~

-

w

LY

the problem of temporary workers overwhelming small northern communities is a
real one and must be faced. Perhaps if the problem were a more visible and imme-
diate threat, it would have elicited more concern among the builders of Nunavu,
See Thomas Berger's book, Uiflage Journey, 1985, for an evaluation spomored by the
Inuit Circumpolar Conference of the Alaska Native Glaims Settlemcnt,

Sce my article on Greenland in the December, 1987, issue of Pelicy Optioms, Institure
for Research on Public Policy, Ottawa, Montreal, Halifax, eic., for a discussion of
Greenland society, constitution and polities,

These are widely available. Nunarut, the history, was written by me and published in
glossy format in three languages, profusely illustrated, carly 1983, by the Govern-
ment of the Northwest Territories for NCF. Mark Malone, a Paris-hased pulitical
scientist and expert on Canadian lederalism, prepared both Nunagent: the dityim af
poivers and Nunavut: fiscal selations, both published in English in early 1983, Various
other studies have been prepared over the years. In May, 1983, NCF released
Burtding \unavut, its comprehensive proposal, and later the same year produced this
in glossy quatri-lingual format (English, French, Inuktitut syHabics and Central
Arctic Roman orthugraphy). The much-revised second edition of Building \unarwi,
Buitding Nunarut Todar and Temmorrow, was available from March, 1985, and was
formally adopted hy a Nunavut constitutional conference in Coppermine in Sep-
tember, 1983, This later is available in English only hecause it was not thoughu
necessary or desirable 10 spend large amounts of inoney circulating a further publi-
cauon. Other studies available from NCF include Peter Burnet on language policy
(making Inuktitut an official language of Nunavut , Ron Doering on land (with
some innovative andsadly -neglected proposals), and Jelf Richstone on human rights
in Nunavut {including the protection of the non-Inuil mitority).
The approach seems 10 be working. Hefore the 1987 Venice Economic Summit,
President Reagan told the foreign press that the unigue circumstance of frozen seas
and long-standing Inuit habnation made the Northwest Passage a unique situation in
the world, the essence of the Canadian claim for non-application of open passage
rights.
As a long-time advisor 10 the international Inuit organization, the Inuit Circumpolar
Conlerence (1CC), 1 have never seen evidence of any serious thought amoeng any
Inuit leaders from Greenland, Canada or Alaska abiout such a prospeci.
Published as Our Comman Future: Report of the Warld € mmission on Enciromment and
e ¢ opment, Oxford University Press, 1987, The scction relerred to ends chapter £
The government did not have everything its own way. OnOctober 1, 1987, Nunavut
MP Thomas Suluk, a government memnber, himself long immersed in Nunavut laad
claims and the development of a Nunavit government before his election to Parlia-
ment, gave a thoughtful speech putting the case for Nunavut clearly. But this was
during the debate on the Meech Lake Constitutional Ac ord and the prech was linle
noted by press or public except for his hedged support for that Accord. [t was more
noticed within the governmem, however.
Foramore pecificdr u ionof the, scemy 2 it | Dere smient and O sve atwn in he
Internal”  al Nonth, CARC Policy Paper “o 2, Canadian Arcuc Resources Com
mittee, Owawa, 1986, and my briel artile The Cha len ¢ Narthern Peaple |, m
Northern Perspectt o1 Vol. 15, No. 2, Canadian Arciic Resourres Commtiee, Ottana,
May-June, 1947

On the Outside in Their Homeland:
Native People and the Evolution
ol the Yukon Economy

KENNETH COATES

The statistics present a bleak picture. Native unemployment in the
Yukon Territory exceeds [illy per cent, even in summer when
government make-work projects and short-term opportunities are
at their peak. In the winter months, many Indian bands face
uncmployment rates ol more than eighty per cent, Almost half of
Yukon Indian lamilies live on less than $15,000 per year, and much
of that comes from government transfer payments. Despite the
expenditure of millions of lederal dollars over the past two decades
on Native ecconomi  development schemes, the Yukon Indians
remain outside the mainstream of the territorial cconomy,

