least 650 lbs., of animal in less than an hour, As slways, he
ook the head off first and then the rest of the hide, and then worked on
the gutting and sectioning; all the time there was steam coming off the
moose in the cold air. We "naturally" had fresh, boiled moose ribs for
dinner. Ribs asre a favored section and often the first consumed. More
on the subject of meat later but I can say it was delicious that first
night. But, ot returning home, I never want to see boiled moose or
caribou meat agein ihree times & day or roasted heads, etc. for lunch; they
loved it.

It was suggested by George thet first night that I should take a
30/30 rifle back to my tent because there were grézzly bears. I dismissed
this idea quickly admitting I was no hunter and that the kick of that kind
of rifle was beyond my control. I left for my tent around 1:00 a.m. that
morning (& very normsl bedtime for the camp) and there was still a slight
lightness in the sky to guide me through sinking snow spots and over willows
and stumps. I started a fire in my steel barrel stove and the tent was
warm vwhen I got into my bag although sleep did not come easy after a day
of =uch newness and remoieness.

The following day was warm and sunny and it was easy to get acqueinted
with the basic patterns of activities in camp. I also realized I could be

most helpful preparing and cleaning up the meals that were all made in
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George and Vivian's tent. I cooked and washed dishes far more during this

han I ever do at home. That first day was in many ways idylliec; I

ct

trip
felt comfortable with those in camp except{%osh Posﬁ\who I considered a
deplorable raging beast during the entire trip {(his family obviously not
S

in agreement with this viewpoint). I did spend meny moments that day viewing
in awe the beautiful mountain scenery of whiech I took far ‘oo many photos,
That tranquil sensstion had its first blow that evening when George insisied
T zo to bed with a loaded gunm; the men had seen grizzly tracks close te
camp.

Grizzly bears are the only bears in this region and the Indians Teamr
them in the spring when they first weke up and are hungey. The Indians
know they are unpredictable until their stomachs are full, a process that
may take two months. George is mo fool when it comes to knowing animals
and what I should, or could doc. He only asked me to shoot up through
the tent to sound a warning and not try to shoot at the grizzly since it
would have to have been a perfect shol with =a 30/30. Besides George being
the most brilliant hunter and perfect shot I can ever imagine knowing, he
had a larger rifle, a 308, that he had only in case of a grizzly; he never
needed it for & moose. HNeedless to say, my first Saturday night away from
Fugene was frightening to say the least. I knew,too, that he would be very
capable of handling this situation as well as many others in the coming
weeks far betiser than myself.

Tt was known later that it was a grizzly mother and her two e

that continued to approach the camp nightly for a month. The men checked
the tracks daily and knew of her presence at night by the dogs barking,
but she never got close enough to shoot. Often at night I could hear wolves

howling, but this was a pleasing sound of the wilderness. They never conjured

up an apprehension as the thought of a grizzly poking its head into the Tent.
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Meat is about 90% of any Indian bush camp--the sighting, killingj

butchering, processing and eating is life., But, there are items of our
f

¥

contemporary world now considered desired to‘essentiel in addition to
meat. We had coffee, tea, Tang, sugar and canned milk with every meszl.
Oatmeal, eggs, commercial bread, jam and flour are also considered basics.
In additiongnumerous other items are consgidered important if not always
available although chartered planes made this a well supplied camp. There
were canned vegetables, sometimes fresh onions and potatoes for stews,
~IMEwer: rice, dried mashed potatoes and always too many boxes of "Kraft
Dinner" (macaroné and cheese), Candy and potato chips frequently were
brought out of well hidden sacks to please the children. Vivian alsc used
Pampers for Pos? Posh but with & very practical rationalimation; they were
7

much essier in;bush camp than daily heating water to wash regular ones.
This entire trip was done based on a contemporary Canadian economy. The
hunters were peid an equivalant to the approximate cash valus Heifmrgsimn a?:
gase=en a spring hunt for furs, The women were paid also for their general
lebors and essential role in making the boat. The Indians would not have
established this remote bush camp or built & mooseskin boat on romantic g,
traditional impuise; they were paid to revive an aspect of their own cultural
past. But, they wanted to do it, and it was truely an Indian bush camp for
two months for which meat was the focus of life until the end.

