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Introduction 

The South Nahanni watershed is one of the most poorly known 

areas of Canada. Certainly, no other National Park in Canada has such 

a depauperate history, or such a dearth of resource documents on which 

to base a historical review. 

What little evidence there is, suggests that the South Nahanni 

watershed may never have contained a year-round resident Indian population 

because of the low productivity of the land. Indians, living a nomadic 

life, apparently travelled into the area periodically from different sides 

of the Northern Cordillera (Mackenzie and Selwyn Mountains). This has 

produced conflicting accounts about the Nahani Indians, which have yet to 

be resolved. 

The history of white men in the area is known only slightly 

better. Until the last 20 years, few whites had ever visited the area 

and fewer still left accounts of their works and travels. The result is 

that the history, as it relates to whites, has yet to be written. 

The historical record, such as it is, exists as: 

(i) a small, but important collection of secondary source documents 
in the form of newspaper clippings and magazine stories; 

(ii) an extremely small collection of primary source documents, of 
varying value, in several archives; 

(iii) an oral history of quite extensive proportions residing in 
the minds of old-timers of the area, both Indian and white and; 

(iv) a fairly extensive collection of primary source documents in 
the hands of these old-timers, which includes photographs, 
diaries, letters and legal documents dating back at least to 
the 1920's, and possibly earlier. 

Obviously, the great majority of the South Nahanni history rests 

in the minds and personal possessions of the Nahanni old-timers. In 

recognition of this fact, Parks Canada let contract 501/74/4 which led to 

interviews of a number of the old-timers. The wealth of material turned up 

has exceeded my high expectations for the work, especially in the number 

of primary source documents unearthed. 

The transcripts plus appended documents, produced in the course 

of this work are the raw material basic to the writing of a proper history 
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of the area. This material is definitely not a history! These personal 

recollections are subject to the inconsistencies, contradictions and 

vagaries of the human memory. These can only be resolved, if at all, by 

more interviews to corroborate or deny points of view expressed here. Only 

then can the process of organizing and synthesizing a properly documented 

history begin. 

The Interviewees 

The people interviewed as part of this project must rank 

amongst the most interesting in Canada. This is hardly surprising since 

the North has traditionally attracted a special type of person. The 

South Nahanni area, perhaps because of its special challenges, seems to 

have attracted an especially rare type of person. These people are rugged 

personalities, highly individualistic, incredibly independent and free 

spirits who, to a large degree, loath and pity the rest of we more "civilized" 

folk. The authority they respect is their own. Hence, to a person, 

they distrust government and anyone associated with it, since government 

is the major threat to their independence. Their attitude to government 

and civil servants is often cool and suspicious, while a slight seems to 

bring on a certain orneriness. 

These wonderful people are difficult to characterize, but Robert 

Hood did it as well as anybody in 1820J Referring to the annual gathering 

of post managers of the fur trade, Hood notes: 

This general rendevous is delightful to persons who have 
been so long incarcerated in the snow, with no other society 
than their servants and natives. They catch a glimpse of the 
civilized world, laugh at their own altered habits, and begin 
the same course again. Many of them have lived thus for 25 years, 
and some have visited England after amassing a competence for 
their support, but have returned in disgust, unable to reconcile 
themselves to those regulations of mankind which take from them 
some of the privileges of liberty, to secure the rest. So great 
is the love of power, and hatred of control, that having once 
tasted the pleasure of cutting down a tree or shooting a bird, 
without any license but that of their will, the charms of refine­
ment and comfort of security are offered to them in vain. It 

Houston, C. Stuart. 1974. To the Arctic by canoe 1819-1821. The 
journal and paintings of Robert Hood, Midshipman with Franklin. 
Arctic Inst. N. Amer., Montreal, xxxv + 217 p. (see p. 23) 
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is the spirit that peoples deserts, and to encourage it, is 
to hasten its destruction. 

The disposition generated by this mode of life will not, 
unfortunately, admit any division of the bounty of providence 
with another; and the encroachments of a neighbour are regarded 
with a corroding jealousy that betrays the selfishness from 
which the professed desire of freedom has sprung. 