The economic and social malaise of the northern Indians,
particularly those lacing the potential disruptions of large-s ale
development projects, has generated much concern and debate.?
This debate focusses on a classic twentieth-century conlrontation
— between the Dene harvesters of the Mackenzie Rivervalley and
the pro-development oil companies and southern, non-Natjve
businesses (and, one might add, the Canadian government).? Much
less attention, however, has been paid to the example of the
Indians in the Yukon Territory.? Unlike the Dene of the Mac-
kenzie district, the Yukon Indians have laced the industrial fronter
for over a century. Their situation provides a uscful longitudinal
study of Native reaction to the forces of cyclical mining develop-
ment, scasonal industrial activity, and white encroachment on
traditional hunting territorics. The Indians' response illustrates
the depth of their commitment to harvesting, the impact of on-
going job discrimination, and (he inability of successive govern-
ments to understand Nalive economic needs and aspirations,

The current economic condition of the Yukon Indians repre-
sents the culmination of more than a century of Native-white
interaction in the Yukon River valley. From the arvival of Hudson's
Bay Company fur traders in the 1840s, the Indians have been
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drawn into the imperatives of international exporl econormies.
Subsequent relations between the Natives, traders, gold miners,
government agents and non-Native businessmen led o constantly
changing parameters for participation in the territorial cConomy.
The Yukon Indians — almaost the only permanent residents of the
territory —made numerous adaptations to the new realities. Ultj-
mately, however, a combination of racial discrimination and
Native preferences limited the level of economic integration.

The historiographic importance of the Yukon example extends
beyond the North. The study of the fur trade, which typically stops
around 1870,° does not explain the Natives' response to the very
dillerent realities of the industrial and mining lfrontiers.’ Scholars
have oflered few comments on Native accommodation to the
cconomics of the settlerent period. The allempts of prairie Indians
lo adapt 1o the advance of the agricultural frontier have received
suprisingly hule auention. There are a few exceptions — the work
of Robin Fisher, Noel Dyck, Rolf Knight and Frank Tough — but
much remains missing.? In restricting their work to the fur trade,
historians have all but ignored twentieth-century developments
and have offered lew comments on Native response to the expan-
sion of the industrial frontier.

The Yukon Territory provides a very excellent opportunity to
examine the questions of Native economic adaptation heyond the
fur trade. The fur trade remained, as it did across much of the North,
a vital and important industry. Unlike many other northern areas,
however, industrial and commercial activities developed alongside
the fur trade. The arrival of gold miners in the 1870s, and the
subsequent Klondike Gold Rush 1897-1899 , brought the impera-
tives of the industrial economy to bear on the region and its
inhabitants. In the 110 years from the arrival of Hudson's Bay
Company traders to the establishment of the modern welfare state
in the Yukon in the 1950s, the Yukon Indians had to adapt 1o
constantly-changing opportunities and restrictions.

‘The Indians welcomed the advance of the fur trade. Long before
Robert Campbell and John Bell reached the Yukon River basmn,
the Indians had gained access to European trade goods through
inter-tribal trade.? As HBC traders approached from the south-
east, the Yukon Indians encouraged them to expand quickly into
the region, an effort that met the determined resistance of the
middleman traders in the Mackenzie River valley. With the
establishment of Fort Youcon in 1847 and Fort Selkirk the next
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vear, the Yukon Indians  could take tull ads antage ol the oppor
tunities presented by the lur trade. ‘They adapted quickly 1o the
trade, modilying (heir scasonal cycles 10 meet the rhythms of
Hudson's Bay Company activives. They lound work as packers,
tripmen, provision hunters and fishermen, work which they had to
intergrate into their own seasonal round of hunting and trapping.
The Indians also exploited competitive situations or, more properly,
the Hudson’s Bay Company's fear of competition from the Russian
traders working downstream from Fort Youcon.

The expansion of the fur trade into the Yukon River basin fit
well with the Indians’ needs. By relusing o trade, or combining in
opposition to the company, they influenced the terms and condi-
tions ol trade. The isolated company traders feh extremely valner-
able and regularly leared a Native attack. ‘Ther con erp were hot
misplaced, for in 1852, coastal Tlingit traders, upset at HBC
mcursions into themr trading area, attacked and destroyed Fort
Selkirk. The early Y ukon fur trade fit Fisher's description ol a
“mutually-benelicial economic symbiosis,”' 1!

