Fort Nelson First Nation:
Interaction With Fire
and Wood Bison

“Naturally occurring fires, including FNFN fires, should be
let to burn as long as property and lives are safe.”
-FNFN Elder
FNFN fire is naturally occurring because the people are part of the ecosystem.

Table of Contents
Introduction

4

The Project Research Team

5

FNFN: The Community

6

Fire Teachings

9

FNFN Community Testimonials

13

Dedication

31

Thank You

33

© Fort Nelson First Nation and Shifting Mosaics Consulting. 2015. Fort Nelson First Nation:
Interaction with Fire and Wood Bison. RR1 Mile 295 Alaska Highway. Fort Nelson, BC, Canada.
Contacts: Tel.: 250.774.6313 E-mail: Lana.Lowe@fnnation.ca and Tel.: 250.321.7069 E-mail:
ShiftingMosaicsConsulting@gmail.com (Sonja Leverkus). No part of this document may be
reproduced without written permission of Fort Nelson First Nation.
This document does not fully define or articulate FNFN rights and interests. Nothing in this
document should be construed as to waive, reduce, or otherwise constrain the rights of the
FNFN, or of other First Nations or Aboriginal peoples.

Introduction
Historically the people of Fort Nelson First Nation (FNFN) have had an intricate cultural
interaction with fire that continues to this day. From the research work of the Fort Nelson First
Nation and Shifting Mosaics Consulting, oral stories and traditional practices of fire have finally
been documented. The teachings and lessons learned from our elders and community members
about fire are critical to incorporate in all fire and ecosystem management and planning.
Fire is an important tool for FNFN as well as a vital part of the ecosystem. Fire brings people
together with the landscape they have been part of for centuries. However, with significant reluctance, limited capacity, and lack of knowledge of the traditional use of fire, Government Agencies
and their respective legislation, regulations and policies have made it nearly impossible and highly
contentious to apply fire to the land even though northeast British Columbia, including the Treaty
8 Traditional Territory, is a result of anthropogenic and lightning caused fire through space and
time. The extended periods between fires and limited number of fires has resulted in a negative
impact on wildlife, so clearly observed with the Nordquist Wood bison herd. The herd spends the
majority of their time along the Alaska highway, grazing off the conveniently groomed roadsides,
resulting in a range of 5 to 32 deaths per year from vehicle collisions. Wood bison are an endangered species that were killed out of existence in British Columbia with the last one being shot
outside of Fort St. John in 1906. Two herds were reintroduced 15 and 20 years ago, respectively,
in northeast BC: the Nordquist herd and the Etthithun herd. An additional herd is shared between BC and the NWT: the Nahanni herd. Through our research and analysis, we are able to
show that Wood bison spend up to 80% of their time within right-of-ways and other linear features across the land rather than randomly being distributed and roaming freely across northeast
BC.
Over the past 5 years, we have worked together to document the oral history of the FNFN community members, focusing on how fire has been and continues to be an integral part of life in the
North as well as the respectful and purposeful interaction with bison through time. In 2012, our
team was approached by CBC’s Duncan McCue of The National. Over the course of a year, we
worked with Duncan and the CBC with the end result being “Imagine the Fire”, a documentary
that highlighted the history and benefits of controlled burning. The documentary aired in the
summer of 2013 and was re-aired in the summer of 2014, during which the N.W.T endured one
of the worst fire seasons in decades. Duncan, Doug Tate and the crew at CBC developed an
amazing documentary, incorporating Dr. Lewis’s previous work and expanding it to fire in North
America and Australia. By means of our research, the documentary provided northeastern BC
with unprecedented documentation of traditional fire use in compatibility with the natural world
and species, specifically the Wood bison, and the FNFN traditional territory.
It is with great pleasure that we share these stories of wisdom and historical interaction of the
Fort Nelson First Nation, fire and the Wood bison. We trust that this book will provide guidance,
support and historical rationale for the continuation of the application of fire to the land in efforts to maintain cultural and ecological integrity as long as the rivers flow, the grass grows and
the sun shines.
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The Research Team
(From left): Eva Needlay, Sonja Leverkus, and Leloni Needlay

Eva Needlay is an FNFN community member.
Sonja Leverkus is the Ecosystem Scientist and owner of
Shifting Mosaics Consulting. She is passionate about conserving biodiversity and cultural landscapes through ecologically
and culturally appropriate methods and techniques while mobilizing traditional knowledge with science. Sonja is honoured to
have been the research lead on the Fort Nelson First Nation
Fire and Bison Project for the past 4 years in partnership with
Lana Lowe and the FNFN Lands Department.
Leloni Needlay is a member of the FNFN, and holds a Forestry Diploma in Natural Resource
Management.
Geoff Kershaw, FNFN Research and Communications Coordinator, holds a
bachelor of science degree with a certificate in peace and post conflict resolutions from the University of Alberta and a master of environmental studies degree with a certificate in university teaching and learning from Dalhousie University.

Katherine Capot-Blanc, FNFN Environmental Monitoring Technician, is a
proud Metis woman who is originally from Hazelton, BC. She holds a Diploma
from the College of New Caledonia in Natural Resources and Environmental
Technology. Katherine has worked for FNFN since May 2011 doing environmental review of potential projects and various environmental field audits.