Every person interviewed has, at one time, lived in the Nahanni 

country under conditions as severe as those described by Hood. To varying 

degrees, all the interviewees exhibit the characteristics described by 

Hood. Any discussion of friends, or enemies, brings out a degree of 

criticism of their fellow inhabitants of the country. The basis for 

this characteristic is perhaps their egos, which as with most people 

who have successfully proven themselves, to themselves and everyone else 

under the most adverse circumstances, can hardly be described as inhibited. 

Whatever its cause, this self-pride is not a demeaning feature as it would 

be in the average person; rather it is part of the constitution of a 

remarkable personality. 

It does, however, present the interviewer with a particularly 

delicate problem. Most of these people "shoot from the hip" or speak it 

as they saw it, without equivocation. Friends are discussed in an 

open and frank fashion; enemies sometimes receive harsher treatment. Friends 

might be embarrassed or offended by some of the comments, while statements 

about enemies are occasionally libelous or border on it. The interviewees 

fully recognize this, and therefore the interviews were granted on the 

Mery clear condition that offensive portions be deleted from any public 

transcript. This has been done. The taped record is not, however, edited. 

Therefore, the tapes are highly confidential documents which cannot be 

made public until some time, well after the death of all persons mentioned 

in the tapes. 

If further work is carried out, it is important that the 

interviewer have the confidence of these poeple and establish a strong 

rapport with them, if a good interview is to be obtained. An interviewer 

who has to some degree proven his/herself in the South Nahanni country 

and who is not a civil servant will have the greatest success. 
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Methods 

The initial work involved determining whether or not 

potential interview candidates were living and, if so, their addresses. 

The following people had died: 

1. Fenley Hunter (deceased 1965, explorer, map of area) 
2. George C. Goodwin (first mammalogist) 
3. Harry Snyder (expedition philanthropist, big game hunter) 
4. Arthur H. L. Mellor (R.C.M.P.) 

5. David Churchill (R.C.M.P.) 

Alan E. Cameron (first geologist) and Harry F. Lambart (surveyor) 

could not be located. 

Interview candidates were contacted by a letter requesting an 

interview and outlining the general interview format as well as the nature 

of the questions. The majority of people contacted, responded immediately 

in the affirmative. The success rate was undoubtedly boosted by the fact 

that I knew a number of the interviewees personally and/or was able to 

utilize mutual friends as references. 

Dr. H. N. Jennings, Calgary (friend of the late Harry Snyder) 

did not respond to enquiries. 

Duncan C. Martin and G. C. F. Dalziel were located in California 

and the Yukon respectively but beyond travel limits allowed for in the 

contract. 

Time was not available to interview G. C. Matthews, Victoria, 

or many residents of Fort Simpson. 

The following people consented to interviews and were subsequently 

interviewed: 

1. R. M. Patterson 
2. Bill Clark 
3. Father Mary 
4. Willy McLeod 
5. Charles Yohee (Yohin) 
6. Mary Kraus 

7. Gus Kraus 

At this point, final interview plans were formulated and 

confirmed wherever possible by telephone. 

Interviews invariably had to begin with a three to five hour 

"get acquainted session" in which no recording was done. With friends, 

this meant exchanging news, reviewing mutual Nahanni experiences and 
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establishing the basis, methods and subject areas for the interview. 

With new people, the time was spent introducing myself, establishing 

my credibility, especially through my own Nahanni experience, establishing 

a rapport with the interviewee and establishing the basis, methods and 

subject areas for the interview. This apparently unproductive time was 

absolutely essential to obtaining a subsequent candid interview. 

Recordings were made on two Sony HOB cassette recorders, 

using the microphone supplied with the secondary back-up unit, while a 

much higher quality Sony ECM-21 microphone was used on the primary 

recorder. Recordings made with the ECM-21 microphone were significantly 

better than those made with the standard microphone. 

