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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Wood Buffalo Elders' Interview Project interviewed 30 Elders from the Wood 

Buffalo Elders' Society about their traditional knowledge and use of land in the Regional 

Municipality of Wood Buffalo (RMWB). Interviews were conducted with Elders in Fort 

McMurray, Anzac, Chard, and Conklin. The geographic extent of information ranged 

from the Lac La Biche area in the south, to the Fort Chipewyan and Lake Athabasca area 

in the north. 

During the interviews, Elders provided information on traditional land uses such as 

hunting, trapping, fishing, and berry and plant harvesting. The Elders also provided 

traditional knowledge on burial sites (marked. and unmarked), traditional medicines, 

changes in the life patterns of Aboriginal people in the region, as well as changes in the 

natural ecology of the region. Each of the Elders grew up on, or spent large amounts of 

time on their family's trapline. A large number of the Elders trapped during the time 

prior to the organisation and registration of traplines by the government in the 1940's . 

Those Elders who continue to trap, do so on their Registered Fur Management Areas 

(RFMA). Those Elders who continue to hunt, do so within the larger region, and make 

use of existing roads to access areas where wildlife is anticipated. 

Elders identified changes that they have noticed in the Region over the years. They have 

observed changes in air quality; both in their senses of smell and sight, and in its effects 

on vegetation. Elders in Fort McMurray as well as in other parts of the region indicated 

concerns about both the quality and quantity of water. Generally, they believe that there 

is less ground water, as evidenced by lower water levels. Also, they believe that there is 

pollution in the water. While some of the Elders attributed water pollution to oil sands 

development, others attributed it to development in general. Elders believe that wildlife 

populations have diminished, especially in the Fort McMurray area, and attribute this to 

the increase in human population. Other Elders indicated concerns about the health of 

wildlife, citing observations made while butchering. Fish health was also identified as a 

concern; often associated with concerns over water pollution. Additionally, Elders 
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identified economic and social changes in the Fort McMurray area, resulting from the 

increase in population related to oil sands development. The concerns focused on 

personal security, local rates of inflation, and issues of drug abuse and homelessness. 

Lastly, Elders shared their perspectives on how the weather has changed over the years. 

Elders shared other stories told to them by their parents or grandparents. These stories 

are included as part of the Elder profiles included in the report. 
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1. INTRODUCTION AND METHOD
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The Wood Buffalo Elders' Society is comprised of Aboriginal people of Cree, Dene, and 

Iroquois descent, whose families have been present in the RMWB, in northeastern 

Alberta, throughout various times of its history. Many of the Elders do not have status 

under the Indian Act, but are seeking it. According to John Malcolm, CEO of the 

Society, its goals are: 

• to better the lives of the Elders, their children and their descendents;

• to help overcome the impacts that development has had on the lives and

traditions of the Elders;

• to help to protect the environment; and

• to preserve the traditional knowledge and culture for future generations.

Members of the Society live throughout the RMWB. Imperial Oil Resources Ltd, 

PetroCanada, Synenco Energy Corp., Shell Canada Ltd., Suncor Energy Ltd., and Total E 

& P Canada Ltd., met with the John Malcolm of the Wood Buffalo Elder's Society and 

agreed to provide funding for a project to interview Elders and record their Traditional 

Knowledge (TK) and Land Use (TLU) in the RMWB. Golder Associates Ltd (Golder) 

was retained to manage the Project. Golder met with John Malcolm, and developed 

interview protocols and TK sharing agreements. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted to collect information on: 

• hunting and trapping;

• fishing;

• plant and berry harvesting for consumption or medicine;

• locations of cabins;
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• locations of unmarked burial sites;

• locations of spiritual or other culturally important sites;

• stories told to the Elders by their ancestors; and

• observed changes in weather, wildlife and plant health.

07-1333-0008

The geographical focus of the study was on the RMWB in northeastern Alberta. During 

the interviews, several of the Elders provided information on the larger Lake Athabasca 

area, as well as areas to the south that lie outside of the RMWB. That information has 

also been included in this report. 

Most of the Elders were interviewed individually, although in a few instances, closely­

related family members were interviewed together. All interviews were video-taped and 

relevant information was also mapped. Following the interviews, each video-tape was 

reviewed and a report was prepared in the form of a first-person account by the Elder. 

Mapped data was also prepared from each interview. 

Funding was provided to interview 30 Elders. John Malcolm, leader of the Wood 

Buffalo Elders Society chose the Elders to be interviewed. Table 1 lists the Elders who 

were interviewed, the date, and the location. 

Table 1 Elders Interviewed, Date, and Location 

Name Date of Interview Location of Interview 

Bill Woodward April 12, 2007 Anzac 

Roland Woodward April 12, 2007 Anzac 

William Castor April 12,2007 Fort McMurray 

Edward Boostrom May 2, 2007 Fort McMurray 

EvaHuppie May 2, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Violet Hansen May 2, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Gertie Castor May 2, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Walter Cardinal May 3, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Eva McKenzie May 4, 2007 Anzac 
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Table 1 Elders Interviewed, Date, and Location ( continued) 

Name Date oflnterview Location of Interview 

Jean Powder May 4, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Joe Cree May 4, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Walter Cree May 4, 2007 Fort McMurray 

EdwardAdby June 15, 2007 Conklin 

Louise Martin June 15, 2007 Conklin 

Flora Tremblay June 19, 2007 Fort McMurray 

George Cardinal June 19, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Myrna Loutitt June 19, 2007 Fort McMunay 

Maggie White June 22, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Harvey Sykes June 22, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Maureen Cardinal June 22, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Marie Anne Betty "Betsy'' October 10, 2007 Fort McMurray 
Tremblay 

Laurie Gallagher October 10, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Geraldine Jensen October 10, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Madeline Patterson October 10, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Jeremy "Jimmy'' Janvier October 11, 2007 Chard 

Hermas Janvier October 11, 2007 Chard 

Lenora Mulawka October 11, 2007 Anzac 

Ellen Bishop November 15, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Emil Powder November 15, 2007 Fort McMunay 

George Mike Powder November 15, 2007 Fort McMurray 

Structure of the Report 

Section 2 gives an overview of the natural history of the Boreal Forest Region of 

northeastern Alberta, as well as an overview of the history of use in the region. The 

results of the study are found in Section 3. This includes aggregated data from the 

interviews, as well as representative quotes. Section 4 contains profiles on each of the 

participating Elders. The profile is a synopsis of the eider's information from the 

perspective of the Elder. The profiles have been edited to remove personal information. 
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2. OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY AREA

2.1 The Boreal Forest Natural Region 

07-1333-0008

The RMWB is situated within the Boreal Forest Natural Region of Alberta (NRC 2006). 

This region includes the following subregions: 

• Dry Mixedwood;

• Central Mixedwood;

• Lower Boreal Highlands;

• Upper Boreal Highlands;

• Athabasca Plain;

• -Peace-Athabasca Delta;

• Northern Mixedwood; and

• Boreal Subarctic Natural Subregions.

Vegetation within the Boreal Forest Natural Region consists of mixedwood and 

coniferous forests. Agriculture ( cultivation) is limited to areas that have a lengthy 

growing season. Of the deciduous trees, aspen and balsam poplar are the most frequent. 

Of the conifers, white spruce, black spruce, and jack pine are the predominant species. 

Wetlands consist of black spruce, shrub or sedge fens (NRC 2006). 

There is a five degree Celsius (°C) difference in mean annual temperature between the 

warmest and most southerly subregion (Dry Mixedwood) and the coldest and most 

northerly subregion (Boreal Subarctic). Summers are usually short, with only one or two 

months in which the average daily temperature exceeds 15 °C. Winters are long and very 

cold, with average daily temperatures below -10 °C. In some of the northern subregions, 

average daily temperatures may fall below -20 °C for two months or more (NRC 2006). 
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· The vegetation within the natural region consists of upland forests with extensive

wetlands in the low-lying areas. The forest composition and the amount of wetlands

changes from south to north within the natural region. In the south, aspen forests prevail,

with scattered occurrences of individual or stands of white spruce in wetter areas. The

wetlands are often composed of shrubby or sedge fens and marshes. Further north, there

are mixed forests of aspen, balsam poplar and white spruce. There is a mix of treed fens,

shrubby fens and sedge fens occupying a larger proportion of the landscape. In the far

north, there are undulating plains and elevated plateaus, vegetated by black spruce fens

and bogs, shrubby fens and sedge meadows. Throughout the natural region, jack pine

stands are found in dry, well-drained sandy soil. On the slopes, or tops of northern

highlands, lodgepole pine or lodgepole pine-jack pine hybrid stands are found; either as

pure stands, or in mixed stands along with black spruce or deciduous species

(NRC 2006).

The predominant landform in the Boreal Forest Natural region is level to gently 

undulating lacustrine and till plains. Cretaceous shales are found under most of the 

region. Part of this shale, the McMurray Formation, is composed of oil-bearing deposits. 

They are underlain by cream-coloured Devonian limestones of the Waterways Formation. 

The heavy oil in the McMurray Formation was probably formed from the decomposition 

of plant and animal material during Devonian times and forced up by earth pressures into 

the Cretaceous sand deposits millions of years later. Outcrops are seen along deep river 

valleys. Luvisols are found on well to imperfectly drained forested sites. Brunisols are 

common on well to rapidly drained fluvial or eolian materials. Gleysols and organic soils 

are associated with wetlands, and poorly drained soils. Cryosols occur in the far north 

where low solar energy inputs, short summers, and thick insulating moss results in 

permafrost development (Spalding 1980; NRC 2006). 
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2.2 History of Use within the Study Area 

Pre-Contact 

07-1333-0008

Aboriginal people have inhabited the Boreal Forest Natural Region of Alberta for more 

than 8,000 years. According to oral history, there was a fight between a good giant, "He 

Whose Head Sweeps the Sky'', and a bad giant, Bettsinuli. "He Whose Head Sweeps the 

Sky'' would have lost the fight had it not been for a Dene man who cut Bettsinuli's ankle 

with an axe made from a giant beaver's tooth. Bettsinuli fell into the ancient sea in such 

a way that his feet lay in the west and his head reached the area around Cold Lake (Coutu 

and Hoffrnan-Mercredi 1999). During the interviews, two of the Elders recalled that their 

father told them that "[t]here were stories about long ago such as when people came from 

China when the ocean was frozen over (J. Cree and W. Cree, Elders)." 

The RMWB contains some of the highest density pre-contact archaeological sites in 

North America. While organic materials used by early inhabitants such as bone, leather, 

and wood have long since decomposed, stone artefacts left behind shed light on 

Aboriginal culture and survival in this region; including projectile points that may have 

been used to hunt big game, such as large mastodons, mammoths, sabre tooth tigers, and 

giant beavers (Russell 1991). Unlike the Plains where large scale communal hunting of 

herd animals took place, hunting in the Boreal Forest involved capture of single animals 

in highly dispersed locations, frequently distant from campsite locations (Clarke and 

Ronaghan 2004). 

The northeast area of Alberta encompasses the traditional territory of many Aboriginal 

people, including the ancestors of the Algonquin Shield Archaic people who moved in 

from the south 8,000 years ago as the glaciers from the ice age melted, and the 

Athabascan Dene Taltheilei people, who arrived from the north and northwest 

approximately 2,600 years ago (Berry and Brink 2004). Cree Burn Lake, the result of a 

glacier melt, is located within this region and contains a large amount of evidence about 

the first human activity in northern Alberta. In 1999, it was designated as a Provincial 
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Historical Site with the highest historical resource value, HRV 1. During the interviews, 

some of the Elders indicated that the Cree Burn Lake site, as well as other archaeological 

sites in the region were part of the history of their ancestors. 

While there is archaeological information on how the Athapaskan speaking peoples, or 

Dene, came to exist and survive in this location (Heritage Community Foundation 2005), 

there is also oral history about Cree Burn Lake's importance to Aboriginal people. 

According to Coutu and Hoffman-Mercredi (1999), Cree Burn Lake and Pierre au 

Calumet, situated in the same general area, were gathering places: 

Traditional knowledge states that the pitch or gum from the Athabasca 

Tar Sands was useful in canoe building and repair. Realistically, 

however, the primary use of the bitumen was as a fuel to heat the many 

tents, which occupied the autumn gatherings at Ena K 'ering K 'a (Cree 

Burn). It seems likely that the red pipestone of nearby Pierre au Calumet 

also contributed to Ena K'ering K'a's popularity as a centre of trade and 

as a gathering place. 

Pierre au Calumet is likely the source of calumet stone used by the Dene people to make 

small calumets, or pipes (Petitot 1875, in Coutou and Mercredi 1999). Extensive trade 

networks had already been in place among the Aboriginal people before the Europeans 

travelled to the area (MacGregor 1981 ). 