On May 3, Sunday, the group decided to go on & picnic. To mest of us
this would seem unﬁecessary since we were already living outdoors at a
peautiful location and did not have to get away from house and kitchen. But,
we did go on & picnic. The snow was melting quickly and our two snow-
mobiles with towed tobaggens had freguent difficulties through rugged

terrein and opening stream? This i no way dTopped the zeal to reach a

specific destination discussed by them before departure. I would have
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easily settled for s lmcation with fewer traveling challenges and resl
hazards but I obviously was not directing traffic.

The first thing done at the picnic spot (and any camping or resting
location} was everyone chopped down and/or collected wood for a fire. In
order to heat two kettles of water for tea}a fire of at least 12 feet long
and 3 feet high is considered normal; wood is a very abundant commodity.
Spruce boughs were cut and layed as a carpet, and everyone began eating.

We had moose drymeat, smoked back fat which is & condiment of drymesat, 2
moose noses, 2 heads and z couple of sides of ribs. Besides meat there

was bamock {a baking powder biscuit bread) with butter and jam. There was
napping, card playing and always someons eating mwse or having tea. During
this relaxing family outing:% nearby tributary of the Keele River broke

open and we were surrounded by water, This really didn't bother anyone
greatly and we did not atvtempt to leave until 11:00 p.m. by which time there
wes some refreeging. We went through a couple of open streams with only

the men getting somked while we were dashed through in the water tight moosehide
tobaggans. Although no one complaine%‘or conveyed any fear outwardly}it

was clear all were very relieved to be back in camp and warm again around the
stoves.

During the following month in this camp most of the time continued to
focus on meat and hides, On May 5th the first caribou herds were sighted
and the whole camp went into & frenzied state. That evening everyone was
delighting in the success of the kill and the taste of something other than
moose, In a few days there were 35 carcasses in camp, and after {he initial
skinning and butchering by the men it all became women's work., Although
there were four adult women in campJVivian was often busy with child care
and I was not expected %o be a ful%:?ime meat and hide processor. The two

older women, both in their sixties, worked 12 to 16 hours most days for three
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weeks, Much of the mest ig siiced thinly and dried in the sun over =z
network of horizontal poles. Bones are cracked and boiled for grease.

The hides have to have the hair removed and then laboriocusly scraped to
clean and soften them. My main job was teking the skin off the legs (over
100 of which I saved half to bring home for tanning)so that everyone could
enjoy fresh marrow. The hoofs and tendons were dried for a future time %o
boil for grease. The least tender meat was givem fto the dogs. Nothing of
the animals was wasted

Hine of the caribou were flown by charter plane back to relatives
in Fort Norman. Even though the Indians paid for the plane themselves

AL il Rycama™”
this was a cheaper and much preferred source of meaﬁuthan aveilable at
the Hudson's Bay Company store. Once this meat is redgﬁfed by relatives
it is then redistributed throughout the community and everyone shares in
the hunt.

It was hard to believe we ran out of fresh meat by June lst and
another moose and her two babies were killed (the young and unborn are
prized foods)., By this time the film erew of three aﬁdedko the meaty
meal requirements. On our trip down the river in the boat 8 mountain
sheep, 1 caribou and 2 moose were killed with much of it kept fresh to
give away when we arrived in Forit Norman.

