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TRUE NORTH. By ELLIOT MERRICK. Lincoln: University of Ne-
braska Press, 1989. (Reprinted from the 1933 edition published
by Charles Scribner’s Sons.) 353 p., map, photos. Hardbound,
US$29.95; Softbound, US$9.95.

Travel journals written by explorers, traders, scientists, wilder-
ness enthusiasts and others are common in the literature on the
North. They have a typical form or genre as narratives of discov-
ery centering on a quest for a place or experience and richly
describing the pace, hardship and lessons of a dramatic adven-
ture. Usually composed in an informal, spontaneous style, jour-
nals are compelling to read not only because they are original and
convey the sense of immediate challenges but also because they
are closely personal, like a private diary. A portrait of the author
emerges from his reactions to stress and insights on natural
environmental conditions. These features draw readers to share
in the experience of discovery and make travel journals, whether
old or recent, constantly popular to the general public.

True North is Elliot Merrick’s journal of a trek into the Labrador
interior accompanying a local trapper to his customary trapping
grounds for the fall season. The four-month expedition domi-
nates the narrative, with short descriptions added of winter
settlement and a spring trapping venture at the head of Lake
Melville in central Labrador. A novice to wilderness survival,
Merrick had a profound learning experience in northern travel
and social relationships; undergoing a challenge was the essence
of his quest.

Merrick sought meaning and purpose in his life after becoming
disenchanted with his routine job in advertising and the urban
pressures of New York. In 1928 he went to Labrador to work as a
school teacher in North West River, a small village composed of
families with mixed native and European ancestry known as
Settlers and containing medical and educational facilities oper-
ated by the International Grenfell Association. There Merrick met
and married Kay Austin, an Australian nurse employed in the
Grenfell hospital. They were intrigued by the departure of trap-
pers from the community over the fall season and managed to
convince one trapper, John Michelin, to take them along into the
country in September 1930. Over the next four months, they
travelled about 700 miles to and from Michelin’s trapping area in
the watershed draining into the Grand (now Churchill) River.

In canoes loaded with equipment and food, North West River
trappers headed inland by travelling upstream along the Grand
River until a massive waterfall midway on their route forced
them to carry all their goods up a very steep 600-foot trail known
as Big Hill portage. On the plateau above Grand Falls, they
followed a network of rivers and lakes to Michelin’s cabin,
keeping an “almost bewildering” pace of paddling, poling their
canoes in shallow water, and portaging at impassable rapids or
between lakes. Speed was necessary because the trappers could
travel more easily so long as early winter ice did not block the
rivers and lakes on their route. The journey demanded incredible
strength and endurance; it was a. gruelling introduction to the
Labrador environment for the Merricks.

A trapper’s territory was defined by a modest log cabin and a
“fur path” consisting of a line of traps and several temporary
shelters, called tilts, that were within about five hours’ walk of
each other. Trappers normally lived alone and occupied their
time by tending traps, hunting fresh game to supplement their
meager imported food supplies and cutting wood for fuel. Bush
life was simple, sparse and physically strenuous. The Merricks
quickly learned the basic skills and techniques for daily chores
and contributed as much as they could to maintaining themselves
at Michelin’s cabin.

Stripped to the barest essentials, Elliot Merrick met his quest by
discovering the interchange between primitivism and civiliza-
tion. His romantic notions of peace and beauty were shattered by

the realities of physical exhaustion, pain and hunger. Matching
hardship, however, Merrick found new pleasure from endur-
ance, independence and companionship. The trappers’ existence
in the hinterland depended on products of civilization: axes,
guns, flour, tea and other fundamental amenities. Even with
these few items, the Labrador wilderness presented more threats
than it offered gifts. Trappers raced back to their homes and
families at North West River in late December, driven by a
shortage of food and the danger of being stranded by winter
snowstorms. The five-week-long walk over river ice, towing
toboggans loaded with furs and supplies, was even more gruel-
ling than the canoe journey inland.

