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Introduction  
The Rat River ς 5ƘŀƘ ½Ƙƛǘ Iŀƴ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ς flows east from the Richardson 

Mountains into the Mackenzie Delta, entering Eneekaii Han or Husky Channel. The river is associated 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƪŜȅ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ŦƛǎƘŜǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Northwest Territories, the Rat River Dolly Varden 

char1. Rat River Dolly Varden char (Salvelinus malma, in this report referred to as char and locally known 

as char and trout) are a largely anadromous population, migrating from the Arctic Ocean up through the 

Mackenzie Delta to overwinter in the spring-fed pools of water known as Fish Hole on the headwater 

tributary _uk Njik, Fish Creek 

όDǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜs 

.ƻŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 9ƭŘŜǊǎ мффтύ2. 

¢ƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ƻŦ !ƪƭŀǾƛƪ ŀƴŘ CƻǊǘ 

McPherson, NWT have harvested the 

fall run of char up the Mackenzie 

Delta to Fish Creek for generations ς 

it is the only sizable char run in the 

DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ {ŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜŀ. It is a 

culturally vital and rich food source.  

Narrative evidence suggests a decline in the char population for several decades. It seems that the 

historic harvest was sustained at higher levels than possible in the last twenty years. Concerns about the 

decline in the char stocks were voiced as early as the 1980s, and in response several population 

monitoring projects were initiated.3 For the last decade, though, the char stocks seem to have stabilized, 

except for a dramatic decline in 2004. Populations seem to have recovered for the 2007 and 2008 

counts.  

Dolly Varden Char  

Rat River Dolly Varden char are a genetically distinct stock of anadromous (they migrate from salt water 

to breed/spawn in fresh water) char that spawn in the Rat River watershed. Adult char live in the ocean 

and return to the Fish Hole on Fish Creek to spawn. The young female and male char that do not migrate 

out of the river are usually referred to as resident char. Biologists working with char have found them 

throughout the Rat River and in Fish Creek. However, the only currently-known spawning and over-

wintering site for Rat River char is in Fish Creek, a spring-fed tributary of the Rat River high in the 

mountains (see Map 1, below). According to Haszard and Shaw (2000:23), 

 

                                                           
1
 wŀǘ wƛǾŜǊ 5ƻƭƭȅ ±ŀǊŘŜƴ ŎƘŀǊ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǳǎŜŘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ LƴǳǾƛŀƭǳƛǘ ƻŦ !ƪƭŀǾƛƪΤ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 

use. 
2
 Some Rat River Char stay in the river year round.   

3
 For more information on monitoring projects see Sandstrom, et al. 2008. 

 

 
Dolly Varden char 

Photo: GRRB  
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[Char migrate up the] western channels of the Mackenzie Delta in late August and early 

September to spawn and over-winter. The female digs a redd [spawning area, nest] in 

gravel areas of the stream and lays eggs, which are fertilized by the male. The eggs 

develop over winter and hatch in early spring. Juveniles live in the river for five to seven 

years before migrating back through the Mackenzie Delta to feed in the Beaufort Sea. 

Adult char feed on other fish, aquatic insect larvae and gastropods. Char are a sensitive 

species vulnerable to environmental disruption as they require clear, swift flowing water 

and clear gravel to spawn. During migration and spawning they are vulnerable to over 

fishing as their migration routes and spawning sites are predictable. 

 

The flesh of the fish is red and the fish are traditionally smoked and dried for later use. More recently, 

char have been commercially harvested and are often frozen for later use. Map 1 shows the location of 

CƛǎƘ /ǊŜŜƪΣ wŀǘ wƛǾŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ Iǳǎƪȅ wƛǾŜǊ όŀƭǎƻ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Iǳǎƪȅ /ƘŀƴƴŜƭύ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

ƻŦ CƻǊǘ aŎtƘŜǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ŀƴŘ LƴǳǾƛŀƭǳƛǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ƪƭŀǾƛƪ.  

