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Author Bio / Crow Loses his Eye 
 

It is circa 2005, I am at the historic village of Moosehide, just downriver from Dawson City, 

Yukon, where I live and work within the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Heritage Department with 

Madeline deRepentigny (Mado), a young Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in citizen approximately my age. We 

are at Moosehide for a work fieldtrip and are in the cook shack with Mado, her mother Julia, 

step-father Ronald, and a few other Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elders and citizens. I am the only non-

indigenous person here. It’s lunch time, so someone is cooking moose heart in a cast iron skillet, 

on top of the wood stove. Smoke drifts through the screened-in building, highlighted by beams 

of sunlight. Smells of frying meat and bannock tempt our noses. On the table are the makings for 

hand-rolled cigarettes – a large tub of green Players tobacco and Zig-Zag rolling papers. We’re 

waiting for the food to be ready, so it is story time. “Tell the one about Crow losing his eye, 

Mom,” asks Mado. There are knowing chuckles all around the table, except from me, as I have 

never heard this story.  

 

Julia begins the story: “Crazy, that Crow…” As part of an elaborate plot to trick people into 

attending his potlach, Crow is building a raft by the riverbank. He pops out his eye and puts it on 

a rock to serve as a look-out. ‘If you see boat, you holler,’ Crow instructs his eye. Mado, Julia 

and I giggle. Crow goes to work on his boat. His eye sees a piece of driftwood coming down the 

river and mistakes it for a boat. ‘BOAT COMIN’!’ hollers the eye. Crow races back to the river 

bank and sees it is only drift wood. ‘Don’t lie!’ he yells at his eye and puts it back on the rock. 

This happens a few more times until finally, in a fit of anger, Crow throws his own eye into the 

middle of the river. Realizing what he’s done, he sings to his eye, using medicine power to cause 

it to drift back to shore, where he scoops it up and pops it back into place. “That crazy Crow,” 

finishes Julia.1  

 

This same story, with minor variations, appears in oral history collections throughout the Yukon, 

Alaska and British Colombia2. Ancient and widespread though it is, this is still the story of 

choice for a young Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in citizen, told to entertain us and perhaps to educate me –  

                                                 
1 This story has been shared with permission from Madeline deRepentigny. 
2 Catherine Attla, 1990; Julie Cruikshank, 1977. 
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a newcomer, a settler, working for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Government – on the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in world view.  

 

I share the anecdote above, both to introduce the main topic of this paper and to introduce myself 

as author and “declare my whiteness”, as is now accepted practice in post and anti-colonial 

writing.3 I fully acknowledge my own positionality as a non-indigenous daughter of settlers, who 

has had the privilege of growing up on Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in lands and working within the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Government and community. It has been an honour to work with the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in on this paper.  

 

Mähsi. 

  

                                                 
3 Cameron, 2011. Kovach, 2009. Wilson, 2008. Absolon and Willett, 2005. Ahmed, 2007.  
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Forward/Shozrè (I am) 
 

We are Dënezhu - the people of this land.  

We are Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in - the people of this river. 

We have always lived here.  

 

Dänojà (long time ago) we moved on this land with the seasons and with the animals. We spoke 

many languages and lived in small kinship groups that came together as a larger community 

when the timing was right. Leaders came forward when needed and stepped back afterwards, as 

our lives were governed by the land and animals that supported us. Today we live on the same 

lands, subsist on the same animals, govern our communities in the same way, and we live by the 

same stories that our ancestors have been telling since time immemorial.  

 

When our world was different than it is today our culture hero Tsà’ Wëzhè travelled our territory 

and brought order to the world. He established relationships with our non-human relatives and 

formalized our responsibilities to them and to each other.  His journey and the agreements he 

made are Tr’ëhudè – our way of life, our law. Living our law by engaging with our land brought 

our society into existence and has shaped our culture and created our identity. Central to this is 

the requirement to uphold a reciprocal relationship with the land and all living things, and to 

maintain the integrity of our homeland as an interconnected entity - this is the essence of our 

existence as Dënezhu. When we live Tr’ëhudè we sustain what is most valuable to us. 

 

Our homeland centres on the middle Yukon River, in the northwestern region of what is now 

called Canada’s Yukon Territory. We live in the northern-most reaches of the boreal forest, in a 

sub-arctic environment with long, dark winters and brief summers brightened by the midnight 

sun. Some view this as a harsh environment, but for us, it provides all that we need – plentiful 

salmon, caribou and moose, good plant medicines, thick animal furs to keep us warm, and long 

stories to entertain us through the winters.  

 

There have been many newcomers who have come to this land, bringing different technologies, 

concepts, and systems into our lives; we have accommodated these people and incorporated 
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some aspects of their culture into our ways of life. There have also been hardships forced upon 

us, including the introduction of deadly diseases; environmental destruction and depletion of 

animals and plants we depend on for food; restrictions of movement across our lands; foreign 

and imposed economic and government systems; and worst of all the removal of our children to 

residential schools, with the intent to eradicate our languages, culture, and family systems. 

Despite these colonial encounters, we remain here on our ancestral lands; with our sense of 

stewardship for the land and animals intact, our community governance systems still functioning, 

and our identity as Dënezhu alive. Our identity is born out of our land and shaped by our 

relations with our home, our animal relatives, and each other. The integrity of our culture and of 

our land depend upon this relationship – they are intertwined. Our existence as Dënezhu is our 

inherent right. 

 

The names we use for ourselves as a people are important and are featured throughout this paper, 

as a means of illustrating the changes we have gone through over the past one hundred and fifty 

years and the common thread – the identity as Dënezhu – that continues.  Dënezhu means “the 

people of this land” and was the only name needed to define ourselves from the non-human 

relatives that surround us – animals, plants, rivers, mountains, and spirits. Our Gwich’in 

neighbours to the north historically called us the Hän, meaning “people of the river”. This is also 

the name of our ancestral language, a part of the broad Athabaskan language group. There are 

other names that were given to us – Gens de Fous, Stick Indians, Han Gwich’in, Trondiak, 

Moosehide Indians, and Dawson Indian Band. While these names do not reflect our true identity, 

they are a part of the colonial history of northern Canada. Today, we use the Hän words 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in to refer to ourselves as a nation, to our culture, and to our government. As 

our elder, Gerald Isaac, has explained, this name relates to our traditional fish camp, Tr’ochëk, 

located at the confluence of the Klondike and Yukon Rivers: 

The name Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in tells the story of our ancestral occupation of the 

ancient site located at the mouth of the present-day Klondike River. Tr’o means 

hammer rock, used to drive the salmon weir stakes into the mouth of the river, 
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ndëk is the “river” part and Hwëch’in means the “people”. Liberally translated, it 

means: ‘the people who lived at the mouth of the Klondike.’4 

 

Since signing our self-government agreement in 1998, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Government has 

represented us as a self-governing First Nation – a third level of government along with the 

Canadian and Yukon government systems – with approximately 1,150 citizens, many of whom 

are settled in the community of Dawson City, Yukon. With a settled land claim, we now have a 

defined traditional territory of approximately 63,000 square kilometres, though we know that our 

relationship to the land does not begin or end at these borders. Our First Nation is made up 

primarily of indigenous people from the Hän, Gwich’in and Northern Tutchone language groups 

– all neighbours, who came to settle in the Dawson City area after the Klondike Gold Rush of 

1898. While these languages are still spoken, Hän is the official language of our government and 

our elders are working hard to keep the language alive. This multicultural grouping reflects both 

the historical and modern reality of Yukon First Nations people – boundaries between people 

were fluid and continue to be so. Today, we retain essential elements of our culture and we are 

continuously working to educate newcomers about our way of life and world view.  

 

As ours is an oral culture, much of our Tr’ëhudè is contained within and transmitted through 

stories, such as those of Crow and Tsà’ Wëzhè (The Traveler). We share these stories here to 

help portray and explain these concepts. We have commissioned this document as a means of 

introducing ourselves. As our elder Angie Joseph-Rear has said: “Tr’òhudè—the way we are. 

We have a long history of welcoming people onto our land. We look out for each other.” Please 

read this paper as an extended introduction and an invitation to learn more, as it would be 

impossible to put our entire story down on paper.  

 

- Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, 2019 

 

 

                                                 
4 Gerald Isaac, February, 1999; cited in: Helene Dobrowolsky, Hammerstones: A History of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, 
2nd ed. (Dawson City: Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, 2014), introduction. 
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Introduction 
 

This paper will delve into the cultural cosmology of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in5, as well as their 

traditional laws and governance principles. It will also explore the relationship between these 

three structures and the inherent indigenous rights and responsibilities of stewardship and self-

government, using the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in concepts of Tr’ëhudè (way of life) and Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in distant time stories. Next, it will discuss how Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in adapted their 

governance, laws, and ways of being in response to successive stages of colonization and 

interactions in their traditional territory. Finally, it will discuss how, despite the changes to their 

social and physical environment, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in have maintained their identity and 

continue to evolve and assert their governance practices through Tr’ëhudè. First, a discussion of 

the main terms used in this paper is necessary – the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in word, Tr’ëhudè, and the 

English words, Cosmology, Indigenous Law and Governance. The terms Newcomer, Settler, and 

Settler Colonialism are also defined.  

 

Tr’ëhudè  

As discussed in the introduction, Tr’ëhudè is a Hän word meaning “our way of life”, or “how to 

go through life in a good way”. Tr’ëhudè is an ethical framework, a moral code, and a plan for 

living a good life. It is also the foundation for Dënezhu law, which is specific to the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in traditional territory. Like a web, Tr’ëhudè surrounds us and our environment, allowing 

us to flourish, physically, mentally, spiritually and emotionally.6  It may appear complex, but 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Percy Henry has summarized the concept in this way: “Keep your land 

clean, keep your animal, that’s your friend. You look after them, they look after you. You look 

after your water, land, and trees, you look after it, respect it. That’s our spirituality.”7 

 

Cosmology  

A cultural cosmology is an explanation of the universe and its workings. It has been defined as 

“the culturally appropriate view of and way to study or contemplate the universe in its creation 

                                                 
5 Throughout this paper, “Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in” is used when discussing the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people, both past 
and present.  
6 Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, 2018, p.21. 
7 Percy Henry, 1993. 
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and present aspect. A people’s cosmology includes their cognitive and ideational accounts of 

how the universe came into being and its physical characteristics. Often, the accounts include a 

set of moral imperatives as well. …They provide a rationale for who we are, what we represent, 

why we are here, and what our proper behavior should be.”8 

 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology is portrayed through the story of Crow, the Creator. It was Crow 

who made the world; brought the sun, moon, stars and fire; and who made people. Meanwhile, it 

was Tsà’ Wëzhè, the Traveler, who tamed the animals and made the world safe for Dënezhu. 

Many Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in laws were established by and passed down from Crow and Tsà’ 

Wëzhè. The essential teachings of Crow and Tsà’ Wëzhè will be discussed below. English words 

and Euro-Canadian concepts do not correlate directly with Hän words and Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

concepts. Therefore, there is significant overlap between the concepts of cosmology, law, and 

Tr’ëhudè. Within Dënezhu cosmology, beliefs, laws, and values are not separate - they are part 

of a greater whole and cannot be understood in isolation. 

Indigenous Law  

One of the main differences between Indigenous law and the laws of other societies is 

that it is generally decentralized and operates in a horizontal fashion, rather than 

vertically, in a hierarchical manner. Indigenous law has been discussed as such: 

For the most part, Indigenous societies were non-state without formal centralized 

authorities or a separate delegated class of legal professionals. …In each 

Indigenous society, citizens organized in various ways were, and are, responsible 

for the maintenance of their legal order. …Law is an intellectual process, not a 

thing, and it is something that people actually do. Indigenous peoples apply law to 

manage all aspects of political, economic, and social life including harvesting fish 

and game, accessing and distributing resources, managing lands and waters. 

Indigenous law is not perfect nor does it have to be, but it works well enough and 

has endured through time. …As with all law, Indigenous law contains thinking 

processes and intellectual resources, and it changes to live in each generation.9  

                                                 
8
 McCormick, C. & Kennedy White, Kim (Eds.). 2010.  p. 313 

9 What Is Indigenous Law? A Small Discussion, By Val Napoleon, University of Victoria Law. 
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In the case of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, laws come from the land and the animals and are passed 

down orally and learned in the daily actions of life. One example is a story told throughout the 

Yukon and Alaska, called “moldy head”, wherein a young boy (or girl, depending on the 

version), disrespects the salmon. Tagish/Tlingit elder Angela Sidney recounted the story for 

anthropologist Julie Cruikshank:  

One time there was a little boy who lived with his mother and father. People dry 

fish – that’s how they rustle for food. If they do that, they don’t have much hard 

time in winter when it’s hard to rustle for game. And so, this little boy always 

cried for food in the evening, before he goes to bed his mother always gives him 

dry salmon, head part. ‘How come it’s always moldy?’ he gets disappointed, 

throws it away. …he said something wrong against the fish spirit.”10 

The next summer, when his family returns to their fish camp, the boy falls into the river, “and 

here right away the fish spirit grabbed him – they saved him. And when the fish went back to the 

ocean, they took him.” All year, the boy lived with the salmon in the ocean, learning how to treat 

them properly, so that they will return each year to feed his family. “Finally, springtime started 

to come. Everybody started to get ready to go up the river again. That boy stays with those 

people that adopted him first and they all go up the river again. …Here he sees his human mother 

– his mother is cutting fish. He goes close to his mother. …And here she start to cut that fish. 

And here that fish had copper around his neck, just like the one that boy used to wear all the 

time.” Luckily, the mother recognizes the fish as her son and with the help of a medicine man, 

the boy returns to his human form and shares the lessons about how to treat salmon properly. 

This story helps to emphasize the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in law of respect for animals, it shows that 

animals are the teachers, and describes protocols for how to kill and use animals so that they will 

continue to return. It teaches that with respect, comes abundance. While this story is different 

from a written law, such as a recorded municipal bylaw, it works in the same way – everyone in 

a community is educated on the laws and they help to create a set of principles and practices that 

allow a group to collectively govern themselves.11 Such lessons are discussed in stories, but are 

learned and reinforced through daily, hands-on teachings by family and community members, as 

well as observation of elders and family members as they go through their lives.  

                                                 
10 Cruikshank, 1977, p. 49. 
11 Credit to the Indigenous Law Research Unit at The University of Victoria for assitance with this definition. 
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Indigenous Governance  

Distinct from, but connected to Indigenous Law is Governance, and Governance must be 

distinguished from Government, as the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in have both. The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

Government was established in 1998 through a land claim and self-government agreement 

between Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, Yukon Government, and the Canadian Government; and is 

described below. Indigenous, community governance refers to the myriad ways that Indigenous 

peoples have managed themselves during colonialism. These forms of governance can include 

practices independent of, despite, or in opposition to a colonial power; and can include collective 

organization, diplomatic processes, and traditional institutions. Indigenous governance is always 

changing and adapting and it is through governance that indigenous laws and world views are 

shared and upheld.  

The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Government of today is constituted by the General Assembly, 

comprising all Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in citizens eighteen years and older, who elect the Chief and 

Council. Advised by the formal Elders and Youth Councils, Chief and Council oversee the 

Executive Director and a network of government departments, which provide services to all 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in citizens. Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Governance, meanwhile, comes from the more 

informal extended family structures, such as elders telling stories, citizens promoting their 

culture, and any time Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in interact with the land and animals that sustain them. 

Governance may also come from the land, as when an elder interprets signs from the weather, 

from animals, or from a spiritual connection. Governance can come from the ancestors, when an 

elder shares an ancient story and the teachings it provides. It is in governance that we see the 

continuation of Tr’ëhudè within the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in community. Examples of Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in governance are apparent in everyday actions, such as the sharing of all resources, and 

the use of teasing to gently keep people in line without ostracizing them. Furthermore, aspects of 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in governance have been incorporated into the workings of the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in Government, which operates a daycare prioritizing culturally appropriate care for 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in children, and has developed numerous harvest camps that teach young 

people hunting skills and provide wild game for community members. Still today, gratitude is 

openly expressed for everything that comes from the land.  
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Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Annie Henry encapsulated elements of Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology, 

law and governance, when she discussed the essential concept of reciprocity, on which the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology and laws are hinged. In this case, she explained the balance 

necessary when harvesting medicines; however, this is ingrained in all Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

harvest practices. “When you take this medicine you have to replace something in place of it,” 

said Annie. “Sometime if you got matches, you put matches there.  If you got tobacco, you put 

tobacco there.  Then you cover it up again otherwise it’s bad weather.”12 Here, Annie 

emphasized the importance of balance - replacing what you take and giving thanks. Otherwise 

there will be consequences, such as bad weather. Annie continued: 

So, this medicine when you take it, if you take it from whoever make it, you have 

to give them something too.  No matter what, you give them something.  Just like 

when they take it out of the ground they have to give it something.  So, when you 

take it from this individual, you have to give them something too, either money or 

whatever.  Otherwise it don’t work either.  Then if you don’t believe it and just 

take it for fun it don’t work either. So, these are the Indian medicine.  That’s how 

they take it.”13  

 

Hence, the need for reciprocity is an element of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology, while the act 

of replacing the medicine with matches or tobacco is law, and the bad weather or medicine not 

working is a consequence of not following the law. Annie informing us of this is an act of 

governance, she is sharing this information so that we know how to live in a good way - 

Tr’ëhudè.  