Prior to European contact, the hunter-gatherer societies harvested many of the animals 

and plants native to the region, including moose, bison, and berries. They also developed 

agricultural activities, and were known to use clay pottery. However, the further north 

they foraged, the less involved they became with agriculture and pottery, and adapted a 

more nomadic lifestyle that required a wide use of the Boreal Forest waterways; hence, 

the adoption of the birch bark canoe. Before the introduction of firearms and other 

cultural materials of European origin, Aboriginal people utilised the bow and arrow to 

hunt big game. This weapon had a rapid rate of fire, accuracy, and required no startling 
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body movement to effectively deliver the projectile (Reeves 1990). Some of the 

Aboriginal groups moved farther north and became proficient harvesters of the caribou 

that grazed in massive herds throughout what is now northern Alberta and the Northwest 

Territories. 

The environmental adaptation of these Aboriginal groups helped to define traditional 

territories, as they were related to specific land use, seasonal harvesting, and migrations 

of wildlife herds (Ives 1993). These territories are scattered with spiritual sites, burial 

grounds and habitation sites. As a result, many of the mountains, hills, lakes and streams, 

trails, and portages in the RMWB have Aboriginal place names, and legends that are 

associated with them (Wood Buffalo National Park 2007). At the time of European 

contact, both the Chipewyan and Cree peoples were known to be in the area 

(Russell 1991). This mixture of Cree and Chipewyan peoples is characteristic of many of 

the communities of the RMWB. Small groups of Iroquois, who acted as trappers and 

voyageurs for the Northwest Company or Hudson's Bay Company, also ventured into the 

larger region during the westward expansion of the fur trade (McMillan 1995). 

Fur Trade 

The Athabasca region of northeastern Alberta came to the attention of European fur 

traders in 1719 when Wa-pa-su, a Cree trader, brought a sample of the oil sands to the 

Hudson's Bay Company post at Fort Churchill in northern Manitoba (Hudson's Bay 

Company Archives 2007). During the 1700's, the fur trade became the driving force 

behind European inroads into the interior of Alberta. Before the fur trade, furbearing 

animals were a natural resource of the Aboriginal people, who traditionally trapped or 

hunted them on an 'as needed' basis. With the introduction of the fur trade, however, 

Aboriginal people often became middlemen, trading furs with peoples of the interior, and 

taking them to the European traders located on Hudson Bay. Although the Hudson's Bay 

Company agents typically remained on the Plains and Parklands, expanding their line of 

fur trade posts along the Saskatchewan River, pressure from the competing North West 
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Company led to the Hudson's Bay Company building inland posts; beginning with 

Cumberland House in 1774 (MacGregor 1981). 

In 1778, Peter Pond built the first fur trade post in the Athabasca region at the junction of 

the Athabasca and Embarrass rivers. Pond was also the first European to take trade 

goods over the Methy Portage, and therefore, the first non-Aboriginal to observe the 

bitumen accumulations along the Athabasca River (Library and Archives Canada 2007). 

The Aboriginal people had considered the molasses.:lik:e substance a valuable natural 

resource, used to make smudge pots to ward off mosquitoes during the summer months, 

and as waterproofing for their birch bark canoes (Alberta Government 2007). During this 

period, fur was the valued resource for European traders, rather than bitumen, and 

approximately eight years later, Pond opened a second fur trading post where the 

Clearwater and Athabasca rivers meet (Palmer 1990). Four more posts were established 

in this area between 1788 and 1821 (Chalmers 1974), including Fort Chipewyan on Lake 

Athabasca, which became the central post in the Athabasca region. The Hudson's Bay 

Company and the Northwest Company merged in 1821 (McMillan 1995). Plate 1 shows 

the Hudson's Bay Post in Fort Chipewyan in 1929. 

The arrival of the fur trade and the resulting contact with Europeans brought epidemics. 

On the plains, smallpox and other diseases appeared as early as 1781 and appeared again 

in 1837 and 1869 (McMillan 1995). In the north, the epidemic of 1781 also affected the 

Chipewyan, wiping out about 90% of their population. Famine often followed the 

epidemics (Dempsey 1979, McMillan 1995) . 
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Hudson's Bay Company Post in Fort Chipewyan, 1929. Photo courtesy of 

the Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre (Catalogue N-1987-033: 

0320). 

In the late l 800's and early 1900's, fur trading became more regulated, which in turn 

altered the traditional activities and livelihood of the Aboriginal people (Fumoleau 2004). 

The Hudson's Bay Company established a post in Fort McMurray in 1870, adjacent to 

the Athabasca River, which continued_ to operate as a transportation stopover (Hudson's 

Bay Company Archives 2007). During the interviews, some of the Elders referred to 

relatives who had worked for the Hudson's Bay Company. In particular, one of the 

Elders indicated that her father used to operate the Hudson's Bay store in Poplar Point: 

"My dad used to keep diaries from when he was running the Hudson's 

Bay store [in Poplar Point}. Everything was so cheap; not like now. 

Until the time he died, he worked for the Hudson 's Bay. He never had a 

holiday or a vacation. He just worked all the time . . . .  He helped a lot of 

Indians around there. He did everything for them. He bought their fur, 

and gave them groceries. He would pack the furs in big bundles, and send 
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them to the Hudson's Bay Company. He would travel by dog team from 

Athabasca and Fort McMurray to Edmonton (E. Bishop, Elder)." 

The fur trade had opened the region for settlement, altering the landscape, livelihood, and 

traditional activities of the Aboriginal people. 

Early Industry and Development 

As the fur trade diminished, other industries developed, providing seasonal work to 

supplement ·the traditional livelihood of the Aboriginal people. The first significant 

industrial changes were in transportation. The Athabasca and Peace rivers became 

commercial transportation highways, and steamboats began transporting gold-seekers to 

the far north during the Klondike Gold Rush (Fumoleau 2004). Many Aboriginal people 

in the region acted both as guides, and boat captains for the active steamboat industry on 

boats such as the SS McMurray (Plate 2). 

Plate 2 

·.\
,·
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Several of the Elders recalled their experiences of the steamboats; either from watching 

them, or from having family members working on them. 

"My grandfather brought one of those paddlewheelers down to McMurray 

from [Athabasca]. He was the only guy that ever brought one down here 

through the rapids. The ship was called either the Echo or the McDonald. 

It belonged to the Hudson's Bay Company and he was the pilot on there 

(L. Gallagher, Elder)." 

"Back in the day, the Echo and the Athabasca were two steam ships with 

big paddle wheels. When the ships came in to Fort Chip, we would sit on 

the police dock or Hudson Bay rock and watch them . . . .  Depending on the 

weather, it would take a couple of days to get from Fort Chip to Fort 

McMurray on the riverboat. Back then eve,ything was marked and boats 

never got stuck on sandbars. When [Lake Athabasca] was windy, all the 

barges were towed to Uranium. My husband, Lloyd Hansen, was river 

pilot on a boat named the Radium Trader (V. Hansen, Elder)." 

"I worked on the boats for 26 years. There were tugboats but the 

Hudson's Bay Company owned two sternwheelers that were used to 

transport freight. The loading facilities were in Waterways. The railway 

ended right at Waterways. I worked on various steamships. There the one 

that's now at Heritage Park, the Radium Scout. My dad was the engineer 

on that one. I also worked on the paddlewheeler. It had a diesel engine 

(H. Sykes, Elder)." 

European settlement of the area surrounding Cold Lake began to increase rapidly with the 

passing of the Dominion Lands Act in 1872, which offered land to homesteaders. In 

large part, European settlement also coincided with the establishment of rail transport in 

the region. However, this area was still inhabited mainly by Dene, Cree, and Metis 

people practising traditional lifeways until the early 1950's (Turney 2007). Between 1915 
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and 1922, the Alberta Great Waterways Railway, now known as the Northern Alberta 

Railway, constructed a 280 kilometre rail line (Plate 3) connecting Lac La Biche to 

Waterways (Wetherell and Kmet 2000). The arrival of the railway made it easier for 

traders to bring furs past the rapids on the Athabasca River. It also opened up the larger 

region for oil and mineral exploration. During the interviews, one of the Elders explained 

how the arrival of the railroad changed the lives of Aboriginal people: 

Plate 3 

"With the presence of the railroad, people and supplies were shipped up 

north, and this became the place for jobs. People moved out of the bush 

and into communities to work for different companies (R. Woodward, 

Elder)." 

Construction of the Alberta Great Waterways Railway near Clearwater, 
1922. Photo courtesy of the Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre 

(Catalogue: N-1979-004: 0105). 

Railway sidings and facilities were constructed at Chard and Conklin. This provided a 

source of employment for Aboriginal residents, and serviced many of the people 

travelling to Lac La Biche or Fort McMurray for supplies. The rail extension not only 
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improved access to the north, but made room for industry development such as 

commercial fishing, salt mining, forestry, and eventually, oil and gas (Wetherell and 

Kmet 2000). 

Another Elder shared his mem_ory of working for the railroad: 

"I started working with the railroad company back in 1947. . . .  There was 

quite a bit of work there. It was all hand-based, and very hard work - a 

lot of shovel work . . .  I transported to different places with the section 

gangs for the railroad. . . .  I stayed in railroad bunkhouses. There was a 

bunkhouse for each of the section gangs. That was years ago, and that is 

how we got work - on the railroad. I also did a lot of trapping to get fur 

and make a living. There were not too many other jobs besides the 

railroad (W. Cardinal, Elder)." 

In the 1920's commercial fishing developed in the region. Tons of whitefish from Lake 

Athabasca were processed at the Mcinnes Fish Company in Waterways. It was a large, 

profitable business, which provided wage labour jobs to assist many of the Aboriginal 

people in the area. During the interviews, various Elders indicated that they worked for 

Mcinnes Fisheries. One of the Elders worked in several locations: 

"I worked for a short time at Mclnnes Fisheries; packing boxes of fish 

caught on Lake Athabasca. I also worked at a plant in Horse Creek, 

where I made 20 cents an hour. The Crackingstone plant was located on 

Lake Athabasca, on this side of Uranium City. We would catch lake trout, 

bring them by boat to Fort McMurray and then transport the fzsh by 

railroad to various locations. We also shipped buckets of uranium on the 

boxcars from Gunnar (E. Boostrom, Elder)." 

In 1920's, the Alberta Salt Company was formed to take advantage of the salt deposits 

located south of Fort McMurray, and in the 1930's Industrial Minerals Ltd. constructed a 
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salt plant adjacent to the railway terminal in Waterways (Wetherell and Kmet 2000). 

One of the Elders recalled his experience with the salt company: 

"The Waterways salt plant was my first job and I made 48 cents an hour. 

I started when I was 15 years old and every payday I would give my 

mother and dad three dollars to pay the bills. An operator was paid $1.l 5

an hour, which is not a lot, but it was good compared to everyone else's

pay. In those days you could buy a loaf of bread for five cents. A hundred 

pounds of flour would be about two or three dollars, and my mother did 

all her own baking (W. Castor, Elder)." 

Rock salt was an important and viable business in this region until 1950, at which time, 

natural gas was discovered in the area, and the Chard Gas Field, located in the vicinity of 

Janvier, began drilling in 1957 (Wetherell and Kmet 2000). 

In the 1920's, settler interest in tar sands bitumen began to grow as demands for 

petroleum products increased (History of Fort McMurray 2007). By 1921, there was 

serious interest in developing a refining plant to separate the oil from the sands. Akan 

Oil Company was the first to begin bulk testing at Fort McMurray, and by the 1930's, 

Abasands Oil was the first to successfully extract the oil from the sand using hot water 

extraction. Still, production was very low. It was not until 1967 that the Great Canadian 

Oil Sands Plant, now Suncor Energy, opened its first mine, which produced 

30,000 barrels of synthetic crude oil per day (Energy and Utilities Board 2005). T
h

is was 

the start of intensive oil sands development in the region that has continued to expand to 

the present. The rapid increase in development throughout the RMWB has brought many 

changes to the Aboriginal communities in the region. 

Golder Associates 



-

April 2008 

3. RESULTS OF THE STUDY

- 16 -

3.1 Traditional Plants and Medicines 

07-1333-0008

Figure I shows the plant harvesting areas in the Fort McMurray region identified by the 

Elders, and Figure 2 shows the plant harvesting areas identified in the Fort Chipewyan 

region. Many of the Elders indicated that they and their families picked berries. Several 

Elders indicated that they continue to pick berries, but that it's getting harder to find good 

locations. Many of the Elders also indicated that their parents or other family members 

picked and used traditional medicines. Several of the Elders indicated they learned about 

traditional medicines from their parents or grandparents. Table 2 lists the various plants, 

berries, and other sources of medicines collected either by the Elders, or by their 

ancestors. 

Table 2 

Local Name 

balsam [ fir or poplar?] 

big bog leaves 

birch [specific species?] 

black poplar 

blueberry 

choke cherry 

cranberry (high bush) 

cranberry[specific 
species?] 

dandelion 

fireweed 

gooseberry 

grass berry 

hazelnut 

horse radish 

kinnikinnick 

Traditional Plants, Other Medicines and Their Uses from Elder 

Interviews 

Other Name <•> Species <bJ Use 

sap used to treat sores 

[none identified] treat bee stings 

sap used as food or spring tonic 

birch strips used to make baskets 

balsam poplar Populus balsamifera L. buds used for cuts or boils 

Vaccinium 

Prunus virgi.niana L. 