By travelling with local trappers, Merrick had a unique oppor-
tunity to witness the details and rhythm of a seasonal activity
particular to the Settler or Metis families of Labrador. Montagnais
Indians living in the area did not claim trapping areas or spend
periods alone in the interior, as did the North West River trap-
pers. They crossed the landscape in family groups, stopping to
trap and hunt in various places and making an occasional visit at
the Settlers’ cabins. Merrick’s vivid account of the trappers’
lifestyle, including their folklore and legends, is a valuable refer-
ence for understanding the Labrador Settler culture and for
comparisons of Metis and aboriginal adaptations across the
North.

Elliot Merrick was certainly true to his Labrador experience.
While he admired local residents, he realized that he could never
equal them and saw the limits to his capabilities. He also valued
his strengths and gained immeasurably from a new self-confi-
dence and conviction that he could command a future in any
environment. The North taught him well.

Merrick describes a pattern of activity and lifestyle that is now
only a memory to native Labrador residents. Much of the drain-
age area where people once trapped and hunted was flooded to
create areservoir for the Churchill Falls hydro-electric generating
station, opened in 1972. A rough gravel road runs parallel to the
Churchill (Grand) River from Goose Bay, near North West River,
across to western Labrador. For readers familiar with the region,
these changes make Merrick’s account of the trappers” hard-won
route into the interior especially poignant; their footsteps are
shadows in a vanishing wilderness.

Carol Brice-Bennett

Labrador Institute of Northern Studies
P.O. Box 490, Station B

Happy Valley, Labrador, Canada
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NORTHERN ATHAPASKAN ART: A BEADWORK TRADI-
TION. By KATE C. DUNCAN. Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 1989. 224 p., 44 colour plates, 186 black-and-white illus.,
appendix, notes, bib., index. Hardbound. US$45.00.

Kate Duncan'’s objective is to provide a greater understanding
of the Northern Athapaskan people and the history of their
costume ornamentation. Northern Athapaskan Art begins with a
collection of brilliantly coloured photographs depicting ornately
decorated costumes and accessories. The first chapter provides
an overview of the origin, location, lifestyle and history of the
Northern Athapaskan people in general. Early-contact subarctic
Athapaskan art includes incised bone objects, bark containers,
quillwork, beadwork and appliqué (chapter two). The focus on



costume ornamentation rather than other forms of artwork is
striking. Changes in ornamentation techniques and the factors in-
fluencing these techniques are discussed in chapter three. The
influence of Euro-Canadians is clearly shown by outlining the
evolution from quillwork to beadwork to floral embroidery. The
use of floral designs in the central Subarctic by Athapaskans and
Metis is shown as a direct influence from nuns and Hudson’s Bay
Company women. A detailed description of seed-beading tech-
niques and embroidery stitches is supported with excellent illus-
trations, archival examples and museum specimens (chapter

four). An interesting analysis of the internal relationships within

motif and design helps the reader gain a greater appreciation of
the features that are later discussed in each regional style vari-
ation.

Northern Athapaskan Art provides insights into the richness and
diversity of one Native North American art tradition. The North-
ern Athapaskan area is divided up into six main regions: the
Great Slave Lake-Mackenzie River, the Liard-Fraser, the Yukon-
Tanana, the Tahltan, the Interior Coastal and the Western Periph-
eralregions. Eachregion is covered inaseparate chapter. For each
the author includes a description of the people in that specific
region and a map of the area. Style variations in costume orna-
mentation are then discussed, with a detailed account of the
regionally unique motifs, designs and style features. Local vari-
ations are also pointed out within each area.

Northern Athapaskan Art presents a detailed analysis of orna-
mentation found on museum artifacts, in archival collections and
during field research. An example of the style used throughout
this book is seen in the discussion of the Great Slave Lake —
Mackenzie River region style. The information presented in the
chapter on this region (chapter six) includes an analysis of 295
artifacts in museums. Duncan states

Beadwork from the Great Slave Lake - Mackenzie River Region is
ornate and elegantly precise. Tendrils and wisps curl about elabo-
rate flower-leaf combinations. Bouquets of rich shaded colors and
bright metal accents sparkle against rich black fabric. The style is
characterized by both complexity and unity. Designs are seldom
precisely alike, yetbecause most abide rather strictly by prescribed
rules, they are strikingly homogeneous [p. 89].