Charles Oliver Dickie, In Memoriam, was a member of the Fort Nelson
First Nation and an integral part of the foundation for this project. Charles spent
a majority of his time out on the land, and brought forward the cultural
knowledge needed to compliment the science involved in this research,
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Fort Nelson First Nation: The Community
We are the Dene and Cree people of the Fort Nelson First Nation. We have lived and relied on
our traditional lands since time immemorial. We use the land for harvesting our food, for gathering our medicine, for moving from place to place, for habitation, for our cultural and spiritual
practices, and for a final resting place for our dead.
Fort Nelson First Nation is an adherent to Treaty
8, which confirms rights to hunt, trap and fish
throughout Treaty 8 territory. Fort Nelson First
Nation’s core traditional territory spans the
northeast corner of B.C. Fort Nelson First Nation (FNFN) has four reserves totalling 9,752.6
ha. The main community is located on Fort Nelson Indian Reserve #2, at the confluence of the
Muskwa and Nelson rivers and on both banks of
the Nelson River, 6 km southeast of Fort Nelson
at mile 293–295 on the Alaska Highway. FNFN
is composed of 14 major families, from six main
villages within the territory: Tthek’eneh Kúe (Old
Fort), Fontas, Kahntah, Nádudhi Deezé (Snake River), Tlídli (Nelson Forks), and Tli Gohtché
(François).

For countless generations, the land has sustained our families and villages. The land is part of
who we are, how we think and where we are from. FNFN culture, history, and identity as families
and as a community are tied to the land, the waters and the animals.
We have not only a right to manage and plan for the use of our land. We have an obligation to do
so. We are responsible for the land and its stewardship. We also have a responsibility to future
generations to ensure that our lands will continue to sustain our people into the future.
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“Fire is so ingrained in our culture, taking away the right to burn
creates imbalance. This is not culture lost, but culture stolen.”
-Leloni Needlay, Research Assistant
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Interaction With Fire And Wood Bison

Fire Teachings
The relationship between the Fort Nelson First Nation people and fire is culturally complex, and
dates back thousands of years, Its use in facilitating communication may be a practice from a bygone era, but many traditions that live on to this day include the use of fire in:


Supporting fertilization and regrowth of vegetation



Hunting and survival



Comfort and aesthetic practices



Ceremony

Historic and Contemporary Uses

Grass Burning and Clearing
Burning eliminates duff, dry tinder, fuel, and
brush to prevent the risk of wildfire, and also
burns up thorny plants and stinger bushes. Trails
and areas around settlements were burnt to keep
them open, and made traveling much easier.
Vegetation Regrowth
Burning provides good regrowth and grazing areas for animals such as: rabbits, birds, deer,
moose, elk, bear, and horses. Animals appear to eat the new growth after the fire within two
weeks. Fire produces more berries such as strawberries, saskatoon, and raspberries. Because ashes
from the fire act as a fertilizer for the plants, vegetation grows vigorously after a fire.
Aesthetics
Burning was used to keep the area clean and clear around village sites and hunting areas.
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Spiritual/Ceremonial
One elder suggested that when you feel bad you
should go around a fire, as it helps your spiritual wellbeing. Fire is important for ceremonial gatherings, as
well as the offering of food to the fire.
Hunting
Burning along the rivers would produce willows and
new growth that would entice moose and deer to the area. Burning would also provide sightlines
which would make hunting easier.
Protection From Animals and Insects
Fire was used to maintain and clear areas so that approaching predators such as bears could be
seen. Smudges were built to discourage mosquitoes and flies from humans and horses. Fire was
also used to prevent mice infestations.
Warmth and Cooking

Fire was used to smoke and dry meat like moose, beaver, and fish. Fire was also used for tanning
hides and cooking.
Communication
Campfires were used as indicators that people were in the area; smoke signals were sent to communicate between groups.
Light
Candles were made out of moose grease, birch bark, and poplar roots. Fabric and buttons were
also used with animal fat to create make-shift lamps.
Areas Where People Burned
The Fort Nelson First Nation people traditionally burned hillsides and hay meadows, around cabins, and campsites to keep areas open for various reasons listed throughout this booklet. They
were always careful not to burn near bear dens, fox holes, or bird nests.
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"FNFN2012.004.002 - Tea dance at Old Fort, 1946. Courtesy of FNFN Archives, Willie Whitehead donation."

Some of the specific locations that were traditionally burned included: Fontas, Old Fort, Kahntah,
Nelson Forks, Snake River, Sikanni River hills, Muskeg Creek, Petitot River, Francois, and Maxhamish Lake.
Tools Used To Contain Fire
Some tools used by the FNFN people to control fires include:


Pails/Buckets



Hoses



Wet blankets/towels



Gunnysacks



Shovels



A sheet of plywood

Conditions To Start A Fire
People burned in early spring, while snow was still on the ground. Most typically, burning was
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practiced in the afternoon or evening, in low wind. Fall burns were rare but done to burn off dying grass.
How To Start And Move A Fire
FNFN fire recipes include: matches, bow flint, rocks (flint), magnifying glass, folding grass together in bundles (gasoline was never used to start fires). Birch, dry spruce twigs, and fungus were
used as fire starter. Some methods for transporting fire were: Smoldering diamond willow fungus
with grass wrapped around it and hot coals in a bucket. Rotten wood was used for smudge and
hide-tanning fires, whereas alder was used for cooking.

The History
Historically there have been many fires in the Fort Nelson First Nation territory, some natural and
some man-made, including one notable wildfire in 1942 that was so intense it blocked the sunlight
for one month and left an ash layer 2-inches thick. This made travel extremely difficult, especially
on the river.
Each family varied in age and gender in regards to participation in burning, but there are a number of themes that were acknowledged in every interview, including: (1) Fire is a necessity, (2) The
art of tending fire should be taught at a young age, and (3) Fire is a serious and respected art to
the FNFN people.
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Fort Nelson First Nation
Community Members

Testimonials
A time when I remember burning...