Virburnum opulus L. 

used to treat fevers 

Taraxacum officinale various parts used for medicines 

Epilobium angustifolium used to treat burns 

Ribes oryacanthoides 

[grass cloudberry/dew 
berry?] 

Cory/us cornuta Marsh. 

[none identified] 

common bear berry Arctostaphylos uva-ursi used as a tobacco 
L. (Spreng.)



April 2008 - 17 - 07-1333-0008

Table 2 Traditional Plants, Other Medicines and Their Uses from Elder 

Interviews ( continued) 

Local Name Other Name <•> Species Cb> Use 

miniature birch [bog/ dwarf birch?] used to treat mouth sores 

mint Mentha arvensis L. medicinal tea used for colds 

moss peat moss Sphagnum fa.scum used as diapers 
(Schimp.) 

mountain ash Sorbus americana bark used for medicinal tea 
Marsh. 

muskeg tea labrador tea Ledum groenlandicum medicinal tea used for colds 
Oeder 

peppermint(wine Mentha piperita L. used to make a tonic for colds and 
• violets) clearing the chest 

pine bush cranberry [ none identified] 

poplar [black poplar or sap used as food 
trembling aspen?] 

rabbit root wild sarsaparilla Aralia nudicaulis L. used to treat cuts 

raspberry Rubus Jdaeus L. ssp. 
strigosus (Michx.) Focke 

rat root sweet flag Acorus americanus root used for colds, sore throats, 
(Raf)Raf and bead aches 

red willow Cornus sericea L. used to treat toothaches 

bark used to make tea or tobacco 

saskatoon berry Amelanchier alnifolia berries used for food 
(Nutt.) bark used to make tea or tobacco 

snake root purple avens Geum rivale L. 

spuce gum black spruce Picea mariana (P. Mill.) sap used to make salves for cuts or 
infections 

strawberry Fragaria virginiana root used to treat upset stomach or 
diarrhea 

willow Salix bebbiana Sarg. inner bark used for painkiller 
('aspirin') 

yarrow Achillia millefolium used to stop nose bleeds, or for 
other cuts 

other medicines 

beaver castors used as a source of 'aspirin', and 
for scenting trap bait 

skunk scent glands kills bacteria 

Note: Notes in square brackets are author's notes regarding identification issues. 
C•> Other names identified from Maries et al. (2000).
(b) Species names identified in Maries et al. (2000). 
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Numerous Elders indicated that the area in and around Fort McMurray has been a good 

source of berries. According to two Elders: 

"We used to go picki.ng berries all the time around Fort McMurray here. 

There's a wagon trail that used to be the old airport road. Before that, 

they called it the Li
t

tle La,ke Trail. It went right to Anzac, and that's 

where we used to pick blueberries and cranberries. There were lots of 

berries up there in that area when it was all sand. We went and picked 

some fiddleheads recently, and there aren't any berries anymore 

(G. Jensen and L. Gallagher, Elders)." 

Another good location for picking berries was near Prairie Creek: 

"We collected blueberries and cranberries toward Prairie Creek, from the 

jailhouse all the way up to Jackpine Ridge. There were blueberries and 

cranberries all over, especially near the old wagon road going toward the 

airport (G. Castor, Elder)." 

and around Horse Creek: 

"We used to pick raspberries with my granny and my aunts every weekend 

around Horse Creek. It's still good for raspberries there today 

(E. Powder, Elder)." 

In addition to collecting berries in and around Fort McMurray, Elders also indicated that 

Anzac, Cheecham, and Conklin were good collecting areas. Further away from Fort 

McMurray, Elders said that they used to pick berries in places where they used to live or 

trap, such as Pelican Portage, McClelland Lake area, Algar Lake, and along the south 

shore of Lake Athabasca. 
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As well as describing the types and locations of plants used for food or medicines, some 

of the Elders shared ways in which they or their families used various plants as 

medicines. For example, rat root can be used for sore throats: 

"My granny ... used rat root for colds, sore throats or anything like that; 

but it's mainly for your throat. Just bite a little piece off. It's very strong, 

and it will numb your throat. Some people also make tea with it, and it's 

bitter (L. Gallagher, Elder)." 

Another Elder also acknowledged the bitterness of rat root and explained the way that she 

prepares it in a tea: 

"I've made tea with [rat root] when I've had a cold. You just take a piece, 

and boil it in water. Then you can put a real tea bag in, because it can be 

quite bitter; or you can chew it. The longer you chew it, the stronger it 

gets (G. Jensen, Elder)." 

Elders also indicated that the syrup from both the poplar and birch tree can be used either 

as a treat, or spring tonic: 

"In the springtime, if you peel apart a poplar, you can scrape the juice off 

of it. Take the bark off first, then take a cup and take a knife and just fill 

your cup. That stuff tastes just like watermelon. It's sweet. You do it 

usually when the sap is running. Earlier in the spring, we used to make 

syrup out of birch sap. Just make a little 'V' shape and put a little 

clothespin or something there, and get a pail under it. Put a nail up on 

top and put a pail under with a wire on it. The next day, you would go and 

see how much sap was there, put it all together, and boil it, which takes a 

long time. You don't get much out of it. It you had a big gallon pail, 

you'd be lucky to get one little jam can of syrup. It tastes sweet; just like 

syrup (L. Mulawka, Elder)." 
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Some medicines were obtained from non-plant sources. For example, some came from 

skunk glands: 

"The skunk ... was really an important medicinal source. .. . Although it 

stunk, people consumed the dried scent glands. If you believed, it would 

ki.ll bacteria (E. Adby, Elder)." 

Another Elder pointed out that beaver castors had 'aspirin' -like qualities. 

While Elders shared stories on the types of plants and their uses, others also reflected on 

some of the people who were knowledgeable about medicines: 

"There was a good medicine woman. She had the 'gift', so she hiew what

to pick, when to pick, the preparation and the doses. Really, she was our 

doctor in Anzac (M. Patterson, Elder)." 

"Our dad used to get [medicine} from the medicine man. We learned a 

few things from the medicine man too. He'd get some tobacco and put a 

match on it and give thanks. He hiew what to do, and what ldnd to pick 

(J. Janvier, Elder)." 

3.2 Hunting and Trapping 

Figure 3 shows wildlife harvesting areas, as identified by the Elders for the Fort McMurray 

region. Figure 4 shows wildlife harvesting areas identified in the Fort Chipewyan region. 

Many of the Elders trapped with their parents or grandparents when they were young. 

Areas identified were around the Fort McMurray region, and south in the Cheecham, 

Winifred Lake, Conklin and House River region. North of Fort McMurray, trapping took 

place along the Athabasca River,.in the McClelland Lake region, Birch Mountain area, and 

in the region around the south shore of Lake Athabasca and Embarras Portage. 
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One of the Elders identified a trapping area known as 'Muskeg Mountain'; situated north 

of Fort McMurray, between the Steepbank: River and the Firebag River (W. Castor, 

Elder). 

All of the Elders interviewed spent portions of their childhoods on traplines; and many 

referred to trapping in the timeframe prior to the creation of registered traplines in the 

1940's. Three of the Elders indicated that they continue to trap on their Registered Fur

Management Areas (traplines). 

While many of the Elders indicated that their family trapping areas were also used for 

hunting, others suggested that hunting areas were, and continue to be, more broadly 

based. One of the Elders indicated that he makes use of various roads to access hunting 

areas. 

During interviews, Elders indicated that the following species were trapped either by 

themselves, or by their ancestors: 

• beaver • coyote

• fisher • fox

• lynx • marten

• mink • muskrat

• squirrel marten • wolf

During interviews, Elders indicated that the following mammals were hunted, either by 

themselves, or by their ancestors: 

• black bear • caribou

• cougar • deer

• grizzly bear • lynx

• moose • musk ox

• rabbits

Golder Associates 
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During interviews, Elders indicated that the following fowl were hunted, either by 

themselves, or by their ancestors: 

• 'chickens' (refers to any grouse or
ptarmigan-like bird)

• ptarmigan

• spruce hen

• ducks

• ruffed grouse

• grouse

• prairie chicken

• partridge

• geese

• sharp-tailed grouse

As indicated earlier, each of the Elders grew up on their family's trapline; and it was 

during this time that many of them learned to hunt, and trap. Some recalled how they 

received their knowledge from family members or other trappers: 

"Mostly we hunted for water animals like the beaver and the muskrat. . .. 

The muskrats lived in the sloughs and they would make these little mud 

houses. If the trappers saw that there were no new push-ups or mud 

houses, then they would leave the slough alone so that the rats could breed 

(M. Loutitt, Elder)." 

"My dad showed me how to set traps for beavers and how to find their 

runs to their ho{!Se. You look for bubbles under the ice in the wintertime. 

Then you can see where the doors are (E. Powder, Elder)." 

In some instances, school lessons were taught on the trapline as well. 

"My family used to trap, and I have spent half my life n the trap line by the 

House River. We also had a trapline at 16 Mile Cabin, and we used to 

have a cabin near the lumber mill that once stood at Jackpine. My father 

took me out of school in grade eight so I could work on the trapline. The 

teacher always gave us homework, and my father was as strict as any 
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teacher. He ensured our homework was completed and correct. We were 

always glad when my dad went to check the traps, because then we could 

relax and not do anything (G. Castor, Elder)." 

One of the Elders interviewed grew up and spent most of his life in Carnsell Portage: 

"I grew up all my life in Camsell Portage, Saskatchewan, trapping in the 

wintertime. We trapped mink, marten, lynx, and any ld.nd of fox. Our 

trap line was straight north of Camsell . .  . in the Northwest Territories, 

near the barren/ands. . . .  There was nothing but willow and barrenlands. 

My dad hunted and trapped there (G. Powder, Elder)." 

One of the Elders recalled shooting his first moose: 

"My parents and grandparents taught me how to hunt moose and caribou. 

I can remember shooting my first moose. I was about 11 years ol
d
. My dad

tracked him and made me shoot him. Dad and I sat across the way from a 

creek and we waited, not mald.ng a sound, until the moose was about 50 feet

away. I shot him and he turned, and started jumping. I shot him again and 

he finally went down. I was so happy! (G. Cardinal, Elder)" 

Elders noted changes in wildlife species observed over the years. For example, one of 

the Elders noted a decline in the bear population around Cheecham: 

"When I was growing up in Cheecham, there were only brown and black 

bears; no grizzlies. Now, the area is pretty much clear of bears. There's 

a few here, but they 're getting fewer every year (YI. Cardinal, Elder)."

Golder Associates 
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Others noted changes in the bird population: 

"In Anzac during the 1940 's and 19 50 's, there were all kinds of ducks and 

geese. No one lived around here. It was all bush right up to the farm here 

where my father-in-law used to live (E. McKenzie, Elder)." 

"There were many geese and ducks along Kearl Lake. Today, all the 

birds seem to be missing, and it is even hard to find a whisky jack in the 

bush. Magpies enteret
T 
the area . . .  five to six years ago and they seem to 

have taken over the whisky-jack population (E. Boostrom, Elder)." 

While hunting and trapping was a source of food, Elders identified other uses for animal 

parts. For example, rabbit 'rope' was used to make blankets: 

"My mom used to make blankets out of rabbit rope. She'd skin the rabbit, 

cut it and make a rope out of the hide. Then she'd hang them out for a 

couple of weeks to let all the hair fall off She'd take a piece of canvas, 

make a hole in it and make a bunch of loop holes in it and then weave the 

rabbit hide through. This made a really warm blanket (L. Mulawka, 

Elder)." 

The following is a description of how to tan a moose hide: 

"My mom tanned moose hide and she taught me how to do it. It is very 

hard work They didn't have the equipment that we have now. They take 

the hide off the moose, and they take the meat off Then they cut all the fur 

off, and soak it in salt water to let all the fur come off Then they would 

stretch it all out, and dry it until it was very hard. Then they would soak it 

again with something different in the water. That would make it very soft . 

. . . After it was soft like a cloth. they would wrap it up and make a fire and 

Golder Associates 
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smoke it, because it smelled so much. It was very hard work (E. Bishop, 

Elder)." 

One of the Elders shared a story of how he came to quit trapping: 

"I have trapped since I could walk. When I was young, I had an 

experience that left me feeling sorry for the beavers at Swift Rapids. I 

would go and watch them every day because that is how I learned to trap 

- from the animals. I would watch them all day long to see what they

were doing. One day, I went to my trapline along the creek at 2 pm, and 

there was a little beaver helping his mother pull and gather sticks to build 

a dam. He was working as hard as the old beaver. I watched them both 

for approximately four hours as they tried to build their house. They put 

bits of mud between their hands, and I thought they were working very 

hard. I would not trap beaver after that because they worked too hard to 

make their living (B. Woodward, Elder)." 

