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Interior Alaska is a book written by students enrolled in Alaska 
Studies 2016 course as part of the Master of Arts in Teaching 
program at the University of Alaska Southeast. The authors include 
teachers of the following disciplines: Electra Gardinier (Social 
Studies), Ruth Hogle (Music), Meghan Johnson (Music), Joe Lewis 
(English and Art), David Sheakley-Early (Art, Tlingit Language, and 
Biology), and Cecelia Westman (Social Studies).

Interior Alaska includes a general introduction to the geographical, 
cultural, and historical aspects of the region, followed by content-
specific lessons and activities that meet Alaska’s content and 
cultural curriculum standards. This resource is intended for 
teachers, students, and anyone interested in learning more about 
the great region of Interior Alaska. Enjoy!
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The University of Alaska Southeast (UAS) secondary Master of Arts 
in Teaching (MAT) program convened a new cohort of 37 students 
from many different corners of the world and from all walks of life in 
June 2016. The students share many characteristics, not the least of 
which, is the desire to be the best possible middle or high school 
teachers for Alaska’s students. The first two courses in the UAS MAT 
program are Perspectives in Multicultural Education and Alaska 
Studies, both mandated by the state of Alaska for all teachers in the 
state. The decision was made to integrate these two courses in a 
project-based approach culminating in the publication of this book

Through a variety of activities students learned about different 
regions of Alaska and, in teams of six or seven, wrote an 
introduction to the region suitable for a new teacher to gain 
background knowledge about the tremendous diversity in the 
geography, history, cultures and languages across the state. 
Students learned about the characteristics of culturally responsive 
teaching (CRT) by closely examining the Alaska Standards for 
Culturally Responsive Schools and listening to master teachers 
share their best CRT lessons and strategies.  Students were then 
asked to create a CRT lesson plan based in the Alaskan region they 
studied. The books are organized into six volumes for each of 
Alaskan six regions - one chapter devoted to regional history and  
one chapter featuring the six or seven CRT lesson plans related to 
that region.

~ Angie Lunda, Adjunct Instructor, Perspectives in Multicultural 
Education and Peter Pappas Adjunct Instructor, Alaska Studies 
University of Alaska Southeast

Alaskans live in a land of extremes.  A land mass of 586,412 square 
miles, makes Alaska equal in size to one-third of the rest of the 
United States.  With only 731,449 people, we have one of the lowest 
population densities in the world.  Exacerbating the issue; many 
communities are accessible only by air, water or technology, making 
technology a vital link to education in rural and remote communities. 

For thousands of years, Alaska has been home to indigenous 
people of multiple unique cultures and languages. Native villages 
throughout the state depend on a subsistence economy based on 
traditional uses of the land and its resources for their livelihood. 
These traditional ways of living, passed down through the 
generations, define the culture and describe what it takes to live and 
thrive in what can be a harsh environment. Alaska Native people 
want to ensure that the education of their children continues to 
provide the learning they need to maintain their culture and 
language and to support healthy Native communities.      

The University of Alaska Southeast takes our commitment to 
providing culturally relevant, place based education for Native as 
well rural and remote students in Alaska.  Our MAT Secondary 
teacher candidates and their faculty have worked hard to share 
research from original sources documents and the wisdom of our 
Native Elders in a format easily accessible in all classrooms.  We 
hope that you enjoy their work and are able to use it in your own 
classroom.  Gunalchéesh for your time and commitment.

~ Deborah E. Lo, Ph.D. 
Dean, School of Education and Graduate Studies 
University of Alaska Southeast
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Electra Gardinier, Ruth Hogle,  
Meghan Johnson, Joe Lewis,  

David Sheakley-Early, and Cecelia Westman

  INTERIOR ALASKA
                 INTRODUCTION
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Remember: This book is interactive! By clicking on various icons and some 
photos, more information will pop-up. 

 
The Native people of Interior Alaska and Western Canada initially 
referred to themselves as ‘Dene’, which translates to ‘real people’. 
Today, this group of people is known by another name: 
‘Athabascans’ (1).

Athabascans are named after Lake Athabasca in Canada, a body of 
water that was named by the Cree people. In Cree, ‘Athabasca’ 
means “grass here and there”, but the Cree eventually used this term 
to refer to the native groups who lived to the west of the lake- thus 
developing the name we call this people group today (2). 

Click here to view a YouTube video about Athabascan culture.

The Athabascan native group consists of various people in different 
areas of the Interior of Alaska: the Tanana people of the Tanana River 
area, the Tanaina/Denaina people of the Cook Inlet and north of 
Kachemak Bay areas, the Koyukon of the Yukon River and Koyukuk 
River areas, the Ingalik of the lower Yukon River and Anvik River areas, 
the Athna of the Copper River area, the Kutchin of the Yukon River, 
Porcupine River, and Chandalar River areas, and the Gwich’in people 
of the Yukon River and Yukon Flats areas (3). 

 
It is important to note that there are multiple spellings of this Native 
group. “Athabascan”, “Athabaskan”, “Athapascan”, and “Athapaskan” 
all refer to the same cultural group to which will be referred in this 
book. Please read the language section to learn more about the 
development of this term. In 1997, the Tanana Chiefs Conference 
adopted the official spelling of “Athabascan”, which will be the 
spelling we use in this writing on Athabascan culture in Interior Alaska 
(4).
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GEOGRAPHY, CLIMATE, ECOSYSTEMS, PLANTS, ANIMALS, & COMMUNITIES 
Many Athabascan people live in the Interior of 
Alaska. The Interior region is the largest 
region in Alaska, accounting for 78% of the 
state’s total landmass. In square miles, the 
Interior is about the size of California and 

Texas combined, or 167,644 total square miles (1). 

Topography, Ecosystems and Vegetation

Due to the large size of the Interior, the weather patterns, 
topography, flora, and fauna of the region vary greatly. Mountains, 
rivers, valleys, tundra, muskeg, high plateaus, prairies, and lakes all 

exist in the region (2).

The Interior region is home to the largest peak in 
North America, Mt. Denali (above), and the Denali 
National Park and Preserve. Denali means “the high 

one” in Koyukon, one of the most widely spoken of the 11 
Athabascan languages spoken within the region (3).

The Interior region includes many different types of ecosystems. 
There are thick boreal forests at both lower and higher elevation that 
include both coniferous and deciduous trees, such as: paper birch, 
white and black spruce, aspen, alder, willow and cottonwood. These 
forests also include moss, lichens, and many berries, like: blueberry, 
raspberry, lowbush, highbush cranberry, crowberry, and bearberry. 
Another ecosystem found in the Interior is the bog or muskeg, which 
has a spongy terrain that is full of water. Plants grow bushy and 
short- like lowbush cranberry, lowbush blueberry, labrador tea, and 
dwarf shrubs (4). Another ecosystem in the region is the tundra. The 
Interior also contains large mountain ranges, which includes the 
alpine ecosystem, with dwarf shrubs. 
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Climate

The climate, like much of Alaska, includes short summers 
with long days, and long winters with short days. Spring and 
fall are relatively short seasons. Summers in the Interior can 
be surprisingly warm, reaching 96 degrees Fahrenheit, while 
winters are very cold, dropping to temperatures of -70 
degrees Fahrenheit. (5) 

Waterways and Trade  

The Yukon, Kuskokwim, 
Colville, and Noatak rivers 
are the largest river 
systems running through 
the region and the state (1). 
The river systems are an 
important part of the lives 
of those in the Interior 
region. Since the beginning 

of their time in the Interior, Athabascan people have lived along the 
various river systems as a way to trade and travel. 

Prior to European contact, Athabascans were highly 
migratory, following the patterns of animals and plant 
seasons and living in groups of 20-40 people. 
Settlement into more permanent villages began after 
European contact, but people continued to visit fish 

camps during the summer months, a tradition they continue today. 
(6)

Before the construction of the ALCAN highway in 1942, rivers also 
created transportation routes that facilitated trade between various 

Alaska Native groups, such as the Yup’ik in the Southwest and the 
Inupiaq in the North and Northeast. The influence of trade between 
these groups is evident in Athabascan language, art, song, 
technology, and clothing.

Animals 

Just like plants, different animals subsist in different parts of the 
Interior. Major game includes caribou, moose, and 
bears. Rabbits, hares, red fox, beavers, porcupines, 
lynx, marten, and squirrels also roam the land. The 
rivers of the Interior are full of king, silver, and dog 
salmon, as well as whitefish, grayling, and various 
trout. Ducks, geese, swans, ptarmigan (Alaska’s 

state bird!), and many other fowl live (and migrate to and from) the 
Interior. (4)
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Subsistence Living

Many people subsist off the land in the Interior region. 
Typically, salmon, caribou, and moose are major 
protein sources. Smaller mammals are also eaten, as 
well as birds and eggs. Although wolves are in the 
area, they are not eaten because the wolf is 
considered a brother to man. (8)

Fishcamps are an important part of Athabascan culture. Families 
move to fishcamps during the summer where much of their 
subsistence activities take place in order to prepare for winter. 

Communities 

The Interior includes many rural villages and the city of Fairbanks. 
These villages are represented by The Tanana Chiefs Conference. 
This conference is a non-profit corporation “charged with advancing 
Tribal self-determination and enhancing regional Native unity.  

[... They] provide services while balancing traditional 
Athabascan and Alaska Native values with modern 
demands” (9). Within the Tanana Chiefs Conference, 
there are 39 villages. To learn more about the Tanana 
Chiefs Conference and the communities it serves, 

click here. Some of the villages within the Interior include: Nenana, 
Tanana, Holy Cross, Ruby, Circle and Kaltag, Eagle, Minto and 
Rampart. 

There are many popular tourist destinations in the Interior region. 
People travel from all over the world to see Denali National Park, see 
the aurora borealis over the tundra, jump in Chena Hot Springs, go 
fishing on the Yukon river, and even visit Santa Claus. 

There are many annual events hosted in the Interior Region. One of 
the largest events is the Annual Federation of Natives Convention 
(AFN) (10). It is hosted annually, alternating between Anchorage and 
Fairbanks. AFN is the largest gathering of indigenous people in the 
United States, bringing at least 5,000 people together each year. 
The convention includes art shows, dance performances, speeches, 
resource sharing, and political activism and engagement. 
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Geographic History of the Region

In addition to its profound geographical features, 
the Interior also holds significant pieces of the 
Prehistoric time period. Fourteen thousand years 
ago, before the boreal forests, there were vast 
grasslands. During this time, mammoths roamed 
the valleys of the Interior (11). Many theorize there 
was a land bridge called Beringia connecting 
Alaska to Siberia, over which humans migrated 
and settled in North America (12).

What we do know is based on evidence found at 
the Swan Point site in Interior Alaska, one of the 
oldest sites in Alaska. Juvenile mammoth ribs and 
stone tools were discovered there, which led 
researchers to believe that people and mammoths 
coexisted in that area 14,000 years ago (13).

In 2011, the human remains of a child who was 
cremated was found at the site, which was 
approximately 11,500 years old. This site is the 
oldest evidence of humans living in Alaska, as well 
as some of the oldest in the rest of the United 
States. The history of the Interior gives great 
insight into the migratory, cultural, and linguistic 
patterns of other indigenous people throughout 
North America (14). 