The fur trade had, of course, brought many changes to the
Yukon Indians. The ready availability of manufactured goods
improved harvesting and subsistence activities. The Indians had,
as Pat McCormack has illustrated, adopted a ““lur wrade mode of
production,” in wiich they accepted the cycles and dictates of an
economy tied to external markets and commercial interests much
beyond their control.? Although the economy drew on “tradi-
tional” Nauwve skills, such as hunting, trapping and guiding, the fur
trade nonctheless represented a sharp break from pre-contact
subsistence activities. In the short-term, however, the benelits
weighed significantly in the Indians’ favour. The apparent threat
of Russian and, after 1867, American competition prevented the
Hudson’s Bay Company from placing unreasonable demands.
Because the Indians could get part-time work {rom the waders,
they were able to spend less of their time harvesting. But since they
wished to continue their traditional hunting activities, and since
the needs of the fur trade required them to do so, a situation
developed in which both parties benefited: the Company traded
goods for furs and food, and the Indians continued their lifestyle,
although at a more leisurely pace, and also obtained the goods and
technology that they wanted.

The first indications that this balance would soon change oc-
curred in 1869, when Captain Raymond of the U.S. Navy led a
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military-commercial expedition to Fort Youcon. Alier ascertaining
the post to be on American territory (something the HBC had
known for years), Raymond ordered the Hudson's Bay Company
to leave."? A number of the Fort Youcon Indians initially followed
the company’s traders up the Porcupine River, but soon returned
to the more competitive trade along the Yukon River.

The arrival of the Americans (who ignored the Canadian boun-
dary and soon expanded onto Canadian territory) marked the start
of a new economy. Although they continued the fur trade, as did
the HBC from its new post, Rampart House, along the Porcu-
pine River, the American traders placed greater emphasis on the
growing number of prospectors in the region. The gold-mining
frontier had advanced slowly north from California, reaching British
Columbia in the mid-1850s, the Stikine-Cassiar District by the
next decade and, in the early 1870s, finally pushing into the Yukon
River valley.! The imperatives of a new economy now ook hold.
American transportation companies placed steamers on the Yukon
River, running supplies well up into Canadian territory each year.
The prospectors fanned out, examining creek afier creek, forming
and reforming partnerships, searching for the elusive “Eldorado.” 15
Alter a small strike on the Stewart River, the miners turned their
attentions to more promising discoveries in the F orty-mile region, 16

The Indians now had o react to an entirely new economic order,
one which placed limited value on Native skills. They sold meat
and fish to the miners, much as they had to the Hudson's Bay
Company traders. The steamship companies, particularly the
dominant Alaska Commerical Company, paid the Indians to cut
and stack cord-wood for the steamers. Natives also found occasional
work as packers in the gold fields, carrying supplies from the Yukon
River to the miners' camps.

There was little room for the Indians at the mine sites. Placer
mining is a peculiarly individualistic activity; miners ofien worked
in pairs, and occasionally hired temporary assistants, particularly
during the spring “wash-out” of the winter's diggings. They did
nol, however, require a permanent or regular work-force. In
addition, the largely American mining community also put a low
value on Indian workers, believing them incapable of a fult day’s
work and unlikey to be of much value. From the very start,
therefore, discrimination precluded Native workers from fuli par-
ticipation in the mining economy. Indian men were paid less than
white workers, and were much less likely to find a labouring
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position.! Atone point, the non Native woirkers lormed a “cor | i
nation™ 1o keep Indian workers out of the gold liclds.

