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ABSTRACT 

This study examines contemporary (1977-82) trapping activities in 

the vicinity of Kaiyuh Flats by residents of Nulato, Kaltag, Koyukuk, and 

Galena. It identifies which species are trapped, the scheduling of 

trapping activities during the season, the geographic location of trapping 

areas, trapping techniques as related to local ecology, and sociocultural 

characteristics of trapping by area trappers, such as the customary land 

tenure system and characteristics of households with members who trap. 

The data reported here provide a case example of trapping patterns 

in the boreal forest of interior Alaska by trappers predominantly of 

Athabaskan descent who reside in a small community along the Yukon River. 

Fieldwork in 1982 and 1983 and a literature review produced the study 

data. Data collection used techniques such as systematic formal inter- 

views, informal discussions, direct observations, mapping individual 

trapping use areas, and compiling a community household census. Nearly 

all trappers who use the study area for trapping were interviewed. The 

study area coincides with the northern section of the Innoko National 

Wildlife Refuge east and south of the Yukon River along its middle reaches. 

Research findings indicate that about 37 trappers used the Kaiyuh 

Flats area during the 1981-82 season from the communities of Nulato, 

Yaltag, Koyukuk, and Galena. Trappers using the Kaiyuh Flats area tend 

to be members of households which are larger than average for their 

community (4.7 people compared to 3.9 people per household in Nulato). 

A large proportion of trappers were young adults (late teens through 20s) 

or older adults (greater than 46 years of age). 



The Kaiyuh Flats area is used primarily for trapping marten and 

beaver, and secondarily for mink, fox, and wolverine. During the study 

period, marten was the most abundant fur harvested, comprising 63 percent 

of all furs taken. More trappers (95 percent) participated in beaver 

trapping in comparison with all other species. Beaver was used also as a 

source of food as well as fur. Most marten and mink are trapped for 

commercial sale. Beaver, in contrast, are trapped primarily as a source 

of meat with the furs sold commercially or used in the local manufacture 

of clothing items. The value of beaver meat exceeds the raw fur value 

by a factor of 4.S to 1, using estimated replacement costs derived from 

local retail meat prices. For most individual trappers, trapping is 

both a cash-producing and food-producing activity. 

Unwritten customary laws prescribe the means by which an individual 

can acquire an area to use for the purpose of trapping. Seventy-seven 

percent of the current trappers acquired the area they use through a 

close kinship tie with another community resident. Use rights to an area 

only apply to trapping; other local residents may hunt and fish for other 

resources in an individual's trapping area. Yost trappers (55 percent) 

base their operations from a camp rather than from their home in the 

village. These camps are located on the Innoko National Wildlife Refuge. 

Trapping occurs during November through April but varies by species being 

trapped. 

There were substantial differences between the four communities in 

terms of harvest levels, species utilized, and use areas. These dif- 

ferences are due to variability in the local ecology, customary use 

areas, and traditional land tenure systems. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Trapping has played an integral role in Alaska's history and 

continues to contribute to the May of life of many people. In the past 

there were few restrictions on trapping activities. Host land was in 

the public domain. Since Alaska has become a state and Congress has 

enacted subsequent legislation to address Native claims and lands con- 

servation, state and federal agencies and private corporations have 

become involved in the management of lands under the ownership and 

jurisdiction of these different entities. Shifting land ownership, a 

growing Alaska population, and development of resources (renewable and 

non-renewable) have led to a multiple-use approach to planning for these 

lands. Management plans and development schemes may influence the conduct 

of trapping activities in future years. Since the planning process is 

just beginning, however, the nature and extent of these influences cannot 

yet be determined and evaluated. 

Concerns about customary land uses were expressed by residents in 

the vicinity of the Kaiyuh Flats in west central Alaska prior to and 

following the establishment of the Innoko National Wildlife Refuge (NW!?) 

by federal legislation in December 1989. In particular, these concerns 

were related to the use of these lands by rural residents for Furbearer 

trapping. Interim regulations for management of the refuge recognized 

trapping as part of a "subsistence way of life" and stated that "cash 

remuneration, in turn helps to provide the basic tools and supplies 

associated with trapping and the subsistence lifestyle of which trapping 

is a part" (Federal Register 1981:31524). Area trappers were concerned, -- 

however, that with the multiple use approach to land management, other 
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regulations governing occupancy, access, cabin and tent use, and use of 

wood and other plant resources might restrict trapping pursuits in the 

recently established wildlife refuge. 

These issues were raised at a local fish and game ndvi%)rj ?):anittee 

meeting in March 1982 and at a meeting of the Interior Region Fish and 

Game Advisory Council in February 1982. In April 1982, a formal request 

was submitted to the Division of Subsistence by the Galena Fish and 

Game Advisory Committee to docuinent use of the Yaiyuh Flats region for 

trapping. This request was made not only because of potential restric- 

tions on trapping activities in this area, but also because many other 

areas customarily used for trapping in interior Alaska had come under 

the management of wildlife refuges by Congressional action when the 

Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA) (P.L. 96-487) 

was enacted in December 1980. The Division of Subsistence considered 

the request an opportunity to provide a case example of contemporary 

rural trapping activities in interior Alaska. The study was intended 

to yield data on trapping patterns, which would be useful not only for 

land management decisions but also for addressing wildlife management 

issues related to the regulation of trapping. 

Toward these ends, the Division of Subsistenc'e developed a research 

work plan to document the geographic areas used for trapping, the fur- 

bearing species sought, the seasonal round of trapping activities, and 

the socioeconomic and sociocultural aspects of trapping in the vicinity 

of Kaiyuh Flats in the northern section of the Innoko NWR. A draft of 

the research design was reviewed and endorsed by members of the Galena 



Fish and Game Advisory Committee and the traditional council of Nulato 

prior to the initiation of field studies. 