Previous Traditional Knowledge (TK) work  

The Traditional Knowledge study conducted by the GRRB in 2008 was the first interview-based project 

to specifically focus on DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŀǘ wƛǾŜǊ ŎƘŀǊ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ. ¢ƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 

Environmental Knowledge Project (GEKP) included interviews about char in general, much of the 

information relates to the Rat River Char.  This information was included in the DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ²ƻǊŘǎ !ōƻǳǘ 

the Land book as well (DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ .ƻŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 9ƭŘŜǊǎ 1997).  Byers (1993) 

interviewed Inuvialuit and GwƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ !ƪƭŀǾƛƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ .ƛƎ CƛǎƘ wƛǾŜǊ ŎƘŀǊ ǎǘƻŎƪǎ. Big Fish 

River is northwest of Aklavik in the Inuvialuit Settlement Region. Additionally, Papik et al (2003) 

conducted a traditional knowledge study for the West Side Working Group (Millar 2007: 3).  

Dolly Varden char management  
Concerns about the declining population of Rat River char led to the formation of the Rat River Working 

DǊƻǳǇ όww²DύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 9ƘŘƛƛǘŀǘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ 

Resources Council in !ƪƭŀǾƛƪΣ ǘƘŜ !ƪƭŀǾƛƪ IǳƴǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ¢ǊŀǇǇŜǊǎ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΣ ¢ŜŜǘƱΩƛǘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ 

wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƛƴ CƻǊǘ aŎtƘŜǊǎƻƴΣ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ .ƻŀǊŘ όDww.ύΣ CƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ Wƻƛƴǘ 

Management Committee (FJMC) and Department of Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO).4 At a January 

2009 regional Renewable Resource Council meeting, ǘƘŜ bƛƘǘŀǘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ 

(of LƴǳǾƛƪύ ŀƴŘ DǿƛŎƘȅŀ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ όof Tsiigehtchic) expressed an interest in 

inclusion in the Rat Char meetings as recognized under the DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ /ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ [ŀƴŘ /ƭŀƛƳ 

Agreement. These groups were subsequently invited to participate in the March 2009 annual meeting. 

There was also a successful motion made at the West Side Working Group meeting in early 2009 to have 

the chair of the Rat River Working Group attend West Side Working Group meetings and vice versa.  

 

                                                           
4
 The FJMC is the fisheries management body for the Inuvialuit Settlement Region and the GRRB is the 
ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅ ŦƻǊ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ {ŜǘǘƭŜƳŜnt Area. 
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Map 1. Map of Rat River and Mackenzie Delta 
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During 2006 to 2008, the Rat River Working Group όǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎύΣ closed the 

fishery as a voluntary closure, with a small allowable catch by char monitors only.   For the 2010 fishing 

season, a voluntary allocation system may replace the voluntary closure due to increasing population 

counts.   

 

Recently, the various bodies responsible for managing northern form Dolly Varden char, including the 

Rat River char population, have committed to an Integrated Fisheries Management Plan (IFMP) for Dolly 

Varden char. ¢ƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ wŀǘ ŀƴŘ ±ƛǘǘǊŜƪǿŀ ǊƛǾŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ {ettlement Area and the 

Big Fish, Babbage, and Firth rivers in the Inuvialuit Settlement Region. The bodies responsible include 

the GRRB, FJMC, DFO and Parks Canada.  This agreement will be an important reporting tool and a 

valuable source of information for all stakeholders in managing Dolly Varden char.  It will detail how the 

ŦƛǎƘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ŀƴŘ LƴǳǾƛŀƭǳƛǘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ   

 

Northern form Dolly Varden, including the Rat River char population, may also be placed on the federal  

Species at Risk list but first must be recommended by Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife 

in Canada (COSEWIC) to be a species at riskΦ  Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ŀƴŘ LƴǳǾƛŀƭǳƛǘ wanted to 

ensure that traditional concerns are addressed and that the needs of those who use the resource for 

cultural and subsistence purposes continued to be met. !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ /h{9²L/Ωǎ Status Reports Web 

site (http://www.cosewic.gc.ca/eng/sct2/sct2_6_e.cfm#baiύΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ /h{9²L/Ωǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƛƭŜ all 

existing information that is pertinent to assessing the status of a wildlife species, including scientific 

knowledge, community knowledge, and Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge that has been subjected to 

appropriate quality controls and can be obtained from literature sources or from the holders of the 

information. In addition, by implementing an IFMP before a formal assessment is complete they have 

ensured that Species at Risk will consider it as an existing plan and take it into account when issuing 

recommendations for the status of Dolly Varden.5 

 

Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ Řŀǘŀ ƎŀǇǎ όǎŜŜ ōŜƭƻǿύΣ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 

Renewable Resources Board (GRRB) conducted six interviews with Elders and fishers in the communities 

of Fort McPherson and Aklavik familiar with the Rat River char. The six interviews were preliminary and 

completed in anticipation of more interviews scheduled for 2009 and 2010 to fill data gaps. The project 

is funded by the GRRB Wildlife Studies Fund, Department of Fisheries and Oceans Canada, and the Oral 

Traditions & Cultural Enhancement Program Fund. Information about char biology, migration, 

behaviour, and traditional use from these interviews and previous information collected by the GRRB, 

ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ {ƻcial & Cultural Institute (GSCI) and other projects are included in this report. The six char 

TK interviews conducted in 2008 by the GRRB are referred to collectively as Char TK Study in this report. 

'×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ Traditional Knowledge  
 

                                                           
5
 Chelsea Hermus, acting GRRB fisheries biologist, from draft Dolly Varden IFMP (September 2009). 
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Traditional knowledge (TK) describes a body of knowledge generally held by indigenous people about 

their cultural, physical, and biophysical landscapes, among other things. It has been broadly defined as 

the cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and beliefs surrounding the relationships of living things 

and the environment (Berkes 1999). It is gained and maintained through family and other relationships 

(often through oral traditions ς stories and alternate ways of teaching and learning), and familiarity and 

use of the land. It is not static; it is cumulative, diachronic, and dynamic. Information is constantly 

reviewed, updated, and compiled by practitioners. ¢ƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ¢Ǌƛōŀƭ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ (GTC) ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ŀ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 

Traditional Knowledge Policy in 2004. This policy was written because of the importance of TK to the 

DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ. ¢ƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ¢YΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘǎ ƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŘ.  

 

DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ 

passed from one generation to another by oral means or through learned experience, 

observation and spiritual teachings, and pertains to the identity, culture and heritage of 

ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ. This body of knowledge reflects many millennia of living on the land. It is a 

system of classification, a set of empirical observations about the local environment and 

a system of self-management that governs the use of resources and defines the 

relationship of living beings with one another and with their environment.6  

 

DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŀǿŀǊe of science and scientific principles, having worked closely with fisheries 

scientists in their settlement area for many years. For example, Alfred Semple went out with fisheries 

scientists and the game warden as early as 1958 to show them Fish Hole; and many of the Char TK Study 

interviewees work with DFO as char monitors (see Appendix One). The Char Monitoring Program is a 

successful community-based program with local fishers trained to collect scientific information, 

consistently and over the long-term. {ŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴǘƻ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ¢Y 

along with other first-hand observations. DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘŜǊǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŦȅ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜȅ 

are providing is first-hand or not. Often, they specify who they heard it from. This allows the listener to 

assess the information in context. Second-ƘŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǇǊŜŦŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ. LΩǾŜ 

heard...Ω.  

"ÒÉÅÆ ÏÖÅÒÖÉÅ× ÏÆ '×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ traditional use of Rat River Dolly Varden char  
 

¢ƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŦƛǎƘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀǊ Řǳring the upstream migration in the late summer and fall, and 

at the spawning grounds of the char in Fish Creek (see Map 2 for fishing locations). The route up the Rat 

River and Fish Creek can be difficult, especially above Destruction City when the channels are shallow 

and canoe was traditionally used. Char travel up the Rat River to their overwintering location at the Fish 

Hole on Fish Creek, ƪƴƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜŜǘƱΩƛǘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀǎ bŜΩŜedilee. The overwintering areas are 

                                                           
6
 DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ¢Ǌƛōŀƭ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ tƻƭƛŎȅΣ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ōȅ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ¢Ǌƛōŀƭ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ .ƻŀǊŘ ƻŦ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊǎ ƻƴ 
WǳƴŜ ннΣ нллпΦ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ {ƻŎƛŀƭ ϧ /ǳltural Institute. Available on the GSCI website at 
http://www.gwichin.ca/TheGwichin/traditional.html.  

http://www.gwichin.ca/TheGwichin/traditional.html


 

 
     DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΥ wŀǘ wƛǾŜǊ 5ƻƭƭy Varden Char GRRB/GSCI   9 

 

upwellings of warm ground water that do not freeze over the winter, protecting the char. Char leave the 

Fish Hole when the ice breaks up in the spring, but are rarely harvested at this time.  