The opportumuies and linntations facing the Tnduns In (LAY
th > nunes ongmated with the structure of the local labour matket
Most of the men in the region were there on therr own ac ount,
hoping to strike it rich on the frozen creek beds of the Yukon basmn.
Few sought to work for others. This meant, therclore, hat ther -
was a chronic shortage of casual labourers  men able and w illing
to undertake the hard work around the diggings. Some non-
Natives, hoping to build up a “grub-stake” for future exploration ,
accepted short-term positions. Each summer, the steamers In cught
several dozen more would-be prospectors, many without the re
sources to support themselves in the bush. These men also “oined
the casual worklorce. At most times, however, there were not
enough non-Native workers and, reluctantly, would-le employers
turned to Native men.

Such openings were few, and most Y ukon Indians had jtile 1o do
with the emerging mining economy. Those in outlying areas
continucd to hunt and trap, trading with the Hudson's Bay
Company or American traders and working occasivnally as ruides
for the prospectors or travellers. The Kutchin along the Por upine
River also discovered a new outlet lor their furs; they travelled
north each summer to trade with the Amercian whalers working
off of Herschel Island.'* Throughout imuch of the region, therelore,
scasonal cycles and cconomic patterns continued much as before,
broken only occasionally by the imperatives of the new cconomy.

The carly gold-mining phase brought two important transitions
It introduced the industrial sector to the regional economy, in
which work and productivity focussed on the exploitation ol non-
renewable resources. The contrast with the fur trade era s crucial,
for the carlier period placed high value on Native skiils and com-
paratively little pressure on local resources. The arvival of the
miners ushered in new economic priorities, in which the rapid and
systematic development of available deposits took precedence over
all other economic activitics. The miners and their suppliers had
only a marginal commitment to the area, and sought in the main to
“strike it rich™ in typical frontier fashion, hoping to carn enough to
abandon the region forever and return to the south. This new
cconomy placed its pre-eminent value, not on traditional skills, but
on technical innovation. The fur traders lauded the skills of the
great hunter; the miners’ applauded the efforts of men like William
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Ogilvie of the Geological Survey of Canada, who devcloped new
techniques for extracting gold from frozen ground.2®

The second transition — the introduction of the mixed economy
— was especially important for the Yukon Indians. From the start
of the fur trade, the Indians tied their scasonal activities to the
cycles of the fur trade, trading at certain periods, returning to the
trap lines at the appropriate season, and working as tripmen and
packers at the key points of the year. The availahility ol occasional
work in the industrial economy — as mine labourers, guides, packers,
wood-cutters, and deck-hands — allowed many Indians the oppor-
tunity to broaden their economic base. These activities were
scasonal in nature, like the Natives' hunting, They could, conse-
quently, be combined with hunting and trapping. The establish-
ment of a “mixed economy”?! represented an important adapta-
tion to the newly-imposed industrial structures of the mining
frontier.

The Klondike Gold Rush threatened to obliterate this accommo-
dation. The discovery of gold in Rabbit later Bonanza creek in
August 1896 brought thousands of would-he miners mto the
region. The invasion reshaped the regional order. Natives initially
participated in the development. Two Indians, Skookum Jim and
Tagish Charlie, were co-discoverers of the Bonanza strike, and
became rich men.22

Tlingit Indians at the foot of the Chilkoot and White Passes
offered to pack supplies over the mountains, and earned high
incomes from prospectors anxious to be first to the gold fields. A
number of Indians joined the migration from F orty-mile to the new
town ol Dawson, w here some staked claims and built cabins which
they later sold at considerable profit .2 Even Indians in the far
north profited from the ill-founded decision of a number of pros-
pectors to try and reach the Klondike via Edmonton.?

Such gains soon proved transitory. The construction of a tram-
way and later a railway over the coastal mountains undermined
the Tlingit packing business. The expansion of steamship travel
further eroded the need for Native guides and packers along the
Yukon River.26 The Indians had provided meat and fish to the
miners for years. The market remained, but the Canadian govern-
ment’s demand that each miner bring in a onc-year supply of food
limited the need for local produce. More importantly, the arrival
of thousands of would-be miners in the summers of 1897, 1898 and
1899 undercut almost completely the demand for temporary Indian
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labour. T'hese miners and government olli ials  arrnicd the ro st
attitudes then current, and viewed Native workersas lazy, untrust-
worthy and unproductive. As a onscquence, lew considered
hiring Natives, particularly when hundreds ol w hite HICN Were now
available Occasional developments in the labour market, espe-
cally infrequent shortages of white workers and their demands lor
unreasonably high wages, convinced some employers to hire Indian |
hut such positions opened mirequently, and then on a lemporan
bhasis.