Drawings and superb photographs of classic beadwork designs,
including close-up views, clearly support Kate Duncan'’s discus-
sion.

Thebook is oriented toward art lovers, museums, libraries and
scholars. Citations are used throughout the book and footnotes
are located at the back for additional information. The index is a
valuable tool for quick retrieval of information. The extensive
bibliography provides the reader with a useful guide to sources
for additional information. Key publications produced after
Duncan completed her original research for this text (1981) are
included. An appendix includes a list of American, Canadian and
European museums with Athapaskan collections.

The format of Northern Athapaskan Art contributes to its use as
an excellent resource for Northern Athapaskan historians, an-
thropologists and human ecologists. Superb photographs and
drawings of construction techniques make the text valuable to the
non-specialist and scholar.

A quotation from page 190 summarizes the overall theme of
Northern Athapaskan Art:

The Athapaskan openness to new ideas, a trait developed in the
battle for survival, inclined them to wholeheartedly embrace a
myriad of cultural introductions, among them floral bead embroi-
dery. They integrated the art into their cultural system and in short
order developed a dynamic range of variations. Today, bead
embroidery continues to play an important role in Northern
Athapaskan culture.

Kate Duncan has done a tremendous job of pulling together
widely scattered material to produce the first comprehensive
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study of Northern Athapaskan art. Northern Athapaskan Art, A
Beadwork Tradition will appeal to everyone interested in decora-
tive artwork.

Jill Oakes

Department of Clothing and Textiles
University of Manitoba

Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada
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THE SCONE REPORT: BUILDING OUR ECONOMIC FUTURE.
By THE SPECIAL COMMITTEE ON THE NORTHERN ECONOMY. Yellow-
knife: Legislative Assembly of the Northwest Territories, 1989.
76 p., appendices. Softbound. Available at no charge from the
GNWT.

The SCONE Report: Building Our Economic Future is the product
of the past two years’ work of the Special Committee on the
Northern Economy (SCONE). It summarizes the findings of yet
another exhaustive round of northern community hearings and
the research contributions of eight consulting teams who pre-
pared supporting documents for SCONE (as it came to be known
in the North). The final report is 76 pages long, kindly written in
plain English for a broad audience. It is also well designed in the
tradition of Northern Frontier: Northern Homeland (1976), with
beautiful colour plates, highlighted boxes and computer graph-
ics. There are seven chapters, which progress from an historic
review of the development of the northern economy through a
profile of the current situation, focussing on developed and
undeveloped communities and the myths of development. Chap-
ter sixlays out current social, fiscal and demographic trends in the
Northwest Territories, and chapter seven provides no fewer than
30 detailed recommendations for change.

As a thoughtful assessment of where we are and how we got
here, the SCONE Report is one of the best, if not the best public
review of the northern economy currently available. It is, of
course, more regionally encompassing than the Berger volumes
assessing the impact of the proposed Mackenzie Valley pipeline,
and it benefits from up-to-date statistics and the research pro-
vided in the eight background studies. It is also refreshingly
critical of certain Government of the Northwest Territories poli-
cies (e.g., Prime Public Authority, the Native Employment Policy
and the new Affirmative Action Policy), at the same time present-
ing a balanced perspective on how these policies developed in
changing political times. At no time in the reading of this docu-
ment do you feel as if it is apologizing or defensive in tone — in
this respect it is not just another bureaucratic rationale for the
status quo.

Atthesametime, however, Istrongly disagree with the attempt
to debunk the critical importance of the private sector as “the
engine of economic development” in chapter four. In one fell
swoop, the primacy of individual initiative, the current boom of
the northern service sectors (tied for first in terms of N.W.T.
industrial employment in 1988 with public administration) and
the strong tradition of bush economy entrepreneurship are dealt
what is assumed to be a death blow. In making this criticism I do
not quibble about the basic northern dichotomy of developed and
undeveloped communities established in chapter three. In fact, in
Coping with the Cash (Robinson et al., 1989:82-84), considerable
effort was spent describing the layers of economic development
inherent within the undeveloped communities. The authors of
Coping with the Cash concluded, however, that small business