 

/ƘŀǊ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŜƭƛŎŀŎȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǊƛŎƘ ǘŀǎǘƛƴƎ ŦƛǎƘΣ ŀƴd it is difficult to come by compared 

with other fish. Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǎƘΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀǊΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 

DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎǘŜ. Dolly Varden char and Arctic Char are both referred to 

as dhikΩƛƛ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜŜǘƱΩƛǘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ōȅ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ !ƪƭŀǾƛƪ ŀƴŘ CƻǊǘ aŎtƘŜǊǎƻƴ 

όDǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ .ƻŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 9ƭŘŜǊǎ мффтύ. The DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ǘǊƻǳǘΣ 

char, and arctic char to refer to the Rat River Dolly Varden char. 
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Map 2: Gwich'in Fishing Locations for Rat River Dolly Varden Char. 

DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ŦƛǎƘ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀǊ ŀǘ various locations along the upstream migration: Ok Choo (Big Eddy), at the 

mouth of Rat River where it enters Husky Channel, and at TrΩƛƘ ½Ƙƛǘ ¢ŁƎƼƘŘƛƛ (Destruction City, see Map 

2) when the water level in the river is low. ¢ƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ LƴǳǾƛŀƭǳƛǘΤ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ 

ŦƛǎƘ ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǌǳƴ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ōƻǘƘ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŀround Aklavik. In the past 

when the population was high, Char nets were checked at least twice a day because the fish can easily 
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ōŜŎƻƳŜ ΨŘǊƻǿƴŜŘΩ ς the flesh becomes soft and the fish is spoiled for consumption. It is preferable to 

harvest live fish from the nets. Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ Ǉƻƻƭǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǎƘ 

confined until they could process them. They may have used willow nets, sweep nets, fish traps, spears, 

or hand-made lures and lines to harvest char όDǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ wŜǎources .ƻŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 9ƭŘŜǊǎ 

1997).  

 

DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 9ƭŘŜǊǎ ǊŜŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘhe first catch of the season was often cooked and eaten immediately. 

Eggs7 were mixed with berries and eaten as a treat; or dried for later use. Rendered fat from intestines 

was added to dog feed or used as a medicineΣ άƻƛƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǎƘ ƻƛƭ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻŦ 

hearing, you put little bit on and you drop in your ear, to soften the wax.έ8 Another treat was the liver 

ƳƛȄŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ōŜǊǊƛŜǎΣ άYou cook liver and you put them among cranberries, and that is the way to use it. 

That is real good grub thereΦέ9 

 

After being caught, char were generally smoked and dried right away as the flesh spoils easily. Even 

after drying and smoking, char must be frozen since it has a high fat content compared with other 

dryfish such as whitefish. Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ ǎƻƳŜ ŦƛǎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ƪŜǇǘ ƛƴ ΨƛŎŜ-ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩ ƻǊ caches excavated into the 

permafrost. Fish could also be allowed to ripen if it were not frozen.  Char backbones were smoked and 

dried and used as bait in traps, and the skin might have been used as a poultice for burns and other 

wounds. After the fishing season, the camp was cleaned by raking waste and burning it, leaving the 

camp clean and ready for the next season.10 Today they are bagged and frozen freshΣ ŘǊƛŜŘ ƻǊ ΨƘŀƭŦ-

ŘǊƛŜŘΩΣ ŀ ŘŜƭƛŎŀŎȅ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƻƪŜŘ όDǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜs .ƻŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 9ƭŘŜǊǎ мффтύ. άWell 

after [a] few days [the] trout, you know ς half-dried, and they dig down to the permafrost, no shovel 

them days ΧǘƘŜȅ ŘƛƎ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǾŜǊ ƛǘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴƻǎǎ Χǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƛǘ Ŏƻƻƭ.έ11 The permafrost cache would also 

prevent loss to scavengersΣ άIn the fall they get their trout and they just put that trout in the ice and 