The Native people worked around the Iringes of the regional
order. They continued to hunt and trap — and found ready markets
for their produce —but seldom achieved a more complete in-
tegration. Some Indian groups responded to the Gold Rush by re-
treating, pulling away from the Klondike district. The Indians
from the McQuesten region, for example, moved castward into the
mountains, largely to escape non-Native thefts of their goods and
to find better hunting arcas. 8 Others, particularly those from
Fort McPherson, were drawn by the percewved opportunities of the
gold lields. In the latter cases, the so-called “Dawson Bovs™ sought

employment and markets in Dawson Cuy As Richard Slobodin
described this exodus:

Summer activities, however, opened up a new life Fourteen major
summer aceupations lor this peniod have been recorded., of whnch ten
were quute novel o these people. hey ncluded de khand on steam-
hoats, scow pilol, carpenter, motorboat mechanic, pool-hall handy-

man, licensed trader, and, for women, laundress and mimng amp
cook. ?

Alice Kehoe oflers a similar assessment of Natjve adaptation to the
new economic order:

Dene, cager lor cash or novelty, flocked 1o these towns, men selling
fish and meai or warking as labourers on the stcamboats, at the river
docks, and in the 1own, women working as laundresses of ther
husbands brought them along The majority of Dene men made
excursions for wage labour on the pattern of hunting and trappima,
leaving the wives and children i the camp.3

The commencement of the gold rush had transformed the Yukon
cconomy, but the Indians remained on the periphery.

The Yukon Indians found it increasingly diflicult 1o avoid the
dictates of the new cconomy. Even as some pulled away from
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developed areas, they discovered the sweeping impact of the new
industrial economy, Prospectors once more scoured the creek and
river beds. Timber operators cut down tree stands along the banks
of the Yukon River and steamboat companies forged new routes
along tributary rivers. Indian groups, like those in the White Rjver
area, who had previously been cut off (by Native middlemen) from
contact with Europeans, now met regularly with traders, pros-
pectors and other travellers. The greatly expanded European
acitvity did not immediately disrupt Native access to resources,
except in the immediate vicinity of the gold fields and along the
Yukon River, but it did put added pressure on the harvestable
resources.

The increased commercialization of the Yukon economy spread
swiftly throughout the district. Fur traders pushed into previously
inaccessible areas, opened up new posts and brought new trading
opportunities to dozens of Indian groups. Riverboats took pros-
pectors’ supplies well up the Stewart, Pelly and Teslin rivers and
stimulated the development of new mining communities at places
like Mayo and Livingstone Creek. New mines opened around
Whitehorse, Carcross, and Kluane Lake. For the Indians, the
opportunities for work remained much as before. They continued
to hunt and trap, both for personal use and for sale, they cut wood
for the steamers and found occasional work, usually in the summer,
around the trading posts and mining communities. Equally impor-
tant is what they did not do. Indians did not work in the pre-
dominantly white communities. They also did not find work on the
dredges that had, by the early twentieth century, replaced the
individual placer miners in the Klondike gold fields or in the other
mines that opened in the Yukon,®

The rapid collapse of the Klondike Gold Rush brought few:
changes to the Indians’ position within the territorial order.
Discrimination continued to face those few Indians who sought to
enter the industrial work force. The Anglican church, aided
financially by the federal government, opened a residential school
at Garcross in 1911, hoping to train the children for entry into the
regional economy. Their clforts, which included an explicit con-
demnation of the Indian lifestyle, failed, largely because of the
refusal of most nen-Native employers to hire Indian workers, even
ones that had been “properly” trained. The children suffered
tremendously, unable to adapt to their home situation, but unwel-
come in the white communities.’?
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Discrimination proved very wide-spread, and received official
sanction by the Anglican church and the Royal Canadian Mounted
Police (who believed that the Indians had 10 be “protected” from
the white population}. Indians were constrained from entering and
working in the towns, and eflorts were made to keep them in the
bush, until, it was argued, such time as they were able to enter
industrial society as equals.® The major towns — Whilchorse,
Dawson and Mayo—remained as white enclaves; Natives were
not particularly welcome, except on a temporary basis,