Recreation of a Wooly Mammoth 

GALLERY 1.3 Discoveries at Swan Point 
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SPIRITUALITY AND LANGUAGE 
Spirituality  
 
Before European contact, religion in Interior Alaska was known as animism, 
a belief based in mysticism and centered on animal spirits. Spirits were 
believed to dwell in every creature, as well as some objects; these spirits 
exercised great power, which led Athabascans to appreciate the balance 
between humans and animals. Athabascan and Gwich’in cultures relied on 
hunting for food, and many spiritual traditions were present in their hunting 
practices. Hunters would dream of the animal they were to hunt; they 
believed the animal was not caught, but gave itself to the humans. When 
prey was not found, it was interpreted as a penalty for lack of respect 
toward that animal’s spirit. Respect was shown by using all parts of the 
animal without wasting any part: food from the animal was shared and 
gifted throughout the community, and the rest of the animal was used for 
clothes, tools, etc (1).

Caribou was the predominant animal hunted by Gwich’in hunters and was 
spiritually regarded with great respect. The caribou was believed to be 
partially human in spirit, and humans were believed to be part caribou in 
spirit. The two creatures shared a common sense of feeling and thought. 
Thus, caribou was one of the most highly regarded animals in the region 
(1). 

The Athabascan Stickdance has been a religious ceremony performed 
during the annual potlatch to mourn the loss of men within the community. 
Every March, men put up a spruce pole at the beginning of the Potlatch; 
on the fifth day of the potlatch, family members of the deceased decorate 
the pole. Many people from the community gather together around the 
pole and honor the deceased through communal singing and dancing, as 
well as private meditation (2).
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Elderly Athabascan woman. Alaska Digital Archives. ASL-PCA-306. 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Due to missionary influences, most Athabascans today belong to 
one of the various Christian denominations. A few individuals have 
been ordained into leadership positions within their churches (3). 
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Language

Traditional language played a significant role in the education of the 
younger generations. Until recently (relative to the overall timeline of 
Alaska), oral literature, storytelling, riddles, and songs were the main 
devices used to teach younger generations the histories, traditions, 
and lessons of the Athabascan people.

The word, “Athabascan” is a term that refers to both the peoples of 
Interior Alaska, as well as the group of languages that is associated 
with those peoples. There are eleven Athabascan languages: Ahtna, 
Dena’ina, Deg Hit’an, Holikachuk, Koyukon, Upper Kuskokwim, 
Tanana, Tanacross, Upper Tanana, Han, and Gwich’in.

The word “Athabascan” itself does not come from any of the 
languages that are blanketed under the word. “Athabascan” is 
derived from the name of a place in western Canada, given by the 
Cree people. The name in Cree, “aδδapaska·w”, roughly translates 
to “where there are plants distributed in a net-like pattern.” The 
physical area to which the name refers is “Lake Athabasca” in 
English.

The question must be begged, though: how did a Cree name come 
to be used to identify such a large language family? Albert Gallatin, 
a businessman and politician, wrote about the answer to this 
question in 1826. Gallatin was particularly interested in the grouping 
of languages in the northwestern part of North America. He 
concluded that all inland tribes of this area must belong to one 
family that spoke related languages. Gallatin wrote, “I have 
designated them by the arbitrary denomination of Athabascas, 
which derived from the original name of the lake” (Alaska Native 
Language Center- Koyukon.). Since then, the name has been 
spelled in a variety of ways: Athapaskan, Athabaskan, Athapascan, 

and Athabascan. For many years, ANLC's 
preference was “Athabaskan,” and all 
ANLC publications and language courses 
adhered to that standard. On March 20, 
1997, the Tanana Chiefs Conference 
adopted Resolution 97-35, designating 
“Athabascan” as the correct spelling and 
requesting that other entities follow that 
policy. In respect for that resolution, ANLC has adopted 
“Athabascan” as its preferred spelling (4).
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Missions in Interior Alaska

Missionaries entered the Yukon in the mid- to late-1800’s, supported by the 
U.S. Bureau of Education, with the intention of establishing boarding schools 
for the Native youth. Two notable boarding schools were, Holy Cross Mission 
Orphanage, 400 miles form Fairbanks, and Christ Church Mission in Anvik. 

“Episcopalians and Roman Catholics tried to outdo one another enrolling 
Native students in their mission schools.” www.akhistorycourse.org/interior-
alaska/1896-1910-changing-lifestyles-different-values

Anvik Missions, 1921. Alaska Digital Archives. UAA-
hmc-0074-81-3. http://vilda.alaska.edu/cdm/singleitem/
collection/cdmg13/id/681/rec/5 

GALLERY 1.5 Anvik Missions

Library of Congress: Holy Cross Mission: Circa 1900-1910: 
https://www.loc.gov/item/99614596/

GALLERY 1.4 Holy Cross Mission

Resources for Holy Cross Mission: 
1. http://indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/2014/02/06/
last-orphans-holy-cross-153438
2. http://www.explorenorth.com/library/communities/alaska/
bl-HolyCross.htm 

Resources for Anvik Mission:
1. http://anglicanhistory.org/usa/ak/wight_anvik1931.html
2. https://books.google.com/books?

id=8kz_IqtmjkUC&pg=PA111&lpg=PA111&dq=anvik
+boarding+school&source=bl&ots=UkH2-

http://www.akhistorycourse.org/interior-alaska/1896-1910-changing-lifestyles-different-values
http://www.akhistorycourse.org/interior-alaska/1896-1910-changing-lifestyles-different-values
http://www.akhistorycourse.org/interior-alaska/1896-1910-changing-lifestyles-different-values
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MUSIC AND VISUAL ART

Music

Pre-European contact, Athabascans accompanied songs and dances 
with the instruments they 
created. These included drums, 
rattles, and sticks (1). During the 
nineteenth century, Athabascan 
music began to change, as 
European traders brought their 
fiddle music to the Interior. This 
new genre of music became 
fused with Native music 

traditions and continues to evolve into a unique and independent genre.

 

Interior Alaskan music can be separated into two categories: Upriver, 
Gwich’in fiddle music,  including Western Alaska through Eastern 
Canada, and Downriver Athabascan fiddle music, including the Tanana 
region. Gwich'in music was influenced primarily by fur traders who first 
brought their music to Fort Yukon in the mid-1800’s. Upriver music was 
influenced predominantly by French Canadian styles, but the Gwich'in 
have maintained a more aboriginal style (2).

Downriver Athabascan fiddle music, which was influenced by the music 
brought by gold miners in the early 1900’s, also maintains a traditional 
aboriginal style, that includes “old-time fiddling” and square dances 
due to the continued practice of potlatching (2).

For more information on the development of fiddle music in Athabascan 
culture and its uses today, please see the lesson plans about 
Athabascan Fiddling.
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Visual Art

Visual art took many forms in the time of pre-European Interior 
Alaska. The Athabascan people maintained a strict routine of 
hunting, fishing, and gathering, so they were continuously moving. 
This migratory lifestyle did not allow for the making of elaborate 
artwork. Instead, Athabascans created utilitarian objects, such as 
baskets, spoons, and clothing, that could be ornamented with 
porcupine quills, feathers, paint, or silverberry seeds. Athabascans 
also used these items for their drums, rattles, and sticks that would 
help aid in the performances of their songs and dances. 
Occasionally, dentalia shells harvested from the Pacific Ocean by 
the coastal peoples of Alaska also appeared in Athabascan works of 
art. These shells signified great wealth for the people who owned 
them; owning dentalia shells required trading at high prices over a 
great distance. 

Some of the more 
sedentary groups of 
Athabascan peoples 
had the ability to 
develop larger works of 
art, such as masks.

When Europeans 
arrived in Alaska, a 
new network of trade 
was made available to 
the Athabascan 
peoples. Due to this 
accessibility to 
European trade goods, 
the glass bead was 
introduced into 
Athabascan art during 
the 1800’s. Athabascan 

people began trading for large quantities of the small glass beads 
for their artistic purposes. The Athabascans began creating 
elaborate beadwork that contained geometric designs, much like 
they had done using porcupine quills. However, in the latter half of 
the 1800’s, geometric designs were largely replaced with floral 
designs. Today, Athabascan art is most commonly associated with 
these floral patterns.
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SOCIAL STRUCTURE 
Traditional Athabascan Social Ways  
 
Historically the core of Athabascan life was the family and its 
interrelationship with other social groups. Among these people of 
the North, there were two methods of aligning family and kin groups: 
Western Athabascans followed a form of matrilineal social 
organization and were organized into sibs, clans, and sometimes 
moieties. Inheritance of rights, duties, and obligations was through 
the mother’s family line. Cross-cousin marriage was preferred, as 
this ruled out marriage within one’s own sib or clan, which was 
considered incestuous. After marriage, the groom usually went to 
live with his wife’s family and hunted and trapped with her father and 
brothers, although after the birth of a child the family might return to 
the husband’s home region or set up their own home. Most northern 
Athabascans lived in small groups in which the primary unit  

 
was the immediate family, composed of a man, one or more wives, 
depending on his ability to care for them, their children, and 
possibly one or two elderly people. Often, two or three families lived 
in one household. These homes created a local group in which 
everyone lived close to one another. Several of these local groups 
created a band. For most of the year, the majority of life was lived in 
the family and local group units. It was only on special occasions, 
such as arranged marriages and renewing old ties with relatives and 
friends, that bands came together. Several bands that spoke the 
same language may consider themselves a part of one tribe, 
especially when facing other people in neighboring regions. 
Leadership was a fluid concept- people especially talented in one 
area, such as hunting, became leaders when the need arose (1).
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Koyukon People. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koyukon

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koyukon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koyukon


Chiefs from the Tanana region gather 
for a portrait in 1915 while in 
Fairbanks for meetings with James 
Wickersham and other federal 
officials. Seated in front, from the left: 
Chief Alexander of Tolovana, Chief 
Thomas of Nenana, Chief Evan of 
Koschakat and Chief Alexander 
William of Tanana. Standing at rear, 
from the left: Chief William of Tanana, 
Paul Williams of Tanana, and Chief 
Charlie of Minto.

The Athabascan social institutions and structure 
was more generalized than other aspects of their 
lives, like the subsistence activities. The 
Athabascan groups had influences from 
surrounding regions and interacted with other 
groups. Because of this, it often left the social 
structures more open and fluid. The general 
diffusiveness of the Athabascan social 
organization has made many groups particularly 
susceptible to such outside influences.                  

There was no solid concept of group identification 
beyond that of territory or language. Because of 
this, there are sub groups. It is these smaller 
groups, rather than the large enclaves, that have 
social meaning (2).
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Social System

Athabascans had a developed social and political system before 
contact with European traders and settlers. The basic social and 
political unit was the band, which was made up primarily of people 
related by blood and marriage; a band included several clans, 
members of which were related to clan members of other bands. 
The local band defined the boundaries of the subsistence-use areas 
which were closed to other groups unless permission was granted. 
In the Koyukon area, beaver houses and ponds, muskrat 
swamps, and other subsistence-use areas were privately held; 
although, if the sites were vacated, they were 
open to others (3).

While Athabascans migrated for subsistence activities, 
each band had a settlement for social and ceremonial 
activities. Bands had recognized leaders based on 
demonstrated ability. The leader was expected to be wise and 
generous and often had shamanistic powers. In some areas, 
leadership was associated with certain families. Leadership was 
more formal and elaborate among the Ahtna and Denaina people. 
Chiefs maintained peace, commanded the labor of their followers 
and slaves, and redistributed resources within their society. The 
Ahtna chief was responsible for enforcing the traditional law and for 
defending his people. Ahtna clans defined reciprocal duties and 
obligations between different but cooperating social groups, defined 
one’s relatives and which individuals a person could marry, and 
organized labor and duties at times of life crises.Among the Ingalik, 
both men and women elders participated in resolving disputes (4).