Study Area 

The communities of Nulato, Kaltag, Koyukuk, and Galena are located 

on the right bank of the Yukon River opposite the northern section of 

the Innoko NWR (see Fig. 11. Some residents in each each of these com- 

munities use the wildlife refuge for trapping. In 1980, the population 

of these communities totalled 1,460 persons, with 350 in Nulato, 247 

in Kaltag, 98 in Koyukuk, and 765 in Galena (including about 300 military 

personnel) (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1980). 

The Kaiyuh Flats and surrounding area are now part of the northern 

unit of the Innoko NWR. The area of lowest relief, locally referred to 

as "the Kaiyuh," has traditionally been used by the people now living 

primarily in Nulato but also in the other above-mentioned communities. 

Historically, this area has been used and occupied since before contact 

with non-Natives. Many contemporary residents OF Nulato, Kaltag, Koyukuk, 

and Galena once resided at seasonal and semi-permanent settlements in 

the Kaiyuh Flats region and continue to utilize the area at different 

times of the year, particularly for trapping, moose and waterfowl hunting. 

The focus of this report, however, is on trapping activities as they 

occur from November through April on the wildlife refuge. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Data for this study were collected by several techniques. Prior to 

fieldwork, a literature review provided background historical i nforrlatio? 

on the communities of Nulato, Kaltag, Koyukuk, and Galena. References 

pertaining to the area that is now part of the Innoko NWR were specifically 

sought out. Information on current trapping usage was collected in both 

formal and infernal interviews wit3 trappers i:l dli %:lr villdgzs. A 

questionnaire was drawn up to serve as a checklist for interviews, and 

notes were taken recording each trapper's responses. Direct observation 

of beaver trapping and skinning and stretching of other trapped furbearers 

provided additional data on techniques and the study area. Field research 

took place in Nulato during December 1982 and January and February 1983. 

Trappers in Kaltag, Koyukuk, and Galena were interviewed during brief 

trips to those communities. Data were compiled and analyzed in Fairbanks. 

All trappers interviewed had trapped in the study area. An effort 

was made to interview all residents who trapped there during the 1981-32 

season, as well as those who did not trap that season but who did have 

traplines on the refuge sometime during the previous four years. Most 

of the specific data presented in tables and figures in this report 

pertain to the 1981-82 season and the trappers who used the study area 

that year. However, all trapping areas used within a five-year period 

from 1977-82 were mapped and are presented on Map 1 to give a more complete 

picture of contemporary land usage For trapping. A few people who actively 

trapped on the refuge in the past, but no longer do so, were also 

interviewed to provide additional information and perspective. While 
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the aim of the study was to contact all current users, not all trappers 

were available for interview. In these cases, some information was 

provided either by their trapping partner or by a family member familiar 

with the trapping area. Of the 1981-82 season users, two trappers were 

not available, and five trappers were not personally interviewed but 

their partners were. In these cases, the "owner" (see "Trapping Patterns" 

for explanation) of the trapping ark was inter.Ji:-?Jk:d. 4 totdl OF 40 

trappers were interviewed, of whom 30 had trapped during the 1981-82 

season. 

Trappers were identified by members OF the local fish and game 

advisory committee, community residents, other refuge trappers, and 

Division of Game, Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) records. 

Current use of the area by trappers residing outside the region is not 

known to occur. 

The data for the 1981-82 season should reflect average use. Com- 

munity residents identified trappers who usually trapped in the study 

area. One limitation is the fact that research t~,ak place Follo~iny the 

1981-82 trapping season, during the 1982-83 trapping season. Comparisons 

between seasons were made difficult by the Fact that in the community 

where most research took place, few Nulato trappers were trapping during 

the 1982-83 season. A contributing Factor to decreased use during 1982-83 

may have been the greater availability of seasonal wage employment pro- 

vided there by a housing construction project during the summer and Fall 

of 1982. In the villages which did not have a large construction project, 

however, the number OF trappers appeared to be about the sa:?c as t?e 



previous year. Although many Nulato trappers did not trap the cash- 

prOdlJCi ng species such as marten or lynx during the 1982-83 season, 

they still trapped beaver that *;,jring (February and Yarch) for meat. 

Trappers were asked in formal interviews to describe their seasonal 

round of trapping activities and techniques. Data were collected on 

species harvested, harvest levels, months trapped, and use of trapped 

animals. Questions were asked about customary laws related to the use 

of trapping areas, the acquisition of trapping areas, the handling of 

pelts, the costs of trapping, partnerships, and use of the area by 

others. Each trapper drew the outlines of his or her trapping area on 

individual acetate overlays placed on U. S. Geological Survey (1:63,360 

scale) topographic maps. Access routes to the traplines were also marked. 

The researcher observed skinning and stretching of pelts during 

the study for marten, mink, beaver, and ermine, and later the tanning 

of a beaver skin. The researcher also accompanied a trapper to beaver 

sets in the Kaiyuh, setting and checking the snares, and looking for food 

piles to make new holes for sets. On the trip numerous animal tracks, 

different types of sets for other species, and a typical trapping camp 

were observed. Informal discussions provided further clarification of 

trapping techniques, historical background of area use, and values and 

concerns related to trapping. 

Demographic data were gathered in several ways. Some information 

was collected from each trapper interviewed. Information on household 

size and composition for all Nulato households was obtained from two 

knowledgeable community residents. IJ. S. Bureau of Census (1980) statis- 

tics were also used, while supplemental community data were provided by 
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other agencies and organizations (e.g., Alaska Department of Health and 

Social Services and Tanana Chiefs Conference, Inc.). 

