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K-12 Subsistence Lessons—Trapping 
 

Authors: Telida Village Council, Environmental Protection Agency IGAP Program 

Alaska Native Knowledge Consultant: Steven Nikolai Sr., Telida Village 

Sources: The sources that we used for the trapping lessons included: 

 
1. Alaska Department of Fish and Game Alaska Wildlife Notebook Series     
aawww.adfg.state.ak.us/pubs/notebook/notehome.php. 
 
2. Nikolai Elementary Students; Athabaskan Recipes, (Iditarod Area Schools  
Bilingual/Bicultural Program) 1980. 

 
3. Barrett, Al, et al; Alaska Wolf Trapping Manual, (Alaska Trappers Association, 
Fairbanks, AK) 2007 www.alaskatrappers.org. 
 
4. Dart, Joe, ed; Alaska Trappers Manual, (Alaska Dept. of Fish and Game and The   
Alaska Trappers Association, Fairbanks, AK) 1991 www.alaskatrappers.org.  
 
5. Deaphon, Miska and Esai, Bobby; Beliefs From Nikolai, National Bilingual Materials 
Development Center, (UA, Anchorage, AK) Available through the Iditarod Area School 
District, Alaska. 
 
6. Holen, Davin L., William E. Simeone, and Liz Williams 2006 “Lake Minchumina, 
Telida, Nikolai and Cantwell Subsistence Community Use Profiles and  Traditional 
Fisheries Use,” Alaska Department of Fish and Game Division of Subsistence, Technical 
Paper No. 296. Juneau, Alaska 2004, 
www.subsistence.adfg.state.ak.us/TechPap/tp296.pdf.  
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7. Hosley, Edward; Factionalism and Acculturation in an Alaskan Athapaskan 
Community, (University of California, L.A) 1966   Ph.D Dissertation. 
 
8. Nelson, Richard K., et al; Tracks in the Wildland A Portrayal of Koyukon and 
Nunamiut Subsistence (University of Alaska Fairbanks, Alaska) 1982. 
 
9. Thompson, Raymond; Snares and Snaring (Raymond Thompson Company,  
Lynnwood WA). 
 
10. Museum of the North, University of Alaska Fairbanks (Fairbanks, Alaska). 
 
Context: Winter 
 
ARSI Region: Upper Kuskokwim River 
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Unit Outline 
 
Lesson One – Trapping in the Upper Kuskokwim 

Activity 1 – Trapping Overview 
Activity 2 – Historical Periods of Trapping and Trading 
Activity 3 – Mapping Out the Region’s Trapping Activities 
Activity 4 – Working with Trapping Table Information 
 

Lesson Two – The Mammals We Trap 
Activity 1 – Furbearers of the Upper Kuskokwim 
Activity 2 – Furbearer’s Field Guide 
Activity 3 – Animal Stories and Upper Kuskokwim Dialect 
 

Lesson Three – Methods 
Activity 1 – Trap lines 
Activity 2 – Beaver Winter Camp Model 
Activity 3 – The Traps, Sets, and Use 100 
Activity 4 – Field Guide Trapping Methods 
Activity 5 – Trapping Plan  

 
Lesson Four – Skin and Fur Usage 

Activity 1 – Traditional Needs for Trapping 
Activity 2 – Skinning and Preparing Fur 
Activity 3 – Using the Fur 
Activity 4 – More than Fur 
Activity 5 – Fur Market Math 

 
End of Unit Activities 

Activity 1 – Trapping a Furbearing Mammal 
Activity 2 – Skinning and Preparing Fur 
Activity 3 – Making a Fur Blanket 
Activity 4 – Sharing Traditional Food 
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Lesson One – Trapping on the Upper Kuskokwim 
 
Materials for this teaching lesson were adapted from the following sources: 
 

1. Stokes, Jeff W 1985 Tech. Paper 86, Natural Resource Utilization of Four Upper 
Kuskokwim Communities. 
http://www.subsistence.adfg.state.ak.us/TechPap/tp086.pdf.  

 
2. Holen, Davin L., William E. Simeone, and Liz Williams 2006: “Lake 

Minchumina, Telida, Nikolai and Cantwell Subsistence Community Use Profiles 
and Traditional Fisheries Use,” Alaska Department of Fish and Game Division of 
Subsistence, Tech Paper No. 296 
www.subsistence.adfg.state.ak.us/TechPap/tp296.pdf.  

 
3. Collins, Raymond, Dichinanek Hwt’ana 2000.  

 
4. Hosley, Edward; Factionalism and Acculturation in an Alaskan Athapaskan 

Community, (University of California, L.A) 1966 Ph.D Dissertation.  
 
 
Information: 
 

Trapping in Historic Context 

“Long ago we had to use a wide variety of resources that were found over a wide 
geographic area. There were no permanent, year-round villages in the past. People had to 
move seasonally to harvest food and would winter in different locations to keep from 
using up resources such as food, fur, and firewood in any one area. Many times it was 
easier to move the camp than to take the resources back to the village.  

A person who moved around a lot learned hundreds of square miles of territory, which 
increased his ability to survive and support a family. If one resource failed, he always 
knew of another place where he could successfully support his family. For this reason, 
once a young man reached his teens he was expected to move around and learn to live off 
of the country. This was a survival strategy. 

Some Upper Kuskokwim people lived year ‘round in the mountains, at the head of 
streams, on the north and south forks of the Kuskokwim River. Originally the only reason 
to move downstream was to secure a better supply of fish or to trap beaver and muskrat. 
Marten and other furbearers, even a few beaver, could be found in the 
mountains.”(Collins, 2000: 13-15) 

“We have been trapping furbearing animals long before the arrival of the first Russians 
into the Upper Kuskokwim region. We used skins for warmth and clothing and ate the 
meat of muskrat, lynx, and beaver. 
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Beaver was very important in the diet. According to older Nikolai residents, our earlier 
ancestors in this area trapped beaver pretty much all year round. During the 1800s, beaver 
was second in importance to caribou as a food source for many Upper Kuskokwim 
Athabaskan bands. The most common method of beaver harvest at that time was to open 
the beaver house or dam and kill the beaver with spears, arrows, or clubs. 
 
Other land-dwelling furbearers such as lynx, fox, wolverine, and wolf were trapped with 
deadfalls, snared with caribou hide nooses, shot with arrows or pierced by spears. We 
only took these animals to fill our clothing needs.”(Stokes, 1984: 172-173) 
 
“We usually trapped all the furbearing animal species from the late fall through mid-
winter, all except beavers and muskrats. From late winter through the early summer we 
trap beaver and muskrat. Beaver trapping went from early November to early June after 
river ice moved out in the late spring. November is called Minich’i’unadla’e, or trapping 
month, in Upper Kuskokwim Athabascan.”(Holem, Simeone and Williams, 2004:76) 
 
“Until the late 1960s, most of us trapped during the winter. Most households kept up 
many trapping areas, trapping different animals in each, and families combined trapping 
lines that were sometimes as long as 100 miles. They trapped these areas alternately 
depending on the time of year, or at the same time if they were trapping one type of 
animal. Because most of us used small dog teams to run trapping areas, some of the 
longer traplines took up to one week to check and return. 
 
Trappers also hunted along these long lines, mostly on those that ended or passed near the 
Alaska Range foothills. The big game animals included sheep, moose, caribou, and, at 
times, black and grizzly bears.  
 
We often formed trapping partnerships to cover these lines combining our dogs, 
equipment, and labor. Often two brothers, or a man and his brother-in-law operate a 
trapline as partners. Some widows worked a trapline with the help of their sons. But 
usually women do not trap. We divided up the catch. Many of these longer lines have 
cabins or other permanent structures on them because we used to live out on our trap 
lines over the winter.  
 
Nowadays we set up canvas wall tents and use the cabins that are still standing. 
During the first trip of the season, we set up the temporary camps and leave them in place 
until the last run of the season. Our trapping trails and camps were also used by the other 
people who sometimes followed us to the hunting areas along the Alaska 
Range.”(Collins,2000: 173-174) 
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The Fur Trade 

“Trade has always been an important part of life in the Upper Kuskokwim area as there 
are things of value not locally available. Even before the Europeans arrived, extensive 
trade networks existed. There were trails through the mountains to Cook Inlet where the 
Tanaina Athabaskan people lived. They in turn had connections with the people of the 
Copper River country; one of the items traded for was copper, which was used to make 
arrowheads and knives. This route may also have been used to import Dentalium shells 
that were used to decorate clothes and to make necklaces and other items. These shells 
came all the way from southeast Alaska.  

There was a trail from the North Fork of the Kuskokwim to the Cosna River, which 
drains into the Tanaina River. To the northwest, a trail connected the Takotna River to 
the Innoko River system, which led to the Yukon River. A trail through Lime Village 
country led southwest to Nondalton and the Kuskokwim River itself acted as a highway 
to Yup'ik country in the west.”(Collins, 2000: 5) 

“Though we don’t know for sure everything about the early day of fur trading with the 
people from Russia, we can make some basic assumptions.” .Holsey, 1966; Ph.D 
Dissertation) “We think the Russians first came into contact with Tanaina Athabaskans 
occupying the Cook Inlet area by the founding of competing Lebendev-Lastochkin and 
Shelikov Company posts on the Kenai Peninsula in the late 1700s.”  

“The Tanaina were already traveling through the Alaska Range to hunt sheep and 
caribou. They became the middleman in the fur trade between the Russians and 
us.”(Holsey, 1966; Ph.D Dissertation) When the Russians arrived, we traded more with 
the Tanaina. One of the Upper Kuskokwim trading locations was at Edzedochak at the 
mouth of the South Fork. This is where the Medfra trading post was later established in 
the 1920's.  

“When the Russians established posts on the Yukon and the Kuskokwim in the 1830's, 
direct trade became possible. The Russian trader from Kolmakofsky (above Aniak) made 
annual trips upriver. One trading point was at the mouth of the Holitna River to which 
Upper Kuskokwim people traveled to trade. Lt. Zagoskin accompanied a trader all the 
way upriver to where McGrath is now located. Later, the Russians established a post at 
Vinasale.” (Collins, 2000: 68) 

“This is how we first met the Russian-American Company workers. This contact 
completely changed our trade patterns because we could sell our furs directly to the 
people buying them, and they shipped them down the Kuskokwim instead of transporting 
them through the Alaska Range.”(Stokes, 1984: 173-174)  
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 “At first we only sold or traded beaver furs because the meat was more important to us 
than the fur. As more and more Russian trade goods came up the river that we could buy 
with furs, we changed our trapping patterns and seasonal rounds to visit and trade at the 
posts. As we began to use these new goods we really liked some of them, so we began to 
trap other furbearing animals for their trading value. This was about the time we shifted 
our trap lines from the traditional wintering locations on the edge of the forest near the 
Alaska Range foothills to the more heavily wooded areas where the land-dwelling 
furbearer species lived.” 

“Carl Seseui's grandfather is reported to have made the trip from Telida all the way to the 
trading post at Russian Mission on the Yukon. He had to travel over six hundred miles on 
two major rivers to make this journey. He brought back the first tea to be used in the 
upper Kuskokwim, which he introduced at a potlatch.”(Holsey.966: Ph.D Dissertation) 

“One elder thought the Russian-American Company people might have first brought the 
steel traps, for a lease or loan, to push us to trap more animals. As we traded more and 
more furs for Russian goods, we set more and more traps in order to get more stuff. The 
Russians liked us because we really knew the land and water, and how to capture the 
animals way better than they did.”(Stokes, 1984:174) 
 
“Before the arrival of the Russians, each of our bands had a certain territory we trapped. 
We operated in cooperative units and band membership was fluid with individuals and 
families shifting occasionally and nearby bands hunting cooperatively. There was no 
need for private ownership of any given area.  
 
However, as the importance of the fur trade grew, we gradually developed a new way of 
deciding territorial hunting rights. Instead of cooperative hunting, competition began to 
arise. Before the fur trade arose, we had our trading relations with one another. With the 
introduction of the fur trade, our trading relations went to the fur traders.  
 
Competition replaced cooperation, and individual and family ownership of trapping areas 
replaced earlier ways of free access to our traditional lands. We began to think of 
individual and family-owned traplines. We continued to hunt together but we trapped 
separately. That was when we began forming communities like Vinasale, Telida and 
Nikolai. We started to stay in the villages over the winter, but still trapped in the areas we 
knew best. 
 
From this shift in ways grew the idea of family-owned traplines. We began to recognize 
territorial rights. Those rights went on the area we came from because that is where we 
grew up trapping, we knew that land. No longer could we move freely between villages 
because we couldn’t trap on another family’s trapline.  
 
This really changed the way we lived our lives! This came about because we wanted to 
trade or buy things with money, and selling furs to traders gave us the goods we wanted. 
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We made our dog teams longer so we were able to increase the size of our trapping areas 
and…the things we could trade for. The idea of straight traplines and trails, which 
followed the same route from season to season, through timbered and open areas, was 
first introduced in the Upper Kuskokwim around 1900 by prospectors and other 
individuals wintering in the area.  This replaced our nomadic trapping way of 
life.”(Holsey, 1966: Ph.D Dissertation 199-200) 

“Around the turn66: Ph.D Dissertation) of the century the first American traders made 
their way up the Kuskokwim River. They had the first steamboat that was seen in the 
country. Miska Deaphon's father went downriver to Medfra in a canoe where he met 
them. He guided them up the South Fork as they didn't know the channel. It was fall time 
and the water was low. They were stuck for a while on a bar but finally made it up to 
what became Old Nikolai, where they stayed for the winter (M.Deaphon, personal 
communication).”(Collins, 2000: 68-70)  

“At the same time a Russian Orthodox priest went upriver to minister to the people of 
Chief Nikolai's village at the mouth of the Tonzona River. He passed the traders on the 
way up. He advised the people to move their village down to where the steamboat was as 
the traders had lots of groceries. They did move the village and it remained there until 
1918.  

Miska Deaphon told of people meeting some Tanaina Athabaskans who were hunting 
sheep near Farewell. They related that the American people had opened a trading post at 
Susitna Station on the Cook Inlet of the Alaska Range. Later that winter, people from 
Nikolai walked over to the store. They went through Rainy Pass pulling sleds on which 
they carried mink, beaver and marten skins. These were traded for about fifty cents each 
and they purchased their first 30-30 rifles, some ammunition and pilot bread.                
(M. Deaphon, personal communication).”(Collins, 2000:68-70)  

“The Alaska Commercial Company, which took over the Russian American Co.’s trading 
property, had a seasonal post at Vinasale. In 1909, the AC Co., which had reorganized as 
the Northern Commercial Co., built a store at McGrath. They have remained the major 
store in the area up to the present time. There have, however, been other stores in 
McGrath. Many of the early posts bought fur and some of them extended credit and 
grubstaked trappers. 

The trading post that was established at Medfra in 1920 played a major role in the lives of 
the people of Nikolai and Telida until it closed in the 1980s. In addition to all the basic 
foods, this store carried a wide variety of goods needed by trappers—from dog harnesses 
to sled runners and hardware, a wide assortment of traps and snares as well as rifles and 
ammunition. We bought chainsaws, outboard motors and gasoline for our motors and 
blazo for the lanterns. The post bought fur during trapping season, and cordwood in the 
summer for local use or shipment to McGrath when the annual barge came in with 
supplies.  
 
Fur farms that raised fox and mink began in our area after 1915. Some of the old people 
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remember that some of these farms made money. Most of these farms were mostly run by 
non-Native roadhouse and trading post owners. The constant changes in the fur market 
and the laws that limited commercial use of fish and game in the Upper Kuskokwim 
forced the end of these businesses. The last one closed shortly before 1950. The changes 
in the fur market also affected us. We cut back our trapping because of the changes in 
pelt value.”(Collins, 2000: 68-70)  
 
“Snowmachines pretty much replaced dog teams in the late 1960s. We were able to cover 
much more distance in a shorter amount of time. So trapping no longer took as much time 
as it used to before. During the early 1970s trapping activities decreased because the 
value of fur went way down, and we found other ways to earn money. But we never 
stopped trapping.”(Stokes, 1984; 176)  
 
“In the late 1970s, we began trapping more for many reasons: newcomers who were 
interested in trapping came to the Upper Kuskokwim, the fur market got better, and we 
like beaver meat for both personal and commercial uses. Possibly the most important 
reason to trap more was our concern about losing the use of trapping areas we have held 
for a long time. We didn’t want people from outside our area using our trails. 
 
Being a successful trapper is not as big a deal as it once was. Most anyone could get 
marten, but only really skilled trappers could catch wolverine, wolf and lynx on a regular 
basis. Skill was needed for a trapper’s success.  
 
Respect for our traditional ways is just as important our skill for trapping. Our trapping 
songs persuade the animals to enter our sets. We also must respect each trapped animal 
we catch if we want to get them in the future. Capturing furbearing animals that are 
colored or marked in certain ways will tell us how the trapping season will go.”(Stokes, 
1984: 177)  
 

 
Trapping by Nikolai and Telida Residents 

 
“Pretty much every Nikolai and Telida household has someone who traps, even if it is 
just once in a while. People trap from the beginning of early winter up until early April. 
We either harvest several different species of furbearing at the same time, or one after the 
other depending on what we want, what animals are there, and the fur market, if there is 
one. All trapping areas used by Nikolai and Telida trappers begin by the village or run 
across some of the interconnecting main trails that come out from the village.  
Today most Nikolai and Telida trappers trap alone or with members of their household. 
Partnerships that form, mostly for beaver trapping, are usually members of the same 
household or family. When the weather isn’t really bad, young men go with their 
relatives on trapping trips. Most of these boys get trapping practice by setting and 
maintaining small lines of only a few traps near the village. That way these younger 
trappers are able to check their lines after school. They trap for marten, hare, and other 
small game. 
 



 10

Telida trappers used to trap from the Slow Fork northeastward to the Thirty-Eight Mile 
Lake area halfway between Lake Minchumina and Telida, and from the base of Stony 
Mountain southeastward to a point near the Slow Fork Hills. (See map below)  

 
Selected trapping trails of Telida trappers. 1967-1983 

(Stokes 1985:186) 
 
Nikolai trappers used areas that range from the Alaska Range foothills to the south and 
southeast, to the Slow Fork Hills to the east, Grayling Creek to the west, and the base of 
the Kuskokwim Mountains to the north and northwest. (See map below)  
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Selected trapping trails of Nikolai residents, 1967-1983  

(Stokes 1985:184) 
 

We usually begin trapping in early November, depending on ice and snow conditions. 
Often, open water or the lack of snow forces some of us to limit our early season 
activities to areas near the village. As trail conditions improve, we can move out of the 
village area. Most lines are in operation by the first week of December. Nikolai and 
Telida trappers usually leave sprung surface traps in place over the summer. That makes 
the early trips on the line easier because we only need to clear fallen trees or brush from 
the trail, construct ground sets, placing bait, and setting the traps.”(Stokes,1984, 183-185) 
 

Trapping by McGrath and Takotna Residents 
 
“People from McGrath and Takotna vary their trapping methods; some keep a few traps 
near the community and others run several lines that can be more than 80 miles in length. 
In 1983, McGrath trappers ran their lines from the Susulatna River southward into the 
upper Tatlawiksuk River and from the lesser tributaries of the upper Takotna River 
northeastward to the upper Nixon Fork. Also, trappers used airplanes for access to areas 
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around White Mountain, Lone Mountain, and the Folger and Cripple area.”(Stokes, 
1984:199) (See map below)  
 

 

Trapping areas of McGrath Residents, 1967-1983  
 

(Stokes 1985:200) 
 
 

 “Most Takotna-based trapping occurs to the west of the community. Trappers use the 
Fourth of July Creek and upper Takotna River drainages northward to and including 
several upper Innoko River tributaries north of Ophir. Because there are many rolling 
hills in the Takotna trapping areas, most trapping is done in the river and creek valleys. 
(See map on following page) 
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Like Nikolai and Telida trappers, most of McGrath and Takotna trappers set for several 
furbearer animals and use snowmachines, although Takotna trappers used dog teams to 
trap. Takotna residents seem to trap more beaver because there are so many in that 
trapping area. Sometimes there is competition for trapping areas that are next to McGrath 
trapping areas. Newcomers interested in trapping are sometimes competing with longer-
term residents in some areas.”  

 
 

Trapping areas of Takotna residents, 1967-1983.     
 

(Stokes 1985:202) 
 
“Some serious McGrath-based trappers now fly or travel long distances to areas well 
away from the community in order to trap. Those who own airplanes fly to their remote 
trapline where they check their lines on foot, or by snowmachine that is left out there, 
they fly from lake to lake. These remote lines usually have a cabin or some other 
permanent shelter. (Stokes, 1984: 199-203)  
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Use Rights Confilcts in 1985 
 
“One of the biggest concerns with area trappers is the competition for both new and 
traditional trapping areas. Most Upper Kuskokwim trappers generally recognize and 
respect the use areas of other area trappers. Some trapping disputes have gone on a long 
time. These disputes manifest in three ways. There are disputes with village members 
who compete for the same trapping areas. Disputes happen when people from two or 
more villages claim the same trapping areas. The third and biggest problems happen 
between us who live on the Upper Kuskokwim and those outside the region.  
 