All Athabascans in Interior Alaska had a traditional governing body 
(Dena Hena’ Henash) and a traditional chief (5).

The Potlatch

An important feature of social organization among many 
Athabascans is the potlatch. This is a ceremony that honors the 

dead and is also commonly practiced by the Native 
Americans of the northwest coast. Among Athabascans, the 
potlatch has existed in one form or another in all the western 

tribes but has not been found among any of those in the 
Mackenzie drainage. This fact has led to the general belief that 

the trait diffused from the northwest coast into the 
Athabascan area. 

On the surface, a potlatch is simply a feast for the 
dead. It has been explained that the family is overwhelmed by 
sorrow after a death, and the head man of the particular group that 
directly lost the person holds a potlatch. The potlatch is a type of 
healing and “letting go” ceremony that also includes feasting, 
dancing, and general togetherness with a distribution of gifts to the 
people that helps in the time of despair. After the festivities, the 
deceased is socially forgotten and the grieving is formally over. 
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There are other social factors at play during a potlatch. A potlatch 
is also a place for individuals to achieve prestige and to move up in 
the ranks of leadership. If a man wants to be considered for a 
leadership position, he would have to give a potlatch (often more 
than one). For this reason, many potential leaders would look for 
any distant reason to give a potlatch. In order to host this 
celebration, the host would need a sufficient amount of food, 
blankets, rifles, and other gifts that would be given away. The 
feasting and sharing could last for days. 

The Upper Tanana potlatch was similar to that of the Tahltan, 
Carrier, Han, Atna, and Tlingit, in that it was on the surface a feast 
for the dead but in reality a means of achieving prestige. Less 
formalized potlatches were also given by the Tanana, Koyukon, 
Ingalik, and Kutchin.

There have been comparisons made between the Athabascan and 
Tlingit potlatches. Some are under the opinion that the potlatch was 
borrowed directly from these more elaborate societies and the 
obvious Tlingit influences that these ceremonies have. There are 
some alterations to the ceremony that the Athabascans perform 
and have made it more individualistic or exclusive and less of a 
community rite as it is in other potlatches (6).

Pre-European Contact

Social control was primarily a family matter and was achieved 
subtly; leaders played a role in internal dispute resolution and acted 
as negotiators with chiefs from other societies. Deliberate murder 

and 

theft were punishable by death and carried out by members of the 
family group, except among the Ahtna. There, the chief could order 
execution unless the person escaped to relatives in another place.

19

Mitch Demientieff Jr. and Teddy Charlie serve moose soup during 
the funeral potlatch for Shirley Demientieff in 2007 in Nenana at 
George Hall. 
Photo by Matt Gilbert, News-Miner. 

GALLERY 1.6 Athabascan Potlatch



Click on the image above to view a video showing Athabascan
singing and dancing.

The Ahtna taught their children that their words would travel far and 
that they should think carefully before speaking. Social avoidance 
was preferred in order to prevent confrontation or disharmony 
among closely related people. If there was a dispute between two 
people, their families simply moved until the problem was less 
important (7).

Potlatches are still very much a part of some Native cultures.  
View this video to watch a potlatch in action, and check out  
this article about a potlatch!

Post-European Contact  
1744-1867 Russian Period

Contact between the Athabascan people and Europeans did not 
occur until the late-nineteenth or early-twentieth century. Traditional 
leaders were appointed as chiefs by trading company managers 
and Russian Orthodox priests in the Tanaina/Denaina area.

1867-1915 Early American Period

The population of the Athabascans was decimated by disease. 
Chiefs functioned as middlemen between the white traders and 
Athabascan trappers. Territorial officials and church representatives 
introduced election of chiefs and councils. The Tanana Chiefs 
Conference (TCC) succeeded the Dena Hena’ Henash and is the 
nonprofit Native association that provides many services for its tribal 
members, including health, education, employment, community 
needs, natural resource programs, and family services. 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Social and Political Organizations (Current)

Chief Peter John of Minto was the Traditional Chief of all Interior 
Athabascans, which is a lifelong position. The chief is elected by the 
board of directors of the Tanana Chiefs Conference. John passed 
away in 2003. A link to more about John is here (8).

Before and after European contact, a successful traditional leader 
(the chief) has much influence. In addition to having a traditional 
chief, some clans also have what they consider a ‘working chief’ and 
a council elected to represent the community. This was done at the 
request of the non-native community.
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Chief Peter John
https://stlaurencecowley.org/2015/10/04/
chief-peter-john-thursday/

Education

The Athabascans have a longstanding educational philosophy that 
has existed both before and after the introduction of boarding 
schools and Western education. This belief revolves around 
listening to and observing Elders and other respected leaders in 
the community. Children learn skills like carving tools, beading 
clothing, and preparing food by carefully observing their parents 
or other community members until it was their chance to try the 
skills independently. Athabascan Elders encourage students to be 
self-sufficient and to rely on and respect the natural environment 
(http://www.alaskool.org/language/athabaskan/historical.htm). 
“Trees and mountains, rivers and ice floes all contain spirits that 
are easily offended. An Athabascan child’s education teaches the 
importance of relating respectfully not only to the human but also 
to a natural community whose invisible forces dominate the 
universe.”  
-Father Michael Oleksa (Book: Oleksa, M. (2005). Another culture/
another world. Juneau: Association of Alaska School Boards.)

This form of education continues today in 
families, communities, and school settings 
as the histories, stories, and subsistence 
techniques are shared through observation 
and oral history. (http://www.alaskool.org/
language/athabaskan/historical.htm) 

https://www.tananachiefs.org/about/our-history/
https://www.tananachiefs.org/about/our-history/
http://peninsulaclarion.com/stories/081003/ala_081003ala012001.shtml#.V3GrQ5MrK34
http://peninsulaclarion.com/stories/081003/ala_081003ala012001.shtml#.V3GrQ5MrK34
https://stlaurencecowley.org/2015/10/04/chief-peter-john-thursday/
https://stlaurencecowley.org/2015/10/04/chief-peter-john-thursday/
https://stlaurencecowley.org/2015/10/04/chief-peter-john-thursday/
https://stlaurencecowley.org/2015/10/04/chief-peter-john-thursday/
http://www.alaskool.org/language/athabaskan/historical.htm
http://www.alaskool.org/language/athabaskan/historical.htm
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http://www.alaskool.org/language/athabaskan/historical.htm
http://www.alaskool.org/language/athabaskan/historical.htm


Athabascan Cultural Values

The Athabascan people came together as a group and collectively 
agreed upon a set of values that one should strive toward. These 
values are posted in schools and other public venues as a reminder 
to be your best and do your best. The Cultural Values are as follows:

Minto Flats Athabascan Values

“Every Athabaskan Is Responsible To All Other Athabaskan For the 
Survival Of Our Cultural Spirit, and the Values and Traditions 
Through Which it Survives. Through Our Extended Family, We 
Retain, Teach, and Live Our Athabaskan Way.

With guidance and support from elders, we must teach our children 
[Minto Flats] Athabaskan values:”

“Our understanding of our universe and our place in it is a belief in 
God and a respect for all his Creations”.

•Self-sufficiency and Hard Work
•Care and Provision for the Family
•Family Relations and Unity
•Love for Children
•Village Cooperation and Responsibility to Village
•Humor
•Honesty and Fairness
•Sharing and Caring
•Respect for Elders and Others
•Respect for Knowledge & Wisdom from Life 

Experiences
•Respect for the Land and Nature
•Practice of Native Traditions
•Honoring Ancestors
•Spirituality

•Knowledge of Language
•Sharing
•Respect for Others
•Cooperation
•Respect for Elders
•Love for Children
•Hard Work
•Knowledge of Family Tree
•Avoid Conflict
•Respect for Nature
•Spirituality
•Humor
•Family Roles
•Hunter Success
•Domestic Skills
•Humility
•Responsibility to Tribe
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INDIGENOUS TECHNOLOGY: 
TRANSPORTATION

The variety of travel and transportation for the Athabascan 
people was greatly influenced by its purpose, as well as the time 
of year. In the snowless months, the Athabascan people had well 
laid-out trails. In winter months, they traveled via snowshoes and 
hand-carted toboggans. Athabascans crafted two types of 
snowshoes to better travel on the specific conditions of the snow. 
They constructed long and wide snowshoes to cross deep 
powder, and shorter, narrower ones to cross packed snow. Both 
styles of snowshoes were crafted out of small birch trees, or 
made out of the branches with webbing made from caribou or 
moose sinew and rawhide fasteners.

23



 

The various Athabascan groups used the river systems (the Yukon, 
Kuskokwim, Koyukon, and Porcupine rivers) year round. They 
traveled the rivers using canoes made of birch bark sewn together 
with spruce root and waterproofed with hot spruce pitch. Most of the 
travel done by the Athabascan people was either for the purposes 
of hunting and trading with the different peoples of Alaska.

Travel, post-European contact, took on a few different forms. In the 
summertime, Athabascans still paddled through the river systems in 
canoes, but as early as 1840, sternwheelers also boated on the river 
system with mail and supplies. Road construction began in 1899 by 
the United States Army for the purposes of connecting the port of 
Valdez to the Yukon, and construction expanded after 1903. In 1897, 
the United States Senate passed a bill that approved the 
construction of a railway line, rail stations, and rail terminals in the 
territory of Alaska.
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Trade encourages travel. Trade routes of the various native 
groups in Alaska.

GALLERY 1.7 Transportation Gallery

INTERACTIVE 1.2 Canoe Building Tutorial

Although this is a video of how the Algonquin people built their 
birch bark canoes, this is similar to the way that the Athabascan 
peoples built them.



INDIGENOUS TECHNOLOGY: HOUSING 
Athabascan houses varied just as much as the languages they 
spoke and the territories in which they lived. Most houses were 
rectangular log and frame construction with sod roofs and bark 
exteriors. These houses were usually long enough to accommodate 
multiple families. No windows were built-in, so the only light that 
came into the house was through the smoke hole. In the winter 
months, Athabaskan natives would live in large log cabins that were 
built partially into the ground in order to accommodate multiple 
families. The roofs were covered with bark and thick sod in order to 
insulate from the harsh winters. Since many Athabascan peoples 
were mobile, they would often build temporary lean-to’s, which were 

framed buildings covered with moss. Some Athabascan groups, 
such as the Gwich’in, Han, and Upper Tanana, would cover these 
buildings with caribou or moose hides. Each of these shelters were 
heated by an open fire.

In addition to family houses, Athabascan villages often included 
sweat houses, butcher houses, fish and meat smokehouses, and 
small burial houses. Some villages had a community ceremonial 
house, which was used for potlatches or other special occasions. 
The ceremonial house can be simple or very elaborate, depending 
upon the village.
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A Gwich’in (Kutchin) winter lodge during 
the 1840’s. Often they were framed with 
birch or willow poles. Caribou or moose 
hides were stretched over the frame, and 
a small fire kept the house warm.



Pictured here is the construction of a summer/fall shelter. Cross poles would be made of 
willow or birch with birch bark siding. Shelters would be large enough to accommodate 
multiple families.