The Indians were in no hurry to seck an accommeodation with
the discriminatory economic order. The continued viability of the
lur trade throught the first half of the twenticth century provided a
much-needed counter-balance o the limited opportunities avail-
able within the industrial secior, The Indians had developed needs
for manufactured goods; by the 1920s, rifles, motor boats, stcel
traps, blankets and manulactured clothing had replaced tradi-
tional products. The Native people had also come to demand other
commodities, including tobacco and alcohol (despite legal inter-
dictions against the useof the latter), for which they required a cash
income. Subsistence hunting could provide for their food nceds,
but the Indians required access to the cash economy to purchase
additional goods.

Thal access came, in large part, through the fur trade and
related harvesting activities. A high demand for specialty furs,
particularly in the 1920s and 1930s, stimulated a major expansion
in the trade. Unlike other areas in the Canadian North, where the
Hudson's Bay Company dominated the industry, the Yukon re-
mained opened for competitive trade. The locally-owned Taylor
and Drury Company was the largest single lirm, opening as many
as cleven posts and operating its own supply boat. Many small
entrepreneurs, who olten combined personal trapping with their
trading, opened posts around the territory. As had been the case
during the period of Hudson’s Bay Company-Russian rivalry,
compctition worked to the Indians’ benefit, as they played traders
ofl against each other, secured gratuities or negotiated credit
arrangements.

The further development of the fur trade also brought problems
for the Yukon Natives. The extremely high prices offered for some
lurs, particularly silver lox, auracted white trappers. These tem-
porary residents lacked the Indians' commitment to the region and
the resources, and ofien over-trapped the animals.¥ In addition,
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an increasingly conservation-minded government imposed a series
of regulatory impediments on the trade. At several points in the
1920s, restrictions on the trapping of beaver and marten were
imposed, and although the Royal Canadian Mounted Police
implemented the laws with considerable discretion, the measures
interfered with harvesting practices and routines,

In responding to the apparent over-harvesting of Yukon fur
resources, the government refused the Natives' (and the Anglican
church’s) request that the Indians be given special hunting preserves,
as had been done in the Northwest Territories. Faced with achoice
between a potential expansion of mining activities and securing
native access to resources, the government selected the former. As
the Deputy Minister of the Department of Mines noted in 1935:

If we are not going to reserve our northern regions exclusively for the
use of the natives but are looking to encourage the opening up of these
regions to the people of Canada generally, then I think we must limit

the extent of the preserves to meet the pressing needs of the Indians
but no more. 36

The fact that the government did not set aside any “preserves” for
the Indians indicates their assessment of the Indians’ “pressing
needs.” The mining industry had only impinged marginally on the
Yukon Indians’ harvesting activities by the 1930s; the government
was determined to ensure that Native rights did not interfere at all
with potential mineral developments.

Yukon Indians found other economic outlets, but most involved
some modification of their harvesting activities. The miners and
townsfolk continued to demand local meat and fish products, and
Indians living near Whitehorse or Dawson could make sizeable
returns sclling country produce in town. Some Indians also secured
work as big-game guides, although once more the discriminatory
attitudes of government and the general public emerged. The
Yukon Territorial Game Ordinance of 1923, however, barred
Native people from holding chief guide licenses, despite their
evident capability (both financial and technical) for such work.
This blocked them from a potentially rewarding activity and made
them dependent upon the marketing abilities and organizational
activities of a small number of white guides.’?

From the end of the Gold Rush through to 1942, economic
conditions changed little. The territorial economy remained very
vulnerable to external market forces and to the depletion of
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regional resources. The non-Native labour force continued to be
highly flexible, often leaving the Yukon on a seasonal basis, and
ensuring there was little continuity in the work-place. The Indians
remained on the periphery, occasional participants in the industrial
economy, but restricted to short-term, seasonal work.

