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FOREWORD 

Three men anJ a woman were the chief narrators from ,vhose 
accounts the following sketch is compounded. They were in their 
seventies and eighties during the years 1940, 1941, and 1947, when 
the author excavated sites along the uppe r Kobuk river. They had 
all reached maturity before the first Europeans arri ved, and, un-
like their younger kinsmen, th ey were able to distinguish aboriginal 
thought and practice sharply from th e teachings of our traders, 
missiona ries, and government agents. They talked of th eir own 
experiences, of their minor t riumphs in hunting and love-making, 
and of their frustrations. The events here treated, though distilled 
from the lengthy accounts o f all informants, are consistent for the 
upper Kobuk in the early l 880's, before the first explorers a r ri ved . 

The Kobuk rive r is about two hundred mi les long . I t heads 
among th e steep slopes and sharp peaks of a rugged part of the 
Brooks Range of northern Alaska, gathering its many tumbling 
branches into a broad stream that Rows westward along th e base 
of the mountains, just north of th e Arctic Circle. Sloping off more 
gradually from the south is a series of rounded hills some of which 
have been swept free of vegetation and dotted with deserts of 
blowing sand. 

In the headwaters of t he r iver, people roam among trees that 
grow along th e rivers and up mountain sides to an eleva tion of 

• With modern illusrra1ions. 
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iyuk nod Pel'{liruk, narrator. 

nearly two thousand feet. A thin veneer of green spruce and poplar 
on protected hillsides changes at the river bottom-along the frost• 
free stream margins-to a towering forest like that of more t em-
perate regions. This is a place of lakes, some of them cut by little 
valley glaciers that existed briefly in a much earlier period. The 
river is normally crystal clear, bright objects appearing as white 
dots on the bottom of the deepest placid pools, and the rapids and 
waterfalls creating steely blue cauldrons in which the fish glint as 
they throw themselves around submerged boulders. The mountains 
are steep, culminating in blade-like ridges that bear a snow trimming 
well into the summer and may be dusted with snow at any season 
while encased in clouds. 

The air is usually clear and dry in contrast to the fogs of the 
coast. The continuous summer sunlight encourages plant life to 
proliferate like that of a jungle. Bears wander along the slopes 
of th e forest edge in search of berries, or wade in the rivers for 
fish, and moose make their customary rounds through the sheltering 
forest , escaping winged insect enemies by nearly submerging them-
selves in the rush-grown margins of lakes. Beaver dams break th e 
smaller streams, and porcupines gnaw at the spruce bark. The 
animals are mainly those of the northern forest that stretches away 
thousands of miles to the east and south. Ducks and geese nest 
here during the summer, and loons splash and cry on the lakes. 
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A usual summer along the 
upper river is temperate, but on 
the occasional year heavy rains 
will fa ll-continuous drizzles 
for days and weeks at a time, 
until the river strains its margins 
and draws into itself the many-
colored sediments, the dark 
swamp waters and clumps of 
grass and moss, in its surge to-
wards the coast. At times like 
these, the well-being of men and 
animals is greatly tried. And 
throughout most of the year the 
whole valley is firmly congealed 
beneath a layer of snow and ice. 

SUMMER 
-
--, 1 -- ---- -

:-Sunagak, narrator 

It is late spring, or early summer. The ice has plunged away 
in its own melt water. The rive rs are flowing free again. The air 
is fi lled with insect life, the sound of birds, and th e delicious com-
fort of a high-Hying sun. A group of Kobuk people are arranged 
temporaril y in early June along a bank of the rive r where the salmon 
wi ll come by in great numbers. They have discarded much of the 
paraphernalia that goes with Ii fe during the cold season. The men 
have energetically begun to cut thin wands of willow for the tents 
and thick willow poles with crotches at the ends, for the 
support of caches and fish racks. The summer house is a 
half sphere made by inserting fl exible willow poles into 
the ground at intervals about a circle, then drawing the 

The 
fish 

camp 

tops of the poles together and interlacing them. A wide space is 
left between poles at the front of the hut, and th e whole structure 
is then covered with spruce bark, which is laid on in overlapping 
strips and bound in place with rawhide line or the split roots of 
spruce trees. 
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This is a good fishing place. 
The slower current at this bend 
of the river obliges salmon to 
swim close to the sandy beach. 
Along this bank at intervals of 
from only a few feet to many 
yards, stand the dome-shaped 
huts, like truncated mush rooms, 
a beaten pa th leading from one 
to the next along the river bank. 

Tear each hut will soon rise a 
four-post structure, made of yel-
low poles from which the bark 
has been stripped, and support-
ing a platform on top. Covered 
by rain shields of bark or skin 
on these platforms will be stored 
most of the belongings of th e 
people who live in the houses. 
The snowshoes that are no 
longer needed, extra wooden 
utensils, the dog harnesses, per-

Ooly:ik, narrator haps even the sledge itself, will 
be protected from gnawing ani-

mals and the prying hands of children upon these caches the floors 
of which stand as high as a man's head. 

Stretching along one side of the tent, and paralleling the beach, 
as though to imp1·ess passers-by with the industry of the housewife, 
are built the fish racks, which will in the course of the summer, if 
all goes well, become heavily laden with the red strips that mean 
food and plenty for man and dogs during the coming months. The 
greatest compliment a man can pay his wife is to build her a tre-
mendous fish rack two or three rows deep. She will be sure to try 
hard to fill them. 

Near both the cache and the hut is an open fireplace, outlined 
by river boulders, around which are scattered the wooden tubs, 
buckets, and birch-bark baskets that a woman needs daily in pre-
paring food and in rendering the products of hunting and gathering. 
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The house has no windows, nor has it a smoke hole. The door-
way is likely to be hidden by a flap of skin, because the main function 
of the summer house is to turn the rain and repel the mosquitos. A 
darkened hut is somewhat baffling to the flying pests that form a 
particular hazard of Arctic life. At the height of a mosquito attack 
on a still, humid day before a thunderstorm, one can only duck into 
the low-roofed hut and cover himself as much as possible with 
clothing to secure respite. Often a l ittl e fire is made in the hut, 
the smoke creating a haze in which it is barely possible for the 
occupants to breathe, but which successfully stuns the mosquitos 
that find their way in. 

This is a woman's village. The men remain in camp only long 
enough to make sure that the women are adequately provided with 
shelter, the provisions for drying fish, and the odds and ends of 
equipment that only a man is supposed to make. Some time in June, 
and still before the salmon have begun to appear, the men split up 
into small groups and leave for the mountains. A man and his half-
grown sons will go together, expecting to meet friends along the 
way. A half-dozen other men will choose to hunt in a certain 
vicinity, and will josh with one another as they prepare to leave 
the females and youngest: boys of their family. "Take care with 
the women," a man will say to his four-year-old toddler, "watch out 
for them in summer time I" 

The men depart in their little groups, equipped with only the 
scantiest of material. It would be considered improper and spir-
itually dangerous to carry on one's back a large amount of equip-
ment. Each man has received from his woman a pair of new, short 
boots and an extra sole of heavy sealskin if this has been secured 
in time from the coast. H e wears a pair of short trousers, ter-
minating above the knees, and held at the top by a rawhide belt 
with a carved wooden or ivory buckle. A head band 
holds his long, black hair in place, and, other than these, The 

hunters his goods are on his back. The sinew-backed bow is depart 
carried in one hand. A dozen arrows lie in a fish-skin 
quiver over one shoulder, and a small back pack suspended from the 
shoulders contains the few commodities that he cannot do without-
his tobacco and pipe, perhaps fire-making equipment in a water-tight 
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container, a knife or two and an extra bit of Siberian trade metal 
with which he ca n repair his knife. 

The men travel light, heading at once for the ridges rather 
than the streams. They climb up the slopes to the north, emerging 
from the obscuring th ickets and forest into the open air of alpine 
meadows and slopes. H ere, along many miles of the highlands, 
they will spend the summer, striving to get the special goods that 
will be either used during the coming winter or bulked together as 
currency to be passed along through one of the native traders in 
exchange for materials from the coast. 

The hunters take a great deal of summer leisure while their 
wives are working steadily elsewhere. They set snares for mountain 
sheep far up among the crags, retiring to lower elevations for their 
eveni ng camp. D ay after day they climb to the high mountains 
and back again, inspecting traps and snares and remaining contin-
ually as well on the alert for animals that can be stalked and shot 
with an arrow. Snares are set between boulders where sheep or 
caribou normally file, and rock traps mark the entrance to a marmot 
hole, a slab of stone falling when triggered by the nose of the 
cautious animal. Once in a while a barren grounds grizzly mistakes 
a man for a caribou and approaches dangerously close. Only the 
best hunters dare to let fly an arrow at a grizzly, and it is best to 
do this in company with other sure marksmen. Also to be found in 
the high country are the solitary caribou that feed at ,-..,ide inter-
vals-a doe with fawn, a buck alone-wary and alert, yet curious, 
too. A hunter takes advantage of the curiosity of the caribou, en-
couraging them by high whistlings and squeakings to approach in 
an ever-narrowing circle until the fatal shot can be fired. 

T he men meet in groups in the evening and talk things over. 
They plan trips and think up new songs and patterns of dance for 
ce remonial occasions of the coming winter. They pass along to one 
another the most intimate details of those parts of the country in 
which each family has resided during the previous year. Through 
this means they exchange ideas and knowledge over a vast area dur-
ing the open months of the summer, for along the mountain ridges 
one meets sooner or later his male relatives as well as others with 
whom he is out of touch during most of a normal year. 
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Food is abundant. The young of caribou and sheep may be 
killed in the early summer for their prime soft skins to be used as 
inner garments and fancy trimming. One eats as much as he can of 
the meat of these animal s. Only thei r skins are saved, for it would 
be impracticable to transport quantities of dried meat out of the 
mountains and down to the fami ly camps. The skins are properly 
cached on high platforms at the upper edge of the forest where 
poles may be cut, and mountain sheep horns are carefully. hidden 
from the gnawing teeth of rodents. Antler of choice caribou is 
cut into proper lengths and packed away among the dried skins 
that will be softened and tanned later for use during the winter in 
the making of clothing, tents, and sleeping bags. The horn and 
antler will be used for whittling and carving the hard and resilient 
parts of weapons, containers, and movable devices. The sinew, which 
is saved with the greatest care, will be needed by the women for 
their fi ne sewing. The m en feel no reticence about taking thei r 
leisure at length. They know that the work of the hunter is the 
work of a moment-the well placed arrow-the leap and sudden 
death of th e pierced animal- th e speedy removal of its vital skin 
and sinew. A man's work is quickly done. H e needs long rest and 
quiet to resist the dangers that go with the taking of the lives of 
other creatures. One sleeps and eats as much as he wants, and makes 
magical observations around the campfire in the night sunlight. 