GALLERY 1.8 Shelter Gallery



INDIGENOUS TECHNOLOGY: 
ECONOMY

In pre-European Interior Alaska, Athabascan 
Natives obtained all the resources they needed 
from the environment and/or through bartering 
with other Native peoples. This way of living 
worked for the Athabascan people for 
centuries. Post-European contact, the Athabascan people were 
forced to join the American cash economy, and with that, their 
employment options were limited. Early industries in Alaska, such 
as fur, mining, timber, and fishing, took advantage of Native people, 
viewing them as “inexpensive labor”. In spite of many barriers, 
prejudices, and racism, some Athabascan Natives used traditional 
skills or new ones learned in school to open their own businesses, 
and joined the newly developed American economy.
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WESTERN SETTLEMENT OF THE NORTHERN INTERIOR 
 
MILITARY AND EARLY INDUSTRY 

Alaska was purchased by the U.S. in 1867 from Russia, just two years 
after the conclusion of the Civil War, and was placed under the 
jurisdiction of the War Department. It was during the boom of the 
mining era, and the U.S. Military was seen as vital in keeping the local 
Native populations under control, the miners and furriers safe, and 
the settlements that were springing up around both industries 
functional. By that time, Native people were not unfamiliar with 
Westerners. Alaska had seen its fair share of settlers and explorers 
from various parts of Europe, with Russia taking ownership of the 
territory in 1784 and other European countries sending explorers, 
including Spain and England.  

Between 1867 and 1916, 20 military forts were established around 
Alaska, with 5 of them located in the northern Interior region. Major 
routes of trade and forts were placed strategically on the shores of 
major rivers, such as the Yukon and the Tanana, where miners and 
furriers made regular crossings in order to trade for goods and to sell 
their gold, silver, and furs. The forts located in the Northern Interior 
included Fort Egbert, Circle, Fort Liscum, Camp Rampart, and Fort 
Gibbon. 

In an account given by Paul Ongtooguk, he states that, “As 
Americans immigrated to Alaska for economic purposes, such as 
gold mining, fishing, canning, and fur trading, the military was often 

 
called upon to protect their interests and sometimes posts were 
established to maintain domination over Alaska Native tribes that 
opposed the taking of their resources and intrusions into their 
traditional homelands. Alaska natives often found themselves blocked 
from land and waters needed for food resources. In general, the tone 
established by the military during this period was one of dominance 
and confrontation.” Read more here.
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INTERACTIVE 1.3 Alaska Military Bases: 1867-1916

http://militarybases.com/alaska/ 

http://www.akhistorycourse.org/alaskas-cultures/military-in-alaska
http://www.akhistorycourse.org/alaskas-cultures/military-in-alaska


It was through the establishment of military forts and trading centers, 
and the need for easy access to natural resources, that town centers 
were established in Alaska. As populations of Westerners grew right 
alongside commerce in the state, so did the towns. Some would 
even continue to grow into cities such as Juneau, Anchorage, and 
Fairbanks.

 
The Development of Fairbanks

Once known as Barnette’s Cache, Fairbanks was established due to 
the shallow waters of the Chena River and the unwillingness of a 
steamboat captain to complete a journey to Tanana Crossing.  
Eldridge Truman Barnette and his wife Isabella Cleary Barnette 
established a trading post on the Chena River in summer of 1901, 
just as winter was setting in. They hoped to make it through the 
winter by trading with the nearby Athabascans and miners and then 
pursue their long-term plans at Tanana Crossing (now known as 
Tanacross). This was an area of high traffic, with miners and 
trappers traveling the Tanana River and The Valdez-Eagle Trail. 
However, a trading post was never established in Tanacross 
because in July of 1902, a man named Felix Pedro began a gold 
strike “that would incite a major stampede to the hills surrounding 
[what is now called Fairbanks]”, which brought great prosperity to 
Barnette’s Cache. Gold production and the mining population in the 
Interior grew every year. In 1903, miners extracted $40,000 in gold 
from the ground. In 1904, it rose to $600,000, and a year later, it was 
$6 million! It was a great time of wealth for many (1).
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                        Isabelle Cleary Barnette- The First Lady of Fairbanks
1875-1942  

http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=83476093 

GALLERY 1.9 Mr. and Mrs. Barnette



How Fairbanks Got its Name
Prior to setting out for Tanacross, E.T. Barnette promised Federal Judge James 
Wickersham that he would name his new settlement “Fairbanks” to honor Republican 
senator, Charles Fairbanks from Indiana, whom the judge greatly admired. In 
exchange for naming the settlement after the senator, Wickersham ensured Barnette 
that he would help him succeed in his aspirations of becoming very successful. By 
1905, gold production had risen to grossing $6,000,000 a year. Fairbanks had 
electricity and a sewer service, a power-plant, a three-story skyscraper, saloons, 
stores, police and fire protection, and a thriving “Red Light” district (2).
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Charles Warren Fairbanks
May 11, 1852 – June 4, 1918

Senator from Indiana: 1897-1905
26th Vice President of the United States:1905-1909

INTERACTIVE 1.4 Fairbanks: 1900 and Now

Brush the photo with your mouse to reveal the changes made in 
Fairbanks!

Old Fairbanks photo: Fairbanks Alaska Across the Chena River. Alaska Digital 
Archives. UAF-2003-174-515. http://vilda.alaska.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/
cdmg11/id/2425/rec/1 
 
New Fairbanks photo: Michael Wardie Rogers. http://
www.michaelwardierogers.com/landscape-photography-fairbanks-alaska-a-random-act-
of-kindness/ 

http://en.academic.ru/dic.nsf/enwiki/55432
http://en.academic.ru/dic.nsf/enwiki/55432
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Religion and Language

(1) Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. The Gwich’in of Alaska and Canada. http://
arcticcircle.uconn.edu/ANWR/anwrgwichin.html  
(2) Athabascan Stickdance. http://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com/Athabascan
+Stickdance 
(3) Athabascan exhibit, courtesy of the Alaska State Museum- Juneau. http://
museums.alaska.gov/asm/asmhome.html. 
(4) https://www.uaf.edu/anlc/resources/athabascan/

Music and Art

(1) Athabascan exhibit, courtesy of the Alaska State Museum- Juneau http://
museums.alaska.gov/asm/asmhome.html. 
(2) Mishler, C. W. (1993). The crooked stovepipe: Athapaskan fiddle music and 
square dancing in Northeast Alaska and Northwest Canada. Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press.

Social Structure

(1) The Athapaskans: Strangers of the North, pg. 24.  
(2) Athapaskan Adaptations Hunters and Fishermen of the Subarctic Forests. James 
W. Vanstone. 1974 
(3) https://www.fws.gov/alaska/external/pdf/native_affairs_desk_guide_fws.pdf 
(4) https://www.fws.gov/alaska/external/pdf/native_affairs_desk_guide_fws.pdf 
(5) https://www.fws.gov/alaska/external/pdf/native_affairs_desk_guide_fws.pdf 
(6) Athapaskan Adaptations Hunters and Fishermen of the Subarctic Forests. James 
W. Vanstone. 1974. 
(7) https://www.fws.gov/alaska/external/pdf/native_affairs_desk_guide_fws.pdf 
(8) http://peninsulaclarion.com/stories/081003/
ala_081003ala012001.shtml#.V3QnQpMrK35  
(9) From the Athabascan exhibit at the Alaska State Museum. http://
museums.alaska.gov/

Indigenous Technology / Athabascan Storytelling Lesson

(1) All Icons - https://thenounproject.com/ 
(2) Birch Tree Story - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sp2CaR8Y0J8 
(3) Trade map - http://www.akhistorycourse.org/alaskas-cultures/images/akheritage/

large/unit2chart4.jpg  
(4) Canoe Build - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=enMSwz5BWGo  
(5) Cover Snowshoes - http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_JQcbMmPN_XI/TUkgY_CrUlI/
AAAAAAAAACc/cfjX3CZj61I/s1600/Jan
+18+2011+CanonEndsJan25-11SecCarBabtoSell+012A.jpg  
(6) Dentalgia Shells - http://www.aphotomarine.com/images/marine_snails_turk/
antalis_entalis_11-06-12_4.jpg  
(7) Economy &amp; Baby Carrier - http://museums.alaska.gov/asm/asmhome.html  
(8) Fall Home http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/curriculum/athabascan/athabascans/
aview_of_the_past.html  
(9) Gwich’in Stories - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Qc-A51N1H0

(10) Housing/Transportation - http://www.akhistorycourse.org/alaskas-cultures/
alaskas-heritage/chapter-2-3-athabaskans  
(11) Koyukuk River - https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ea/
Beautiful_river_landscape_in_the_fall.jpg  
(12) Long Snowshoes - https://media.npr.org/assets/img/
2010/08/31/07_e038874_slide-5f5748b6273aafb8019ef3ccb93fc04e4ae86ff3-s800-
c15.jpg  
(13) Nelson, R. K., Dickey, T. P., Smetzer, M. B., Yarber, Y., &amp; Choy, C. E. (1983). 
The Athabaskans: People of the boreal forest. Fairbanks, AK: University of Alaska 
Museum. 
(14) Temporary Shelter - http://www.akhistorycourse.org/alaskas-cultures/images/
akheritage/large/2.61.jpg  
(15) Thompson, C., &amp; McGary, M. J. (1984). Athabaskan languages and the 
schools: A handbook for teachers. Juneau, AK: Alaska Dept. of Education.  
(16) Traditional Wardrobe - http://museums.alaska.gov/asm/asmhome.html  
(17) Wide Snowshoes - https://p2.liveauctioneers.com/5/55132/26845379_1_l.jpg

 
     Western Settlement

(1) Isabelle Barnett. Geni. https://www.geni.com/people/Isabelle-Barnette/
6000000026535378190 
(2) History of Fairbanks. Fairbanks History. http://fairbanks-alaska.com/fairbanks-
history.htm
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Lesson 1: Ethnobotany: Birch and Berries (Sections 1 & 2) 

Lesson 2: Mapping Food Availability

Lesson 3: Lessons in Traditional Athabascan Storytelling

Lesson 4: Athabascan Fiddling: Part 1

Lesson 5: Athabascan Fiddling: Part 2

Lesson 6: Art and Alaska History Project 

INTERIOR ALASKA:         
LESSONS

2

Photo credit: www.alaska.org/photos/gallery3

http://www.alaska.org/photos/gallery3
http://www.alaska.org/photos/gallery3


“Ethnobotany is the study of how people of a particular culture and region make 
use of indigenous (native) plants.” (1) 

The vast tundra, wetlands and boreal forests of Interior Alaska provide healthy edible 
plants and useful resources. Athabascan people use plants like leafy greens and 
berries as part of of a nutritional diet. Roots, bark, and leaves can also be collected 
for medicinal purposes. Finally, various plants are used to construct tools, baskets, 
and even boats. These methods have been used throughout history, adapted, and  
are still used today. 

Essential Questions: 

How does the natural environment of the Interior region inform the lifestyle of the 
Athabascan people?

How do Athabascan people use plants in their daily lives?

Lesson: 

Take students outside to observe, sketch, and collect the various plants listed here in 
this lesson. If students cannot go outside, have them research the plants in the 
library. Have students choose which plants and activities they would like to complete. 

35

Alaska Cultural and Curriculum 
Standards

Alaska Cultural Standards: 

Curriculum Standard B: A culturally-
responsive curriculum recognizes cultural 
knowledge as part of a living and 
constantly adapting system that is 
grounded in the past, but continues to 
grow through the present and into the 
future. 

1. Recognizes the contemporary validity 
of much of the traditional cultural 
knowledge, values and beliefs, and 
grounds students learning in the 
principles and practices associated 
with that knowledge. 

ETHNOBOTANY LESSON

Image: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Tundra_Pizazz_(9847477036).jpg

by Electra Gardinier 
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ETHNOBOTANY 
LESSON: BIRCH 
The Athabascan people use birch trees for many 
things. The bark of the trees can be used medicinally 
and as a structure in many household items. The 
bark is strong, waterproof and lightweight. It is used 
to make baby carriers, baskets, canoes, and many 
other household items. Birch wood bark baskets 
were also filled with hot rocks and used to cook with. 
The wood from birch trees is also used for various 
tools and snowshoes. The sap is edible and can be 
made into syrups. 