The onset of World War I1, and the decision in February 194210
build a highway to Alaska, upset the halance once more. Thousands
of American soldiers and construction workers entered the area,
pushing their bulldozers through the previously untouched wil-
derness in a frantic rush to the northwest. The regional economy
ground to a veritable hakt. Non-Native workers lefi their jobs in the
north to scek more remunerative cmployment along the highway;
businesses in Dawson City closed down and moved to Whitchorse, 38

Most Yukon Indians did not share in the new developments.
Ravaged by a scries of epidemic discases; many sought to distance
themselves from the actual construction process. A lew men found
work as guides and labourers; some women worked as laundresses
and cooks, or made Native handicralts for sale (an effort that did
not succeed, despite government encouragement). In one unusual
experiment, dictated by the loss of non-Native labour to the
highway crews, the Yukon Consolidated Gold Corporation hired
Native workers for the dredges. The Indians proved “‘undepend-
able,” in that they wished to continue hunting and trapping, but
they also proved to be solid workers.3? Most Indians, however,
continued their harvesting activities, drawn in particular by the
high prices for furs then available. Those who did seek an accom-
modation with the highway construction did so along the now
standard lines of the mixed cconomy. ¢ Seasonal, unskilled work
along the highway was combined with hunting and fishing to
provide sulliciem food and enough cash to meet personal and
family needs. The observations of an Anglican missionary at

Champagne in 1949 could have applied to many places in the
Yukon: :

‘The white population is occupied exclusively in connection with the
maintenance of the Alaska Highway. ... Many of the Indians are
similarly occupied, though spasmodically, in more menial capacities.
Hunting and rapping in winter, and fishing in summer are the
principal interests of the Indians generally, the young men being
employed by the various Highway authorities occasionally. Few of the
Indians accept, or are suited for, regular employment. 1!
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The pattern identified by this missionary differed little from the
Indians’ economic behaviour of the past half century. As they had
done since the early days of the gold mining frontier, the Natives in
the Yukon sought the means 10 meet the industrial economy on
their terms. This entailed a continuation of seasonal cycles, a
reliance on the products of the harvest for both sustenance and
trade, and a position on the periphery of the economic order.
Indians participated in the industrial economy — although seldom
in the mines themselves—but typically on a temporary and
scasonal basis.

The development and expansion of the industrial economy had
not proven unduly disruptive to the Indians of the Yukon. The
continued opportunity to hunt, although subject to increased
government regulation and gradually expanding competition for
the resources, provided an option to industrial wage labour that
few Natives in North America still possessed. [t was just as well, for
non-Natives provided few openings for Indian workers in the mines
or related service activities. Natives were viewed as a casual labour
pool of last resort, to be utilized in isolated areas or when there were
not cnough white workers around to handle unskilled work.

This accommodation had worked for decades, primarily because
neither Natives nor whites viewed the relationship as terribly
threatening. It would break down quickly in the aftermath of
World War 1. The problems began with the collapse of the
Canadian fur trade in the late 1940s. Prices and demand for the
high-quality northern pelts fell precipitously. The decline coincided
with increased government regulation. In 1947, the Yukon Terri-
torial government fell into line with other Canadian jurisdictions
and banned the commercial sale of wild meat. Three years later, in
1950, the government imposed a trap-line registration system, with
a pricey $10 per annum fee that, given falling prices, many Indians
chose not to pay.®2

The decline of the fur trade undermined an important founda-
tion for the Indians’ mixed economy. They continued to hunt for
subsistence an extremely important component of the Northern
economy that governments are only now acknowledging , but now
lacked a ready means of securing required cash income. The
government had a solution here as well. For reasons unrelated 1o
the ensis in the Native economy, the Canadian government decided
to expand its social assistance network. In the short-term, govern-
ment subsidies replaced returns from the fur trade and temporarily
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sustamed the Yuken Indians’ hunting economy. By the mid- 1950,
however, the lederal government, and particularly the Depart-
ment of Indian Allairs, decided that the nomadic patterns had t
be: broken. Using the coercive powers available (o i through the
wellare programmes, the government demanded that families move
onto small, residential reserves there was no treaty for the Yukon
Indians) and insisted that children attend school. Underlying this
increased interventionalism was the government’s determination
to break the Indians’ nomadic habits and integrate them into the
broader territorial cconomy.#3