Back at the river camp, in the meantime, the women arc by 
no means idle. The final mending of the nets is done by women 
working in crews-those who will seine together are likely to stretch 
their pa rticular wi llow-bark net on a dry strip of gravel or sand 
and set about mending the weak spots, dexterously 
threading their netting needles and mesh gauges. T he Woman·, 
mesh gauge is made of a strip of antler whittled into a work 
handle to fit the small hand of a woman, at one end of 
which is a wide, key-like projection to be fitted between knots of 
the fish net to give the required spacing. Some mesh gauges are 
double-ended, the opposite end having the gauge required for 
smaller fish than salmon. T he netting needle is a long, flat r eel of 
antler or wood, the ends of which a re double-horned, the horns 
bending in towards each other, but not quite touching. The net 
is about seventy-five feet long and four feet wide. At its lower 
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margin are attached sections of caribou antler that have been per-
forated at either end and strung parallel to the heavy bottom line 
of the net, while strung similarly to the top line of the net are oval 
floats made of poplar wood or thick and very light cottonwood 
bark. At either end of the long net is a spruce pole that acts as a 
stretcher. The net is made of the inner bark of willows, a material 
collected in the spring, when it is twisted and wound as balls to be 
used as needed throughout the year. 

The women who are camped together are iikely to be closely 
related. A mother and her daughters will make a special effort to 
fish together in the summer, and the tents that make up the women's 
village are more often than not those of families related through 
the maternal line. 

\iVhile some members of the family mend nets, others take 
digging sticks and hunt for polygonum roots and tubers along the 
banks of the river and inland on the margins of ponds. Willow 
leaves are gathered for food early in the season, as is also wild rhu-
barb and a variety of other green plants. Some greens are eaten 
raw with fish oil, while others are boiled into the stew with fish or 
meat. A woman usually also has a string of snares along a neigh-
boring pond, where she secures now and then a small duck. Bird's 
eggs can be gathered in nearby places. Children often employ them-
selves with egg collecting excursions. 

Back in camp there is the occasional uproar of dogs when one 
of them commences to cry for food or to howl from boredom. The 
dogs are tied to stakes in the vicinity of the house, and each requires 
a wide area in which to rotate about his stake. A dog is not tied 

with thongs, for he would quickly chew through them, 
Dogs but is pivoted from his stake by a forked pole, the 
and 

children crotch of which fits around his neck. The dog is thus 
able to run round and round his stake, like a mill horse, 

but is unable to break loose and harm the many items of meat, thong 
and hide that lie about a camp. 

When a dog commences to howl, all of the dogs along the 
,river bank join in, and there is the high music of myriad voices 
attempting, but failing utterly, to reach a common high note. Far 
away along the river new dog cries will be heard, announcing the 
presence of other camps. 
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Children play at teasing the dogs, and they amuse themselves 
in groups mainly without recourse to their mothers, aunts, and 
grandmothers except at meal times or for the direct necessities. 
Little bands of children trot along the bank of the river, dragging 
model canoes that their fathers have made for them, or pretending 
to fish with miniature nets or bent poles, or simply wading in the 
delightful water and sand. Now and then they throw off the small 
items of clothing, if indeed th ey wear any, and splash into the river 
for an interval of ducking and dog-paddling. 

Out again, and tarrying in the smoke of a smudge to dis-
courage the mosquitoes, the children are soon off to their imitative 
games, wh ich include the building of houses and caches, and other 
activities that they have observed of thei r parents. Women seldom 
call out to children, and never scold them, unless for stumbling into 
the stretched fish net. Children are autonomous. They make their 
own rules, and by self-censure and ridicule manage their own affairs 
with great harmony. 

During this early part of the summer, the women have set 
short gill nets in eddies at the mouths of small streams, and from 
these they secure a few pickerel each day, along wi th an occasional 
whitefish and grayling. 

The anticipation begins to mount towards the longest days of 
the year, when the sun never quite sets in the north , and when the 
first searching salmon are seen gliding through the clear water off-
shore. The women make no effort to catch these avant-couriers. 
They are now organized into a team, and the team has a definite 
leader. This leader is likely to be the oldest woman 
present, if she is also wise .. Perhaps she takes no active 
hand in the cutting of the fish, for she may be feeble 
and still an able captain of the crew. Now the women 

The 
salmon 

run 

remain close to the seining area in the month of July, and their 
leader is forever vigilant. This woman stands on a high point of 
the beach hour after hour, looking far downstream. She is watching 
for the telltale ripples, not evident to a newcomer or to a younger 
woman, that will tell her beyond a doubt that the great families of 
salmon have at last decided to visit this part of the river. 

The moment of fierce activity has arrived. The old woman 
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gives a hoarse cry of command. All of the women spring to their 
positions along the beach, dropping whatever they happen to be 
doing at the moment. A baby squalls where it has been hastily placed 
in a pile of leaves. A basket falls to the ground, scattering edible 
roots. Two women run swiftly to a birch bark canoe that has been 
dampened from time to time and is pulled only half out of the water 
at the river bank. In this canoe lies the seine, carefully folded. The 
stronger woman takes up her paddle and balances quickly into the 
stern seat. Her companion pushes off the canoe, jumps in , and 
begins to pay out th e net. Paddling only slightly against the cur-
rent, and very quickly out towa rds th e cente r of the stream, the 
women leave a splash of net astern of them. The swift current 
swings th eir boat rapidly downstream, and th en the paddling ceases 
for a moment, while the r emainder of the net is cleared of th e 
gunwales of the frail craft. Then th e paddler exerts herself to 
reach shore quickl y, whi le th e other woman grasps the stretcher 
at her end of the net. 

Speed ily the boat is beached again, and these two women pull 
for all they a re worth to drag the line of sinkers nea rest them up 
onto the sand of the previously clean-swept beach. All along the 
beach women and children are dashing into th e water to grasp the 
bottom of th e net as quickly as possible and drag it towards them on 
the shore. The salmon have been trapped . They create a mighty 
churning and whitening of the water as they are brought out of the 
depths and onto the shelf of sand from which they are not likely 
to escape. The women now begin to throw th e salmon singly as 
far up on the bank as they can, for the combined weight of the fish 
is so great that the net would tear if further strained. It must be 
cleared of fish while it is still in th e water. There may be several 
hundred salmon, most of them two and a half or three f eet in 
length, all silver and pink, and strongly r esisting this effort to re-
move th em from their element. Those women and children who 
can be spared now take short wooden clubs and nm along bea ting 
each salmon ove r t he head. The killing proceeds at a maniacal pace, 
amid cries of excitement, until all of the salmon have ceased their 
violent wriggling. 

No doubt the re is an old man , or perhaps more than one, who 
has been so crippled that he cannot go out hunting with the other 
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men, and who is obliged to remain in the v1c1111ty of the women 
during the summer. He is likely to be a temporary misogynist, who 
lives alone, but who cannot resist sitting on the river bank and 
watching the activity. H e may even forget himself so far as to make 
some critical remark about the way in which the women are going 
about their work. If he does he will be roundly tongue-lashed in 
return, if he is not subjected to a token stoning. His only work in 
the salmon fishing is that of wielding one of the killing clubs. Other 
roles that he might play in th e fishing would be regarded as not onl y 
ridiculous, but as dangerous to people and insulting to salmon. 

Now the women transfer the beached fish to large circular de-
pressions that they have prepared ahead and lined with fresh willow 
leaves. The fish are thrown into the pits and now and then covered 
with a layer of leafy branches until the pits are completely filled. 
A final coating of leaves is placed over th e whole cache until it is 
time to prepare the fish for drying. 

\i\Thile the salmon are running, three or four quick hauls may be 
made, but no more. The net should not be wetted too often, or it 
will become slack and break. It must be dried thoroughly between 
times. The fish pits should be filled, if possible, and every woman 
should have enough work provided for her to last for some time. 

The cutting of salmon begins soon after the catch is made. 
One or more women kneel at the margin of a pit in which the salmon 
are stored. Each woman has within reach a large, wooden-sided 
tub into which she throws the intestines and other organs, another 
simi lar tub into which a re tossed the severed heads, and a pile of 
fresh leaves upon which is spread the remainder of the fish before 
it is placed upon the racks. If the mosquitoes are bad, she also 
has a smudge upwind so that she is shielded by a constant billow of 
acrid smoke of rotten cottonwood. One ca nnot forget the knife 
in one's hand when a mosquito bites the face, or the swat may be 
disastrous. A woman takes her ulu, the knife with a halfmoon-
shaped blade, and wielding it deftly, first chops off th e head ove r 
a block of wood, splits down the belly and removes the internal 
organs, then turns the fish over and splits twice along the sides of 
the backbone, separating meat from ribs towards the tail. The three 
strips then are attached at the tail r egion only, and the whole can 
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Salmon dry ing 

be placed over the pole of a d rying rack in such a way as to expose 
the red Aesh to the drying air and sunshine. 

\ iVhen a large numbe r of salmon have been cut, and th e pit 
emptied by one or more women, the hanging begins. The fish racks 
now receive a burden of split fish that are exposed to the best drying 
conditions. The heads are taken to a spot along the river bank, 
where they are buried in leaf-lined caches within th e sand and 
gravel. T hey will be left h ere until fa ll , when they will be dug up 
as a special, fine, cheese-like dish to be served to the returning 
men. The intestines are gathered in tubs to be finally boiled with 
hot rocks to render the precious fish oil that takes the place he re of 
the seal oil used by people of the coast. 

T he salmon is used in its entirety. Nothing is wasted. The 
bones and tails and fins become dog food when people have finished 
with them. But in taking the salmon, the women are most careful 
to be sure that nothing is done to offend the fish so that they will 
not return free ly year after year. Various observations must be 
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carried out carefully to effect this. And the uses to which the fish 
are put are uses that are full of respect. 

A young woman who is pregnant has come near to the time 
of childbirth before the height of the fishing season. When it is 
decided by her older advisers that her time is near, she prevails 
upon the old man to exert himself to prepare a place for her 
away from the village. He goes out into a dense part of the spruce 

forest, well away from the sights and sounds of the 
Childbirth river bank, where there is no danger that either the fish 

or the children will intrude upon the silence. Here he 
throws together a tepee of spruce saplings. This is called a milyuk-
a conical structure in which the branches will cause water to drip 
outward, and which can be inhabited for a short time with the 
minimum of effort. 

vVhen he has completed the milyuk, the old man reports back 
to the pregnant woman, who thanks him and learns directions to 
the hut. When she feels the first rhythms of childbirth, she retires 
to her forest concealment, and there, without the aid of a midwife, 
and away from the sounds of humanity, she gives birth to her child. 
Kneel.ing and working her body with her hands inside the shelter 
of the hut she makes her own delivery, and cuts the cord with a 
knife of obsidian that she has obtained for this purpose. She bathes 
the infant and herself in a nearby stream, and returns to the seclusion 
of her hut. Here she must remain for four full. days, careful not to 
make her presence known to individuals who may inadvertantly 
wander past, for she is kongok. 

When asking for a translation into English of this word, 
kongok, the best one can learn is that it is a kind of "poison." It is 
associated with the loss of blood, though this is not always the case, 
and the person or thing that has become kongok is to be avoided 
at all cost. 

The new mother's only visitors during this time will be an old 
woman or so who is more or less immune to kongok by virtue of her 
age. At the end of the fourth day, through which she has carefully 
watched her diet, avoiding certain foods, she returns to her home 
on the river bank, presents her child to her family and friends. 
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Now she goes about her work as usua l. Although a child born in 
winter is carried within the parka of a mother, held up by her belt, 
this is not necessary during the warm summer months, when the 
mother can practically leave off this warm clothing and place the 
child in a cradle of skins o.r birch bark that she can keep by her side. 

As the summer goes along, the fish racks normally begin to fill 
out to a point of satisfact:ion fo r those who will support their dogs 
and themselves on dried fish during some of the cold months. A 
bad season· can seriously strain the resources of a river group. When 
the sun and air have sufficiently dried the hanging salmon, the fish 
are removed from the out door rack and placed upon the platform 
caches under waterproof covers. 