Collecting the bark: It is easiest to collect the bark 
after the sap begins to run (late spring or early 
summer). Look for smooth trees without many limbs 
and make a vertical cut with a sharp knife and then 
peel back the bark in large pieces. For baskets, 
roots are used to sew the edges. (3)

Medicinal use: When the bark is ground and boiled, 
it can be used as a tea, wrapped in cheese cloth to 
be used as a compress or for a steam bath, or 
infused into oils. Birch bark contains a compound 
"salicin" which is an antioxidant and is related to, and 
acts like aspirin. It is used on broken bones, cuts, 
skin issues, or more generally for well-being. (4) 
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Birch trees in the fall. 

Image courtesy of:
www.alaska.org/alaska-photos

GALLERY 2.1 
Athabascan uses for Birch 

How to identify birch trees: 



What do Athabascans say about the importance of birch bark?

Not all communities have birch trees. Are there birch trees in your 
community? Start by observing the trees in the wild, sketch some 
pictures of them, feel the bark, notice the shapes of the leaves. 

If you do not have birch trees in your community, look at some photos 
of them and use this nature guide to learn more about the trees. 

Materials: Construction paper in various colors, glue sticks, scissors, 
ruler, black paint, wide paint brushes, water, plate for paint mixing.

Think about the birch forests of the Interior region. What season will 
your collage depict? What will the landscape around the birch trees 
look like? 

Create layers of landscape by cutting and then gluing different 
pieces of construction paper down onto a page. Cut out shapes that 
represent plants and landscapes specific to your region. 

Make the paper birch trees by cutting white, grey or beige paper into 
strips. Using a wide and dry paintbrush, gently paint stripes 
horizontally across the paper strips. The wetter the brush gets, the 
more difficult it is to create the bark details. Once the strips are dry, 
position them throughout your collage. 
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ACTIVITY: CREATE YOUR OWN BIRCH FOREST COLLAGE 
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Bearberry
Diniyh (Koyukon)
Scientific name: Arctostaphylos spp. 

Contains “arbutin,” a glycoside that can be used as a 
diuretic or astringent. 

Uses: Raw berries could be eaten to fight a cold, or be 
used as a laxative. 

Located: In low shrubs in wetlands or on tundra. (8) 

GALLERY 2.2 Edible Berries of the Interior 

BIRCH AND BERRIES 

Akutaq (Yup’ik Ice Cream) 
Although this dish originated in 
Southwestern Alaska, recipes have 
been shared throughout the 
Interior region. 

Mix together: 
1 boiled white fish, disconnect 
bones from fish, & squeeze the 
juice out.  
3 lbs. crisco (can be substituted 
for Greek yogurt too)  
1 cup sugar 
1 gallon berries from your region
Serve frozen or chilled 

Photo (above): https://
upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/
a/a8/Iced_Akutaq.jpg

Recipes provided by the Alaska Native 
Knowledge Network. (7) 

RECIPES

In Alaska, berry 
picking begins in late 
spring or early 
summer depending 
on the weather and 
the region. At the end 

or beginning of a school year, berries 
might still be out! Berry picking is an 
important subsistence activity during 
the summer months.
Photo (above): https://c2.staticflickr.com/
6/5734/22532772897_096f3116c8_b.jpg 

Blueberry Jam
4 cups blueberries (could use other 
berries from your region as well)  
2 cups sugar 
4 tablespoons corn starch

Boil until thick; when cooled, empty 
into jars & store in a cool, dry place.
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Download the free “Denali Flora” app. It includes pictures 
and descriptions of plants growing in the Interior. Many of 
the plants can be found in other regions within the state 
as well. 

THERE’S AN APP FOR THAT 
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MAPPING FOOD AVAILABILITY

Students will examine the availability of food in their local areas 
from either grocery stores, subsistence living, gardening, farmers 
markets or any combination of the above. Students will also look at 
what traditional subsistence living may have looked like in the past 
and assess what is more commonplace now in regards to daily 
diet in the US. Students will then in turn look at food distribution 
across the US and in their own communities to identify food 
deserts, high availability or sustainable resources that may exist in 
their communities.  Students will personalize the lesson by 
learning how to measure how much sugar they may be eating in a 
day, a week, a month, and a year, available through the Standard 
American Diet (SAD). Project will include mapping of food sources 
including grocery stores, gas stations, and subsistence areas 
(where applicable), and, if available, the average monetary costs 
of food.  Being a proponent of open ended learning, students will 
be graded on their participation in “on the spot” research, 
discussions, group learning, problem solving, and reflection.   
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by Cecelia Westman 

Image credit: http://www.healthable.org/six-foods-you-should-eat-for-
brain-health/
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How do you get your food? 
It is a known fact that every living being around the world needs to 
eat. Securing food is done in varying ways around the world. While 
many in the United States find it to be more convenient to buy their 
food at the grocery store, other people do not have the choice of 
going to the market to pick up fresh food, pre-packaged processed 
items, frozen foods, flour, grains, specialties for baking, spices, or 
canned goods.  In this unit students will explore their food sources 
and what getting food may look like for people living in various 
settings such as urban city centers or rural environments.  

By mapping their own food landscapes, they can then appreciate 
the food landscapes of people living in regions outside of their own 
communities.  For those that rely upon harvesting, learning to 
prepare and store these foods is also important and youth in rural 
regions are often taught these lessons starting at a young age.  

Check out the skills that these youth are learning in Galena, Ak.  This 
area is known to be in the Athabascan territory and subsistence 
skills are needed in order to make it year round.  Elders teach the 
youth how to harvest, prepare, and store food for use throughout the 
year.  
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INTERACTIVE 2.1 Do you go to the grocery 
or do you collect food from your local 
area?

For some people in the United States, going 
to the grocery and exchanging collateral 
for food may be the only way to feed their 
families.

In rural areas, going to the grocery and 
exchanging collateral for food may not always be a 
reliable option.  Different skills are needed in order 
for families to eat.
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INTERACTIVE 2.2 How to create a My Map in 
Google

Click the YouTube link above to learn how to 
create an interactive My Map of food 

distribution in your area.
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Exercise 1:  Students will review and discuss food availability and receive an introduction to My Maps by working together as a class to 
create a map of food distributors in their community.  To give the map more meaning, they will also create a key of demographics, listing 
population numbers, average incomes of the community, and average costs of commonly sought food items such as “bread, milk, and 
butter.”  This information is usually readily available on the web by searching the city’s website or the state’s website. Depending on time 
availability-a second layer could be added listing restaurants, a third with farmers markets, a fourth with wholesale distributors, etc.  Once 
the map is posted, students can then make the map available for others outside of their class to interact with.  
*Teachers, if you are interested in your students expanding upon their knowledge of food availability, consider contacting a teacher from 
another region and having them do this exercise with their students so that both classrooms can do a comparison of food availabilities in 
their respective regions.  The maps can be interactive by containing photos, videos, stories, and web links.
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“Compared to other countries, the U.S. has the greatest income 
inequality – and the worst health. Today, the top one percent of 
Americans owns more wealth than the bottom 90% combined. 
Economic inequality is greater than at any time since the 1920s. One 
out of every 5 children in the U.S. lives in poverty (21%) compared with 
approximately 4% of Sweden. Social spending makes up most of the 
difference: in Sweden, social spending reduces child poverty by 70%, 
while in the U.S. it reduces child poverty only 5%, down from 
26%.” (http://www.unnaturalcauses.org/episode_descriptions.php?
page=1)

Exercise 2: While healthy diets and exercise are important to the lives of 
people all around the world- wealth, poverty, and stress play major roles 
in health outcomes and disparities.  In this exercise, students will 
measure the amount of sugar that people may be consuming on a daily 
basis due to the food choices that their families might have to make in 
order to stay fed.  These choices may be leading to full bellies, but not 
nourished lives.  

Items needed:

~2 - 5 lbs bags of sugar
~Photo copies of the nutrition labels from various popular food items 
such as capri sun, top ramen, coke products, beef jerky, hot dogs, 
white bread, jelly jars, peanut butter, etc.  
 *Be sure to leave the names of the items off so that students are not 
aware of the food products that they are analyzing.  Mark each list of 
nutrition facts with A,B,C,D,Etc.
~Paper/pencils
~calculators

Impact of Poverty and Stress on Diabetes 
among Native Americans 

What impacts the health of people living in 
the United States as much as diet and 

exercise? Click the link to find a piece of the 
puzzle.

http://www.unnaturalcauses.org/episode_descriptions.php?page=1
http://www.unnaturalcauses.org/episode_descriptions.php?page=1
http://www.unnaturalcauses.org/episode_descriptions.php?page=1
http://www.unnaturalcauses.org/episode_descriptions.php?page=1
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~Tablespoon measures
~Sandwich bags
~Sharpies
~Staplers
~Tape
~This equation: 12.5g of sugar equals one Tablespoon

1. Share the stack of nutrition facts with the students evenly and ask 
the students to figure out the amount of sugar in each item per 
serving and then to multiply it by the amount of servings contained 
in the package.  

2. Students should then proceed to place the amount of sugar 
measured in a baggie for each product that they did the calculation 
for and to staple it to the nutrition fact that it belongs to.  

3. Students should then place their actualized sugar equations onto 
the front board of the room with tape so that all members of the 
class can see them.  Be sure to leave enough room above or below 
each item so that there is room to label each of the nutrition facts 
with their product name directly on the board.

4. Have the students go through and look at each of the sugar/
nutritional representations of the products and try to identify what 
the product label is.

5. Have them sit down and as you go through each of the products 
one by one revealing the product after the class has had the 
chance to guess what it is with their peers.

6. Ask the class to look up how much sugar people eat in a year on 
average according to the Standard American Diet (SAD), why 
people eat that way, and if it is a choice.

7. Conclude the lesson by asking them what they learned and what 
they will be taking with them from the class.

INTERACTIVE 2.3 What consumable 
product is this?

Did you guess?  Scratch away the 
nutrition facts to reveal the 
product.

Coke: http://www.healthable.org/six-
foods-you-should-eat-for-brain-health/

http://www.healthable.org/six-foods-you-should-eat-for-brain-health/
http://www.healthable.org/six-foods-you-should-eat-for-brain-health/
http://www.healthable.org/six-foods-you-should-eat-for-brain-health/
http://www.healthable.org/six-foods-you-should-eat-for-brain-health/


LESSONS IN TRADITIONAL 
ATHABASCAN STORYTELLING  
BY JOE LEWIS
[click bold text for definition] Elders and culture bearers are such 
an integral part of learning about the culture of a place. Most of 
the information learned by younger generations was passed 
down by their elders. For the purposes of the lesson, in session 
one an elder or a culture bearer will be invited into a high school 
classroom to tell traditional Athabascan stories that portray a 
lesson. High school students ranging from grade 9-12 will listen 
to an Elder or culture bearer tell a few of their traditional stories 
accompanied by the stories’ history. Students will then reflect on 
the stories they were told and have a discussion 
with the guest. During this time, the students will 
think of a personal core value that they are 
passionate about (i.e.. one that they would like to 
pass down to their children). Session two will be 
devoted to discussing in detail how the students 
will be able to translate example values into lessons, as to not 
give away any of the values of the students. In session three, the 
students will compose a short story that teaches their core value 
through the use of a lesson (students’ core values do not have to 
be the same as the Athabascan values). Upon completion of their 
short story, in session four, students will create an electronic 
component (PowerPoint, Haiku Deck, etc.) to pair with their 
writing. The purpose of the electronic component is to give an 
artistic and creative life to their already creative writing. In 
session five, the students will read their stories to the rest of the 
class accompanied by their electronic component. The class will 
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then try and guess the value that author of the short story was trying 
to translate. The compilation of stories will be turned into the teacher 
and combined into an book by the teacher, for the students. This 
book can then be used as a future resource for other classes. 