3.3 Fishing 

Figure 5 shows the location and species of fish harvested in the Fort McMurray region by 

Elders. Figure 6 Shows the location and species of fish harvested in the Fort Chipewyan 

region. 

Lake Athabasca was noted for its large lake trout. However, Elders also explained that 

the larger the fish, the poorer eating they are: 

"In the summertime, we would fish for lake trout. About the I 5th of 

September, they started spawning . . . .  I caught an 80 pound lake trout . . . .

They 're not good eating when they 're that big. It was mostly fat; too rich. 

Even a 20 pounder is too fat. Those little three or four pounders; five 

pounders; there's no fat (G. Powder, Elder)." 

Golder Associates 
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Other Elders noted the presence of other large fish in Lake Athabasca: 

"I remember an airplane pilot telling me he was flying over Lake 

Athabasca and he saw three giant fish. He said they looked the size of a 

shark, and they were heading for the deepest part of the lake. That was 

back in the early 1980's (E. Powder, Elder)." 

"There used to be grayling in the area of the Hangingstone and House 

rivers. While they used to spawn in the Hangingstone River, it is likely 

that beaver dams located near the Hanginstone River and Little Horse 

Creek block.fish access into the area (E. Huppie, Elder)." 

In addition to subsistence fishing, commercial fishing also occurred in the RMWB. 

Mclnnes Fisheries operated in the northwest region of Saskatchewan. Some of the 

Elders' families were employed by Mclnnes and moved with the fishery. 

"In 1928, my family moved from Buffalo Narrows to Cheecham, and I 

spent five days sitting on top of fish boxes that were transported by horse 

and wagon. We moved because Mclnnes Fisheries, after IO to 15 years of 

depleting the fish stocks, pulled out of Buffalo and moved to Lake 

Athabasca. People employed with the company moved to keep their jobs 

(B. Woodward, Elder)." 

Fish were hauled to Cheecham, where they were put on the railroad for shipping. Several 

of the Elders interviewed worked for the commercial fishery. 

"There was a road going from Cheecham over to La Loche. They used to 

fish at La Loche and haul fish from there· to the railroad. There were a lot 

of natives bringing fish to the railroad, and also trapping, hunting, and 

berry picking (H. Sykes, Elder)." 
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"Cheecham is one of the older towns along the railroad. They started a 

freshwater fishery there in 1920 or 1923 . ... They started out in Winnipeg. 

Mclnnes was one of the subcontractors who freighted fish from Big Buffalo, 

Massy Lake, Gordon Lake, Gipsy Lake, Jack.fish Lake, and White.fish Lake to 

Cheecham. It was from there that fish were freighted by rail to the south 

(R. Woodward, Elder)." 

3.4 Burials and Other Culturally Important Sites 

During the interviews, Elders were asked to identify the locations of any burial sites, 

especially unmarked burial sites that they were aware of; as well as any culturally 

important sites. The location of burial sites and other culturally important sites in the 

region of Fort McMurray are shown in Figure 7. Burial sites in the region of Fort 

Chipewyan are shown in Figure 8. 

Many of the Elders identified gravesites in the communities in which their families had 

lived. Several mentioned gravesites along the railway. For example, they identified a 

gravesite near Linton for a casualty resulting from a train derailment and crash on the 

spur line there in 1924, as well as a cemetery at the east end of Georges Lake, south of 

Conklin. 

Elders mentioned the House River Indian Cemetery (IR.I 78) located at the confluence of 

the Athabasca and House Rivers, as well as burial sites in and around Algar Lake itself. 

3.5 Changes in the Region 

During the interviews, a majority of the Elders noted changes that they felt could be 

attributed to the various forms of development in the region. The issues identified by the 

Elders can be grouped into the following categories: air quality, water quality, 

vegetation, wildlife, fish, economic-social, and weather. 
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Air Quality 

Elders feel that the air quality has deteriorated over the years. One of the Elders stated that 

the general quality of the air in Fort McMurray is such that it bothers her sinuses. Others 

indicated that when the wind is in the right direction, they can smell the oil sands plant north 

of Fort McMurray. In addition to being directly affected by air, the Elders also noted that 

airborne contaminants also affect other aspects of the environment. For example, one Elder 

stated that the wind carries oil onto the water, which in turn is consumed by ducks. He 

further believes that the smoke stacks on the oil sands plants are not high enough resulting in 

too much sulphur and acid getting into the ground. The stacks themselves also frighten 

ducks. Another Elder has also observed "yellow puddles" when it rains in Fort McMurray. 

Water Quality and Quantity 

Elders indicated concern about the quality of ground water. One Elder indicated that he 

used to be able drink from any water body between Fort McMurray and Christina Lake, 

but is no longer able to do so because it "tastes different". Other Elders indicated they 

are no longer to able to drink river water, especially from the Athabasca River. One 

Elder believes that the old Suncor tailings pond near the Athabasca River had been used 

as a dump for old transformers. He believes that the chemicals from the transformers 

seeped into the Athabasca River and affected the fish. 

One of the Elders explained that water levels in the Athabasca River started to decline 

about 1958. He added that the water level started to change after they put a pulp mill on 

the Athabasca River. He's noticed that the water seems dirtier and has milky colour. 

Another Elder indicated that she use to pick rat root on a small lake near the Clearwater 

Reserve, but the lake has dried up. 

Vegetation 

Elders believe that there have been changes in vegetation over the years. Elders noted 

that forestry operations in the Fort McMurray region have removed wildlife habitat, 
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which in tum has resulted in lower animal populations. Some Elders felt that there are 

fewer trees and berries than before, with the result that animals are leaving. Other Elders 

elaborated that air emissions from existing development have affected vegetation. For 

example, some stated that acid rain has affected plants and berries. One Elder noted that 

there are fewer cranberries at Fort McKay. Some Elders indicated that they no longer eat 

berries because of pollution from oil sands developments. Some Elders indicated that 

they need to travel farther from Fort McMurray in order to find berries. Outside of Fort 

McMurray, one Elder noted changes in spruce trees in the Conklin region. He explained 

that they are not as green as they used to be, and now appear more brownish. One of the 

Elders indicated her lack of belief that the land can be reclaimed to the way it was prior to 

development. Another Elder indicated that the regional government has barricaded many 

access roads which affects his access to berry picking areas. 

Wildlife 

During the interviews, Elders expressed concern that there are fewer animals than there 

used to be in the Fort McMurray region. Elders observed that there are fewer ducks, geese, 

rabbits and chickens. Others added that there are fewer bats, squirrels, and hummingbirds. 

One Elder noted that groundhog and rabbit tracks are no longer seen near the Clearwater 

Reserve. As indicated above, some believe that it is the result of loss of habitat through 

forestry operations or through the effects of oil sands emissions on vegetation. Other 

Elders indicated that there are changes in the health of wildlife. For example, one Elder 

stated that a moose he harvested had a large ball-like cyst inside of it, and another indicated 

that a moose harvested near Anzac was wormy. Another Elder explained that she no 

longer eats rabbits, as a result of one having white spot-like growths all over its stomach. 

One of the Elders in Conklin has observed ducks with "lumps inside of them". 

Fish 

Elders noted changes in fish quantity and quality. Some Elders noted that there are fewer 

pickerel in the Clearwater River, and others indicated that they no longer eat fish from the 
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Clearwater River. Some of the Elders believe that water pollution from oil sands operations 

is affecting fish. One Elder explained that the fish in Fort Chipewyan have an oily "gas-like" 

taste. Another Elder explained that there has been a slow accumulation of oil pollution 

collecting on the vegetation on the bottom of the Athabasca River. This in turn affects the 

health of suckers. In Conklin, Elders noted that there is no longer grayling in a polluted 

creek. One Elder indicated that he believes there is something wrong with the fish livers. 

Economic and Social Changes 

Many of the Elders reported changes m the economic and social conditions in Fort 

McMurray. Generally, they believe �at increased development and the resulting population 

increase has resulted in homelessness and drug problems. Elders also indicated that the 

population increase has affected their personal security. For example, various Elders 

indicated that they now have to lock their doors when they go out. Other Elders believe that 

the increase in population has resulted in an increase in vandalism. Elders noted that they 

observe lots of garbage when they go into the bush, especially at Stony Mountain. Another 

Elder explained that the oil companies have increased wages, which in turn has increased the 

level of inflation in Fort McMurray. From a human health perspective, one of the Elders 

believes that there is an increase in cancer rates as a result of oil sands developments in the 

region. Elders also indicated that they miss social activities that used to occur in Fort 

McMurray years ago, such as the "Queen of the North" competition, and tea dances. 

Weather 

Elders reported changes in the weather over the years. One Elder in Conklin noted that 

there used to be cold, protracted winters, but now there are Chinooks. Another elder 

reported that there is now a drier cold than there used to be. Other Elders observed that 

there is less snow and less rain than there used to be. One Elder recalled that on her 

wedding day, many years ago, it was -84 °F. 
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4. THE ELDERS

This section contains profiles of the elders, as told in their own words. The profiles have 

been edited for confidential information. 

4.1 Edward Adby 

I was born in Conklin and spent most 

of my time in this area. I was raised 

by my granny and I used to go 

trapping with my grandparents near 

Pelican Rapids on the Athabasca. 

My grandfather also shipped freight 

from Athabasca down to Fort 

McMurray. I went to school in Fort 

McMurray until I was about 16 years 

old. To help out my family, I had to 

go to work. On pay day I earned 

about $10, but that could buy many things back then. I got a social insurance number 

that said I was one year younger. I really needed to go to work. 

I met my wife in about 1970 and together we raised six kids. We moved around for a 

time. We lived in the city but I didn't like that - it was too much of a rat race. Finally, 

we ended up back in Conklin. In the 90's, I went to work for Syncrude and I stayed there 

for about 20 years. 

Trapping 

When I was a child, for the most part, we lived off the land. We lived in the Pelican 

Portage and the Whitford Lake areas. Very simply, we would find a nice place to camp 

and the spot usually changed every year. We trapped squirrel, beaver, mink, muskrats, 

and fur bearing animals like wolf and lynx. In those days, the fur bearing animals had a 
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good price on their skins. Today, it is not so profitable. Trapping was good then; there 

weren't any designated areas like there are now. I remember the traders that would come 

on the Athabasca in their boats. 

Hunting 

We also hunted for our food - moose and deer - both the white-tail and the mule deer. 

Many people hunted the bear for its hide but some people ate the meat. Personally, I find 

the bear meat too rich. But when you live off of the land, you are not fussy. You had to 

eat whatever you could get to survive. Some of those times were very hard. I hear that 

some people ate lots of squirrels. At that time, when a person went out hunting you were 

almost guaranteed to kill something. Now, the animals are not as abundant. I have also 

heard that some deer are sick with some sort of brain disease. Sure, today we buy food 

like everyone else; but it is important to keep the wildlife source. It is the Dene way. I 

think that many people are getting sick because they are not maintaining this traditional 

way of life. The other problem is that people abuse this way. You should only take from 

the land because you need it and not for sport. 

Berries 

Everybody picked berries and medicinal herbs. At that time, there was trading inside and 

outside of the community. People traded some herbs that grow in very specific places 

that are not known to others, or cannot be accessed. 

Fishing 

My favourite fishing spots include Winefred Lake, Kirby Lake and Christina Lake. We 

catch whitefish, pike, walleye, and perch; but whitefish is the delicacy for everyone. In 

the past, people used to dry whitefish to store it for the winter when it was more difficult 

to fish. However, people did do some ice fishing. 
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Tanning, Country Foods and Medicines 

We grew up on the guts of the moose. We loved it and thought that it was the best part of 

the whole animal. Nothing was wasted when it came to a moose. An old tanning 

technique involved mixing moose brain with detergent and rubbing it into the hide. 

Moose bones were also filed and used as tools to scrape off the excess fat. Other animals 

were also used for more than just a food source. Women used bear oil to make their hair 

healthy and beautiful. Also, when bear grease hardened it was used like lard. It is funny 

to think that we had our own 'TenderFlake' back then. We also ate what was called 

'popcorn chicken' from this lard. 

Skunk was a really important medicinal source. It was used to prevent sickness in a big 

way and although it stunk, people consumed the dried scent glands to kill bacteria. 

Beaver glands were also used as bait to attract fur bearing animals like lynx . In the past 

and today, people store these goods for future use. 

Cabins and Trails 

There are many cabins around here. My family has a cabin in the Kirby Lake area, and 

there are some cabins on the west end ofWinefred Lake. Some people also had cabins in 

what was called the North Bay area. Many people had cabins, but when the trains came 

in the 1900's people moved closer to the railroads so that transportation would be easier. 

Old cabin structures still remain in the area, and there is even a wooden tipi in the Kirby 

Lake area. 