August is the height of the salmon season. Now great swarms 
of fish fight their way to the headwaters to spawn. Already the 
males are dying far up the r iver and are floating back down, litter-
ing the shores with their grotesque, long-toothed, emaciated skele-
tons. The women who seine do not att empt to take fish day after 
day, however. As soon as the cache holes that have been prepared 
are filled, the seining is over until every woman has cleaned every 
fish. The salmon may go by in hundreds of thousands, and no one 
will so much as glance their way. There will be no further watching 
of the currents until it is time to seine for another lot. Because of 
this patterning of the woman's fishing, there can never be too serious 
inroads on the fish population. But people can go hungry, if onl y 
because when the group is ready again to seine, the fish may not 
choose to come by. Or perhaps it is stormy duri ng the period of the 
largest fish run. One does not seine in stormy weather. I t would 
be neither a practical process nor a spiritual means of satisfying 
the salmon. 

August is also berry picking time. The women take every op-
portunity to go out on the slopes of the hills with birch bark baskets 
and beati ng sticks to secure quantities of blueberries, 
some of which can be preserved in oil, some eaten at Berries 

. are once, and some allowed to half dry for winter use. r ipe 
Other berries, such as cranberries, black and red cur-
rents, and yellow cloudberries, are eaten as they ripen but are 
seldom kept for any length of time. The woman gathering blue-
berries holds her basket of folded and sewn bark under the berry 
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bushes and beats vigorously as she moves along, quickly filling it 
to the brim with berries and leaves. The leaves are seldom care-
fully removed when the berries are eaten. In her visits to the 
berrying grounds, she often finds that the black bears have been 
ahead of her, stripping the bushes of berries, leaves and twigs in 
their eagerness, and pawing up quantities of earth on the slopes. 
Bears and women have a great deal in common, she remembers. 

A UTUMN 

Towards the end of the summer there is likely to be some 
atmospheric violence as a result of the coastal storms. Still, quiet, 
and clear though the upper river usually is throughout the summer, 
it now becomes wind-whipped and soaked with rain. The women 
and children huddle long hours in their tents, covering themselves 
with skins and venturing out to build difficult fires behind windbreaks 
for only the necessary cooking. These are disma.l occasions. The 
men are gone who could liven the intervals with story telling and 
clowning, but everyone listens eagerly for long hours at a time to 
the stories that old women kno,v and repeat-tales of the heroic 
past, legends about the beginnings of men and other creatures, and 
simple tales calculated to hold the listeners temporarily in suspense. 

Up in the mountains the storms have also put an end to leis-
urely entertainment and persistent hunting. The men retire to the 
forest edge, and there build themselves large fires in the shelter of 
rocks, or behind windbreaks of spruce cut with the branches on, 
and there wait out the storm in dripping half-comfort, eating too 
much, and telling the same stories over again. 

Some time in the late summer, the men in the high country 
observe certain signs. Frost begins to come towards midnight. 
There are several hours of da rkness in place of the midnight sun. 
A nd wildfowl are beginning to move to the lower slopes and ponds. 

The 
men 

return 

This is a signal to gather up one's choicest furs into a 
huge back pack and return to the bank of the large river. 
Often the men who belong to a particular camp have 
joined one another by prearrangement, and have trans-

ported their skins and other products of the hunt to the nearest small 
stream that flows into a tributary of the big river. Here they pile up 
their goods and make rafts. If the stream is very shallow and diffi-
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cult, a man builds a raft of four or five logs for himself alo ne . H e 
lashes the sma ll ends together as the bow, secures the other end by 
means of lashing and crosspieces, loads o n his furs, and, straddling 
the raft, poling in deeper pools, half walki ng at times, and pushing 
through shoa ls. reaches at last a point where his raft floats free. 
H ere he is joined by a nother, a nd another, of his hunting partners, 
and they unite their rafts, binding them together into o ne large craft 
on which it is possible to run about, o r s leep, or cook a mea l, while 
floa ting leisurely towa rd the pl ace where the women a re campeJ. 

Finally the raft dra\YS up before the river bank where the fish 
racks are now full. 

There is no shouting and waving of hands. lnstead, both men 
and \YOmen display r eserve at a time like this. The men and boys 
slowly unload th eir rafts in front of thei r separate houses, the 
women going about their o utdoo r work as though nothing of par-
ticular interest is taking place. ow th e men walk into camp. lowly 
the reserve is broken, and within a short time the camp comes alive 
with the happy chatte r of families reunited after the long summer. 

,\ Mauneluk River fam ily and their bark- roofed sheller, 1940 



Autumn is a splendid time of the year along the upper Kobuk. 
l\!Iosquitoes have nearly disappeared, the air is crisp and clear, and 
waterfowl are gathering in large flocks tarrying for a few more 
days before flying south . Black bears are fat, and th eir cubs are 
grown a nd already looking for places in which to hibernate. 

The people who now are united as families in a temporary 
ca mp on the river bank watch for signs of cold weather such as may 
bring the caribou down across the mountains to thei r customarv 
crossings. Until the signs appear, this family is at rest. T he salmo;, 
have now been caught and dried and cached away for the winter. 
Skins that will be used have been placed where they will not come 
to harm from bears, foxes, or ravens, and sufficient fall clothing is al-

i\ 
drum 
dance 

ready made and in readiness for the next journey. D ur-
ing these warm days and pleasant nights, th e community 
indulges in all kinds of group activities. There will be a 
drum dance on the river bank, beginning with the inspi-

ration of a solitary drummer who draws in another man or two who 
tighten the membranes to their drum frames and begin to join him 
in the rhythm. Soon a woman is inspired by the music to a point 
where she steps in front of the drummers and follows their rhythm 
with swaying motions of her head and body. ow thrusting the 
head and hands sidewise in one direction and now in another, all 
in close harmony with the drumming, men and women begin to 
inte rpret experiences of their own, or th e whole group will feel 
inspired to dance out a song it knows well, a song that relates to 
some experiences of the years past or simply to some set of magical 
words whose meaning is not exactly known. If there is an occasion 
to be celebrated, this is the time. P erhaps a child is to be named. 
1t is learned at last, definitely, who it is that has been r eborn, and 
the naming takes place with dancing and the music of drums. Or 
a small boy has kil led his first game-a mouse which he has stalked 
with his club and overpowered. The whole group gathers about 
and seriously praises the boy and submits him to magical rubbi ng 
and songs. An old man steps forward and praises the father of this 
boy, saying what a fine hunter the father is, and pointing to the 
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boy as an example of what one can expect in the future of this 
distinguished fami ly. 

There is food in plenty. T he choice sheep meat has been brought 
down by the men, and there are marrow bones of caribou, and quan-
tities of rich, fat fish to be eaten with berries and oil. Now is the time, 
some one remembers, to dig up the sa]mon heads. T his rich fare 
has now reduced itself, under the soft summer sun, to a cheesy 
consistency in which can be rarely discerned a bone or a scale that 
is hard to chew. This is a rare treat, and worth waiting for a whole 
year! 

The unaccustomed leisure and indolence are soon over, ho\\'-
ever. Both men and women begin to prepare for a journey. They 
patch the bark canoes, make sure the caches that will contain their 
precious goods are safe from bears and wolverenes, and manu-
facture the last items that wi.11 be needed on the journey. 
T he dogs are well fed after a summer of neglect, and 
they are anxious to be off on a journey that they seem 
to sense. Then, one morning, the whole community 

Travel 
by 

dog-boat 

breaks camp. Gear is piled high in the family canoes. \¥omen and 
children go aboard. Dogs are brought in last, to be tapped vigor-
ously if they need reminding that they are to lie still on top of the 
load. A man takes his place as steersman. Other men and boys 
paddle the small bark kayaks that will be needed in the caribou 
hunt. 

Off goes the small Aotilla, out across the river to the shoal 
water of the opposite side, women paddling with the steersman, 
until the current becomes, strong. At this stage a landing is made, 
and the dogs are taken ashore, harnessed, and attached to the 
end of a long lead line. T he dogs now trot along shore, pulling 
the boats slowly upstream. When they come to an impenetrable 
bit of forest on a cut bank, the dogs halt, the people pull the boat 
ashore, take the dogs aboard and paddle to another long beach 
along which the dog power can be used again. By this means, al ter-
nately paddling, poling, and being pulled by a team of clogs, family 
after family arrives at a prearranged hunting place, somewhere 
in the upper reaches of the river, where the mountains come close 
to the main stream, and where lakes lie between ridges to the north. 
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( Above) W hittling a paddle of 
dr iftwood 

(Left ) Loading the can,·as r ive r 
kayak 



\iVorking slowly up a difficult tributary stream, the boats reach 
a camping place in spruce forest at the outl.et of a Jake which is 
several miles long. Men draw the boats ashore and pitch a camp 
that will last for perhaps half a month. T he tents this time are 
like those of the river bank camps, hemispherical in form, but they 
are covered with blankets of skins instead of with bark, and they 
are provided with smoke holes in the top. It is now that part of 
the year when an indoor fire is a pleasure if not an absolute neces-
sity. The skins of the tent may be last year's skins from which the 
hair has been removed. Some twelve or thirteen caribou skins sewn 
together form the large cover that fits an ordinary family tent 
frame. In this ec/1ellek1 with a small fire in the center and the flick-
ering light playing upon the translucent walls, the tents become 
shadow shows, each telling its own stor y. A crisp, new season of 
ice is about to begin. 

The caribou have already begun to cross the river at this point. 
T he trails of dozens of the creatures have broken the new vegetation 
from the top of the ridge above camp. Early in the morning, most 
of the group climb the ridge to a more or less level plateau nearly 
a thousand feet above the lake. They see the stone cairns that have 
stood here from ancient times. These cairns are in a 
line leading to a steep slope falling off towards the lake. 

caribou A second line of cairns comes in at an angle, converging 
on the first. \iVomen and children walk far out along the 

The 

carnp 

line of cairns, some of them as much as two or three miles from 
camp, and station themselves at intervals between the piles of stones 
to add a human element to the human-like component that is ex-
pressed in the cairns themselves. These individuals are not armed, 
nor are those who remain closer to the brow of the ridge. It is not 
necessary to kill the caribou on top of the plateau. One slaughters 
only close to home I 

ow in the distance there appears a herd of caribou. Close-
packed they flow along over the rolling surface of the mountain 
plain, remaining close together as though held by some magnetism 
into a compact herd. A leader appears for a while and then he 
blends with the herd, and another heavy-antlered male appears in 
the lead in another place. T he movement is fluid, and without the 
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direction of wisdom, yet inexorably th e caribou app roach the two 
lines of cairns a nd follow along between them. If they hesi tate, or 
begin to straggle, those people who a re at th e outer end of the line 
raise themselves up and wave their arms to urge the herd onward 
a nd into the narrowing funnel. People at inte rvals keep the herd 
on the move, discouraging grazing on the way, until the animals, a 
hundred or mo re, find th emselves a narrowing he rd between con-
verging lines of cairns and people. At last th ey are encouraged by 
th e shouting and leaping women and children to dash ahead a t great 
speed, the whole herd now throwing th emselves into the funnel 
from which it emerges a thin line that trickles over th e edge of the 
slope and half fa ll s down the bank and into th e lake. The slope is 
steeper than caribou would normally choose, and some of them are 
disabled a nd fa ll as they th row their legs forward to break the 
speed. vVhen they come to the lake they splash in and begin to swim 
towards the opposite shore. It is here that the killing begins. M en 
in kayaks dart out from shor e, wielding short-handled spears. Other 
men on shore shoot the animals repea tedly befo re they have had 
a chance to submerge themselves. O nce in the water, the caribou 
are easy prey for a man in a ca noe who has but to propel his vessel 
swiftly towards the head of a n a nimal, plunge his spear o r swing 
his club and be off to the next. The blue water soon streaks with 
red. The struggling, drowning caribou are slowly borne by the 
lake mouth current toward exactly the spot where they a rc intended 
to be cut up and dressed. There is a great cry from all of the people 
who take part in the hunt. The caribou are terrified as they con-
tinue to drop over the bank. Children run to the animals that lie 
dead o r seriously wounded a nd put their mouths to the wounds to 
drink the gushing, warm blood. Soon the whole herd has passed 
from the hilltop down the slope and into the wa ter, and those that 
have escaped a re a llowed to go their way without furth er molesta-
tion. A survey is made to lea rn whether or not these arc all of th e 
a nima ls that are presently needed. If there seem to be enough to 
occupy the men and women for a reasonable leng th of time no fur-
ther effo rt is made to divert the ca ribou that continue to move out 
of the mountains toward this crossing and into the ambush. Hun-
dreds and thousands of ca ribou may now continue to cross the ri ver 
without bother, pausing to look at the people who are camped at 
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the foot of the ridge, running a bit, stopping again to look, but un-
touched so long as the people have work left to do. 