Standards Addressed (click headers for complete standards):

Alaska English/Language Arts Grade 9-10:

• Writing Standards

✴ 3 (B, C, D, & E), 5, & 6

• Speaking & Listening Standards

✴ 1 (C & D), 2, & 5

• Language Standards

✴ 1 (A & B) & 2 (C) 

Alaska English/Language Arts Grade 11-12:

• Writing Standards

✴ 3 (B, C, D, & E), 5, & 6

• Speaking & Listening Standards

✴ 1 (C & D), 2, & 5

• Language Standards

✴ 1 (A), 2 (B), 3 (A), & 4 (B)

Alaska Standards for Culturally Responsive Schools: 

• Cultural Standards for Curriculum

✴ C (1, 3, 4, & 7), D (1), E (1 & 2)
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INTERACTIVE 2.4 Gwich’in Stories (Dinjii Zhuu Gwandak)

This is a traditional Gwich’in-Athabascan story told in the 
Gwich’in language with English subtitles. Frog and the Canoe

INTERACTIVE 2.5 The Story of the Birch Tree

Birch trees are utilized in nearly all aspects of 
Athabascan living. This story is how the Athabascan 
people came to begin using the birch tree. 

https://education.alaska.gov/akstandards/ela/resources/elabygrade/ELAStandards_gr9-10.pdf
https://education.alaska.gov/akstandards/ela/resources/elabygrade/ELAStandards_gr9-10.pdf
https://education.alaska.gov/akstandards/ela/resources/elabygrade/ELAStandards_gr11-12.pdf
https://education.alaska.gov/akstandards/ela/resources/elabygrade/ELAStandards_gr11-12.pdf
http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/culturalstandards.pdf
http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/culturalstandards.pdf


Purpose/Objectives/Outcomes:

The purpose of this lesson is to learn how writers and storytellers 
portrayed core values through lessons in stories, legends and 
oratories. Through the process of listening to culture bearers tell 
their traditional stories, students will look internally to discover what 
their core values may be. Students will gain a working knowledge of 
the five key elements of a short story (character, setting, conflict, 

plot, and theme) and how they play a part in the 
translation of personal values through 
lessons, as seen in traditional 
Athabascan stories. Students will gain 
a copy of their book upon 
completion. 

The Big Picture:

By the end of this unit, students will 
be able to determine some of their 
core values. They will be able to 

give a generalized 
overview of some 

of the values 
that Athabascan peoples 

hold and be able to relate them 
back to some of their own core  

values. Students will be able to 
successfully be able to present a short story that communicates a 

value through a teachable lesson. Students will be able to utilize an 
electronic presentation to “freshen-up” their delivery method, this 
can be translated into other classes that they may have to give 
presentations for.   

Engagement Will Look Like:

Students will be engaged with the class when they are actively 
listening to the culture bearer and can compose a question to ask 
that person before or after their oratory. Students should be actively 
writing when the time allots for it. Engaged students will participate 
when the time comes to read/perform their stories to the rest of the 
class.

Assessment of Student Outcomes:

Students should be assessed on active participation as noted in the 
previous section. Students will be assessed based on their use of 
proper punctuation, spelling, grammar, and formatting. Students will 
be assessed on timeliness of the completion of their projects. 
Students should be primarily graded on whether the followed the 
guidelines and their short stories contain a teachable lesson.

Materials/Resources/Technology:

Students will utilize the the elders or culture bearers of their 
community. Through them, the school will ask permission to utilize 
their stories. This lesson is reliant on the utilization of computers  and 
an online media source (PowerPoint, Haiku Deck, etc.). 

For additional resources and a complete lesson plan click: here
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http://uasmat.org/student-posts/lesson-plan-additional-resources/
http://uasmat.org/student-posts/lesson-plan-additional-resources/


HOW CAN OTHER CULTURES INFLUENCE THE MUSIC WE MAKE?

FIDDLE MUSIC IN ATHABASCAN CULTURE
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    Fiddle Chicks

    AUDIO 2.1  
“I Saw the Light”- 
    Bill Stevens

The Athabascan people of Interior Alaska and Eastern Canada are known for many things- from their beaded art to 
the innovative ways they have adapted to the mountainous tundra they call home. Fiddle music is also a key part of 
Athabascan culture that remains well-known to this day, even as its styles change with outside influences. But how 
did fiddle music become such a big part of Athabascan culture? How did a native culture adopt a genre of music 
that is usually associated with Europeans from Ireland or Scotland? Did Athabascans create this style on their own, or 
were there people that influenced their music-making? That is what we are going to discover today!

By Ruth Hogle

Athabascan Children Dancing to Fiddle  
ASL PCA-306-1850. Photo courtesy of the Alaska State Museum- Juneau. http://museums.alaska.gov/
asm/asmhome.html

Any 
time you see a 

shadow like me, tap 
the image!

http://museums.alaska.gov/asm/asmhome.html
http://museums.alaska.gov/asm/asmhome.html
http://museums.alaska.gov/asm/asmhome.html
http://museums.alaska.gov/asm/asmhome.html


From early on in their formation of communities, Athabascan 
people incorporated music into their culture. They 
accompanied (for any bold word, click on the blue dictionary 
icon for the definition) their many dances and songs with 
percussive instruments (1). However, things began to change 
by the year 1847.

         And it all began in Fort Yukon in the territory of Alaska. 
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https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/8d/Fort_Yukon_in_June_1867_-_Dall.JPG.

Fort Yukon in June of 1867

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/8d/Fort_Yukon_in_June_1867_-_Dall.JPG
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/8d/Fort_Yukon_in_June_1867_-_Dall.JPG


Fort Yukon and the Hudson’s Bay Company Traders

In 1847, a man named Alexander Hunter Murray founded Fort Yukon as 
a key location for the Hudson’s Bay Company, a fur trading company 
created and run by Europeans mostly from Scotland (specifically, Orkney 
Island), and French-Canadians (2). The Fort Yukon area had already 
been home to the Gwich’in Athabascan people (“Gwich’in” means 
“residents” or “inhabitants”) (3). This area was an important place for the 
communication, transportation, and supplies of the Gwich’in people 
because of its location: it was close to Canada and was close to many 
big rivers and watersheds with plenty of fish in them (2). 

Alexander Hunter Murray
The Manitoba Historical Society. Memorable Mantiboans: Alexander 
Hunter Murray (1818-1874). 1998-2015. Manitoba Historical Society. 
http://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/people/murray_ah.shtml

http://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/people/murray_ah.shtml
http://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/people/murray_ah.shtml


Little written evidence can tell us exactly what happened in the 
twenty years the European fur traders lived in Gwich’in territory, 
before the U.S. Army forced the European company workers out 
of Alaska, but we know a few things: the Athabascan people had 
not seen a violin before the European people came, and they 
knew many English, Scottish, and Orcadian folk songs and 
dances by the time the company workers left (2).

Fort Yukon and the Hudson’s Bay 
Company Traders

Fort Yukon, 1867
Bockstoce, John R. (2009). Furs and frontiers in the far north: The 
contest among native and foreign nations for the bering strait fur 
trade. Yale University Press. Accessed online.

Four Prospectors Relax on Their Cabin Bunk, ca. 1898

Alaska Digital Archives. Claude Hobart Photograph Collection, 1898-99. ASL-PCA-425-6. 
http://vilda.alaska.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/cdmg21/id/10417/rec/4

http://vilda.alaska.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/cdmg21/id/10417/rec/4
http://vilda.alaska.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/cdmg21/id/10417/rec/4


By the 1920’s, there was actual evidence of Gwich’in Athabascans playing the 
fiddle for their own community dances, provided by an American explorer and 
naturalist named Robert Kennicott. Although the Gwich’in Athabascans were not 
performing on the fiddle yet, Kennicott attended a Christmas ball at La Pierre’s 
House on the Canadian side of the Alaska-Canada border in 1862 and saw the 
Gwich’in people dancing to the music brought by the fur traders. 
This is what he said about what he saw:

From Craig Mishler’s Dissertation on Gwich’in Athapaskan Music (2).

Fort Yukon and the Hudson’s Bay Company Traders

Robert Kennicott
Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum. Notable People. 

Kennicott uses strong language when 
describing the music and dancing at 
the Christmas ball. How do you think 
his cultural biases affected his view of 
this scene?



With the resources we do have, it seems that the first fiddler to introduce his music to the 
Athabascan people was one of the seven-eight founders of Fort Yukon- a man named Antoine 
Houle, who was the resident interpreter for Hudson’s Bay Company. He was a man of French and 
Cree descent and was also known to have an “uneven temper” and a difficult relationship with his 
company boss and the Gwich’in chief at the time, Shahvyaa (2). In 1848, Houle ordered two violin 
strings to be sent to him at Fort Yukon and ordered another three strings, two years later (2).
 

NAME: HOULE (HOOLE), Antoine         PARISH: Native           ENTERED SERVICE: 26 May 1842                 DATES: b. 1827    
                                                                                                                                                    (B.239/u/1, fo. 159d)                    d. 22 October 1868       
Appointments & Service 
Outfit Year* Position Post District HBCA Reference 
*An Outfit year ran from 1 June to 31 May                                                                                                                                                                                             
1842-1845 Apprentice Interpreter Fort Halkett Mackenzie River B.239/g/82-84 
1845-1846 Apprentice Fort Halkett Mackenzie River B.239/g/85 
1846-1849 Apprentice Interpreter Fort Halkett Mackenzie River B.239/g/86-88 
1849-1868 Interpreter Fort Yukon Mackenzie River B.239/g/89-108 
1868, 22 October died at Fort Yukon   B.239/g/109; B.239/u/2,  
    fos. 142d-143 
 
 
- A number of servants' contracts in A.32/33 
 
Mark Moderow, "Antoine Hoole: the first fiddler on the Yukon" PP 1988-2 (a&b) 
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Fort Yukon
and the
Hudson’s Bay 
Company
Traders

Antoine Houle
Hudson’s Bay Company Archives.
Biographical Sheets. http://
www.gov.mb.ca/chc/archives/hbca/
biographical/h/houle_antoine.pdf.

http://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/archives/hbca/biographical/h/houle_antoine.pdf
http://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/archives/hbca/biographical/h/houle_antoine.pdf
http://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/archives/hbca/biographical/h/houle_antoine.pdf
http://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/archives/hbca/biographical/h/houle_antoine.pdf
http://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/archives/hbca/biographical/h/houle_antoine.pdf
http://www.gov.mb.ca/chc/archives/hbca/biographical/h/houle_antoine.pdf


Craig Mishler and The Ch’ahasak Story
 
In 1972, a man named Craig Mishler traveled to Fort Yukon to spend time with the 
Athabascan people, who still play fiddle to this day. While he was there from 1972 to 
1980, he met many Athabascan people who knew stories passed down for decades 
about the first fiddle-playing traders in Fort Yukon. 

There is an allegory that is believed to be about 
Houle that is called, “Grasshopper and the 
Ants”. An Athabascan woman named Myra 
Robert shared this story with Craig Mishler 
during his time in Fort Yukon. This story is about 
Grasshopper (“Ch’ahasak” in Gwich’in) who 
comes to live with a group of Ants (“Neejii”) and 
brings his violin. In the story, the violin was 
called “chi’iitsiidlii”- “the metal that sings” (2). 
This story was influenced by Aesop’s fable, The 
Ant and the Tumblebug, and is related to a story 
told by Shuswap Indians in Tales of the North 
American Indians (4).