Due to a cassette tape shortage during the summer of 1974 many 

different brands of low noise C-90 cassettes were used. The brand used 

depended on what was available. While there were no obvious differences 

in the quality of different brands of tape, tape lengths varied by as 

much as five minutes per side from one brand to another and by as much 

as two minutes within some brands. This provided minor problems in 

synchronizing the two tape recorders. In some instances the recording 

from the secondary recorder was of such poor quality that it had to be 

re-recorded from the primary tape. In this instance, tape length 

differences often presented an acute problem. Sony C-90 cassettes were 

the most consistent in length from cassette to cassette, as well as 

being one of the longest running brands. 

All interviewing was done in the individual's home. This 

presented real problems in keeping other occupants quiet, as well as 

finding a quiet place as far removed from other occupants as possible. In 

other instances the houses themselves were in noisy locations e.g. Bill 

Clark's home is at a Mackenzie Highway truck stop. As a result background 

noise is present on all tapes to some degree. Tapes were monitored as 

recorded and whenever background noise reached too high a level, 

recording was stopped. 

Rough drafts of transcripts were produced using a TC Electronics 

cassette tape transcription for playback purposes. The rough draft 

required editing for a number of reasons. 

(i) Some people used run-on sentences, while others had a tendency to 
switch thoughts in mid-sentence. These types of situations require 
editing to clarify the transcript for readers unaware of the 
overall context. 
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(ii) Interviewees often assumed some knowledge which the readers 
of transcripts may not have. Therefore insertions and points 
of clarification are necessary. 

(iii) Some interviewees tended to be repetitious, in which case 
redundant statements are eliminated. 

(iv) The highly personal assessment of events, friends and enemies 
is sometimes potentially embarrassing and occasionally libelous. 
Such material cannot be made public until after the death of 
all concerned. This was a condition which interviewees clearly 
placed when granting permission for an interview. Therefore, 
potentially embarrassing material has been edited out of this 
public transcript. The tapes are not edited, and are therefore 
highly confidential documents which must remain unavailable 
for public scrutiny until sometime well after the deaths of 
all concerned. 

Editing transcripts is a delicate balance between retention 

of the exact wording of the discussion and a free-flowing transcript 

improved by editing. In these transcripts editing has tended to err on 

the side of minimal editorial intrusion, hopefully retaining as much as 

possible the full flavour and intent of the interview. 

The following editorial notations are used. 

(i) .... indicates one or more of the following: 
(a) an interruption by one party of the other; 
(b) a thought left in mid-sentence or; 
(c) a switch of train of thought in mid-sentence. 

(ii) [ ] indicates editorial insertions, usually points of clarifica­
tion, into the text of the interview. 

(iii) ( ) indicates: 
(a) a clarifying interjection by the interviewee when in 

standard typeface, 
(b) either an editorial insertion or a clarifying inter­

jection by the interviewer in the italic typeface. 
Square brackets are not available in the italic typeface. 

(iv) [unintelligible] indicates that because of an interruption by one 
party of the other, a sudden influx of background noise, a 
dropping off of voice level, or a combination thereof, it was 
impossible to hear, properly understand and transcribe what was 
spoken. In nearly ewery case only a word or two words or a 
phrase has been lost. 

The name of the person being interviewed is given at the top 

left of each page along with the cassette number and side of the cassette 

in question in parentheses. Thus cassettes or position in the transcripts 
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are identified first, by the interviewee's name; second, by the cassette 

number, with numbering starting anew for each interviewee and; third, 

the appropriate side of the cassette. 
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Gus and Mary Kraus by their home at Little Doctor Lake, N.W.T. 
August 10, 1974 



G. KRAUS 
LITTLE DOCTOR LAKE 
AUGUST 9-12, 21-22, 27-30, 1974 

Gus Kraus was interviewed at the Kraus residence on Little 
Doctor Lake for six hours per day on August 9-11, for four hours 
August 12, four hours on August 21-22, and six hours each day on 
August 27-30. Tape supplies were exhausted by August 22. Interviews 
on August 27-30 concentrated on local names and map names for geographi­
cal features and Slavey equivalents. Band-written notes were made on 
this subject. A total of nine hours of tapes were produced. 