The old people had a good sense of direction, but we are starting to forget where the old 

trails are located. One of the old Elders, who has passed on, walked from Conklin to 

Wabasca; cutting right across the terrain. He was a really good bushman. He was short 

and very fast. In the past, people walked or used dog teams, and if you were lucky you 

had horses. A few people still have their dogs and it is fun to see them used now and 

then. 
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First Moose and the Old Ways 

I have lived the old way and the new way. It is good to see my children hunt and when 

my child kills a moose, she is sure to give everyone a piece. That is the old way. These 

days many people don't have the opportunity to go hunting because there are gun rules, 

and you have to travel further into the bush to find the moose. Long ago the moose 

would walk right through the community. If that happens today then it is an event. I 

remember the first time that I shot a moose - it was a great moment in my life. I shot it in 

the fall on a rainy day. It was early morning and having been taught to be patient and 

quiet, I waited by the lake. I hollered when it fell and I felt so good. Since I had been out 

with other hunting parties, I knew how to prepare the animal. Boy, did I enjoy that meal! 

It is sad to know that the old ways are fading. I know that they were hard times, but at 

least you knew that you would always survive. You had to get up early in the morning to 

get into the bush. If you were not aggressive, then you were not going to get enough to 

eat. It is important to preserve the old ways and to treat the wildlife and the environment 

right. I think that the younger generation needs to know how to live off of the land. 

Some people don't even know how to make fire. If they go into the bush they will be 

lost, and maybe if they stay in the cities they will still be lost. They need to hear the 

stories from their grandparents to pass it on. At least then if the power is turned off you 

can still make a cup of tea. 

Changes in Animals and Weather 

I think that acid rain is having an impact on this way of life. Even though it is situated 

miles away, it gets on plants and berries and then wildlife eats these chemicals. Many 

people say that there is a different taste in the moose now. Even the spruce trees are not 

as green as they were; they are sort of brown. I think that industry is wrecking the 

environment. It takes a bush person to notice these changes. The birds and the ducks are 

changing and disappearing. People are noticing that the ducks now have lumps and other 

unusual things inside them. We are very careful to investigate potential food and if we 
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find something, we get the message out to other people. I think that the rabbits are 

disappearing too. However, there are more rabbits this year so perhaps it was just a low 

cycle. 

I do notice that there are changes in the weather patterns. It used to be very cold in the 

winter, but now we see Chinooks. For example, it gets really cold but not for a full 

month at a time. Also, there is hardly any snow these days. In the past we wore 

snowshoes because there was so much snow. I guess that the lack of snow makes it 

easier for the moose to run away from the wolves. Now snow comes in May or even 

June and there isn't nearly as much rain. 

4.2 Ellen Bishop 

My name is Ellen Bishop and my 

maiden name was Loutitt. I was 

born on MacDonald Island. We 

were one of about four families 

that lived on the Island. There was 

an old lady that lived next to us 

and she had fruit trees in her yard. 

She had cherries and apples, and 

she would give them to us all the 

time. She moved from there to 

here, down by the Snye. There was another family that only had three kids but I can't 

remember their names. My sister was also born there. My other brothers and sisters 

were born at Poplar Point and Athabasca. We had a big family. There were four boys 

and four girls and we lived mostly in Fort McMurray. We moved here when I was three 

years old. We went to school here, and my dad had a Hudson's Bay post in Poplar Point. 

We would go down there every fall and would come back in the spring. We did that for 

13 years. We would go to school in the summertime, and in wintertime we didn't go to 

school. 
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Birch Syrup, Berries and Medicines 

When we went out to Poplar Point and we lived off the land. My dad did lots of hunting 

and fishing while my mother picked a lot of berries, and made syrup from the birch trees. 

That was quite a chore. It took three days to make that syrup. You'd boil it outside, 

morning and night; but it was really good. We had lots of berries, cranberries and 

blueberries. We would pick some blueberries here, but at Poplar Point there were lots of 

them. My mother used to put cranberries in a big wood barrel. We would fill it up and 

the berries would last all winter. They would freeze, but you would chop it up and make 

sauce. There used to be lots of berries at the graveyard. In August my dad took the 

whole family down to Draper to pick raspberries. There were lots of raspberries there 

and we would fill great big pails. We used to all the way walk up there and back again. 

Talk about hot! My dad would carry all those great big pails of raspberries. I don't know 

how he did it because they were so heavy. 

We also had to haul water from the river. We had to make a big hole in the ice, but it was 

good drinking water. We'd also melt snow for washing clothes. It was a lot of work, but 

I sure enjoyed it. The water from the river was good back then. It tasted good; better 

than it is now. 

My mother had all kinds of Cree medicine - as they used to call it. She had all kinds, but 

I don't know what kind. I know she would take things off the birch trees. She would 

take the sap and I think she boiled it. She took cotton and put the sap in there, and she 

burnt it until it turned black. It would make a good salve that would cure everything. She 

would also make tea using roots. 

Hudson's Bay Company Store in Poplar Point 

My dad used to keep diaries from when he was running the Hudson's Bay store. The 

prices were recorded and everything was so cheap; not like now. My dad worked for 

Hudson's Bay until he died. My dad did a lot of hunting. He used to go out and kill 
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moose, fish, and shoot ducks until we had enough to last us for the winter. My dad didn't 

have much time and he would have to close the store to go hunting. He never had a 

holiday or took a vacation. He just worked all the time and he helped a lot of Indians in 

the area. He did everything for them including buying their fur and giving them 

grocenes. He would pack the furs in big bundles and send them to the Hudson's Bay 

Company. He would travel by dog team from Athabasca and Fort McMurray to 

Edmonton. I think he travelled more by walking than dog team. 

We cut a lot of wood, or cord wood which was to go across the river. We took the whole 

family up there and made a big bonfire. We took our lunch and would cut lots of wood 

for the steam boats. The only boat I remember was the Echo. My dad was sure a busy 

man - he never stopped. My mother too! My mother did a lot of sewing. They used to 

bring my mother a bunch of hide and furs, and she would make mukluks and parkas out 

of them. There were many Indian families that lived near us at Poplar Point. 

Sickness and Death 

When people got sick my mother would look after them. There was one family with 

about 12 kids, and one year one of them died every month until there was only one left. 

My dad made coffins for them, but towards the end he ran out of lumber; so he used 

apple boxes and nailed them together. My mother would wrap them up with black cotton 

and line them outside with satin to bury the kids. I think I was around eight or nine years 

old when those children died; so that would have been around 1930 or 1931. They had a 

graveyard out at Poplar Point. We were always glad when spring came to move out of 

there. My dad would go back on the boat and bring us up so we could go back to school 

again. My mother played the fiddle and the accordion, and my dad played the spoons. 

He called square dances and it was a lot of fun . 
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Heating Planes in Fort McMurray 

I remember that when I was about three years old Fort McMurray was really nice. There 

were only about 500 people between Waterways and McMurray. When I was young in 

Fort McMurray, everybody knew each other. It was just like one big family. If 

something happened, everybody knew. There used to be a lot of airplanes coming down 

there that would stay at the airport overnight. In the morning the planes wouldn't start 

because it was too cold. They would put a tent over the plane, build a big fire inside to 

warm up the engine, and then the plane would start again. They did that quite a few 

times during the winter. There was a big salt plant over the hill, and they had great big 

wide rows that would go around the river. We used to go by on a horse team and I 

remember seeing so much salt in bags. When I was growing up, there was no such thing 

as homelessness. There was never any stealing and we trusted everybody. You could 

leave your doors wide open, go for a week, and nobody would touch anything. There 

was a great big tipi in Poplar Point. Other people would put up tents and tipis along the 

Snye during the summer. 

Employment and the Steamship Echo 

We worked hard during the days, but we enjoyed it. We would hang the clothes outside 

and in winter they would freeze. Then we would take them down and thaw them out. I 

was quite young when I started working. I babysat and ironed clothes for people. I got a 

job at the hospital when I was 14 years old where I worked for the nuns. My dad was 

captain on the Echo steamship and he got me a job as a stewardess. The boat would go 

down to Fitzgerald just after Waterways. We would only get wood for the ship from 

Poplar Point. The Athabasca used to be very wide in those days. The Echo used to go 

through the Snye because it was so wide and deep; not like now. I liked the way it was in 

the past. 

We went to church every Sunday to pray, but now the church is gone. My dad used to go 

to the Anglican Church and my mother would go to the Catholic Church. My mother 
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was born in Lac La Biche and raised in Athabasca. Her dad had a big farm out there and 

they hired my dad to work on the farm. That's how he met my mother, they got married, 

and then they moved up here. My dad used to drive a great big steamboat down the 

Athabasca River, and brought it all the way to Fort McMurray. They had the steamboat, 

but they also had a barge that used paddles. When there �as too much current they had 

to get off the boat and pull it with rope. He would haul mail to Edmonton. When we 

were travelling from Poplar Point to Fort McMurray, we stopped along the way to pick 

up cord wood; but that was the only time. It would take us a day to travel between these 

locations. We would leave in the morning and would arrive late in the evening. It 

seemed so far away in those days, but when I worked on the Echo it seemed close to us. 

My dad was working on the boat when it caught fire. One ofmy cousins was a deckhand 

and he jumped into the river because he was going to get burnt. He was a good swimmer, 

and my dad saw him and yelled to him, but that was the last anybody saw of him. Then 

spring came and they found the body. My dad said there was hardly anything left of him. 

So my dad made a coffin and buried him there. His mother lived here in McMurray. She 

was my dad's relation. She wanted the body moved back here, so my dad dug it out to 

bring it back. I'll never forget that. It was so smelly. The deckhand was responsible for 

setting the boat on fire. When it turned dark, my dad had told him to fill up the gas lamp. 

Toe deckhand was filling it, but he didn't know if it was full. He lit a match to check and 

that's how the fire started and the whole boat burnt. It was really sad. 

Fishing 

My sister married a Norwegian, and I went with them to spend a couple winters up the 

Clearwater where there were big jackfish. We used to go out fishing with a net. Her 

husband had minks, and they would feed the minks the fish we caught. He didn't speak a 

word of English, but he taught himself how to read and write with a dictionary. He was a 

pretty clever man. Now he can talk better English than I can. 

Golder Associates 



-

April 2008 - 48 - 07-1333-0008

My dad would set nets to catch fish for us. He would smoke them, and then dry them. 

They would be used for the winter. When it was time to eat them, you would just put 

them in cold water and boil it. My mother used to make a lot of dry meat, and pemmican 

too. That was good. She would pound it, mix it with sugar and bear grease, and make it 

into balls. 

Tanning Moose Hide 

My mom tanned moose hide and she taught me how to do it. It is very hard work. They 

didn't have the equipment that we have now. They take the hide off the moose and then 

remove the meat. They get all the fur off the hide by soaking it in salt water. The hide 

was stretched out and dried until it was very hard. Then they would soak it again with 

something different in the water. That would make it very soft. I can't remember 

everything. After it was soft like a cloth, they would wrap it up and make a fire and 

smoke it because it smelled so much. It was very hard work. 

Early Fort McMurray 

When we lived in Fort McMurray we didn't have any dogs. But we would see dog teams 

with the Indians that came in from the bush. There were also two teams of horses. The 

owners used to give out rides, and use them to haul things and make deliveries for people. 

Everybody around here has gone. Today there is a great big island in front of where we 

lived. I couldn't believe it. The island is so big you can't see the house anymore. 

The winter back then was a lot colder than it is now. It used to go down to 70 or 

80 below zero. I remember when I got married, it was 84 below. Smoke would go 

straight up in the air, and if you dropped anything, you could hear it all over. There was 

lots of snow too. There would be so much you couldn't go anywhere. 
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I was born in Fort Simpson and left at the age of IO to go to Lac La Biche. I was raised 

there and stayed until 1969 when I moved to Fort McMurray. 

My father's name was Charlie and he 

trapped at Birch Mountain before traplines 

were registered. In those days he paid 

$2 for a permit and trapped on the east 

side of the hill by the riverbank. Later 

when traplines were designated, my father 

owned a line on House River where he 

built a cabin. In 1930, I stayed at the 

cabin for four years. It was fairly isolated 

because there were no telegraphs at that 

time. The trapline encompassed a large 

area along House River and it continued 

south to Lac La Biche. Through the years, my dad and I travelled extensively in various 

areas and even made it as far as Fort Simpson. 

Trapping, Hunting and Fishing 

I shot my first moose at House River and also trapped fox, squirrel, weasel and lynx. I 

like the taste of squirrel; it tastes like rabbit. Ducks and rabbit were also hunted around 

Crow Lake. There were also many geese and ducks along Kearl Lake. Today, all the 

birds seem to be missing and it is even difficult to find a Whiskey Jack in the bush. 

Magpies entered the area for the first time five to six years ago and they seem to have 

taken over the whiskey jack population. We would buy and sell blueberries and 

cranberries and ship them with horses. I have never seen anyone pick medicinal plants, 

nor do I pick them myself. 
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There are not too many pickerel in the Clearwater anymore. I managed to catch two 

small ones this year but in previous years we would catch a lot in the spring. There is 

also oil that gets stuck on the vegetation at the bottom of the rivers and it kills the 

suckers. This is not the result of any one spill but the accumulation of pollution over 

time. 