 
 

INTERACTIVE 2.6 Disney’s
“The Grasshopper and the Ants”

          This film was produced by Disney in 
1934.

         Do you think it was inspired by the story
        of Houle’s arrival to Fort Yukon?

Craig Mishler

The Ant and the Grasshopper

http://www.eastoftheweb.com/short-stories/UBooks/AntGra.shtml
http://www.eastoftheweb.com/short-stories/UBooks/AntGra.shtml
http://www.eastoftheweb.com/short-stories/UBooks/AntGra.shtml
http://www.eastoftheweb.com/short-stories/UBooks/AntGra.shtml
http://www.native-languages.org/shuswap_culture.htm
http://www.native-languages.org/shuswap_culture.htm
http://www.amazon.com/Craig-Mishler/e/B001HCVRTI.
http://www.amazon.com/Craig-Mishler/e/B001HCVRTI.
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/f8/The_Ant_and_the_Grasshopper_-_Project_Gutenberg_etext_19994.jpg
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/f8/The_Ant_and_the_Grasshopper_-_Project_Gutenberg_etext_19994.jpg


“Athapaskanizing”, and the Two Different Types of Gwich’in Music

The Athabascan people did not just adopt the European traders’ music and abandon their own styles. They 
created a whole new form of music in a process that Mishler called “Athapaskanizing:” they combined their 
indigenous music with the new, outside influences. This led to two different kinds of Gwich’in Athabascan 
music: “Aboriginal-style” (purely Athabascan music) and “Contact-traditional” (converged music with 
Gwich’in and European fiddle styles) (2). 

The aboriginal-style of music has changed throughout the 
years and can be heard in Gwich’in Athabascan love 
songs, medicine songs, war songs, and funeral songs (2). 
The contact-traditional music and dances contain the jigs, 

Your turn to be the expert!
This map shows all the major cities along the 
Yukon River in Alaska. Can you find Fort 
Yukon and Koyukuk, two of the main places 
Athabascan fiddle developed, on this map?

Where it all began...

And how far it’s 
come!

 INTERACTIVE 2.7 The Cities of the Yukon River

1 2

Alaska Yukon River Expedition. Villages. http://
alaskayukonriverexpedition.com/images/
YukonRiverMapFinalWeb.jpg.

http://alaskayukonriverexpedition.com/images/YukonRiverMapFinalWeb.jpg
http://alaskayukonriverexpedition.com/images/YukonRiverMapFinalWeb.jpg
http://alaskayukonriverexpedition.com/images/YukonRiverMapFinalWeb.jpg
http://alaskayukonriverexpedition.com/images/YukonRiverMapFinalWeb.jpg
http://alaskayukonriverexpedition.com/images/YukonRiverMapFinalWeb.jpg
http://alaskayukonriverexpedition.com/images/YukonRiverMapFinalWeb.jpg


How Athabascan Fiddling Developed and Spread: Upriver and Downriver

Although there is little tangible evidence of Athabascan people playing the fiddle between the 
years of 1867 and 1922, Mishler believed through his experiences of studying Athabascan music 

and dance and speaking with Gwich’in 
musicians that it has been a long-standing 
tradition since the 1860’s (2). 
After the twenty years of contact between the 
Gwich’in people and European fiddlers at Fort 
Yukon, fiddle music spread to other Athabascan 
areas around Alaska and Canada. It has since 
developed into two main forms of fiddle music: 
Upriver fiddle music and Downriver fiddle music 
(3). The Upriver style is played by the Northern 
Alaska Athabascans (including the Gwich’in 
people) and Eastern Canadians who were 
influenced by the fur traders, and the Downriver 
style is played by the Athabascans in the 
Tanana region (including the Koyukon people- 
check out this book of Koyukon Athabascan 
Dance Songs, courtesy of the Historical 
Archives at the Alaska State Museum), who 
were more influenced by the music brought by 
the American gold miners in the early 1900’s 
(3).Alaska Digital Archives. ASL-M1669.K59.

http://vilda.alaska.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/cdmg21/id/14272/rec/12

http://library.alaska.gov/hist/hist_docs/docs/anlm/41699107.pdf
http://library.alaska.gov/hist/hist_docs/docs/anlm/41699107.pdf
http://library.alaska.gov/hist/hist_docs/docs/anlm/41699107.pdf
http://library.alaska.gov/hist/hist_docs/docs/anlm/41699107.pdf
http://vilda.alaska.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/cdmg21/id/14272/rec/12
http://vilda.alaska.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/cdmg21/id/14272/rec/12


The Distinct Style of Athabascan Fiddle

Both Athabascan styles are unique compared to other fiddle styles from other parts of 
the world. Charlie Peter, a prominent Gwich’in fiddler born in 1902, explained that 
Athabascan fiddlers tune their instruments differently, depending on the song they are 
playing. Athabascan fiddlers have re-tuning instruments down to an art, so they can do 
it quickly and often- imagine having to tune your instrument differently for every song! 
Gwich’in fiddlers also use a lot of glissandi and double-stops in their playing, which is 
more similar to the Irish fiddle style than the Scottish and Orcadian influences. These 
fiddlers also use 
syncopated rhythms 
and skipped beats 
frequently, filling in 
the silent beats with 
foot tapping. (2).

Institute of Alaska Native Arts. (1992).
Athabascan old-time fiddling festival:
ten years of a musical tradition. 
Fairbanks, Alaska: The Institute.

INTERACTIVE 2.8 Charlie Peter plays Gwich’in fiddle music



But Wait- There’s More!

There are many important Athabascan fiddle musicians who have continued to 
keep the tradition of playing and dancing alive in Athabascan culture through 
their performances, but also through education. Check out the next section of 
the chapter to learn more about Athabascan music and how it has evolved into 
what it is today!

And before you turn the page, take a break and browse through this fantastic 
site that takes you through a visual and audio tour of Fort Yukon (from Fort Yukon 
Photo Album Project Jukebox).

RESOURCES

(1) Athabascan exhibit, courtesy of the Alaska State Museum- Juneau http://
museums.alaska.gov/asm/asmhome.html) 

(2) Mishler, C. W. (1981). Gwich'in Athapaskan music and dance: An ethnography 
and ethnohistory (Unpublished doctoral dissertation) University of Texas at 
Austin. 

(3) Mishler, C. W. (1993). The crooked stovepipe: Athapaskan fiddle music and 
square dancing in Northeast Alaska and Northwest Canada. Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press. 

(4) Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1929, p. 260. 

(5) All definitions found from www.dictionary.com.

MEDIA SOURCES 
       
Audio 1.1: Bill Stevens’ “I Saw the Light”. fiddlechicks.com.

Interactive 1.1: [For the Most Part]. (24 June, 2011). Disney’s (1934) 
The Grasshopper and the Ants. [Video File] https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=3V9uL_ruafU.

Interactive 1.2: The Cities of the Yukon River. Alaska Yukon River 
Expedition. Villages. http://alaskayukonriverexpedition.com/images/
YukonRiverMapFinalWeb.jpg

Interactive 1.3: Mishler, Craig. (22 May, 2013). Charlie Peter 
Gwich'in Fiddler (Charlie Tsal). [Video File]. Retrieved from https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=a6jNGd_-IBI

Athabascan Music Lesson Plan

 Fellow teachers:
Would you like a lesson plan to
incorporate this material within

your music classroom? Click on the 
image below to check out a 

resource created by the author!
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FIDDLE MUSIC 2 

20th Century Historical Influences

During the 20th century, Athabascan fiddling was influenced by technology and 
the musical styles that technology brought to the Alaskan Interior. Mail service, by 
steamship and dogsled, was delivered regularly by the turn of the century, and by 
the 1930’s, mail service regularly arrived by air. Mail order companies such as 
Sears and Roebuck made violins, record players, and records available 
throughout the Interior. Civilian radio stations began with sporadic appearances in 
the 1930’s and found stability in the 1940’s. With these technologies, popular 
music styles and genres were introduced and were integrated into Athabascan 
fiddle tunes.

“I think it was ’30; my brother Harold (Woods) went ratting. I don’t know how many 
muskrats he got but he ordered a phonograph from Sears. It was like a suitcase, a 
nice portable one you could carry around along with all of those Jimmy Rogers 
records. Oh, to play those records, you were just in “seventh heaven!” My brother 
Alfred build a violin out of a macaroni box. These people were just so thrilled by 
the music, they built anything to get music out of it.” -Sally Hudson of Rampart. 
(Athabascan Old Time Fiddling Festival, p4 )

“In 1935 I bought a record player from Sears Roebuck and records like Gene 
Autry and Jimmy Rogers. I’d listen to their music and try to learn the songs. I 
ordered C.O.D. from Sears, a guitar, a violin and a fiddle, $35 for all three in them 
days.” -Sebastian McGinty, singer and mandolin player from Naluto. 
(Athabascan Old Time Fiddling Festival, p4)
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Introduction:Listen to the recorded 
caption: 
•How would you describe the music? 
•What modern influences and instruments to 
do you observe?
•Describe how the music is being used in its 
environment, or how the music reflects its 
environment.

  Gwich’in Fiddle



Contemporary Athabascan Fiddle 

Today’s Athabascan and Gwich’in fiddle tunes 
thrive in the local communities and are 
internationally recognized and celebrated. This is 
due to many artists and teachers and volunteers 
within the native communities, as well as a number 
of local and art and cultural organizations that have 
provided support at crucial times of the genre’s 
development. Below is a list a few of the many 
important musicians within the Athabascan and 
Gwich’in fiddle community:

John Fresdan

Western style square dances were introduced to the 
Athabascan culture by Alaskan Native, John 
Fresdan. Fresdan was born in 1895 and raised at 
an Episcopal mission school in Fort Yukon. He 
showed great talent as a boy and was sent to a 
prep school for boys in Massachusetts; he later 
attended the University of the South, in Tennessee. 
Fresdon graduated in 1930 and returned to 
Venetie where he introduced square dances he 
had learned in the South. Fresdon was 
accomplished as both an Athabascan fiddler  
and Classically trained violinist; he served as a 
teacher until he died in 1945. 

Charlie Peter

Peter was born at a fish camp in 1902. He began 
playing fiddle at age 12. “His first fiddle was 
constructed of rabbit snare wire strung across a 
maple syrup can.” (Crooked Stovepipe, p.30) He 
was a highly respected, professional musician. He 
played regularly at the Pastime Bar in Fairbanks 
with two fellow musicians; they were forced to use 
amplification to be heard above the crowd noise. 
This was the introduction of amplification in 
Gwich’in fiddle and guitar.