Other indigenous societies have defined their systems of governance and their way of life as “life 

promoting”. Nishnaabeg scholar Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, from the Peterborough area of 

Ontario, describes her people as “salmon people…travelers,”14 similar to the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in.  She goes on to say that their systems of knowledge, education, economics and 

politics (i.e. Governance) were designed to promote their way of life:  

Our way of living was designed to generate life – not just human life but the life 

of all living things. Michi Saagiig Nashnaabeg were travelers, we rarely settled, 

and this was reflected in our politics and governance, in our diplomacy with other 

nations, and even in the protection of our land. Stable governing structures 

emerged when necessary and dissolved when no longer needed. Leaders were also 

                                                 
12 Annie Henry, 90-06B, p.3-4. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, 2017, p.3. 
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recognized (not self-appointed) and then disengaged when no longer needed. It 

was an emergent system reflective of the relationality of the local landscape. I 

think of our system of governance as breathing – a rhythm of contraction and 

release.15 

 

There are strong similarities between the Nashnaabeg systems of governance, described above, 

and the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in systems of governance and political operations. The Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in were also travelers, salmon and caribou people; whose nomadic lives necessitated a 

fluid method of governance. This type of governance could dissolve when no longer needed, 

such as when people broke up in to smaller groups for the winter, and re-emerge when people 

collected at gatherings in the spring; or when met with other groups of people, such as 

indigenous neighbours, non-indigenous traders, or the flood of gold-seekers, missionaries, and 

the colonial government agents that accompanied the Klondike gold rush.  

 

Newcomers, Settlers, and Settler Colonialism 
 

Throughout this paper, the term Newcomer is used to describe the Euro-American people who 

traveled to Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in lands between the 1840s and the turn of the century. These 

people were often explorers, fur traders, prospectors, government officials, or missionaries. 

During the Klondike gold rush of 1898, thirty thousand of these newcomers (mostly American 

man) stampeded to the area seeking their fortune. After the gold rush, some of these people 

remained in the Yukon and made it their home; we refer to these people as Settlers. Settler 

colonialism is a form of colonialism which used the importation and settlement of people from 

European lands to establish dominance in regions such as North and South America, Australia, 

and South Africa.16 Dawn Hoogeveen adds that “the imposition of external values on peoples 

and landscapes, enacted through various forms of violence, is a common aspect of settler 

colonialism.”17 While Mar and Edmonds write that “in the simplest terms, settler colonists went, 

and go, to new lands to appropriate them and to establish new and improved replicas of the 

societies they left. As a result indigenous peoples have found an ever-decreasing place for 

themselves in settler colonies as changing demographics enabled ever more extensive 

                                                 
15 Ibid, p3. 
16 Thanks to Lisa Prosper, 2019 for assistance with this definition.  
17 Hoogeveen, 2014, p. 125. 
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dispossession. Settlers, in the end, tended not to emigrate to assimilate into indigenous societies, 

but rather emigrated to replace them.”18 

 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology, law and governance are discussed throughout this paper, as it 

moves through chronological sections named after the various designations for the people over 

time – Dënezhu, Trondiak, Moosehide Indians, Dawson Indian Band, and Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in.  

These section headings show that while the people and government now known as the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in have adapted and changed over many years, their cosmology is essentially the same – 

they have had many names, but they are the same people. Tr’ëhudè is the common thread that 

weaves throughout all the laws and governance structures established for and by the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in and this continuity is a demonstration of the resiliency of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and 

their sustained identity as indigenous peoples.   

 

Anchoring the narrative are two of the most important story cycles for indigenous peoples 

throughout the Yukon River basin – those of Crow and Tsà’ Wëzhè (Traveler). As with many 

northern and circumpolar indigenous peoples, Crow is a non-benevolent creator figure in 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in oral culture. Crow is the one who made the world and people, brought light 

to the world, and with his many antics, brings levity to many Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in stories.19  

 

Meanwhile, the Traveler, known by many names – Tsà’ Wëzhè (Hän), Taachuukaii (Gwich'in), 

K’etetaalkkaanee (Koyukuk), Äsùya (Southern Tutchone), Yamoria (Dene), Smart Beaver Man, 

Smart Beaver, The One Who Paddled Among the People and Animals, or The Man Who Went 

Through Everything on a Canoe – is one of the most important characters in Yukon First Nation 

oral history. Most indigenous people living along the Yukon River have an entire story cycle 

about the Traveler, who is often credited with creating the Yukon River. After showing an 

affinity for medicine power in his young age, the Traveler leaves his home and has 

confrontations with many different animals, his medicine power growing with each encounter. 

Traveler is credited with building the first canoe, one of the most important transportation 

devices for many Yukon First Nations, and continues to travel down the length of the Yukon 

                                                 
18 Mar and Edmonds, 2010, p. 2. 
19 Dominique Legros, 1999 
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River, setting things straight between humans and animals and defining the landscape.20 As 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Percy Henry has said: “Well, you know we have our own laws, we 

know how to run our own affairs, we have our own ways of doing things, our own ways of 

looking after the land ... all those old, old people from long ago who knew how to do all those 

things ... they were told what to do by Tsà’ Wëzhè.”21 

 

Throughout this paper, episodes of the Tsà Wëzhè story cycle are shared to disrupt the linear 

narrative of the written word, and insert elements of Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in oral history, reminding 

the reader that this is a Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in story. The Tsà Wëzhè episodes are generally left 

without interpretation, as the goal of these stories is to make one think. Listeners are not told 

explicitly what to take from the stories or what lessons to learn, instead the stories mean 

something different for every listener, every time they are heard. These stories have traveled with 

the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in throughout the past one hundred and fifty years of interactions with 

explorers, traders, gold seekers, settlers, and colonial forces. As this paper emphasizes, these 

stories continue to travel with the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in today, taking on new life, new forms and 

creating new meaning as their political, economic, and cultural climate shifts.  

 

The goal of this paper is to explore and define the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology, as well as 

their laws and governance methods; the stories of Crow and Tsà’ Wëzhè are central to these 

elements in the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in world. While the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in have adapted their 

governance, laws, and ways of being in response to historic waves of newcomers and successive 

stages of Euro-Canadian colonization; they have retained their unique cosmology and cultural 

values, which inform the development and operation of their government. This paper explores 

these adaptations and concludes that, just as the oral history stories of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in are 

altered slightly with each telling, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in laws and governance structures have 

adapted to over one hundred and fifty years of colonial presence in their traditional territory; 

however, their essential cosmology, like the substance of the story, remains the same.  

 

                                                 
20 K’etetaalkkaanee, Catherine Attla, Yukon Koyukyuk School District, Alaska Native Language Center, 1990; People 
of the Lakes, Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation and Shirleen Smith, University of Alberta Press, 2009; Tales from the 
Dena, Frederica de Laguna & Dale DeArmond, University of Washington Press, 1995 
21 Percy Henry, date. 
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Dënezhu ~ Dänojà – 1890s 
 

Tr’ëhudè Dänojà: How we Lived Long Ago 
 

 

The indigenous peoples who traditionally fished at Tr’ochëk – the mouth of the Klondike River -  

and traveled throughout the Yukon River basin, the same people who now reside in Dawson 

City, originally called themselves Dënezhu – The People – the same type of name most Yukon 

indigenous peoples used for themselves, in different linguistic variations. This name speaks to 

the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in world view, in that they need only describe themselves as the people, 

thus defining themselves from the other sentient beings around them – animals, plants, rivers, 

mountains, and spirits. This was noted by cultural anthropologist Catharine McClellan, who 

worked extensively in the southern Yukon from the 1950s to the 1980s: “The natives have 

always been baffled by government officials and others who have wanted to know their overall 

‘tribal name’. My southern Tutchone friends laughed as they recalled a census taker who insisted 

that they must have a tribal name. They explained to him, as they did to me, that Indians are just 

dAn’ (persons) …they have no tribal name.”22  More important than any group name or 

connection to a particular locale, was the familial connections between people. Today, Yukon 

Indigenous peoples still introduce themselves by giving their grandmother’s name, thus 

providing context for how they may be related to those around them.  

 

Historically, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in followed a seasonal round, meeting at fish camps in 

summer, moving into mountainous terrain to hunt for caribou in fall, dispersing into small groups 

of two or three nuclear families in winter. They subsisted on salmon, caribou, moose, small game 

and numerous types of berries, plants and roots. Caribou were particularly important, as they not 

only provided sustenance, but also the essential material for fabrication of clothing and shelter. 

Caribou hides were tanned, cut and sewn into handsome and warm garments for winter and 

summer (fur left on for winter clothing, removed for summer), sewn together and stretched over 

poles for dome houses, and cut into thin strips and made into babiche (or raw hide), a rope used 

for fish nets, snowshoes and numerous other tools. Indeed, everything they needed came from 

the land and animals. Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Stanley Roberts described a busy and joyful life 

                                                 
22 McClellan 1975, p.14, quoted in Nadasdy 2017. 
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at Tr’ochëk: “What my old man told me was that the people had fish traps at the mouth of the 

Klondike River, way before the white people came to this country…When the salmon comes up, 

the people speared it. They threw it, the salmon, to shore. The women were busy carrying fish 

and everybody shared.”23 

 

McClellan meanwhile, provided a rather stark summary of early Yukon Indigenous life: “In the 

19th century a very sparse population was spread over a vast area, making a loosely linked social 

network with very few sharply defined linguistic or cultural boundaries. Everybody shared 

roughly the same patterns of subsistence and technology. Cohesive political units did not exist – 

just widely scattered clusters of living groups whose composition and size changed throughout 

the year as people moved about in the quest for food.”24 While McClellan’s summary is not 

inaccurate, we cannot equate this sort of lifestyle with simplicity. In fact, the lives of hunters and 

gatherers living in the North American subarctic were incredibly complex; and survival there 

required an intricate balance between all inhabitants of the land. As anthropologist Hugh Brody 

has said: “Northern hunters movements are neither random nor onerous. They follow well-tried 

patterns over intimately known terrain and are accomplished with technology finely tuned over 

thousands of years. They are the sum of experience and a proven system of harvesting resources 

of the north. Home is the territory as a whole.”25  

 

Similarly, as reflected in the rich oral history of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and other Yukon River 

peoples, the complexity of their spiritual word was profound. Often, stories such as episodes 

from the Tsà Wëzhè cycle correlate directly with a certain spot on the river, or a distinct 

landmark. When discussing that landmark in story or conversation, the speaker also evokes the 

tale of what happened there – whether it be when Tsà Wëzhè invents the first canoe, or when he 

encounters Otter Woman. Often there is a literal and a metaphorical meaning to the story and it 

can be used in multiple ways, to discuss various situations, or teach numerous lessons.  

 

As all written accounts of early Dënezhu life were recorded by Euro-American newcomers 

(explorers, fur traders, missionaries, etc.) and therefore, were filtered through their cultural 

                                                 
23 Stanley Roberts, 1987. 
24 McClellan, in Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 2018, p.45. 
25 Hugh Brody, 1981. 
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lenses, we must be aware of the inherent biases in these accounts, even as they are used here. It is 

also important to note that even before the earliest newcomers arrived in the lands of the 

Dënezhu (or Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in traditional territory), they had already made an impact there. 

Yukon Indigenous people had extensive trade networks with Indigenous groups in Alaska, 

British Colombia, and the Northwest Territories, which introduced them to European trade goods 

long before they encountered the newcomers themselves.26 Infectious diseases also traveled 

along these trade networks and many scholars have hypothesized that North American 

indigenous populations were decimated by these illnesses before contact with Europeans, making 

some lands appear sparsely populated.27 Finally, Dënezhu and other indigenous people also had 

prophets and prophesy narratives regarding the arrival of newcomers. These oral accounts would 

have prepared them in advance of meeting with newcomers for the first time and would have 

influenced their reactions.28  

 

One of the most significant themes of the Tsà Wëzhè orTraveler stories is that of constant 

movement. Movement was also a way of being for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and other Athabascan 

peoples. As Percy Henry, has said “…those days they live off the country so you can’t go as a 

bunch, because you eat the country out if you go with a bunch.”29 The prevalence of the Traveler 

in many Athabascan oral history traditions underscores the importance of travel and movement 

as an essential part of culture. Constant movement was both a way of life and a means of 

ensuring life. Rather than heading out on an occasional trip, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in were 

constantly watching for signs from weather, land and animals, and preparing to move with the 

seasons. Movement was one of the few constants in life. Remaining settled in one place was 

dangerous, as Percy Henry says, a group would “eat the country out” and there must have been 

worry and discomfort in staying in one place for too long. The success of this living strategy is 

evidenced by the thriving and intact landscapes encountered by the first newcomers to the 

Yukon; and by the fact that is has taken a little over one hundred and fifty years of 

“management” by the colonial Canadian state, to threaten and damage this delicate ecosystem.  

 

                                                 
26 Ken Coates, 1991, p.21-25. 
27 Ibid, p.8-13. 
28 Cruikshank, 1977 (2), p. 113. 
29 Percy Henry, 1993. 
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Just as Tsà Wëzhè moved along the Yukon River, encountering animals and setting things 

straight, so too did the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in continuously move throughout their traditional 

territory, encountering these same animals and benefiting from the work of Tsà Wëzhè. As Percy 

Henry has pointed out, while the Hän migration spanned a huge territory, there were still 

important boundaries to regard between First Nations.30 Landmarks helped to establish such 

boundaries, with each group of indigenous people identifying with a landscape feature within the 

territory of their seasonal migration. For the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, their landmark was and still is 

the Moosehide Slide – a giant landslide stretching across the mountain face above Dawson City 

and the historic fish camp of Tr’ochëk. Percy Henry has discussed the importance of landmarks 

for defining boundaries and showing people when they were in their home territory: “Good 

landmark, it’s like flag. You got Yukon flag, got American flag, stuff like that. …Dawson has 

this one [indicating towards Moosehide Slide] … And then Old Crow got Crow Mountain. Like 

Arctic Village, they got a caribou fence, all like this, eh? They call it caribou fence. …So every 

place got something, eh? I think Mayo got that Look-out Mountain.”31 

 

These landmarks emphasized the sense of stewardship that northern indigenous peoples 

felt for the land they inhabited, the animals and plants they harvested, and the environment 

of which they were and are a part. While these boundaries and landmarks were respected, 

there was extensive trade and communication between indigenous groups in the north, so 

the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in would have heard about European travelers and used their trade 

goods long before they saw them themselves.  

 

In the 1840s and 1850s, when Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people began to encounter European travelers, 

one of the most established summer salmon fish camps was Tr’ochëk, located where the 

Klondike River empties into the Yukon. The Klondike is a sizeable river on its own and was 

once one of the main spawning tributaries for Yukon River salmon. Fed by cold streams in the 

Ogilvie Mountains, the Klondike provides cool, clear water, with many well-vegetated side 

streams with nice gravel bottoms, the perfect habitat for spawning salmon and for the young fish 

when they hatch in the spring. Archaeology work at Tr’ochëk has uncovered several different 

                                                 
30 Percy Henry, 13-53, Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, 2013, interviewed by author. 
31 Ibid.  
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layers of occupation, including five levels associated with the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in use of the site, 

both pre-and post-contact with newcomers. Excavated artefacts have included both historical 

items, such as beads, dishes and metal tools, dating to the time of contact and trade with 

Europeans; and evidence of occupation prior to this contact, such as animal bones, stone tools, 

and hearths, which indicate frequent use over the past 200-300 years.  Evidence of fishing comes 

in the form of fish bones, stone net sinkers, and bone needles, which may have been used to 

weave and repair nets.32 

 

 

Before the arrival of newcomers, fur traders, explorers, gold seekers, and colonizers; the 

Dënezhu operated within their seasonal round, their lives governed by an oral culture; the 

sharing of stories which informed young people about how to be in the world. One of the most 

central stories in this oral culture is that of Crow, a creator.  

 

Crow 
 

“Crow wanted to be born – he wants to make the world!” – Angela Sidney, 1990. 

 

 

Dänojà – long time ago – when animals and people were equal and could speak to each other, 

when animals could change into human form33, this is when Crow made the world, brought light, 

and made people. TH elder Joe Henry once shared a condensed version of this story. It is 

translated and re-told here by his son Percy: 

…Grizzly Bear took the sun down. …The people go see him, visit him, talk to 

him, but he won’t listen.  They got to his daughter.  They try everything, because 

there’s no light.  No daylight.  Finally, they talked to Crow. The crow went and 

talked to the bear. That bear had one daughter.  And he got everything sealed 

around his house and won’t let her go out.  So, the crow got her to want water.  