During interviews, some trappers pointed out local and Athabaskan 

names for various places on the refuge. Earlier in 1982, more comprehen- 

sive work on geographic place names rJas done by Tupou Pulo of the Materials 

Development Center in Anchorage. Working with Josephine Mountain and 

Dennis Silas, Jr. of Nulato, she recorded the names and %!ieir coinlrlents 

on tape. Since place names can often provide information concerning the 

use of an area and help to explain 'listoricdl ties, _ t!l:?v haus: $:xT) i ~1 uded 

as Map 2 of this report. Translations and transcriptions were done by 

Eliza Jones of the Alaska Native Language Center, University of Alaska, 

Fairbanks. 

Several persons interviewed noted some discrepancies between the 

place names used by local residents and those appearing on the 1:63,360 

scale USGS topographic maps. Both Map 1 and Map 2 reflect the names of 

these places as known by local residents, not as USGS has designated 

them. For example, Eddy Creek on the USGSmap is known locally as "BonanLa 

Creek." The creek designated by USGS as Bonanza Creek is locally referred 

to as "Camp Creek." Mukluk Slough is the creek running From the I~ills 

next to Nulato, not the part of the Yukon River running in front OF 

Nulato as USGS has labelled it. Other corrections are indicated in 

quotation marks on the maps included in this report. 

The literature review included examination of unpublished papers 

written in the early 1900s by Father Jette, S.J., who commented on many 

aspects of turn-of-the-century village life in Nulato. tie also discuss4 

land areas used by different groups of people (Jette circa 1910). 



Archeological work by de Laguna (1947) conducted during the 1930s in the 

Kaiyuh area substantiates long term use of the region. Sullivan (1942) 

described "the Ten'a Food Quest" of the 1930s when he was in Nulato, and 

later William Loyens (1966) wrote his Ph.D. dissertation on "The Changing 

Culture of the Nulato Koyukon Indians." Roth of these works refer to 

trapping in what has now become part of the Innoko NWR. 

This study was subject to a number of limitations. 3ecause the 

study was based on a reconstruction of the previous trapping season's 

activities, harvest figures may not be as precise as in-season recording 

might have been. Scheduling conflicts did not permit contact with all 

refuge trappers, although, 81 percent of those trapping during the 

1981-82 season were interviewen. Information concerning the other 19 

percent was obtained from partners or close Family members. Direct 

observation of trapping activities was limited for several reasons. 

Since most Nulato trappers stayed in town that year, and visits to the 

other villages by the researcher were brief, most time was necessarily 

spent interviewing trappers in their +omes. 



KAIYUH FLATS AND VICINITY -- THE LAND AND THE PEOPLE 

The Natural Setting 

The northern section of the Innoko National Wildlife Refuge is 

bounded on the north and west by the Yukon River and along the southeast 

the Kaiyuh Mountains (Fig. 1). The primary physiographic feature of the 

area is "the Kaiyuh," an area of low relief in the southwestern part of 

the refuge, which is almost completely covered with lakes and a complex 

network of creeks and sloughs. The remainder of the area is slightly 

higher in elevation with more rolling terrain to the east. pilot 

Mountain (1,029 feet in elevation) is the dominant feature in the northeast 

section of the refuge. 

The myriad of lakes and streams and low relief contribute to the 

expanse of bogs and marshland (80 percent of the Innoko NWR is classified 

as wetlands), making overland travel difficult during the ice-free months. 

The network of lakes and sloughs of the Kaiyuh is accessible to watercraft 

during those months by way of a few major streams which can be reached 

from the Yukon River. After freeze-up, overland trails provide access 

from the nearby villages. Nulato, Kaltag, Koyukuk, and Galena are located 

opposite the refuge on the right bank of the Yukon River. 

The climate, like most of interior Alaska, is continental. Winters 

are long and cold and summers short and hot. Temperatures often drop to 

-40 degrees Fahrenheit in December and January and reach 80 degrees 

during June and July, with the average annual temperature ranging from 

22 to 35 degrees Fahrenheit (Joint Federal-State Land Use Planning 
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Commission 1973). Annual precipitation averages 17 inches per year. 

Freeze-up usually occurs in October with break-up in mid-May. 

The vegetation on the flat, poorly-drained soils consists of shrub, 

wet sedge-grass and sedge-birch tundra, and conifer (black spruce1 

forests. Submerged and emergent freshwater plant types are found in the 

many lakes and ponds. Well-drained soils and areas of slight relief 

exhibit low shrub and tall shrub vegetation types, conifer (white spruce) 

and mixed conifer and deciduous forests (Gayle Martin pers. comm., 1983). 

This habitat supports a variety of furbearing species, including 

beaver, marten, mink, muskrat, otter, wolverine, lynx, fox, wolf, and 

weasel, as well as other mammals such as black and brown bears, moose, and 

rodents. The wetlands support high densities of waterfowl at certain 

times of the year and various species of fish (salmon, pike, burbot, 

and whitefish) can be found in many bodies of water. 

Historical Use and Occupancy of "The Kaiyuh" 

The northern section of the Innoko NWR comprises a significant part 

of the territory traditionally used by the lower Koyukon Athabaskans. 

In addition to oral and written histories, archeological evidence sub- 

stantiates long-term utilization of the area. De Laguna (1947) located 

numerous house pits and artifacts at several prehistoric and historic 

sites in the Kaiyuh Flats and along the Yukon River. In the early 20th 

century, Father Jette (circa 1910) further attests to such use and 

occupancy: 

a portion of this tract... is what I call the Kayar region. It 
was within remembrance of the older Ten's [Koyukon] the habitat 
of a once numerous tribe, and was called by them 'Kayar,' i.e., 
'the settlement' or the 'camp.' Hence they became known to the 
first explorers as the Kaiyuh Indians. (Jette circa 1910) 
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When Russian explorers and traders first reached this part of the 

Yukon during the mid-19th century, the lower Koyukon Athabaskans lived 

in camps scattered across the land but in close enough proximity to 

facilitate inter-camp travel (Clark 1981). These camps consisted of 

small groups of related families. The food quest required annual seasonal 

movements. Winters were spent at the camps in the Kaiyuh, where people 

lived in semi-subterranean houses and from which they trapped and fished 

through the ice in the lakes. In the spring they hunted beaver and 

muskrats. The people then established camps on the banks of the Yukon 

for salmon fishing during the summer. In the fall, they returned to 

camps in the Kaiyuh from which they hunted large game (Clark 1981). 