ǘƘŜȅ ŎƭƻǎŜ ƛǘ ƛƴ Χ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǊ ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭΣ ƳŀȅōŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƪŜŜǇ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ to four 

weeks.έ12  

 

CŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǿŀȅ ŀǎ ¢ǎƛƛƎŜƘǘŎƘƛŎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ǘƻ CƛǎƘ IƻƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀǊΣ άeven from Arctic Red they 

go to, Rat River. And then they have a big dance and stuff like that. ²ŜƭƭΣ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ƳŜŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 

happy.έ13 Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ άin winter, ...people out caribou hunting used to stop by there and put a net in 

take fish, not a whole bunch but what people needed for supper or for their dogs because they 

ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭŜŘ ōȅ ŘƻƎ ǘŜŀƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜΧȅŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǿŀȅ L ϥŘ ǎŀȅ пл-50 years ago.έ 14  
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 ¢ƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŜƎƎǎΩ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŦƛǎƘ ǊƻŜΤ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǎƘ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ ŜƎƎǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŜƎƎŦƛǎƘΦΩ  

8
 Sarah Simon, GEKP interview, December 12, 1996, Fort McPherson. 

9
 Alfred Francis, GEKP interview, December 5, 1995, Fort McPherson. 

10
 Alfred Semple, GEKP interview, May 10, 1996, Aklavik. 
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 !ƭŦǊŜŘ {ŜƳǇƭŜΣ 9ƘŘƛƛǘŀǘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ tƭŀce Names Workshop Tape 17, January 1999. 

12
9ƘŘƛƛǘŀǘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ tƭŀŎŜ bŀƳŜǎ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ мфффΣ ¢ŀǇŜ мсΦ 
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 Woody Elias, ARI Wolves/caribou/lichen project, 2009 
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 Anonymous, 2008, GRRB Char TK Study, Fort McPherson. 
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Char were more abundant in the past ς for example in the 1920s, people fishing for char at Big Eddy had 

ǘƻ ŎƘŜŎƪ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜǘǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ Řŀȅ όDǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ wŜƴŜǿŀōƭŜ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ .ƻŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ 9ƭŘŜǊǎ мффтύ. 

Alfred Semple remembered large catches in the early to mid-1900s followed by a progressively smaller 

catch of ŎƘŀǊΣ άthat was 1940, ever since that, they slack down quite a bit.έ15 

 

'×ÉÃÈȭÉÎ ,ÅÇÅÎÄÓ 
¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƭŜƎŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ wŀǘ wƛǾŜǊ ŎƘŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ 

area, indicating lengthy traditional use and cultural importance. One legend is included below. It is set 

around bŜΩŜŜŘƛƭŜŜ (Fish Hole)Σ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /ht9 ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ό/ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ƻƴ hǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

Entitlement, during the 1970s). The legend describes two powerful medicine men ς one helpful, one 

bad.16  

 

Medicine Man of Fish Creek  

 

A long time ago, a group of people were hunting and fishing near a place called Fish Hole. 

The people were living near what is known today as Fish Creek. Further upstream at Fish 

Hole, a medicine man lived by himself, and downstream a few miles was where the group of 

people lived.  

 

The people living below Fish Hole were catching a fair amount of fish - nobody complained - 

but upstream the medicine man was beginning to think up some bad things. He wanted all 

the fish to himself and didn't want to share it with the people below.  

 

One day, one of the men from the camp was out hunting when he spotted a strange thing 

happening. Up above him on the mountain ridge, quite near the Fish Hole, he saw the 

medicine man performing witchcraft. The medicine man was dancing back and forth over 

the ridge all by himself. The hunter knew the man above him was up to something evil. The 

hunter went back to the camp and told the people of what he had seen up on the ridge. Soon 

after, a big mountain came tumbling down toward the Fish Creek, causing a tremendous 

flowing noise and a dam stopped water from going down past the people. The fish stopped 

coming, too.  

 

After a few days passed, the people began to get worried . They had to have food for the 

coming winter which was near. They had to have fish. No one dared to go near the Fish Hole 

as the medicine man disliked people to bother him. Things were getting desperate so, one 

day, the uncle of the medicine man, also a medicine man, decided to try his powers on him.  