"They burned in Fontas, I remember people burning when I was a kid. They burned to
have new growth. My parents had 6-7 horses when I was little, and my mom usually set
the fire in Spring in the evenings because wind was calm. They burned at the north side
of Dad’s house in the open areas by the garden. Every year they would burn, and always burnt the same areas."



"I was born and raised at Kahntah, and my earliest memory of burning was when I was
ten or twelve years old. Only men burned grass, every spring, around the house for
horses. No women or young kids were involved. They burned in the evening in the early spring for horses, and in August they would cut down the new growth. Deer would
eat the new growth too. We burned rotten spruce to keep flies away from the horses."



"My dad died when I just a kid, so my mom would burn around the cabin, and burned
trails sometimes too to keep them open, to make it easier to walk. She used 2 rocks, one
black and one white to start the fires. I would help to find the rocks along the rivers.
Fungus was used to start the fire and to keep it going. We would use moose horns to
knock down brush if the fire got away."



"I spent most of my childhood in Nelson Forks, and I remember burning every year in
the south. We burned to control grass and brush, and it was done mostly for animals,
and to make travel much easier within the area. Overgrown brush is a hazard—with
build up of brush you could have a big fire and it could burn the cabin. Fire brought in
moose and rabbits, and it's been done for centuries. My family has been burning for
many generations."



"I grew up in Fontas, Kahnta, Snake River, and Old Fort. Once in awhile they would
burn grass. We had fifty head of horses by Snake River; we would winter the horses at
the Horse slue by Snake River, and some horses at Fontas and Old Fort too. I remem- 13 -
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ber other families burning around their houses, but my family didn’t burn because they
used dogs. The other families burned in spring when the snow was still on the ground,
and they would burn for new grass growth for the horses, and to keep the mice away
from the cabins. Every year the game outfitters would burn in the spring by Toad River
up by the mountains."


"We burned around the house in Ft. Liard when I was a kid. My dad and my brothers
helped burn on the trapline in Fort Liard/Francoise."



"I remember my grandfather would burn the grass around the house and cabin every
spring. It was an important job and it was taken very seriously. My job was to help
watch the fire and not let it get away. I would be given a bucket for water and rubber
boots to stomp out the fire. All the kids and adults would follow my grandfather
around and watch his lead. He was the only one allowed to start the fires. I remember
when my younger brother was about 9 years old, he was chosen to help my grandfather
carry and spread the fire. This was a huge deal. I was 6 years older but because I was a
girl I could never rise above fire-fighter. On this particular year, my brother veered off
my grandfathers course and got
too close to the river boat. The dry
paint on the boat caught fire, and
in a matter of seconds a ball of
flame replaced the paint in a huge
whoompf! Just as quickly the boat
caught fire, and it burnt itself out
with a little help from the water
bearers. It was serious but funny.
Everyone's heart was beating pretty fast."

Stories from my parents/grandparents…


"My mother burned around the home to clear brush so we were safer, so we could see
wild animals approaching. My mother burned because my dad died when I was just a
kid, and my brothers would help her."



"I always remember my grandpa and dad burning; lots of people around the reserve
were burning too. I would watch them burn with a drip torch and burn one big long
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line. As a precaution you just have to make sure it's not too windy when we are burning."


"They burned the side hills at Kahntah for new grass, for hunting moose and deer. My
dad burned every 2 years. They always burned in the same area in early spring while
snow was still on the ground, because in the middle of the summer it was too dry to
burn."



"I help burn every year, since I was 5 or 6 years old, and learned it from my grandparents and other elders. Everyone in the family burned because it was the only way to
keep the land clear."



"They burned every spring around the village for regrowth. Everyone was involved
with the burning. My dad made the decision of when to burn: there had to be low
wind, and the ground was still wet and damp. I remember seeing the mice run away
from the fire."



"I remember my family burning all the dead grass every spring so that the new grass
would grow. We used to burn all around the houses on the Old Reserve."



"I was told that in 1910 Fontas’ Hudson Bay Store was burned when a fire went
through. The fire had jumped across the river. No one could put out the fire so they
left. I’ve seen many fires, including those made by lightning, and man-made. In 1965 I
dug a hole at Kahntah and found an ash layer 18” down from the ground surface. My
uncle told me about a fire in 1942. There was no sunlight for a whole month, and it
made travel very difficult on the Snake River. Animals were harshly affected by the 2”
thick ash. It was a very scary time."



"In 1864-65 lots of people died from fever, and there are lots of mass graves between
Fontas and Kahntah. Fire went through there."



"One time a forest fire was so smoky we had to go to the river, and the fire jumped
across the river. My parents were young and had to use wet blankets on us to stay cool."

My earliest memory of burning…


"My earliest memory is from 1942. They had big fires, forest fires, not just meadows
like people are interested in. Fires in the Territories, AB, and BC, nearly wiped out all
the rabbits, and other animals suffered without food. In 1955 people started fighting
fire. Tuchodi Lake/Muskwa would burn every year, and it was good for hunting. Today,
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if you just make a small fire for tea, the ranger will charge you a fine. No tea for you."


"My earliest memories of burning were when the outfitters used to burn, making everything natural."



"I remember being a little boy in the spring, and the ground was wet with dry grass.
There were like 15 kids running around with shovels and rakes."



"I remember burning at Old Reserve when I was nine or ten years old, around the
house. I would get an apple or an orange for burning grass—sometimes chocolate and
I’d be really happy."