And she want water in the worst way.  Her Dad give her water.  No, she want 

water right off the river.  Finally, she beat her dad, and she went down get water 

herself.  Her Dad watch her. When she got there, she dip water.  One spruce 

needle go in the water, and she throw it out and dip it back in again.  This went 

on.  She threw it way out and still come back to the same place.  That was Crow 

himself, that spruce needle.  And finally, she got mad, and she just swallow it. In 

about three, four days she had baby. So, the crow was born in three or four days.  

                                                 
32 T.J. Hammer, The tr'o-ju-wech'in Archaeology Project, 1998, p. 2, p. 18, p. 22; T.J. Hammer, The Tr’ochëk 
Archaeology Project, 2002, p.9. 
33 Elders of Tsiigehtshik, 2007, p12 
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In a day or so he start running around.  He asked his grampa for that sun. I think it 

something like a big silver dollar.  Finally, he let him have it to play around with 

but he watch him real close. He roll it around and roll it around. Finally, he got by 

the door and play around there. Finally, it roll out and go around behind his house, 

and he throw it up in the sky with his left hand. They claim that Crow is left 

handed, so he throw it up there and the light comes. After he did that he turned 

[in]to crow again and he landed on the tree way over and he say, ‘Caw, caw, 

caw’.34  

 

Next, according to Tagish/Tlingit elder Angela Sidney, Crow made the earth:  

 

After Crow made the world he see that sea lion owned the only island in the 

world. The rest was water. He’s the only one with land. …Crow wants land too. 

So he stole sea lion’s kid. ‘Give back that kid,’ said sea lion. ‘Give me beach – 

some sand,’ say Crow. So, sea lion gave him sand. You know how sand in water 

floats? Crow threw that sand around the ocean. ‘Be world!’ he tell it. And it 

became world.35 

 

In other versions of the story, it is a beaver or muskrat who dives down for earth. After 

that, Crow made people. Again, Angela Sidney shared a concise version of this story: 

 

After that he walk around, fly around all alone. He’s tired. He’s lonely. He needs 

people. He took poplar tree bark. You know how it’s thick? He carved it. Then he 

breathed life into it. ‘Live,’ he said. And he made person. He made Crow and 

Wolf too [the clans or moieties of most Yukon indigenous peoples]. …he made 

Crow man sit with Wolf woman and he made Wolf man sit with Crow woman. 

So, Crow must marry Wolf and Wolf must marry Crow. That’s how the world 

began.36 

 

 

Versions of these Crow stories are told throughout what are now the Yukon, Alaska, and the 

Northwest Territories. These ancient accounts, passed from generation to generation through an 

oral culture, are an incredibly accurate and efficient means of sharing information amongst 

people and teaching young people how to be and act in their world.37 Additionally, these stories 

portray the basis of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology – how the world and all its beings were 

made, as well as how they are meant to interact with each other. As these distant time stories 

were told to everyone, they served as guiding oral legislation, which made clear the relationships 

                                                 
34 Joe Henry, 90-06B, p1. 
35 Angela Sidney, in Cruikshank, 1977, p3. 
36 Ibid, p3. 
37 See: Julie Cruikshank, The Social Life of Stories, 1998.  
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between animals and people, and people and land. When understood together, these stories 

educate people about Tr’ëhudè. Many of the distant time stories involve humans and animals 

speaking with each other, changing form, and entering each other’s worlds (the sky world, or the 

underwater world, for example), which demonstrates one of the fundamental elements of the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology – that humans and animals are equivalent and coexist in a 

delicate system of reciprocity, based on respect.  

 

 

“That’s your grandfather’s fire” 
 

One of the Yukon’s foremost storytellers38, Mrs. Angela Sidney told many of these distant time 

stories to anthropologist Julie Cruikshank, who published them in numerous books and 

pamphlets. As Mrs. Sidney told the stories, she reinforced their modern significance, by giving 

examples of how Yukon Indigenous people continue to reference these stories today. For 

instance, while telling the story of how Crow stole the sun and moon from his grandfather and 

threw them into the sky, bringing light to the world, Mrs. Sidney paused in the telling, to say 

“like now if baby asks for sun, moon, you say ‘that’s your grandfather’s fire.’”.39 This adage 

demonstrates the ubiquity of the story – it is so well known that there are everyday sayings 

referencing it – and further, that it is referenced in interactions with children, as a means of 

teaching them about their connections with Crow (creator) and Bear (grandfather) and the role 

each played in the creation of their world. This also acknowledges the Crow-like aspects of 

humans and children – the curiosity and impishness that gives Crow much of his personality.  

 

Crow even created salmon, a fish that is essential for Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in livelihood. In Story of 

Crow, Northern Tutchone elder, Tommy McGinty recounted the creation of salmon: 

… [Crow] makes a lake with a river going right down from it, he brings some fish 

up and tells them: ‘You go up this way and you spawn. After that, you’re going to 

go for your life; you’re going to die. And your kids are going to go back down 

home to where you come from. When they’re grown up, they’re going to come 

back where you died to make more kids. You’ll do that until the end of this world. 

…Keep it going. Another thing too: you fish will have to watch for your heads. 

Don’t let people handle them the wrong way. It’s going to bring bad luck to them 

if they do so: you’ll have to keep away from anybody who does that. You’ll watch 

                                                 
38 In the Yukon, the term ‘storyteller’ is one of great respect, similar to an oral historian. 
39 Sidney in Cruikshank, 1977, p2 
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too for anyone who doesn’t take good care of his fish grub, for any kid who plays 

around with your eyes. If they do that, you must never come back to their mom’s 

and dad’s nets, you must never give yourselves away to them anymore.40 

 

Here, Crow is also sharing essential information about the proper and respectful relationship 

between salmon and people. Because salmon give themselves willingly to the people, they must 

be respected; and because they too are sentient beings, with will and emotion, they know when 

they have been mistreated. The ancient agreement between people and animals is discussed by 

Dene elder, George Blondin. When writing about the laws that Dene41 people live by, Blondin 

says that:  

Young people were also taught respect for nature and Mother Earth, what she 

provides for us to live and also about birds, animals, flowers and plants. Elders 

talked about the sun, stars winds, clouds, fog, water, fish, and insects, and how the 

Creator made them for us to use. They told them about the conference human 

beings had with animals when it was decided the four-legged and winged ones 

would offer themselves for food if human treated them with respect.42 

 

This reciprocal system was well-understood and practiced by the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people, 

who lived in a perpetual state of movement, keeping time with the seasonal migrations and 

cycles of the animals and plants upon which they depended. The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in had “a 

home for each season,”43 with a seasonal round that centered on the Yukon River, but effectively 

used all regions of their territory, allowing them to make their living from the land. The plants 

and animals around them provided everything they needed for survival – caribou and moose 

skins for clothing and shelter; wild plants, berries, and animals for nutrition and medicine; trees 

for sledges, canoes and fish weirs. It was Crow who created these things for people and it was 

Tsà’ Wëzhè, the Traveler, who set things straight and allowed for them to operate in this world.  

 

 

 Tsà’ Wëzhè 
 

Tsà’ Wëzhè Episode: Fish Camp (leaving his family) 
 

                                                 
40 Tommy McGinty in: Dominique Legros, Tommy McGinty’s Northern Tutchone Story of Crow, (Hull: Canadian 
Museum of Civilization, 1999), p. 57. 
41 Neigbours to the east of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. 
42 Blondin, 1997, p.72-73. 
43 Council for Yukon Indians, Together Today for Our Children Tomorrow, (Whitehorse: Council for Yukon Indians, 
1977), p. 13. 
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“In the time very long ago, many people were staying at a fish camp. People were working very hard, 

putting away fish. There was a boy named Betohoh who slept and slept and slept…One day he was 

walking around on the beach where people were cutting fish. Some camp robbers44 were busy carrying 

away fish eggs…Betohoh began to throw rocks at them. He hit one of them on the leg and broke it. The 

camp robber flew off with its leg hanging limply in the air. The summer passed. The boy slept the entire 

fall.” So much sleeping was a sign that he was to become a medicine person. Before this, Betohoh’s 

brothers had all left home, one by one on a mission to become medicine people. During the winter, 

Betohoh informed his mother that he too, was leaving. “His mother tried to persuade him to stay, but to 

no avail; he left.”45     

 

 

The traveler story cycle is central to Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology, laws and governance. It is 

an epic tale, told throughout the Yukon River basin with many variations, but the same general 

story line – a young boy leaves his home to go on a long journey, during which he encounters 

many dangerous animals. His spiritual power increases as he passes each obstacle. The story 

cycle consists of many episodes, which were traditionally told in a specific order, following Tsà 

Wëzhe’s route down the Yukon River; and often told in early winter, taking up to one week to 

tell the entire story.46 The way in which the story cycle was told demonstrates its reverence, 

centrality and importance. 

The stories of Crow and Tsà Wëzhè are both foundation stories for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, 

however, the differences between the two are explained by Haynes and Simeone: 

 While Raven formed the land and brought light, it was Tsa’Wushyaa’, or the 

Traveler, who set things in order and made the world safe for human beings. It is 

the Traveler who, after great difficulty, brings knowledge to the human world 

where it can benefit the entire community. This knowledge ranges from how to 

build a canoe or a pair of snowshoes to instructions about how people should 

behave to ensure the proper relations between hunters and their prey and between 

other humans. 47  

As Koyukon Elder and consummate storyteller, Catherine Attla begins in K’etetaalkkaanee, her 

book about the traveler: “This is a story called K’etetaalkkaanee. It is about a man who walked 

all winter and paddled all summer. It is the longest of the stories that the people used to tell,”.48 

While Attla’s account of the Traveler story is not identical to that of Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elders, 

                                                 
44 A Camp Robber is a bird also known as the gray jay or Canada jay, or whiskey jack. 
45 Attla, Catherine. K’etetaalkkaanee, 1990, p. 2-4. 
46 Ibid, p. viii. 
47 Haynes and Simeone, 2007. 

48 K’etetaalkkaanee, Catherine Attla, p. 2, 1990 
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hers is the most complete, so is used here with some additions from other storytellers. 

Anthropologist Frederica de Laguna worked with Attla to record the entire traveler saga, and 

here, reveals some of the character of Tsà Wëzhè: 

The Traveler had dreamed in advance of all the places he would visit and of the 

adventures he would encounter, and that he had the mission of correcting the 

things in the world that were wrong. In this respect, he offers a contrast with 

Raven, who certainly on occasion acted as a marplot, as when he made the rivers 

run only one way so people would have to paddle when going upstream, who 

fashioned men of clay instead of stone so they would be mortal, and who released 

clouds of mosquitos to plague them. Of course, Raven also helped people when it 

suited him or when they bribed him with food. Yet, the Traveler [often] acts in a 

very cruel way, or is thoughtless of another’s feelings...49 

In one episode, Tsà Wëzhè abandons his wife and child to hungry wolves50; in others, he 

kills and harvests animals, even though he has just been accommodated by their families; 

and at times he teases and is even rude to his hosts, as pointed out by Attla. “Why didn’t 

he just keep quiet,”51 she asks at one point. Therefore, Tsà Wëzhè is not a hero in the 

Euro-American sense of the word. Instead, his heroism stems from his importance in 

making the world safe for humans, his ability to outwit his adversaries, negotiate 

obstacles and survive in a challenging environment; while doing so, he portrays some 

very human characteristics.  

It was Tsà’ Wëzhè who made the Yukon River. Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Martha Taylor once 

described how Tsà’ Wëzhè, or Beaver-Man, as she called him, did this: 

One time long ago, Beaver-Man he’s traveling around, a-traveling and a-

traveling. The sun he was real hot, and Beaver-Man he get thirsty, you know, real 

thirsty like when you don’t got even spit to swallow. He need something to drink 

real bad. One man he’s a-traveling with, he fall down dead he so thirsty.  

Beaver-Man pretty soon he say to himself, “What I going to do?” and he start 

thinking, and pretty soon he say to people he’s a-traveling with, “I going to make 

you some water so you better get ready to drink.” Then Wolverine say, “There’s 

no water. How you going to make some?” And they all get mad at him, think he’s 

crazy, just want to make big show. Especially Wolverine, he’s real mad. Beaver-

Man he take and cut willow stick and he tie willow stick to his walking stick with 

a piece of...how you say in English?...  

that string you make from caribou. Then he go down in a little valley, at the top 

                                                 
49 Frederica de Laguna, 1935 
50 de Laguna & DeArmond, 1995, p.122 
51 Attla, 1990, p.7. 
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end of it, and he say again, “I going to make you some water, so you better get 

ready to drink.” Then he stick willow stick into ground. Pretty soon lot of water 

coming out. Lot of, lot of water from good clean spring. All these people with 

Beaver-Man, even Wolverine, they so happy they put their whole head right in the 

water. After that each time Beaver-Man and his people they get thirsty, he go up 

to top of little valley, stick in willow stick, and water come out. Lot of water. He 

done this many times. Each spring it make a stream, and after long, long time 

these streams so many they big enough to make Yukon River.  

Martha Taylor, Dawson City, Yukon.52  

Many of the Tsà’ Wëzhè episodes are about interactions with animals, some of whom eat 

humans, as he travels along the Yukon River. Tsà’ Wëzhè uses his cunning and medicine 

powers to kill or tame these animals and teach them to live in harmony with people. These 

tales reinforce the importance of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in relationship with animals. These 

sacred relationships, outlined by Tsà’ Wëzhè, formed an essential element of Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in laws. Humans must respect the animals they harvest for sustenance, because 

with respect comes abundance. Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Percy Henry has frequently 

discussed this: “He was down Yukon, Mackenzie, Porcupine [rivers], everywhere. 

Wherever people, so that’s how he re-create everything, I guess. …He can do anything. 

Anything. That’s why I say he give animal command, ‘you live this way,’ and he tell us to 

live this way, we don’t, we still do this, right? ...But the animals still keep their promise.”53 

 

When Percy Henry says, “…the animals still keep their promise,” he demonstrates the centrality 

of Tsà’ Wëzhè to the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology – that the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and the 

animals have a promise to uphold, a code created by Tsà’ Wëzhè. A sacred agreement between 

animals and humans, designed by Tsà’ Wëzhè to ensure balance and reciprocity on the land. This 

promise is integral to the daily operation of life on Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in land. It is this agreement 

that allowed Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in to live on this land –  animals allow themselves to be killed by 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in for sustenance, in return for the respect and thanks offered by the people.  

 

Yukon historian David Neufeld has described the Tsà’ Wëzhè (Tachokaii) story cycle as a “story 

map” and here, details its significance: 

The Tachokaii story cycle highlights the importance of the Yukon River to the 

                                                 
52 From Traveler Story book, by Jody Beaumont 
53 Percy Henry, 2013. 
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life of the people living along it. The episodes of Tachokaii’s adventures are 

shared, and consistent among the Athapaskan people of the Yukon River valley. 

The stories are tied to specific locations along the river. …Athapaskan people 

share this riparian cosmology through their continuing relationship to their river. 

And the clarity of place represented in these stories is reinforced by their 

repetition in time. ... As the [people] journeyed, the stories linked to the places 

where they camped were repeated, and the audience would be reminded of both 

the moral lessons gained from Tachokaii’s experiences there and the practical 

knowledge of that place and time of year that were part of the story.  

 The territory of the Athapaskans is created, understood, described, explained and 

owned by these stories of travel and interaction. The stories instill and reinforce a 

sense of cultural identity and morality, they remind the participants of their 

responsibility in maintaining the balance of the world and, through their detailed 

ecological knowledge, the power to envision and control their future. The stories 

are also potent statements of ownership.  

The story maps of the Yukon River basin are thus a source for the guides to 

proper behavior, instructions in the exercise of land skills to build a desired future 

and the cultural foundation of the Athapaskan civilization,”54. 

Similarly, James Ruppert, professor of Alaska Native Studies, at the University of Alaska, 

Fairbanks, has discussed the transformative nature of the traveler story cycle: “…The Traveler 

story delineates many tenets of cultural wisdom, it also delineates social mores and the practical 

wisdom of survival in the north. Also at the foundation of these cultural functions is the sense 

that this story and other stories are prayers for short winters and good lives, that those who tell 

the old stories, who know them and live with them, will be blessed with long, lucky lives,”.55 

 

The Traveler remains a well-known character among many Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people today. 