 

The uncle left the camp and walked up to the dam. There he picked up a small fish, the size of 

a sardine, and a piece of flint. He also had on him a piece of sinew. He tied one end of the 

sinew on to the fish tail and the other end of the sinew was tied to the flint. He aimed for the 

mountain or dam and let go of the flint and fish. The dam disappeared and, once again, the 
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 Alfred Semple GEKP interview May 10, 1996. 
16

 COPE Story by Paul Bonnetplume.  
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river flowed freely past the people below. The people were very happy now that the river 

was back to normal.  

 

Up at Fish Hole, the medicine man finally noticed the dam had disappeared and was 

disappointed. He was very angry and knew his uncle was responsible for what had 

happened. He was thinking of getting rid of his uncle but the uncle was one step ahead of 

him. Before he could do anything, the uncle started his work. He took a dog and put a muzzle 

on its mouth. He then cut the throat and began to fill a dried caribou gut bag with the dog's 

blood. After the bag was filled, the uncle unfastened the muzzle and punched a small hole in 

the caribou gut bag. The blood started to drain slowly, drip by drip, until it was half gone. 

About the same time the uncle punched the hole in the bag and the blood began to seep out, 

the medicine man up at Fish Hole started having a nose bleed. When the blood in the bag was 

half gone, the uncle plugged the hole, giving the medicine man just enough time to straighten 

out. A few hours later, the uncle unplugged the bag and the blood proceeded to flow. And, up 

at Fish Hole, the medicine man was growing weaker now that his nose was bleeding again. 

The uncle did not bother to plug the bag again, and just before the medicine man died, he 

knew his uncle was doing this to him and he knew, too, why he was dying.  

 

Fish Hole and Fish Creek, popular today for char, had always been plentiful of fish. 

  

Other versions of this legend are also recorded in COPE texts.  ! άǊƻŎƪ ŀǾŀƭŀƴŎƘŜέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŦǘ ǎƭƻǇŜ ƻŦ 

the creek has been recorded, and according to radio-carbon dating the slide happened around three 

ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƭƛŘŜ Ƴŀȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ƭŜƎŜƴŘΤ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ 

antiquity.  The slide interrupted the flow of Fish Creek.  Geologists specify that the slide may have been 

caused by an earthquake or other tectonic cause (Lauriol, B, et al n.d.).  Today, the debris from the slide 

is visible on the east shore (left shore) of Fish Creek about two kilometers above the mouth of the creek 

where it flows into the Rat River.   
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Rock Slide on Fish Creek.  Photo Credit:  S. Sandstrom. 

 

Many other DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ƭŜƎŜƴŘǎ and stories refer to the traditional use of Rat River and the abundant char 

run there. In another legend, an evil old woman forces two young girls to stay with her. One makes a 

daring escape with the help of a giant, who puts his legs out to help the girl cross a river. Eventually, the 

ƻƭŘ ƭŀŘȅΩǎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΣ 

 

The old lady's things fell out of her bag and went into the water. All the fish people came 

out to take her things. The fish were very busy taking things. The grayling took the tipi 

and was very happy with this, this is why the grayling's fins are very colourful. The loche 

took the fat, this is why loche liver is fatty. The jackfish took the fish spear this is why the 

jackfish is a long fish. The char was around the outside and gathered up lots of things. 

The char took the bone axe, the wolverine foot, the moose hoof, the ice chisel, the 

caribou antler and all the knives. Now when the char's head is taken apart all these 

things that he took from the old lady's bag can be found in there.17 

 

Place names and trails  
 

¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ƴŀƳŜǎ άǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛǾŜŘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǘǊŀǾŜƭŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴ-depth 

knowledge of the land. They are like windows into the tradƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
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 άCƛǎƘ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǎέ ς DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΣ ƴƻ ŘŀǘŜΦ 
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DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ όYǊƛǘǎŎƘ ŀƴŘ !ƴŘǊŜ мффтΥ молύ. ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘŀōƭŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ ƴŀƳŜŘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ 

near Rat RiverΣ ŀǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ DǿƛŎƘΩƛƴ {ƻŎƛŀƭ ϧ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ όDǊŜŜǊ мфффύ. 

 
Map 3: Gwich'in place names. 

 

 