People from different camps came together when the lower Koyukon gathered 

for mid-winter mortuary ceremonies usually in December and then dispersed 

again in January. Limited resources could not support large gatherings 

of people for extended periods of time. As one man later told Loyens 

(1966): "At Nulato we starved, in the [Kaiyuh] Flats we ate." 

Considerable trading took place between the Kaiyuh Indians and the 

Upper Koyukon and the Kaltag Portage Indians. These two groups traded 

directly with the Eskimos by way of the Kateel River to the north and 

the Kaltag Portage to the southwest, respectively (Jette circa 1910). 

The Nulato area was a favorite gathering place for trading and summer 

fishing. In 1838, the Russian Malakov was told "how many natives came 

there in the spring for fur trading and for preparing their ukola [dried 

salmon]" (Zagoskin in Michael 1967). Malakov decided to build the trading 

post for the Russian-American Company at Nulato for these reasons. 

Although both the original Native camp and the trading post were soon 

12 



destroyed by fire and had to be rebuilt, a more permanent settlement 

slowly began to form, upriver from the trading post. 

The fur trade increased during the period of Russian occupation and 

Nulato continued to grow as a trading center. Although increased trade 

with the Russians and later the Americans brought economic changes 

resulting in the accumulation of imported material goods, the Kaiyuh 

Indians still led a camp-based way of life. 

It was not until the turn of the century, with the founding of a 

mission and school, the establishment of a post office and other govern- 

ment facilities in Nulato, and increased steamboat travel (passenger and 

freight) on the Yukon, that new economic opportunities emerged and 

enabled some people to spend more time in permanent settlements such as 

Nulato. Many Kaiyuh families began to use Nulato as a home base. A 

Nulato-centered way of life provided advantages in the availability of 

services, but also allowed a modified version of the traditional food 

quest (Sullivan 1942; Loyens 1966). Some families were still absent for 

long periods of time as they continued fishing and trapping. The use of 

the Kaiyuh winter camps as part of an seasonal round of resource harvesting 

activities continued. 

The Kaiyuh Indians gradually began to make Nulato their year-round 

home. Families began to leave their children in Nulato during the winter 

so that they could attend school on an uninterrupted basis. Contemporary 

residents reported that the last families to relocate to Nulato moved 

during the 1950s. IJse of the Kaiyuh camps and seasonal settlements 

persisted, however, and hunting and other uses of the land and resources 

continued, although primarily from Nulato as a base. 
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A similar, nucleizing process occurred in the villages of Kaltag, 

Koyukuk, and Galena, with people often returning to use the areas in the 

vicinity of Kaiyuh Flats that they and their families had used before 

them. Galena later grew to be a subregional center after the establishment 

of an Air Force base. 

In 1980, as part of the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation 

Act (ANILCA) the Innoko National Wildlife Refuge was established. The 

Kaiyuh Flats and adjacent areas are now included in the northern section 

of this refuge. Local people continue to utilize the resources and 

seasonal settlements on these lands. The use of this area for furbearer 

trapping is described in subsequent sections of this report. 
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THE COMMUNITY OF NULATO 

Historical Development and Population Trends 

Although trappers who use the Innoko NWR (northern section) reside 

in four communities, most live in Nulato. This section of the report, 

therefore, focuses on this community as representative of the majority 

of trappers. Kaltag and Koyukuk are smaller villages than Nulato and 

resemble it closely in most respects. Galena, however, is a much larger 

community which serves as the subregional transportation center. A 

profile of this community may not be representative of the majority of 

refuge trappers. 

During the past century, the community of Nulato has developed 

gradually. For most of the time since Malakov established the first 

post in 1835, Nulato has had either a trading post or a store, operated 

first by the Russians and then later by the Americans after the Alaska 

purchase in 1867. Catholic missionaries first reached this area between 

1870 and 1873. They later established a mission at Nulato in 1887 and 

started a contract school (Loyens 1966). A post office was opened in 

1897. Many of the Kaiyuh Indians began to use Nulato as a home base 

during part of the year. The gold rush period between 1897 and 1906 

brought thousands of prospectors on steamers up the Yukon. The boats 

created woodcutting jobs for the Indians, and a telegraph line linked 

Nulato with other stations along the Yukon from 1901-39 (Clark 1981). 

In 1900, a measles epidemic and food shortage resulted in the deaths of 

about 58 to 67 people at Nulato. When the riverboats began to convert 

to burning oil instead of wood in 1903, the number of woodcutting jobs 

15 



declined. The fishwheel was introduced from upriver around 1910 and its 

use quickly adopted. The fishwheel improved the efficiency of the salmon 

harvest. Many people continued to live in Nulato on a part-time basis 

and spent much of the year at camps harvesting fish and animal resources 

(Sullivan 1942). Few jobs were available. During both world wars, men 

left to join the armed forces. In the early 194Os, an Air Force base 

was built at Galena, providing some cash employment. The state began to 

take over education in the late 1950s. By 1960 most people lived in 

Nulato year-round (Loyens 1966). Nulato became a second-class city in 

1963. 