Employment 

In 1942 the army passed through the area and I worked with them for one month building 

pipes. I was paid 50 cents an hour which was a very good wage in those days. The army 

was enroute to Alaska via the Mackenzie River to begin construction of the Alaska 

Highway. 

I worked on the railroad between the years 1946 and 1969 and the starting salary of 

42 cents an hour was good for the time. I then left the railway and worked at Suncor for 

17 years. In those days it was known as the Great Canadian Oil Sands. I have seen a lot 

of change at Fort McMurray over the years. There was an incident at Crow Lake in 1971 

when a pipeline burst and the oil spilled into House River. At that time I worked as a 

welder and was called in to help repair the pipeline for two months. We had to use a 

helicopter because the oil was on fire all along the riverbank. 

I worked for a short time at Mclnnes Fisheries, packing boxes of fish caught on Lake 

Athabasca and I also worked at a plant in Horse Creek where I made 20 cents an hour. 

The Crackingstone plant was located on Lake Athabasca, on this side of Radium city. 

We would catch lake trout, bring them by boat to Fort McMurray, and then transport the 

fish by railroad to various locations. We also shipped buckets of uranium on the boxcars. 

Life was a lot better back in those days because there was no theft or crime. There was 

nothing to be scared of. As more people entered the area the lifestyle changed. 
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Burial Sites near Edwards Lake and Conklin 

I am aware of two cemeteries in the area. People were buried next to the railroad by 

Edwards Lake and I know that railroad crews used to look after a cemetery situated south 

of Conklin. 

4.4 George Cardinal 

I was born on a trapline at 

Algar Lake. There were 

13 children in my family and I 

am the youngest of the boys. 

My sister died and was buried 

on the trapline. Three of my 

brothers were born at Pelican 

Portage and my other brothers 

were born in Wabasca. 

The first time I saw Fort 

/ 

McMurray was in 1948. My grandparents lived just over the hill. There was a cabin 

there. The first time that I saw a bus I was afraid. I didn't know what a vehicle was since 

we only had dogs and horses for travelling and packing. I was only six years old. 

Hunting and Trapping 

We had very little when we were growing up at Algar Lake. Sometimes when dad went 

to town he would bring us back wind-up toys. Mainly we hunted rabbits with bows and 

arrows. I can make a good bow out of sinew, moose hide and birch. I also make a good 

arrow out of a small bone near the hoof of the moose. Once I shot a really big bear with a 

bow and arrow. We trapped squirrels and whatever else that we could get - mink, weasel 

and sometimes lynx. We had ducks hanging in the shed. The roof of the shed was made 

out of birch or spruce bark. I learned how to trap from my father and grandfather, but 
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even my mother would trap. She and I would go to the rivers and lakes and trap muskrats 

in the spring. I was probably four or five years old at the time. 

My parents and grandparents taught me how to hunt moose and caribou. I can remember 

shooting my first moose. I was about 11 years old. My dad tracked him and made me 

shoot him. Dad and I sat across the way from a creek and we waited, not making a 

sound, until the moose was about 50 feet away. I shot him. He turned and started 

jumping. I shot him again and he finally went down. I was so happy! I was about nine 

years old when I shot my first bear. We were coming back with our horses after having 

shot two moose when we saw the bear. When I shot the bear it was standing up -

probably to smell the horses. I remember him falling backwards and rolling down the 

hill. That happened in the Algar Lake area at Spruce Hill. Speaking of bears, a person 

had to be careful of bear traps that were buried in the deadfall. I haven't hunted for a 

long time. I think that it was back in 1999 that I killed my last moose. I called him and I 

shot him. 

In the 1950's, there were limits on the number of beaver that a person could shoot. I 

guess that there must have been a shortage of beaver. I think that you were only allowed 

to take one beaver out of each beaver house. We would trap beaver in the winter through 

the ice. In the spring, a trapper probably brought back 20 or 30 beavers. At that time, the 

beaver pelt was worth between $20 and 40. 

I finished grade nine and I left home at 14 to work on the railroad. My advice to the 

younger generation would be to leave the bush and go to town. Work on the railway or 

something like that, because life in the bush is hard. When we went to the trapline, we 

would leave in the fall - maybe September and walk all of the way to the trap line. Then 

we would return at Christmas with a bunch of furs on our backs, sell them and have a big 

celebration. Then we would go back out in January and come back in the spring again. 

My father loved the bush and just wanted to stay there. He would say that beaver feet or 

bear feet were his bacon. 
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Berries and Medicines 

We always picked berries for the winter - especially cranberries. People used to make 

baskets out of birch bark for collecting. My mother and grandmother also collected 

medicinal plants. There is one plant that would stop the bleeding if you cut yourself. 

Then there is the black root that you collect from the lake that is used for a cold. You can 

make a salve out of spruce gum or black poplar buds. It is used to heal cuts and 

infections. There is also a large mushroom that people collect and put on their cuts. I 

think that it is called rabbit root. 

Burial Sites 

Before I was born, my uncle and dad were crossing the ice on Algar Lake with the dogs 

and fell through the ice. My dad survived but my uncle drowned. They buried him near 

Algar Lake, but then moved his body down to the House River where there's a graveyard 

[House River Indian Cemetery]. But on the northwest and other side of Algar Lake, there 

are a bunch of other people buried. They died when there was the flu in the 1930' s. 

4.5 Maureen Cardinal 

My mother was born in either Poplar Point or 

MacKay. I'm not quite sure because she was 

raised by her grandmother. Her mother had 

died of the flu when she was just a baby in the 

big epidemic. Her grandmother also raised her 

sister and brother mainly on the trapline on 

Slave River. It was located about 35 miles from 

Fort Chip. I was born on the Slave River on my 

parent's trapline, and I lived there with my 

parents and thirteen siblings until I was 16. The 

trapline was where the Peace River and the 
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Slave River meet across the river from the Wood Buffalo Park. It was three miles wide 

and thirty miles long along the river. 

Trapping and Fishing 

Every spring we would pack all of our belongings on the dogs and we would go about 

thirty miles up the trapline into the bush. There were many lakes and creeks along the 

line. Fort Chip was close and dad would do some shopping for the family in the early 

spring or summer. He usually got our supply of staples for the next six months. These 

items included bags of sugar, flour, white beans, rice, baking powder, raisins, and 

margarine. 

We snared and shot rabbits, squirrels, and ducks were hunted too. In the spring, we 

trapped muskrat and beaver. We would get a weasel only once in a while. Dad would 

snare some fox in the winter. We didn't buy any meat. We also hunted caribou and 

moose. The game was plentiful and the quality of meat was good. We set nets to catch 

fish from the Slave River like whitefish, pickerel, jackfish, and suckers. There were other 

fish although I don't know what other people call them. But they were big long fish. I 

think that some people call them 'catfish'. There were also some goldeye and small little 

fish that might have been called 'chumps.' The little fish had lots of bone, but they were 

tasty. 

Plants and Medicines 

My mother collected plants and my siblings and I did learn a bit from her. We peeled 

bark from the willow which we boiled into tea. The willow bark was also fried and could 

be used for tobacco. I think that it was the red willow or maybe the Saskatoon bush. For 

certain, there was lots of it that grew near the water. Mint was also plentiful and boiled 

as a tea for colds and other ailments. We also picked lots of berries; cranberries, 

blueberries, saskatoons, grass berries, and pine bush cranberries. This was our fruit. 
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Hunting Caribou 

Me and my female friend took eight dogs and went out on the trapline. We saw some 

caribou. I was riding in the sleigh and my friend was running the dogs. I was seven or 

eight years old and she was about 11. I stayed with the dogs and she started running after 

the caribou with her rifle in the deep snow. She took a shot at the caribou and knocked 

him down but I saw him try to get up again. The wolves were waiting. The dogs smelled 

the blood and took me to where the caribou was. It was still alive. I was lying on top of 

this half dead caribou, and was screaming every time it tried to get up because I was so 

frightened. The caribou just kept looking at me. My friend finally caught up to me and 

the half dead caribou on the sleigh with tangled dogs. She wasn't as afraid as me and she 

shot the caribou dead. 

Trapping a Bear 

I remember when I was small that my dad set up a bear trap beside a big rock and 

blueberry patch situated behind our house. My mom did all of her picking there. A 

brown bear used to come there; probably to hunt duck or rats because there were sloughs 

there. One day, even though I was frightened, I went to check the bear trap with my dad 

and we saw that we had caught the brown bear. We just about walked on that little bear 

because he got caught and took the trap with him as he started to go away. He was 

caught under the brush. When the bear saw us, he jumped up and my dad shot him. 

Trying to Snare a Moose 

One time my dad was away and my mom tried to snare a moose. There was a dry long 

creek called a 'slime'. She set up a cable snare by a big tree. I guess she thought that the 

moose would follow the creek and get caught in the snare. She never did snare that 

moose and I have never heard of anyone snaring one either. However, my dad did snare 

deer. 
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Leaving the Trapline 

I left the trapline when I was 16. I went back a few times but everyone in the family 

started to leave. My brother went to work and my parents moved to Fort Chip because 

the trapline wasn't that good anymore, and my dad wanted my younger siblings to go to 

school in Fort Chip. The rest ofus were schooled through correspondence. 

When I first left the trapline, I went to Fort McMurray where my sister was situated. We 

then we moved to Fort Smith. She .was a nurse who worked at the hospital for three 

years, but then she went back to Fort McMurray after she married. I also returned and 

had four children. I have been around for a long time, but haven't hunted or fished much. 

However, my sister catches a few rabbits on a friend's trapline. 

It is not like the 50's and the early 60's. At that time, most people had traplines because 

that was the work. I think the only other work was at the sawmill. At one time, they 

used to cut wood for the steam ships, but now the ships run on fuel. My dad used to cut 

wood for the boats for something like $3 a cord. 

I don't like to go to the bush but I do get friends to collect rat root for me. I am afraid of 

the way the bears act these days. I hear about so many people who are attacked. The 

bears never used to attack; they just ran off when they saw you. Friends from Fort Chip 

also bring me moose meat and fish. 

Stories of Big Foot and the White Mountain Bear 

I don't know where any grave sites are, but I do know that there used to be sweatlodges 

in Fort Smith when I was younger. I think that the Church scared those cleansing places 

away. My mom didn't talk about religion much, but she did tell us about Big Foot and 

the White Mountain Bear. When we went snaring rabbits and squirrels, mom used to tell 

us that if we went across the river into Wood Buffalo Park, Big Foot would be there. I 

was scared of Big Foot and so I didn't go there. There are not any mountains around 

here, yet mom told us about the White Mountain Bear. When people were camping, they 
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would be frightened by noises like wolves or bears fighting. The women and children 

would stay in the tent and the men would go after the noise. All the men saw a shadow 

that was white and it was like a bear or a snowman. I think it was just the wolves or 

bears fighting. 

Changing Times 

When I was growing up, only my mom spoke Cree. My father was a white man and so 

she translated for him when visitors came. We would give them tea and something to eat. 

That is what you are supposed to do. It was a good life growing up. People along the 

river used to help each other. People never went hungry or homelessness like they do 

today. Now you see lots of it in Fort McMurray and many of those people are 

Aboriginal. There are also many drug problems. Wben we can't afford houses we buy 

tents, and then they chase you out of there. These are old people who have lived here for 

years. I know one man who was born and raised here who doesn't have a place to go. 

My brother froze to death. He lived his whole life on the trapline. Now, he set up camp 

and the by-law officers chased him away. 

4.6 Walter Cardinal 

When I was growing up my 

mother did not tell me too much 

about the old days. And we 

never did ask too much. My 

mom used to sing me a Cree 

song, but it is hard to understand 

those songs. 

I grew up in Cheecham until I 

was about 16 years old. I started 

with the railroad company at that age, then I moved into McMurray to start up with the 
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NTCL tugboats and barges. This was before the highways came in. So I pretty well 

grew up in Cheecham. There were quite a few families there - some from Lac La Biche. 

In those days you were allowed to trap, and that is how we lived; trapping out of the 

country. Then the railroad came in, and there was quite a bit of work there. It was all 

hand-based, an� very hard work; a lot of shovel work. Today it's all done by machines. 

I worked 10 years, and I was transported to different places with the section gangs on the 

railroad. I worked in the Slave Lake area for a few months too. We used to bid on the 

jobs, and get a transport into different places. I stayed in railroad bunkhouses. There was 

a bunk house for each of the section gangs. That was years ago, and that is how we got 

work - on the railroad. I also did a lot of trapping to get fur and make a living. There 

were not too many other jobs besides the railroad. It was an okay life. It was not big 

money, but it was enough to make a living. 

Working on the Boats 

I spent most of my life in McMurray and Cheecham. I also worked on boats and went to 

the arctic. NTCL used to have transportation right into Tuktayuktuk and Cameron's Bay. 