The camp is full of excitement while the cutting is in progress. 
Men and women work together on the task of separating the car-
casses from their skins while they are still warm. Like the salmon, 
the caribou is useful from the tip of its a ntl ers to its splayed-out 
hoofs. T he skins are carefully removed, stretched, and partly dried. 
Some are worked with scrapers by the women to remove as much 
as possible of the fatty tissue and blood vessels so that the skins 
may be later softened for use as clothing and tent covers. Some of 
the skins are simply dried hard to serve as underbedding, floor cov-
ering, and the like. The sun is less effective at this season than it 
has been earlier, but it can still reduce strips of caribou meat and the 
flesh left on ribs and bones to a black, hard jerky that will keep until 
the permanent frost comes to preserve all meat for the winter . 

Antlers are chosen for the making of adz handles, tent pegs, 
drum rims and a hundred other devices and parts. The sinew is re-
moved for thread. The long bones are cracked for the marro,v, and 
then further cracked into splinters and boiled into a delicious soup. 
The heavy back fat is carefully stored away as a source of vitally 
needed winter food. 

The air is crisp. Children don their parkas and trousers and 
boots in the early morning, though they remove them later when 
the sun climbs higher. The grouping of people at the caribou cross-
ing is likely to be somewhat different from that of the summer 
fishing place. ,i\Thile the compatability of a fishing team may depend 
upon a female line of kinship, it is more likely that the hunting pat-
terns, in the control of the men, involve one's father's relatives and 
friends . The caribou hunt therefore affords a good chance for 
young people to meet and mate. In place of the cousins on the 
mother's side, the children get to know more distant relatives and 
those to whom one is not really related at all. Those who are not 
married have an opportunity to form temporary attachments that 
take them away into secret places. If the camp is large, and the 
tents are scattered through the forest edge and through the w illow 
brush for a considerable distance, it may be that sub-groups split 
off each with its particular traditions and reserve. A young man 
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who has proven himself capable of providing food for a wife-who 
has kill ed a bea r o r so, and is proficient in the kayak and in setting 
snares for th e summer hunt, may fee l that he has reached the age 
at which he deserves a wife. H e has been hinting at this to his 
mother for some time, and bis mother has felt the weight of her 
obligations. She has already begun to talk to women w ho are not 
directly related to he r about their daughters. A ll of this proceeds 
in a most circumspect way. 

The boy in the meantime has made a selection of his own. She is 

Mock 
bride 

capture 

the youngest daughter o f an able and r espected hunter. 
H e and the girl have had occasion to know each other a 
time or so since she has undergone her first adolescence 
confinement. T hey have reached an agreement among 

themselves, but the girl's father is violently opposed to his 
daughter's marriage. H e has made loud and apoplectic gestures 
towards the youth in prospect. 

The boy has no father at the moment, and this is a g reat handi-
cap to him. His mother will find a husband eventually, but just now 
there is no one with a strong voice to speak for him. The mother 
is inca pable of making th e ma tch by herself. She has been repulsed 
a time or so, and she no longer dares take up her son's suit. 

The youth goes to a relative, an uncle who is also camped at 
the ca ribou crossing. The uncle and the boy's o lder brothe rs agree 
to a plan of action. They adv ise the boy to a rm himself as they are 
and follow closely a formula that they have devised. 

Early one morning towards th e end of the caribou season, 
when enough skins and meat have been prepared to satisfy nearly 
everyone, and when there is leisure before the next nomadic move, 
this youth and his male relatives launch th e la rge canoe that belongs 
to the boy's mother, and paddle as though bent on a dangerous 
mission silently along the edge of the lake to the spot where th ey 
see the tent of the girl's family. The visitors beach their boat quickly, 
but not without noises of alarm, and, ha lf-crouching, place a rrows 
to their bow strings. T his camp is now alive with activity. The 
male members of the little group of tents in this spot have armed 
themselves with bows, spears and clubs, and return menacing gesture 
for gesture. T here now begins a chanting on the side of th e visitors, 
interspersed by insulting cries from both parties , who now appea r 
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ready to let fly their arrows at close range. It seems that violence 
is inevitable. Before an arrow is actually loosed, or a spear thrown, 
however, the uncle of the youth who wants to be married signals 
to his protege, who then runs around th rough the willow brush to 
the back of the t ent where he knows his intended wife makes her 
bed. The women are gathered in this tent. \¥hen the skin cover is 
abruptly thrown up at the rear, and the youth takes the arm of the 
girl and draws her roughly with him, the women raise a mighty 
clatter of indignation. 

In spite of the alarm and even though the sides are essentially 
even, and the women could undoubtedly impede the kidnap, the 
youth is able to lead the girl after him along a devious trail through 
the brush to the spot where the boat has been beached. The two of 
them launch the boat quickly, take up their paddles and speed away 
towards the outlet of the lake. 

This is all the formality of marriage that is necessary. The 
boy and girl will paddle away down the river to where the boy's 
relatives have belongings, and there they will begin to build a house 
of their own and set themselves up for the winter with the aid of 
relatives who will later return to that part of the river. 

In the meantime, back at the caribou camp, the shouting and 
tumult lasts only until it is clear that the girl has been kidnaped. No 
further attempt is made to impede the bride capture, and both sides, 
seeing that there is no longer need for threat, begin to drop their 
reserve, and soon find themselves gathered about a huge feast, 
which somehow has been prepared in advance, as though in antici-
pation of a great occasion. The two families are now closely bound 
to each other, and will remain so as long as the marriage lasts. 

The people at the caribou camp have now prepared as many 
skins as they will need during the year. A sufficiency of meat is 
drying on the racks, or is slowly freezing as the sun loses its power, 
and the ponds are sometimes coated in the early morning with a 
substantial film of ice. The time is late September or early Oc-
tober-a time when it is wise to drift down to the autumn fishing 
place. The freezing up of the river is normally a gradual process, 
but it does no harm to reach the fall camp early, even though it 
means a regretful ending to the pleasant associations of a caribou 
camp. 
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WINTER 

Now the small family is paramount again. Uncles and rela-
tives by marriage part company with their kindred . Bantering with 
each other, and at the same time half arranging meetings that will 
take place during the coming year, members of the separate families 
take to their own rafts and canoes, and drift away from the hunting 
place to float, or leisurely paddle to a not too remote bend of the 
big river. 

The move away from the Kobuk headwaters or smaller tribu-
taries leads each fami ly now to a broad section of the river, where 
it has been customary for a man and his fath ers before him to build 
a winter house. The house must be rebuilt each year. This is not 
because the old one is uninhabitable, but for a number of reasons 
that have to do with th e well being of people and the animals they 
hunt. A former house is like an old shell of one's self. The house 
building place is not determined by an exact site, but by the section 
of the river to which the family has fishing rights or understandings 
with neighbors. The house will be built where the soil is sandy and 
well drained. It will be close to th e bank of the river, and above 
all, its entrance will look out upon th a t p art of the river where fish 
traps will be set. 

A man and his wife, with their dependents, scout out a likely 
spot for the new house shortly after they have landed from the 
hunting expedition. P erhaps it is convenient to build very nea r to 
a cache where one's wintertime belongings ha ve been stored. If 

not, a new cache is first built to protect the more perish-
House able stores of the family. It is beginning to freeze 

building solidly at night now. The ponds are iced over beyond 
the power of midday sun to dispel. T he man t ests the 

ground day after day to learn how deeply the new frost has pene-
trated . Camped behind a simple lean-to or in a temporary echellek , 
the family spends most of its time gathering driftwood logs from 
the river bank to be used in the walls and roof of the house. If last 
year's house is near by, the poles from its roof and half-fallen walls 
are uprooted and taken to the new site, for it is felt that no partic-
ular harm can come from using old material if the old house is 
avoided as a unit. vVhen house building material is pil ed up near 
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the place where the excavation is to be made, the man and his wi fc 
repair to a muskeg area, or a hillside, where small spruces grow 
slowly and with dense, close-held foliage. These small trees are cut 
one after the other and transported to the river bank. They need 
be little more than a man's height if their branches are dense. They 
will be used in constructing the "fish fence," which is th e principal 
means of making a living during the coming weeks. 

The geese have now gone south. The last stragglers of the 
scaups and widgeons are still skirting the shore ice in search of food 
in the eddies, but other summer birds have gone. If snow has not 
yet covered the ground, the family finds it interesting and highly 
amusing to hunt for snowshoe rabbits and ptarmigan with blunt-
ended arrows. The snowshoe rabbits have anticipated the winter by 
turning white. Until the snow comes they are without means of con-
cealing themselves from human enemies, and the ptarmigan are also 
shifting from their brown and gray summer feathers to pure white. 
These creatures that are accustomed to keeping still until the enemy 
has passed them by, in the usual safety of their camouflage, now 
stand out as unmistakable blobs of white on a dark field. 

The coming of permanent cold and thick ice allows the family 
to shift from its summer ways to those highly special tricks of effec-
tively using a harsh environment that set apart polar people from 
others of th e world. 

When the ice has become a foot or two deep in the ground, the 
man builds a fire near one side of the rectangle that he has marked 
out to limit his house floor. The small fire thaws down through the 
newly-frozen ground. \iVh en this is completed, the fire is removed 
and the hole is dug out to a point where a heavy spruce pole can be 
inserted. Using th e pole as a lever, the man with his family bear 
down, lifting a large block of frozen earth from the area to be 
excavated. They use the lever again and again, following the out-
lines of the projected floor, and remove earth economically in large 
blocks without the need of repeated shoveling with inadequate tools. 
The blocks are placed near the edge of the excavation to be used 
later as an outer layer to th e house. When a rough excavation has 
been made, and the walls and corners have been smoothed with 
hand shovels of caribou shoulder blade, the walls are erected. At 
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the center of the house floor has been left a block of earth a few 
feet long and about four feet across. This will be removed later. 
Now four posts are set upright to form a small rectangle near the 
center of the house. Four more posts are placed at the corners of 
the excavation, and two at the sides of an entrance tunnel through 
the front wall. Each of the uprights is notched at the top, or has 
in it the natural crotch provided by the separation of branches. Into 
the notches are placed the crossbeams that will support the roof and 
walls. Four poles extend parallel to one another lengthwise of the 
house, the two center rafters being the shorter and higher of the 
four. Poles are placed at right angles to these at the rear and front 
walls. Now short poles are laid from the ground surface at a steep 
angle to the lateral beams, forming the walls of the house that stand 
above the earth walls of the excavation. Other poles are placed 
parallel to each other at a low angle from the side beams to the 
central beams, forming the slightly sloping main part of the roof. 
A frame is left in the roof space between the four center posts, with-
in which to place a removable window. Other poles fill in the re-
mammg space. 