When asked about Tsà’ Wëzhè, Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Edward Roberts replied “Oh yeah, I 

know him real good. That’s the one that travel around and tame all the animals.” Roberts spoke 

about Tsà’ Wëzhè as if he were an old friend, recounting how he gave his family a feather and 

said “when it shrinks to be that small [about ten centimetres] I’ll return.” According to Edward, 

Tsà’ Wëzhè then traveled around, taming all of the animals and telling them what to eat. The 

only animal Tsà’ Wëzhè could not tame was Wolverine. Edward recounted with glee, how Tsà’ 

Wëzhè managed to kill all but one female wolverine, who ran up a tree. When Tsà’ Wëzhè tried 
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to burn down the tree, wolverine peed so much it put out the fire. “Don’t know how he56 got so 

darn much pee!” said Edward. After this occurred many times, Tsà’ Wëzhè finally gave up and 

called a truce with Wolverine. Therefore, wolverine is one of the few animals that still causes 

trouble for people.  Edward also mentioned that some say Tsà’ Wëzhè was like God.57 

 

These two story cycles – that of Crow and Tsà’ Wëzhè, help to explain the cultural cosmology 

and basis of law and governance for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and will be used throughout this 

paper, to demonstrate the unbroken threads weaving Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in beliefs from time long 

ago to the present. The snowshoe is a useful metaphor here, if we view the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

cosmology as the Spruce-wood snowshoe frame, and oral history and community lessons as the 

babiche webbing, which hold the frame together and make it viable. On this solid base, the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in can build their concepts of law and community governance, so that they 

move through the world in a good way – Tr’ëhudè. Like Tsà Wëzhè, traveling through the 

Yukon River basin, through the seasons, good snowshoes are required to navigate the deep 

snows in winter. Similar to the babiche webbing of a snowshoe, these stories provide a base for 

daily Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in life and that base has been the same since time immemorial.  

 

Elements of the Crow and Tsà’ Wëzhè story cycles are shared throughout the historical sections 

below to demonstrate the unchanged Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology and to disrupt the linear 

time frame of this paper. Linear time is often in opposition to the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in world 

view, which uses a circular notion of time. This is demonstrated by Percy Henry when he says of 

Tsà’ Wëzhè: “far as I know, he’s still going….”, in other words, the story is still taking place, the 

journey is continuous.  This technique is also an attempt to trouble the anthropocentric bias of 

the written word, which is in opposition to the cosmology of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in – and 

indeed, many northern Indigenous peoples – who believe that all entities are sentient and express 

this concept through their oral history.58 

 

 

                                                 
56 There are no gender pronouns in the Hän language, so often, Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elders use ‘he’ and ‘she’ 
interchangeably.  
57 Edward Roberts, 2013. 
58 Julie Cruikshank, Do Glaciers listen?, Mario Blaser, Vine Deloria, etc. 
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 Governance 
 

The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in live in an environment where reciprocity and group harmony were 

essential to survival. Hunting, fishing, gathering and building of all the structures necessary for 

survival (caribou fences, fish weirs, canoes, brush shelters, etc.) could only be accomplished by 

groups of people working together. While small groups of two or three nuclear families were 

often preferable in the lean winter months, to live completely alone was an extreme hardship. 

Therefore, working together was essential for survival and people were raised and governed to 

maintain harmony and community cohesion. There was and still is an obligation to help those 

around you, with the sharing of resources being not just a matter of manners, but required for 

survival.59   

 

The type of governance necessary to survive in this sub-arctic environment is modeled by the 

animals who live here and based on the principles passed on by Crow and Tsà Wëzhè. As 

anthropologist Paul Nadasdy has observed: “Yukon Indian people regarded themselves as among 

the least powerful inhabitants of the boreal forest; and it was animals – rather than human-people 

who initially laid down many of the laws that still govern not only human-animal but also 

human-human relations in the Yukon.”60  

 

The animal beings wolf and crow61 have made an ancient agreement to maintain the health of the 

caribou herds, one of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in’s most important sources of food and fabricating 

materials. As Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Percy Henry has explained many times, it is the wolves 

who keep the caribou herds healthy by chasing them, causing them to run and sweat to stay in 

good physical condition. The wolves then maintain the wellbeing of the herd by killing the old 

and the infirm members, who might spread disease or otherwise slow the herd down and impede 

their migrations. “…The wolf is like a doctor,” says Percy. “…Keep the game healthy. 

Sometimes just run it for nothing. Just run and run and get sweat, eh? And if the weak caribou go 

aside, it’s something wrong with it so they kill and eat him. …because you see, wolf and caribou 

                                                 
59 Osgood, 1936, p. 111-112. 
60 Nadasdy, 2017, p.103 
61 Technically, there are ravens (Corvus corax) in the Yukon, but they are often referred to by Yukon indigenous 
people as crows, and that is the English word used for the Tätra clan.  
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lived together for thousands of years and they balance themselves, because wolf only take the 

weak one.”62 

 

While the wolves are essential in maintaining the health of the caribou herds, it is the crows, or 

ravens who can lead wolves to the caribou. With their aerial vantage point, crows can spot 

caribou far before wolves would be able to track and find them. So, it is crow who flies up and 

sights the caribou herds, then communicates their location to the wolves. Crow does this because 

wolves always leave some of the caribou carcass for them to clean up. The ancient agreement 

between wolf and crow is an example of the balance and reciprocity that are essential 

components of life and governance in the sub-arctic territory of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. Like 

wolves, Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in are hunters and they too have an agreement with the crows. If crows 

lead hunters to caribou or moose, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in must leave some meat for the Crows as 

a means of giving thanks.  

 

The way the wolves and crows operate on the land creates a model for Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

governance and demonstrates the importance of leadership. Percy Henry has discussed 

leadership, as exemplified by the caribou herds and wolf packs of this region. He has also spoken 

on behalf of wolves on many occasions, such as when wolf culls are suggested to manage the 

population and ostensibly preserve caribou herds. Percy has urged those who work in wildlife 

management positions not to kill the leaders – the older wolves – as they are the mentors for 

younger wolves in the pack and teach them how to hunt and behave in a proper manner, 

including their interactions with humans and other animals. When the wolf packs have a good 

teacher, they know to never to kill the first caribou in the herd, as those are the leaders, who 

teach the young caribou the migration route and ensure they come back to the area. Percy says 

the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in learned this important lesson from the wolves. Alaskan anthropologists, 

Mishler and Simeone have echoed Percy in saying: “The Han believe the leaders of the caribou 

herd, jaykaw, should never be killed, for without them the caribou would wander aimlessly and 

not know where to migrate to find food from season to season. In this way, the political 
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organization of the Han mirrors that of the caribou. The spiritual bond between the Han and the 

caribou is very strong, and for this reason elder chiefs have always been highly respected.”63 

 

Before newcomers arrived in the Yukon, there was no elected leadership, instead there were 

individuals who would take on leadership roles or provide guidance when required. Sometimes 

leadership was hereditary, but not always.64 A good Dënezhu leader could be a good hunter, a 

medicine person (shaman), a respectful communicator, a land steward, a distributor of resources, 

or a good trader. As groups merged or dispersed, these leadership roles would shift and change.65  

Ultimately, it was the environment that led the people, as they took their cues from the weather 

and animals and made their decisions based on what the land was telling them.  

 

In the 1930s, anthropologist Cornelius Osgood wrote an ethnography of the “Kutchin”, or 

Gwich’in, northern neighbours and relations of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, who would have lived in 

a similar fashion. By this time, the Gwich’in would have already adapted their lives greatly due 

to the influence of newcomers and of course, Osgood interpreted their lives through the lens of a 

Euro-American man. That noted, Osgood concluded that the Kutchin had a “weak chieftainship”, 

which was in general “inherited from father to son, but…if the people do not like a chief, they 

refuse to follow his guidance and sometimes another man takes over the authority of 

chieftainship.” Osgood asserted that “a chief is always wealthy,” and that “…chieftainship really 

tends to follow wealth and prestige rather than blood.”66 Osgood summarized the role and life of 

a chief thusly: 

The routine of life of a chief differs little from that of any other person. He fishes 

and hunts, builds sleds and other implements, and in general works as hard, if not 

harder than anyone else of the wealthy class. Certain types of labour, however, 

such as packing, are performed by people of the poor class. These people also 

hunt and do work of all kinds for the chief, services which are repaid by gifts. 

…The paternal role of the chief is an important aspect of the culture, for it is he 

who generally decides the place to hunt, or to build a fish trap, and gives advice as 

well on social and material difficulties. He loans tools to those who need them 

and acts as host to visitors, giving the first meal to all newcomers.67 

                                                 
63 Mishler and Simeone, 2004, p94. 
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While the chief had a certain authority, he would not have been the sole decision maker. Osgood 

also discussed the councils held by the Kutchin, before any important action was taken by the 

group. Generally, wrote Osgood, “the chief gives a feast and then presents the topic for 

consideration. Only men old enough or otherwise sure of the respect of the people may voice an 

opinion or debate the subject. Young men are present but do not speak…” According to Osgood, 

women did not generally attend the council, but some older ones might listen in and importantly, 

“if the men appear[d] to be making fools of themselves, some old woman may get up and give 

them a piece of her mind. The old woman’s right to do so is recognized and some are respected 

as very intelligent advisors.”68 

 

In his 2017 book, “Sovereignty’s Entailments”, anthropologist Paul Nadasdy, who has worked 

extensively with the Kluane First Nation in the southern Yukon, discusses First Nation state 

formation in the Yukon. Nadasdy suggests that historically, “in the absence of any hierarchical 

political institutions or means of coercion, people generally arrived at collective decisions via a 

slow process of consensus building (with headmen playing the role of influential shapers of 

opinion rather than decision makers). As in many other stateless societies, dissenters were 

generally free to leave or to simply refrain from taking part…”.69 This seems to confirm what 

Osgood wrote some eighty years before.  

 

However, Dënezhu headmen or Chiefs did have some real power in certain circumstances, such 

as administering justice. As Percy Henry explained, “when the Indian run this country, the Chief 

is the judge. If you did something real bad he’ll send you away. He give you enough [food, 

supplies] for one, two day and he say ‘Go. Don’t look back. Just go.’ One year…one year eh. 

And if he ever was seen again he could be shot or they gonna kill him.” In an environment and 

society where dependence on others was and working together was necessary for survival, 

banishment or social exclusion was akin to a death sentence. Percy has suggested that this form 

of governance was effective and the principles of it are applicable today. “Our justice is today 
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what we could use,” said Percy. “Is inherent right, that’s our right, huh. Because everything we 

did, we ran this country without [Euro-American] law, except for our own law.”70 

 

The evidence of the success of the Dënezhu governance system and land stewardship systems is 

in the intact landscapes and animal populations that were encountered by early explorers in the 

1840s and up to the Klondike gold rush. There were thriving caribou herds that shook the ground 

when they ran, plentiful salmon that turned the streams red when spawning, and numerous 

moose that helped to feed 30, 000 ravenous gold seekers who suddenly took up residence within 

the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in traditional territory in 1898.  

 

  

Trondiak ~ 1840s – 1890s 
 

Tsà’ Wëzhè Episode: Camp Robber 
 

“He had been walking for a long time when he caught sight of an underground house from which smoke 

was rising.” He went up and brushed his feet. “This is how they used to knock: …when they came to the 

entryway they brushed their feet.” Inside, he found a woman and her children. There was an invalid lying 

under a blanket by the back wall. The woman called him “my dear grandchild” and explained to him that 

the invalid was the camp robber, the bird whose leg he had broken the summer before. Because the 

invalid could no longer collect food, the family was about to starve. After feeding Tsà Wëzhè a broth 

made with just four fish eggs, the mother asked him to help the invalid. Using his medicine power, Tsà 

Wëzhè was able to heal the man’s leg and the family all went to bed. In the morning, Tsà Wëzhè woke up 

alone, finding only bird droppings in the house. When he went out there were many camp robbers at the 

bases of the spruce trees. The family he had met the night before had turned back into camp robbers. At 

daylight, he continued walking.71   

 

Even before the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in encountered any Europeans in their lands, the British Crown 

had signed the Royal Proclamation of October, 1763, which explicitly recognizes aboriginal title 

to lands throughout what would become Canada. The proclamation states that only the Crown 

can acquire land from indigenous people and then only by treaty. This was not how it played out 

in the Yukon.  
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Some of the first non-indigenous people that the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in may have met or heard 

about were explorers, such as John Franklin, who mapped much of the western Arctic coastline, 

while searching for the Northwest Passage in 1825. Next, came fur traders, such as Robert 

Campbell. In 1848, while working for the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC), Campbell established 

Fort Selkirk, a trading post, at the confluence of the Pelly and Yukon Rivers, which effectively 

excluded the coastal Tlingit middlemen, who had controlled trade with the people of the interior 

Yukon. It was then, in the 1840s, that Hän-speaking people and other indigenous people of the 

interior Yukon River would have direct contact with people of European descent and 

relationships with their indigenous neighbours began to change. In 1867 Russia sold Alaska to 

the United States, which eventually put Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people in close contact with many 

American prospectors and traders; and would also lead to the border dividing the Hän-speakers 

into two groups.  

 

In the late 19th century, these early newcomers wrote about three groups or ‘bands’ of Hän-

speaking Dënezhu. Early visitors named these people according to their assumed ‘headmen’ or 

‘Chiefs’. Two groups were in Alaska, just across where the U.S. Canada border is now – 

Johnny’s Village, located near the present-day village of Eagle, Alaska, and Charley’s Village, 

which was near the mouth of the Kandik River. The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, or “Trondiak” as the 

fur traders called them (named for the Klondike River, where their fish camp as located), were 

the third group 72, led by a chief named Gàh Ts’yàt, which translates to ‘rabbit hat’ in Hän. This 

appears to be the same person identified as ‘Catsah’ or ‘Katza’ by newcomers and who worked 

as an interpreter for Robert Campbell in the late 1840s. With decades of experience working and 

trading with the newcomers, Gàh Ts’yàt directed their explorations into Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

territory to his advantage. In 1874, Gàh Ts’yàt and ten other Hän men led Jack McQuesten to 

establish Fort Reliance, ten kilometres downriver from present day Dawson City. This was the 

first trading post within Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in traditional territory, meaning they no longer had to 

travel long distances to trade. It also drew many neighbouring indigenous people into the area to 

acquire new trade goods.73  
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While many Dënezhu people were eager to participate in the new economy created by the fur 

trade, it did alter land use patterns, as Dënezhu people changed their seasonal movements to 

include visits to trading posts and some eventually began to stay near these new settlements for 

extended periods of time. At these new settlements, Dënezhu also had more contact with 

missionaries, whose preaching and ministrations eventually began to take effect on the Dënezhu 

world view and way of life.74  

 

In 1886, profitable amounts of gold were found in the banks of the Fortymile River, and many of 

the prospectors who had been trickling into the Yukon converged on the site, creating the 

Yukon’s first real town. By 1887, local indigenous people began to frequent Forty Mile to sell 

meat, fish, and valuable clothing such as fur mittens and mukluks. Unlike earlier trading posts, 

such as Fort Reliance, which was established for trading with and often in conjunction with First 

Nations people; Forty Mile was a mining town, with an economy focused on the miners, rather 

than on trade with the indigenous inhabitants of the area. The town of Forty Mile represents the 

first real imposition of Euro-American living patterns on the land, such as the creation of a 

colonial-style street grid, the building of large frame structures and the Yukon’s first Christian 

mission, Buxton Mission. In 1891, Anglican Bishop William Bompas also established the 

Yukon’s first mission school at Forty Mile and local indigenous people began to bring their 

children there for day lessons. Unlike the residential schools that would follow, however, this 

was by choice of the parents, with some likely coercing by missionaries.  

 

As increasing amounts of gold were discovered along the Yukon River and as more, mostly 

American, miners came into the area, the new federal Canadian government felt the need to 

establish its sovereignty in the region. To that end, the government dispatched a detachment of 

twenty-one officers of the North-West Mounted Police (NWMP), headed by Inspector Charles 

Constantine, to build a fort near Forty Mile. Fort Constantine, as it was named, became the first 

official presence of the Canadian Government within Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in traditional territory.75  

In 1894, Chief Charley and Benjamin, described as headmen for the groups of Hän-speaking 

people in the region, came to meet with Inspector Constantine76. Constantine, however, had strict 
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instructions to ascertain the situation of the local indigenous people, but not to engage in any 

compensation or treaty-making with them, as the government expected the mining camps of the 

Yukon to be short-lived and wanted no long-term commitments in the area.77  

 

During the mid-1880s Chief Charley, his family and others from his ‘band’ settled the Forty Mile 

town site. Chief Charley became well-known in the historic literature and is recalled fondly in 

many written reports. Anglican Missionary Richard Bowen once reminisced about Chief 

Charley: “The memory of this old man is dear to me and many old timers would regale you with 

stories of his honesty, sagacity, and kindness. In one instance, he is given credit for saving a 

massacre of the white prospectors, who had been thoughtless enough to lure the… [indigenous 

women] into their home and into the dance hall.”78 An American Judge, stationed at Eagle City, 

downriver from Forty Mile described an incident when one of Chief Charley’s dogs was stolen 

by a man in 1900. Charley paddled one hundred miles up the Yukon River with a dozen other 

men, prepared to retrieve the dog by any means. First, Charley consulted with Judge 

Wickersham and insisted that he get the dog back or Charley would do it himself and warned 

that this might create violence. Impressed by Charley’s “fearlessness, simple speech, and 

apparent honesty,” Wickersham ensured that Charley’s dog was returned that day.79 This 

incident exemplifies the Hän ability to use Euro-American (or Euro-Canadian) justice systems as 

they required. Charley was prepared to enact justice in his own manner, but before doing so, 

appealed to the new legal system imported by newcomers to achieve his end. This is an example 

of the adaptability of the Han to incorporate settler systems and the authority of newcomers, 

when it suited them.  