Trapping practices and patterns are greatly impacted by these disputes. Trappers who are 
used to managing their trapping areas in a way that makes sure there are always animals 
to trap now have to trap every year for fear of losing their area. That is not the best 
practice because we have traditionally watched out for the condition of the furbearing 
animals. Trappers using multiple use areas feel like they have to operate all of them at the 
same time, so they don’t have to make trips so often. Not only do we have to use areas of 
low furbearing animal harvests, trappers also sometimes have to run their lines longer 
each season, which also reduces furbearing populations. 
 
These problems occur with all the furbearing animals, but it is really bad between those 
trapping beaver on the ground using foot, dog team or snowmachine and those using 
airplanes. Airplane trappers can move more quickly over long distances than those on the 
ground. Although many of these airplane trappers avoid the conflict by trapping good 
areas that are far away from traditional use areas, others trap in direct conflict with longer 
established ground trappers, who have left their lines and areas alone for several years so 
that furbearing populations can come back. Some trappers think these areas have been 
abandoned.”  
 
Most trappers are upset over the lack of legal protection and recognition of trapping 
areas. Registration efforts by the regional Native non-profit organization have not been 
popular. Other voluntary registration programs and organizations only work if all trappers 
agree to be bound by the law in conflicts.  
 
Many area trappers don’t like to reveal the exact locations of their traplines because non-
residents may come and use them. Others believe that the publication of this information 
will provide a database for the settlement of disputes with non-local trappers, particularly 
if legislative action brings about formal state recognition and direct involvement in some 
disputes. 
 
Many area trappers don’t like to reveal the exact locations of their traplines because non-
residents may come and use them. Others believe that the publication of this information 
will provide a database for the settlement of disputes with non-local trappers, particularly 
if legislative action brings about formal state recognition and direct involvement in some 
disputes. 
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Most trappers are happy with the present bag limits and seasons. Sealing requirements 
sometimes are a problem for some trappers in remote locations near the end of the 
season. They are not able to get their furs to the sealing agent within the time limit. 
Wildfires cause major disruptions in trapping use areas. For example, the 1977 Bear 
Creek Fire burned around 500,000 acres southwest of Nikolai. The fire destroyed the 
furbearing habitats, and traps that had been left in place. The fallen trees and the loss of 
wind protection make travel hard, and except for narrow "green" corridors along the 
rivers and creeks, marten are rarely found in the area.”(Stokes, 1984: 204-206) 
 
The following pages are tables that show the seasonal round of resource harvesting 
activities for each of the four areas of Upper Kuskokwim people in 1983. 
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 “In 2002, 74.1 percent of Nikolai households reported using furbearing animals and 70.4  
percent reported harvesting them. Nikolai trappers sought marten more than other fur 
bearing species in 1983. In 2002, Nikolai trappers took 416 marten. Wolves were rarely 
taken in 1983, but in 2002 Nikolai hunters reported taking 20 wolves. 
 
In terms of edible pounds Nikolai residents harvested 705 pounds of beaver, 247 pounds 
of porcupine, and 24 pounds of snowshoe hare. “Nikolai people really like beaver meat 
and it is often served at potlatches and memorial dinners. Beaver are usually hunted in the 
spring when, according to one hunter, they take only large male lake beavers, which is 
one way to make sure there will always be beaver. Only the males are away from the 
beaver house in the spring. 
 
One method for taking beaver is to grab them by the cheeks and pull them from the 
beaver house through a hole made by the hunter.  
 
“River beaver are disappearing because the river goes up and down and when the river 
retreats the beavers get stranded and are separated from their food caches. The lake 
beaver seem to be doing better but no one traps them so they are eating themselves out of 
house and home. The Ermine and mink have pretty much disappeared.”  
 
“In the past, spring muskrat trapping was an important way to earn cash. But one resident 

said that after the 1964 
earthquake the land dropped and 
became wetter causing a decline 
in the muskrat population. This 
happened mainly downriver and 
to the south of the village near 
Salmon River.  

 
Later forest fires burned out 
several trap lines. The fire also 
warmed the soil and this coupled 
with the loss of ground cover 
caused the permafrost to melt 
creating even wetter conditions, 
which creates a poor environment 
for fur bearing animals.  
 
The older generation has stopped 
trapping. Many younger people 
are discouraged from trapping by 
low fur prices and the high price 
of gasoline. For these reasons, 
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most Nikolai people no longer see trapping as a major source of income. The young 
people, while they know how to trap, do not see it as a way to make a living.  
Several men do trap during the winter to make extra income. One said that he took the 
year off from trapping to let his trap line recover. He didn’t think marten populations 
were depressed but he just wanted to give the animals a break. He usually gets between 
30 and 60 marten a year and a half dozen wolves. Another said he traps during the winter 
and works construction in the summer, a common yearly work pattern seen among 
Nikolai residents.”  
 
“Nikolai residents appear to be feeling the effect of increasing use pressure on 
subsistence resources from non-local residents. According to the residents of both 
communities the entire Minchumina Basin is undergoing environmental changes that may 
have far reaching effects on subsistence resources.”(Holen, Simeone and Williams, 
2004:110, 115)  
 

 
(Holen, et al:115) 
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Lesson One – Trapping in the Upper Kuskokwim 
 
Resources and Materials: 
 

 Elders familiar with history of area, trapping and fur trade 
 Current area trappers  
 Lesson 1 teaching text 
 Computer with internet access and printer 
 Chart Paper, Whiteboard or blackboard 
 Markers 
 Poster Board 
 Art materials 
 Drawing paper 
 Learning logs (individual student notebooks for recording unit) 
 Unit file (individual student files for keeping unit materials) 
 Copies of charts and tables from Lesson 1 

o Fig. 7 Seasonal round of resource harvesting activities for Telida residents, 
1983 from Tech paper 86 pg 80 

o Fig. 4 Seasonal round of resource harvesting activities for Nikolai 
residents, 1983 Tech paper 86 pg77 

o Fig. 5 Seasonal round of resource harvesting activities for Takotna 
residents, 1983 Tech paper 86 pg77 

o Fig. 6 Seasonal round of resource harvesting activities for McGrath 
residents, 1983 Tech paper 86 pg79 

o Fig. 10-1 Seasonal round of resource harvesting activities for Nikolai 
residents, 2002  

o Fig. 10-2 Harvest Quantities for Nikolai in 2002 Tech paper 298 pg77 
   

 Copies of Maps from Lesson 1 
o Selected trapping trails of Telida trappers. 1967-1983 
o Selected trapping trails of Nikolai residents, 1967-1983 
o Trapping areas of McGrath Residents, 1967-1983 
o Trapping areas of Takotna residents, 1967-1983 
 

 Other resource maps of the region: Topographic maps of their area (UAF 
Geophysical maps, Innoko National Park office). 

 Miscellaneous pictures related to topic. 
 Audio/visual equipment as appropriate. 
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Activity 1 – Trapping Overview 
 

1. Class Discussion: Allow students share what they know about trapping: 
  

1) Their experiences with trapping,  
2) Trapping tales that they have heard,  
3) Family traplines,  
4) Types of animals trapped, and  
5) When and how they have trapped. 

 
 Make a list of things that they know about trapping. 

 
2. Read and discuss the information in Lesson 1. On chart paper record key points. 

 
3. Invite an elder or group of elders to a trapping and fur trade discussion: share 

stories about the coming of Russians and Americans. (Refer to “Elders in the 
Classroom” by Roby Littlefield for guidance in planning.) 

 
4. Prepare students beforehand to receive the elder/s and practice listening skills and 

how to properly ask questions.  
 
 The teacher will discuss active listening points, communication points, and 

preferring of elders points. 
 
 Have students share about their experiences with elders and make list on chart 

paper of key points to remember to honor and receive from time with elder/s. 
 
 Brainstorm with students’ questions to ask the elder and make a list of 

questions on chart paper. Older students can to copy list in the learning logs. 
 

5. Teacher introduces and welcomes the elder/s into the class and gives the elder/s 
liberty to share. Teacher remains available to give assistance. (If appropriate, and 
with the elder’s permission, make audio/video recording of the time of sharing.) 

 
 As the elder/s shares, older students can take a few notes especially on points 

that answer some of the questions listed.  (Remind students beforehand that 
listening and honoring the elder is more important than note taking so that 
note taking should be quick and short. Teacher should take notes for follow up 
discussion with class.) 
 

 At the appropriate time, students can ask additional questions and older 
students can record the answers to questions in their learning logs. 
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 Provide a regional map of the area around the village for the elder/s to identify 
traditional trapping areas and the traditional names for areas. Have the elder/s 
share about differences in current trapping and the older traditional ways, and 
the current names of the areas. 

 
 Have a review and discussion with the class about what the elder/s shared and 

make a list on chart paper of key points. 
 

6. Review with the class what they learned about trapping.  
  

 Make a list of things they learned.   
 Compare with beginning the unit discussion list of what the students knew. 
 Make a list of things they would like to learn about trapping. 

 
7. Students record in their learning logs what they learned. Very young students can 

draw a picture about what they learned or color, cut and paste pictures provided 
by the teacher. Older students can write a short essay on history of trapping 
including drawings or pictures to illustrate. 

 
 
Activity 2 – Historical Periods of Trapping and Trading 
 

1. Class Discussion:  Give the students a chance to discuss what they learned from 
the lesson reading material and the elder/s sharing about the historical times of 
change and its’ effects on trapping and trading. 

 
2. On Chart Paper (whiteboard/blackboard) list the things that the students learned 

from the reading material and the elders for each of the following four periods. 
 

 The First People of the Upper Kuskokwim: Traditional reasons for trapping 
and trading with other tribes who came over the mountains and up the rivers. 

 
 The Russians: Beginning fur market, first contact, direct trade, Orthodox 

Russian Church, other Russian influence visible today (names of people and 
places, customs). 

 
 The Americans: Trading posts, fur trade, fur farms, gold panners, new hunters 

and trappers, US Geological surveyors mapping the Interior, airplanes, 
schools, epidemics, health aides and clinics.  

 
 The Modern Day Trappers: The rise and fall of fur prices; other trappers 

competing for land use, regulations established, seasonal work; difficulties in 
spending time on trap line, modern conveniences. 
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3. Divide students into four groups assigning each group one of the four Historical 

Periods.   
 

 Poster display:  Each group will make a poster display of what they learned 
about the Historical Period assigned. Utilize internet and books on subject for 
more information and miscellaneous pictures. Encourage students to draw 
pictures also. 

 
 Class Presentation: Each group will give a class presentation about the 

Historical Period that was assigned to them, presenting and explaining their 
poster display, sharing stories from family and elders about the time frame. 
(Encourage creativity in the presentation even acting out parts of history.) 

 
4. All posters will be displayed prominently in the classroom or hallway during the 

Trapping Unit. 
 
Activity 3 – Mapping Out the Region’s Trapping Activities 
 

1. Utilize the maps from Lesson 1 and locate additional maps of the region. 
 

2. Review info shared by the elders in Activity 1 about trapping areas of the past.  
As a class, plot past trapping area on large area map. 

 
3. Research current trapping areas. 
 

 Invite current community trappers to come and share where they trap and 
modern day changes that affect where they trap. 

 
 Have students interview family members or neighbors who trap, or have trap 

lines, about where they trap. 
 

 Research any areas that are closed to trapping checking trapping regulations.  
 

4. As a class, plot present trapping areas on class map assigning different colors or 
markings for past, present, and overlapping areas.  Hang up map in the classroom 
for reference during Trapping Unit study. 

 
5. Provide students with smaller individual maps of the region and have them plot 

past, present and overlapping trapping areas marking. Students keep maps in their 
individual unit files. 
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Activity 4 – Working with Trapping Table Information 
 
Using the tables at the end of Lesson 1, determine the following information. 
(With younger students can do activity as a class activity.  Older students can do work 
individually, with partners or in small groups.) 
 

1. Using the Tables from Lesson 1, make a list for each village of the furbearing 
animals (small mammals) harvested in 1983 and the months of the harvest took 
place for each animal. Compare the difference between the villages. 

 
2. Using Table 10-1 Harvest Activity Table for Nikolai from the Harvest Quantities 

2002 
 Make a list of the furbearing animals (small mammals) harvested like in Step 

One above.   
 Compare to Nikolai 1983 harvest. 

 
3. Using Table 10.2 Harvest 2002 Nikolai Harvest Use, Tech Paper 296 p. 75  
 

 List type small furbearing animals harvest and number of each furbearer 
harvested. 

 List the percentage of households harvesting small land animals.  
 List the percentage of households harvesting each animal type. 
 Record the amount (lbs) small land animal meat harvest which animal’s meat 

was used. Also the amount of meat for each animal and which animal’s meat 
was not used. 
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Lesson Two – The Mammals We Trap 
 
Materials for this teaching lesson were adapted from the following sources: 
 

1. Alaska Department of Fish and Game Wildlife Series  
www.adfg.state.ak.us/pubs/notebook/notehome.php  

 
2. Stokes, Jeff W 1985 Tech. Paper 86, Natural Resource Utilization of Four Upper 

Kuskokwim Communities www.subsistence.adfg.state.ak.us/TechPap/tp086.pdf  
 

3. Photos by Teresa Hanson (unless otherwise noted) 
 
Information: 
 
“The furbearing mammals we have traditionally trapped are beaver, fox, marten, lynx, 
mink, muskrat, otter, wolf, and wolverine. Smaller mammals that we have trapped or 
snared include snowshoe hare, squirrel, grouse and ptarmigan. Some of these mammals 
are found throughout the Upper Kuskokwim region and are used by everyone, while 
others are only in a few places. Many of these mammals experience population cycles. 
Therefore where we find them, how many we take and how we catch them changes 
through the seasons.”(Stokes, 1984: 178)  
 
Members of the Mustelidae family were the ones that attracted trappers, traders, and 
settlers to Alaska from around the world. Some of the most valuable furbearers belong to 
the Mustelidae or weasel family, which includes marten, wolverine, river (land) otter, sea 
otter, mink and weasels. 
 
Marten (Suje) 
 
“Most communities say that marten (suje) is probably the most abundant furbearer in the 
Upper Kuskokwim. This species is 
everywhere. It is an animal easily 
taken.”(Stokes, 1984: 178)  

“The marten is a carnivorous, furbearing 
relative of the mink. Marten are much larger 
than most mink and other weasel-like 
relatives. They are found from Southeast 
Alaska all the way up to the northern and 
western portions of the state where the last 
trees disappear and the true arctic tundra 
begins. Most marten live in the Interior Alaska 

Image Courtesy of: Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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forests of stunted black spruce trees and bogs.  

 
Description: The marten's coat has soft, dense fur which ranges in color from pale 
yellow to dark brown, shading to black on the feet and legs. Lighter-colored marten tend 
to have grayish brown tails, while darker animals have dark brown tail fur. The fur 
around their face ranges from gray to light brown with a short dark line extending up the 
forehead from the corner of each eye. The marten's throat and upper chest are usually 
pale or buff or deep orange. Their ears stand up and are rounded. Marten vary in length 
from 19 to 25 inches (48-65 cm), not including the tail. They may weigh up to 3 pounds 
(1.5 kg). Males are a lot bigger than females. The tail is nearly a third of their total length. 
Marten have sharp, non-retractable claws which they use for climbing as well as for 
holding their prey. Large furry paws help them travel easily over deep snow.  

Life history: Marten like to live alone, except during the mating season. Mating pairs are 
temporary and the males may have several mates at the same time. Mating occurs in July 
and August. Once they mate, and the eggs are fertilized. It can take up to six months for 
the eggs to implant and begin to grow! Then eggs become active and embryos begin to 
develop, growing rapidly for 2 to 3 months. The litter, averaging three young, is born in 
April or early May.  

Young weigh about 1 ounce (28 grams) at birth and are covered with fine, yellowish hair. 
Their eyes do not open until they are 5 to 7 weeks old. By early fall they can forage for 
themselves. Young normally mate for the first time when they are 2 years old and bear 
young in their third year. Some females may breed at 15 months.  

Home ranges of the marten vary in size in response 
to population levels and available food. Males 
usually travel greater distances than females. One 
square mile may be enough when food is plentiful; 
15 square miles may be required when food is 
scarce. They stay within their individual home areas 
except during the breeding period. When hunting 
for food, they follow the fringes of spruce thickets 
along streams or the edges of bog meadows. 
Movement patterns during these hunting journeys 
are unpredictable and seemingly aimless. When 
crossing open swamps, lakes, or bogs, they use 
every tree for cover, perhaps for protection from 
large carnivores and birds of prey.  

Marten are very courageous, but when pressed 
closely in open areas they may burrow into loose 
snow and tunnel for long distances beneath the Marten –Photo by Teresa Hanson  
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surface. If the snow isn’t deep enough to burrow into, they will climb the nearest tree to 
avoid capture. When all else fails, they will stand and fight.  

Food habits: Marten depend heavily on meadow voles, red-backed voles or mice, which 
are their primary food source, Changes of available food usually creates equal changes in 
bmarten populations. Their second favorite food source is berries, especially blueberries, 
followed by small birds, eggs, and vegetation. Marten are big feeders and will take 
advantage of any food source they can find. They will eat carrion such as the remains of 
wolf kills or salmon carcasses. Wild marten are fond of sweets such as jam. They will 
sometimes take treats from humans. Marten commonly use red squirrel waste places for 
resting. They usually eat at night, but sometime are seen during the day just before 
stormy weather or after a fresh snowfall.  

The marten is Alaska's most widely trapped animal. A trapper may take from 100 to 400 
marten per season, but most average 20 to 30.”(Source of Information: Alaska 
Department of Fish and Game Notebook Series, Shepherd and Melchior. Marten, Text 
1994)   

Fox (K’altsa) 

“Fox (k'altsa), like marten, are found throughout the Upper Kuskokwim. These animals 
are more difficult to catch according to trappers, but can still be taken in fair numbers 
each season with both steel leg traps and small-bore firearms. The fox is cunning and 
intelligent. This is because it has well developed senses of sight, smell, and hearing.   

Distribution: The Red fox is found throughout mainland Alaska. It prefers broken 
country, extensive lowland marshes, and crisscrossed hills and valleys. It is most 
abundant south of the arctic tundra. It is also present in tundra regions, which it shares 
with the arctic fox. Where the ranges of the two species overlap, the red fox is dominant. 
In these areas, red foxes have been observed digging white (arctic) foxes from their dens 
and killing them.  

General description: Red foxes are 
members of the dog family and they 
generally look like dogs, wolves, and 
coyotes. It measures 22 to 32 inches (56-
82 cm) in head and body length, and the 
tail is 14 inches to 16 inches (35-43 cm) 
long. The adult fox weighs between 6 to 
15 pounds (2.7-6.8 kg), but it appears 
heavier than it actually is. The males are 
usually heavier than the females. The red 
fox is usually recognized by its reddish 
coat, its white- tipped tail, and black 

Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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Fox- Photo by Teresa Hanson 

socks, although they do have many color variations. The outside of the ears may be 
black-tipped, while the inside is usually white. The white tip on the tail makes this fox 
different from other species, no matter what color phase it is in. Red is the most common 
color, but the hair may be from light yellowish to deep reddish-brown. Several color 
phases can occur in one litter. Red foxes displaying a certain color pattern are referred by 
the name of that phase like red, cross, silver, and black. The cross fox, for example, has a 
black/brown cross on the back and shoulders. The silver and black phases are similar. 
However, the black does not have the silver-tipped guard hairs that are found on the 
silver fox. The black-silver phase seems to show up more in the north and the northwest 
of Alaska.   

Life history: Red foxes breed during February and March. Their den is a hole in the 
earth, 15 to 20 feet long, usually located on the side of a hill or mound which can have 
several entrances. Sometimes they dig their own dens. But usually they take over the 
burrows of smaller animals, such as marmots. They also will use abandoned wolf dens. 
Conversely, wolves may enlarge and use a fox's den.  

Their dens are grass-lined nests where their furry, but blind, kits are born after a gestation 
of 53 days. A litter of four kits is common, though litters can be up to ten. At birth, kits 
weigh about 4 ounces. Normally only one litter is born each year. Their eyes open 8 to 10 
days after birth. The young leave the den for the first time a month later. The mother 
gradually weans them, and by the time they are 3 months old, they are learning to hunt. 
Both parents care for the young. The family unit endures until autumn, when it breaks up 
and each animal is on its own. 

Food: The red fox eats muskrats, squirrels, 
hares, birds, eggs, insects, vegetation, and 
carrion, voles seem to be its favorite food. Foxes 
cache extra food when the hunting is good. 
They return to these storage sites and dig up 
their cache, inspect it, and rebury it in the same 
place.  