Except for a skylight about four feet square, the house is en-
closed by earth and pole walls and a pole roof. The family now 
moves outside and tips the blocks of frozen earth against the walls 
of the house in such a way as to seal the walls with the moss cover. 
By placing the blocks against the walls with moss down, earth is 
prevented from trickling into the dwelling. Other blocks are placed 
on the roof in a similar way. Soon the entire structure, except for 
the central part of the roof, has been covered over with essentially 
a layer of moss and sod ahove which is earth . Finally, the earth 
which has been left in the center of the excavation is thrown up 
through the window to arrange itself over the central roof. 

The whole family together throw earth against the house until 
the structure takes the outward form of a low dome, only the sky-
light of which is in view together with a low opening at the outer 
end of a shallow entrance passage. The passage structure is sealed 
with a light coating of moss and earth, and is covered in front with 
a caribou skin. The house is now essentially complete. Poles are 
placed on the earth floor to mark the edges of the beds, and piles 
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of resilient willow twigs are placed within the enclosed areas. Skins 
are now piled upon the willows and the family has both a bed and 
a floor upon which to work. In the center of the house an oval or 
rectangle of stones on edge forms a fireplace. The smokehole is 
opened, by removing a window of translucent deer gut strips sewn 
together, and when the fire has been kindled by means of the bow 
drill, the house quickly becomes a warm and comfortable place in 
which to rest and live. 

When the river ice has become solid from shore to shore, and 
there is no longer danger that a large crack will form and a block 
of ice shift its position, the man has decided that it is time to build 
his fish trap. He takes his ice pick, which is the sharpened tip of 
caribou antler firmly lashed to the end of a long, spruce 
pole, and proceeds to chip out holes through the ice at 
intervals of perhaps four feet. The line of holes runs 
out to the center of the river or beyond. The outer edge 

A 
fish 
trap 

of the line of holes turns rather sharply in a wing pointing upstream. 
Now the man and a strong helper take up one at a time the small 
spruce trees with their foliage intact. They push these trees top 
first through the holes, the branches bending enough to pass through 
the narrow holes in the ice and then springing out in the water be-
neath. The trees are rammed hard into the sand of the river bottom. 
After a short time the surface re-freezes to hold them firmly in 
place. One after another the trees are inserted in the holes pro-
vided until a fence has been formed across a good part of the river. 
Underneath the ice, the branches of adjoining trees reach out to 
form a forbidding barrier to fish that come along, but a barrier that 
does not seriously affect the flow of water. Now, at a deep point 
along the fence, the man cuts a slot between two or three holes in 
which he has not forced trees. This long slot is to be kept open for 
the insertion of his trap. The trap is a large spruce frame, two 
legs of which come together to be lashed as a common handle. Be-
tween the other two legs of the trap is attached a net that billows 
downstream when dropped into the current of the river. 

A peep-hole is now cut through the ice and a shelter erected. 
In the darkness of the shelter one of the fishermen lies peering down 
into the lighter water, watching for the whitefish to approach on 
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their journey downstream. At the moment when schools of fish are 
seen to be diverted by the fence toward the only opening that is left 
in it, the net is dropped into place, and dozens of fish are at once 
caugh t in the folds. Now the man and his fami ly pull up on the 
spruce handle, lifting the frame, and then slowly drawing out the 
net with its catch. 

T he fish are th rown on clea r ice near the shore, piled up several 
inches deep and sprinkled liberally with water at intervals to form 
a crust of ice over the layer. A p ile of fish is thus built up in alter-
nation with ice in such a manner as to preserve the food through 
the enti re season. T he icy encrustation offers all the protection t hat 
is needed against ravens, wolverenes, and other predators. T here is 
no danger that this cache will be violated as long as ice remains on 
the river. Armed with his ice pick, a man can secure from the pile 
at any t ime a mess of fish as fresh as if it had just come from the 
water. 

The winter house, the ookevik, draws the family indoors for 
longer periods than does any other type of Kobuk dwelling. D uring 
the daylight hou rs, while the men are away minding their fish traps 
or trailing animals through the snow, the women build up their fire 

Llfe 
in 

the 
dugout 

with driftwood logs, and prepare a meal. A woman 
draws water in wooden pails from a hole in the river, or 
she melts new-fallen snow, and fills a large basket or 
wooden tub with water and meat. Into the container 
may go fish and caribou meat together, for at this 
season it is not dangerous to mix one's diet. A rabbit 

or so may be combined with a few ptarmigan or grouse. 
The fire serves two purposes. It thoroughly heats the wa lls 

and floor of the house, through induction providing a base of 
warmth in the sand that keeps the house comfortable long after the 
fi re has gone out. The fire also heats t he cooking rocks. A lthough 
a family may now and then roast meat on spits about the indoor fire, 
most of the cooking is the boiling of meat by means of dropping hot 
rocks into the containers of meat and water. Stones are gathered 
with great care. T hose that resist cracking when used over and over 
are cherished by a woman. She handles them with tongs made of 
two pieces of wood lashed together near one end. She turns the 
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rocks in the fire from time to time, until they have reached a high 
temperature, when she lifts them cautiously into the fluid of the tub 
or basket. Several rocks are placed in the fluid at once if the meal 
is to be a large one, and when the liquid has ceased to boil, they are 
removed and others relayed. Three changes of rocks are enough 
to boil the toughest meat to perfection. 

Even though the smoke hole is wide and functions with some 
effectiveness so long as air is regulated through the tunnel entrance 
and people are not continually entering or leaving the hut, there is 
often a pall of smoke in the house that causes the occupants to wipe 
their eyes repeatedly and to lie as near to the floor as possible if 
they are not engaged in needful activity. A large fire may burn for 
four or five hours unti l the house and its floor radiate heat like the 
firebox of a stove. Then when all of the cooking is done, the woman 
allows the fire to die down, and with her tongs throws out the brands 
and embers through the skylight. \~Then the last source of smoke 
is removed, the window is placed over the roof opening, and oil 
lamps are lighted for illumi nation. This is the time of day when 
children and men return home. The house is now a castle of warmth 
and comfort. Clothing is r emoved. The occupants of the hut sit 
about in abbreviated trunks if they are adult, or in nothing at all. 
The one meal of the day is ready to serve. First the men gather 
around the stew pot. They reach in with sharpened pieces of caribou 
rib, or with spoons made of mountain sheep horn or wood, and 
secure choice pieces of meat. They blow upon them until they are 
cool enough to hold in the hand. Then, holding large chunks of 
meat close to the mouth, grasping a piece in the teeth, and cutting 
upward with sharp knives, they quickly gulp the meat in large bites 
with a minimum of chewing. 'When the man has filled himself with 
meat, he takes a small basket or circular wooden cup, and fishes out 
a serving of soup that he then sits back to enjoy. Now it is the turn 
of the women and children to fish about for morsels of meat until 
nothing is left but the broth. One eats until hunge r is appeased, 
and then until it is distressing to eat more. \~Then the meal is over 
those who are seated may fall back and nap among the furs of the 
bed. The housewife cleans th e eating vessels by squeezing from 
them the excess meat and oil with the wing of a ptarmigan o r a bit 
of old skin clothing. If there is no further eating to do between this 
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meal and that of the next day, it is an individual matter. One 
searches for dried fish , or shaves the meat from a frozen raw fish 
which he has brought in from the ice cache. 

The woman now sits near to a lamp, her legs outstretched 
parallel in front of her, and her back straight and unsupported, re-
pairing the skin clothing of her family. She reaches to her belt, 
grasps the thimble holder suspended from it, and pulls upward the 
bone cover of he r needl e case, exposi ng a number of small-eyed bi rd-
bone needles. She threads one of these wi th a thin strip of sinew, and 
proceeds to mend the seams of garment after garment. Clothing 
must be kept dry, or it wi ll ha rd en, and soft, or it will break the 
thread, and it must above all be kept mended, or the arctic air will 
fi nd its way in to freeze one's exposed flesh. 

The children play about on the beds, creeping among the 
covers, hiding, chasing one after the other, but avoid ing as much 
as possible impinging on the comfort of others. Children are not 
scolded, a lthough a word of caution is now and then uttered by one 
of t he adults, as though addressed to no one in particular. 

Conversation intrigues all of the famil y. When the current 
gossip and the recounting of the day's events have taken place, some 
one settles down to the telling of a story. Some of the stories are 

designed to amuse small children, but even these appeal 
Story to those of all ages, for the story, whether it purports 

te lling to t ell of something that really happened in the not too 
distant past, or to explain a mystical event the time and 

place of which are never made clear, there is no one who is likely to 
be hig hl y critical or skeptical or complet ely lacking in interest. This 
may be the story of the origin of a local mountain. It has been told 
m any times, and always in the same words and with the same ges-
tures, yet it does not grow old. The mountain is a real one that 
all of the people see continually, and one does not object to being 
reminded of its presence and meaning to th e community. 

The family is fortunate to have an old man in its winter house. 
This g randfather has a great store of stories, and his memory is 
keen enough now to bring back details of stories that were told to 
him in hi s chi ldhood which have since dropped from currency. 
Grandfather has been working with a piece of mammoth ivory to 
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form the shank of a fish hook with which to catch large shee fish 
in the early spring. He recalls something that was told him about 
the mammoths. 

"This is Salmon River," he says, "A man is out hunting. His 
name is Ataochuk. He is hunting marmots in the mountains. He is 
walking along on the rocks in his bare feet, for it is that time of 
year when the marmots are fat and the weather is warm. He has 
caught and eaten two marmots. After a while the weather becomes 
bad, and he has to continue along a little mountain trail, even though 
the clouds are falling low. While he is walking along, he looks far 
down to the creek, and sees a great big thing walking near th e creek 
without quite touching the ground. H e can see its breath. That big 
thing looks like a dog except that it has fur only on its ears. This 
man follows that thing. And now, while he is following along on 
the mountain trail, he sees down there three men behind the animal. 
They have spears, and they walk also without touching the ground. 
After a while two of them come right up to Ataochuk while the other 
man goes on following the animal. And the two men say to 
Ataochuk, 'We have caught that big thing that you see for the first 
time. Come with us and see it.' Ataochuk says he does not want to 
go down. They think he is lazy and they offer to pay him to go 
down anyway. They tell him that if he will come with them, he will 
become an a11ga1.kok (sorcerer) and will be able to see in his own 
mind where bears are holed up in winter time. Ataochuk does not 
want to go. H e says to those men, 'If you will give me the power to 
cut and drill jade with my little finger, then I will go with you!' And 
they agree that it will be so with him if he will go. Now they walk 
down together, and after a while they come to that big thing with 
ivories that has been killed down by the lake. The ivories grow out 
of its head. When they get there, the three men work to cut it up, 
and they take from it a great deal of meat and fat. 