 

In the 1890s, another important Dënezhu chief arrived on the scene, when Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

chief Gàh Ts’yàt reportedly passed the chieftainship to his son-in-law Isaac, because he spoke 

better English and would be able to deal with the many newcomers coming into the region. Chief 

Isaac was a tall man who may have been originally from the Tanana region of Alaska. It was 
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Chief Isaac who would see the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in through the tumultuous years of the Klondike 

Gold Rush.  

 

Early Interactions with Newcomers 
 

Tsà’ Wëzhè Episode: Rabbit 
 
“He left once again. He walked and walked and walked. …He came upon a place where there 
was a strip of land between two lakes.” Tsà Wëzhè came upon a rabbit trail and set a spring-
pole snare. He then found a house, brushed his feet and went inside, where there were a 
women and children, who fed him. The food did not taste right, apparently, it was sticks. After 
eating, one of the sons dressed in rabbit furs and went outside. He did not return home. All night 
long the mother sang for her son “Early yesterday, me little son went out for sandbar willows. 
The night passed without him. Be coming home, be coming home…” Finally, Tsà Wëzhè 
complained and the singing stopped. In the morning, the house was empty, save for some 
rabbit droppings and left-over willow sticks. He went out to check his snare and found the rabbit 
that the mother had cried for all night. “He took the rabbit to the house and cooked it. He ate the 
rabbit and started walking again.”80 

 

 

As the economy changed and Dënezhu people began to deal more with Euro-American people 

who had a hierarchical system of leadership and governance, the institution of a chief or 

headman became more formalized as newcomers sought one person to speak for the group. The 

Euro-American expectations of a hierarchical system of governance that was projected onto the 

Dënezhu and the importance of this system may have been exaggerated in historical accounts, as 

written by newcomers.  

 

Dënezhu began to alter their land use patterns and settlement locations in order to accommodate 

the newcomers and participate in the new economy. While they had long trapped animals for 

sustenance, clothing material and trade purposes, the use of new tools such as guns would have 

changed hunting patterns and perhaps allowed for increased harvests of large game such as 

caribou and moose, which were needed to feed the newcomers. Trapping for trade brought 

people into the new settlements more and more, changing the communal dependency of the 

Dënezhu and disrupting social organization. This also brought the Dënezhu within closer reach 

of missionaries, who used the social disruption caused by epidemics and economic change to 

their advantage. With the introduction of Christianity into the region, Dënezhu people began to 
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incorporate some new beliefs into their spirituality and this may have served to trouble their 

cosmology and their trust in traditional leaders and healers, such as medicine people and elders. 

We do know that the missionaries were able to persuade many Dënezhu people to be baptized, 

bring their children to the mission school at Forty Mile, and even to observe the Sabbath, by 

occasionally avoiding hunting on Sundays.81 

 

The newcomers lacked knowledge of the agreements between animals and between animals and 

Dënezhu, therefore, they would not have understood the need for reciprocity and balance 

between all creatures. As we shall see in the following sections, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

maintained this knowledge and on numerous occasions, attempted to educate newcomers about 

Tr’ëhudè – how to live in a good way.  

 

Moosehide Indians ~ 1890s – 1950s 
 

The Gold Rush  

 

Tsà’ Wëzhè Episode: The Chickadee People 

 
“He continued to walk and walk…He was walking where he had already journeyed in his sleep. It was as 

if he were backtracking…way off in the distance he could see a trail of smoke extending upward…As 

usual, he went to the entryway, brushed his feet, and went inside…A big family of small people was living 

there. A man and his wife and their children lived there.” The family was happy to see him and the wife 

brought in a skin to scrape – the scrapings were the food she was to cook. “This is why, in the fall when 

people catch the thing with the black skin, they hang up the skin with the inside turned outward…the 

chickadees clean it up well, and store it as their food supply.” Everyone ate well and went to bed. When 

he woke up, the house was still and all that was left were bird droppings. Outside, “he saw many 

chickadees around the base of a spruce tree. To this day, it is like that. There are always a lot of winter 

birds around the bases of the spruce trees.”82 

 

 

When Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Martha Taylor was a child, she knew about the gold in the 

Klondike. “We went [to] dry meat at Bonanza,” she said. “Pretty soon we see yellow rocks all 

over. We play with it. We throw it back in the river. We didn’t know it was gold.” 83 Though 

there are many stories of First Nations people finding gold in the surrounding creeks, it is a non-
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native man, George Carmack, who is most often credited with discovering the gold that set off 

the Klondike rush. Carmack, a newcomer from California, had come north in the 1880s, first 

with the U.S. Marine Corps, and later as an independent prospector. After a difficult first winter 

in Juneau, Alaska, Carmack was taken in by the Tagish people of the Southern Yukon and taught 

how to survive in the North by his Tagish wife, Shaw Tláa, who he called Kate. One night, while 

camped with Kate at Forty Mile, George dreamt of gold in the form of a fish.84 Carmack 

interpreted his dream as a sign that he should go fishing, so he and Kate traveled 88 kilometres 

upriver to Tr’ochëk, where they encountered Shaw Tláa’s brother Keish, or Skookum Jim and 

nephew, Káa Goox, or Dawson Charlie, who had been sent in search of Kate. In early August, 

1896, the party headed up the Klondike River to hunt for moose. While cleaning up from a 

successful hunt, they happened upon rich deposits of placer gold in Rabbit Creek, soon to be 

named Bonanza.85 The party rushed back to Forty Mile, the nearest place to record their claims, 

thus making them official and sharing the news. Word of the discovery spread throughout the 

town and it was soon abandoned, as the miners raced upriver to stake their own claims.  

 

In the spring of 1897, word of the Klondike discovery reached the outside world and 

thousands of gold seekers rushed to the Yukon. Most of these ‘stampeders’ took steam 

ships to Alaska, hiked over the Chilkoot Pass, boated down the Yukon River and finally 

pulled their boats up to shore at the newly created town of Dawson City, located directly 

across the Klondike River from Tr’ochëk. Some stampeders pulled up right at Tr’ochëk 

and made camp there, encountering the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, who were busy preparing for 

the season of salmon fishing. As Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Chlora Mason described, it 

was under dubious circumstances that some of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in at Tr’ochëk sold 

their cabins to the newly arrived prospectors. The new settlers established a small 

community known as Lousetown, which eventually housed a brewery and Dawson City’s 

red light district: 

Grandma told me when I was nine or ten, Lousetown was over there. When the 

white people came, they didn’t know where they come from. So, they traded them 

with things like sugar, tea and flour. Then they get some gold. They say it was 
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real gold, but it was not…it was just painted rock, so Grandma noticed it, you 

know. They say they were looking for gold theirself. They know it right away, the 

whole bunch of them together. They wanted to know where the whiteman come 

from, but the whiteman they don’t know where they come from. They trade 

everything to the natives, so they wanted this Lousetown bad. Not even much 

food they get, and they take this Lousetown away from them. Then they moved 

down to Moosehide, stayed there…Not even much they pay for, they cheat, you 

know that…They took this Lousetown for nothing; it all belongs to native,86  

 

Perhaps the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in believed they were selling only the logs, while the prospectors, 

with their Euro-American ideas of property, now claimed that they owned both the cabins and 

the land beneath them.87 After some dispute and attempts at intervention by local missionaries, 

the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in were, for the most part, displaced. Finding themselves outnumbered by 

the surge of thousands of gold-hungry prospectors and, in an attempt to salvage their fishing 

season, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in moved across the Klondike River to the southern end of what 

had recently been staked out as Dawson City. Unfortunately, this was the same location that had 

been designated as a reserve for the local detachment of Northwest Mounted Police (NWMP), 

who had recently arrived to keep the peace in the newly formed mining camp. The Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in made what they could of the fishing season and then spent an uneasy winter, camped 

out in the southern end of Dawson, with the NWMP as their neighbours. Meanwhile, the newly 

appointed government and church officials of the region corresponded with their superiors in 

southern Canada, debating the fate of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in.  By the spring of 1897, a decision 

had been made. With the aid of Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Chief Isaac, Anglican Bishop Bompas 

“urged the Department of Indian Affairs to reserve a parcel of land for the local Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in.  The government complied and established a 160-acre parcel of land at Moosehide. 

This land grant was conditional. The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in were to give up all claim to the old 

village of Klondak [Tr’ochëk].”88 Within a year, the gold seekers had taken over at Tr’ochëk, 

renamed it Klondike City, later known as Lousetown, and the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in fish weirs 

were destroyed.89 It would have been devastating for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in to see their fish 

camp and the salmon so disrespected.  
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Chief Isaac’s daughter, Patricia Lindgren suggested that it was her father who wanted to move 

the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in away from the influences of the newcomers: “My dad saw that they’d 

get civilized with that gold rush and was afraid that his people would learn bad habits from the 

white people, drinking and trouble like that. He wanted his people to be moved away from the 

city, so he talked to government and got them moved three miles down to Moosehide.”90
  

 

In the spring of 1898, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in moved to the newly appointed reserve at 

Moosehide, a site that was not unknown to them. Archaeological evidence shows that Moosehide 

has been occupied intermittently for at least 8000 years.91 With its high bank to protect from 

flooding, fresh water from Moosehide Creek, and its access to winter hunting grounds in the 

Ogilvie Mountains, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in knew Moosehide was a good site for a village and 

for fishing. They may not have been able to use their fish weirs as extensively at their new 

village site, but the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in continued to fish for salmon and advocate for that right 

whenever it was threatened. Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Archie Roberts said, “town of Moosehide 

… used to be nice, nice place. Can see way down the river, you can see way up Dawson City to 

here. Boy, we never get flooded though. High, high bank there. And we get good water, too. 

Cold water run year-round there,”.92 

 

 

Government from the Outside and from Within 
 

The discovery of gold in the Klondike and the resulting influx of 30, 000 newcomers into 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in traditional territory had a severe impact on the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in.  As Hän 

ethnographers Mishler and Simeone have said, “up until the discovery of gold on the Klondike 

River in 1898 [sic], the Han were able to maintain a position of preeminence in the regional 

economy and assert some control over the extent and content of change within their own 

communities.”93 During the gold rush, however, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in were outnumbered and 

overwhelmed within their own lands. Confronted with such an onslaught of people, who did not 
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understand the laws and agreements that the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in lived by, any group of people 

who have struggled to adapt. As Julie Cruikshank has noted: “The most permanent effect of the 

gold rush was a new regional infrastructure, comprising forms of legal, political, economic, and 

social administration that continue to have far-reaching consequences for everyone living in the 

Yukon.”94 Fortunately, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in had a strong leader who was not afraid to speak 

up for their concerns and they quickly learned to use the colonial systems opposed upon them to 

advocate for themselves.  

 

Chief Isaac 
 

Chief Isaac was the leader of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in from the early 1890s to the 1930s. By 

following his actions and speeches, as we know them in the written and oral record, we can gain 

an understanding of how he worked to advocate for and govern his people during times of 

immense change. We can also see his efforts to educate the newcomers about how to live 

properly on the land.  

 

American photojournalist and writer Tappan Adney’s account of a hunting trip with Chief Isaac 

and a group of “Tro-chu-tin” people in the winter of 1898 provides a glimpse into early Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in leadership and the work of Chief Isaac. According to Adney, on each morning of the 

hunting trip, Isaac would rise before daylight “step outside, and announce the day’s activities,” to 

the rest of the hunting party, who were still in their tents. Adney wrote that Isaac spoke slowly 

and deliberately, and when done informed him that they were to hunt on the left-hand side of the 

river.95 This account tells us that Chiefs or headmen may have directed the work of hunting 

parties and daily activities; however, we must keep in mind that even by the 1890s, the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in had been incorporating ideas of authority and leadership from outsiders for 

approximately fifty years, so much may have already changed at this point.  

 

Chief Isaac was known as a strong and bold orator and he quickly learned how to use the media 

establishments of the newcomers to communicate his messages. On many occasions, Chief Isaac 

reminded the people of Dawson that they inhabited the homelands of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and 
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had survived only with their assistance. The Chief always emphasized that the caribou, moose 

and fish belonged to his people. In 1911, the Dawson Daily News printed part of a speech by 

Chief Isaac to this effect: 

All Yukon belong to my papas. All Klondike belong my people. Country now all 

mine. Long time all mine. Hills all mine; caribou all mine; moose all mine; rabbits 

all mine; gold all mine. White man come and take all my gold. Take millions, take 

hundreds fifty millions, and blow ’em in Seattle. Now Moosehide Injun want 

Christmas. Game is gone. White man kills all moose and caribou near Dawson, 

which is owned by Moosehide. Injun everywhere have own hunting grounds. 

Moosehides hunt up Klondike, up Sixtymile, up Twentymile, but game is all 

gone. White man kill all.96 

 

 

As wildlife populations continued to decline due to overhunting, Chief Isaac wisely used the 

newcomer media to publicize the effect this had on his people. In 1915, he visited the office of a 

Dawson City newspaper to discuss over-hunting by newcomers, claiming that non-indigenous 

hunters had shot three thousand caribou, while his people had taken only seventy. Chief Isaac 

suggested that the newcomers should keep to their way of life – mining, farming, agriculture, etc. 

– and not interfere with the way of life of his people (hunting, fishing, trapping), arguing that the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in did not mine for gold or shoot cows, as the newcomers did.97  

 

When Chief Isaac did speak in Dawson, he was generally accompanied by many residents of 

Moosehide. On one occasion, he went to Dawson to protest the sentencing of two Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in people who had been convicted of drinking alcohol, which the Canadian government 

had prohibited for indigenous peoples. Isaac said that the sentence was too harsh because the 

men had admitted their guilt and cooperated with the Canadian justice system, as the Chief had 

urged them to do. Chief Isaac suggested that this decreased the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in confidence in 

the justice system.98 The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in were proud of Chief Isaac’s leadership and a 

demonstration of the respect given to him by Moosehide residents was on Christmas day in 1902, 

when almost everyone in the village visited Chief Isaac’s house and gave him a gift.99
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In the summer of 1902, a number of Yukon trading companies invited Chief Isaac on a trip to 

Seattle and San Francisco, two of the gateway cities for the Klondike gold rush. During this trip, 

Isaac gave several interviews to local newspapers and frequently stressed that the changes the 

newcomers had brought to the Yukon would eventually destroy the delicate balance of nature 

maintained by his ancestors for thousands of years. This is another example of his attempts to 

educate newcomers and the outside world about Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Tr’ëhudè.  

 

Gifting of songs to relatives 
 

Tsà’ Wëzhè Episode: Willow Grouse, Spruce Grouse, and Ptarmigan 
 

“He walked and walked and walked, spending the night here and there. He walked along a river, 

following the bends.” At the end of a long stretch of the river, he saw many people playing kickball. A 

man invited him to stay with him and eat at his house. Women were cooking something that resembled dry 

fish, one of them said “Friend, we didn’t go up to the treetops to do our usual thing,”.  Tsà Wëzhè 

wondered what they meant. Tsà Wëzhè ate but was hungry again soon after, “It was as if he had never 

eaten,”. Everyone went to bed, with a lot of food left over.  In the morning, the house was empty. Outside, 

Tsà Wëzhè was surprised to see Willow Grouse, Spruce Grouse, and Ptarmigan, all clucking away up in 

the treetops. He realized these were the people he had encountered and that was why they were such fast 

runners and talkers, “you know how fast ptarmigan are.” “He picked up his bow and arrow and shot one 

down…strengthened by eating it, he left again.”100 

 

Chief Isaac had been chosen by the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in to act as their spokesperson in dealings 

with the newcomers. Indeed, he worked as a strong leader for his people and frequently acted to 

safeguard the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, as well as their culture. One of these acts was to entrust many 

of the traditional Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in songs and dances with relatives in Alaska, so that they 

would not be forgotten. It was either in 1912 or 1917 (or perhaps on multiple occasions) that 

Chief Isaac and the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people travelled to the Tanana area of Alaska for a 

ceremonial potlach, and ‘cached’ many of the Hän songs and the gänhäk – a ceremonial dance 

stick, imbued with spirit – with their relatives who lived in the region. Elder Gaither Paul, of 

Tanacross, Alaska, recalled that in 1912, the village of Mansfield held a big potlach for Chief 

Isaac “and people from Dawson [the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in] is invited,” he said. “…they bunch up 

across the lake, and they start shooting across the lake [to let people know they are coming] 

…they dress and they came into Mansfield…and when they comin’ over that hill…they come 

over just like spruce hen. …they dance like that…just like spruce hen comin’ over. Their leader 
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is the only one standing up and behind him is just like a bunch of spruce hen. That was part of 

the dance. They used to dance that way.”101  

 

Decades later, Percy Henry also recounted the event: “Hän song and drum and the ‘gänhäk’ – all 

that are going to be messed up because there’s white people coming into Dawson like a mosquito 

there, just by the thousand. So, I guess Chief really got a little nervous about all these stuff 

because he can’t control his people. So, he took all that stuff over to, I think Tanana people for 

safe keep.”102 The decision to give the songs and gänhäk to relatives may have coincided with 

the enforcement of a ban on potlaches and indigenous ceremonies, by the Canadian 

government.103 These anti-potlach laws, enacted under the Indian Act, were in existence from 

1884 to 1951.  