Gus is a pleasure to interview, since he has a sense of 
history, enjoys talking (due in part to his isolation), and is a raconteur 
of note. His memory seems incredibly good since he recounts events of 
30 years ago in detail and rarely is stuck for a date. Having lived in 
the Nahanni country continuously since 1934, Gus has a better overall 
knowledge of the area than any living person. While he is a writer and 
poet, unfortunately he has not kept a diary. Therefore he must rely 
entirely on his memory to recall events. Human thought process being 
as they are, Gus will relate events one day and often after sleeping 
on them overnight he will remember additional details or even an account 
of something which happened about the same time but which he hadn't 
recalled earlier. This means that a reconstruction of Gus' extensive 
knowledge is a time-consuming process. 

In addition to his memories, Gus has kept a large collection 
of photographs, documents, articles and correspondence over the years. 
It would be an extensive collection had not much of it been destroyed 
in the 1942 forest fire which swept the area. Gus also salvaged what 
diaries and ledgers of Jack LaFlair's that he could, as the R.C.M.P. 
was in the process of destroying them. He has loaned me these and given 
permission to reproduce them. He will also loan me whatever other material 
he has, for reproduction on behalf of Parks Canada. This should be done 
since nearly all his material is the primary source material so necessary 
to historical reconstructions. 

These tapes cover many of the major events that Gus can 
remember but right up to the time I left he was recounting new and 
interesting events. As with the other interviewees, it would be most 
helpful to have the extant material, such as the Clark diaries and 
existing photos, organized and in hand for reference, if further 
interviews are to be done. In this way the material will spark memories 
and serve as reference in the case of doubtful recollections. If this 
was done, the amount of material Gus could provide would probably be 
doubled. 

Tape 1 - Side 1 

This is an interview with Gus Kraus at Little Doctor Lake on August 9. 
How Gus let's get a little bit of your life history down first. First 
of all, where were you born? 

Born in Chicago. 
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G. KRAUS 1 ( 1 ) 

Do you remember what year? 

1898. 

Year of the gold rush eh? 

Just about I guess. 

What were your parents' names? 

My mother's...my mother was Anna and my father was Adam. My mother before 
she was married was Klos, K-l-o-s. 

Are those names of Germanie origin? 

Oh yeh. They're both from Germany. My father come from Austria and my 
mother [father] come from....Bavaria rather...and my mother come from 
around Danzig [Gdansk]. 

They both emigrated to the States then did they? 

Yeh. They met in the States and that's where they got married. 

Do you remember what your...we got your father's and mother's names....what 
were their full names, do you remember? 

Their full name? 

Yeh. 

Well, Mr. Adam Kraus was my father's. 

He didn't have....just Adam, he didn't have a second name? 

No, no. Just one and my mother was just Anna. 

Okay. It was Anna rather than Anne, eh? 

Yeh, Anna. 

Right, okay. How you grew up in Chicago I guess? 

Right yeh. I came north, I came in the fall of '16 to Canada. 

Did you emigrate then? 

Yeh. My brother was up in Saskatchewan three years before me and he was 
writing me you know to come up and we'd go to Peace River in the spring. 
You see at that time the Peace River country was booming for homesteads. 
So I came up in the fall...August I think I left, yeh and then met him 
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G. KRAUS 1 (1) 

It's three hundred and fifty miles you see from.., and all horses and 
rough ice, you see. After we go from Peace River, we go clean to 
Battle River and from Battle River we went down and hit the ice and from 
there ice all the way clean down to Fort Vermillion, and big jams you 
know...oh. 

Were you using horses on this trip? 