"Now the three men tell Ataochuk to get some wood and build 
a fire so that they can cook some meat to eat. Ataochuk brings a 
huge pile of dry wood, but when he tries to make it burn, it acts like 
green wood and will not flame. At this, one of the strangers takes 
off his clothes and walks down to the lake, and walks under the water 
to a place where he finds water-soaked wood on the bottom. H e 
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brings back this wood from the lake, and when he tries to build a 
fire, the wood Barnes at once. It looks as if he has put oil on it. Then 
the three strangers eat a great deal of meat and put more of it in 
their pack sacks. When they are ready to leave, they say to Atao-
chuk, 'Now you may go. When you have walked a little way, you 
may turn around and look at us.' Ataochuk starts back home, and 
after a while he looks back at the three strangers, and he sees them 
up in the air. They are walking along with packs on their backs 
up there in the sky. 

"Now, when Ataochuk gets home, he takes a piece of jade, and 
he finds that he can cut it and drill it with his little finger. H e is 
a good angatkok from that time on." 

The old man takes a long time to tell the story, pausing fre-
quently for effect, and acting out with shrugs and grimaces the parts 
of the characters. When the story is told there follows a discussion 
of the animals called kilyigvuk. Everyone has seen the large bones 
and ivory tusks of this animal washing out of the frozen silt banks 
of the middle Kobuk, and they know that the huge animal burrows 
underground, but seldom now comes to the surface as it occasionally 
did in the early days. 

The sun no longer has strength. It appears for a short while 
toward midday, rolling slowly across the rounded mountains to the 
south, raising itself it begins to change from red to yellow, and then 

tumbling along the horizon again until it casts only a 
Shortest twilight glow over the earth. Although the daylight 

days hours, toward the shortest days of the year, are long 
enough to allow a great deal of outdoor work and 

travel, the actual sunlight is greatly limited, and there are clear 
days when the low haze on the horizon is enough to obscure the 
sun. T emperatures never rise above the freezing point. Every-
thing is solidly frozen. The wind seldom blows in this upper river 
country, and it is possible to stand motionless outdoors more or less 
encased in an envelope of one's own body heat. To move is to create 
a breeze, and to run is to fan the breeze into a freezing blast that 
can cause exposed ears and nose to become white within a few 
seconds. 

People do not offer themselves needlessly to the cold, of course. 
Inner fur garments with hair turned to the body are always worn 
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when stepping out of the house, and if an individual is to be out of 
doors for any length of time, he pulls on his outer trousers and parka 
and a pair of long boots with soft deerskin soles and heavy sides 
made from the legs of caribou killed in the autumn. Equipped with 
caribou skin clothing of this kind, and a wolf and wolverine trimmed 
parka hood, he is protected against any temperature extremes that 
the upper Kobuk can offer. If the hands become cold in their loose 
and heavy wolf-head mittens, a man draws them into his parka and 
holds them against his body until they are warm. It is folly to allow 
himself to become ch illed, a nd barring some accident, or the mis-
take of over-exertion that causes him to perspire too freely, he docs 
not often become uncomfortable in the winter of extreme cold. 

This is the "shortest ice moon," that corresponds most closel y 
with December. The next moon is called "the sun returns," and it 
is during this period of time that the families camped along the 
upper Kobuk are invited to get together for the festivities at a 
locality far down the stream. 

A trading feast, or still another form of ceremonial takes 
place somewhere within travelling distance nearly every year. An 
invitation has already been received this year from the Squirrel 
River people. The groups of families that customarily hunt and 
fish along the Squirrel River and neighboring banks of the Kobuk 
nearest to this tributary have decided to build a kazgi, or ceremonial 
house, and arrange their fall fishing camps in the near vicinity of 
this kazgi in order to be hosts to people from surrounding regions. 

Earlier in the season, while our family in the upper Kobuk had 
been just completing their winter house they had received a call 
from two young men who acted as ke'L·glwt, o r messengers. These 
were two of the strongest and fastest runners among the young men 
of the Squirrel Rive r people. They had been bidden 
by their group to invite chosen families from the upper Iovitation 
river and other places, to come to their festivities. 
Each had been given a " remipding stick" about four feet long and 
an inch thick. The stick had painted on it, in graphite, red ocher, 
and other pigments, series of rings and dots, interspersed with strips 
of skin. One strip o f skin stands for each family to be invited 
Kevg/1111 remember who they are to invite by the strip of skin that 
represents those persons, and they remember into the sticks, so to 
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speak, what the invited persons have said. Ke'Ughut travel together, 
but say little to the people they invite. Their minds must be clear 
for the information that they are to carry back. \¥hen these par-
ticular ke'Uglwt had arrived, they had been wearing only short boots, 
short trousers, and little jackets with sleeves above the elbows. 
Their arms and legs had been painted with designs in charcoal. Each 
had carried only his inviting stick and his bow and quiver of arrows. 
They had run all the way and they were expected to continue running 
when not actually giving invitations until they had delivered all of 
the messages and returned. The ke'Uglmt, standing formally at 
attention before the upper Kobuk family had repeated the message 
that they had been asked to impart from the "partner" of the man 
with whom they were talking. This man has a partner-a sort of 
blood brother, among the Squirrel River people. The distant man 
had sent word to his partner to make requests for presents, so that 
they could be prepared for him when he reaches the rendezvous. 
This man had consulted with his family, and they had decided upon 
the presents they would request. P erhaps it had been for big seal-
skin from the sea coast with which to make boot soles, trade metal, 
or beads, or perhaps the g raphite to be used as paint that comes 
from the mountains of Squirrel River. These and other items had 
been enumerated in order, and the ke'Uglwt, looking intently at the 
designs on their inviting sticks, had memorized the requests that 
were made. Then the two young men had started running agai n 
to the place where they would find the next person to be invited. 

A nd so it is a topic of recurrent conversation with this house-
hold that they will soon be leaving for the trading feast. The day 
on which they are to a rrive at Squirrel River is determined by a 
phase of the moon, and everyone watches with great interest the 
transitions in the mid-winter sky. 

Things do not go along smoothly before the trip down river, 
however. One day a boy arrives from a neighboring house, a few 

bends of the river away. H e explains that the old man 
Sickness of their household is very ill, and that they will need 

and 
sorcery help. The father of this family quickly harnesses his 

dogs, asks his wife to look after his special snares, and 
drives away with the boy towards his neighbor's hut. vVhen the 
two arrive at the house of sickness, they hear the beating of a drum, 
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and now and then a bit of chanti ng that is not entirely muffled by 
the earth and snow walls of the underground house. 

\iVhen the visitor has bent over and crept through the entrance 
passage, and has thrown aside the skin inner door, he sees lying 
upon the willow bed a naked and emaciated old man . Bending over 
him is a wrinkled woman whose hair is mixed with gray. Seated 
cross-legged nearby is the old man's son, in whose hands the tam-
bourine drum is resounding rhythmically to sharp claps across its 
rim made by a long and Aexible drumstick. 

T he shaman, Mituk, is doing his best for the ailing man. H e 
is standing, grotesquely illuminated in the light of a single oil lamp, 
ready with his drum for another incantation. Mituk's face is 
streaked from the eyes outward with broad, black marks, and from 
a lock of hair over his forehead hangs the white skull of a mouse. 
H e is naked except for abbreviated trunks, and charcoal stripes 
decorate a large part of his body. The visitor says nothing, but 
shakes the snow off his parka, and then removes his other clothing 
to take his place with members of the household on the bed space 
opposite that of the sick man. H e watches intently, and listens to 
the words of M ituk, who is now ready to begin another seance. 

A number of people who are not closely related to the old man 
sit about the large room. Mituk begi ns to work with his own spirit 
drum, the handle of which is decorated with the grotesque head of 
some animal-like figure. He drums slowly, chanting to the even, 
continuous beat. His patient appears to be either asleep or un-
conscious. His breathing is heavy. After a long and monotonous 
period of drumming, Mituk throws out his arms wildly and in a 
falsetto, complaining voice, announces that he must be tied up in 
order to make contact with helping spirits. Two of the men obtain 
rawhide line, and do as the o ld shaman bids. H e asks them to bind 
his ankles closely together, then his wrists behind his back, then his 
knees, and now to draw the line between ankles and wrists as hard 
as they can, until there is no possibility that he can free himself. 
This is done, with a show of strength on the part of the helpers. 
T he shaman winces with pain. Soon he is trussed so tightly that his 
breathing and the moving of his neck is his only display of freedom. 
Now, at his bidding, the men place over him his drum and drum-
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stick. Mituk asks the other drummer to conti nue his rhythm with-
out fail. 

Slowly the drumbeats become the only sound in the hut beside 
that of the heavy breathing of th e patient and of Mituk himself. 
Mituk begins to ta lk, this time in a high voice unlike his own. He 
asks that the lamp be placed in the entrance hall, so that no light 
shows in the room. \ Vhen this is done, and the eyes of those present 
can make out only the shadows of things, Mituk begins to talk 
faster, until his sounds become a chant to the rhythm of the drum. 
Some of the words are unclear, but his listeners hear him say that 
now he is beginning to leave his body, and they hear the sound of 
the high-pitched voice moving about the room. There is the flapping 
sound of great wings agai nst the walls of the house. A child shrieks, 
but a ll else is still as everyone concentrates on the sounds of the 
augalkok. 

If tbis is really M ituk, his voice bas become almost unin-
telligible. It sounds more like that of an eagle. At length the voice 
seems to fly out through the roof of the house, and becomes fainter 
and fainter in the distance. The drum beat continues. Every so 
often one hears in the dista nce a shriek or a wail of some unearthly 
sort, and it is known that Mituk is flying away to make contact with 
his spi ri t helpers, and to learn what it is t hat is causing the illness 
of the old man. A t last the distant voice becomes more intelligible. 
It seems to be approaching. All at once, it surges into the house 
again. T he flapping of wings dies down and the high voice becomes 
slowly that of Mituk-centered again at that place on the floor 
whe re he has been tied for the seance. H e now asks, in a ti red 
voice, to have the light brought in. 

By the light of the lamp, everyone sees that Mituk is still tied 
just as he was in the beginning. The knots seem to be precisely the 
same, but the shaman is perspiring from every pore, and he breathes 
as though exhausted from a long journey. At his bidding, they 
untie the knots and release him. H e works his wrists and ankles 
to regain circulation. At length he tells them about his spirit 
helper-a grotesque creature unlike any that other people have 
seen-and what this spirit has told him about th e a iling patient. 
I t seems that the sick one has inadvertently cut the Aesh of a bear 
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which he and others had killed in the fall with a knife that he had 
previously used in the skinning o f a wolf. The spirit of the bea r had 
been strongly offended, and had taken action against the offender . 
• ow Mituk approaches the body of the o ld man, and begins to work 
with his hands at a point below the right ribs. A t last he bends 
over and sucks hard at the offending place, and with a loud noise 
seems to extract something from the body of the sick man. H e rises 
up and spits into his hand , in a spray of blood, the Aint point of an 
arrow such as people had used in ea rlier times. o mark is to be 
seen on the body of the pa tient, however. The extraction has been 
miraculous. 