 

 

After the Gold Rush 
 

Tsà’ Wëzhè Episode: Horned Owl 
 

“He walked and walked and walked along. It was dusk and he was walking among some big spruce trees. 

Somebody was walking toward him, carrying some spruce grouse on a stick.” The man was not able to 

talk, but was friendly, so he and Tsà Wëzhè built a fire to spend the night. “They cut some spruce boughs 

to sit on and made places across the fire from each other.” They roasted the spruce grouse on the stick, 

but when it came time to eat, Tsà Wëzhè realized that the man had no mouth and could only eat by having 

food thrown into the fire. Tsà Wëzhè “grabbed his knife and jumped across the fire to him and made a cut 

where he thought the man’s mouth ought to be. Suddenly, the man said ‘Oh my dear friend made a mouth 

for me!’ …My! The man began to eat…they spent the night there, strengthened by the spruce hens. They 

talked all evening and fell asleep. He woke in the morning. … He looked around and did not see anyone; 

it was daylight. An owl was sitting up on a tree nearby. Apparently, the man had been meant to become a 

great horned owl.”104 

 

With the establishment of Moosehide, many Indigenous people came to settle there, including 

Hän, Gwich’in, Northern Tutchone, and people from Alaska; eventually, they all became known 

by the newcomers as the Moosehide Indians. While they were now settled at Moosehide, many 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people continued a semblance of their traditional round, staying at fish 

camps along the Yukon River in the summer, hunting and harvesting berries during the fall, and 
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moving out to trap lines in mid-winter. Now, however, the bounty from the seasonal round was 

harvested not only for subsistence, but also for sale in the market economy in Dawson City. The 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in were quick to engage in the new economy created by the gold seekers. 

Women did well selling moose skin mittens and mukluks. One local newspaper noted that two 

Moosehide women had bought a sewing machine with their earnings.105 Hunting parties from 

Moosehide provided fresh meat for the miners, and many began to sell the beautiful chinook 

salmon to local restaurants and markets. Meanwhile, many Moosehide people cut and sold cord 

wood for Dawson City and the steamboats that plied the Yukon River. Without this assistance, 

many of the newcomers would have suffered greatly from hunger and cold. 

 

Elders Joe and Annie Henry originally came from the Blackstone region north of Dawson, but 

lived in Moosehide from the 1920s to the 1950s. They described how their people altered their 

seasonal round to sell meat and furs in the Klondike. “…they moved to another place to spend 

the fall.  By that time it's freezing, so they freeze meat for sale.  At that time Dawson buy meat 

by the ton.  After that they take it into Dawson and sell it.  That's how things go in them days.  

After they bring the meat in and sell it, they buy what they need and buy some grub”.106 Their 

son, Percy, now an elder himself, has lamented that newcomers ate only the meat of the moose 

and caribou, while the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in consumed every part of an animal they hunted, 

including the organs and bone marrow, thus obtaining all the nutrients possible. Even the hooves 

of caribou were saved, often to be hung in trees and left as survival food. When boiled, the 

hooves produce a rich and sustaining broth. The hides and furs of harvested animals were used to 

make clothing, sleeping robes, shelters, and even babiche string or rope. This ethos of not 

wasting any part of a harvested animal is more than just practicality, it is also a part of the 

agreement between the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and the animals – respect and thanks are shown for 

the sacrifice of the animal, by using every part of it.  

 

Besides differences in consumption patterns, there were some disputes with the new settlers, 

many of whom turned to commercial activities such as hunting and fishing when they discovered 

that the best gold bearing ground in the Klondike had been staked in the winter of 1897-1898. 
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When some of their best fishing areas were taken over by newcomers, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

appealed to the local bishop and government authorities, always asserting their ancestral rights to 

fish for salmon.107 These disputes are evidence of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in working within the 

new Euro-American form of government to advocate for themselves and their inherent rights.  

 

With the expansion of the Canadian state into the Yukon, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in fell under the 

Indian Act of 1876, which established the “Moosehide Indians” as an “Indian Band” and 

attempted to dictate how they could engage with their traditional lands. Under the federal Indian 

Act, First Nations people were viewed as wards of the state and were not allowed to vote in 

Canadian elections, yet were subject to numerous sweeping restrictions on all aspects of their 

lives. If an indigenous person did want to partake in Canadian society, they would have to 

enfranchise themselves, in other words, relinquish their official Indian status and the few benefits 

it provided. Enfranchisement also occurred involuntarily when an indigenous person became 

educated to a certain degree, gained a professional distinction, or joined the war effort. An 

enfranchised person lost the ability to pass “Indian status” on to their descendants.  

 

While the Indian Act also prohibited many traditional activities, it did not provide Indigenous 

peoples with the same rights as other Canadians. The Canadian government refused to 

acknowledge the original inhabitants of the Klondike region by negotiating a treaty or providing 

compensation for loss of land and livelihood brought about by the gold rush. Moosehide was 

eventually made into a reserve of one hundred and sixty acres for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in– not 

nearly enough space for them to sustain themselves with hunting, trapping, harvesting and 

firewood collection; still, the indigenous people of the area were subject to many of the same fish 

and game regulations as non-indigenous newcomers. In 1914 the Yukon’s first Indian Agent, 

Reverend John Hawksley, was appointed to serve as the representative for all Yukon indigenous 

peoples to the Canadian government. Hawksley did occasionally lobby the federal government 

for indigenous fish and game rights, but his main role was to act as the administrator of the 

Indian Act, making sure that all Yukon Indigenous people were in accordance with the act.  
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As the gold rush died down, many of the eager gold seekers moved onto new gold rushes in 

Alaska, or left the North with tales of their great Klondike adventure.108 The population of 

Dawson City declined and the town became a stable and respectable seat of territorial 

government and a centre for the new, corporate gold dredging industry. Meanwhile, the 

population of Moosehide continued to be ravaged by epidemics. It was said that many Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in parents had more children in the Moosehide graveyard than the Moosehide school.109 

In 1940, it was notable that for a few years, there had been more births in Moosehide than 

deaths.110 The populations of Dawson and Moosehide remained distinct and separate as colonial 

laws and attitudes restricted the participation of Yukon indigenous people in the now dominant 

Canadian society, economy and politics.  

 

As the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in became more settled at Moosehide, the influence of the Anglican 

Church and the colonial Canadian government was felt more and more in their lives. The 

Anglican Church had the goal of “civilizing” the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in by encouraging baptisms, 

church marriages, schooling, and attendance at church services. In 1898 an Anglican day school 

was established at Moosehide, which operated intermittently until the 1950s. At first, students 

attended approximately four months of the year, when their families were not out hunting or 

fishing, but in 1920, attendance at school was made mandatory by the Federal government, 

further restricting the mobility of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and altering Moosehide family life.111 

Mothers and children began to stay at Moosehide year-round, while the men went out to work at 

trap lines and wood camps. This disrupted the passage of land-based skills to children, and made 

mother’s dependent on social assistance from the Federal government.  

 

WWI 
 

During World War I, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in contributed funds to the war effort and many 

attempted to enlist, but were dissuaded by the local officials112. The demographics of the Yukon 
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changed significantly after the war, as many non-native residents did not return to the Yukon. 

The population stabilized and became smaller and friendlier; however, there was still a strong 

distinction between First Nation and non-First Nation residents, the latter of which had 

transitioned from newcomers into Canadian settlers in the new Yukon Territory. Chief Isaac 

continued to use the media to speak for his people and educate the settlers. He also made many 

attempts to bring the cultures together, such as inviting all “well behaved” people to Moosehide 

for Christmas celebrations.113 Such good behavior was monitored at Moosehide by a system of 

local Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in constables, established to report to the NWMP, later the Royal 

Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP). More colonial-style government came to Moosehide when 

the Canadian state imposed the new government structures of the Indian Act – an elected Chief 

and Council – the same system that was used across Canada, no matter its historical or culture 

appropriateness. This system is discussed in further detail below.  

 

The economic depression of the 1930s created hard times for Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, as the cash 

economy they had begun to participate in and depend on began to falter. There were few wage-

paying jobs, and Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people were generally the last to be hired. Even the ability 

to live off the land was challenged, when new fish and game regulations and expensive 

commercial licenses, were enforced. The cost of a fishing license, for example, generally 

outweighed the profits made by selling fish. This situation continued into the 1950s, when 

Moosehide resident Joe Suzie Joseph wrote to the Indian Agency on behalf of the Moosehide 

Council, protesting the high cost of the license and the imposition of an artificial fishing season: 

“This fishing in the summer time for only 30 days and made money in 30 days and pay $30 for 

running fish wheel; that don’t leave much profit after getting [through] fishing…”114 

Anthropologist Paul Nadasdy has detailed how “fish and game laws were among the principal 

mechanisms used by federal and territorial officials to establish and maintain control over Yukon 

Indian people…” in some cases, threatening their very survival.115 These imposed regulations 

also altered the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in relationship with fish and animals, making it difficult for 

them to fulfill their obligations as hunters. 

                                                 
113 Ibid, p. 34. 
114 Joe S. Joseph to Indian Agency, 4 April 1951; in: Dobrowolsky, 2014, p. 45. 
115 Nadasdy, 2017, p. 113.  



 

 49 

 

WWII 
 

During World War II, many Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people did enlist in the army, therefore 

enfranchising themselves. The construction of the Alaska Highway brought drastic change for 

First Nations people living in the southern Yukon. The war also lead to a drop in the price of 

furs, which were seen as a luxury item. Many First Nation trappers abandoned their trap lines 

and settled in communities, which further altered their traditional lifestyle by pulling them away 

from the land and closer to the colonial influences of church and state.  

 

The 1950s brought even more change for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. In 1957, the school at 

Moosehide was permanently closed and most the community’s children were forcibly taken 

away from their parents, to attend the Choutla Indian Residential School in Carcross, Yukon, 

nearly 700 kilometres away. The children were required to stay at the school throughout the year, 

returning home only in the brief summer months, from the ages of five or six to approximately 

sixteen. With the loss of their children, many Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in parents moved from 

Moosehide into Dawson, hoping that by establishing themselves in the community and 

predominant society, their children might be returned to them. Sadly, this would not be the case. 

As they were rarely able to engage in the cash economy and subject to racism and colonial 

policies, the housing and employment options were limited for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people took up residence wherever they could in Dawson, generally in 

abandoned shacks or canvas wall tents in the north end of town. Separated from their children, 

their community and their seasonal subsistence activities, many people became depressed and 

turned to alcohol for comfort. By 1960, there were just two families left living in Moosehide.116 

 

The impact of the residential school institutions cannot be understated. The goal of the Canadian 

residential school system was assimilation of indigenous children into Euro-Canadian society, to 

“kill the Indian in the child”. Students were not allowed to speak their own languages or practice 

any form of their culture; siblings were separated; and the English language, Christian doctrine, 

and Canadian customs were forced upon them. In addition to all of this, horrific forms of 
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physical, mental, and sexual abuse were rampant. When Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in children did age out 

of the schools, they often returned home unable to communicate in the language of their parents, 

confused about their place in society, and suffering from years of maltreatment. The Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in community is still reeling as generations of residential school survivors continue on 

their healing journeys; however, numerous programs and supports are evidence of the surviving 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in community strength.  

 

As the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in adjusted to all the changes brought to their lands by the new colonial 

state, they managed to hold on to their own beliefs and the core of their cosmology. This was 

reflected in their fighting for subsistence rights, Chief Isaac’s public advocacy and attempts to 

educate the new settlers, and even in the ways they used the imposed systems of government to 

help achieve their goals.  

 

 

The Moosehide Council 
 

Beginning in 1901, there are references to two chiefs at Moosehide – Chief Isaac and Chief Silas. 

It may be that Chief Silas was a second, or deputy chief. It appears the system worked well, with 

Isaac and Silas dividing tasks and covering for one another when one was away. Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in elder Joe Henry recalled how the chiefs worked together, “when Chief Isaac and Chief 

Silas was the chief, it seems like everything going good in Moosehide,” he said. “No trouble. 

When king salmon come, Chief Silas be the first one to put in net. And then the first fish he gets, 

he feed everyone in Moosehide. After he feed everybody, Chief Silas so whatever he want with 

the fish.”117 This demonstrates the continuance of the traditional role of a chief as provider, who 

ensures balance within the community. This also shows how these values were retained and 

continued by the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, even while living in Moosehide. Chief Silas passed away 

in the 1920s and it is unclear whether a second Chief was selected afterwards. 

 

In March of 1921, the first Moosehide council was elected, consisting of one Chief and seven 

councilors. The Chief and council system was designed by the colonial state of Canada to control 

and influence indigenous communities with as little effort and money as possible. As such, the 

                                                 
117 Joe Henry, quoted in Dobrowolsky, 2014, p. 81. 
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Moosehide council was established to deal with community matters and minor offences, while 

more serious crimes were handled by the police and Canadian courts.118 Indian agent John 

Hawksley facilitated the election and wrote about the council’s first meeting: 

…the aims of the council were set which is follows. To see that the village is 

clean and sanitary. That the sick and aged are provided with firewood and water 

when unable to procure it themselves. That the children of school age attend day 

school regularly and that they are not running about after 9 p.m. To settle all 

minor matters of dispute and to deal with refractory husbands and wives. These 

are only a few of the things the council deal with. They meet every two weeks, an 

ex-pupil of the school is the secretary. It is working well so far, the condition of 

the village is greatly improved.119  

 

The Moosehide Council operated until the 1950s and was reported to work well for Moosehide 

residents. As Chief Isaac’s daughter Patricia said, the council maintained harmony and good 

behavior in the community, as defined by colonial Canadian values. “They made law,” she said. 

“Anyone come to Moosehide with bottle, they put in jail. Also had to tell where he got that 

booze. No such thing as drunks then. Even when they have dances, everybody laughing, happy. 

That’s when I was a kid growing up.”120 The emphasis on alcohol demonstrates the over-

simplification of good and bad behavior by Canadian authorities.  

 

On the surface, it may have appeared as though the Canadian colonial state had control over the 

lives of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in living in Moosehide. However, when we look a bit deeper at the 

ways the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in lived their lives and when we listen to the accounts of the people 

who grew up in Moosehide, now elders, we can see that the basic elements of their cosmology–

reciprocity and balance – were maintained and passed on between generations. Dënezhu forms of 

community governance were still intact, as extended family units continued to live together, 

community members helped one another, and children were raised hearing the traditional stories 

of their elders. Mabel Henry illustrates the enduring qualities of Dënezhu governance that were 

still at work in Moosehide: “As far as I can remember, down Moosehide there’s people always 

working together, looking after one another and can’t talk back to older people.”121 This 

                                                 
118 Dobrowolsky, 2014, p77. 
119John Hawksley 1921, quoted in Dobrowolsky, 2014, p84. 
120 Patricia (Isaac) Lindgren, Quoted in Dobrowolsky, 2014, p. 76. 
121 Mabel Henry, 1993, Quoted in Dobrowolsky, 2014, p. 32. 
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Dënezhu governance operated beneath the surface, often maintained by the matriarchs of the 

community, who kept the community functioning and influenced the workings of the Moosehide 

Council.  

 

While the 1950s and 1960s were difficult times for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, there is evidence in 

the historical record of continued resistance to the colonial state and the continued fight for their 

inherent rights. On numerous occasions the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in took the colonial structures 

forced upon them, which were designed to control and assimilate them, and turned them on their 

heads, using them to their benefit. The mothers of Moosehide used their knowledge of English 

(most likely acquired at residential or mission school) to write numerous impassioned letters to 

the administrators of the Choutla School, requesting or demanding that their children be returned 

to them. The Moosehide Council, designed by the colonial government to control the 

community, was instead used to advocate for the fishing, hunting and harvesting rights of the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. There are many more examples of acts of resistance and perseverance large 

and small.  

 

In 1951, then a member of the Moosehide Council, Joe Suzie Joseph wrote again to federal 

officials, discussing the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in claim to the Klondike region, their traditional fish 

camp at Tr’ochëk, and the difficulties created by the colonial government-imposed fish and game 

regulations. Joseph wrote: “The Indian live on game for last…200 years ago and they remain 

their country and they still remain it, not one of them leave yet and there is their own country 

since number of years. The old people say right where the mouth of the Klondike is their father 

fishing camp, also their headquarter, and now white man had big power plant and early days 

there was a big Dawson brewing going and white man put up locomotive there and…they never 

pay for it…”.122 Here, Joe Joseph demonstrates the ongoing relationship to land that his people 

had, stressing that they have never left their country. He also foreshadows some of the arguments 

brought up during the years of land claim negotiations in the Yukon.  