Figure 2 shows the population changes which have occurred in Nulato 

since 1880. Since World War II, the community has been steadily increas- 

ing, due to many factors, including centralization of the population. 

Contemporary Nulato 

There were 309 people were living in Nulato during the winter of 

1982-83, according to the household survey conducted at that time. 

Figure 3 presents the age and sex composition of 88 percent of the popu- 

lation for whom information was recorded during the survey. The base 

of the pyramid, the youngest age classes, should be larger, but detailed 

information on either sex or age was not available for some children 

under 18 years of age. Of the 37 individuals whose age was unknown, 9 

were adults. As characterized by this pyramid, 67 percent of the popula- 

tion is age 30 or younger, with 43 percent 20 years or less. This popu- 

lation figure does not include school teachers unless they reside in 

Nulato permanently. 
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There were 81 households in Nulato the winter of 1982-83, excluding 

non-permanent residents of school housing, with a average household size 

of 3.91 persons. A household is defined as the people residing together 

in one dwelling unit. Households ranged in size from 1 to 12 persons, 

with the distribution illustrated in Figure 4. According to U.S. Census 

data, there were 71 households in Nulato, including school housing. 

During the summer of 1982, 40 housing units were built at a new town 

site located on a hill behind the old town. Many people moved to the 

new homes, although some cabins at the old site continued to be occupied 

by young adult household members. 

Most households in Nulato consist of nuclear or extended family 

groups (Table 11, including married couples with children and/or grand- 

children, single parents with children, and sibling households. A few 

households are composed of unrelated and unmarried males. Some households 

have adopted children and several take in boarding home students. One- 

person households generally are single males. In Nulato, it is common 

for several generations to be members of the same household (Table 1). 

Ninety-six percent of the Nulato population are Koyukon Athabaskans. 

There are 11 non-Native individuals residing in the community, most of 

whom are married to Native men or women. 

Community facilities in Nulato included a post office, laundry and 

showers provided by a village safe water facility, two general merchandise 

stores, and a medical clinic. A unit of the National Guard has been in 

Nulato for many years. Nulato is part of the Yukon-Koyukuk School District 

and has a school with grades kindergarten through 12. The high school, 

with a gymnasium, was constructed in 1975. There is a Catholic church. 
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TABLE 1. SOCIAL COMPOSITION OF NULATO HOUSEHOLDS 
AND NULATO REFUGE TRAPPING HOUSEHOLDS. 

- - -  

Household Composition 

- - ~ - I - .  - -~ I -  -  

All Nulato Nulato Sample 
Households Households 

IN=811 (n=18) 

Nuclear Family 

a) married couple with children 
b) married couple, no children 
c) single parent with children 

5 (28%) 
2 (11%) 

8 (10%) 2 (11%) 

Extended Family 

Lineal 

a) married couple, children, 
grandchildren 

b) single parent, children, 
grandchildren 

c) married couple, children, 
other relatives 

d) married couple, children, 
grandchildren, others 

e) single adult, grandchildren 

11 (14%) 

4 ( 5%) 

3 ( 4%) 

1 ( 1%) 

1 ( 1%) 

Collateral 

a) siblings 5 ( 6%) 
b) siblings and non-relative 1 ( 1%) 
c) other related persons 1 1 1%) 

Other Household Types 

2 or more persons 
a) Non-related, single adults 
b) solitary adults 

5 (28%) 

2 (11%) 

1 ( 6%) 

5 ( 5%) 
8 (10%) 1 1 6%) 

81 (100%) 18 (100%) 
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Nulato has both a traditional Native council and a city council. There 

is a bulk fuel storage facility and electricity is provided by the Alaska 

Village Electrical Cooperative (AVEC). Almost all houses have electric- 

ity, although most people heat with wood. Many houses have telephones, 

which were installed in 1983. Houses in Nulato do not have running 

water, although there is a community well. Drinking water is usually 

hauled from the Nulato River. Outhouses or honey buckets are used. 

The school is the largest employer in Nulato, with 19 full-time 

and 9 part-time employees, most of whom work only during the school term. 

Many of the full-time positions are held by non-Natives who reside 

temporarily in Nulato. Several positions are available with the city, 

post office, clinic, and local stores. In general, employment oppor- 

tunties are limited. 

Most people must find seasonal wage employment, and this often 

means they must leave the community in search of work. Some find con- 

struction jobs through labor unions. Others go to canneries (seasonal 

in operation) in coastal areas, while some are employed as firefighters 

during the summer months. Sixteen Nulato residents have Commercial 

Fisheries Entry Commission (CFEC) ("limited entry") permits for commercial 

fishing, which allows them to remain near the community during the season. 

Commercial fishing is currently limited mostly to a salmon roe fishery. 

Trapping provides a source of cash for some residents during the winter 

when other jobs are not available. During the summer of 1982, many men 

found employment in Nulato on the new housing project. For some, v3ork 

lasted into November. This type of project seldom occurs in Nulato. 
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The 1980 U.S. Census found a median household income of $12,813, based 

on 1979 data. Table 2 lists the income ranges for households in Nulato. 

These census data include some telnporary residents of Nulato, such as 

school teachers who receive relatively high incomes, thereby skewing the 

income range for the community upward. Census data are based on a sample 

of 50 percent of all households. 

TABLE 2. INCOME RANGES (IN DOLLARS) OF NULATO HOUSEHOLDS FOR 1979. 

I ncorne Range1 Number of Households Percentage of Households 

$O-10,000 35 42 

$10,000-19,999 26 31 

$20,000-29,999 18 22 

$30,000-39,999 0 0 

$40 ,ooo-49,999 2 2.5 

$50,000 2 2.5 

Source: U S C 
Irkon;? iinls9u759 

1980, STF3A Census Tables, Table 68, Household 

1 Income Range includes-earned income and transfer payments. 

Some residents received transfer payments from government agencies. 