At the end of May and after the moosehides had soaked for a week,
building the boat became the major concern. Before this time the spring
meit of the mountain snow was rapid and the river was too dangeroué;for
travel., Also, the river was at a flooding state that endangered our camp's
survival on the island location. There was about two feet of land befween

the river and the tent’ before the water finally started to subside.
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Because of the Keele River's temper and Gabe's temperment, the boat
was not completed until June 3rd., Gabe and others have proudly told how
They used to make these boats in a couple of days, not a week as was itrue
for this construction. Gabe was known by everyone as tempermental, good
at sulking, proud, and prepared to be a full fledged prima donna for this
trip. For a change in his later years, and maybe for the last time, Gabe
was in charge of an important project, and understandably he didn't want
it 211 tc end. We had another prim=s donna in the young film director. He
is the oldest son of my closest friend in Fort Norman. These two men added
to the tensions of 8 small isolated group but teasing and silence were
effective old ways to contain overt expressions of frustration.

For days before work on the boat began the women made sinew thread
from the back tendons of the moose. Describing how sinew is made is most
difficuit but it is a tedious process with aloi of saliv;Jinvolved to
soften the strands. We all drank alot of tea during these many hours to
obliterate the flavor of rancid fat. The rolled fibers are about 30" long
and will make about 3 1/2" of sewn seam. We made a tremendouns quantity
in order to stitch 8 mooseskins togethers (most in a double overlapping
stitch). The hides are then stretched over a spruce frame of over 40t long
and T' wide. The sewing is hard work and takes many, many hours but the
worst of it is the pein of sewing through two or three layers of raw moose
hide with sinew. The fingers are continously cut by either the metsl leather
needle or the sinew, and all our fingers were badly cut and heavily bandaged.
After a couple of days of sewing none of us could endure putting our hands
in soap; the cuts were sc tender.

While the women make the thread and sew, the men seleci trees for

the various parts of the boat's frame, The selection is carefully done

8
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because each part of the frame requires different curvatures as well as

straightness of grain. The complexities of the boat's comnsiructions is

technrical and lengthy and is a major part of my report to the Museum.
Although one man and woman have to know the basic process of contruction,

most of the actual work can be done by any Indian trained in traditional

skills. One of the older women had never even seen & mooseskin boat pre-

viously, but within less than 10 minutes becams the second most accomplihsed

and hard working sewer ,. The men knew their forest well,and every necessary

aspect of each tree's gqualities. Their skill with the axe is learned

young and they preferred shaping each piece by axe although they had a

power saw. They work by trained eye and confidence in their use of the

axe o within ineredible accuracy, far greater than by using a power saw,

they say. The standard of measurement was coined by the cinematographer as

the "Imperial Gabe." Gabe accepted the principle that his arm span equalled

his height of 6'. By this one measurement all the wood frame sections

were cui and fitted together exacily.

The.boats basic design was & Norse fishing vessel of the 10th Qentury
along with a long steering oar of Mediterranean origin adapted by the
Horsemen. How could such a boat design be an Indian boat near the Aretic
Cirele in western Canada? The Norse conguered and merged with the Orkney
Islanders of the northern British Isles. In the 18th and 19th centuries
Orkney men were the predominant employees of the Hudson's Bay Company
which had = monopoloy of the Indian fur trade in Canade by 182L. On Company
request, or demand, Orkney men were told to build beats to tramsport the
inland trade., With some revisions in order to adapt to new envirommental
conditions, they built what wag familiar to them. These boats, called
York boats, were used as the basic transport of the fur trade into the

20th century. The York bomts were of all wood construction. The Indians
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adapted the general design but added their innovative input by using a
hide covering. To unravel the origin, development and distribution of
these Indian boats is my problem, and one that still provides as many
guestions as answers.