Importance: In areas where foxes have had 
little contact with humans, they are very 
cautious. But they show less fear where contact 
with humans is common. Foxes adapt to a many 
types of habitats and can thrive close to humans, 
but they prefer wild settings. They require only a 
source of food and cover. Foxes are quite vocal. 
They howl, bark, and whine. The red fox has several natural enemies: man (principally as 
trappers), wolves, coyotes, lynx, wolverines, and perhaps bears. Eagles are the major 
predators of young foxes in some areas. Foxes are subject to occasional outbreaks of 
rabies, which can kill all foxes in a wide area.  

Fox- Photo by Teresa Hanson 
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Trapping: Trappers have always respected the cunning displayed by this intelligent 
animal. Only the most carefully planned sets, free of human scent, will consistently catch 
foxes.” (Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game Notebook Series, 
Fox, Text, Jennings. 1994)  (Fox- Photo by Teresa Hanson) 

 “Beaver (tso') were second in importance only to caribou to our ancestors. In the 
seasonal round of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this was especially 
true during the winter when beaver were often the sole source of fresh meat.” (Holsey, 
1966: 14)  

“They are plentiful in some areas of the Upper Kuskokwim, found in lakes, rivers, and 
creeks. Beaver pelts are valuable and are an important source of meat for both human and 
dog consumption. Beaver trapping presents the most amount of work for area trappers, as 
it is both labor intensive and time-consuming.” (Stokes, 1984, 178) 

General description: Beavers live about 10 to 12 years. They continue to grow 
throughout their lives and may reach 3 to 4 feet (0.9-1.2 m) long, including tail. Most 
adult beavers weigh 40 to 70 pounds (17-32 kg), but very old, fat beavers can weigh as 
much as 100 pounds (45 kg).  

The beaver's heavy chestnut brown coat over a warm soft under fur keeps the animal 
comfortable in all temperatures. Their large, webbed feet and broad, black tail (about 10 
inches long and 6 inches wide, or 25 cm long and 15 cm wide) can be used as a rudder 
when swimming. They slap it against the water as a sign of warning, but it can signal 
other emotions as well. When the beaver stands up on its hind legs to cut down a tree, its 
tail becomes a fifth leg used for 
balance.  

The beaver is designed to swim 
and work underwater. Its nose and 
ear valves close when underwater. 
A beaver can cut and chew wood 
under the water without getting 
water in its mouth! It does this by 
drawing its loose lips tightly 
behind its front teeth that stick out.  

Life history: Beavers need 2 or 3 
feet (0.6-0.9 m) of water year 
round. Water keeps them safe from 
enemies. They build canals to float and 
transport heavy objects like branches 
and logs for food and construction. Food for winter use is stored in underwater food 
caches.  

Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 

Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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If the water isn’t deep enough, then they construct dams. Every dam is a little different. 
Beavers work alone or with family members to build the dam, piling up logs and trees  

and anchoring them with mud, masses of plants, rocks, and sticks. Although the average 
tree used for construction of a dam is 4 to 12 inches (10-30 cm) across the stump. 

Beavers gnaw through the standing trees until they snap. Then the beaver runs to get out 
of its way! They don’t move very large trees. They strip the bark and eat it. Smaller trees 
are cut into moveable pieces, dragged into the water for repairing dams and lodges. This 
work is done mainly in the fall.  

Their den is used as a food cache, rearing area, and general home. Dens are made in two 
ways depending on changing water levels. Bank dens are simply dug into the stream or 
riverbank with a mass of sticks, mud, and rocks constructed over the top of the den. 
Lodges are built of the same materials as bank dens, but are located where the water level 
is more stable and slower moving, like in a pond or lake.  

Where streams are too large or swift to dam, but have enough water through the year, the 
beavers may build bank dens. These can have several tunnel exits with at least one above 
the high water mark and another below the low water mark. Their den is a large open 
room averaging 2 feet wide by 3 feet long by 3 feet high (60 x 90 x 90 cm).  

Bank dens and lodges have two things in common: they have one chamber-like room and 
at least one tunnel exit to deep water so it will be free of winter ice. The exit provides 
quick and easy access for food gathering and emergency escape from predators. Each 
year beavers will add materials to the lodge whether or not repairs are necessary. A 
beaver family uses the same lodge year after year, so some can be quite large. It is the 
family's home year-round.  

After mating (which takes place in January or 
February), the female prepares for a new litter. 
One to six kits are born anytime from late April 
to June. Their eyes are open at birth, and the 
kits are covered with soft fur. They can swim 
right away. The young beavers live with their 
parents until they are 2 years old. Then they 
leave to find their own homes.  

Food habits and predators: The life of a 
beaver colony depends on food supply. Beavers eat not only bark, but also aquatic plants 
of all kinds, roots, and grasses. As they use up the food supply in an area, they must 
gather food farther from their homes. This increases their danger from predators.  

Beaver- Photo by Teresa Hanson  
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Ecology and economic importance: As beavers cut down small trees and clear away 
brush, they create new environments that can be good food patches for other animals. 
Waterfowl use these areas for feeding and nesting grounds. Ponds created by beavers 
often serve as fish habitat. Sometimes beaver dams block streams for migrating fish, like 
salmon.  

In the past, pelts were so important they were used for trade instead of money. Today we 
still harvest these furs. They are highly prized for cold weather coats and hats.” .”( Source 
of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game Notebook Series, Beaver, Text, 
Shepherd 1994)   

 “Another important activity that goes with beaver trapping is spring camping. This 
doesn’t happen as much as it used to. Some trappers and their families look forward to 
spending time camping near their trapping area. By late February or early March, weather 
conditions can be moderate enough that camping is fairly comfortable. People sometimes 
engage in skinning and drying their catch in camp. Camping, while beaver trapping, also 
serves as a break in the often less active routines of winter.” (Stokes, 1984: 195-196)  
 
Lynx (Gwhchuh) 
 
“Lynx (gwhchuh) are sometimes plentiful in various areas around the Upper 
Kuskokwim, although some places always have good lynx trapping season after season. 
Lynx are rather difficult to take. 
 

The lynx is the only cat native to Alaska. Lynx 
occur over most of Alaska except the Aleutian 
Islands, Kodiak archipelago, the islands of the 
Bering Sea and some islands of Prince William 
Sound and Southeast Alaska. Lynx are shy and keep 
a low profile. They are commonly seen during long 
periods of summer daylight, especially during years 
that they are abundant. 

General description: The lynx is a large, 
short-tailed cat, that has long legs, furry feet, 
long tufts of hair on the tip of each ear, and a completely black-tipped tail. The large 
broad feet function as snowshoes that help the lynx in winter hunting and traveling. The 
dense soft fur is grey with blurry spotting. Most adults weigh from 18 to 30 pounds (8.2- 
13.6 kg). Male lynx are generally larger than females and can weigh up to 40 pounds 
(18.2 kg) or more.  

 

Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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Life history: Mating occurs in March and early April. Their kittens are born about 63 
days later under a natural shelter such as; a wind fallen spruce, a rock ledge, or a log jam. 
Lynx kittens are buff colored with lineal streaking on their backs. Their eyes open when 
they are about 1 month old, and they are weaned when 2-3 months old. Most litters 
include two to four kittens, but sometimes are as big as six.  

Lynx kitten survival depends on the cyclic changes in snowshoe hare and other small 
game populations. When prey plentiful, most 1-year old or older female lynx produce 
kittens, most of which survive. When prey is scarce, very few yearlings breed, the 
number of adults breeding decreases, and very few kittens survive until winter.  

Kittens stay with their mother until late winter and learn the hunting skills and knowledge 
they need for survival. Family units break up during the next breeding season.  

Food habits and behavior: Lynx inhabit much of Alaska's forests and can function in 
many places like spruce and hardwood forests, and up to the top of tree lines. The best 
lynx habitat occurs where fires or other factors create and maintain a mixture of 
vegetation types with plenty of early 
growth. These are the best places to find 
snowshoe hares and other small prey of 
lynx. The primary prey of lynx in most 
areas is the snowshoe hare, which 
undergoes an 8-11 year cycle of large 
quantity. This cycle appears to be caused 
by the relationship of hares with their food 
and predators. Lynx numbers rise and fall 
with the occurrences of hares and other 
small game but lag one or two years 
behind. When a hare population crashes, 
lynx numbers soon drop off because of the 
small number of kittens reaching 
adulthood and the movement of some lynx out of the area. In recent studies of radio-
collared lynx in Canada, Minnesota, and Alaska, movements of from 100 to 400 miles or 
more have been documented as lynx left areas where hares had become scarce.  

Although snowshoe hares are an important prey for lynx, lynx use other food sources like 
grouse, ptarmigan, squirrels, and other rodents when they are scarce. Lynx are also 
known to prey on caribou, Dall sheep, and foxes, especially during periods of scarcity.  

Lynx normally travel 1-5 miles per day within their home areas which range from 5 to 
more than 100 square miles. The largest ranges occur when prey is scarce. Lynx walk 
when they travel and capture their prey with short bursts of speed. They often ambush 
hares and other small prey while lying down near small game trails. Lynx are really good 

Lynx- Photo by Teresa Hanson 
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at climbing trees but hunt mainly on the ground, sometimes using trees to hide 
themselves from larger predators like wolves.  

Lynx are curious animals and are not difficult to trap using lures made from beaver 
castor, or other scents. Visual attractors such as bird wings or aluminum foil can be used 
to catch the lynx's sharp visual senses. Lynx pelts have historically had a higher value.” 
(Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game Notebook Series, Lynx, 
Text, Berrie, Ernest and Stephenson, 1994)   

Wolverine (Niłtresh)  
 

“Wolverine (niłtresh) are probably the most difficult furbearer to catch for area trappers. 
They are not found in large numbers, this species sometimes disrupts individual trapper 
activities for an entire season by preying on captured furbearers. (Stokes 1985:178) 

The wolverine is a relative of the mink and weasel, and is the largest terrestrial member 
of their family. They are known as devil bear, or woods devil, and their scientific name 
means “glutton.” Wolverines are found in small numbers throughout their range and need 
large expanses of wilderness. Alaska has significant wolverine populations throughout 
mainland Alaska and some of the islands of Southeast Alaska.  

The wolverine is valued by Alaskans as 
a fur resource and as a symbol of 
wilderness. Its fur is commonly used 
for parka trim and hoods because of its 
beauty and durability and because the 
guard hairs of wolverine fur resist frost 
accumulation.  

General description: The long dense 
fur of the wolverine is generally dark 
brown to black with a creamy white to gold 
stripe running from each shoulder along the flanks to the base of the tail. It has a thick 
body, short legs, short ears, and a broad flat head. The wolverine is primarily a scavenger 
and has large teeth and powerful jaws to crush bones and eat frozen meat. Its claws are 
long and curved. Adult males generally weigh 20-45 pounds (9-20 kg) while adult 
females weigh 15-30 pounds (7-14 kg).  

Wolverines are primarily found in the wilder and more remote areas of Alaska. They are 
solitary creatures throughout most of the year. Wolverines are active at any time of day, 
year round. They have tremendous physical endurance and can travel up to 40 miles a 
day in search of food. However, its fierce reputation has often been exaggerated. They 
have been known to steal furbearers from traps and to damage cabins, but these tales can 
normally be traced to individuals in some situations and not to the species as a whole.  

Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 

Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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Wolverines will rarely attack any predator larger than itself, like a wolf or a bear. Instead, 
they will try to avoid these animals. Wolverines will fiercely defend a food source or its 
territory against other wolverines or smaller predators.  

Life history: Wolverines become sexually mature in their second year. The breeding 
season extends from May through August. After mating, the embryo floats in the uterus 
until late fall or early winter. This type of reproduction is known as delayed implantation 
and allows a female wolverine to become pregnant when food supplies are best and when 
she is in good physical condition. Adults may fail to produce young in some years even 
when they successfully breed. The abundance of food determines whether a pregnancy 
will continue and the number of young that will be born.  

Wolverine litters are born between January and April. In Interior and northern Alaska 
most young are born in snow caves. These caves usually consist of one or two tunnel 

Wolverines travel extensively in search of food. 
Adult males can cover a range of up to 240 
square miles. Adult females cover a smaller range 
between 50 to 100 square miles. Adults maintain 
their home ranges more or less separate from 
those belonging to adjacent wolverines of the 
same sex. The home range of the resident male 
may encompass the ranges of up to four to six 
females. The breeding season is the only times 
during the year that males and females interact.  

Wolverines live between 5 to 7 years normally. But some survive to 12 or years. Their 
biggest enemies are starvation, being killed by wolves, or trapping by humans.  

Food habits: Wolverines will eat about anything they can find or kill. They are poor 
hunters but are very good scavengers. The wolverine has a powerful jaw and large neck 
muscles allowing it to crush and eat bones and frozen flesh. Also, wolverines can survive 
for long periods on little food. Their diet depends on annual and seasonal changes of 
available food. 

In the winter they rely on remains of moose and caribou that have been killed by wolves 
and hunters. They also eat animals that have died of natural causes. Throughout the year, 
wolverines feed on small and medium-sized animals such as voles, squirrels, snowshoe 
hares, and birds. If the setting is right, wolverines can kill moose or caribou, but these 
occurrences are rare.” Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game 
Notebook Series, Wolverine, Text, Taylor, 1994) 

 Wolverine- Photo by Teresa Hanson 



 
 
 
 
 

37

River Otter (Mizriya’) 

“The River otter (miziya’), or Land otter, is found throughout Alaska with the exception 
of the Aleutian Islands, the offshore islands of the Bering Sea, and the area adjacent to 
the arctic coast east of Point Lay.  

General description: The river otter is a thickset mammal with short legs, a neck the 
same size as its head, hidden ears, and a 
strong body that gets the widest at the 
hips. Its tail is powerful and a little more 
than a third as long as its head and body. 
Only the hind feet are webbed. Adults 
weigh 15 to 35 pounds (6.8-15 kg) and 
are 40 to 60 inches (102-152 cm) in 
length. On the average, females are 
about 25 percent smaller than males.  

When prime, river otter fur appears 
black-brown, with the belly slightly 
lighter in color than its back. The chin 
and throat are grayish. Otter fur consists 
of a very dense undercoat overlaid with longer 
guard hairs.  

River otters have a good sense of smell and hearing. They don’t see very well but may be 
better underwater than above. They have several sets of strong whiskers that are used by 
the animal in hunting and avoiding obstructions.  

Life history: River otters breed in spring, usually in May. Mating can take place in or out 
of the water. One to six pups (usually two or three) are born the next year any time from 
late January to June following a gestation period of 9 to 13 months. Delayed implantation 
accounts for this variation in the length of gestation.  

The pups are born in the den of a subterranean burrow, toothless and blind. Their eyes 
open 7 weeks later. When they are about 2 months old, they begin to leave the den and 
start to swim and eat solid food. They are taught to swim by the female who must coax or 
drag them into the water. Pups are weaned when about 5 months old. They will stay with 
their mother until shortly before her next litter is born.  

River otters are sexually mature when 2 years old. A female will then mate with the male 
of her choice and produce one litter each year. Otters can live and breed for more than 20 
years.  

 

Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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Behavior: Otters are graceful swimmers and propel themselves in the water by paddling 
or flexing their hindquarters and tails up and down. They can swim about 6 miles per 
hour and can go faster for short distances by “porpoising” along the surface. River otters 
dive to depths of at least 60 feet (18 m) and can stay submerged for more than 4 minutes. 
They can run as fast as a man and on hard snow or ice reach speeds of more than 15 miles 
per hour (24 km/hr) by alternately running and sliding.  

About half of a river otter's time is spent sleeping. Both young and adults are fond of 
play. They manipulate rocks or sticks, play tag and hide-and-seek, dunk each other, 
wrestle, and slide on mud or snow.  

Signs of river otters are seen more often than the animals themselves. They travel several 
miles overland between bodies of water and develop well-defined trails that are used year 
after year. They may flatten and dig 
up the vegetation or snow over an 
area of several square yards. Scats, 
twisted tufts of grass, and small 
piles of dirt and vegetation are 
commonly found in such areas. 
Urine and scent deposited on these 
piles serve as “scent posts” that are 
used for communication and 
territorial During the winter, otters 
dig elaborate tunnels and feeding 
dens within the snow over a frozen 
lake or bay where changes in water 
levels leave cracks for them to come and go.  

Food habits: River otters hunt on land and in fresh and salt water. They eat snails, 
mussels, clams, sea urchins, insects, crabs, shrimp, octopi, frogs, a variety of fish, and 
occasionally birds, mammals, and vegetable matter. Aquatic organisms no bigger than a 
man's finger are usually eaten at the surface of the water; larger food is taken ashore.  

If a fish or other animal is too big to be eaten at one meal, the remains are abandoned and 
become available to other flesh-eating mammals and birds. Scraps left out of the water 
may be a significant source of food available to some scavengers when snow and ice are 
present.  

Social habits: River otters are often found in groups. A family unit is made up of a 
female and her pups, with or without an adult male. The family usually travels over an 
area of only a few square miles. The female appears to dominate the rest and may drive 
other animals away from a small area around the den where her pups are living.  

River Otter- Photo by Teresa Hanson 
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Other groups may consist of an adult male and female, a litter of pups that remain 
together after the family separates, or a group of bachelor males. Male groups usually 
consist of fewer than 10 individuals. Larger numbers that are occasionally seen together 
may represent a temporary association of neighboring groups. The groups have no 
apparent leader. Otters travel together and operate as a social unit but do not cooperate in 
hunting or share what is caught. They travel over a wide area, and apparently there are no 
exclusive territories. Fighting among otters is extremely rare, although they are wary of 
strange individuals.  

Vocalizations: River otters a lot of noises. They growl, howl, and whine. When alarmed, 
they give out a loud “hah!” When two or more are together, they often make mumbling 
noises like they are having a conversation. A good imitation of this is made by closing 
the lips and rapidly uttering “hm” several times in a deep voice. A bird-like chirp 
expresses worry and is most often heard when members of a group become separated.  

Human uses: River otters have no real predators except man. They are occasionally 
killed unintentionally when they become entangled in fishnets or trapped in crab pots.” 

(Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game Notebook Series, Solf and 
Golden, River Otto, Text, 1994) 

 
Mink (Tats’uts’a) 
 
“Mink (tats'uts'a) are found in every part of the state with the exceptions of Kodiak 
Island, Aleutian Islands, the offshore islands of the Bering Sea, and most of the Arctic 
Slope.  

General description: A mink's fur is in prime condition when guard hairs are thickest. 
Mink are then a chocolate brown with some irregular white patches on the chin, throat, 
and belly. White patches are usually larger on females and often occur on the abdomen in 
the area of the mammary glands.  

Adult males range in total length from 19 to 29 inches (48-74 cm). They may weigh from 
three to almost five pounds (1.4-2.3 kg). Females are somewhat smaller than males.  

Several albino mink have been reported from Alaska. Underfur is usually thick and wavy, 
not longer than an inch. It is dark gray to light brown in color with some suggestion of 
light and dark bands. The tail is one third to one fourth of the body length with slightly 
longer guard hairs than the body.  
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They move rapidly and unpredictable like they are always ready to either flee or pounce 
on an unwary victim. Like skunks, mink discharge a fetid liquid from their scent glands 
when they are afraid or excited. The odor is very strong and unpleasant to most people.  

Life history: In Alaska, the onset 
of breeding is determined by the 
beginning of long days. The 
breeding season extends from 
March through April, depending on    
the latitude.  

Males and females may breed with 
more than one other mink. The 
young within a single litter can be 
the result of fertilization by 
different males and/or two different 
ovulations more than a week apart. 
The total gestation period varies                          

www.ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart                        from 40 to 75 days. Mink have 
delayed implantation which causes the great differences in the length of the gestation 
period. Once the egg implants, fetal development takes about 30 days to complete. Males 
and females may breed with more than one other mink. The young within a single litter 
can be the result of fertilization by different males and/or two different ovulations more 
than a week apart. The total gestation period varies from 40 to 75 days. Mink have 
delayed implantation which causes the great differences in the length of the gestation 
period. Once the egg implants, fetal development takes about 30 days to complete.  

In Interior and western Alaska most births occur during June. The amount of available 
food for the mother affects the number of young born and the number that are weaned. 
Litter size varies from 4 to 10 kits. The den is generally a burrow or hollow log near a 
pond or a stream. In most cases the den used has been constructed and deserted by other 
animals. Young mink remain in the den about a month. They grow rapidly and attain 
their adult size by September. In the following spring they may breed and raise their own 
young.  

Food habits: Mink will eat anything they can catch and kill, including fish, birds, bird 
eggs, insects, crabs, clams, and small mammals. Mink prefer streams, ponds, beaches, or 
marshes. An abundance of hares or mice may cause them to move inland. Adult mink 
have been known to kill and eat young mink.  

Predators: Occasional predators of mink include wolves, foxes, hawks, owls, lynx, and 
river otters. The relationship between otters and mink is unclear. If there are otters along 
a stream, usually they will not tolerate the presence of mink within their territory.” 

Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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(Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game Notebook Series, Mink, 
Burns, 1994) 

Muskrat (Nitogtroda) 
 
“Muskrat (nitogtroda) are found throughout most of Alaska's mainland except some 
islands of Southeast Alaska, the Alaska Peninsula west of Ugashik Lakes, and the Arctic 
Slope north of the Brooks Range. The highest populations of muskrat are in the broad 
floodplains and deltas of major rivers and in 
marshy areas dotted with small lakes. They are 
found throughout the Upper Kuskokwim. They 
are one of Alaska's most visible and numerous 
furbearers; but harsh winters, dry summers, and 
overpopulation result in periodic fluctuations in 
numbers. Four-fifths of the muskrats harvested 
in Alaska are taken in five areas: the Yukon 
Flats surrounding Fort Yukon, Minto Flats, 
Northway-Tetlin Flats, the Yukon Kuskokwim 
Delta, and the Selawik-Kobuk-Noatak area. 
 
 General description: Sometimes mistaken at first glance for the beaver, the muskrat's 
small size and rat-like tail are the most immediate identification marks. Muskrats weigh 
from 2 to 4 pounds (0.9-1.8 kg). They measure 10-14 inches (26-36 cm) in length, 
excluding their 8-11 inch (20-28 cm) tails. Their coats have soft, dense under fur and 
long, coarse, shining guard hairs. The color of their fur ranges from a medium silvery 
brown to dark brown with a lighter belly. The feet and tail are dark brown or black. In 
open, swampy areas muskrats construct houses of vegetation piled into mounds 2 to 3 
feet above the surface of the water and 5 to 6 feet in diameter. They also tunnel into earth 
banks. Their nests are well above high water and have tunnels exiting underwater below 
the lowest freezing level. Muskrats construct slides and make fairly well-defined 
channels through vegetation along banks of streams and ponds.  

Life history: Muskrats have a high reproductive and population turnover rate. Grown 
females usually have two litters per year and give birth to 15 young per year, or 7 to 8 per 
litter. Mating begins as soon as there is open water in the spring. In Interior Alaska this 
date may range from late April to mid-May, and the young resulting from this first 
mating are born in early to mid-June. Females mate again three to five days after the first 
litter. Their second litter is born about 25 days later. Thus there are two peaks in breeding 
activity separated by about 30 days. Evidence indicates that male muskrats remain at the 
same den with the female for several weeks. The young are weaned at about 1 month of 
age, but may stay with the parents for awhile longer. Second litters often overwinter in 
the same den with their parents. Muskrats' sexual maturity is reached at about 9 to 10 
months of age.  

 Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
 Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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Food habits: Muskrats are basically 
herbivorous. They feed mainly on 
aquatic plants such as the roots and 
stems of cattails, lilies, sedges, and 
grasses. They may occasionally eat 
some animal life such as mussels, 
shrimp, and small fish. Vegetation is 
collected and stored during the 
summer for winter use. Throughout 
the winter muskrats remain below 
the ice for great periods of time 

eating their stored food and 
underwater vegetation. They extend 
their feeding areas by constructing “pushups” which are piles of vegetation deposited on 
the surface of the ice over an opening. Muskrats bring vegetation to these pushups and eat 
it there. These pushups also give the muskrats a protected place above water and away 
from their den where they can breathe and rest. They reuse these push ups which usually 
keeps them free of ice. Pushups are good areas to trap muskrats that are trapped in the ice 
in the late winter and early spring. During winters with little snow and very cold 
temperatures, pushups commonly freeze solid. As a result, muskrats cannot use them as 
breathing holes or as locations to eat and rest. This condition can contribute to a large 
overwinter die-off of muskrats.  

As the ice thickens during the winter, less area is found for foraging. Muskrats are forced 
to leave shallow ponds to spend their time in deeper ponds to search for food. Deep 
ponds and channels often have less aquatic vegetation than shallower ones, thus they can 
support fewer muskrats. Competition for food causes rapid decrease of the available 
supply. Food supplies may run out and they will begin to fight, starve, or move away. 
Because there are seldom any open places to live, many muskrats that move away will 
freeze, starve, or be killed by predators.  

Economic use: Only a small portion of the total muskrat habitat is hunted or trapped. 
Because transportation during the open season in spring is almost entirely by boat, only 
the larger streams, ponds, and lakes that can be reached by short portages are hunted. 
Unhunted areas can contain large muskrat populations who will re-populate heavily 
harvested areas. Muskrat fur is beautiful and durable and the meat is very tasty and 
commonly used as human food.” (Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and 
Game Notebook Series, Earnest, Muskrat, Text, 1994)  

 
  

Muskrat- Photo by Teresa Hanson 
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Wolf (Tekone) 
 

“The wolf (tekone) occurs 
throughout mainland Alaska, on 
Unimak Island in the Aleutians, and 
on all of the major islands in 
Southeast except Admiralty, 
Baranof, and Chichagof. This range 
includes about 85 percent of Alaska's 
586,000 square-mile area. Wolves 
are adaptable and exist in a wide 
variety of habitats extending from 
the rain forests of the Southeast Panhandle 
to the arctic tundra along the Beaufort Sea. 
At this time wolves are common over much 
of the state and can be found with as many 
as about one wolf per 25 square miles in favorable conditions. They are not found this 
common in the coastal portions of western and northern Alaska.  

General description: Wolves are members of the family Canidae. There are two Alaska 
subspecies that are recognized. Wolves in Southeast Alaska tend to be darker and 
somewhat smaller than those in northern parts of the state. The pelt color of wolves living 
in Alaska ranges from black to nearly white, with every shade of gray and tan between 
these extremes. Gray or black wolves are most common, and the relative abundance of 
each color phase varies over time and from place to place. Most adult male wolves in 
Alaska weigh from 85 to 115 pounds (38.6-52.3 kg), but they occasionally reach 145 
pounds (65.3 kg). Females average 5 to 10 pounds (2-5 kg) lighter than males and rarely 
weigh more than 110 pounds (50 kg). Wolves reach adult size by about 1 year of age, and 
the largest wolves occur where there is lots of prey all year round.  

Social habits: Wolves are very social 
animals and mostly live in packs with 
parents and pups of the same year. 
Larger packs may have two or three 
litters of pups from more than one 
female. Some yearlings may stay with 
the pack. The social order in the pack 
has an authority pecking order. There 
are separate rank orders among females 
and males.  

They seldom fight within the pack unless the pack is stressed. Pack size usually ranges 
from 2 to 12 animals, with packs of 20 to 30 wolves occurring sometimes. The average 

Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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size pack is 6 or 7 animals. In most areas, wolf packs tend to stay in a boundary only used 
by pack members. Sometimes there is overlap in the ranges of   neighboring packs. 
Wolves that mostly feed on migratory caribou may abandon their territory, for a while, to 
travel long distances if necessary. In Alaska, the territory of a pack can cover 300 to 
1,000 square miles of land with the average being about 600 square miles.  

Life history: Wolves normally breed in February and March, and litters averaging about 
five pups are born in May or early June. Litters may have from 2 to 10 pups, but usually 
4 to 7 pups are born. Most female wolves first breed when 22 months old. They usually 
have fewer pups than older females. Pups are usually born in dens that have been dug as 
much as 10 feet into well-drained soil. Adult wolves center their lives near their dens, 
traveling up to 20 miles away in search of food, which they bring back to the den. Wolf 
pups are weaned gradually during midsummer.  

In mid- or late summer, pups are usually moved some distance away from the den and by 
early winter are capable of traveling and hunting with adult pack members. Wolves are 
great travelers, and packs often travel 10 to 30 or more miles in a day during winter. 
Wolves that have been kicked out of their pack have been known to move from 100 to 
700 miles from their original range.  

Wolves have a high birth rate, but they rarely become plentiful because of high death 
rates. In much of Alaska, hunting and trapping are the major sources of death, although 
diseases, starvation, accidents, and fighting within the pack, help to reduce the number of 
wolves.  

Food habits: Wolves eat meat, and in most of mainland Alaska moose and/or caribou are 
their main foods, with Dall sheep being important in some areas. In Southeast Alaska, 
Sitka black-tailed deer, mountain goats, and beaver are the most important sources of 
food. During summer, small mammals including voles, lemmings, ground squirrels, 
snowshoe hares, beaver, and occasionally birds and fish are additions to their diet. The 
rate at which wolves kill large mammals varies with the number of prey to be found and 
the conditions they are found in. A pack may kill a deer or moose every few days during 
the winter. At other times, they may go for several days with almost no food. Since 
wolves will eat whatever they can find, very young, old, or diseased animals are preyed 
upon more heavily than other age classes. Under some circumstances, however, such as 
when snow is unusually deep, even animals in their prime may be vulnerable to wolves.” 
(Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game Notebook Series, 
Stephenson, Wolves, Text, 1994) 
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Hares (Gwh) 

“There are two species of hares (gwh) in 
Alaska and both of them turn white in the 
winter. The Snowshoe, or Varying hare, is 
the most common and widespread of these. 
They are found all over the state except for the 
lower Kuskokwim Delta, the Alaska 
Peninsula, and the area north of the Brooks 
Range. It is found rarely along the 
southeastern mainland except for major river 
deltas. The Alaskan hare, also called the 
tundra hare, populates much of the western 
coast of Alaska, including the Alaska 
Peninsula, but has a spotty distribution along 
the Arctic coast and the north slope of the 
Brooks Range 

Hares are often called rabbits, and both 
are members of the family Leporidae. 
However, hares are born fully furred and with eyes open, while newborn rabbits are blind 
and hairless.  

Newborn hares are soon able to hop around and leave the nest, but the helpless baby 
rabbits do not even open their eyes for 7 to 10 days.  

General description: Snowshoe hares are somewhat larger than cottontail rabbits. They 
average around 18 to 20 inches (.5 m) in total length and weigh 3 to 4 pounds (1.4-1.8 
kg). In summer their coats are yellowish to grayish brown with white under parts, and the 
tail is brown on top. They shed this coat and the new one is white in winter, but the hairs 
are shadowy at the base and the under fur is gray. Their ears are dark at the tips. The 
large hind feet are well furred, adapting these animals for the deep snows of the boreal 
forests—that’s why they are named “snowshoe.”  

The Alaskan hare is larger—22 to 28 inches (.5-.7 m) in length and 6 to 12 pounds (2.7-
5.4 kg) in weight. The winter coat of this large hare is long and the fur is white to the 
base. Edges of the ears are blackish. In summer the coat is grayish brown above and 
white below, with a whitish base to the hairs. The tail is entirely white.  

Life history: Snowshoe hares breed at about 1 year of age and have two to three litters 
per year. The gestation period is 36 to 37 days. First litters are born around the middle of 
May in Interior Alaska and average about four leverets (young hares). In years when hare 
numbers are increasing, the second litter will often be bigger averaging six young. 
Sometimes there is a third litter. Females breed immediately after the birth of a litter.  

Image Courtesy of Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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Their young are born in an unlined depression or “form.” They weigh about 2 ounces   
(57 g) at birth and can walk by the time their fur is dry. In a day or two they are 
wandering about the nest, and in less than two weeks will be eating green vegetation. 
They nurse for about a month. The color pattern of the young snowshoe is similar to the 
summer pattern of adults.  

Breeding habits of the Alaskan hare are similar, but the reproductive season usually 
begins later, and there is probably only one litter per year. Their young are darker than 
the adults with a black shade to their fur.  

Habits: Snowshoe hares are found in mixed spruce forests, wooded swamps, and brushy 
areas. They feed on a wide variety of plant material—grasses, buds, twigs, and leaves in 
the summer and spruce twigs and needles, bark, and buds of hardwood such as aspen and 
willow in the winter. The Alaskan hare is generally found on windswept, rocky slopes 
and upland tundra, often in groups. These big hares usually avoid lowlands and wooded 
areas. They feed on willow shoots and various dwarf arctic plants.  

Hares are most active at dusk and dawn. They do not dig burrows or build nests but use 
natural shelters and depressions and rest under branches or bushes. The snowshoe hare 
travels around on well-established trails or runways which become deeply worn in the 
snow or forest floor. Their winter trails through the deep snow follow their summer 
pathways.  

Populations of snowshoe hares are subject to cycles of high numbers to stark scarceness. 
The population in an area will build up over a period of years to a peak of abundance, 
followed by a sudden decline to a very low level. During periods of peak abundance there 
are as many as 600 animals per square mile (230/km²) of range. The exact cause or 
causes for the decline are unknown. Some possibilities include over browsing their food 
supply, predators, shock and disease due to stress, parasites, or a combination of these.  

Economic importance: Snowshoe hares are one of the more important food items of 
northern furbearers like lynx. They are often an important source of food for Alaskans. 
The arctic hare is also important as a source of food and fur.  

In times of great abundance the snowshoes may kill brush by over-browsing. In “high” 
years they may compete with big game animals such as moose for forage.  

Both species of hare offer a great deal of recreation for the small game hunter, especially 
in years of abundance. The Alaskan hare provides an unusual trophy and a considerable 
amount of meat. The snowshoe is available to more hunters and can be taken near 
highway systems and in such disturbed areas as mine tailing piles. Early snowfalls will 
often catch the snowshoe hare still in its summer coat, making them easy to find. The 
meat is quite tasty.  
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Be alert for signs of tularemia, a bacterial disease found in hares and rodents. Such signs 
include general sluggishness and spots on the liver and spleen. Normal sanitary 
precautions should be taken when handling hares and rubber gloves should be used when 
cleaning and dressing them. The meat should be cooked thoroughly.” (Source of 
Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game Notebook Series, Earnest, Hare, Text. 
1994)  

Red Squirrel (Dilja) 

“The red squirrel (dilja) makes itself quite noticeable with its lively habits and noisy 
chatter. Cone cuttings on stumps or rocks are common 
and tracks in snow are numerous where this squirrel 
occurs. It can be found in spruce forests over most of 
Alaska.   

General description: The active rodent averages 11 to 
13 inches in length (28-33 cm), including tail, and is a 
rusty-olive color on the upper parts of its body with a 
whitish belly and underparts. In summer, a dark stripe 
on the side separates the upper rusty color from the 
white of the belly. The bushy tail is often a lighter 
orange or red with light tipped hairs.  

Life history: Red squirrels tend to live alone but 
will pair up for mating during February and 
March. 

 Females usually breed when they are 1 year old. Three to seven young are born after a 
gestation period of 36 to 40 days. The young are born blind and hairless, weighing about 
¼ ounce at birth. They are weaned at about 5 weeks but stay with the female until almost 
adult size. They leave the female and are on their own during their first winter. They have 
to be successful at gathering and storing a winter's supply of food.  

Behavior: Much of the red squirrel's time in the summer is spent cutting and storing 
green spruce cones. There may be several bushels of cones stored in a cache. Caches may 
attain a diameter of 15 to 18 feet and a depth of 3 feet. Red squirrels also cache 
mushrooms on tree branches. They eat seeds, berries, buds, fungi, and occasionally 
insects and birds' eggs. They are busy collecting and storing food from early morning 
until dusk and also on moonlit nights.  

Nests may be in a hole in a tree trunk or a tight mass of twigs, leaves, mosses, and lichens 
in the thickest foliage of a tree (making the nest almost completely weatherproof). A 
loose mass of twigs and leafy debris in a high tree is used as a “fair weather” nest. Their 
ground burrows, also known as middens, are used mostly for food storage. There is 

Image Courtesy of: Alaska Department of 
Fish and Game Wildlife Notebook Series 
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usually one large active midden in each territory with perhaps an inactive or back up 
midden.  

The home range of red squirrels is about ½ to 1 acre, and each squirrel knows its territory 
well. Each squirrel has several nests in its territory and always seems to know which 
retreat is nearest. Territorial behavior is stiff during caching of food and relaxes 
somewhat in the spring. 

The red squirrel is active all year but may 
stay in its nest during severe cold spells and 
bad weather. They are swift climbers and, 
being extremely curious, will often try to 
enter buildings, upsetting anything they can 
move and gnawing on woodwork. Once in a 
house or cabin, they can be very destructive, 
tearing out insulation and mattress stuffing 
for use as nesting material and caching food 
in any available place.  

Predators: The main predators of red squirrels are hawks, owls, and marten. Other 
predators may take a squirrel but are not serious threats. Around populated areas, one of 
the predators is the housecat.  

Human use: The red squirrel is used to a limited extent by man for food and fur. 
Squirrels may be small but the meat is good eating. In parts of Canada and Alaska the 
pelts are sold for their fur. Red squirrels may damage trees, cutting off twigs by the 
bushel, but they are also helpful because they distribute and plant seeds of spruce and 
other trees.” (Source of Information: Alaska Department of Fish and Game Notebook  

  

Red Squirrel- Photo by Teresa Hanson  



 
 
 
 
 

49

Lesson Two – The Mammals We Trap 
 
Resources and Materials: 
 

 Elders familiar with furbearers commonly trapped 
 Elders/ Others who speak Upper Kuskokwim dialect  
 Lesson 2 teaching text 
 Resource books: (Can use any books on furbearers) 

o Animals of the North by William O. Pruitt, Jr. 
o Beavers by Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III 
o Animal Scavengers: Wolverines by Sandra Markle 
o Wolves by Seymour Simon 
o “Mammals of Denali” by Adolph Murie Story books 

 
 Story books: (other similar books may be included) 

o “Tendi Goes Trapping and Fishing”, by J.A. MacDiarmid 
o  “Tendi Goes Beaver Hunting” by J.A. MacDiarmid 
o  “Benjamin Beaver’s Box” by Virginia W. Jones 
 
The Following Story books can also be found at: 
http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/curriculum/athabascan/athabascans/tetlin_asiknew_i
t.html 
 
o “Nits ‘iil”, Ch.I from When People Meet Animals by Patricia H. Partnow,  
o "The Female Beaver", Ch. II from When People Meet Animals by Patricia 

H. Partnow 
 

 Upper Kuskokwim Athabaskan story books, Iditarod School District  
o “Dilja – Squirrel”  translated by Betty Petruska 
o “Dilja Dimaldu’K’a Ghetrak –Red Squirrel Cried for His Parka” 

translated by Betty Petruska 
o “K’altsa – Fox” translated by Betty Petruska 
o “Suje – Marten by Betty Petruska 
o “Mary It Gwh It (Mary and the Rabbit)”  by Irene Roberts 
 

 Copies of Upper Kuskokwim beaver vocabulary and beaver phrases (Included 
with curriculum) 

 Computer with internet access and printer 
 Chart Paper, Whiteboard or blackboard 
 Markers 
 Poster Board 
 5 x 7 note cards  
 Art materials 
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 Single hole punch 
 Metal loop clasps (or other similar device) for fastening flip cards together 
 Drawing paper 
 Learning logs (individual student notebooks for recording unit) 
 Unit file (individual student files for keeping unit materials) 
 Miscellaneous pictures of furbearers and local habitat 
 Audio/visual equipment as appropriate 
 Digital camera/or other camera 
 

 
Activity 1 – Furbearers of the Upper Kuskokwim 
 

1. Class Discussion:  Ask students to share what furbearing animals (excluding large 
game) are trapped in the area. On chart paper (or white board or blackboard) 
make a list of furbearing animals of your area.  

 
List should include; fox, lynx, hare, marten, muskrat, mink, weasel, river otter, 
beaver, wolf, squirrel, wolverine. 

 
2. Have students offer their opinion on which animal from the above list fits which 

category. 
 The most common 
 The least common 
 The most valuable and why 
 Personal favorite and why 
 The easiest to trap 
 The hardest to trap 
 Most dangerous 
 Least dangerous 

 
3. After discussion, have the class design a category voting ballot for the list. 

 Make copies of ballot. 
 Each student must vote picking one animal from the list for each category. 
 Tally results. 
 Make a class chart of the results. 
 Students record the results in their learning logs. 
 

4. Invite elder/s or other experienced trappers to share about furbearing animals of 
the area: traditional stories, personal experiences, wisdom about the animals.  
 Brainstorm with students questions to ask the elder and make a list of 

questions on chart paper.  Older students can copy list in the learning logs. 
 Review key points from Lesson One about having elders in the classroom. 
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5. Give the elder(s) liberty to share, remaining available to give assistance. (If 

appropriate, and with the elder’s permission, make audio/video recording of the 
time of sharing.) Have students actively listen for the following information; 
 Animal characteristics. 
 Where to find animals. 
 How to find animals. 
 Elder’s input on the previous discussed categories. 

 
6. Review and discuss with the class about what the elder/s shared and make a list 

on chart paper of key points. 
  

Activity 2 – Furbearer’s Field Guide 
 
This activity must be completed over several days taking two to three animals a day to 
focus on for each furbearing animal according to the following steps.  The end product 
will be a furbearing animal flip card field guide.  In the next lesson, trapping strategies 
will be added to the backside of each card. 
 
1. Read text in the Lesson Two to find key information about each animal for field 

guide card. Older students read story individually and find information.  With 
younger students the teacher can read lesson with the class and do a key points with 
class on chart paper for students to copy on guide cards. 