 

While the government of Canada attempted to install a government system that would help to 

assimilate and control the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in; instead the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, still guided by 

                                                 
122 Joe Joseph, in Dobrowolsky, 2014, p.86. 



 

 53 

the principles of their community governance, used the Moosehide Council to advocate for their 

inherent rights, as evidenced by Joseph’s letter. The system also served to educate the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in about the workings of Canadian-style government, and how to communicate in such a 

world. This knowledge would serve them well during the many years of negotiations for their 

land claims and self-government agreements.  

 

In 1932 Chief Isaac passed away and his son, Charlie Isaac was named hereditary chief. Charlie 

worked intermittently as chief until 1940, when he left to join the Canadian army and was 

replaced by Jimmy Wood, an effective communicator who is fondly remembered. Wood died of 

tuberculosis in 1956 and was replaced by Chief Jonas who, at 78 years old, was to be the last 

Moosehide Chief. Percy Henry, who was born in 1927 and grew up in Moosehide, recalled the 

leaders: “Chief Jimmy Wood left for a while until Chief Charlie Isaac came back from the war in 

’45, and he took it back for a while, but he thought that Jimmy Wood would continue on to be 

Chief, and then he took sick and he died in Edmonton. …A then later old Jonas came back just 

as Head Chief, but he’s too old, can’t be bothered with things. Well, then I was elected Chief in 

1969. …then the land claims started, so we really had a lot of work to do.”123 

 

Dawson Indian Band ~ 1950s – 1990s 
 

Tsà’ Wëzhè Episode: Wolverine 
 

“Once again he walked and walked and walked. He came upon a trail that looked as if people had been 

moving on it…he walked on their trail.” Tsà Wëzhè finds a beaver lodge that someone has been 

chopping, and beside it, a wolverine’s tooth. He took the tooth and followed the trail to a family’s camp. 

After eating with the family, he discovered that the tooth was the head of the father’s axe and he was 

asked to fix it with his medicine powers. At first, Tsà Wëzhè bragged that he was too powerful to be 

bothered with fixing such a small thing “I’m the person known for snapping the thunder with a snare,” he 

said. Finally, he fixed the axe and moved on.124  
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 The Move to Dawson 
 

With the move into Dawson City, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in became known as the Dawson Indian 

Band. They were still subject to the Indian Act and were also socially and physically segregated 

by the prejudiced attitudes of many people in the community of Dawson. However, the 

American Indian movement had begun and the Yukon Native Brotherhood was mobilizing for a 

massive land claims negotiation. After decades of residential school and colonial policies, the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in community was in need of healing.  

 

Roberta Joseph, now Chief of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, has seen her community evolve through 

many changes. Roberta grew up in Dawson in the difficult decades of the 1960s and 1970s. Gold 

mining was in a lull, fur prices were at an all-time low, and there was little economic or cultural 

activity occurring in the town. The territorial capital had been moved to Whitehorse in 1954 and 

Dawson seemed on the verge of becoming a ghost town. It was also a community deeply divided 

along racial and social lines. Roberta’s description of the town at that time is filled with 

contradictions – it was at once strange, peaceful, poorly-integrated, and yet rich in cultural 

values:  

I was born and raised in Dawson and at the time our First Nation was known as 

Dawson Indian Band and there wasn’t a lot of opportunities in our First Nations’ 

community at that time. It had only been about fifteen years that our First Nation 

people had integrated into the Dawson community, prior to that, our people were 

residing at Moosehide and other areas downriver and upriver from Dawson. So, 

we basically integrated amongst our families, with ourselves and our community. 

And some things were kind of strange when I was growing up, like people would 

disappear and I didn’t understand it, but then they’d come back in the 

summertime. [They were] going off to residential school and then returning to 

residential school. …So that’s that kind of community we had, it was quiet and 

peaceful and everybody mainly stayed home, there was very few people who had 

regular, full-time, year-round jobs. …I think because people moved into Dawson, 

they no longer felt that they needed their boats and were not thinking about 

fishing for chinook salmon, not thinking about being able to use the boat to go 

downriver for hunting, for moose and caribou. I think maybe it was because that 
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generation was getting older and were relying on the next generation, but 

basically the next generation had gone off to residential school, so there was a lot 

of changes during that period, I think, and a lot of losses and gaining of a real new 

culture, a real new way of living.125 

 

In the 1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s many young First Nations people returned to their home communities 

and attempted to recover from the ravages of residential school, many of them turned back to the 

land and began to relearn the subsistence activities they had been forced to abandon at the 

church-run school. Along with the free-thinking hippies, came the American Indian movement, 

which helped to mobilize Yukon First Nations people towards the land claims and self-

government process and emphasized this reconnection with the environment. 

 

While the American Indian movement created momentum for the Yukon land claims process, the 

concepts espoused by the movement were not new for Yukon First Nations people; indeed, since 

contact with Euro-Americans, all generations had asserted their aboriginal rights and titles to the 

land.126 Decades after Joe Suzie Joseph wrote his letter demanding the return of Tr’ochëk, his 

daughter Angie Joseph-Rear would become a key member in the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

negotiations for their aboriginal rights and titles and one of the first employees of the new 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in government.  

 

Percy Henry emerged as a strong leader for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and began working on the 

land claims movement with the Yukon Native Brotherhood and later the Council for Yukon 

Indians. For decades, he donated countless hours of his time advocating for his people. As he has 

said: “They throw [our spirituality] away because they say it’s no good. And that’s how hundred 

and thirty years ago they took our song and drums and everything away. Our prayer. So, I ask 

then, our peoples really going to pieces now and…what you going to do about that? I say you got 

to do something.”127 

 

                                                 
125 Roberta Joseph, 2015, p. 1-2. 
126 Chief Jim Boss of the Whitehorse area demanded a land claim in 1901  
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In 1973, Yukon First Nations presented a landmark document to Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau. 

Titled Together Today for Our Children Tomorrow: A Statement of Grievances and an Approach 

to Settlement by the Yukon Indian Peoples, this document triggered the land claims process. A 

central element of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in land claim agreement was access to land and the 

provision of fishing and hunting rights for First Nation people, because the advising elders knew 

that the ancient relationships between Dënezhu and animals had to be maintained for them to be 

able to fulfill their duties of stewardship to the land. The authors of Together Today for our 

Children Tomorrow, asserted that “the objective of the Yukon Indian people is to obtain a 

settlement in place of a treaty that will help us and our children learn to live in changing world. 

We want to take part in the development of the Yukon and Canada, not stop it. But we can only 

participate as Indians.”128 Thus began decades of land claims negotiations in the Yukon, during 

which First Nations elders and leaders would attempt to distill indigenous values and concepts 

such as Tr’ëhudè into guiding principles for their own forms of government. These new 

governments could then use these elements of Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology to work with other 

levels of government as equals, while always representing the goals and needs of their own 

people.  

 

The key negotiators for the land claims and self-government agreements made huge sacrifices 

for their communities, often working for free and spending extended periods of time away from 

their families. It was then that Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people truly learned to walk in two worlds 

and communicate with lawyers and politicians, as well as with their elders. It was a stressful and 

trying time for many who were involved in the negotiations and the families of chiefs are still 

working to recover from the sacrifices made.  

 

One of the first priorities for the Dawson Indian Band, was to create safe and secure housing for 

its people, who had been living in sub-standard housing for decades. Also in the 1980s, 

economic development projects such as Han Fisheries, a commercial salmon plant, were 

established by the Dawson Indian Band. Hän Fisheries created fifteen seasonal jobs for local 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in citizens and additional year-round positions for administrative staff. It also 

helped to revitalize the indigenous salmon fishery, which many Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in families had 
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nearly abandoned. This development created a great deal of optimism for the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in, who were beginning to see glimmers of a better future for themselves and their 

community. Current Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Chief and former Han Fisheries employee, Roberta 

Joseph has suggested that one of the most lasting and important impacts of Hän Fisheries was 

that it encouraged more Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people to take up fishing again and renew their 

relationship with the river and the salmon. The fish plant was closed for good in 1997, due to 

declining profits; however, for many years, it generated profits for Chief Isaac Incorporated, the 

development arm of the Dawson Indian Band. 

 

Land Claims and Negotiations  

 
In 1969, the Federal White paper was issued, authored by then minister of Indian Affairs Jean 

Chretien. The paper recommended abolishing the Indian Act and with it, land claims, Indian 

status and rights, and the assimilation of Indigenous people across Canada. The paper was 

rejected and helped to spur on the Indigenous rights movement in Canada. In 1968-1969, the 

Yukon Native Brotherhood was formed, with the goals of opposing the White Paper, increasing 

the ability of Yukon First Nations to run their own programs, and pressing for comprehensive 

land claims. At this time, the Department of Indian and Northern Affairs opened a regional office 

in Whitehorse.  

 

The 1970s and 1980s were decades of organizing and fighting to reclaim and protect what 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in had in the region. As Chief, Percy Henry obtained a band office building and 

hired a Band Manager and a Band Secretary – George McLeod and Angie Joseph-Rear, 

respectively. Together, Percy, George and Angie started the Dawson Indian Band office and 

organization, with next to nothing in terms of material and financial resources. With this 

increased political organization, there came some cultural programing and efforts to preserve 

elements of culture that were being lost, such as language. In 1975, the Dawson Indian Band 

identified Tr’ochëk as an important cultural site and began a long legal battle to protect the area. 

Tr’ochëk, the ancient Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in fish camp was finally recognized as a national historic 

site in July, 2002.  
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In the 1980s and 1990s, there were several constitutional changes and supreme court cases that 

recognized and affirmed existing Aboriginal and treaty rights in Canada, and helped smooth the 

path for Yukon land claim and self-government negotiations.129 Meanwhile, in 1980, the various 

organizations that had formed to represent Yukon Indigenous people, were amalgamated into the 

Council of Yukon Indians, renamed the Council of Yukon First Nations in 1995.  

 

Starting in 1984 the Dawson Indian Band prioritized decent housing for its members, by taking 

on some responsibility for housing from the Federal Government. In 1992 the Dawson Indian 

Band created Han Construction, which lead an aggressive housing program, ensuring that 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people no longer had to live in substandard housing, as had been the case for 

decades. By 1990 Angie Joseph-Rear had become Chief and she moved to protect and reclaim 

Moosehide, both from the Anglican Church and from various tourist organizations and visitors 

who had begun to frequent the site. Members of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in began to use Moosehide 

again, as a seasonal retreat and for culture camps and meetings.  

 

In 1993, after many years of negotiating, the final version of the Umbrella Final Agreement 

(UFA) was signed by the governments of Canada, Yukon, and Yukon First Nations (as 

represented by the Council of Yukon Indians). Individual Yukon First Nations then began to 

negotiate their self-government and land-claims agreements, based on the UFA. Anthropologist 

Julie Cruikshank has discussed the lasting impacts of this work: 

If the discovery of Klondike gold in August 1896 has long constituted a key 

epitomizing event in Yukon history, passage of comprehensive land claims 

legislation a century later…abridges intricate processes that we will undoubtedly 

hear encapsulated in key phrases for years to come. Both ‘gold rush’ and ‘land 

claims’ signify far-reaching structural changes in relations between indigenous 

peoples and the state – gold, the arrival of strangers; land claims, the settlement of 

debt. But gold was not just accidentally ‘discovered’ on an August evening – its 

general location had been known for decades, and its consequences for state 

expansion have resonated for a century. Land claims were not ‘settled’ with the 

signing of legal documents. The first formal claim was filed by Chief Jim Boss in 

1901; negotiations with the Canadian government got seriously under way in the 

1970s; the proceedings have absorbed the lives of a generation of indigenous 

leaders just as the real negotiations about what this legislation means are likely to 

dominate economic and political discussions into the next century.130 

                                                 
129 Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 2018, p.33. 
130 Cruikshank, 1998, p. 163. 
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Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in ~ 1990s – Now 
 

Tsà’ Wëzhè Episode: Where He Spent the Spring 
 
“…all spring he thought, ‘how am I going to go downriver from here?’ It is easier to go downriver than 

upriver. …he killed some game now and then. One day, he cooked himself a spruce grouse. He looked at 

the breastbone after he had eaten the meat. He did not know about canoes, but he decided to make one. 

…Spruce grouse breastbones are shaped like the bowpieces of a canoe. He decided to use it as a model. 

…the river was clear of ice. He thought ‘I wonder what kind of bark will float.’” Tsà Wëzhè tested the 

barks of the spruce tree, the cottonwood and the birch, the latter was the only one that floated well 

enough. “’Ha! Yes!’ he thought. ‘This is what I am going to use.’” Tsà Wëzhè used green spruce boards 

for the canoe frame, ribs, and crosspieces. He shaped each end of the canoe to have an up-turned bow, 

like the breastbone of the grouse. He collected plenty of birch bark to sheathe the canoe and spruce roots 

to sew it together. Once he had everything ready, he fell asleep. The next morning, he woke up and found 

the birch bark laid against the frame. That night he pretended to sleep and witnessed many women 

secretly sewing the canoe together for him. He became enchanted with one of them -  a beautiful fox 

woman. After much testing, she agreed to travel downriver with him, soon became too hot in the canoe 

and could go no further. “Apparently, he was going where he had traveled in his sleep, so nobody could 

travel with him. He had to travel alone. …That is why he had to release her. Then he began his journey 

downriver.”131  

 

 

On April 11th, 1995, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in community passed a resolution to formally change 

the name of their government from ‘Dawson Indian Band’ to Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. This name 

reflected their ties to the traditional fish camp of Tr’ochëk and cemented their claim to the 

region. This was a time of rebirth for the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in community, both politically and 

culturally.  

 

While the chinook salmon fishery declined in the 1990s, the community of Dawson was picking 

up. The 1970s and 1980s had brought many new people to the community, which served to 

disrupt some of the long-held social and cultural segregation of the town and bring new energy 

and creativity to the area. In the 1980s, the price of gold surged, giving Dawson a much-needed 

economic boost. Tourism also became a mainstay of the economy, with the creation of the 

Klondike Visitors Association and the work of Parks Canada to restore and preserve many gold-

rush era structures, leading to the designation of numerous National Historic Sites in the 

Klondike. 
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The 1990s brought reason to celebrate in Dawson City, as there was an influx of funding 

provided to commemorate the Gold Rush centennials. One of the largest funds was for a project 

that would benefit the entire community. A First Nation cultural centre was selected as the best 

proposal and thus Dänojà Zho, or Long Ago House, was created to share the stories of the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. Completed in 1998, the building commands a central location on the 

Dawson water front, overlooking the Yukon River. It is one of the very few buildings in town 

that does not follow the community’s heritage architectural bylaws, which seek to preserve the 

gold rush look of the town. Dänojà Zho celebrates a much older architectural tradition . An 

important feature of the building is the tall wooden beams, stretching south from the frame of the 

structure. These beams and cross-members represent the fish racks traditionally used by the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in to dry their salmon. While a dramatic dome at the north end of the building 

speaks to the traditional shelters of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. 

 

Also in 1998, after twenty-three years of negotiations, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in signed their Final 

Agreement and Self-Government Agreement with the federal and territorial governments, 

making Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in a self-governing First Nation. With this agreement, Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in was no longer an Indian Act band and the First Nation became responsible for 

delivering many services for its citizens, which were previously provided by federal government. 

For Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in citizens like Angie Joseph-Rear, the concept of self-government is 

empowering. “Self-government is almost like taking back your life,” she said, “taking back the 

way our people once were. We can govern ourselves. We have the ability to manage 

ourselves.”132  

 

The First Nation is governed by an elected Chief and four councilors, who rely on direction from 

the Elders’ Council, a body comprising all Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people aged fifty-five and over. 

The General Assembly—all voting-age citizens—gather at least once a year to pass 

extraordinary resolutions, approve legislation and provide direction to political leaders. Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in has established various government departments including Administration, Finance, 
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Health and Social, Heritage, Housing and Infrastructure, Human Resources and Education, 

Natural Resources, and Implementation; all of which work to provide services for citizens. 133 

 

The self-government agreement is a modern treaty between three levels of government and its 

impact has been beneficial for the entire community of Dawson. As Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in became 

more able to control their affairs and direct their efforts, as guided by elders and Dënezhu values, 

they created programs and services that have enriched the lives of everyone living in Dawson 

and have inspired many other Yukon First Nations. Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in continued to develop 

land-based culture camps, such as First Fish and First Hunt, which bring elders and youth 

together on the land to pass on skills, language, and culture. Many of the camps are open to all 

Dawson City youth – First Nation and non-First Nation. These camps also revive land-based 

skills, reclaim harvesting sites, re-institute rites of passage, and teach whole generations of young 

Dawsonites about hunting, gathering and survival on the land, not to mention Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in culture, language, and cosmology.  