Our first day traveling in the boat was most memorable and totally
miserable as far as I was concerned. There was a raw mist to a full downpour
from the time of departure throughout the first night and into the next
day. We had to pass through what Gabe considered the worst curve of rapids
of the trip and the concern showed on his face before departure. They
unloaded for safety and weight the women, children and 12 dogs at the
base of a gravel cliff that seemed to be 500' with no slant; it probably
was less than 150' high. No one warning me of this "adventure," I carried
ny "purse" of all writing materials and two cameras in case the boat had
trouble. The group also thrust upon me two loaded rifles to carry up the
¢cliff, one without a shoulder strap case. A1l that can be said is: somehow
I made it up the cliff with neither arm free to grasp anything. On reaching
the top we all had to have a tea rest. I+ wes raining hard so my rsain
poncho was taken to cover Posh Posh. Already soeked, we walked across
land to meet the men and the boat beyond the dangerous bend--then more
tea in the rain. We were all at the night's campsite by 11:00 p.m., around
another one of the typical gargantual fires having more tea and boiled
meat, Gabe, without asking of course, took the rain poncho from Posh Posh
and draped it over his tent where there was a leak, I slept in wet clothes
with rein draining on my sleeping bag in another tent where ten of us
ecrowded in for the night--ah! the romance of adventure.

The boat was L6' long, T' 2" wide and about 6'6" in height. It was

big and majestic; but with 12 people, 12 dogs and several tons of gear
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and drymeat it provided no tourist class comforts. Gabe sat in the stern
with the 31! steering oar, U men were at their long rowing oars; and the
women, children and dogs crowded in by assigned seating of Gabe's, resting
a5 best as possible on the bottom's frame or on a pile of gear. The boat
was extremely sturdy and the frame with its hide cover moved easily over
shallow areas when it touched rocks., It took a week to make the trip down
the Keele River but there was nc sense of hurry. Many hours were spent
eating, resting,setting up camp each night, as well as hunting and butcher-
ing more game. It took at least two hours each late morning to dismantlie
the campsite a2s well as have a breakfast with many cups of coffee. True
for the spring bush camp as well as these overnight campsi they were always
ieft as clean as possible with almost no evidence of our presence.

On the Sunday going down river we didn't travel at all. Varicus reasons
were given—-it was Sunday, the boat needed a small leak repaired, men
wanted to hunt mountain sheep, and the weather was bad--all true. On this
day there is a Posh Posh story that illuminates my previous negative
comments as a non-native, Posh Posh was still being breast fed at the age
of 2,vhich is unusual but undoubtedly added to his self indulgeneces. He
ate anything he wanted anytime but most preferred walking in others® plates
for attention to get personal feeding. He would scream if he couldn’t
have some of what you were in the process of eating. Like all loved Dbabies
in the North, he is given full and favored attention by everyone with the
obvious result of a totally spoiled child sble to have his own way al all
times; he was never ignored and almost never disciplined. Like all other
children, he is trained early in attitudes toward animals. When near one
of the dogs, none of which were mean in temperment, he would display & big

smile and say in English "Doggy, Doggy!" The unnerving aspect was, in

11
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addition, he would always try to get a stick to hit the dog. (by the age
of 6 to 8 2l children are proficient at hitting dogs, a tzlent never
forgotten or modified as adults.) On this Sunday z rabbit was shot with a
30/30 rifle and was brought to camp rather "pre-gutted." I{ was Posh Posh's
greatest toy as he played and dragged it about with a happy expressions

of “rabbit, rabbit, pretty rebbit."” A hunting society has its own approach
%o socimlizing their children who will become its future hunters.

The scenery of this week's voyage was magnificant and always dramatic
with mountains on all sides until the last two days when we left the foothills
and entered the huge Mackenzie River, On the last two nights of camping
there was a heavy film of mosquitoes and we slept on the pebble beaches
instead of in the woods. Bui, we were not under the stars. By early June
it is light =211 night in this part of the world. We were greeted by several
motor boats of friends and relatives for the last night of the trip and
the atmosphere was very jovial. On approaching Fort Norman the entire
community (3%0) was waiting on the shore to great us. The older people
had tears for recalling times now past but everyone found it an emotional
moment of joy. The expedition was completed, and for those involved there
was a2 sense of relief and exhaustion that went along with the coming days

of joyful celebration.

Beryl C. Gillespie
1981
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