The effort, by all objective standards, has not worked. Native
people have remained outside the non-Native and industriai eco-
nomy. Current income levels remain far below these of non-Native
Yukoners, and Indians continue to find few openings in such key
cconomic sectors as mining and trade. At the same tune, there is
substantial evidence that the Inchans remam committed both to
harvesting and a mixed cconomy, despite government and non-
Native efforts to enforce conformity to standard North \merj an
models of economic behaviour. Where possible, and 1o a d gree
that surprises government planners, the Indians contimue 1o hunt
for subsistence, thus providing a substantal portion of their lood
requirecments. This foundation, although threatened on a regional
basis by expanded industrial activity, means that many Natnes
seck only temporary or seasonal employment 10 meet their needs
for a cash income other money comes through transfers Irom
government .* Despite the obvious resilience of the mixed cconomy,
the federal and territorial governments continue 1o emphasize
individual entreprencurship and technical skills acquisition 1n
their programmes for Native economic development. This initiative,
offered in a myriad of government initiatives, has had only a
marginal impact over the past decade in increasing the level of
Indian participation in the non-harvesting cconomy. 5

* * *

It should be clear from this analysis that the Indians contem-
porary cllort to combine harvesting, government subsidies and
temporary wage employment to create a sustainable level of
cconomic activily is nol a reaction to recent developments. From
the days of the early fur trade, the Yukon Indians have attempted
to accommodate their way of life to that of the non-Natives, and to
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satisfy their desire for non-traditional commodities through in-
volvement in the new economy.

The Natives' reliance on a mixed economy represented a com-
bination of Indian preference and economic realism. The Yukon
Indians, like all harvesting peoples, placed particular importance
on their hunting and gathering activities. It provided an “affluent”
lifestyle,*® formed the basis of their spirituality, and determined
much of the nature of their social organization.*” The Natives,
therefore, were predisposed to favour a continuation ol seasonal
mobility and harvesting over a re-orientation toward industrial
work.

At the same time, the combination of occasional wage labour
and hunting represented the best possible economic adaptation to
the cyclical realities of the Yukon economy. Unlike most non-
Natives in the North, the Indians sought a permanent place within
the region. Given the evident discrimination against Native workers,
and the seasonal and cyclical nature of the industrial economy, it
was soon evident that permanent Indian residents could not, in
fact, rely on the income from any single sector to provide for
individual and family needs. Indians, therelore, had no choice but
to combine wage labour and trapping — the two cash-generating
activities which influenced them to purchase required manufac-
tured goods —with continued subsistence hunting.

It is too simplistic to argue that the Indians apled for the
comparative isolation of the mixed economy for cultural reasons,
Just as it is incorrect to argue that discriminatory attitudes alone
determined Native economic behaviour. Some Indians sought and
achieved economic integration with the dominant society; others
tried and failed. Most Yukon Indians had little to do with the
industrial sector of the regional order. Sustained by a profitable fur
trade and encouraged by fur traders dependent upon their acti-
vities , continued access Lo resources and occasional wage work, they
maintained an economic approach that originated in the years of
the early gold mining frontier. The mixed economy became the
“Native” response to the northern economy — the new tradition
—and has formed the basis of Indian reaction to government ini-
tiatives and economic re-organization to the present day. It seems
apparent that future attempis to assist and preserve Native eco-
nomic activity must take the Indians’ evident priorities into account.
The contemporary land claims process in the Yukon, and current
government programmes, offer the opportunity 1o create a lasting
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accommodation between the harvesting lifestyle and the industrial
economy. The economic history of the Yukon Indians suggests that
that opportunity should not be lost.

An editor of The Northewn Reriere, Kenneth Coates bas written extensively about the
Yukon and Northwest T erritories. He s currently Assistamt Prolessor of H story at the
niversity of Victona.
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