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1 Introduction

Yukon First Nations people have survived in
the Subarctic Yukon Territory and Northern
British Columbia for millennia. They have
built a society and manner of living that has
enabled them to survive through an often-
harsh climate, vast and varied geological
changes, and sometimes uncertain sources of
subsistence. The necessity of survival on the
land meant that First Nations people had to
develop and practice cultural ways which
enabled them to travel lightly and to respond
quickly to changes in weather, seasons, and
the migrations of animals, birds, and fish.
The land-based systems of knowledge and
the Yukon First Nation world view that
developed were products of an intimate
relationship with the land. Yukon First
Nations people's history is embedded in the
oral history, in the land, and in the stories
and songs of the elders.

Much of the wisdom and knowledge of the
elders has been captured in written
ethnographies, life histories, story
collections, school texts, and other directed
research projects. However, since traditional
knowledge is open-ended as are other bodies
of scientific knowledge, it is ever-evolving
and for the most part is still being held in the
minds and memories of the Yukon First
Nation elders and storytellers. It is this
knowledge that is now being increasingly
looked to by scientists from many fields to
provide answers to questions of ecology,
environmental management, land and
natural resource management, and so on.
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2 The Project

Background

The Northern Climate ExChange Project of
Yukon College, as part of their report on
"The Assessment of the State of Knowledge
of the Impacts of Climate Change on
Canada's North", recognized that it would be
very important to include a Yukon First
Nation component. A review of existing
publications and documents was proposed as
a starting point for this part of the project.
The First Nations firm of LegendSeekers
was contracted to conduct the review, to
produce an annotated bibliography, and to
enter found information to the main NCE
database. The work proceeded during the
months of September to November, 2000.

Findings

The research consisted mainly of a review of
written publications which were based on
Yukon First Nations oral history in formats
as detailed above. This included reviews of
the Yukon First Nations sections of libraries
at LegendSeekers, the Yukon Indian
Cultural Education Society, and Yukon
College, as well as at the Whitehorse Public
Library and Yukon Archives. This fairly
broad search revealed that there is little in
the way of research based on or driven
exclusively by enquiry into the topics of
environmental change or climate and
weather changes. Much of the information
of this nature is incidental to the array of
other themes being investigated in the
publications.



Written Materials

Written materials go back to early days in
the Yukon and reflect much information
regarding climate, although most of this is
incidental to the main focus of these
writings. In other books which contain
ethnographic' materials such as Cornelius
Osgood’s, The Han Indians: A Compilation
of Ethnographic and Historical Data on the
Alaska-Yukon Boundary Area, the climate
and environment are discussed and provide
mean temperature records from Dawson
City (pp. 29-30). The lowest temperature
recorded in the book was —73° f(-58.3¢) in
February, 1947. The Mythology section
contains fifteen Han legends, all of which
refer to climate in the setting / background.

Another ethnography, Catharine
McClellan’s A History of the Yukon Indians:
Part of the Land, Part of the Water, is a
narrative description which includes
references to climate up to 11,000 years ago.
It is based on oral knowledge and artifacts,
historical documents, and stories. It also
includes scientific interpretations. There are
specific references to Spirit Powers, the
weather, and traditional methods to forecast
the weather.

Many Yukon First Nation legends refer to
time periods when the environment was
unlike it is today. The great flooding, which
so many legends refer to, correlates to
glacial melting in the Yukon. The people
survived through extreme floods. Many
elders allude to a time when the animals
were much larger than they are now, like the
giant beaver, for example. They also tell
stories of animals that have gone extinct
since the last ice age.

! Ethnography refers to systematic description of a
culture based on first hand observation.
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In modern times, the elders who participated
in the Elders Documentation Project,
remark that the temperatures have changed
drastically during their lifetimes, they
generally agree that temperatures were much
colder at the time of their childhood winters.
They also note changes in the environment
and with the animals.

3 Discussion

It is evident that there is a fairly immediate
need to conduct oral history research aimed
at traditional knowledge of changing climate
and weather systems. Many Yukon First
Nations elders residing in the Yukon today
are of the generation who reached adult-
hood in the 1940s when the effects of fossil-
fuel burning were first being experienced in
the north.

As well, these older elders tend to have
detailed knowledge of weather or climate
conditions experienced by the preceding
generations. They are also more likely to
know a greater number of the mythological
stories (which frequently make reference to
weather conditions) than do a younger
generation of elders, and also are able to link
these stories to their own present-day
experiences. Such stories may clearly
portray a “mythological” time but they are
often set in climate conditions that coincide
with “scientific” understandings of glacial

2 The Elders Documentation Project, 1993-1994, was
initiated from the Council of Yukon Indians
Curriculum Development Department to record
cultural information of Yukon elders. There are 56
written transcripts containing material from
interviewed elders. Also available is a Guide book
which references topics to the transcripts.



melt and other phenomena. Younger elders
(aged 55-70) often refer to weather and
climate changes they have experienced in
their time as well.

4 Conclusions

It is clear that much information on climate
and weather change exists in publications
and documents, although very little of this
information is aimed at the specific topic.
Much information still exists in the minds
and memories of Yukon First Nations elders
and storytellers. As a next step, conducting
oral history research aimed exclusively at
climatic and environmental change is likely
to produce rich results.
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Gudon, Marie-Francoise. People of Tetlin,

Why Are You Singing? Ottawa, ON,
National Museums of Canada. 1974.
Study of the social life of the Upper
Tanana Indians. Includes common
knowledge that "some lakes are known to
be smaller than they were before" (page
27). A section called The Seasons and
Annual Cycle includes temperature tables
from the 1960s.

Legros, Dominique. Tommy McGinty's

Northern Tutchone Story of Crow: A
First Nation Elder Recounts the Creation
of the World. Ottawa, ON, Canadian
Museum of Civilization. 1999. The
written Northern Tutchone story of Crow.
The legend / story includes the first and
second Big Floods, times with no sun,
times with no water and fish.

McDonnell, Valerie. Remembering Mac

Bob: The Life of a Kaska Woman of the
Southeast Yukon. Calgary, AB, Rovere
Consultants International Inc. 1997.
Stories from people who knew or knew
of Mac Bob; includes a description of the
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world during the 1950s.

Miller, Anne-Marie, and Jackson, Moose.

Southern Yukon Beadwork Research.
MacBride Museum, Whitehorse, Yukon,
February 12, 1993. Reference is made to
a hunting event during which a three-foot
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