 
 Furbearers for Field Guide: 

o Marten (Suje) 
o Fox (K’altsa) 
o Beaver (Tso’) 
o Lynx (Gwhchuh) 
o Wolverine (Niłtresh) 
o River Otter (Mizriya’) 
o Mink (Tats’uts’a) 
o Muskrat (Nitogtroda) 
o Wolf (Tekone) 
o Hares (Gwh) 
o Red Squirrel (Dilja) 
 

2. Use a 5x7 index card for each furbearing animal with key points with class on chart 
paper for students to copy on guide cards. This is summary information and should be 
very brief. 
 Size: height, length and weight 
 Description: (physical traits) 
 Characteristics: (behavior traits)  
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 UKA name: (provided by Elder) 
 Other names: ( scientific name, slang name) 
 Habitat: (where do they  live) 
 Food: (what do they eat 
 Interesting facts (optional extra info) 
 

4. Find and print picture of each from internet, use picture provided by teacher, copy 
lesson text or have students, who like to draw, make an illustration from a picture. 
Picture must be small enough to leave room for key info. Place picture to appropriate 
card. 

 
 Websites: 
 Alaska Department of Fish and Game Wildlife Series: 
 http://www.adfg.state.ak.us/pubs/notebook/notehome.php 
 
 Alaska Trapper’s Association 
 http://www.alaskatrappers.org/ 
 
 Kansas Dept of Wildlife and Parks  
 http://www.kdwp.state.ks.us/news/Hunting/Furharvesting/Furbearer-Gallery/ 
  
 U of Michigan, Animal Diversity web 
 http://animaldiversity.ummz.umich.edu 
 
 New Brunswick Trappers Association Canada 
 http://www.nbtrappers.ca/furbearers.html 

 
5. Use resource books provided by teacher or found in library and information from 

internet sites to obtain additional information on each animal. Have students write in 
their learning logs what they have learned about the furbearing animals. 

  
 Recommended Books: 
  
 Animals of the North; by William O. Pruitt, Jr 
 Beavers; by Dr. Leonard Lee Rue III 
 Animal Scavengers: Wolverines; by Sandra Markle 
 Wolves; by Seymour Simon, Harper Collins Pub., 1993 
 “Mammals of Denali” by Adolph Murie 
 
6. Review what the elder/s shared about furbearing animals of the region and add to 

field guide and learning logs.  
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7. When cards are complete, make holes with hole punch and fasten together with ring 
clasp so the guide make a flip book reference. Students keep all unit materials in 
individual unit file. 

 
Activity 3 – Animal Stories and Upper Kuskokwim Athabascan Dialect 
 
1. Select storybooks from recommended stories (or similar books) of the Alaska’s 

furbearing animals. Read books as class, with partners, or individually. 
Recommended Story books and story excerpts (check school library for these books): 
 

o “Tendi Goes Trapping and Fishing” by J.A. MacDiarmid 
o  “Tendi Goes Beaver Hunting” by J.A. MacDiarmid 
o  “Benjamin Beaver’s Box” by Virginia W. Jones 
o “Nits ‘iil”, Ch.I from When People Meet Animals by Patricia H. Partnow 
o "The Female Beaver", Ch. II from When People Meet Animals by Patricia 

H. Partnow  
 

2. Have younger students draw a picture progression of key points in book. Have older 
students write a short book report on one of the books and record in learning log 
several things that they learned from the readings. 

 
3. Invite Elders and other community members familiar with Upper Kuskokwim 

Dialect, to come read storybooks in UK dialect and share their own stories in UK 
Dialect.  If permission is granted, make recordings of the reading and sharing in the 
UK dialect. 

 
 Upper Kuskokwim Athabaskan dialect series. 
 Iditarod School District, McGrath, Alaska 1990 
   
  Translated into Upper Kuskokwim Athabaskan by Betty Petruska 

o “Dilja - Squirrel”  
o “Dilja Dimaldu’K’a Ghetrak –Red Squirrel Cried for His Parka”  
o “K’altsa – Fox” traslated by Betty Petruska 
o “Suje – Marten 
 

  And, 
o “Mary It Gwh It (Mary and the Rabbit)” A story for Children, by Irene 

Roberts 
 
4. Allow the Elders and others familiar with the UK dialect to teach the correct 

pronunciation of UK names of the furbearing animals.  Allow the students to practice 
with elders and speakers of UK dialect. If permission is granted, make audio/video 
recordings of the reading and sharing in the UK dialect. 
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5. Provide copies of the Beaver Vocabulary and Beaver Phrases lists. (Located at the 
end of these activities) Have students write a beaver story in similar style of those 
read and shared by the elders/other speakers. 

 
 Younger students can make a pictures and label them with UK dialect words 
 Encourage older students to use the phrases to make a story and illustrate the 

story. 
 Practice sharing the stories with partners and with the class. 

 
6. Invite the Elders and the other speakers who helped with the storytelling in UK 

dialect and learning of the animal names, to come for a special time of hearing the 
students share their stories.  (Can make a special snack and beverage and serve your 
guests.) 

 
 Have students prepare special thank you cards for each of the elders and other 

speakers with a picture of one of the furbearers with the UK dialect names. 
 Allow elders and other speakers to help students with pronunciation. 
 If permission is given, take pictures of elders and other speakers with the 

students. 
 
7. Using the pictures from the special sharing day, make a remembrance poster of the 

time together.  Let each student add a decoration or comment to the poster and use 
some UK dialect words in the comments. Hang the poster in the hallway. 

 
 Have students keep their stories in the individual student unit files 

 
Dinak’i (Upper Kuskokwim) Beaver Vocabulary 

Adapted from “Activities Using Native Language” 
Beaver Kit, Iditarod School District 

 
Beaver  Dinak’i    Dinak’i 
Beaver Tso’ (General Habitat)   

Large beaver Tso’chwh Cuttings tso’ dighwts 
Medium beaver Ch’ikudiya Willows  k’wy’ 
Small/baby beaver 
(kits) Tsogoya Birch k’esh 
Beaver dam Ch’i’itl’a Cottonwood  t’ighis 
Beaver lodge Tso’ kan’ Spruce ts’ima 
Beaver trail Tso’ tin Dry wood/dead tree nododitridre 
Beaver feed pile Tso’ tayełchude Pond todałtonhdi 
Fat Ch’ik’wh Small stream srihno’ 
   Eagle yode 
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(Animal Parts)   Mallard duck tsilhighosh 
His head Mitse’ Kingfisher tse’tsi’ghwsr 
His nose Mintsesh Moose dineje 
His eye Minagha’ Raccoon (animal) hwniye 
His ear Midzigha’ Brook trout hoch’ilmoya 
His teeth Mighu’   
His front foot 
(hand) Milo’ (Trapping/Skinning)   
His back foot Mika’ Steel trap Ał 
His claws Mikalgwna’ Snare Gaguł 
His back Mit’ok’ Ice pick Tudzeł 
His tail Micha’ Shovel Hukale 
His fur Migho’ Skinning knife Straye 
    Bone scraper Notsił 
(Counting Beaver)   Sharp Dayanh 
One beaver Ts’ełk’e tso’ A good skin Dezrune chi’izis 
Two beaver Notek’a tso’ Hammer Mi’iłhwdilnine 

Three beaver Tok’e tso’ Beaver board 
Mitoy’dinełtr’esh 
heye 

Four beaver Dinch’e tso’     
Five beaver Ts’ihulo’ tso’     

 
 

Dinak’i (Upper Kuskokwim) Beaver Phrases 
Adapted from Activities Using Native Language 

Beaver Kit, Iditarod School District 
 

English Dinak'i 

Here is a beaver. Nutla tso’ 
What is this? Yada nwghde? 
It’s a beaver. Tso’ ine. 
Where is the beaver? Hondiye tso’? 
Here it is. Nutla. 
Give it to me. Nida’ 
Thank you Tsen’anh 
Where is his head? Hondo’e mitse’? 
Here is his head. Nutla mitse’ 
Where is his nose? Hondo’e mintsesh? 
Here is his nose. Nutla mintsesh 
The beaver is eating. Tso’ ch’iyonh 
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What is he eating? Yada iyonh? 
He is eating willows. K’wy iyonh 
He is eating cottonwood. Tighis iyonh 
What is beaver doing? Tso’ dot’anh 
The beaver is gnawing. Tso’ ch’idighusr. 
The beaver is cutting down a tree. Tso’ noy’nildał 
The beaver is really hungry. Tso’ ch’itiy detsen’ 
He is looking around for something to eat. Yitoyele eko hwneł’anh 
He is sitting on the beach gnawing. Tomogh zido ts’e ch’idighwsr 
The beaver is swimming Tso’ ghimał 
He disappears under the water. Taneyo ts’e’ mihusdinik 
The beaver is swimming down there.  Tso’ yodo’ ghimał 
The beaver is building his house. Tso’ dikan iłtse 
The beaver is building his dam. Tso’ ch’i’tl’a’ iłtse. 
The beaver is slapping his tail. Tso’ hichalghił 
Where are you going? Nidogh teyosh? 
I’m going to check my beaver snares Tso’ gaguł notinghisji’eł 
I set some traps upriver. Nona’ di’nazistl’unh’ 
Yesterday I checked my traps. K’adi’onh gaguł nonighsji’an’ 
What did you get? Yada izelanh? 
I got a big beaver. Tso’ chwh izisdlanh 

How many beaver did you get yesterday? 
Nidots’o dinogholt’aye tso’ dighenl’an 
k’adi’onh? 

How may beaver did your little brother 
get? Nidots’o dinogholt’aye izdlanh nichila 
He got one beaver Ts’ełk’e tso izdlanh  
I am skinning a beaver. Tso’ ighotseziłtesh 
Like this. Dats ine. 
Work slowly Hotihw k’onedinesh 
Don’t make any holes Ołonh mizis hodighent’ots’ 
Take out the guts. Michots’say’nela. 
Cut up the meat. Minlana’ hodet’os 
Stretch the skin. Hitoy’dinenłitr’esh 
Let it dry. Todełgwnh. 
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Lesson 3 – Methods 
 
Materials for this teaching lesson were adapted from the following sources: 
 

1. Stokes, Jeff W, 1985 Tech Paper 86, Natural Resource Utilization of Four Upper 
Kuskokwim Communities  www.subsistence.adfg.state.ak.us/TechPap/tp086.pdf, 

 
2. Alaska Trappers Manual (www.alaskatrappers.org), www.rogueturtle.com, 

www.ngpc.state.ne.us/hunting/guides/furbearer/TM-preseason.asp    
    

This lesson requires the purchase of the Alaska Trappers Manual which is available for 
$20.00 plus shipping at: www.alaskatrappers.org , or call them at 907-457-1774, or write 
them at: 
 

Alaska Trappers Association 
P.O. Box 82177 

Fairbanks, AK, 99708 
 
Also go to www.youtube.com/watch?v=2RgX4CJqxWc to watch a video of an Alaskan 
trapping family who traps out of McCarthy, Alaska. 
 
Information: 
 
Technology and Strategy 
 
“Deadfall devices (dichin-ał - literally "tree trap") were traditionally used by our 
ancestors for killing furbearer species. The construction details of these sets can vary, the 
basic idea of how it works is simple. Depending on the species, bait was attached to a 
central support so that when moved it caused a large object such as a log to fall on the 
animal, often killing it instantly. .”(Stokes,1984: 179-182)  
              

Our traditional snares were made of caribou babiche or 
hide. They were placed over the trails of furbearers in a 
way that is similar to today.  The steel snares that we use 
for beaver trapping did not appear until the early 1940s.  
 

Before the steel snares were invented, beaver were 
trapped using steel leg traps attached to poles 
through the ice. Many trappers say that steel leg 
traps placed under the ice did not work as good as 
the steel snares we use today. 
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Because of that, we extended our beaver harvest efforts into early summer using rifles 
and traps that are set up along riverbank slides to get more beaver.  
 
Today we pretty much only use steel leg traps (ał), steel snares (gaguł), and sometimes 
conibear style traps. The three types of land sets we usually use are: the ground or 
"cubby" set, snare sets, and the pole or elevated set. Ground sets are used for all species 
of land-based furbearers. Snares are primarily employed for wolves, wolverine, and at 
times, fox and lynx. Pole sets are used for marten. Steel snares and conibear traps are 
used for trapping beaver beneath the ice. Trapping also requires special tools. 
 
How often a trapper runs his trapline differs between trappers. When the trapper lives out 
on his line, he usually checks his traps daily. Other lines may be run once a week, usually 

on weekends when the trapper 
has a wage-earning job during the 
week. Most traplines are checked 
somewhere between these two 
ways. During long periods of 
extremely cold weather (below -
30° Fahrenheit), trappers may not 
check their lines for several 

weeks since few  
furbearers move around during these periods. If a trapper lets too much time pass 
between each run check, when the weather is moderate, the chance for loss or damage of 
fur from cannibalism, small rodents, or predators increases. 
                                       
Usually only men trap, but some women go with their husbands on trapping runs.” 
(Collins, 2000:: 180-181)  
 
“We used to use dog sleds to run our traplines. Teams of five or six dogs meant you did 
some walking. Longer teams of seven to ten dogs meant you got to ride. Nowadays we 
use snowmachines and most of us no longer live out on the traplines. Snowmachines can 
cover so many more miles very quickly, but when they break down it is a long walk 
home! Some trappers use aircraft to get to and from 
their trapping areas. Most of these aerial trappers own 
their planes, but some charter commercial aircraft to 
reach their trapping areas.   
 
A sled is usually towed behind the snowmachine to 
haul supplies and the catch. Sled types vary from 
locally built birch basket sleds, commercially  
manufactured folding metal sleds, or big plastic snowmachine sleds. The birch basket 
sleds are both lightweight and strong, and used to be the favorite among trappers.” 
(Collins, 20000:181)  

ankn.uaf./edu/publications/clipart/clipart/subsistence.html     
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“Traplines range from just a few miles to about 100 miles in length. Usually a variety of 
traps and sets are set along the length of the line irregularly spaced from less than one to 
four or more per mile. The placement of traps is most often determined by the presence 
of surroundings that will contain certain species of furbearers. Also, the abundance or 
absence of furbearer tracks or signs decides the placements of traps, especially for larger 
species. Since traplines are often handed down through the family, experience along a 
trap line often decides where traps are placed, because some locations have always 
yielded large numbers of certain species. 
 
Trapping is a fairly expensive undertaking today. It also takes a lot of time. Trapping for 
some species is physically demanding also. In addition to fuel costs, local trails cause 
significant wear on snowmachines and sleds. For trappers who depend on trapping, a 
poor harvest year can be financially painful. Low fur prices and market demand can also 
cause financial hardship for serious trappers. 
 
We are aware of the natural ups and downs of furbearer populations and we adjust our 
trapping activities around it. We know that overharvesting any species will cause 
subsistence and financial dangers. Because of this wisdom many trappers limit their 
catches of some species and by resting a trapping area for one or more seasons so target 
animals will repopulate the area.”(Collins, 2000: 182)  
 
“Trap lines have traditionally been handed down from one family member to another. So 
there has been respect for those who run the trapline. We have rested traplines for as long 
as it took to repopulate an area.”(Collins, 2000: 182) “But trappers should not let their 
traplines rest for too long because under Alaska law, a trapline that hasn’t been used for 3 
years in a row is considered abandoned, so someone else can take it from you the 4th 
year!.”(Alaska Trappers Manual)  
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Collection of Traps held at UAF Museum of the North (Photo by Teresa Hanson) 

 
Traps from Left to Right: 

 
2. S. Newhouse No. 0 Single Long Spring (Pat. Dec 16, 1902) Ermine or Marten. 
3. S. Newhouse No. 1 for marten.  
4. S. Newhouse No. 1 ½ (Pat. Dec. 16, 1902) Fox. 
5. S. Newhouse No. 2 (Pat. Sept. 16, 1911) Fox. 
6. S. Newhouse No. 3 ½ (from 1898-1930) Otter. 
7. S. Newhouse No. 4 (Pat. Sept 26, 1911) Beaver. 
8. S. Newhouse No 4 ½ (Pat. Sept 26, 1911) Wolf or Wolverine 
 
9. Oneida Jump No. 1 ½ (Pat. Nov.15, 1904; May 28, 1907; Feb.16, 1909, located inside 
right and middle) Fox or Marten 
 
10. Victor Anodized No. 1. (Located bottom right) Known as Alaska Specials, They were 
coated in white making them less visible in the snow. Produced between 1950 and 1961. 
 
11. “Manning #9” Wolf Trap. Hand made in Alaska. Coil spring design designed by 
Fairbanks machinist Ned Manning in the 1980s specifically for trapping wolves. 
Currently made by Dean Wilson. It is strong, reliable and fast releasing making it a top 
choice for wolf trappers. (Located in the middle of the picture) 
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12. Trap Setter (Located Outside right and bottom) Made by S. Newhouse, Oneida 
Community. 
 
13.  Oneida Jump No. 3 (Located outside right and middle) Fox  
 
Marten (Suje)  
 
See pages 65-69 Alaska Trappers Manual for Diagrams and Directions 
 
“Pole sets are used to capture marten. They consist of a wooden pole between 2-l/2 and 4 
inches in diameter at the trap end set diagonally. They are made by cutting down a small 
spruce tree about three feet above the ground and placing the bottom of the cut tree in the 
notch at the top of the stump so it extends from 6 to 12 inches beyond the trunk. Most 
trappers use leg hold traps for marten. Number "0" or number “l" single-spring traps. The 
trap chain is attached to the pole with either a cinch ring or nail, and placed in an open 
position in a notch on the end of the pole. The bait is placed on the end of a small willow 
pushed into the ground or snow that is placed one foot higher and further out from the 
end of the trap. The bait pole is placed in as vertical a position as possible to keep the 
marten from pushing it to the ground and escaping with the bait. Bait is attached to the 
end of the bait stick or dangled from the end of the stick on a piece of string, thread, 
survey tape, or ribbon. 
 
Types of bait vary, but dried salmon is the most popular. Rub the fish on the base of the 
pole set and near the bottom of nearby trees, and leave small pieces of fish nearby. Other 
bait that are used; moose bones, perfume, or pancake syrup, a fluttering piece of cloth, 
etc. Usually the bait is replaced every few weeks and then old bait is thrown on the 
ground near the trap to attract passing marten. 
 
When marten smell the bait scent, they check around and discover the bait overhead, 
climb the diagonal trap pole, and step in the trap as they reach out from the top of it for 
the bait. If the pole set is built right, the dead marten will 
hang by the arm or leg a short distance off of the ground 
where they are safe from mice and other small animals. 
Sometimes, another marten that passes by a trapped one 
will eat it. Fox and wolverines will do that too. Birds can 
damage the fur.  
 
Ground sets take longer to build and take care of, but lazy 
martens that don’t want to climb a pole will get caught in 
these, and it is a good set for other species like fox. On a 
ground set, bait is pinned to the ground on a small 
stick, like at the base of a tree. By building a little 
house or path of brush, small sticks or other stuff laying around, the approaching marten 
is forced to step in a trap placed immediately in front of the bait. Because fox and other 

ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart/clipart/wildlife.htm
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species may investigate a ground set, the trap is sometimes disguised with a thin layer of 
straw, tissue paper, or leaves. Because these other species may frequent the sets, trappers 
tend to use larger traps in single-spring, double-spring, or jump-trap configurations 
ranging in size from no. "1" to no. "2-l/2" traps. Disadvantages associated with the 
ground set technique include the trap being rendered useless by small amounts of fresh or 
drifting snow, the need to reconstruct the set after each capture, loss of bait to small 
mammals such as mice, potential damage to expired furbearers left on the ground, and a 
tendency for ground sets to capture small animals such as squirrels. 
 
Live marten are killed by crushing the heart through the rib cage. Stun the animal by 
hitting it on the head with a stick. Then hold the animal around the neck and work the 
heart until the marten dies. This method reduces bleeding under the skin which damages 
the skin and reduces the pelt value. To minimize damage to the fur, wrap each marten in 
a burlap bag or other soft material to reduce hair loss from rubbing or bouncing around in 
the sled during transportation.”( Collins, 2000: 185-189) 
 
Wolverine (Niłtresh), Wolf (Tekone), Lynx (Gwhchwh), and Fox (K'altsa)  
(Stokes 1985:189-191) 
 
See pages 49-64, 71-72 Alaska Trappers Manual for Diagrams and Directions.  
 
Alaska Trappers Association have an entire manual and DVD devoted to trapping wolves 
titled “Alaska Wolf Trapping Manual” available at www.alaskatrappers.org  
 
“Ground sets can also be used for wolverine (Niłtresh), fox (k'altsa), and lynx 
(gwhchwh). Ground sets take more work so they are usually set in places where there is 
the presence of tracks or sign. Sets for these larger animals are sometimes placed in fairly 
open areas. The bait may be scattered 
around a hidden trap that is attached to 
a concealed snare or cable, or to a 
large tree or toggle log. Good locations 
for open area sets include winter 
caribou or moose kills made either by 
hunters or wolves.   
 