It's a short season up there. Back in the 1950's, they transported all the freight into the 

arctic by boat and barge. I worked hauling the stuff out there. When I worked on the 

boats, I worked on the Prospector, and the Crater. They ran on diesel at that time; not 

like the old steamboat that ran on wood. Those types of boats date way back to the 

1920's. They used to go through a lot of wood. I heard they'd cut wood during the 

winter, stock pile it along the shore, and move it on barges in the summertime. I believe 

there's a place called Lobstick Point down river in Embarras. It's got to be somewhere in 

there. The last time I was in Fort Chip was a year ago last winter. I didn't notice changes 

to water levels because it was winter. 

Hunting around Cbeecham 

We hunted caribou when we lived in Cheecham. They could be found to the west around 

Stony Mountain. We got a few up in the muskeg, but never too many because you 
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weren't allowed to kill caribou. We mainly hunted moose and deer. We also did quite a 

bit of trapping. We trapped squirrel, weasel, mink, coyote, fox, and a few wolves. The 

wolves are hard to get because they're smart animals. In the spring we'd also trap 

muskrat. We trapped around all the lakes. In those days you paid about $2 for a license 

to trap in Alberta. In the 1950's they started to register traplines. Then I started to work 

with the railroad and the NTC, and didn't trap too much after that. I was busy, working. 

I saw lots of traps and little cabins down the river - all the way to Fort Chip. Guys would 

stay and trap, and some would stay all summer too. They'd put some nets in the river to 

catch a few fish and ducks. There was a lot of trapping in those years. When we were 

kids we hunted and learned skills from the old guys. We learned the moose call; how to 

trap muskrats, squirrels and weasels out of the bush; and how to get a fox. We had two 

or three cabins on the same trapline, located straight west of Cheecham in the Stony 

Mountain area. Where Cheecham Creek comes out of Stony Mountain, there are two 

cabins. They have changed the names of the lakes now. The cabins are about 40 miles 

outside of Cheecham. That's where the trapline was. It's pretty high country, and 

although there was a lot of muskeg, we just walked along the edge. There used to be 

caribou there, but now they have thinned out. It could be the timber cutting or it could be 

that the wolves got them. You never know. 

When I was growing up in Cheecham, there were only brown and black bears; but no 

grizzlies. Today, the area is pretty much clear of bears. There's a few, but the numbers 

get fewer every year. My mom and I would dry meat in the summertime to make it last. 

We had no refrigeration in those days. The meat wouldn't last long because it was eaten 

up quickly. There were no skidoos or quads in those days. Everything was done with 

dogs and horses. All the dried meat was fed to the dogs. They got a bit of dried meat all 

right. Some meat was canned in jars too. It takes a while, but it had to be done. I shot 

my first moose near Cheecham. We had good times in the bush. Bush life wasn't too 

bad. We had lots of food back then. Today, the price of food is very expensive and it 

goes up all the time. It was nice country at one time, but now it's all taken up with roads 

and hunters. 

Golder Associates 



April 2008 - 60- 07-1333-0008

After I left Cheecham I didn't trap too much. I was too caught up in working in various 

locations and jobs. But I always did a bit of hunting. You can fly in by float plane to the 

lakes back west by Stony Mountain. That's the only way to hunt these days. Most of 

the game is chased out of McMurray, and ALP A C's removing all the timber. The area 

will be cleaned out of timber pretty soon. When you fly over in a helicopter, you can see 

all the clear cutting. 

The last time I went hunting was about three or four years ago by Stony Mountain. We 

tried calling moose. Sometimes you get a moose, sometimes you don't. Sometimes you 

get them on the highway, too. There are a lot of hunters these days and it's pretty hard to 

find a place to hunt around here. You have to go way out of town. The only way to hunt 

now is if you have the money to charter a float plane and get out of town. If you stay 

away for three days you might get a moose. Around town here, you stand a good chance 

of getting shot out in the woods. It seems like every year a couple of guys get killed. 

Fishing 

We get fish from Lake Athabasca and some from Conklin. Others claim that the 

Athabasca fish are not as good as in the past. It's getting a bit on the polluted side back 

in there too. It's not like it used to be. Conklin is pretty good. There are some pretty 

good lakes back there; especially at Winefred Lake and Christina Lake. They're both 

still pretty clean yet and it is beautiful country there too. I never did live there, but I did 

work in the area. When the railroad had a large water tank there for the steam engines, 

we used to water up the trains there. The water was good there at one time and I guess 

it's still good in the Christina River. The Clearwater is not bad. It's just the Athabasca 

you have to watch. I'd set nets out in the rivers and lakes; small nets, just the right size to 

catch a few fish on the Clearwater and Athabasca here in McMurray. That was a long 

time ago. Probably in the 1950's, and we used small nets. We used to catch fish right in 

the river here. A good spot is past the wing dam, back around the bend. There are a few 

eddies and that's also a good spot to put the nets. But now, with the Fish and Wildlife in 

there; if we get caught doing it we'd be in trouble even though we're Native. There are 
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many boats that go up the Clearwater on weekends. The river is full of boats and that 

may be why there are no fish left. 

Life around Cheecham 

When we were young we had tipis and tents around Cheecham. People were out picking 

blueberries, and would sell them to the Hudson's Bay Company and the trading posts. 

After a while they were shipped by train. Mclnnes shipped fish from Uranium City on 

Lake Athabasca, and also brought fish over from Saskatchewan to Cheecham to ship by 

train. The railway would drop the freight into a lot, and take fish back on the return trip. 

The fish were brought on sleighs during the winter operations. 

There were beny patches all around Cheecham, and I spent time picking berries. There 

were a lot in those years. It was like a trading post, really. There were Syrians at the 

trading post when I was a kid. There's currently quite a few Syrians around Lac La 

Biche. They must have come in around the 1920's to the Lac La Biche area. At 

Christina Crossing, there were about eight to ten families there. But these people were 

mainly Native trappers. 

A lot of people came by railroad in those days. They called them hobos from the south 

and they had no where to stay. They made little huts in the woods and did a bit of 

trapping. That's how those guys started out years ago. The railroad was the main way to 

travel. There must have been a wagon road because you could see wagon trails through 

Conklin back then. You'd be surprised how those old guys would move from here to 

Conklin by wagon. I don't know how they did it, but they did. There must have been a 

lot of muskeg between here and Conklin, but they seemed to make it through. Maybe 

they picked the higher ground. There was the winter road too. 

When we were kids we planted turnip, potatoes, carrots, cabbage, and whatever else you 

could plant in Cheecham garden. We had big cellars and the vegetables would last us 

throughout the winter. We had to keep everything in cellars. We had a log building and 
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a cellar to store the veggies. The food kept for a long time and it wouldn't freeze. 

Vegetables would keep from fall to spring. We had to dig the cellar six or seven feet 

deep. We would also keep our cans of moose meat, blueberries, and cranberries there 

too. You don't see many cellars now and it seems no one really cans anymore. Life in 

Cheecham was quite good back then. Today, there are break-ins from all the new people. 

People have to lock their cabins. Trappers are dealing with poachers and you cannot 

leave a cabin for any length of time. They break in, and if you put a lock on it they still 

break in. There is no respect at all. 

Trails between Cheecham and Anzac 

The old wagon trail from Anzac to Cheecham was on the left hand side of the railroad. 

You know the little yard they have there - the government yard - there is a road going to 

Cheecham on that side of the railroad. It used to be the wagon road, but the forestry put 

a caterpillar in there at one time and made it a bit bigger. It came out over on the east 

side of Willow Lake, and then it would come back towards Prairie Creek and by 

McMurray. That was a long time ago so it is probably grown over now. 

Burial Sites 

Cheecham was a busy place with quite a few families. Christina Crossing was also busy. 

I remember as a kid there were a few families there; so there must be a few graves there. 

There is a grave site by Anzac. It would be hard to find, but it is a pretty old graveyard. 

The one in Cheecham is pretty easy to spot. It's about 16 miles by the old winter road, 

from Cheecham to Christina Crossing. I don't know of any graves in Linton. That's 

where the trains would stop and check their brakes. From Linton down to the waterways 

it's quite the grade of hill. There was an accident there years ago, and they say there are 

two guys buried at the top of the hill. They were killed and buried right there. The track 

used to follow the Christina River, and that is where the train rolled over on the way to 

Linton . 
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Fort McMurray 

I have lived by the Waterways pretty well all my life. I remember the salt plant that shut 

down in the 1950's. We had a hotel in Waterways at one time too. The hotel, drug store 

and the cafe all burnt down at the same time. The whole block pretty much burnt down 

that year. Then after a while, the salt plant shut down. 

There were quite a few people who lived in Fort McMurray by the Snye. They would 

come in, stay for the summer, take off to work on the traplines and return the next year. 

There were mainly tipis and tents in the area. There were a few cabins, but not many. 

You don't see the tipis anymore. The people were basically chased out and now they 

have the place cleaned up out there. 

Everything is a big rush. There are line-ups everywhere, traffic has increased, and the 

service in town has gone down. There's quite a bit of work, but you need an education 

these days. Without a ticket, there is not much work. There are not too many changes in 

the wildlife here; just less of everything. There used to be a lot of ducks, chickens, and 

rabbits; but now there are fewer. I remember when ducks and geese flew over for days. I 

saw a few fly by just last week on their way to Fort Chip. Rabbits are almost impossible 

to find, but they will be coming around again. The populations have changed for sure. 

There used to be a bunch of them. There is not too many moose now either. The 

populations of mosquitoes and flies are pretty much the same now as then. There are a 

few berry patches by the airport, and jack pine; but not too many blueberries. It was a 

bad year for picking berries though. 

Sometimes you'd get a big fire and it would clear out the trees. There was a big fire here 

back in the 1950's out by the airport. There was jack pine that all got burnt up in that one 

day. The fire cleaned out all the trees and went straight west of here. There was another 

big fire in 1995. It started in the south and headed toward McMurray. It was July, it 

started to rain, and the fire slowed down. That was something to be concerned about 

when we were young and working in the bush. 
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4. 7 Gertie Castor 
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I was born in Fort Chip. My mother was born at 

House River - that is the Indian Cemetery, and 

my dad was born in Fort McMurray. My 

parents were · named George and Katie 

Sanderson. My grandparents on my father's . 

side were called Charles and Mary. My father 

lived in Fort McMurray and had a house and 
- -

cabin where "The Brick" once stood. He gave it 

to my Uncle Jimmy before moving to Horse 

Creek. We moved to Fort McMurray in 1937 

when I was three years old. My mother was 

born in House River then moved here in 1922. 

She did not want to stay around town so we 

moved up there but I do not know what 

07-1333-0008

happened to the cabin. It was probably lost to development. When we moved back, my 

parents had a cabin by Peter Pond. 

My work was to chop wood and feed the horses and dogs. My mother and father never 

spoke about their heritage or what it was like when they were growing up. My 

grandmother was the same - she never said anything about the past. However, I do know 

that my grandmother was part of the Frog Lake Massacre when she was a baby. She 

recalled crossing the river with loud shooting all around. That is all I remember her 

saying. It is too bad she is gone and cannot tell the story. 

Family Trapline 

We had a cabin near the mouth of Horse Creek and the Athabasca, right across from the 

water treatment plant. The neighbour was such a nice man with a beautiful garden up 
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there. I remember he stayed in touch with his sister who sent him candy from England 

every Christmas. 

My family used to trap, and I have spent half of my life on the trapline by House River. 

We also had a trapline at 16 Mile Cabin and we had a cabin near the lumber mill that 

once stood at Jackpine. My father took me out of school in grade eight so I could work 

on the trapline. The teacher always gave us homework and my father was as strict as any 

teacher. He ensured our homework was completed and correct. We were always glad 

when my dad went to check the traps because then we could relax and not do anything. 

Hunting 

My father and I hunted bear, moose, deer and caribou every fall and spring; but not year 

round. During holidays like Christmas, New Years and Easter we would go back out on 

the trapline. I sometimes hunted with my mother, but I never went by myself. We 

hunted at Horse Creek and my mom had a line near the airport where we trapped beaver, 

fox, cougar, lynx and wolf. The Golden Eagle Campground is located there now. When 

I was young there were plenty of birds and geese. There used to be geese and ducks all 

over my mother's trapline, but there is nothing there now When I was on the trapline I 

would use snares and traps but I have never used a gun because I do not like them. I 

would trap beaver, and at Rat Lake we saw push ups all over. My dad did not trap 

muskrat because the pelts were not worth much at that time. 

Berries and Medicines 

My grandmother collected cranberries, saskatoons and chokecherries. She used to pound 

them chokecherries; smack them up and dry them. That was the way of keeping berries 

in the old days. The woman would put the cloth on the table and they would crush all the 

berries and dry them up. Once dried, they would just put them away, fold it up, and then 

in winter time they would just break them up and put them in a box and make berries 
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jam like. That was the old style of keeping berries but I imagine it was only a certain 

type. You could not do that to raspberries, but I do not know about blueberries. 