 

As she wrote in her book The Social Life of Stories, near the end of the land claims negotiation 

period, anthropologist Julie Cruikshank noted the continued, but changing importance of 

connection to land for different generations of Indigenous Yukoners: “Articulating past and 

present connections to place has taken on fresh importance during an era of protracted land 

claims negotiations. Again, older people describe the relation between humans and land 

differently than do the younger men and women directly engaged in these negotiations. If elders 

speak of language as reflecting multilingualism and communication, they speak of land in terms 

of travel and mobility, frequently constructing life stories as travel narratives.”134  

 

In the 2000s the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, along with all Canadians, publically began the process of 

reckoning with the legacy of residential schools. In 2008, then Canadian Prime Minister, Stephen 

Harper issued a formal apology to Indigenous people across Canada for the role the Canadian 

Government played in the residential school system, and compensation in the form of cash 

payments were made available to survivors of residential school in many regions of Canada. For 

many years, members of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in had been working together to heal from the 
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trauma of residential school and had formed a support group called K'änächá, which means 

“taking care” in Hän. In the early 2000’s the group began a scrapbook project to document their 

experiences and publicize their healing journey. The K'änächá scrapbook was debuted in 2007 

and Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in held a Welcome Home ceremony for all survivors of residential school, 

who felt as though they had never been welcomed back into their community. It was a time of 

great and difficult healing for the entire community and this journey continues.  

 

Meanwhile, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Government continues to assume self-government duties, 

passing important pieces of legislation such as the Heritage Act, Goods and Services Tax Act, 

Lands and Resources Act, Fish and Wildlife Act, and Oil and Gas Act. A landmark Education 

Agreement was signed in July 2013, making Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in and Yukon Government formal 

partners in developing school curricula and programs at Robert Service School (Dawson City’s 

only school) and throughout Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in traditional territory. This act makes many of the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in culture and harvest camps accredited courses that are offered to all RSS 

students with accompanying curriculum. Hän language offered from Kindergarten to Grade 

Six.135 

 

Throughout the challenges and growing pains, most Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in citizens remain 

optimistic as they watch and work on the evolution of their government, and see it reflect the 

Dënezhu values that have never been forgotten. Former Director of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

Heritage Department, Jackie Olson characterized this energy: “As a government our sights are 

growing. We are bringing back our cultural values into everyday decisions. We have always 

been resourceful, using what is here.”136  

 

Self-Government 
 

 

The signing of the land-claims and self-government agreements are still celebrated every year by 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in. For many Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in citizens, however, the signing of the self-

government agreement is a progression, not an end. Debbie Nagano, a Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 
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citizen and Director of Heritage for Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, made this point when she said: “yeah, 

we settled, but we still had a lot of work to do and a have a lot of generations to develop [how 

this land claim/settlement agreement is interpreted].”137 Debbie is asserting that Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in people signed their land claim and self-government agreements with the knowledge 

that they would still evolve and operate in the way they know is right. That they are still going to 

live on the land in the same way. That they still had inherent relationships with the land and 

animals to live up to, and that these relationships are more important and more powerful than any 

written agreement with another government. Debbie’s words are an example of the inherent 

strength of identity that comes when people continuously live in the lands of their ancestors. The 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in identity is so deeply rooted that even when it appeared they were being 

oppressed, through discriminatory policies, or the residential school system, they were in fact, 

resisting.  

 

There are many instances of such complicity as resistance138 within Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in history.  

In some cases, the small acts that people do to take care of their communities are as important as 

the big, public acts of resistance, such as legal battles. At the core of such resistance actions is a 

turning away from settlers or colonizers and into the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in community and family. 

One example is the K'änächá Scrapbook and support group, developed by a group of residential 

survivors, which then became a means of educating the community of Dawson (Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in and settlers) about the impacts of residential school.  

 

This can also be seen in the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in’s use of imposed colonial government structures 

and legal tools to achieve their ends. Some scholars, such as Nadasdy (2017), have argued that 

the Yukon system of self-governance can be viewed as a tool of assimilation itself, by pulling 

First Nation people into a bureaucratic environment not of their making, so that they can sit at 

the table and negotiate for their rights, or attempt to co-manage the land, of which they believe 

they are a part. However, from Debbie Nagano’s words above, it seems that she is confident in 

the abilities of her community and government to operate within this new system and still 

maintain their identity and values.  

                                                 
137 Debbie Nagano, 2019. 
138 This concept has been informed by Phyllis Morrow, 1996. 
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Therefore, as the legal structures changed around Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people, they adapted and 

used them to achieve their means. Even the document “Together Today For our Children 

Tomorrow”, which started Yukon land claims, can be viewed as a compromise, with First 

Nations leaders willing to accommodate and work with the settlers who illegally occupied their 

lands. However, over time, the effect of the land claims movement has been to bring settlers into 

the fold with First Nations. Slowly but surely, in the Yukon and particularly, in Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in traditional territory, we see not only the resilience of Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology, 

but also evidence of its dissemination amongst settler institutions. Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in language 

and culture have been adopted into the school, municipal government and cultural fabric of the 

community. In many aspects of community life, Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in ways of being are slowly 

being adopted, respected, and recognized as more appropriate for this environment.  

 

The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in still exist and operate in the same manner they did long ago. People are 

raised with the same values of modesty and respect for others. Group harmony is still of utmost 

importance. To speak out against someone at a community meeting, for example, would be 

considered rude, instead, consensus is reached slowly through discussion.139 While the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in now have an official Canadian-style government system, with elected leaders; beneath 

the surface of this system, the Dënezhu-style of community governance is still operating and 

influencing the community and the decision makers that form the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 

government. So, while the methods of government may be different, the goals and values of 

governance are the same – caring for family, maintaining harmony within the community, and 

honouring relationships with the land and animals. The guiding principles of respect and 

reciprocity, as modeled by animals around them, and passed on by Crow and Tsà Wëzhè, are still 

in effect; however, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in are anything but a static people.  

 

Even with the formalized Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Government operating for the community, 

Dënezhu governance is still there, informing the government daily and working to keep the 

community going. Dënezhu governance continues to adapt as the community shifts and grows. 

As Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elder Peggy Kormendy has said, “it took us twenty-five years to settle the 

                                                 
139 Jody Beaumont, 2019. 
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land claim and yet we’re still working.”140 The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in are constantly adapting and 

evolving their ways of being in reactions to environmental, social, political, and economic 

changes. Their traditions are living traditions, and aspects of culture that travel with the people 

through time. Examples of the resiliency of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in can be seen in the numerous 

ways they have adapted their protocols and traditions in relation to an evolving social, political 

and environmental climate.  

 

One such example is women drumming. During the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cultural revival that 

began in the 1990s, many Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in women were leading the way by re-learning Hän 

songs and dances, which were traditionally led by a male drummer. However, in the absence of a 

male volunteer, young women were willing and eager to take on the role of drumming for their 

dance group. They brought the question to the community and the elders – can a women drum? 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elders decided to consult with neighbouring elders in Alaska and eventually 

concluded that yes, if the women are willing, then let them drum!141 Today, many of the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in performances are led by female drummers and women continue to take the 

lead on numerous cultural and social well-being projects.142  

 

Further adaptations and innovations can be seen in the way the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in manage the 

village of Moosehide, which is now a historically significant site and a private place of retreat for 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in citizens. The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in government administers maintenance and 

infrastructure for the old village, but it is guided by the elders’ council and committees that use 

consensus and Dënezhu values to decide how the site should be used and managed. Moosehide is 

also the site of the Moosehide Gathering, a biennial celebration that brings together Indigenous 

performers, makers, elders, and families from across the north. This is the one time when the 

village is open to everyone and Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in generously provides transportation to the site 

as well as a huge community feast every evening. The Moosehide Gathering is yet another 

example of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in welcoming newcomers and settlers into their lands and 

educating them on how to live there.  

                                                 
140 Peggy Kormendy, 2019. 
141 Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in elders Victor Henry and Ronald Johnson, 2019.  
142 Ibid. 
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Certainly, the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in have done more than enough work to preserve themselves and 

their ways of being, thinking, and living; despite over a century of deliberate colonial policies 

and practices that attempted to destroy their unique identity. The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in have also 

worked to feed and clothe newcomers, adapt to the political and economic structures of settlers, 

and carve out their own forms of government in a new era of modern land claims. The work of 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in has benefited the broader community of Dawson City and the Yukon by 

sharing their knowledge and culture, thus enriching the understanding of the environment that 

supports us all. The settlers living within Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in lands are just beginning to do the 

work of understanding, assisting, and reconciling with the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in.  

 

Emerging from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, founded in 2008, is the nation-wide 

goal of reconciliation between indigenous peoples and settlers in Canada. As Esme Murdock has 

explained: “Political reconciliation’ refers to processes for establishing right relations between 

groups that are emerging from a history coloured by violent relations. … settler-colonial 

commitments in reconciliation models pose an obstacle to deeper forms of reconciliation, partly 

because these models uphold dominant euro-descendent cosmologies and conceptions of land 

over and above Indigenous ones.” However, she also suggests that “the possibility of deep 

reconciliation exists, and requires engaging with Indigenous philosophies that place land and 

relations to land at the centre of right relations, thus working toward decolonizing settler-

colonial-infused forms of reconciliation.”143 Therefore, if there is to be true reconciliation on 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in traditional territory, it is the settlers who must come to understand Tr’ëhudè 

– how to go through life in a good way.  

 

Conclusion 
  

Tsà’ Wëzhè Episode: Giant Woman 
 
“It was almost fall. He paddled along downstream. Once again, he went around a bend and saw a camp 

farther downriver. He paddled to it, landed, and walked up the bank. A very big woman was there. 

Evidently, she was a giant. He began to tease the old lady and flirt with her. ‘Hey! Watch it! Are you sure 

you’re big enough to follow your grandpa’s path?’ she asked him. ‘If you’re really so strong, why don’t’ 

                                                 
143 Murdock, 2018, p.1. 



 

 67 

you cut down that tree on the hillside?’ …he went to it and he chopped it down. That had been her way of 

testing his strength.” Tsà Wëzhè lays beside the giant woman and is transformed into a pine grosbeak144 

and flies away. 145 “That is as far as I know the story,” said Catherine Attla, finishing with: “I thought the 

winter had just begun. I’ve chewed off a part of it.”146  

 

 

At Ch’ėdähchėk kek’iĢt, or Forty Mile, one can still stand at the spit of land jutting out into the 

confluence of the Yukon and Fortymile Rivers and see the route used by Tsà Wëzhè as he 

travelled on his way down the Yukon River. By boat, one can still travel past the landmarks 

associated with Tsà Wëzhè; past Eagle, Alaska, where Hän-speaking family members live and 

still connect with the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in, despite the international border that separates them; 

out to where many settlers came from, out to where the salmon return from, out to the sacred 

calving grounds of the caribou. The river itself and all the landmarks are still there, attesting to 

the story, demonstrating that the story, like the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in relationship to their land, is 

enduring. 

 

At Forty Mile, the inscription of colonial values and ideals on the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in landscape 

are still evident, however, every year the Yukon River shows its strength as it slowly cuts away 

at the banks of the Forty Mile town site and erodes what remains of the Yukon’s first town. The 

river is literally washing away the town grid – the first few streets are already gone and more are 

threatened. Powerful spring floods have picked up, turned around, relocated, and even carried 

away some of the historic buildings. It seems that the land is rearranging the town site to its 

liking, in a demonstration of power and endurance. At Forty Mile, it is clear that the land and the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in relationship with it have long outlasted the Euro-American style town that 

was established there.  

 

Today, Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in works with Yukon Government to co-manage the Forty Mile historic 

site and Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in is reclaiming it as a modern hunting and harvesting area by holding 

annual moose hunting camps and culture camps there and employing seasonal caretakers. Forty 

Mile is a prime example of how the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in have long outlasted the colonial efforts 

to control and claim this region. As the colonial attempts to tame the wilderness are literally 

                                                 
144 The Pine Grosbeak is also called the ‘the Traveler’ in Koyukon languages.  
145 Attla, p.148-149. 
146 Attla, p.149. Perhaps this is Attla’s way of saying that storytelling helps to pass the long winter.  
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disappearing across the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in traditional territory, what has endured is the 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in relationship with the land and animals that forms a vital part of their identity.  

 

All through the region, in fact, the enduring culture of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in is emerging as 

colonial efforts to control the land and people begin to fall away. Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in are still 

adapting and using the tools available to them – now it is self-government, which is certainly not 

the government or leadership style of their ancestors, but is a tool used by the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in to assert their stewardship and place on the land. The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Government 

is now the largest employer in Dawson City and has a significant impact on the municipality. 

Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in is frequently looked to for guidance and leadership, particularly on 

environmental matters.147  

 

Debbie Nagano encapsulates elements of Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in cosmology, law and governance, 

when she discusses her sense of land stewardship. “Wherever I step, I’m responsible for that 

land,” says Debbie. “Wherever you are, you’re responsible for that land,”148 she emphasized. 

Debbie’s statement demonstrates a strong indigenous tie to land. For Debbie, an essential aspect 

of her Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in identity is the tie to land and the sense of stewardship for the land, not 

just her own land, or that of her ancestors, but all land. With this statement, Debbie, echoes the 

words of Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) scholar, Taiaiake Alfred, who said that “land is not territory, 

except in a colonial way of looking at the landscape … Home is everywhere and we are all 

related. Territorial boundaries are an assault on this indigenous sense of place and being.”149 

 

For young Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in citizens, a relationship with the land is still central to their 

identity and well-being. As Kyrie Nagano, said “I find a sense of grounding when I am out on 

the land, reconnecting spiritually, mentally and physically with the land” and that being out on 

the land, hunting, fishing, and trapping with her family, made her feel connected to her 

ancestors.150  

 

                                                 
147 An example of this is the Peel land use debate.   
148 Nagano, Debbie, 2019.  
149 Taiaiake Alfred, 2005, p. 206-7. 
150 Kyrie Nagano, February, 2019.  
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When discussing how the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in (TH) government of today reflects Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in identity, Allison Kormendy said it does so by “…continuing the language, offering 

camps on the land for healing and harvesting, living the traditions through programming and 

teaching the youth as much as they can. TH harvests for their people, the ones in need and for 

programming which gives back to the community.” A keen observer, thirty-year-old Kormendy 

also had some constructive criticism for her government. “It does well in other ways too,” she 

said, “but needs work in building each other up with respect and love. The Songs and Dances can 

be created to really pull the spirit out and make it dance, I look at [other Yukon dance groups and 

how] they adapted their traditional songs and created beautiful soul jumping songs to make it 

more powerful. I would love to see this happen with the TH.”151 

 

  

Kylie Van Every spoke to the Dënezhu forms of governance: “Long time ago everyone worked 

together this was survival and balance. If there was a dispute they would talk about it as a whole 

community and work to fix it. The kids helped the elders in turn for storytelling, men would be 

out hunting, women would be berry picking, cooking and taking care of the kids. Everyone 

worked together to ensure a healthy and safe community.” Van Every also spoke about the 

adaptation of Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in forms of governance: 

We had to adapt to a whole new way of life. Since contact everything changed, 

our way of life changed, how we managed our way of living changed, our clothes, 

our home, our food, the language we speak, becoming self-governing, everything 

changed and with all that changed in 100 years we adapted and kept moving 

forward to become the best we could be with still try to teach and live our 

traditional way of life. We have our own laws and rights under our self-governing 

agreement.152 

The land is in constant flux and Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in people know this, like Tsà Wëzhè, they are 

used to constant movement and adaptation. In 1990, Joe Henry shared his version of the end of 

Tsà Wëzhè story: “He tells them what they have to eat, he did this as he paddled down the 

Yukon. He got to the ocean. When he got to the ocean he paddled and paddled on the ocean. 

                                                 
151 Allison Kormendy, February, 2019. 
152 Kylie Van Every, February, 2019.  
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Finally, he got to where the water was running through, there he left a note, in the note he said he 

didn’t want anyone to follow him. Taachuukaii paddled to the sky. The End.”153 

 

On his journey, Tsà Wëzhè met with many difficult obstacles, but he survived each one and with 

each success, his medicine powers were strengthened. One can draw a connection between the 

journey of Tsà Wëzhè and the experiences of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in with attempted 

colonization. The Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in have survived each subsequent wave of colonization – 

first the early explorers and fur traders, who brought diseases and who imported a new economic 

system; then the gold seekers and missionaries, who brought new forms of government, religion 

and settlement patterns; then the gold rush, which brought such massive destruction to Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in lands, animals, and social systems; then the assertions of the Canadian government in 

the north, attempting to settle and assimilate the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in through regulations; the 

horrors of residential school; and then the decades of indigenous self-determination, fighting for 

land claims and negotiating self-government agreements.  Throughout all of this, the Tr’ondëk 

Hwëch’in emerged intact and remain, Dënezhu.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
153 Joe Henry, 1990, p.4-5. 
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Afterword/Shozrè 
 

With all of this writing have attempted to demonstrate how, despite generations of hardship 

imposed upon us, efforts to colonize us have failed. Perhaps it is best said in our language:   

Däno nts’ ä tr’ädäl – How we come through the past.  

Our grandma, our grandpa – they continue to advise us.  

Therefore, our children are getting stronger.  

We have endured.  

We are still here.  

Our strong sense of self is so tied to the land that no efforts to alter our identity could be 

effective.  

We are of this land and therefore will change and adapt with the land.  

Indeed, it is the newcomers who are still learning – their identity and their relationship to this 

land is in its infancy. We continue to guide them in their journey to learn how to live on this land 

in a good way, we continue to teach them Tr’ëhudè.   

 

- Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in 2019.  
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