"I remember playing with matches even though I wasn’t allowed to. My dad burned at
Snake River; they would clear a large area with the burn, and it was done to bring the
new grass up."



"My dad planned for burning, and always made sure of what the dangers were. They
used matches to start fire, and dry spruce twigs; they put them in piles and lit it. All the
snow was gone when they burned. They would rake all around the bush to act as a barrier. Bring the grass closer to the middle. All families were involved in burning at
Fontas. I remember fires getting away and trying to stomp out the fire. Fire got away up
on the hill. In 1952 there was a big fire
at Fontas and all over the land that took
a lot of big timber out. I remember seeing the black stumps across the river at
Fontas, and could see foxes and deer."



"There were only 2 houses in our section of the reserve growing up, so there
were a lot of open fields with tall grass.
The snow would flatten all the grass
down over winter, and then we would
burn it in the spring. I felt excited when
the fires would burn. One time while
burning, the fire took off and went into
the bush, we had a garden hose spraying
down the fire, but then the fire department (and helicopters) had to come and
- 16 -
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put it out. This fire was infamous, and I was around twelve when this happened."


"I remember lots of lightning fires growing up. We would have to run away from the
fires."

How I decide when/where to burn…


"We used to burn in Spring, when it was cold and gloomy enough so the fires couldn’t
get away. We’d burn in the meadows so we’d later have bales for both horse feed and to
keep the dogs warm with in the winter."



"Not on a dry week, and not where there are dense, large trees. Burn in afternoon
(noon-3:00) so the night/dark/dew will put it out. If you start too early, fire can get
away on you."



"2-3 am start, because you can see the fire well and use the coolness of the day/night.
We burned for Pipeline rightaways and hay meadows for horses."



"Late Fall/early Spring when it’s still damp but not too wet."



"Don’t burn when it is too dry—it’s too dangerous, you have to burn when the ground
is still damp."



"The best time to burn was Spring so that the fire wouldn’t get away from us and you
could get a second growth of vegetation. There was still frost in the ground in springtime, and this kept the fire from getting away as well. Back in the day you had to be
careful about fire, don’t camp on dry land-your fire could get away from you in the
night. People have been hurt from fire being used at the wrong time/place when the
wind picked up. When we are burning my wife keeps buckets of water around the
house."



"I burn every year in early Spring. Everyone would burn along creeks and rivers, and
around beaver ponds, and around cabins when there was still some snow on the
ground. When the willows grow – let them grow and burn the spruce. The usual reasons for burning were for graze for animals. The dead grass that dies off and builds up
is the worse to catch fire which is very dangerous. Women would be swatting with their
brooms, children would have buckets of water while the men burned. Wet gunny sacks
and a rake were used to smother the fire. Everyone got involved."

My reasons for burning…


"Horse grazing, moose habitat, time to share stories, open up berry areas—cranberries,
- 17 -
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raspberries, saskatoons, not so much strawberries. At Little Lake there used to be a lot
of low bush cranberries, but today trees have choked it out. Burn one year, that summer there will be good green growth, and in 2 years a good berry harvest."


"We usually burned to maintain the river/mountain corridor (bison not going anywhere), to maintain land for horses, and for safety—to open visual corridors so you’re
not in a hole peeking through the bush."



"The usual reason for burning was to kill congestion."



"They burned the hillsides for berry patches. Rabbits liked all the new growth. The kids
would eat the new raspberry shoots after the fire—the shoots were up to 7 inches tall!"



"We would burn for protection. If area was all bush you couldn’t see bears and other
wildlife. The parents could see the kids better in cleared areas. We needed to protect our
pets as well (we had dogs, horses, deer, and geese). We would see moose coming from
burned areas, and lots of rabbits, moose, and bears came to eat the new shoots after
burning."



"Burning would mean more plants and more food for the animals. There would be
more fresh air, because of the new open spaces. Fire
makes things grow thicker."



"I think burning is a good idea so that you can see big
game better, and I've noticed that moose are drawn to
cleared areas. Fire is good to clear an area. I have a
camp in my back yard that I use every summer for
cooking and smoking meat. I keep one coal from one
fire to make another fire. When I was younger I would
use flint and ‘witch's hair’ to start fires. My grandpa
taught me how. Fire was important to keep going at
the camp site because it was hard to start again. My
grandma always looked after the fire; she would carry
the coal piece in a tin lard pale to move it to a new
spot. They would have smudges for their horses at
Snake River and Old Fort. They would use anything to
make fire that would make smoke, and smudge would
keep the flies away."
- 18 -
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"Fire is good for the land and for the elders. It makes them feel good. I make one every day in summer. Fire should be around more."



"The burned areas would eliminate pest plants like thorns and stinger-bushes. The berries would grow abundant. The yard would be clear. Out at the cabin my grandpa would
burn trail routes to the river and clear to the tree line. This was so wild animals couldn't
sneak up on you. Fire was used for cooking and tanning hides. I learned when I was
very young which wood was for what. For cooking, only dry alder was used (diamond
willow) and for tanning hides, rotten spruce ('den-ee-too') was used. My grandmother
and I would collect the wood on
walks in the bush. We would also
go back to trees that were previously sapped because they made
good wood. We always made sure
not to deplete an area completely
of wood but always leave some for
next time and for the animals."



"Our people burn for regrowth,
clearing land, smoking dry meat,
smoking hides, and to keep away
mosquitoes and grizzlies. We still
use fire to this day to help raise
spirits. We must always make a
food offering to the fire. We would
carry fire/smudge for mosquitoes;
we used rotten wood. We would
always keep a pile of dry tinder and wood in case a bear would come. The large fire
would deter them. We would smoke meat so it wouldn’t go rotten."