The seance is over. The group can only wait to find whether 
or not the activities of the shaman have been in time to prevent the 
death of his patient. 

In spite of Mituk, the old man fails to rall y, and on the fo l-
lowing day he breathes with more and more difficulty until he dies. 
Swift action is now r equired. The visitor who has come last by dog-
team is asked by the frightened relatives of the deceased to take 
charge of the burial preparations. No one else touches 
the body. This man dresses the corpse in a suit of fur 
clothing, wraps it tightly in deerskin blankets, binds it 
about the legs and upper body, a nd lifts it alone, by 

Death 
and 
fear 

means of rawhide lines, up through the smokeholc in the roof. 
D rawing upon a line a ttached to the foot region of his bundle, 

the man drags th e corpse like a toboggan through th e snow. Plung-
ing along without the aid of snowshoes until he has reached the edge 
of a high o ld beach of the river-a point upon which he has been 
told the old man had often sat making weapons while he watched 
for animals in th e Aat country below. L eaving the corpse behind. 
he returns to the house and to the smokehole in the roof, wher e 
someone upon hearing his steps hands him a bundle. H e t akes this 
bundle which conta ins belongings that are to accompany the old 
man, and returns to the place of burial. It will not be practical at 
this frozen time of yea r to erect a low platform upon whi ch to place 
the corpse under a closely fitted tepee of spruce poles. Instead, this 
man scoops away the snow from a spo t of ground, in the center of 
which he places the corpse. H e then searches out logs and poles 
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which he places parallel to each other on top of the dead man. 
When the pile of logs stands two feet above the corpse, his labors 
are done. This cover will discourage large animals, and it does not 
greatly matter what small ones burrow within. 

Certain objects that will be needed in the after life have been 
laid out with the corpse. His bow and arrows, a spear, his knife, 
his pipe with its tassel of blue beads, and a bag of tobacco leaves, 
a watertight bag of tinder to be used in striking fire-these and a 
few other items are left by the side of the body before it is covered 
over. 

ow the one who has taken charge of burial is strongly kongok 
to the members of the household he has just quitted. He must 
neither return to the house nor speak with its members for a long 
period of time. lt will be necessary for him to watch his diet ca re-
fully for over a month, avoiding some of the rich foods that are 
sure to be offered him during th e trading festival. And he must 
avoid talking to close relatives of the dead person until nearly a year 
has elapsed. He harnesses his dogs and leaves for home without 
further word to those who remain now quietly within their danger-
ridden home. 

The relatives of the dead person are also under strong food 
restrictions. For four days they may do only a minimum of cooking, 
eating dried meat and little else. They must not hunt or tend sna res. 
At the end of the fourth day, all of the relatives of the deceased 
will hammer with their fists and with wooden clubs on th e four 
walls of the house, wailing, chanting as they do so-beating until 
their wrists and hands are tired and bruised, and until they are quite 
sure that the spirit of the dead, and the kongok with which the 
house is infested, have moved safely away. The wailing and weep-
ing of the women folk may then cease, but this family must be es-
pecially careful of its actions for at least a year to come. T he spirit 
of the d ead man, and with it, myriads of other spirits of the dead, 
are close by, and this family is especially vulnerable. 

Perhaps within a year, and certainly within two or three years, 
a feast must be given by the immediate family and its closest rela-
tives in memory of the deceased. Invitations will be issued, and a 
ceremony will take place in which their friend, the handler of the 
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corpse, will be given formally an entire set of new clothes, and by 
this token be set free from the restrictions under which he has lived. 
The spirit of the dead relative will be present, of course, and sac-
rifices of food will be made to him and to his invisible friends, who 
will judge of the quality of the ceremony. The last vestiges of 
ko11gok will be thus removed from relatives and the friend to whom 
they are so greatly obliged. 

The time has come for families along the upper Kobuk who 
have partners in the Squirrel River region to harness their dogs, 
and load up the sledges with bundles of dried salmon as dog food, 
and with the gifts of fur clothing, raw furs, birch bark 
baskets (birches are of suitable size for basket making 
only along the upper river), and other specialties of 
the region. I t is decided within each household how 

The 
trading 

feast 

many of the family may go. If the fami ly has only one or two dogs 
it is necessary for the women folk to attach themselves by means 
of lines and pull beside the dogs. The trail does not follow the river 
entirely, for the river meanders around huge ox-bow bends, cover-
ing dozens of miles where one mile of portage will suffice. Hence 
there are times when the whole load must be removed to a llow the 
sledge to be lifted and pushed to the top of a high embankment, 
while at the far end, in dropping to the river level again, the whole 
family is required to brake the sledge with its load. Several days 
are required to reach the site of the Squirrel River festivities. 

Eventually, perhaps a day or two early, this family sights the 
smoke of a distant camp. It is improper to venture farther. Re-
pairing to a dense willow thicket, the travellers clear out a circular 
patch, draw the peripheral willows together to tie them at the top, 
and then drape over this frame a cover of sewn-together caribou 
skins. In this temporary hut they camp until the others arrive from 
their part of the river, and until they are bidden to approach the 
Squirrel River camp. 

The people who take part in the trading festival are divided 
into two groups. The keniich are the kazgi builders, the inviters, and 
the visitors when they come are the akpotut. The akpotut who are 
now waiting a few miles away from the camp are at last approached 
by the same two messengers, the ke'Vgliut, who had previously in-
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vited them to the feast. These two runners bear between them a 
large dish of good food which they present to the akpotut with the 
question, "What kind of food do you want when you come to the 
kazgi?" The a,kpotul ask for certain choice dishes and the kevghut 
run again to their home base. 

Now it is proper for the visitors, the akpotut, to ride quickly 
into the Squirrel River camp. They reach the bank of the river 
where the kazgi is seen as a mound from which issue blackened trails. 
They drive to an open space near the kazgi, and sit waiting on their 
sledges. As soon as the visitors have arrived, the keniich (inviters) 
all gather in front of the kazgi and begin to sing with drums. The 
llkpotut and the ke111ich form two lines facing one another, and as 
yet nothing is said in the way of greeting or mutual recognition. 
Now the two kevglwt come out again. They are wearing short boots 
and short trousers although it is fiercely cold. They move with 

great rapidity and are constantly dashing back and 
Mock forth during the time they are out of the house. Each 

hostility holds a bow in front of him, and an a rrow at his hip. 
The kemich are singing a song of self-praise. The 

kevghut run in front of the visitors and pretend that they are about 
to shoot them with arrows. One at a time, the kevghut go up to a 
visiting man, point their arrows at him, and let their arrows fly over 
his head. A ll of the kemich women stand with their hands in the air, 
and lean towa rds the arrow as it flies . 

Then the visitors stand up from their places on their sledges, 
and dance toward the kemich, backing away while the kemich dance 
forward. This happens again and again, the lines feigning hostility 
toward one another, while the k evghut pretend to be shooting a t 
each other in between the long lines of people. 

Back of the village, a huge fire is burning. I n the fire are 
tlaming logs to the ends of which are fastened green willow poles. 
Now the kevghut retire from the scene, and the men of the kemich 
run to the fire and take the burning logs by their green handles, and 
run with them close to the visitors, saying, "I am going to warm 
you up from the place where I was born!" The visitors pret end to 
be frightened, and duck away from the brands that are thrust at 
them. Children scream with delight and fear. 
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Soon the fire ceremony is over, and all of the people go to-
gether into the kazgi, the kemich greeting akpotut, partners in-
quiring afte r partners, and those who have been long acquainted 
catching up quickly on events that have transpired since the last 
period of festivity. 

Inside the kazgi, a rather formal initial ritual takes place. The 
kazgi differs from the ordinary winter house in that it is much 
larger and has, in place of beds, a series of benches and a floor. 
T he central floor is made of split cottonwood logs, offering an area 
in which to dance. A fireplace is marked out by a r ectangle of logs 
or stones at the center. At the rear of the house is a bench four feet 
wide on which the drummers are to sit. It stands two feet above 
the floor. Around the other walls ext ends a low bench only two 
feet wide. By sitting on the benches and on the floor in front of the 
benches, a large body of people finds its place for the p ageantry that 
takes place here . The fireplace is not in use. Inst ead, a series of 
stone lamps with moss wicks illuminates th e building with a soft , 
reddish light. When all of the kem.ich are inside, the visitors enter. 
One of th e kevghut goes in front and tb e other brings up the rea r. 
All of the visitors must be led around two men and two women who 
are dancing to drum music in the center of the kazgi. The women 
wear the tail of a wolverene on the left shoulder and its paws on the 
right shoulder. They dance with sinuous movements of the uppe r 
body, using th eir belts as whips with which to lash at the visitors 
as they come by. The two male dancers sing the words to a special 
song made up for this ceremony, then all of the visitors repea t it as 
a chorus. When the visitors have at last been introduced, they are 
sent outside again. 

Now the kemich hang a curtain of tanned hide in front of the 
lamps. The visitors are brought in again to r emain in the darkness 
until bidden, one a t a time to dance into the l ighted part of the room. 
When all of the visitors have danced in, and all of them are sea ted, 
the curtain is removed, and the kemich bring in dishes of their finest 
food-sheep meat, marmot, blueberries, and mixtures of meat, fat 
and berries beaten to a froth. Everyone eats until he can hold no 
more. 

On th e evening of th e first day, when more formal dancing is 
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over and everyone has eaten his fill , the trading t akes place. Part-
ners from up th e river receive the gifts that they have previously 
asked of their Squirrel River partners. They in turn present the 
things that they have brought from upriver. When thi s exchange 
is over, and everyone is happy about the new goods t hat he has 
received, people dance to the music o f the drums, sing, and enter 
into contests of strength in the kazgi. 

Exchange of wives is one of the prerogatives of partners when 
they meet under circumstances such as these. Not only these pat-
terned obligations of mating take place, but everyone feels free at 
a time like this to search out those of the other sex whom they have 
not met for some time. Young people experiment towards possible 
marriage. 

The trading fes tiva l lasts several days- usually until food be-
comes scarce and until everyone is thoroughly caught up on the news 
of other people and regions, and is beginning to worry again about 
the needs of making a living. At length the akpolut take leave of 
the kemich with final gestures of affection and good will, and make 
their way slowly, but with supreme satisfaction, to their individual 
houses scattered along the river. 

Life in th e underground house back on the river bank begins 
to pall after the midwinter festivit ies. Most of the mending and 
manufacturing that takes place in the warmth and relative com-
fort of the large house is a lready done. Bucket sides made of t hin 
planks have been bent and sewn together, and have had their oval 
bottom sections fitted securely and made watertight. Sledge repairs 
have been made, and new sledge shoes whittled of thin strips of 
antler, ready to be pegged to the sledge runners. Implements and 
utensils are now in good shape. The clothing is made or mended. 
Idleness does not become the little fam ily. A woman must be oc-
cupied continuously, and now the rabbits and ptarmigan have been 
so thoroughly thinned out that it is hardly worth one's effort to 
make the rounds of the snare line. The man sometimes fishes for 
mudshark, a grotesque bottom dweller, in the deep pools of th e 
river where it spends the winter. The liver of this fish is greatly 
distended, and furnishes oil that supplements the diminishing salmon 
oil for use in the winter lamp. 
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SPRING 

The days are beginning to lengthen noticeably. The sun does 
not yet cast a warmth on one's exposed skin, but it is bright to the 
eyes at midday, and brings with it a restlessness. The woman asks 
her husband now and then where they are going when spring 
comes-what trails he has been thinking about. They talk in the 
morning before the children awaken about the travelling they plan. 
Soon, the children hear bits of the conversation. They all become 
anxious to get away from the ookevik. This house is not good any 
more. The whole family is ready to get out into the fresh air again. 