Horses yeh. On one trip we had...on the second trip we had twenty-four 
horses and e\tery one of them we had to bandage their legs you know. They 
were raw right from the hoof right clean up to his knee from the rough 
ice, you know. Crushed. Just raw. So we'd take gunny sacks, you know, 
and make like puttees, you know, and wrap 'em. And some drop right on 
the ice and oh, you wouldn't believe it. I'd be out there five o'clock 
in the morning. Imagine wintertime, you know, it's a long time before 
even daylight, with a lantern and at night 'til ten o'clock. And it took 
us a month that trip. Month-and-a-half for one trip, month-and-a-half. 
That year they only got three mails that year. They never expected no mail. 
All I got was seventy-five dollars. 

A trip? 

A trip and nothing. I didn't want no cash because I had to buy the 
clothes to go up and back, you know, and I had a little of that, you 
know. So, there was nothing left. So, you were back where you started. 
So I said the heck with this. I'm going to my homestead. So I went 
trapping straight, clean. Well, I was better off. 

Where did you go trapping then? 

I was trapping first Peace River and then I went from there to above the 
Falls and from there I went to Bistcho Lake and Hay River Falls...I had 
trapped there one, two winters. 

By the Falls, you mean Alexandra Falls? 

Yeh. I had a cabin just about a mile-and-a-half above the Falls and I had 
one about three miles, four miles below. I trapped that there and I made 
some good in there. From there I came here, to the Nahanni country. 

So now let's get this straight, what years were you at Hay River then, in 
that country trapping? 

That would be twenty- Well you see, at first, at twenty- 1 left the 
Peace River in '20, 1920, I went north to Vermillion. So, that would be '21 
and '22 I trapped there and from there I went through to what you call it to... 

Bistcho Lake? 

Bistcho Lake and Bistcho Lake I stayed nine years. Then I got pinched there, 
of course, for trapping in the Territories without a license. I had to 
leave there then. That's how I came to north to the Territories. 
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at Rosetown, Saskatchewan. From there we wintered in Mel fort because 
he had quite a bit of stuff in Melfort that he was going to start a little 
dairy farm there. That didn't turn out too good so he sold out, and 
then we went to Peace River. We got there in 1917, in April. 

Okay. Let's just backtrack a bit to Chicago. Bid you go to school in 
Chicago or did you start work fairly young? 

I worked when I was twelve years already but from twelve-and-a-half I worked 
steady through...I never...I went to very little school. 

let you read and write very well. 

Oh yeh, but then I've...that's...picked that out of school. 

A fellow doesn't have to go to school to learn that eh? 

No not exactly. But then there it is again...you worked. You done then 
what they called child labour you know, them days, well what the heck. 
We all had to do some work but people you know that were stuck on a low 
income you know they...everybody had to do something. Yeh I remember my 
mother counting pennies you know and nickels for that week. It never went 
to a dollar. It was always under eighty cents. Some days ninety cents, 
or seventy-some cents you know. That had to go for the week but we 
always had plenty to eat that's for sure. 

Bid you enjoy living in Chicago? 

No. Where I worked last the place I worked before I came up here...I 
worked in a place called Artistic Wood Turning Works. I was working in 
machines then. See I worked on a planer and trim saws and finally I 
wound up working on the band saw and then from that I left for Canada. 
It was last. 

Now we left off at Melfortt Saskatchewan. Bid you and your brother finally 
go to the Peace River country? 

Yeh. Got there in April. We made a boat in Melfort. You see we figured 
we'd go to Peace River block, Pouce Coupe', that time and land at Peace 
River and go up the river. So we made a boat out of white pine, well 
made boat, and we had a kicker, a 3 horse kicker my brother brought up 
from Chicago. So it was about 1912 when he brought that thing up. We 
come to Peace River and they lost our baggage. You see there was no sta­
tion in Peace River that time, it was just dump all the gol-darn stuff on 
an empty lot there they had. 

Squirrel tail hanging down. He wants to have something to eat. He comes 
everyday here and that's how he lets us know. He's sometimes on the window-
sill. He'll take it out of your hand, [referring to squirrel outside the cabin]. 

Anyhow they took and dumped this stuff on the lot. We had a box with all 
our cooking utensils in it, big green box you know, homemade. There was, 
what you call it, a few blankets packed the stuff up with it and they lost it. 