"Fire is something that we need, for warmth, to cook. It's an important element. On
the West Coast, the First Nations people have a Fireman that makes sure the Bighouse
is warm and the fire is kept up. My grandpa was a Fireman, who passed the knowledge
and dance down to my cousin. There is a spiritual aspect to fire."



"Burning meant regrowth for the animals. If not burned it turns into thick tall grass
which isn’t good for the environment. After the fire there are willows, grasses, poplar,
- 19 -
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spruce, and then the berries would grow. All types of animals used the burned areas including rabbits, birds, moose and bear. Fire is a miracle, used for vision and protection.
Using fire is a privilege you must be taught."


"Only use fire for warmth and cooking, and for smoking hides. Fire is not a game and
needs to be respected."

Who started the fires…


"The whole family would help with the burning, except my grandma. One spring when
my grandfather was in his elderly years, he was burning by himself when a fire spread a
little too quickly and burnt his pants. After that one of the grandkids was paid a dollar
to follow him around with a hose or pail of water. It was a reminder that burning is a
serious job that involves the whole family. It can't be done by one person and should
not be attempted alone. Burning used to get the whole family outside together but now
with video games and TV, the kids don't get involved with cultural fires."



"Burning was a family event, and everyone participated."



"The more help the better. It was never done alone."



"We’d make sure water was around to put out
the fire. Burning was a family activity, all ages.
The grandparents taught my parents how to
burn, and then would just watch. We would use
‘spacing’ for eating trees, then burn those trees
the following year. Fire got away once, and it
took the whole family to put it out. We used
water and shovels to put the fire out to make
sure it wasn’t an ‘underground’ fire. It took six
hours to put it out. I was about 15 years old
when it happened."



"My dad would start the fires and I would help.
I remember burning at Snake River way back
when."



"Just the boys did the burning. We burned sidehills and trails which made it easier to travel."
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"My husband burned every spring while snow was still on the ground. He burned to
clear land. He burned in the evening. One to two years after burning, there were lots of
raspberries, enjoyed by everyone."



"Burning was a family event. It's interesting to watch fire, it intrigues people. All the
kids would be running around and watching the fire. Everyone gravitates to fire."



"It was mostly men that burned, the woman just watched. The elders would stay inside
to stay away from the smoke."



"We used rocks to start fire. Only my father had matches, he was the caretaker. We were
severely punished if we played with fire. Fire rules were strictly enforced. I always
feared lightning because it could start uncontrollable fires that the wind would take
away."

How burning affects the surrounding vegetation and wildlife...


"Burned out areas create new growth (clover, fireweed) and this attracts wildlife (bears,
moose, rabbit, bison)."



"It was necessary for grasses, berries,
flowers, etc... Bark and needles are natural fuel. Burning doesn’t do anything to
standing timber but expose roots and
open it up for buffalo."



"Burning brings new plant life. Fire affects everything in sight.”"



"About three years after a fire, wildlife
will come back. Ashes are good fertilizer for the trees and new growth of plants. I
helped burn when I was a kid. There was a lot of grass around our cabin. The old cabin
burned down when we were burning grass one year. The fire got away from us and we
just let it burn because we gutted it earlier. We built a new cabin in August 1981, and we
burn there every year. Now we use hoses, rakes, and axes when we burn; we use the
rakes to drag burning grass and spread it out. We burn just when the snow is leaving,
because the ground is still wet, and there is a lot of water behind the new cabin."



"Moose stay out of cleared areas, but come back within 2 years when the willows grow
back."
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"Most recent burns were in Fall, on the arch site. We used to hunt out there a lot. We
would stop and make a fire and cook the chicken we would shoot; we called it “Chicken
Camp” and there is lots of underbrush there. We left the fire there, and a couple days
later we came back and the fire had cleaned out some of the debris where we wanted to
build a fire. A couple days later the fire spread again and cleared off the top of the
knoll, which would be a perfect spot to build a cabin one day. Lots of chickens are
along that road in September/October. I think there will be a lot of chickens and bears
grazing there, and lots of new grass will come up this Spring hopefully. It’s a special
spot, with a creek about 2 kilometres away, and then muskeg on the other side of the
knoll with beaver ponds around too, and lots of game around there. It was not an intentional fire, but it did good in the end."



"I like the new grass after burning. We had horses there to eat the grass and I liked how
the grass looked. There is still a horse wagon at Kahntah. They would just let the horses go in the winter and the horses would come back in the spring. I would cut hay for
the horses which would be fenced in. It would only take a couple of weeks for new
plants to start growing after fire. I think fire helps the plants. Horses and moose and
deer would start eating the new plants when they were about a foot tall. I think the animals like the new plants more than the ‘old’ plants. The garden at Kahntah used to be
bigger."



"Burning made good grass for horses. Rabbits would come by the house in the burned
areas to eat the new grass."



"Fires didn’t affect the squirrel population; it made the grass nice and green, and would
stop bears from coming around. All animals dislike smoke, wolves especially, coyotes
too."

These animals used the burned areas…


"Moose, horses, and bears use the burned areas, and bear grease was important."



"Bears, moose, and bison used the burned areas. Swamp country utilized by moose
were unaffected by burning, and left intact, because they were too wet to burn. New
growth follows a burn, and bison follow grass. If there’s too much deadfall in the bush,
it’s hard for moose to get around."