Rev. Trimble Gilbert 
https://www.youtube.com/embed/0Fk7a-aiZdM

Rev. Trimble Gilbert was born in 1934 and currently 
lives in the Arctic Village. In the early 1980’s he 
played fiddle arrangements with his son’s rock n roll 
band, opening the door to a new-style fusion of 
Gwich’in fiddle music. Today, Rev. Gilbert continues 
to play fiddle and is part of the teaching staff for a 
community outreach program, Dancing with the 
Spirit: http://www.dancingwiththespirit.org/
index.html
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Bill Stevens
https://www.youtube.com/embed/E4kTKS7Brbc

Stevens was born in 1933 and lived in Fort Yukon. He 
began studying fiddle, by ear, upon purchasing a 
violin from Sears, at age 12, but at age 15 his fiddle 
playing ended when he was forced to attend Mount 
Edgecumbe High School in Sitka. Later he was 
involuntarily relocated to San Jose. It was not until 
1960 that Stevens again picked up the violin. In 1967 
his focus on fiddle intensified; he took lessons and 
joined the Santa Clara Valley Fiddlers Association. 
Stevens began competing on fiddle nationally and 
was very successful. In 1982 Stevens returned to Fort 
Yukon as a music teacher and performer. Bill Stevens 
was instrumental in the founding of the Athabascan 
Fiddle Festival, and he continues to teach and 
perform today. He currently works with the Young 
Native Fiddlers at the Morris Thompson Cultural 
Center.
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Young Native Fiddlers

Tanana Chiefs Conference, 
2012

Athabaskan Fiddle Festival

Athabascan Fiddle Festival
The annual Athabascan Fiddle Festival began in 1983 through the 
support of the Institute of Alaska Native Arts and the Alaska State 
Council on the Arts. The festival was initially two days; one day 
featured Upriver music, and one day featured Downriver music. 
IANA staff member Mabel Generous and music teacher Bill Stevens 
worked to seek out local performers and coordinate the 
performances. The event later expanded to four days, and in 1992 
the festival was deemed to be self-supportive. Crowds expanded 
from primarily community elders to local youth, Native communities 
throughout Alaska, and attendees from throughout North America. 
The festival has garnered international acknowledgment for local 
fiddlers. The festival has provided a platform for musicians from 
Athabascan and Gwich’in styles to come together and share 
material and ideas. Perhaps most importantly, the festival has 
helped to pass on  musical and cultural traditions to Interior Alaskan 
native youth. 
“As Minto youth, Katrina Frank and Israel Silas played, elders in 
the audience nodded and said, “They are going to carry this on for 

Young Native Fiddlers
The Young Native Fiddlers was founded by Dr. Maryann Allen in 1998 
as an action research project: “As a participatory action research 
project, members of the community, including musicians, young 
fiddlers, and their parents and grandparents are collaborating to 
create a culturally-based youth group focused on Athabascan 
fiddling. Their goal is to develop successful youth; youth who are 
developing individual strength and leadership skills as well as sharing 
their strengths with their community, thereby contributing to its well-
being." (http://ankn.uaf.edu/Curriculum/PhD_Projects/
MaryanneAllan/Dissertation.pdf) The Young Native Fiddlers is an 
extracurricular program designed to teach traditional Native fiddle or 
guitar to local Alaska Native children and to bring youth into 
community cultural celebrations. The program is free of charge, funded 
through grants, fundraisers, and community support. “Young Native 
Fiddlers started with a question, “Where are the Native children?” I 
was attending public events at which amateur musicians performed 
and as I watched the children play their music, I was struck by the 
oddness of the picture. These children were predominately white. I 

•https://www.facebook.com/youngnativefiddlers/
•http://inktrails.blogs.com/youngnativefiddlers/
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Lesson Activity:
By Meghan Johnson
Lesson Activity Link

Grade/ Class: 
5th General Music, 45 minutes per class

Purpose: 
Understand how the arts can be a platform for cultural empowerment and social 
change; understand how the arts reflect culture awareness while also supporting 
community engagement.

Essential Question: 
How do the arts reflect and strengthen community values?

Alaska Standards Addressed: 
Curriculum Standard A: reinforces the integrity of the cultural knowledge that 
students bring with them.
•Students will fulfill Standard A by reflecting on their individual cultural values and 
artistic traditions and looking for how those values and traditions are showcased in 
their local community.

Curriculum Standard B:  recognizes cultural knowledge as a part of a living 
and constantly adapting system that is grounded in the past, but continues to grow 
through the present 
and into the future.
•Students will fulfill Standard B by studying the historical progression of the 

Athabascan Fiddle history, including footage of current events.

5th Grade Alaska Curriculum Content Standards Addressed, Art: 
Connecting: Synthesize and relate knowledge, personal experiences to make art.
Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural, and historical context to 
deepen understanding
• Students will fulfill this standard by considering how the arts express their 

•Links within book section
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ART AND ALASKA HISTORY PROJECT 
Alaska History, Geography, and Cultural Trade, Art Project

Teacher: David Sheakley-Early      

Date: 27 June 2016 

Class: Art, Art History, Geography, Alaska History

Standards Addressed: 

This lesson plan meets the following Alaska Standards and Cultural 
Standards.

Alaska Standards:

• Arts Standard A: A student should be able to create and perform 
in the arts.

• Arts Standard B: A student should be able to understand the 
historical and contemporary role of the arts in Alaska, the nation, 
and the world.

• Geography Standard D: A student should understand and be able 
to interpret spatial (geographic) characteristics of human systems, 
including migration, movement, interactions of cultures, economic 

63

The EARTH without ART is just EH.                       	 	 	 	 	 Image from the Alaska State Museum permanent display.  

by David Sheakley-Early 



activities, settlement patterns, and political units in the state, nation, 
and world.

• History Standard B: A student should understand historical themes 
through factual knowledge of time, places, ideas, institutions, 
cultures, people, and events.

Traditional Athabascan coat and tunic. Photo from the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks. http://www.alaska.org/photos/gallery3/var/albums/Audio-Guides/UA-
Museum-of-the-North-Audio-Guide/51.-Hear-the-Athabascan-Language/
June-2011-01.jpg

Cultural Standards:

• Standard A: Culturally-responsive educators incorporate local 
ways of knowing and teaching in their work.

• Standard B: Culturally-responsive educators use the local 
environment and community resources on a regular basis to link 
what they are teaching to the everyday lives of the students.

Purpose/Objectives/Outcomes: 

• Students will create a 3D art piece that will rely on trade and 
relationships with other student groups in the class. 

• Students will explore and understand the techniques (carving, 
beading, weaving, etc.) that Alaska Native art is created by and 
some of the interactions that influenced each region. 

Essential Question(s): 

• In what ways can art be influenced? 

• What regional restraints can there be when creating art? 

The Student will be able to (The Big Picture): 

• Students will be able to make connections with the influences that 
neighboring regions have on each other and the necessity there is 
to trade and communicate with other regions. 

• Students will be able to take these concepts and create a 3D 
piece of art using trade and cooperation to obtain the needed 
supplies for the project. 

Student Engagement: 

• Students will be working in groups and individually through 
different parts of this lesson. 

• Students will be working with the teacher to get instructions and 
direction for the student projects and information. 
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• Students will be working with books, online resources and art and 
maps in the classroom. 

• Students will create their own “region” of artwork independently.

• Students will collaborate with each other to share regional artwork 
and then integrate different regional influences into their own art.

• Students will ask questions and at times struggle to develop their 
own ideas.

Assessment of Student Outcomes: 

• Students will be assessed on their final art piece.

• Students will be assessed through a final discussion of the 
influences and trade that regions have within Alaska. 

Students will be assessed on the connection that they can make 
between the lesson and other connections in the home region, state 
and world. 

Materials/Resources: 

Supplies: 

Resources: Alaska History and Culture- http://
www.akhistorycourse.org/alaskas-heritage/table-of-contents , Alaska 
Digital Archives- http://vilda.alaska.edu/, Alaska Regional Maps, 
Alaska topo maps, Alaska geography book, Alaska art history book.

Technology: Computer and internet.

Instructional Strategies, Accommodations, and Student 
activities

Lesson Summary:

This lesson is broken into three parts: 

1. Introduction to History; Geography and Research; Trade of 
Resources

2. Creation of Regional Art
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•glue guns
•glue sticks
•glue paste
•cotton balls
•feathers
•shells
•acrylic or tempera (poster) paint
•markers
•twine
•leather
•bones
•antlers
•wood pieces
•construction paper
•scissors
•cardboard
•buttons
•felt
•corks
•fur (real or imitation)
•beads,
•other art supplies as teacher sees fit. 

http://www.akhistorycourse.org/alaskas-heritage/table-of-contents
http://www.akhistorycourse.org/alaskas-heritage/table-of-contents
http://www.akhistorycourse.org/alaskas-heritage/table-of-contents
http://www.akhistorycourse.org/alaskas-heritage/table-of-contents
http://vilda.alaska.edu
http://vilda.alaska.edu


3. Discussion (assessment) about Trade and Art with Deeper 
Understanding of How Art and How Trade can be Applied in 
other Situations.  

During the first part, students will examine and research the regional 
boundaries of Alaska. They will work in groups and find similarities 
and differences about regional artwork in Alaska. Some differences 
that students will be looking for are the resources that are available 
in the different parts of Alaska and how that potentially influences 
that region’s style of art.

In the second part of the lesson, students will create a 3D art piece 
using art “resources” that are provided to them at each table. The 
class will be divided into five to seven groups. Each group or 
“region” will have to trade with neighboring regions to acquire 
enough resources to complete their art project. The type of art piece 
created may be up to the individual students and may or may not be 
influenced from some of the Alaskan art that was found in the 
research. 

The third part will be a student-led group discussion, where students 
discuss the connections that each region/group made in order to 
obtain the necessary resources for their art project. The class will 
also explore other trade and influences that are made within their 
local community and around the word. This will be their final 
assessment.

Opener: 

Have students look through some of the Alaska art books in the 
classroom. Ask the students to make observations from what they 
saw in the art. What did you see? What was it made of? What did it 

look like? Was it similar to other art in other books? (General 
observations).

Body:

Part One – Introduction: History, Geography and Research (~Day 
One and Two): After students make general observations of the 
artwork, have students look at the map of Alaska and the regional 
boundaries that exist. Look also at a topo map to see the layout of 
the land. Look for water sources, i.e. oceans, lakes, rivers. 

Look at the history of 
first contact with 
Russia, United 
States, Canada, and 
other countries. What 
influences did these 
countries bring? 
What was traded with 
outside groups? How 
did resources get 
from one side of the 
state to the other? 

Students will explore some of the Alaska Native art and what 
influences there are to and from neighboring regions or contact from 
other areas. 

Part Two – Trade of Resources and Creation of Regional Art (~Day 
Three through Five): The class will be divided into five to seven 
groups. Tables should be set up so that there is one central table 
with other tables surrounding the center group. On each table, the 
art supplies will be divided for each group/region but there should 
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be no set of art supplies that are on more than one table (simulating 
different resources specific to certain regions). Students will create 
an art project (each student will make one) that uses the materials at 
their table as a starting point. If there are materials that are needed 
in a different “region”, student will have to trade across neighboring 
borders to get that supply or resource. If the resource is two borders 
away, they must talk to the neighboring region and make a deal for 
them to trade for the item and then re-trade it over to the desired 
region. 

Part Three – Conclusion of Art Project and Discussion (assessment) 
about Trade and Art with Deeper Understanding of How Art and 
Trade can be Applied in other Situations (~Day Six and Seven): 
Students will continue to work on and finish their art piece. Towards 

the end of the class, the class will talk about what each student 
created and where and how each resource was obtained. Students 
will also be asked to talk about what influences they had when 
creating their artwork, connecting what was discussed on day one 
and two. As a final topic, students will be asked to think of other 
things in their lives that may need to be traded or have had an 
influence on them from somewhere else.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Teachers and educators: If you want a printable version of this 
lesson, click below. Enjoy and keep art alive! 
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Click here for a viewable 
lesson plan on a phone or 
book here:

Carving hands. https://fbcdn-sphotos-h-a.akamaihd.net/hphotos-ak-
prn2/977546_514425648593207_1135925931_o.jpg

Click here for a printable 
version on this lesson on a 
laptop or desktop: 
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