Examples for one month are given in Table 3. 
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TABLE 3. TRANSFER PAYMENTS MADE TO NULATO 
HOUSEHOLDS 1979 AND 1982. 

Type of 
Transfer Payment 

OAAl 

AFDC2 
APD3 

TOTAL 

919 
Number 
of Cases Amount 

12 $1,456 

27 $7,873 
1 $ 127 - 

40 $9,456 

1982 
I_-- 

Number 
-- 

of Cases Amount 

10 $1,323 

12 $6,243 
0 0 - ~- 

22 $7,666 

1 Did Age Assistance. 
* Aid to Families with Dependent Children. 
3 Aid to the Permanently Disabled. 

Source: Alaska Department of Health and Social Services, Division of 
Public Assistance (1981, 1982). 
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TRAPPING PATTERNS 

Participation in Trapping and Harvests 

Six species primarily comprise the current harvest of furbearers in 

the study area: beaver (Castor canadensis), marten (Marten americana), 

mink (Mustela vison), fox (Vulpes vulpes), lynx (Felis lynx), and wolver- -- 

ine (Gulo gulo). Otter (Lutra canadensis) were sought in the past, but -- 

now occur mainly as incidental catches. No trappers reported trapping 

muskrat (Ondatra zibethicus) during the 1981-82 season. In previous 

years, however, they have been hunted in the spring after break-up. 

Occasionally a weasel or squirrel is accidentally caught in a trap. 

Wolves (Canus lupus) generally are shot on sight rather than trapped, -- 

but if a wolf pack is lingering in the area, traps may be set for them. 

Thirty-seven trappers harvested furbearers during the 1981-B* 

season in the northern section of the Innoko NWR. Most of these trappers 

resided in Nulato, but a few lived in Kaltag, Koyukuk, and Galena (Table 

4). Beaver was the species sought by the greatest number of trappers, 

as is shown in Table 5. Three-fourths of the trappers sought marten, 

while nearly half sought mink and fox. Only a few people actively trapped 

lynx and wolverine during the 1981-82 season. 

Marten comprised the largest percentage of the total fur catch, 

although more people were involved in beaver trapping. Marten constituted 

63 percent of furbearers harvested in 1981-82 on the refuge, while beaver 

comprised only 18 percent (Fig. 5). A number of factors influenced the 

composition of the harvest and are discussed on the following pages. 
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TABLE 4. COMMUNITY OF RESIDENCE OF TRAPPERS IJSING THE INNOKO 
NWR (NORTHERN SECTION) (N=37). 

Community 

Nulato 

Kaltag 

Koyukuk 

Galena 

Totals 

Number of Trappers 

25 (67%) 

5 (14%) 

3 (8%) 

4 (11%) -- 

37 (100%) 

--- 

-- 

-- 

TABLE 5. PARTICIPATION OF TRAPPERS BY SPECIES TRAPPED ON 
THE INNOKO NWR (NORTHERN SECTION) DURING THE 
1981-82 SEASON (n=36). 

Species Percentage of Trappers (Total Number) 

Beaver 94 (34) 

Marten 75 (27) 

Mink 50 (18) 

Fox 44 (16) 

Lynx 11 (4) 

Wolverine 11 (4) 

Note: Trappers may utilize the refugeforxpp'ing one or two specie?- 
and go elsewhere to trap others. 
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Marten Beaver Mink Lynx Fox Wolverine 

Species Trapped 

Fig. 5. Percentage of furbearer harvest on the Innoko NWR 
(northern section) by species, 1981-82 trapping 
season (N=l,824 1. 
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The harvest of furbearers differed with respect to community of 

residence of trappers and the species trapped (Table 6). Kaltag and 

Galena trappers trapped marten most intensively, although more Hulato 

trappers were seeking the species. Differences in the local ecology of 

tile areas being trapped affect the harvest. Much of the area used by 

Nulato trappers provides better habitat for beaver and mink than for 

marten, while areas used by Galena and Kaltag residents contain better 

marten habitat. Beaver make up 31 percent of the total Nulato fur harvest, 

while they comprise only 11, 2, and 17 percent of the harvest for Koyukuk, 

Kaltag, and Galena, respectively. 

Some trappers utilize their trapping area on the refuge for trapping 

one or two species, and for different species will trap in another area off 

the refuge. This is especially true for some Nulato trappers who primarily 

use their refuge area for trapping beaver, going off the refuge for 

marten. There are others who trap all harvested species there. Sixty- 

five percent of those trappers using the study area in the 198142 season 

regularly use areas outside the refuge for trapping. Four trappers (11 

percent) trapped elsewhere that season before using their refuge areas. 

Trapping efforts, and thus harvests, are influenced by pelt prices, 

but often in combination with other factors. ilarten currently brings 

good ($35 during the 1981-82 season) but moderate prices compared with 

those paid for fox ($80), wolverine ($2001, and lynx ($250). Yore marten 

are trapped because they are most easily caught and more numerous than 

fox, lynx, and wolverine, which are harder to find and more difficult 

to catch. Prices for weasel are extremely low, so they are not usually 

trapped. Muskrat prices are also low. Although beaver pelt prices are 
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down and their trapping method requires a 1 ot of effort, beaver are 

trapped because they also constitute a valued source of fresh meat. 

TABLE 6. TRAPPING HARVEST DATA FOR THE INNOKO NWR (NORTHERN 
SECTION) BY COMMUNITY OF RESIDENCE, 1981-82 SEASON. 