"My dad would burn for his horses, in an area around 1 acre in size at Snake River. I
remember when my dad burned all the dead grass that I would see little birds and bird
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nests, then rabbits, then bears eating the grass. I didn’t see any moose come around
though."


"Bears, rabbits, and lynx will come to eat the rabbits—I'm able to trap them. The squirrels will probably be looking in and out of that area, song birds will come."



"Animals return about 1 year after a fire for fresh growth. I remember seeing a grizzly
chase down a moose while working on a fire once. I never saw bison while working on
fires, only moose."

How we set fires, and how we take safety precautions…


"Matches and meadow. Didn’t set fire in timber areas, because we needed the surrounding forest for shelter. With careful time and conditions considered, fire just burns itself
out when it’s done."



"We never used gasoline, and burned the countryside every spring. Diamond Willow
frays up, doesn’t chip and would burn well. For safety, water from the springs was utilized. Fireguard, cold trailing and underground fires were always a concern."



"We used the snow on the ground. Everyone had a water-barrel. Good to back-burn,
the wider the better. Control is a key word. Some landscapes absorb fire creating natural
fire breaks."



"We would stop and make tea on the rabbit trails. My grandpa would put the fire out
with the tea. They only started a fire if it wasn’t too windy. He would use birch bark to
start fire, and taught me that fire is a very important tool for regrowth, and that it’s good
for the animals too."



"My dad would have a damp blanket on him
to control the fire. It would slow down the
fire’s movement. His dad was a wildfire fighter; lots of people did that job too."



"June is bad for horseflies, use smudge. It’s
good for horses too. Use rotten wood, dig a
hole to bare ground, build a fire and put a
fence around it to protect horses. Remove
moss, as it’s highly flammable."



"Last spring I burned grass in my back yard, and raked along the edges. I made sure to
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have hoses and water buckets. I’m going to burn around my house this year too, because it’s good for the birds. I will burn in the evening, and teach my kids about burning. My dad taught me a lot about fire. They had buckets of water when they burned at
Fontas, and used wet towels to put fires out."


"You can make a candle from moose grease, birch, and poplar roots. Pour the grease in
the birch. Let it harden with the root in the centre to make a candle."



"We would fold grass together in bundles to start the fires. I used to start fires with
magnifying glass and by smashing rocks together. Birch fungus would catch on fire
easily. I would use ‘black flint’ rocks I found
at Kahntah; my dad showed me how to start
fire with flint."



"Always have access to water nearby (lots of
water), watch for underground root fires,
make trenches to mineral soil, and fire blankets are important. You can control fires
with snow, a piss-tank or tin can carried on
back, a hose, a rake, shovels, and water."



"Diamond willow fungus was used with
grass wrapped around it. It will smoulder
until you need flame. Everyone knows to
burn when the snow melts and now I use a
sheet of plywood to extinguish my fires.
The fire can be controlled with brooms, wet gunny sacks, and buckets of water. Wear
high boots to tramp the fire."



"To control the fires we used the snow that was still on the ground. Burned away from
fuel, utilized muskeg (dig a hole in muskeg and use metal pail), used sand to smother
the fire, and used the coolness of the day."

Respect for fire…


"I know when I was a kid my grandma would always tell me 'Don’t play with fire or
you’ll pee the bed!' As a kid to hear that we took it very seriously, because no kid wants
to pee the bed. It’s just one of the ways we were taught to respect fire. It wasn’t a toy
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and if you played with it, there would be consequences."


"It’s an ecosystem based management strategy, used to get rid of deadfall for access by
wildlife. Should use wildfires, if in a good spot and opportunity should arise using recent fires as backburn spots. It’s a good job opportunity (firefighting). Burning should
be a traditional right, at least at the cabin. When horse owners were plentiful, the land
was managed using fire. Now no one has horses or homes in the bush, and there’s no
one to manage the land (prescribed burn). Information was lost when people moved to
town away from the land. The future generation has to take control. Our grandchildren
have to live here."



"I was always told as a young child not to play with fire or you’ll pee the bed."



"I was never told specifically why my dad burned, but I put two and two together and
saw that the plants and grass grew better and got thicker. I wished I could have been
more involved."



"When you lose someone you have a fire, and it burns till the person that has passed
has been buried. You put tobacco into the fire to say your prayers and thanks."



"I think kids nowadays need to learn to respect fire and learn more bush skills."

My opinion of fire…


"Not good or bad. Today with logged out areas being replanted, chemical treatments
are used that harm small game/herbivores, and there’s a problem with new management that’s afraid of using fire."



"When forest is managed using fire, there’s biodiversity, not just one species of tree or grass or
bush left. Burning in spring time is a good idea
and good practice. Burning as opposed to chemicals is preferred. Fire is good for Beaver."



"With fire you’ve got to be prepared. Someone
always has to be thinking."



"Fire is dangerous, but can be good. I am concerned that it could have a run off into the water
and somehow contaminate the water from the
ashes. It’s like the rain, whatever evaporates gets
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sucked up, the ashes of fire can fall into water and could affect it."


"Fire is good to have. On the traplines they would use fire to dry out everything in February when it was really cold. Fire is used for praying, cooking, and family gatherings.
Everyone sits around the fire and drums. It would affect me greatly if my right to fire
and burning was taken away."



"I think forest fires are good, they're supposed to happen, and it controls the pine beetle. If man-made, put it out, but if it's natural—let it go."



"The forestry service should let First Nations people burn in their areas. There are a lot
of limitations to burning now, and all the paperwork and permits makes it hard. You
can't light a fire in your own yard without being called an arsonist."