Wolverine, wolves, and fox tend to be 
less wary of traps placed in fairly 
open areas. Set several traps that are 
in these types of sets because they may find one  
or two but get caught by one that it failed to detect. (See pg 71 for a good picture of this) 
 

For large furbearer sets in wooded areas, ground sets look like the ones made for marten. 
Bait is placed in the back of the set or, suspended from an overhead tree or limb by rope 
four to six feet off the ground right over one or more hidden traps. Large traps ranging 

ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart/clipart/wildlife.html 
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between no. 2 and no. 4 are used, as well as double-spring and jump-style traps. The trap 
is attached by a heavy chain or cable to a stout tree or toggle that is a log between four 
and eight feet in length. This is really important for wolverine and wolf traps. Animals 
dragging toggles are easily tracked and usually get tangled up with trees or brush as they 
drag the log behind. 
 
Choice of bait varies for the larger furbearers. For sets 
not involving a moose or caribou kill, old meat, larger 
pieces of raw or dried fish, beaver castor, and other 
smelly items are sometimes used for bait. Many lynx 
(gwhchwh) trappers use dead hares for bait, or even just 
place a hidden trap along trails traveled by lynx and 
hares. These larger furbearer species are killed by 
strangulation after a stunning blow to the head, or with 
a shot to the head. Hit them on the head with a heavy 
limb or stick found near the captured animal. Not with 
anything that isn’t found naturally around because that 
can cause bad luck.” 
 
 
Fox (k'altsa)  

Foxes are naturally very suspicious and trap sets 
have to be carefully laid and made to look as 
natural as possible. When foxes get curious they 
will try to find a good spot to get a good look, so 
set a trap on an isolated stump, a rock or small 
mound and put the bait a few feet away. Put a 
piece of sponge on the mouth and ears when 
skinning so that any blood in the mouth and ears 
will not stain the pelt. Foxes are caught with 
either steel leg traps like, no. 1 1/2 thru 2 coil 
spring or double longspring traps, and small-bore 
firearms.” (Collins, 2000: 189-191)                                                      
 

Beaver (Tso’)  
 
See pages 37-43 Alaska Trappers Manual for Diagrams and Directions 
 
ankn.uaf.edu/curriculum/units/beaver.html Beaver in Interior Alaska unit study! 
 
“Traditionally beaver (tso') were second in importance only to caribou. In the seasonal 
round of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this was especially true during 
the winter when beaver were often the sole source of fresh meat (Hosley 1966:14). In 
those days beaver were speared by cutting a hole in the ice above an underwater entrance 
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to the lodge, or were taken by blocking the exit of the house and then opening the 
dwelling and clubbing the animal.”(Hosley, 1996: 14)  
 
“A successful winter hunt, on lakes with more than one house, required opening all of 
them and stationing a hunter at each. Many animals were taken in this manner, but we 
avoided taking beaver from the houses closest to our winter encampments in case we 
needed these animals for emergency food. Summer hunting used several different 
methods. One method was to wait quietly until a beaver surfaced in the lake and then 
killing them with a spear or arrows. Another method was to block the underwater exits, 

open the house, and kill one or more beavers. 
Another method, used in small creeks or 
interconnected ponds, was to break the dam. As 
the water drained, the house was opened and the 
beavers taken as they tried to escape in the now 
shallow or dry lake. Another way to do this was to 
take the animal as it attempted to repair the dam.  
 
Today, we usually snare beaver through the ice 
during the winter and spring. We sometimes take 
beaver throughout the summer months for food. 
We hunt them with rifles as we travel the rivers. 
But beaver is best in the winter or spring. Those 
taken in the spring tend to float, making it easier 
to get them from the river.  

 
Beaver trap lines seldom follow those used for taking other furbearers. We cover a broad 
area,         not a linear trail, but from set to set. Our  
established winter trails or traplines are used to access to beaver trapping areas that can 
be 15 miles off our trapping trails, in order to set the snares. We usually don’t take more 
than two adult beavers from each lake house. We take more from riverbank houses 
because the beavers in a river will repopulate empty houses each year.”( Collins, 
2000:157-159)  
                                                         
“Beaver trapping is very time-consuming and physically demanding. It may take up to a 
half hour to open the ice over a beaver set and then maybe the snares are empty and the 
bait is gone! Beaver skins take more work and time to get them ready for use, or sale, 
than other furbearers. How we trap them is completely different than for the other land-
dwelling furbearers. We usually catch them in snares that dangle around bait poles 
beneath the ice of lakes, creeks, or rivers right by their lodges. The following maps show 
the beaver harvest areas used by Telida and Nikolai residents. .”(Collins, 2000: 191-196) 
    

ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart
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(Stokes 1985:194) 
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(Stokes 1985:193) 

 
“Beaver lodges on lakes are obvious during the winter, but not so for river houses. So we 
often mark the locations during the fall when there is often water for the boats. We mark 
lodge locations using axe blazes on nearby trees or surveyor tape hung on nearby brush. 
 
Beaver trapping usually starts in February, but some begin earlier. Trappers open the ice 
near the target house with an ice pick (tudzeg) and axe, making a circular hole about four 
feet in diameter. The ice picks are chisels attached to a birch handle between 8 and 12 
feet in length. The chisel or cutting edge is often made from old rifle barrels, pry bar 
handles, or other hard tubular pieces of steel between l/2 and 1 inch in diameter. The 
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cutting edge is ground or filed down to a diagonal offset point. Most of the hand-carved 
ice pick handles have a knob at the upper end to reduce the possibility of the pick 

slipping from the hand. A 
length of rope is sometimes 
attached to the handle end in 
a loop which can be wrapped 
around the hand so we don’t 
lose it through the ice. In 
recent years, metal ice pick 
handles are made of pipe and 
many trappers now use these 
instead. They are more 
durable, shorter in length, and 
weigh more. We use shovels 
that usually have small holes 

to remove chunks of floating ice from the hole. The holes allow the water to drain out.                            

A bait pole is made from birch or aspen saplings that have their upper limbs still on them. 
The pole is pushed into the river or lake, top first. Three to seven steel swivel snares hang 
down from a series of poles laid across the open hole. Snare depth varies between two 
and five feet around each bait pole. Once the skim ice forms back over the hole, you 
back-filled it with loose snow to slow the formation of ice. 
 
Check beaver sets every few days. If more than a few days pass between each check, the 
ice can thicken to the point that a snared beaver may freeze into the ice. Plus it’s a lot of 
work to reopen the hole! !”(Collins, 2000: 191-196) 
 
Muskrats (Nitołtroda)   www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/mammals/furtake/muskrat.htm 

 
See pages 44-46 Alaska Trappers Manual to Diagrams and Directions (esp p45) 
 
Suggested Trap Size: No. 1 or No. 1 1/2 single longspring, jump trap or single 
underspring; No. 1 double longspring; No. 110 Conibear; "surehold" attachment are 
especially recommended for trapping muskrats. Although they are somewhat more 
expensive than conventional traps, they more than pay for this difference by preventing 
muskrats from escaping from your trap.  

Suggested Baits: As muskrats normally have an abundance of food available, baits and 
lures are not as effective as for other species. Carrots and apples make good bait. A lure 
made from muskrat glands works.  

“Muskrats are easy to find in a slough because their houses and runways are easy to see. 
They also build small mounds of vegetation which may be mistaken for unfinished 
houses. These are push ups. There are two types of push ups; one is big enough so that 

ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart/clipart/wildlife.html
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the muskrat can come up inside it and feed, the other is just a platform where the muskrat 
can sit to eat or hang out. 

You can also see other places where muskrats come out of the water to rest or to eat. 
Look for their tracks and droppings along the shore. When muskrats feed, they often 
leave a scattering of pieces of partly eaten roots and stems of plants. Look also for 
floating pieces of vegetation.   

The floating log set is a good one for muskrats in open water. Secure the trap chain to the 
bottom of the log and run a wire down to a rock or stake to keep the plank from floating 
away. Lure or bait can be used to good advantage at such a set.  

Muskrats that live in bank dens can be easily caught by setting a trap in the runway. 
Runways that are partially exposed and filled with from three to four inches of water are 
the best to trap in. If they are deeper than that, the rat will swim over the trap.  

Muskrats are easily caught after freeze-up by trapping them in their houses. Each muskrat 
house has a main chamber in it. Tunnels from the main chamber lead to smaller "rooms" 
and to the main entrance, which is constructed under the ice. Open the house carefully, 
using an axe or similar tool, and insert the trap. Place the trap on the floor of the chamber. 
Use a wire extension in the trap chain and wire it to a stick outside the house. Leave 
enough slack chain by the trap so that the muskrat can dive and drown itself. This type of 
set can also be used at the larger muskrat push ups with good results. Carefully replace 
the material taken out when opening the house and tap it firmly back in place. This is 
very important! If you do not tightly close the hole you made in the side of the house, the 
house and its occupants will freeze.  

When a water area is frozen, active muskrats bank dens can be easily located by looking 
for air bubbles under the ice. In 
runways that are being used, the 
activity of the rat often stirs up the 
mud, making the runway look cloudy. 
Cut a hole in the ice and set your trap 
in the runway. If the water is more 
than three inches deep, place the trap 
on some mud or grass or on a stone 
so that it is about three inches below 
the ice.                                                                        

When the number of muskrats caught daily decreases considerably, it is time to pull up 
your traps. A good rule to follow when trapping muskrats in houses in this: count the 
number of muskrat houses (not feeders), multiply by five for a population estimate and 
quit trapping when you have taken seventy-five per cent of the estimated population. This 
will reduce the population down to a level where there will be plenty of breeding stock 
left and will insure enough room for good production the following summer.  



 
 
 
 
 

69

ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart 

Muskrat traps should be set so the muskrat will drown. Otherwise, they will wring off 
their foot, escape and die. If the water is not deep enough for drowning set, use "stop-
loss" or "sure-hold" traps or the new humane traps. Be sure to check your muskrat traps 
regularly. This will prevent some animals from escaping, and it will also increase your 
catch, since a sprung trap, or one with a muskrat in it obviously cannot catch another unti  

it is reset. A sharp rap on the nose with a stout stick can easily kill live muskrats in a 
trap.” www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/mammals/furtake/muskrat.htm 
 

Otter (Mizriya’) 
 
See Pages 38 and 44 in the Alaska Trappers Manual for Diagrams and Directions 

Otter sign is seen more often than the animals themselves. They travel several miles 
overland between bodies of water and develop well-defined trails that are used year after 
year. They may flatten and dig up the vegetation or snow over an area of several square 
yards. Scats, twisted tufts of grass, and small piles of dirt and vegetation are commonly 
found in such areas. Urine and scent deposited on these piles serve as “scent posts” that 
are used forcommunication and territorial marking. 

During the winter, otters dig elaborate tunnels and 
feeding dens within the snow over a frozen lake or 
bay where changes in water levels leave cracks for 
them to come and go.  

The Alaska Trappers Manual recommends making a 
channel set or submarine trap to catch otter. (See 
pages 38 and 44) Another source suggests a drowner 
snare for otter.“Fasten the upper end of a drowner 

wire to a solid stake or tree stub on the bank. The lower 
end of the drowner wire is attached to a stone lying on the bottom. A burlap bag full of 
gravel works good too. There should be several feet of water to do this.  

A snare is attached to the drowner wire by a sliding lock. Set the snare at the point where 
an otter (beavers, mink and muskrat too!) goes ashore. Remove all obstructions on the 
bank that might entangle the otter and stop him from plunging right back into the water. 
The sliding lock will slide freely down the drowner wire as the animal seeks deep water, 
but the slider lock does not allow the animal to come back up the wire. So the otter is 
held below the water surface and drowns. .” (Thompson,  1974: 29) 
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Mink (Tats’uts’a)  www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/mammals/furtake/mink.htm 

See Pages 44 and 47-48 of the Alaska Trappers Manual for Diagrams and Directions 

TRAPPING THE MINK: No. 1 1/2 coilspring, longspring, or jump trap; No. 2 
longspring; No. 11 Victor; 110 Conibear.  

SUGGESTED BAITS: Mink prefer to kill their own food so are not as attracted by bait 
as most species are. Rabbits, muskrat carcasses, fresh fish, birds and feathers sometimes 
work as bait. Do not use old meat.  

SUGGESTED LURES: Fish oil lure is sometimes quite effective in trapping mink. Gland 
lures are often used to attract the attention of a passing mink, and mink urine is 
recommended to destroy human odor around a set.  

“Mink have a very good sense of smell. It is necessary to take extreme care in setting 
mink traps so that you leave as little odor around the set as possible.  

To become a good mink trapper, you have to learn their habits. Mink travel around more 
than most other furbearers and can travel up to ten miles during a night. They usually 
follow a definite route and will almost always visit or pass through certain spots on a 
particular water area every time they are around that area. This habit is what makes them 
vulnerable to the trapper.  

Select a spot where you can see (from tracks, scats, etc.) that mink have traveled. Like 
along the edge of a slough, next to a bank, under a leaning log, or around a rock at the 
water's edge. Hide a trap in this spot (water sets are best) where the mink will step into it 
the next time it makes its rounds. In setting traps under water for mink, the pan should 
not be more than two inches below the surface of the water. The trap can be lightly 
covered with vegetation from the bottom of the slough.  

This type of set is called a "blind" set. Usually no bait or lure is used although a little lure 
often is good insurance. Blind sets can often be improved by the use of a few sticks or 
stones to narrow down the travel path of the mink and increase the chance of making it 
step into your trap.  

Sometimes good blind set sites can be constructed on an area by using stumps, stones, 
etc. If this is necessary, construct the site well in advance of the trapping season so that 
the mink will have time to become accustomed to it. When the season opens, set your 
trap in the selected spot.  

In making dry land blind sets, conceal the trap by placing it in a shallow hole and 
covering it lightly with leaves, cut grass, or light sifted earth. A good place for a dry blind 
set is where mink have made an overland trail, perhaps across a point or from one slough 
to another. This trail will not be very plain to see but droppings, bent grass, mink smell, 
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and tracks will show you where it goes. You need to be extremely careful to avoid 
leaving human odor. A few drops of mink urine sprinkled here will probably be very 
helpful. Blind sets should be made carefully. A blind set with the trap in place should 
look as though the area had not been disturbed at all.  

Blind sets are the bread and butter sets for a good mink trapper. It does take practice and 
experience to recognize a good site for a set and to learn how best to make them. As a 
companion to the blind sets, a mink trapper should know how to make various baits or 
lure sets. These sets rely on the bait attracting the mink to the trap area. If possible, mink 
sets should be made so that the trapped animal will drown. This can often be done by 
using a wire extension on the trap chain and anchoring it in deep water.” 
www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/mammals/furtake/mink.htm .  
 
Snowshoe Hare (Gwh) 
 
http://ankn.uaf.edu/curriculum/units/rabbit.html Rabbit snaring unit study from UK area! 
 
“Lightweight steel snares suspended along rabbit runs or trails running through the brush 
is the most common method for winter snowshoe hare trapping. Small sticks or brush 
often are placed perpendicular to and on both sides of the snare to discourage them from 
skirting the set. Until light swivel snares became commercially available, these nooses 

were often made from picture-hanging 
wire. Older boys and adult women do 
winter snaring. Most lines are within 
walking distance of the community 
and are usually checked daily to stop 
any loss or damage from fox, lynx, 
and loose dogs. Hare snaring usually 
ends when the snow gets too deep and 
temperatures drop in December or 
January. Hare meat is good to eat and 
use as trapping bait.  
 

Historically, snowshoe hare (gwh) harvest activities were an important part of seasonal 
activities. Snowshoe hare were snared, chased, and clubbed, or shot with arrows during 
the fall, winter, and early spring. Hare provided a major source of food. Their skins were 
used for winter clothing linings and for bedding. Snowshoe hare or rabbits are usually 
found in willow thickets near the rivers. Today, they are usually hunted or snared during 
the fall and early winter, although they can be caught anytime throughout the year. 

ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart/clipart/subsistence.html
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Hare are probably the most cyclic of all 
the small game in our area, so we have to 
be flexible with our trapping activity. Mid-
summer flooding in. the upper river and 
spring flooding in the lower stretches 
really affect their population levels. Hare 
populations are reduced every so often by 
disease. Being hunted by other animals 
does not really affect hare numbers. In 
some years, there are so many hares 
people say that they have taken more than 
50 hares in a single day from a single 
willow covered bar or island! 
 
Discussions with hunters from all four UK communities show that about 500 or 600 
animals are taken per year, with most of them taken in and around McGrath.”  
 
“Other sources of food during the winter were ptarmigan and hares which were snared or 
killed with a bow and arrow. Nets and snares were used to take waterfowl. Hares, 
ptarmigan, willow grouse, and spruce hens were also a fall and early winter staple, 
especially when an early snowfall made them stand out against the white background.”  
             
Red Squirrel (Dilja) 
 
See Page 70 in the Alaska Trappers Manual for 
Diagram and Directions 
 
“Squirrels were trapped fairly regularly in the 
olden days when their fur was used for blankets. 
They were an emergency food in hard times. 
(Personal Communication Steven Nikolai Sr.) 

“A small amount of peanut butter placed on the 
center of the pole will attract the squirrels to the pole. Place the snares about 2 feet apart 
on the pole and make sure there are no limbs nearby for the squirrels to tangle up in. 
When they run into the snares they are jerked off the pole and strangled, making the next 
snare ready for another squirrel. Small steel traps can be set the same way but trappers 
with experience say that they catch many more squirrels with snares than they do with 
steel traps.” (Thompson, 1974: 44) 
 
“Other sources of food during the winter were ptarmigan and hares which were snared or 
killed with a bow and arrow. Nets and snares were used to take waterfowl. Hares, 
ptarmigan, willow grouse, and spruce hens were also a fall and early winter staple,  
especially when an early snowfall made them stand out against the white background.” 
(Holsey, 1966: Dissertation)  

            ankn.uaf.edu/curriculum/units/rabbit.html

                ankn.uaf.edu/publications/clipart  
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Lesson Three – Methods  
 
Resources and Materials: 
 
 Trappers currently working a trap line 
 Elders with trapping and trap line experience  
 Copies of Upper Kuskokwim beaver vocabulary and beaver phrases 
 Resource books: 

o Alaska Trappers Manual, The Alaska Trappers Association  
o Alaska Wolf Trapping Manual,  Alaska Trappers Association 
o “Beaver Trapping”  by Charles A. Wulf 
o 2008-2009 Alaska Trapping Regulations, effective July 1, 2008 – June 30, 2009, 

ADF&G 
o “Subsistence Management Regulations for the Harvest of Wildlife on Federal 

Public Lands in Alaska” effective July 1, 2008 – June 30, 2010, Office of 
Subsistence Management 

o Chapter III “Wintertime: Beaver Camp” and Chapter IV “Spring and Muskrat 
Trapping” from Tetlin as I Knew It by Shirley David Jimerson; posted on ANKN, 
Athabascans of the Interior 

o Operating a Trap line, Subsistence Trap line, or Subsistence Net, by J. Bacon, 
p21 of Curriculum Resources for the Alaskan Environment by Judy 
Diamondstone and Ray Barnhardt 

 Topographical map of surrounding area 
 Maps with plotted information from previous lessons 
 Computer with internet access and printer 
 Chart Paper, Whiteboard or blackboard 
 Markers 
 Poster Board 
 Students’ 5 x 7 index cards from field guide flip book from Lesson 2 Activity 2  
 Art materials 
 Various materials for model construction 
 Various traps for display 
 Drawing paper 
 Learning logs (individual student notebooks for recording unit) 
 Unit file (individual student files for keeping unit materials) 
 Miscellaneous pictures of furbearers and local habitat 
 Audio/visual equipment as appropriate 
 Digital camera/or other camera 
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Activity 1 – Trap lines 
 
1. Class discussion:  What is a trap line? Have class give views on what they think of as 

a trap line.  Come up with a working definition of a trap line. Write out definition on 
Chart paper, blackboard or whiteboard. 
 Trap lines are often handed down through the family. 
 Past experiences along a trap line often decides where traps are placed. 
 Some locations have always yielded large numbers of certain species. 
 There are natural ups and downs of furbearer population. Traditionally, trapping 

area must rest one or more seasons to increase animal populations. 
 
2. Watch the video posted by a family that works a trap line from McCarthy, Alaska. 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=2RgX4CJqxWc  
 
3. Read the portion on trap lines in Lesson 3.  In modern times is it a fairly expensive 

undertaking. Some points about trap lines: 
 Takes a lot of time  
 Physically demanding  
 Cost of fuel  
 Under Alaska law, a trap line that hasn’t been used for 3 years in a row is 

considered abandoned, so someone else can take it from you the 4th year. 
 Ups and downs in the fur market. 

 
4. Discuss trap line factors: 

 During extreme cold snaps, traps can be checked less frequently: below -30° F 
few furbearers move around during these periods. 

 Moderate weather traps need to be checked often: to prevent the loss or damage of 
fur from cannibalism, small rodents, or predators. 

 The abundance or absence of furbearer tracks or signs. 
 