Spec i es 

-.--- 

Marten Beaver Mink Lynx Fox idolverine 

Nulato 

Total Harvest 310.0 251.0 226.0 6.0 12.0 1.0 
% of Harvest 26.5 79.6 74.0 48.0 15.4 25.0 
Average/Trapper 19.4 10.5 14.1 2.0 12.4 0.3 
Number of Trappers 16.0 24.0 16.0 3.0 9.0 3.0 

Kaltag 

Total Harvest 395.0 10.0 58.0 0.0 0.0 1.0 
% of Harvest 33.8 2.9 20.4 0.0 0.0 25.0 
Average/Trapper 131.7 5.0 19.3 0.0 0.0 0.5 
Number of Trappers 3.0 2.0 3.0 2.0 0.0 2.0 

Koyukuk -- 

Total Harvest 
% of Harvest 
Average/Trapper 
Number of Trappers 

121.0 25.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
10.4 7.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
40.3 12.5 0.0 9.0 0.0 0.0 

3.0 2.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Galena -_ 

Total Harvest 343.0 53.0 0.0 33.0 13.0 2.0 
% of Harvest 29.3 15.6 0.0 84.6 52.0 50.0 
Average/Trappers 85.8 13.3 0.0 33.0 6.5 2.0 
Number of Trappers 4.0 4.0 0.0 1.0 2.0 1.0 

TOTALS 

Harvest 1169.0 339.0 284.0 39.0 25.0 4.0 
Average/Trapper 45.0 10.6 14.2 6.5 2.3 0.6 
Number of Trappers 26.0 32.0 20.0 6.9 11.0 6.0 



Socioeconomic Characteristics of Trappers 

The age and sex distribution of those trapping in the study area 

during the 1981-82 season are depicted in Figure 6. Most trappers were 

male, with only 3 of the 37 trappers female. The ages of two male trappers 

are unknown. As with all the refuge trappers, the 40 to 49 and 50 to 59 

age classes made up the majority of Nulato trappers. The average age of 

all male trappers was 42, while the average age for females was 49. The 

age and sex distribution of Nulato trappers is characteristic of the 

sample as a whole, in part because Nulato trappers comprise 66 percent of 

the study population. 

Most trappers were of Athabaskan descent. The four non-dative 

trappers were males married to Native women. At the time field research 

was conducted, 36 trappers lived in 29 households. The distribution in 

size of the households is presented in Figure 7. The average size of 

all trapping households was 4.5 people and ranged from 1 to 11 persons 

per household. The greatest number of households (20.7 percent) had 

5 members. These figures are based on the number of people living in 

the household during the winter of 1982-83, and might vary from the 

previous year. This is most likely the case for Nulato trappers, because 

more housing units were available during the winter of 1982-83 than were 

used during the 1981-82 season. Some households had more than one member 

who trapped on the refuge, including seven which had two trappers as 

members. 
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q Nulato trappers 

m Total, including 
trappers from 
other villages 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9‘ 10 11 

Number of People in Household 

Fig. 7. Household size of trappers using the Innoko NWR 
(northern section) 1981-82 (n=28). 
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Income levels for trapping households ranged from less than $10,000 

to between $30,000 and $40,000 (Table 7 and 8). Fifteen Nulato trappers 

responded to this question, of whom 87 percent reported an annual income 

of less than $20,000 for 1982 (Table 7). Some Nulato trappers found 

work that year on the new site housing project, so income levels may be 

higher for some households than they are normally. 

TABLE 7. INCOME RANGES (IN DOLLARS) FOR NULATO TRAPPERS 
USING THE NORTHERN SECTION OF THE INNOKO NWR, 
1982 (n=lrj).l 2 

Income 
Number of 
Households Percentage 

o-10,000 6 40.0 

lO,OOl-20,000 7 47.0 

20,001-30,000 1 6.6 

30,001-40,000 1 6.6 

I Income for the year 1982 includes sources in addition to trapping. 

2 No income information for 10 trappers. 

Table 8 shows the income distribution of trappers from all communi- 

ties using the study area, although, it represents only .51 percent of 

the trappers using the area. Income information for all trappers was 

not possible to obtain. 
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TABLE 8. INCOME RANGES (IN DOLLARS) OF TRAPPERS 
USING THE STUDY AREA, 1982 (n=19),a 

Number of 
Trappers Percentage 

o-10,000 7 34 

lO,OOl-20,000 9 47 

20,001-30,000 1 5 

30,000-40,000 2 11 

a Income information was not obtained for 18 trappers. 

In general, trapping households earn less than $20,000 a year. Most 

of these households rely on seasonal wage employment for income. These 

jobs included construction, maintenance of facilities, and airline la- 

borer. Six of the Nulato residents trapping on the refuge held limited 

entry (CFEC) fishing permits. They earned between $10,000 and $20,000 

during the 1981 season, although their average earnings from fishing were 

somewhat higher than the average earnings of all Nulato commercial fish- 

ermen (Alaska Department of Fish and Game 1981). 

Seasonal Round of Trapping 

Trapping activities generally extend from November until March or 

April, depending upon weather and season closure dates for individual 

species. While most trappers start setting their lines soon after the 

season opening, several factors influence the time actual trapping begins. 
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For trappers using the northern section of the Innoko NWR, the Yukon 

River must be sufficiently frozen to allow safe passage to the trapping 

areas, and there must be enough snow on the ground to travel on tht: 

trails. HoNever, in years when too much snow falls before the water has 

a chance to adequately freeze, overflow and wet, mushy snow on the 

lakes and rivers sometimes delays access to trapping areas. If conditions 

allow, the trapper can set up his or her camp by the time the season began. 

Trappers are also influenced by other considerations in deciding when 

to begin setting traps. For example, seasonal jobs which continue into 

the early part of the season, or familial or civic commitments requiring 

the trapper to be elsewhere, influence the onset of trapping. Addition- 

ally, the species being sought by the trapper also affects the time 

when he begins setting his traps. 