"There are positive and negatives to fire. Negative would be the short term like burning
too close to people's property (cabins), and some of the animals that are lost in the fire,
but in the long term everything grows back."



"I think there should be more fires. There’s too much brush and it makes it hard to
walk through important areas. The windfall is really bad for animals in the winter. They
get in trouble and it’s easier for the wolves to get them. We need visual corridors."

I still burn…


"Yes. Today, less often and in fewer places. Burning by the railroad bridge is a big effort,
and costs money; we do it approximately every 5 years, then till over the same area. We
burn at Snake River Bridge on Sierra road, 4-5 miles down from the road there is a
large meadow good for horses and game. When trees close in on the edge of a meadow, it needs to be burnt again."



"Forestry doesn’t allow it plus they put out all natural fires. Trappers won’t burn their
trapline up. Different culture now—need permits. Someone used to always burn, now
the government won’t allow it. Would be nice to burn off the farm area (buffalo range)
but we have to deal with forestry on safety issues. It’s all about dollars/money now, and
I feel like a second-class citizen on my own land."



"We burned at the cabin in springtime before it got to dry to open it up. Now forestry
won’t let you burn; it’s only for seismic purposes now. You face possible prosecution if
you start a fire. Can’t risk the possible costs or outcome. Even an ambulance costs
money."
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"I live in the city, so we don’t burn. But kids should be taught how to burn."



"I don’t burn anymore, because of the high safety risk, and you need a fire permit to
burn the grass and twigs now. There at too many new rules about burning."



"I think we should burn at Fontas, Kahntah, and Old Fort. It’s good for safety reasons,
like keeping a line of sight for approaching predators, and it also makes good berry
patches."



"I still want to burn, and will burn this year at the cabin on my trapline, which is located
right next to Deer River."



"Late spring is the best time to burn for new grasses/weeds. I watch the sun, and make
sure there is little wind and some frost in the ground to gauge the best time to burn. It
helps to push a stick into the ground to see how much frost is in the ground."



"Areas we need to burn: Kahntah, Snake River, Nelson Forks, hay meadow along the
Snake River, Fontas, and around villages and creeks. Burnt Hill needs to be burned
again to bring the moose back. Today it is so overgrown. We need to burn hills on Sikanni River, at Muskeg Creek, behind McConnachie Creek with the farm fields; we
should target Steamboat to Nelson River."

Firefighting...


"I was a firefighter for four summers, all over Northern BC. The biggest fire I saw was
in the Liard River area in 1980. It was the costliest fire in Canada; It burned all summer.
Natives are good firefighters. A friend from home saved my life when I was a pump operator. It was snowing ashes, and the fire was rolling towards me. He told me to shut
everything off and to run into the burn. I buried myself in burnt muskeg. Fire rolled
over me and everything blackened. We held bandanas over our mouths, and the wind
felt like sand paper. That was a scary day."



"With firefighting ‘Indian style,’ the fires never got away. Now they need to fly in, and
fly out, and they need camps and electricity."



"I remember the Kotcho fire in the 90’s that moved underground and popped up
somewhere else, but I haven’t fought fires in 20 years. Firefighters are brought in now
from elsewhere."



"Government agents would pick up men at Fontas to go help fight fires. My dad was
involved with this."
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"I was firefighting at about 15 years of age, it was in the Liard Hot Springs area. It was
a natural burn, and it was a big fire. They had to do a back burn where there was access
to water, and set the forest on fire. The fire jumped the creek and by the time the fire
got to the back burn it got the fire to slow down."



"Back in the day, I remember when firefighters only made $0.75/hour. Trapping was
more lucrative."



"I started fire fighting when I was 16 years old, got $1.25 per hour and worked long
days. Clark, Scatter, Snake, and Liard River are some of the biggest forest fires I remember. The Kotcho fire was big too; in 1976-1977 it burned the whole summer."

Firefighters, 1966, Fort Nelson
From Left: Fred Burke, Kenny Burke, John Badine, Wilfred (Bonzo) Behn, Joseph Michel,
Jim Badine, Jackie Badine, Jimmy Burke, Erwin Dickie, Eddy Capot-Blanc, Billy CapotBlanc, Willie Whitehead, Willie Capot-Blanc
Courtesy of Roger Needlay, shared with FNFN Lands Department
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"I remember the biggest fires up in Nahanni, and Rainbow Lake. We used pumps to
pump water and we would cut down brush. We would jump out of the helicopter if the
ground was soft, without ropes. They would drop the equipment first. I made $600 a
month, which was really good money. I was a power-saw operator as a fire fighter. I remember I spent a whole month in Nahanni, fighting fire. It was hard to get the pumps
to work because the hills were so steep. The crews were large and everyone worked together. Bush fires are hard to put out; we would put dirt over the fires with a shovel
when we weren't near water. I loved working for forestry; we would fly around looking
for forest fires. But after my third year, in my twenties, a falling tree hit me in the head,
about a 3 inch cut, which caused me to have a stroke, and I lost feeling on my left side
from the stroke. I was sent to Edmonton for 6 years where I had an operation."



"I used to fight fire when I worked for Forestry when I was younger. I remember the
muskeg fires and how hard they were to put out."



"I was firefighting at 19 years old, and I remember checking a fire 3 times and it was
still burning. Five or six of us would burn to keep busy when we were young. Firefighting in the ‘80’s (maybe ’87 or ’88), we stayed on a fire this side of the Yukon border
for 29 days. Back then no tickets were needed, all they gave you was a hardhat and you
could stay out as long as you wanted. I once stayed 75 days on a fire. Last time on a fire
was 10 years ago."