5. Invite elder/elders to share with the class about the routine of trap line life in the days 

when trapping was a necessary part of life for clothing, trade and food. 
 Prior to the elder’s visit review respect for elders and proper interaction.  
 Personal experiences and stories heard from his family and elders of earlier times.  
 Setting traditional deadfalls and snares, how they were used and where and what 

animals each type trapped. 
 How to determine the best location for set a trap. 
 Breaking trail, travel, supplies, setting camp. 
 Preserving fur and meat of harvested animals. 
 Skinning animals in the field, or transporting back to camp/village. 
 Effect of weather, land conditions, animal populations.  



 
 
 
 
 

75

6. Locate a trapper/s with a trap line close to the village so it is accessible for the class to 
go for a day trip on the trap line. Can also arrange for small groups to go out with 
different trappers if more trappers are available to work with the students. 
 Take pictures of the trap line time with the students with a digital or regular 

camera. 
 Have students share what they learned by going on an actual trap line. 
 Make a poster displaying the pictures of their time on the trap line. 

 
7. Have students write in their learning logs about the experiences on the trap line. 

Younger students can draw pictures of their time out on the trap line. 
 
Activity 2 – Beaver Winter Camp Model 
 
1. Invite an elder/trapper to come and share the importance of the beaver and explain 

how a beaver trap line is different from trapping most furbearers. 
 Always review the key points for honoring and communicating with elders. 
 Prepare questions before hand. 
 Allow the elder/s to share about the beaver in his own way. 

 
2. Review with the class what they learned about beaver trapping from the elder. 

 Make a list of key points on chart paper (or blackboard or whiteboard). 
 Have students record in their learning logs what they learned and younger 

students can draw pictures of the time with the elder. 
 
3. Read and discuss Chapter III “Wintertime: Beaver Camp” from Tetlin as I Knew It 

by Shirley David Jimerson, “Tendi Goes Beaver Hunting” by J.A. MacDiarmid and 
“Beaver Trapping”  by Charles A. Wulf 
 Compare the family beaver camp from the Tetlin reading with the beaver trapping 

booklet. Discuss differences and similarities. 
 Discuss how trapping beaver is different from running a trap line. 
 Have students write key points in their learning logs. 
 

4. Have students do further research using the internet, additional literature provided, 
and resources in school library. Divide class into small groups or work partners. If a 
beaver area is nearby, the class can go for a field trip to observe the area. 
 Focus on winter habitat and behavior. 
 Collect pictures of beaver areas. 
 If class is able to observe actual beaver area or trapping camp, take pictures with 

digital camera (or regular camera). 
 
5. Review keys to trapping beavers from elder sharing and the literature. Make a list on 

chart paper of key points to consider about trapping beaver. Have students write the 
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key points in their learning logs.  Older students could make a beaver report from 
their notes. For example: 
 How to determine if beaver lodge is a living lodge. 
 Beavers are smart and can steal bait and spring snares. 
 Identifying beaver paths and runways where they swim. 
 Where to set traps. 
 How to set bait. 
 Tools needed.  
 Differences in setting traps in a lake, stream or river. 
 Checking evidence of beaver activity from bait. 
 Snares and traps. 
 Studying the beaver – observation. 
 

6. Beaver Winter Camp Model 
  
As a class, make a design plan for a model. Assign different students, or student partners, 
to work on particular parts of the model. Use the Upper Kuskokwim Beaver Vocabulary 
list to make bilingual labels for the model. 
 
 Encourage creativity for displaying different areas such as: 

o Forest, cuttings, and beaver felled trees; 
o Beaver dam; 
o Beaver lodge and entry ways; 
o Beaver feed piles; 
o Frozen pond ice and underwater swimming area; 
o Various beaver traps and tools; 
o Transportation to and from sets; 
o Supplies; 
o Shelter for trappers/family; 

 
Activity 3 – The Traps, Sets, and Use 100 
 
1. Study the different types of traps both traditional and modern day traps in Lesson 3 

and resource books: 
o Alaska Trappers Manual, the Alaska Trappers Association.  
o Alaska Wolf Trapping Manual, Alaska Trappers Association. 
o “Beaver Trapping”  by Charles A. Wulf. 
 

2. Invite a trapper to demonstrate some of traps he uses: 
 How to set and bait; 
 How to spring a trap that is closed or contains animal; 
 Safety concerns; 
 Which traps are most effective for different animals; 
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 Which traps are not effective for certain animals; 
3. Make a trap chart of traditional and modern traps and sets. Label them using literature 

and internet. Find and copy, or print, pictures of the different traps 
 Cut and paste pictures onto poster board or large construction paper. 
 Label pictures with common name and UK dialect name if available.  

 
 Types of Traps 

 Deadfall devices 
 Traditional snares 
 Steel snares (gaguł) 
 Steel leg traps (ał) 

o Double Long Spring 
o Jump 
o Single Long Spring 
o Coil Spring 

 Conibear 
 
 Sets: 

1) Ground or "cubby" set: all species of furbearers. 
2) Snare sets:  wolves, wolverine, fox and lynx. 
3) Pole or elevated set: marten.  

 
6. Each student will keep trap chart in unit file. 
 
Activity 4 – Field Guide Trapping Methods 
 
Procedure: 
 
1. Students will add trapping information from the back of their 5”x 7” index cards from 

Lesson 2 activities. Students may work individually, in small groups, or with partner.  
 
2. Have a class discussion and review what the students have learned from the elders, 

trappers, lesson information, literature and personal experiences of individual 
furbearers in the Field Guide: 
 Marten (Suje) 
 Fox (K’altsa) 
 Beaver (Tso’) 
 Lynx (Gwhchuh) 
 Wolverine (Niłtresh) 
 River Otter (Mizriya’) 
 Mink (Tats’uts’a) 
 Muskrat (Nitogtroda) 
 Wolf (Tekone) 
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 Hares (Gwh) 
 Red Squirrel (Dilja) 

3. On chart paper, or blackboard or whiteboard, make lists about trapping methods, 
traps, bait and other considerations. Students can use the lists to write down 
information on their field guide cards.  Students can research for addition information 
in literature and on the internet. 

 
4. Research the general trapping regulations for region, specific regulations for each 

animal, traps and trap lines.  Refer to: 
 

o “Subsistence Management Regulations for the Harvest of Wildlife on Federal 
Public Lands in Alaska” effective July 1, 2008 – June 30, 2010, Office of 
Subsistence Management 

o 2008-2009 Alaska Trapping Regulations, effective July 1, 2008 – June 30, 
2009, ADF&G www.wildlife.alaska.gov/regulations/pdfs/trapping.pdf   

 
5. List the following trapping information for each furbearer on the back side of each 

furbearer’s Field Guide card: 
 

 Traps recommended; 
 Trap set; 
 Choosing trap locations; 
 Bait; 
 Trapping Regulations;  
 Other considerations. 

 
6. After students have added trapping information on each card, put cards back together 

on ring clasps and keep in individual unit file. 
 
Activity 5 – Trapping Plan  
 
This activity will involve the planning of trapping either a rabbit or muskrat for the end of 
unit activity. The end of unit activity will be after Lesson 4 is completed and will include 
using this plan and completing an activity of use fur and meat from Lesson 4 
 
1. Review trapping methods for rabbits and muskrats and what the elders shared about 

the importance of rabbits and muskrats. 
 Read Chapter IV “Spring and Muskrat Trapping” from Tetlin as I Knew It by 

Shirley David Jimerson. 
 
2. Each student will choose whether they would like to trap a rabbit or a muskrat. 

 Consider current population of animals. 
 Primary location for animals. 
 Advantage of usage for clothing and meat. 
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3. Work with an adult or older student to create the trapping plan. Students should be 

encouraged to work as partners for presentation to teacher. Teachers can assist in 
finding partner if student requires help.   

 Older students with trapping experience can partner with a peer or younger 
student. 

 Adult family member. 
 Elder with trapping experience. 
 Trapper with trap line. 

 
4. Plan trapping method/s and number of traps. 

 Traditional or steel snare. 
 Other trapping method. 
 Bait. 
 Other considerations. 

 
5. Choose location. 

 Rabbit and muskrat areas near village. 
 Determine areas that are in vicinity of current trap lines. 

o If partner is trapper with current trap line, consider area where target 
animal is most abundant. 

o Ask permission from the trapper to trap in designated part of trap line 
during project period. 

 
 Determine any open areas that are not in designated trap line areas. 

o Choose locations that are outside designated trap line areas. 
o Consider area where target animal is most abundant. 

 Review any regulations closing certain areas for trapping.  
 Check chosen location for conflict with other student choices. 
 Review specific regulations on target animal. 

 
6. Choose possible dates for trapping; time of day and mode of transportation 

 Teacher will set dates for end of project trapping activity. 
 Student and partner will determine time commitment including the time of 

day to set and check traps. 
 Student and partner will determine mode of transportation. 

o Walking on designated trail to location. 
o Breaking trail with snowshoes to location. 
o Snow machine transport to location. 
o Dog sled transport to location. 

 
7. Make a checklist of supplies and tools needed. 

 Brainstorm everything needed for successful trapping. 
 Determine who will be responsible for items on the checklist. . 
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8. Finalize plan and make a written copy for student and partner including: 
 

 Target animal to be trapped; 
 Method of trapping; 
 Location of trapping; 
 Mode of transport; 
 Checklist of supplies and tools; 
 Dates for completion of the plan; 
 Time commitment and time of day to begin. 
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Lesson Four – Skin and Food Usage 
 
Materials for this teaching lesson were adapted from the following sources: 
 

1. Deaphon, Miska and Esai, Bobby; Beliefs From Nikolai, National Bilingual 
Materials Development Center, (UA, Anchorage, AK) 

 
2. Nelson, Richard K., et al; Tracks in the Wildland A Portrayal of Koyukon and 

Nunamiut Subsistence (University of Alaska Fairbanks, Alaska) 1982 
 

3. Nikolai Elementary Students; Athabaskan Recipes, (Iditarod Area Schools 
Bilingual/Bicultural Program) 1980 

 
4. Steinbright, Jan ed.; From Skins, Trees, Quills and Beads: The Work of Nine 

Athabascans, (Institute of Alaska Native Arts) 1985 
  

5. Stokes, Jeff W 1985 Tech. Paper 86, Natural Resource Utilization of Four Upper 
Kuskokwim Communities 
http://www.subsistence.adfg.state.ak.us/TechPap/tp086.pdf  

 
6. Wulf, Charles; Beaver Trapping (Tanana Chiefs Conference, Inc. Adult Literacy 

Laboratory Anchorage Community College) 1974 
  

7. www.npwrc.usgs.gov/resource/mammals/furtake.htm  
 

8. www.primitiveways.com/rabbit_skin_blanket.html   
 

9. All photos taken by Teresa Hanson @ UAF Museum of the North (unless 
otherwise noted.)  

 
Information: 

 
 “Long before the arrival of Europeans into Alaska, almost 
all our clothing was made from skins and fur. Today with 
down filled coats and other Euro-American winter wear 
being available, traditional skin sewing is not necessary, but 
many Athabascan women still carry on this art. In addition 
to carrying on a cultural tradition, it has been found that 
many of the sewn fur items are more reliable in providing 
warmth for cold climate wear than are their contemporary 
counterparts.” Steinbright, 1985;   

                                                ( Institute of Alaska Native Art) 
 ankn.uaf./edu/publications/clipart 
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“Processing and preparation of skins vary between each species. Prompt and careful 
attention in the skinning, stretching and drying process produces better quality furs and 
brings a better price if selling the hides.  
 
For most species there are three steps to bring fur from its raw form to a good quality 
pelt. These are skinning, drying, and stretching. To prevent hair loss, the animal is 
skinned soon after it is taken. First thing to do once the animal is trapped is to skin it. 
Most furbearing animals are cased skinned except beaver, which is skinned open.  

Case Skinning: The first step is to make a cut entirely 
around the hind legs below the hock. Next, you cut up 
the back of the hind legs to the anal opening or the vent 
and cut entirely around the anus. Then work the pelt off 
both hind legs.  

Once the pelt is off the hind legs the tail is removed.  To 
remove the tailbone, make a cut from the anus up the 
bottom side of the tail to the end. Then peel and work the 
pelt free from the tailbone.  

Next cut entirely around the front legs approximately 2" 
below the elbow and proceed to pull the hide down 

towards the head from the hind legs. Now cut through the ear cartilage next to the skull. 
Use care not to cut through the pelt. Now continue pulling toward the fur until you reach 
the eyes. Skin carefully around the eyes, being careful not to cut the eyelids but to leave 
only eyeholes in the pelt. After the skin is pulled below the eyes then separate the pelt 
from the mouth section. Cut through the inside of the lips, not the fur. Keep pulling the 
hide till you come to the nose cartilage and cut it off and the pelt is now free.  

Open Skinning: Beaver is the only furbearer species in which the 
skin is cut lengthwise. While it is important to remove all the extra 
fat and meat, care is taken to avoid cutting any holes in the skin, 
something that will reduce the sale price of the pelt. For marten, 
mink, otter, wolverine, wolf, and red fox, the legs are skinned in a 
manner that leaves the paws and claws intact.   
Fleshing: The next thing is to remove all the fat, flesh and gristle 
from it. It is important to make sure that the pelt is free of burrs 
because a fleshing knife can easily cut a hole in the pelt when it hits 
them. Now put the pelt on a fleshing beam and with a fleshing knife 
scrape the hide towards the tail, rotating the pelt as you go. 
 

 
 
 

           North Dakota Game and Fish 
Wildlife Research Center 

  1North Dakota Game and Fish 
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 A metal scraper or “fleshing tool” 
 (donish) is used to carefully remove as much 
of the fat as possible. Traditionally made of 
caribou bone, these scrapers can also be 
fashioned from wood.” 
 
Once the pelt has been cleaned of all loose fat 
and flesh, any remaining grease can be wiped 
off the pelt with an old towel. If the pelt is 
dirty you can wash the pelt with soap and 
water, then rinse the pelt off with clean water, 
and wring out all excess water.  
 

After the skin is removed, it is stretched on a "beaver board" approximately four feet  
square. Starting with the head and "tail," small nails are driven into the skin fur side down 
approximately one-inch intervals around the  
outside edge until, When it is done, the skin is creates a circular shape. After the inside 
dries, the beaver skin is reversed and the fur side is dried for a short time. 
 
The pelt is hung up by the nose and measured from top to bottom. This distance plus half 
this distance plus 2 inches, totaled and divided by 2 should give you the diameter of the 
circle into which the pelt should stretch.  
 
Stretching Boards come in many shapes and sizes. 
 

For marten, mink, otter, wolverine, 
muskrat, wolf, and lynx, the 
stretching board starts with two 
almost parallel boards that get 
thinner until they touch at the point. 
Each species requires a slightly 
different shaped and sized board.  
 
Usually, the board is put in the 
inside-out skin through the cut made 
along the inside of the hind legs 
beneath the tail. For marten, small 
leg stretchers are tightly inserted into 
the forearms. The animal is pulled 
tightly into place and the back legs 
are tacked along the sides of the 
stretchers.  

Traditional draw knife with caribou antler 
Photo -Teresa Hanson 

North Dakota Game and Fish 
Stretching 

Board 
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A tapered pole is inserted inside the skin along the backbone to further stretch the skin for 
drying. The tail is aa tacked to this back pole as well.   
 
Drying takes from a single day to nearly a week, depending on the species and weathers 
conditions. The skin must be kept warm while it is drying. Be careful not to expose the 

skin to high heat. It might over-dry the skin and cause cracks 
or tears. After the skin is dried, it is removed from the 
stretcher, turned fur side out, and stretched dried again. Any 
limbs torn or damaged are sewn into place or repaired during 
this second stretching process.                                      
 
After the pelts are removed from the stretchers, they are kept 
in a cool, dry place to reduce rotting or mildew that will ruin 
the pelt and reduce its worth. .” (1977. North Dakota Furtakers 
Educational Manual.)  
    
“Sometimes the carcass of the skinned animal is left indoors 
for one night in case throwing away the body may make the 
furbearer feel unwelcome and harm future trapping success. 
Some people decorate wolverines the day before skinning it. 
The carcasses of beaver and lynx and muskrat are sometimes 
saved to eat. For good luck, some people save the bones of the 

beaver and return them to the water where they got it. They will cut a hole in the ice to do 
so. This ensures that the beaver will reoccupy the same beaver house next year.” 
(Personnel comm.with Steven Nikolai Sr.)  “Other species, except otter, are placed in the 
woods or other areas where the animal might be trapped during another season. This is 
respecting their souls. Otter carcasses are gutted for good luck before being thrown away. 
We seldom use carcass meat as trap bait because of our beliefs associated with these 
species. 
 
Selling our furs used to be profitable. It isn’t too much anymore. We sold our furs to 
businesses in McGrath. Traveling fur buyers visited 
our communities too. We can also mail our catch to 
one of several Pacific Northwest auction houses in 
hopes of good prices.  Depending on cash needs and 
trapping success, furs of like species are sold 
individually in groups or lots ranging from a single 
animal to more than 60.” .”(Stokes, 1984: 197-198) 
 

Some of the annual furbearer take is kept by some 
households for use in making hats, mittens, and other 
items for both personal use and for sale.  
 

Marten Trapper Hat and 
Muskrat Parka T-Hanson 

Red Fox Hats-Photo by Teresa Hanson
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Child’s Parka made of Muskrat, Wolf, 
Wolverine and Beaver Photo- T. Hanson 

“Red fox hides can be used for making parkas, 
clothing trim, hats and children’s parka ruffs. The 
meat was eaten when there was not enough other 
food. Weasel hide is used for clothing trim.  
 
Mink hide is used for making mittens, hats, 
clothing trim, and as summer pants in the old 
days.  
 
The meat is eaten occasionally. Its castor is used 
as bait for mink and weasel trapping.  
 
Otter hide is used for making men’s boots, 
mittens, parka, and boot trim. In the old days it 
was used for summer pants.  
 

Women do not wear river otter hide. Otter meat 
was used for food, but women don’t eat it.  

 
Marten hide is used for hats and clothing trim. The meat was eaten in the old days when 
there was not enough other food.  
         
  
Muskrat hide is used for making parkas, mitten lining, clothing trim, and in the old days 
it was used to make summer pants. The meat is very good. The liver, head, feet and tail 
are also eaten. The remaining parts are used as dog food. Muskrat castor is used as an 
ointment to heal sores. 
            
Wolf hide is used for making parkas, mittens, winter boots, and parka ruffs. The meat is 
not eaten, but was in the old days. .” (Nelson, 1982: 352-354) 
 
If a wolf took bait from someone on the trail, the wolf would be 
out of luck. It would not be able to catch any game for itself. Soon 
it would be caught in someone’s trap. (Deaphon and Esai, 
Anchorage :28)     
 
“Wolverine is used for men’s parkas and boot trim, and for 
trimming and inner ruffs on men’s and women’s parkas. Lynx 
hide is used for making men’s parkas, mittens and caps, but not 
for women and children to wear. The meat is good to eat but not 
 for women.” ( Nelson, 1982: 352-354) 
 
Beaver is our most important furbearing animal for food and 
clothing. Beavers are taken as much for meat as for their hides. 

Beaded Slippers 
Moosehide and Beaver 

Photo-T. Hanson
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Beaded Boots 
Moosehide and Beaver 

Photo-T. Hanson 

 
 

“Beaver fur is used for trim on boots, mittens, gloves, parkas, 
clothing, and for hats. Their teeth are used to make small 
tools like chisels, or for decoration.  
 
 “A beaver tooth rubbed on a  baby’s gum is said to give him 
strong teeth. Beaver castor is sometimes used for medicine or 
perfume. It can be mixed with grease for marten bait.”(Wulf, 
1974: 30) 
 
“If the beaver built a small house and stored little food, a 
short winter was expected. If he built an extra big house, a   
long winter was coming.”( Deaphon and Esai, Anchorage: 
24) 

 
 
Tanning Marten, Mink, Otter, Squirrel, Lynx, and Fox Skins 
 
“These skins are all fairly easy to tan and are done pretty much the same way. First the 
hide must be well cleaned with no meat or fat left on it. It must be stretched and dried as 
stated earlier. Then the skin is scraped to remove any membranes still stuck to it. This 
also softens the hide. Take some vegetable oil and rub a light coat onto the skin with a 
rag and leave it out overnight. The next day wash the hide in warm water with Fels 
Naptha soap and rinse thoroughly. Stretch and work the hide with both hands in a circular 
motion while it is drying. Hold the hide in both hands and  
rub them together so that both pieces of skins are forcefully twisted in a circular motion 
while they are being rubbed together.” (Nelson 1982: 166-167)    
          
Tanning Beaver, Muskrat, Wolf, and Wolverine Skins  
 
“Beaver is the most difficult small hide to tan; muskrat, 
wolf, and wolverine hides are tanned the same way.   
First, after the skin is scraped, it is worked with the 
hands the same way as the marten, mink, or other 
furbearers. Then the hide is soaked overnight in 
lukewarm water and Fels Napha soap. The next day, 
rinse the hide one or two times until all the soap is 
gone. Then stretch the hide and worked all over with 
the hands until it is dry. Then spread a thin layer of 
vegetable oil all over the skin side a couple of times. 
Then wet the skin side with a rag until it is really 

Beaded Gloves: 
Photo-Teresa Hanson 
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soaked. Fold the hide in half with the wet part on the inside. If you are tanning more than 
one hide then put the two wet sides of the hides together. Place the hide/s in a cool spot 
on the floor and leave it overnight.  
 