In early February, or the moon "when the snow is crusted by 
the sun," the family one morning begins to move. Each has a job 
to do. The sledge is loaded with tent skins, bags of clothing, caribou 
hide sleeping bags for each member of the family, and a small stock 
of prepared food and dog fish. The woman takes along one or two 
wooden cooking pots, her oil lamp, roasting sticks, dippers, buckets, 
and a few choice cooking rocks. Now she remembers to run back 
for the tongs with which she handles hot rocks. By this time the 
load is complete. Excess goods are placed high on the platform 
cache near the house. The house itself is evacuated with care. Each 
member of the family searches closely for personal items that may 
have been dropped inside-hair clippings, bits of torn clothing, even 
willow beds must be removed and thrown out upon the ice of the 
river to be carried away in the spring flood. If any personal thing 
is left behind in the winter house it wi ll be sure to bring bad luck. 

The spring months are a time of continuous travel and variety. 
The scenes constantly change. It is during this period that all of 
the caches of food that a man has placed on stilts, or underground, 
or has frozen on the ice will be drawn upon to support the family 
if they are unable to secure enough meat in the course of their 
travels. T hey may be away in the mountains most of the time, or 
they may drop in at the temporary camps of o ther nomads, catching 
up for a short time on the affairs of their neighbors. If the fishing 
and hunting of the previous season have been for some reason cur-
tailed, life in the spring becomes precarious in the ext reme, but if 
caches are to be found at intervals, the fami ly will be able to make 
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out a comfortable existence by drawing upon the small animals and 
caribou that they find on their way. 

In the evening, after a long day of travel, the echellek is set 
up with its cover of skins with the hair inside. In milder weather, 
a milyuk of spruce trees may take its place. As the warmth of spring 
advances, the family often chooses not to go indoors at all, but to 
throw sleeping bags on spruce boughs placed on top of the snow. 
It is a happy and carefree Ii fe so long as food is obtained. If game 
is scarce they move along to a spot where the tracks of rabbits are 
more numerous. Caribou are scattered during this time of year. 
The individuals and small bands of caribou are nervous and flighty, 
and are not easily secured by hunters. 

Perhaps it is during the spring move that a daughter of the 
family finds to her alarm that she is no longer a child. Her first 

menstruation renders her kongok, as though she were 
Coming dying or giving birth to a child. She is quickly isolated 

of from the camp. She walks far behind her family while age 
they are on the trail, and at night her father builds 

her a small brush hut in which to remain. The family must camp 
for four days while she is in strictest isolation, and must continue 
to avoid her for an even longer time. ·while she is in the puberty 
hut, the girl is visited only by her mother or an o ld woman, and she 
is given a parka with a wide hood that falls down over her face so 
that she cannot look anywhere but at her feet when she walks. She 
does not touch her hair with her hands, but employs a scratching 
stick if the lice become too playful for comfort. She eats none of 
the rich foods that are cooki ng in the family tent, but subsists for 
a while on a diet of cold meat and fish. H er father prepares for 
her a divining stick, consisting of a long handle to the end of which 
are tied three or four thongs, each having a small animal image 
at th e end. She goes out of her hut at intervals to twirl this about 
her head, letting it fly at random and then searching for it to ex-
ami ne the positions of the animal figures as they lie on the snow. 
They tell her facts about the future , for she is in a state of ko11gok 
that is very close to that of the unseen world of spirits. 

B y prearrangement, ea rly in the season, three or four families 
pitch their camps together a t a point near which the men know about 
the den of a hibernating bear. The bear a nd its meat are highly 
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Bear cubs 
a re prized 
:ts food. 

dangerous to the women a nd children . A woman must neither 
come near the place where a bear has been killed nor touch its 
flesh. The men travel some distance from the place 
where their families are waiting until they find th e 
spot where a light haze a nd a cluster of ice crystals 
proclaim the air vent of the bear's winter bed . ,vo rk-

J\ 
bear 
huol 

ing quietly, one of the men digs away the snow from around the 
den with his snowshoes, and then, brushing car efull y about the 
breathing ho le, rem oves Aake by Aake the ice crust in o rder to 
enlarge the hole through which to see the occupa nts. \¥bile he is 
doing this, his fellows stand with spears poised, r eady to stab v io-
lently at a ny animal that m ay emerge. \¥hen the aperture is wide 
enough, the first man peers cauti ously into the hole. The bear is 
restless. H e sees that this is the den of a female with two small 
cubs. As everyone knows, a bear bas one cub the first time; hence 
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this is an older animal. The cubs are very small and will offer no 
trouble. Now the first hunter takes his long spear-the others 
stand ready to back him up-and aiming very carefully, he plunges 
the spear into a vital pa rt of the o ld bear's ribs. He leans for-
ward upon his spear shaft, and is thrown upward as the a nima l 
tries to emerge, but sinks back slowly as the spear takes effect. 
\iVhen it has become safe, the hole is widened and the animals 
removed . This is serious business. The cubs are kill ed, and the 
old bear is stretched out upon the ground and opened with a sharp 
knife. R espect full y working, and talking no nonsense, the men 
remove the skin from the bead, and then cut the head away from 
the body. One ma n, standing astride the body, takes the head in 
both hands, ra ises it in the a ir and lowers it three times, touching 
the body each tim e in the region of th e heart, and chanting a magical 
song as he does so. After this, he lifts th e head (for th e fourth 
time) and with a ll his strength thrusts it at a spot over the heart, 
uttering a loud shout which is r epeated by each of his fellows. 

The skin is removed, and the abdomen is cut open with ca r e in 
order th at th e arrangement a nd form of the internal organs may 
be studied . The portents of these organs and th eir arrangement are 
observed with fascination, for they have something to say of success 
in summer hunting. Certa in organs of the bear a r e left upon the 
g round, fo r to remove them would cause th e caribou to Aee from 
the region. ow it is safe to take the fl esh of th e bear, its l imbs, 
ribs, and back mea t, and prepare th em by roasting for a great feast . 
Since women a nd small children must not be allowed to eat- o r even 
to wander near to-the meat of a bear, th e men rema in in their 
temporary camp until th ey have eaten as much as they can hold of 
the meat which they have secured. 

\1/hen the men return to th eir t ents, the women look at them 
with a certain awe, as one might look upon cannibals. 

The families split up again and go th eir separate wa ys. Later 
in the spring th e eyes must be protected against th e glare of the 
strong sunlight on glittering snowfields. Soot is smeared about the 
eyes, or snow goggles of wood or antler provided with na r row 
slits are worn. Snow blind ness is an ominous threat and must be 
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avoided at all costs, for one who is blinded by snow glare may be 
utterly helpless for two weeks or more, and he may even become 
half blinded for life. 

Slowly the sunlight takes effect on the landscape. At first this 
is seen on the south slopes, where the angle of spring sunlight is 
most direct, and bare spots appear about the roots of trees and 
a long the rocky precipices. Following this, some of the smaller 
streams cut through their icy coat and form black streaks along the 
white waterways. The spruce trees begin to green at the tips of 
their branches, and if one looks he finds the nests of camprobbers 
hatching incredibly early amid the denser branches of the young 
spruce. 

The "hawk moon," or March, is the time when one has to rely 
most on his stored food, but in the following month, "when the 
goose comes," it is time to search out muskrat ponds and to set 
snares for these animals as they emerge from their winter houses 
through holes in the ice, and to shoot at them with arrows from 
blinds along the edges of the pond. Beavers are also dug out of 
their winter houses. The ice is becoming thin on the smaller ponds, 
and towards the end of the period, open water appears in favored 
spots. The first geese circle endlessly in search of a place to land, 
spreading an echoing clatter along the banks and canyon walls. 
People imitate the cry of the goose and draw down flocks to within 
easy archery range. Geese may even be enticed to land on the bare 
ice of the river near human beings whom they somehow mistake 
for kindred creatures. vVhen May comes, every wise family has 
established itself in a safe spot on a high bank of the river or a 
large tributary. T his is a time of caution. T he air warms more each 
day until the snow will no longer support the weight of a ma n on 
snowshoes. To be caught out under these circumstances would mean 
a hopeless floundering until the small hours of the morning when 
the snow firms again. Members of the family remain close to home, 
watching snares a long the ponds, hunting away from camp only 
during the twilight hours of night, and enjoying the spring midday 
sun on the mossy banks of open hillsides. 

One day, it is found that underneath the deep snow a flood of 
water is both spreading over the ice and Ii fting it from the bottom. 
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Cache at abandoned camp 

The me lt water from far upriver is straining the limits of the 
cha nnel. I ce along the shore lifts, and cracks form parallel to th e 
banks. U p and up th e surface of ice and snow rise, until one sees 
that a break is sure to come. Tow th e family is filled with awe and 
a pprehension of th e swift events to follow. They a re safe on th ei r 
va ntage ground, but the distant roar of the rive r is neverth eless 
a larming. T he staccato cracklings from near a t hand become 
loude r. At length the w hole of the soli d rive r which has formed 
a broad highway for many months, surges, buckles, breaks, and 
g rinds forward in a huge and inexorable plunge towards the sea . 
The white snow is washed over with dark sediments-yellow at first 
a nd the'ii gra y. The ice grinds over upon itself with the noise of a 
battlefield. Children must not ventu re to slide on th e snowbanks for 
fea r that th ey will lose their footi ng and be carried away in th e rising 
flood of the river. H our after hour sees more water and less ice. 
Huge dams of ice form, cr eating temporary lakes that Aood the 
thickets of the Aat land. Mi.l es of water resemble a huge r eservoir 
until the ice dam breaks, carrying off the pent-up waters with a 
sucking roar. 
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An archaeological crew rafting down the river, 19·H 

vVithin a day after the first break, the river is clear from bank 
to bank, except for a few floating blocks of ice that bob along in 
the swift current. T he water is murky and sand-laden. T he gravel 
banks are unapproachable and the water level is sti ll high above 
the usual beach l ines. 

T he family now begins to gather driftwood logs that wash 
along in the current from the flooded forests and drift-piles up the 
river. They reach out with long poles and guide the drift logs 
ashore, lashing them with rawhide thongs until they can be used. 
At length, as the water subsides, enough logs have been snared for 
the building of a raft. A large raft is bound together tightly with 
rawhide thongs and spruce roots . Crosspieces are lashed on at inter-
vals. All of the small ends are together to form a bow. vVhen it 
is felt that the dangers of river travel are over, and while the cur-
rent is still strong, the family transfers its camp onto the raft. A 
fireplace is made and dry firewood piled aboard . T here is room 
on the raft for the dogs to run about free, and for the children to 
play games when they a re not taking the brief naps that serve them 
in place of a long night's sleep. 

54 



At length, the famil)' reaches the bank of the river where the 
women will set up their sa lmon fishery. The old caches a re intact, 
a nd other families are a lready arriving. Children scramble ashore 
a nd meet again their ol<l playmates among the fami liar surroundings. 
The men take up their adzes an<l prepare to build fish racks fo r their 
wives, while the women, feeling their independence, gather in small 
groups joking about how they alone are attractive to the tribes of 
red-fleshed salmon that will soon be coming home agai n. 
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