Bison…


"Bison use corridors, domestic or not. Bison moved to the highway as a natural trail
through burned-out area 10-15 km North of FNFN (it’s hard to move Bison)."



"There are bison at Salt Lick, at Mile 285. Not many are left due to overhunting. I’ve
never seen a wild buffalo. My uncle said that hunted buffalo would lose their predators
in the swampy muskeg, and that moose and buffalo don’t get along, and won’t share the
same territory."



"The only bison I see now is up by the Liard Hot Springs. If you burn more, the bison
will come into this area, along with other animals. I’m worried about animals starting to
disappear. I think Fontas should be burned every year to keep it clear."



"I only see the wild bison close to Fort Liard. In the 1980’s the government put some
bison by Assumption, Alberta. Once the buffalo came back, the moose started to disappear.
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"I remember seeing bison at Klua and Elleh creek when I was little. We never hunted
bison, I wanted to save them. My wife thinks that bison will come back if we burn
fresh areas, because the ground isn't as rich as it used to be. I've burned along Sikanni
River to bring back moose to hunt."



"I never saw Bison growing up, but my dad, who was born around 1898, did. My dad
told me that if you wanted to chase buffalo you had to take your snow shoes off because bison make a good trail. My dad found bison bones in the Hay River area, southeast of Kahntah. The area is made of hard sandy material."



"There was an old bison bull that would come down in the spring to the burned area at
the cabin, he would roam all over the yard. We used to get the bison coming down
from Fort Liard to the cabin, but I haven't seen any lately. There may be too much traffic for them now, or the wolves got them."



"There were only Bison around Hay Lakes. My family would use the buffalo route
(packed trail); my grandparents followed the Bison in the early 1940’s."



"I never saw bison growing up, there was too much muskeg. I don’t eat it. Moose is my
main source of sustenance—I'm a Golo Dene (moose person)."
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Dedication
It is often said that fire brings people together. In the spring of 2010, sitting around Adeline
Dickie’s—Etsoo’s—campfire with Lana Lowe and Curtis Dickie I had the first face to face encounter with Charles Oliver Dickie. I remember sitting across the fire from him as we sized each
other up for the first time. Little did I know at that time that he would be the driving force behind what has now become the Fort Nelson First Nation Fire and Bison Project. As the spring
turned to summer and summer turned to Fall, I found myself with an extraordinary research assistant and friend. Charlie and I spent much time discussing and debating the application of fire
to the land and how we could document it to show the BC Government and the world that fire is
critically important as a traditional practice for Fort Nelson First Nation, as well as a critical ecological process in the cultural landscape of northeastern British Columbia.
One day, a movie arrived from a friend who had managed to get
a copy from the University of Alberta. The video “The Fires
of Spring” by Dr. Henry Lewis spoke of the use of fire by the
Dene of Northern Alberta. Dr. Lewis published papers in
1978, 1980 and 1988, the latter in collaboration with Theresa
Ferguson. These are the only published and documented histories of the traditional use of fire by the Dene of Northern Alberta, with people filmed in the video who have connections
back to Fort Nelson First Nation through exchanges of moosehides and friendships. After watching the video numerous
times, Charlie and I decided we would reignite Dr. Lewis’s work
and bring it to Fort Nelson – documenting the FNFN traditional and historical interaction with fire and expand it out to Wood
bison as well. We started to dream about one day writing a
book and publishing about the critical role that fire plays as not
only an ecological process but also through a cultural and social
context. We discussed many times about making a modern video of Dr. Lewis’s work, with a focus on the importance of fire
to FNFN members, the land and wildlife.
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As a research assistant, Charlie followed the lead
that Curtis had started in monitoring the Nordquist
Wood bison herd in the Fall of 2009. Charlie
joined our team as we retrieved GPS collars from 5
Wood bison cows along the Liard River in 2010, as
we monitored vegetation from the Smith River Fire
084 and ensured structural integrity of our research
plots. leading to the ultimate track down of a fleeing, tranquilized cow and providing the needed
support to press forward in locating the remaining
collared cows and the vital data retrieved from their
collars allowing for required spatial analysis. As a
technical reviewer on our first application to the
Aboriginal Fund for Species At Risk with Environment Canada, Charlie brought high-quality editing skills and critical feedback which made our application successful for the first round of funding in 2011, shortly after he passed on. His sisters (Leloni Needlay and Cheyenne Campbell) and
family members (Eva Needlay, Kathy Needlay, Malea Campbell, and Kerissa Dickie) took on his
responsibilities and role as research assistants from that point forward in collaboration with
FNFN Lands staff (Lana Lowe, Katherine (Wolfenden) Capot-Blanc, Cynthia Burke, Jenn Coupe,
Marilyn Norby and Geoff Kershaw).
Today is a special day for all of us as we share with all of you the stories and history documented
over the past 5 years from the FNFN community. We dedicate this book to Charles Oliver Dickie, his family and all of you who are part of the FNFN community. Not only does Charlie remain
to be a driving force behind our fire and bison project, he remains to be a constant positive influence for all of us to take a stand for the land and the wildlife, to protect and conserve traditional
and cultural practices and to continue teaching the next generations all that we are able to. It will
always be my honour to have had the opportunity to work beside Charlie and to be privileged to
have received not only some of the plethora of his wisdom and belief in our work together, but
to have received his love and support. I am thankful for the fire that brought us together.
Always and forever, “Tsewucho” Leverkus.

Thank you, Mussi cho, and Hai Hai
to FNFN community members for
participating in this project.

http://www.cbc.ca/player/News/ID/2392591483