   
The next day, work the hide over in a circular motion and stretch all over as it is drying. 
Do this until the hide is dry. Then scrap the skin gently all over with a dull scraper and 
then the hide is done. But sometimes the skin needs to be tanned again because it doesn’t 
always tan the first time” ”(Nelson,1982: 167) 
 
Rabbit 

“Rabbit skin used to be very popular and was usually always 
more plentiful than any other furbearing animals. After you 
take the skin off the rabbit, while the skin is wet and raw, you 
cut strips from the back part all the way down in a spiral 
motion. Then you make a ball of the raw skin and freeze it 
until you have save a lot of balls.  
Then you twist it so the skin is on the inside and the fur is on 
the outside and you crochet it into a blanket. 

 
During March, the windy month, you make a frame and laced 
the blanket to the frame. The wind would whip it and the skins 
dried. They also made underwear out of them with feet. Many 

 wore the crocheted skins under their cloth parkas. 
 ”(Steinbright, 1985: 78)                            

Squirrels  

Blankets were made from squirrel skins too. (Personnel comm. with Steven Nikolai Sr.) 

 

“Squirrels gathered pinenuts for food. If 
they stored these pinenuts underground, a 
very cold winter was to be expected. If they 
stored these pinenuts above the ground, a 
mild winter was to be expected. .”(Deaphon 
and Esau, Anchorage:42)  
     

 
 
 

Drawing rabbit strips            
Photo by Bob Gillis              
Courtesy primitiveways.com 

   ankn.uaf./edu/publications/clipart 
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Recipe (David Petruska, Athbascan Recipes page 1) 
 
 
Beaver Soup     Tso’zidladre 
 
Ingredients      Mitoytolyale 
 
Beaver       tso’ 
Water       tu 
Potatoes      nilyaghe 
Salt       duyuk  
Pepper       melechak 
Rice       rice 
Onions       onions  
 
Utensils      Mighoditolt’ale 
 
Pot       noz’oye 
Knife       sraye 
 
Directions      Dwhtot’et ts’e’ 
 
1. Cut beaver in small pieces.    1.Nitsitł’a ts’e’ tso’ hondet’os. 
  (Make sure it is skinned first!)     (Mighotsezełtanh hitł’oghwnh in!) 
 
2. Put the beaver in the pot. Add some  2. Noz’oye ye’ela ts’e’ dinenłighwts. 
    water and bring it to a boil. 
 
3. Boil until it is tender. Add potatoes.  3. Edich’id hikogh dinełghwts 
           hitł’ oghwnh nilyaghe mitonet’os. 
 
4. Add rice, onions, salt and pepper.   4. Dinalghwts hitł’oghwnh rice  
           mitoneneł. Duyuk ił melechak ił  
           onion ił nich’i. 
 
5. Let it cook until done.     5. Rice zidlatr dihikogh 
mik’onełnesh     
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Lesson Four – Skin and Food Usage 
 
Resources and materials: 
 
 Trappers with fresh furbearer harvest 
 Elders with fur and meat preparation and fur sewing experience 
 Copies of Upper Kuskokwim beaver vocabulary and beaver phrases 
 “The Fur Trade” by Melodie Wright, Anchorage Daily News, January 17, 2007 
 North American Fur Auction May 2008 Wild Fur Sale Report 
 Resource books and  

o Alaska Trappers Manual, The Alaska Trappers Association  
o Alaska Wolf Trapping Manual,  Alaska Trappers Association 
o “Beaver Trapping”  by Charles A. Wulf 
o “How to Make a Trapper Cap” UAF Cooperative Extension CCM-00073 
 

 Stories: 
o Chapter III “Wintertime: Beaver Camp” and Chapter IV “Spring and Muskrat 

Trapping” from Tetlin as I Knew It by Shirley David Jimerson; posted on ANKN, 
Athabascans of the Interior 

o Chapter II "The Female Beaver" from “When People Meet Animals” Written by 
Patricia H. Partnow; posted on ANKN, Athabascans of the Interior  

 
 Computer with internet access and printer 
 Chart paper, whiteboard, or blackboard 
 Markers 
 Skinning knives 
 Fleshing tools 
 Various boards or hoops for fur preparation 
 Drawing paper 
 Learning logs (individual student notebooks for recording unit) 
 Unit file (individual student files for keeping unit materials) 
 Audio/visual equipment as appropriate 
 Digital camera/or other camera 
 
Activity 1— Traditional Needs for Trapping 
 
1. Class Discussion:  Review with the class what they learned about the traditional 

needs for the trapping and the trapping lifestyle. Refer to Tetlin as I Knew It by 
Shirley David Jimerson, “Tendi Goes Trapping and Fishing”, by J.A. MacDiarmid, 
and “Tendi Goes Beaver Hunting” by J.A. MacDiarmid, as well as what they have 
learned in the previous lessons. 
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 List key reasons that trapping was so important in the past. 
 Compare to the place of trapping in the present time. 

 
2. Read and discuss the traditional story "The Female Beaver.”(Chapter II from “When 

People Meet Animals” Written by Patricia H. Partnow). 
 
3. Invite Elders to come share about the importance of fur in times past, preparation of 

fur, usage of fur, meat and other uses. 
   

 Review with the class various key points of proper interaction with the Elders 
prior to the Elders visit.  

 Encourage the Elders to bring items that use different kinds of fur to show the 
class, especially items from the older times if they are available, or arrange to 
have the resource fur items available for when the Elder shares.   

 Allow the Elders to share in their own way about fur preparation and use, how 
the methods have remained basically the same, and how they have changed. 

 Encourage the Elders to share traditional stories about furbearers, their fur and 
their meat similar to “The Female Beaver” traditional story. 

 When appropriate, make audio/video recordings of the Elders and take 
pictures with a digital camera or standard camera. 

 
4. Discuss what the Elders shared and have the students write about it in their learning 

logs. 
 
Activity 2 – Skinning and Preparing Fur 
 
1. Read and discuss Lesson 4 information on “Pelt Care and Handling” (pages: 74-77) 

and Stretching and Drying” (pages 94-97) from the Alaska Trappers Manual. Also 
“Beaver Trapping” by Charles A. Wulf, on skinning and fur preparation (pages 26-
29). On chart paper list the key points from the articles. 

 
2. Have the students work in small groups or with a partner to research skinning and 

preparing fur methods in available library resource books and on the internet  
 
3. Copy or print pictures of various techniques: 
 

 List general points for skinning and fur preparation; 
 List specific animal fur preparation differences; 
 Decide what they would like ask trappers about skinning and preparation of fur; 

 
4. Find current trappers who are willing to help out by demonstrating skinning and 

preparation of the fur of freshly trapped animals. Also, encourage the trappers to 
bring pelts that have already been prepared for the students to examine. 
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 Skinning process including usage of knives and scrappers; 
 Fur preparation: cleaning, stretching and drying, and how to tell when the process 

is complete. (Encourage the trapper to incorporate some student participation in 
the process where appropriate); 

 How fur can be damaged; 
 How to determine the quality of the fur; 
 If applicable, meat preparation, preservation, and use; 
 Proper disposal of the carcass (if not used for meat) or any unusable animal parts; 
 Any parts appropriate for use as bait for future trapping. 

 
 If possible invite several trappers to participate so several types of animal fur 
 preparation can be demonstrated. Try to provide demonstrations of: 
 

 Beaver; 
 Wolf, fox, or wolverine; 
 Smaller animal: marten, mink, squirrel, rabbit or muskrat. 
 

(If possible, it would be appropriate to pay the trappers expenses for providing the 
animals for the demonstration.  The beaver meat could also be preserved and saved for 
the beaver soup recipe in the end of the unit activities.) 
 
5. When appropriate, make a video recording of the process and/or take pictures with a 

digital camera or a standard camera. 
 
Activity 3 -- Using the Fur 
 
1. Class Discussion:  Read and discuss from Lesson 4 about the uses of various animal 

furs, and review what the Elder/s shared about fur usage. Have the class share 
experiences about the different types of fur and their use.  

 
 On Chart paper list the: 

 Various furs; 
 Most common fur; 
 Favorite fur and why; 
 Most valuable fur; 
 Least favorite fur. 

 
2. Invite Elders, who use fur, to come in and demonstrate how to work with the various 

furs and to share their preferences for fur usage. 
  

 Ask them to bring in examples of different fur applications; 
 Have them show how to use, or develop, a pattern and then estimate the fur 

needed for the pattern; 
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 Where possible, provide some fur samples for the Elders to teach sewing styles 
and to allow the students to practice. 

 
3. As a class, review “How to Make a Trapper Cap.” Students can explore this design or 

pick another fur usage design. Develop a plan on how to complete the project. 
Students can work as an individual, in small groups, or work with a partner. 
Encourage them to use the information they gained from the Elder’s demonstration, 
lesson information, resource books and internet search. 

 
 Use available patterns or create their own; 
 Pick out the necessary fur; 
 Determine how much fur is needed; 
 Determine how many animals pelts would be needed to provide the fur needed 

for the pattern; 
 Determine any sewing technique or construction style. 

 
Activity 4 – More than Fur 
 
1. Class Discussion - Review other uses for furs that were found in: the lessons; other 

resource literature; and Elders and trappers sharing about different furbearers that are 
trapped in the area. Allow the class to share what furbearers are used for other than 
their pelts. 

2. Make a list what the furbearers are used for other than their pelts. 
 

 Food:  beaver, rabbit, muskrat, and sometimes lynx and squirrel; 
 Tanned skins for boots, pants, gloves; 
 Bait; 
 Oil; 
 Decoration: taxidermy and other mounting; 
 Teeth: small tools and jewelry and other decoration; 
 Good luck: several traditions beliefs with bones, carcass disposal, etc.; 
 Signs for length of the winter season: Squirrels storing pine nuts above or under 

ground, the size of the beaver’s house, etc. 
 
3. Invite an Elder to come and share the other uses for furbearers than their fur. Have 

them share usages from past that are not used any more, and any other stories passed 
down to them from the old days. 

 
4. Have the students record in their learning logs the different uses for the furbearers 

they have been studying, other than fur, and what they have learned from the Elders’ 
stories, especially some of the old beliefs and traditions that have been passed down. 
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Activity 5 – Fur Market Math 
 
1. Read “The Fur Trade” by Melodie Wright, Anchorage Daily News, January 17, 2007 

and discuss the current flow of the fur trade. (Found in Appendix) 
 
2. Review the “North American Fur Auction May 2008 Wild Fur Sale Report” and 

check furbearer auction prices. (Found in Appendix) 
 
3. Have the students look up the Fur Auction links at the Anchorage Alaska Fur 

Rendezvous website www.furrondy.net, and The Alaska Trapper's Association’s 
website link to the Annual Historic Rondy Fur Auction found at 
www.alaskatrappers.org.  

 
 Have any of the students or their family that have attended the event share about 

their experiences. 
 
4. Invite Elders/trappers and others who have participated in any of these fur auctions, 

or other fur auctions, to come and tell their stories of what it is like to go to a fur 
auction.  

 
5. Make copies of the following Fur Market Math Worksheet and have the students 

solve the calculations with the younger students. The Worksheet can be done as a 
class and the answers can be written in by students and older students who can 
complete the worksheets individually, in small groups, or with work partners. 
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Fur Market Math Worksheet 
 
The 12 village trappers had a very good trapping season and the pelts the trappers had 
collectively were more than the village needed for their own use.  The trappers met 
together and considered their bounty. After a discussion, they agreed to sell their pelts at 
auctions. One of the trappers goes to the Anchorage Alaska Fur Rendezvous to compete 
in the contests and participate in the fur auctions. He agreed to act as the seller for the 
trappers, so the other trappers agreed to divide the cost of the trapper’s airfare and the 
transportation costs of the pelts. The trappers agreed to divide the earnings evenly for the 
auction sale. 
 
Cost of RT airfare for trapper seller: $445 Each trapper’s portion of the airfare?  _____ 
 
Cost of pelts transportation:  $235   Each trapper’s portion of pelts transport?  _____ 
 
Total costs:  ______     Total cost per trapper _____ 
 
Use the prices from North American Fur Auction May 2008 Wild Fur Sale Report, 
(located in Appendix) and use the prices of following categories: Alaska, Western, 
Northern, Section I, XL, Top and average prices for each type 
 
List of fur pelts sold at auction: 
 
Beaver 50 20 top ____   30 average ____           Total ____  
Red Fox 20 12 top ____     8 average ____         Total ____ 
 
Otters  6   2 top ____   4 average ____    Total ____  
 
Lynx 25  8 top ____   5 XL av.  ____ 12 overall ____ Total ____  
 
Snowshoe hares (winter)  35 top       ____  (use ermine price)  Total ____  
 
Wolverine 8  2 top ____   6 average ____    Total ____ 
 
Wolf 18  3 top ____ 15 average ____    Total ____  
 
Marten 45       10 top ____      35 average ____  (use sable price)  Total ____ 
        
Mink 22 12 top ____ 10 average ____    Total ____ 
 
Squirrel 25   5 top ____ 20 average ____    Total ____ 
All pelts sold TOTAL _____    Less Cost  _____      Each Trapper’s portion _______ 
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Final Trapping Unit Activities 
 
Resources and materials; 
 Elders, trappers, adult volunteers, and older students experienced in snaring, 

skinning, preparing fur and meat of hares and muskrats that can partner with the 
students. 

 Computer with internet access and printer 
 Chart Paper, whiteboard or blackboard 
 Markers 
 Skinning knives 
 Fleshing tools 
 Snowshoes/boots 
 Various boards or hoops for fur preparation 
 ”How to Make a Rabbit Skin Blanket” by Bob Gillis and Judy Gillis: 

www.primitiveways.com/rabbit_skin_blanket.html   
 Materials need for blanket making 
 Athabascan Values chart http://ankn.uaf.edu/ANCR/Values/athabascan.html 
 Beaver/other meat from trapper demonstration Lesson 4 Activity 2 
 Meat from snared animals snared in preceding activities 
 Learning logs (individual student notebooks for recording unit) 
 Unit file (individual student files for keeping unit materials) 
 Audio/visual equipment as appropriate 
 Digital camera/or other camera 
 Traditional recipes 
 Art materials 
 Poster board 
 Cooking: serving pans, plates, utensils, napkins etc. 
 Games from Yukon Native Language Centre 

http://www.ynlc.ca/materials/ynlcpub2007.pdf  for catalog 
 
Activity 1 – Trapping a Furbearing Mammal 
 
1. Class Discussion: Beginning trappers often start with hares and muskrats.  

Traditionally older children have learned to trap these animals near the trap line 
camp, or the village while adult trappers and hunters were after other game.   

 
 Read “Spring and Muskrat Trapping”, Chapter IV of “Tetlin as I Knew It written 

by Shirley David Jimerson. 
  

 In the story, the older children were practicing trapping muskrats on their own 
near the camp. 
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2. Have the students review the plans they made with their partners for trapping a hare 
or a muskrat.  
 Review muskrat trapping points in Spring and Muskrat Trapping”, Chapter IV of 

“Tetlin as I Knew It 
 
 Review Internet resources and resource books on snaring rabbits and hares: 

 http://wildwoodsurvival.com/survival/snares/rabbitsnarerb.html  
 
2. Permission slips: Students must bring signed permission slips from their parents or 

guardians in order to take part in trapping field trips. Experienced trapper/s will 
partner with the students in setting and checking traps. 

 
Note:  It’s recommended that trapping be in walking distance or snowshoeing 
from a main trail. If other transportation is needed like a snowmachine, a four-
wheeler, a dog sled or boat, because of the location or season, permission slips 
must include the use of specific transportation. 

 
3. The students and experienced trappers meet and decide on the time to go out and set 

traps and when to return and check the traps or snares. 
 
4. As soon as an animal is taken, this activity is complete.  
 

Note: The teacher will be notified of the times the sets are checked and the results. 
If there seems to be difficulty in completing the activity, the teacher will meet 
with the student and their trapping partner to see if an alternative activity must be 
considered. 

 
5. If possible, have the student and their partner take pictures with a digital camera or a 

regular camera. 
 
6. Have students write about the experience in their learning logs. 
 
Activity 2 – Skinning and Preparing Fur 
  
1. Once an animal is successfully taken, the partner will determine if the animal must be 

killed if still alive. 
 
2. The student will remove the animal from the trap or snare with the partner 

supervising, giving instructions and safety precautions. 
 
3. The student will then determine where to skin the animal with a skinning knife as per 

the instruction and the guidance of the partner, including the proper safety 
precautions. The student skins the animal. 
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4. The meat of the animal will be prepared and preserved for later use. 
 
5. The student will use a fleshing tool to remove the fat and the flesh from the under 

side of the fur with the partner supervising and instructing. 
 
6. The fur will be cleaned appropriately and then stretched and dried using the board, 

the hoop or other method as determined by the partner. 
 
7. If possible, have the student and the partner take pictures with a digital camera or a 

regular camera of the animal fur being prepared. 
 
8. The dried fur will be brought to the class for the class project. 
 
9. Have the students write about the experience in their learning logs. 
 
 
Activity 3 – Making a Fur Blanket 
 
1. Collect all the fur that has been prepared for use by the students in Activity 2. 
 
2. Provide and review information on making a fur blanket from: 
 ”How to Make a Rabbit Skin Blanket” by Bob Gillis and Judy Gillis 
  www.primitiveways.com/rabbit_skin_blanket.html   
   

Note: Unless enough extra animals are trapped modify the pattern to make a 
smaller version depending on the number of rabbit pelts available 

 
3. Invite an Elder or adult volunteer who has experience making fur blankets to come 

and supervise the blanket project. 
 

 Provide information from the website for the Elder or the volunteer to consider. 
 Allow the Elder or the volunteer to suggest a pattern/method they have used 

instead of the pattern from website. 
 
4. Mixing Different Types of Fur: If both hare/rabbit and muskrat fur are provided from 

Activity 2, ask the advice of Elder/volunteer’s advice about mixing muskrat and 
rabbit fur together to make the blanket. 

 
Note: If the mixing of the fur is not recommended, determine a muskrat project 
per the Elder’s suggestion.  

 
5. Have each student work with the Elder volunteer individually to put their fur into the 

class project/s. 
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6. Where appropriate, make a video of project and/or take pictures with a digital camera 

or a regular camera. 
7. Make a school display for the completed project. 
 
8. Have the students write about the experience in their learning logs. 
 
Activity 4 – Sharing Traditional Food 
 
1. Review and discuss the Athabascan Values Chart.  Discuss how the chart relates to 

sharing trapped furbearers. Record the key points on chart paper. 
http://ankn.uaf.edu/ANCR/Values/athabascan.html  

 
2. Plan a time of sharing with the Elders and the volunteers who helped with the project. 

Consider doing it as a classroom sharing time, school wide, or even a community 
gathering. 

 
3. Have students prepare invitations for the Elders and volunteers.  If a community wide 

event is planned have the students prepare the announcements and the flyers. 
 
4. Let the students use the pictures that were taken to make the poster displays about the 

project. Hang the posters in the hallway. 
 
5. Invite an Elder to help in the preparation of traditional the Beaver soup recipe 

provided in Lesson 4 or adding their recommended ingredients. 
 
6. Preparing additions to the menu: 
 

 Collect recipes on traditional cooking of muskrat and hare/rabbit; 
 Choose recipes to try; 
 Find volunteers to work with student preparations; 
 Ask for the volunteers to supply a few supplemental items like juice, crackers, 

cookies etc. 
 
7. Have the students and the guests dress in different fur clothing for the sharing time. 
 
8. Students will plan and prepare for the sharing time and set up prior to the beginning 

of the time together. 
 

 Arrange the classroom/community room for the guests. 
 Decorate the classroom. 
 Make sure items of food are ready and available. 
 Set up bowls, plates, cups, utensils, napkins etc. 
 



 
 
 
 
 

99

9. Have the students consider whether they just want to eat and share together 
informally or have a program. Some suggestions: 

 Fur fashion show; 
 If video recordings were made share a video with everyone; 
 Sharing some of the bilingual stories the class read; 
 Sharing some of the beaver stories the students made up with beaver 

vocabulary (This could be done individually and informally as well as a 
presentation); 

 Hold a drawing for class fur blanket or other door prizes that had to do with 
unit. 

 Have a classroom project tour of the beaver model, trap charts, the stories, 
posters, blanket, etc. 

 Play games that are available through the Yukon Native Language Center’s 
http://www.ynlc.ca/materials/ynlcpub2007.pdf catalog. They are located 
under “Teaching Aids” 

 
 Play the Squirrel Game using the Beaver Vocabulary and Phrases from 

Lesson 2. Make your own pine cones as game pieces. 
 Play the Verb Game by using bilingual cards located in the Appendix. 
 Play the Trapper’s Game (a board game like monopoly). 

 