I never learned about traditional medicines but I sometimes picked berries with my mom 

and auntie. We collected blueberries and cranberries toward Prairie Creek from the 

jailhouse all the way up to Jackpine Ridge. There were blueberries and cranberries all 

over especially near the old wagon road going toward the airport. There were so many 

berries my mom said she would hide so she would not have to pick more. There were 

also strawberries and raspberries. We used to pick a lot of high bush cranberries on that 

island. 

My mother and auntie would pick medicinal plants but I cannot tell you what kind. They 

never gave me traditional medicines. Mom would try to give me rat root and I would just 

spit it out. You are supposed to chew on it and swallow the saliva but it is too bitter for 

me. If I got sick I would go to the hospital. But my mother and auntie would take their 

own medicines. My dad also made a lot of it and once he made me drink a medicine he 

made out of mountain ash. He would cut, dry, scrape and boil it and then we would drink 

it. He also prepared medicine for colds. I am not sure how he made it because he did not 

show us. I am also unsure where my mother picked medicinal plants because she would 

collect them on the trapline while I was at the house. My mother never taught me 

anything about medicines but she and my auntie wrote a book about herbs and remedies 

used by all the Indians from up north. 

Queen of the North 

When I was growing up I was involved in many activities here in Fort McMurray. I 

attended school and won many races. The public and catholic schools would have 

competitive races and I took first prize in every event that I entered. My mom was a very 

good trapper. She won "Queen of the North" 10 years in a row and that would have been 

in the late 1960's and early 1970's. She had to make a fire, boil tea and make bannock as 

fast as possible and the first one who finished won. They also had to set traps at different 
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sites and had snow shoe and packing races. Yes, my father was still alive then and his 

dog won a trophy for pulling 1,500 pounds. That is the dog that bit my mom. His name 

was Rex and he pulled the weight alone, with my dad in the lead pulling him. 

4.8 William Castor 

When my father moved from 

the London area he got a trap 

line along the river about 

60 miles north of here. That is 

where I was born and we 

stayed until we were old 

enough to go to school. I do 

not remember much about what 

we were doing in the north. 

My dad would trap, but we 

were too young to understand 

what he did. Then he brought us to Fort McMurray and this is where I grew up. I stayed 

in school until grade four. My father and other people in the old days did not recognize 

education. Instead of forcing us to go to school they pulled us out to go into the bush to 

trap. This was not very good. I still do not feel good about it. 

Employment at Salt Plant and Hauling Freight 

The Waterways Salt Plant was my first job and I made 48 cents an hour. I started when I 

was 15 years old, and every payday I would give my mother and dad $3 to pay the bills. 

An operator was paid $1.15 an hour, which is not a lot, but it was good compared to 

everyone else's pay. In those days you could buy a loaf of bread for five cents. A 

hundred pounds of flour would be about $2 or 3, and my mother did all her own baking. 

I worked for the Northern Transportation for 17 years. I was on a tug boat for five 

seasons, and then went to ride barges on the dock where I ran the fork lift. From the time 
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I started with the NT, everything was done by hand. Everything was hauled down to the 

barge by hand. We used to get 100 carloads of cement, 100 car loads of lime, 

100 carloads of sulphur; and there was dynamite - 15 to 20 carloads that went into the 

Northwest Territories to the big uranium mine. Items were shipped from Saskatchewan, 

Uranium City and Colorado Mine, Gunnar's Mine, Loreto's mines and Rick's mines. 

Mclnnes Fisheries worked on Lake Athabasca. They had a plant right there where you 

dressed and stacked the fish to ship them south. 

I used to work at Great Bear Lake on a tug boat hauling freight. It is the biggest fresh 

water lake in Canada and is very deep. Fish were not caught there because the water was 

too cold for fish to grow large: There were only a few small fish. The head office of 

Northern Transportation was here in Fort McMurray and I was sent to various places to 

work. One summer I was sent to Hay River and the next summer, to Great Bear Lake. 

After three summers I quit NT and went to work for Durcell Transport. The company 

was located in Uranium city. When I finished with NT in 1966, I went to work for the 

Great Canadian Oil Sands. They became Suncor five years later. I put in 20 years and 

then retired; or should I say semi-retired. I was off for one full year and couldn't stand it. 

I had worked all my life and wanted to continue, so I went to work at Fort McKay where 

I hauled water from town to McKay in a truck. 

When my dad was working for the Hudson's Bay Company they would haul freight 

down the Athabasca River. One time they ended up falling in the river; and from 

wherever they froze, they all ended up going straight across the backcountry to get home. 

There was no road, but they knew where they were going. Some would go to Athabasca, 

some to Lac La Biche, and some to Conklin. They knew their directions. There were 

uranium mines at Uranium City, and Port Uranium on Great Bear Lake. Most of the 

refined pure uranium went out in barrels by air. They used to bring in a little bit of ore 

samples, in little bags. 
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Hunting and Animals 

McClelland Lake is where my father purchased a trap line. He had a big area, a big 

garden and a big house on the riverbank; but the house is no longer there. I was oru y four 

or five years old and was too young to trap, but my two older brothers trapped with my 

father. I can barely remember travelling from the river to McClelland Lake with my 

mother and older sisters. My dad did all the hunting, and this was about 70 years ago. 

My dad took us out of school to go back out in the bush again. When we moved over 

here we gave up the trap line and moved to Muskeg Mountain. My job was driving dogs 

and my dad would go ahead in the morning, breaking trail for the dogs using snowshoes. 

There were a lot of moose in those years and my dad and brothers did a lot of hunting. I 

did not hunt big animals, but I hunted rabbits and chickens. After I got married I started 

hunting on my own. I would kill the odd moose, but not very many. The first moose I 

killed, I recall I had to shoot him three or four times before he went down. It happened 

across the Athabasca River here. There was no bridge at that time, but we went across in 

the winter when we travelled with Suncor. One day I was coming from work and saw the 

moose on the highway. I went home, got my gun and my car, and went back to look for 

him. I found the moose right away and killed him. I used to watch my dad skin a moose 

and in those days it was very cold. My dad did not wear gloves when he skinned a 

moose. He would skin and cut it when it was 30 below, and then he would wash his 

hands in the snow. I was freezing with mitts on. Those old people are tough. 

There's no more trapping because there is no price to the fur. During the Second World 

War, fox fur was used for making army uniforms, mitts and hats. They would take red, 

white and silver fox pelts. Silver fox could run up to $700 or 800 a pelt. I skinned a lot 

of them because that is one thing I did learn to do. I can skin foxes, wolves and coyotes. 

It was better for moose in the old days than �t is now. Today there is too much pollution. 

The people in Fort Chip believe the problem is with the foxtail. It may be in the roots, 

but moose are eating it and it holds some sort of sickness. People believe the 

environment is contaminated because of too much acid and sulphur going into the 
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ground, and up into the air. Some oil companies blame each other saying some smoke 

stacks are not high enough. I also do not believe the smoke stacks are high enough, but 

the problem is the higher the smoke stack the larger the area that is polluted. It gets 

blown further away. 

Smoke stacks scare ducks and geese away. There used to be oodles of birds every spring 

and fall. The skies were just covered when they moved south and came back up in the 

spring. Before the oil sands there were all kinds of geese and ducks along the river and 

people had a lot to eat. Today I think the problems are related to the smoke stacks. The 

oil is blowing onto the water and the ducks are eating and drinking in the water. You 

don't see clouds of ducks and geese anymore. They used to travel mainly at night. You 

could go outside in the fall and hear them going over, steady. This no longer happens. I 

guess they know their directions pretty well. 

Fishing 

In terms of fish, every fall down at Clearwater we would get ready for winter. We would 

stick IO fish on a stick, hang them up, and smoke them. It was generally Cree fish types 

that included white fish, pickerel, jackfish, and suckers. White people go for pickerel. 

That is their good fish. Natives mostly enjoy white fish and generally cook the tail 

because there are no bones in it. The tail is the best part which is in contrast to suckers. 

Berries 

When I was young my mother used to take us in the woods to pick berries in the 

Athabasca and Clearwater area. My sister and mother would pick the berries, and my job 

was to pack the berries and haul them home. I made two trips a day out in the bush using 

boxes and the pack board. My mother used to put away about 200 or 300 quarts of 

berries in one season. These were mainly blueberries, raspberries, strawberries, 

cranberries and gooseberries. We picked berries mostly near that part of town where they 

have the campgrounds for holiday trailers. 
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Medicinal Plants 

My mother would use rat root and mint. They used to grind some kind of root and boil it 

with water until it looked like tea and they would drink it up for heart medicine. Indian 

people, when they talce medicine out of the ground, they put tobacco back in the place. 

When Indians cure each other with medicine, they do not want to be paid with money. 

You can give them tobacco or food but no money is involved. 

We no longer use traditional medicines; and I don't know that much about it. Back in the 

old days, people used to hurt each other with bad medicine. They would cripple each 

other, and a lot of people have seen this happen. There was a fellow in McKay who 

wanted me to take him to W abasca. He said if I took him there, his uncle could make me 

lucky at winning bingo and playing cards and provided medicine. I never did take him 

because I didn't know where to go in the first place. 

Stories 

I remember the day in 1936 when we had the biggest flood we ever had here. The water 

came halfway up the hill where the hospital is sitting. All the low lying areas were under 

water. I was only eight years old at the time and the water came from the north. My 

mother told me to go to the corner, where there was a team of horses, and get on the 

wagon. There was so much water my legs were hurting. I found out later the river was 

jammed up with ice for 80 miles and this caused the flood. My dad had built a log house 

and was upstairs at the time. The water came within four inches of the upstairs floor. 

Ceremonial/Graves 

There may have been some grave sites across from McKay. There used to be an old 

reserve there. There are graves at Poplar Point and Point Brule. There used to be 

trappers all along the river, right to Fort Chip; and in those days when you kicked the 

bucket, you were buried right there. They simply cannot bring you out. Trappers used to 

Golder Associates 



April2008 - 72 - 07-1333-0008

run into single graves of trappers along the river all the time. Poplar Point had at least 10 

families in that area, and the same can be said of Point Brule. 

In terms of gathering places, we would meet outside under a spruce tree and it did not 

matter that the weather was cold. We would sit in winter with snow falling all around us. 

When you are scared at night; that is when you pray. For example, you'd pray when 

trying to sleep in a tent on Muskeg Mountain with wolves all around the tent. 

Changes Past/Present/Future 

There are some changes to Fort McMurray since the Oil Sands development. There used 

to be two or three business people, a clothing and food store, and a few other kinds of 

stores. Farmers and trappers would sell to the stores. It was the way business was done 

for years and years, but the minute the business people found out the oil companies were 

coming in, the business relationship with the Indians changed. The town catered to 

outsiders, but people did not move away. They stayed where they had their own places, 

but there are not many of those people left. Suncor was one of the first plants and major 

oil companies in the area. Syncrude came in because Suncor had their own union. The 

people at Syncrude wanted a union and the company would not allow it. Every time they 

talked union the company would raise wages to keep people quiet. The stores would hear 

about people getting raises and the price of food and clothing went up too. There are a 

lot of pensioners like me around here, but the government does not raise our wages. The 

oil company wages go up, but we pensioners are still making little. I do appreciate very 

much that oil companies are looking after their employees and give them raises now and 

again, because I am a big family man. I raised nine kids in this town; six boys and three 

girls; and they're all working in the plants. I can appreciate they are making good money 

even though I am still down here on the pay scale. I am making a living the best way I 

can which is not very easy. Most ofmy family now have new homes, cars, trucks, and a 

new boat, but I am in this little hole here they call senior residence. Only two of my kids 

do not have homes, and it's because they do not work hard enough. 
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4.9 Joe Cree and Walter Cree 

rn 1940 we moved to Fort 

McMurray, and later we moved to 

Christina Lake. We had a trapline by 

Rainbow Creek, which went up north 

to Muskeg Lake and Muskeg 

Mountain. We would walk to the 

trapline and we'd pack our things by 

dog team. It could take up to a week 

and a half to get there if there was 

snow. Years ago there were lots of 

rats at the trapline. My dad, John 

Cree, hunted and picked berries all 

over the country right up to Rainbow 

Creek. When we were kids we ate 

lots of moose meat, but not too much 

bannock, because it was hard to get 

flour. In the 1930's, there weren't 

any jobs but everything was cheap. I 

think that a package of cigarettes was 

IO cents. 
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Later in the 1940 's, men as young as 14 worked on the steamers loading wood. They had 

big paddle wheels, and we often went down on the steamship Echo and came back on the 

steamship Athabasca. Many people worked for the Hudson's Bay Company. At that 

time, the people used the tar sands to patch their boats. 

Golder Associates 



































































































































































<Original signed by>
<Original signed by>








	Appendix 2 pp. 1-84 Wood Buffalo Elders Interview Project
	Appendix 2 pp.85-127 Wood Buffalo Elders Interview Project
	Appendix 2 pp.128-168 Wood Buffalo Elders Interview Project