In this subregion, November 1, 1981 marked the beginning of the 

1981-82 season (Alaska Board of Game 1981). Figure 8 shows the monthly 

participation in trapping by trappers interviewed for the 1981-82 season. 

The greatest percentage of trappers trapped in February, which corres- 

ponded to the period when Imost people began to trap beaver and concluded 

marten trapping efforts. The season was broken by an interlude in 

December, when trappers returned or remained at home for the holidays. 

This period corresponds to the time of the year when daylight is at a 

minirnurn and temperatures often are extremely 10~~. A number of trappers 

have said that when temperatures are very cold, fur-bearing animals do 

not move around much, thereby reducing the chances of catching an animal 

in a trap. Thus, most trappers engaged in other activities during that 

time. Trappers noted that travel and setting traps are more difficult 
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at extremely low temperatures. Equipment does not always work properly 

and the danger of frostbite and hypothermia is increased. 

For most trappers, the trapping season can he characterized as 

constituting two periods, each determined by the species being sought. 

Mink and marten trapping predominated during the months of November, 

December, and January, while beaver snaring occurred primarily in 

February, March, and April (Fig. 9). Differences in trapping methods 

and the time when pelts are prime account for this dual, but not neces- 

sarily mutually-exclusive, season. Marten trapping was most intense 

during December, while February was the peak month for trappers who 

sought beaver (Fig. 9). Fox, lynx, and wolverine were trapped throughout 

the season. 

The Pursuit of Trapping 

The logistics of trapping vary, depending upon whether the trapper 

is operating from a home in the village or from a base camp in the wild- 

life refuge. During the 1951-52 season, 20 trappers utilized camps on 

the refuge, while 16 trapped from their homes in the villages. Base 

camps have either a cabin or a canvas wall tent for shelter. 

A trapper must weigh the advantages and disadvantages in deciding 

where to base trapping operations. The distance of the trapping area 

from the trapper's residence is a major consideration in this determina- 

tion. The use of a snowmachine, however, allows greater flexibility in 

the decision, by enabling the a trapper to cover distances much faster 

than by using a dogteam for transportation. If a trapper decides to 

operate from home, check the line, and return to town in one day, more 
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time is spent reaching the trapping area and more fuel is used travelling 

back and forth. Fuel costs can be reduced by staying at a base camp 

near the trapline; however, extra equipment is needed which must be 

transported from home. The comforts of home and family in the village 

must be weighed against the distractions which may take time away from 

trapping. If a trapper has children who must remain in town for school, 

however, the children are able to learn about some aspects of trapping 

by observing how the animals are skinned and stretched when the trapper 

returns home with the catch. A trapper who stays at camp has more time 

to spend checking traps and skinning and stretching pelts, since time is 

not spent returning to the village each day. There are also aesthetic 

values associated with operating from a camp, as many trappers noted 

that they enjoy being in the out-of-doors. 

Four cabins were used by trappers operating from a base camp during 

the 1981-82 season, although more have been used in the past. Cabins 

were shared or used individually by trappers. A married couple used one 

cabin and another cabin was used by a man and his son-in-law. One man 

allowed three or four of his unrelated friends who trapped nearby to 

stay at his cabin with him, and stated that he preferred the companionship. 

Canvas wall tents (Fig. 10) provided shelter in most camps, with 11 

trappers using 7 tent camps. Of the four shared camps, two were used 

by fathers and their sons and two were used by brothers-in-law. Because 

a tent is more mobile and little time is invested in raising it, tent 

sites can be (and sometimes are) changed from year to year. A good tent 

site has firewood readily available and provides protection from the 
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Front View 

Side View 

Top View 

Fig. 10. A typical canvas wall tent. 

a) tent frame of spruce poles; b) logs securing bottom of tent and dividinq 
floor space; c) bed of spruce boughs, covered by a tarp; d) stove; and 
e) grub box. 
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weather. In flat, open, treeless areas such as the Kaiyuh Flats proper, 

there are not many ideal campsites. 

The average wall tent used by 2 people measures 10 feet by 12 feet, 

or 8 feet by 10 feet for 1 person. It almost always has a frame built 

of spruce poles to support the tent. The number of poles required varies, 

depending on how the frame is constructed. A typical frame has a spruce 

ridgepole which passes under the tent roof and rests on the saddle formed 

by two crossed poles at each end of the tent (Fig. 10). The sides the 

tent are held outward by being tied to an additional crosswork of poles 

or to standing trees. The ends of the poles are placed in the snow hut 

the poles are fastened together to form a free standing structure. Snow 

is shoveled from the floor area inside the tent. Sometimes spruce 

logs are used around the inside perimeter to help secure the sides of 

the tent. Another log is sometimes placed across the middle of the 

floor area to separate the area housing the woodburning stove from the 

sleeping/sitting area. Green spruce boughs are placed in the sleeping 

area and covered with a tarp (which is often the sled cover) to create a 

mattress. This often requires using three or more small- to medium-sized 

green spruce trees (Fig. 10). 

Trappers usually use a small woodburning stove to provide warmth and 

for cooking. The stove is placed on two green spruce logs (Fig. 10) so 

that the ground vegetation will not catch on fire. Birch bark to start 

fires, kindling, and dry or drying firewood is stacked around the stove, 

ready to be used as needed. A sawbuck is often located outside the tent 

to aid in cutting firewood. 
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Some of the trappers who trapped from their home in the village 

instead of from a base camp set up a tent along their line as an emergency 

shelter and also as a place to rest and eat. These individuals sometimes 

stay overnight at their tent site for several days at the beginning of 

the season while breaking trail and setting their first traps. These 

tents are usually taken down vJhen the trapper has finished trapping for 

the season. Tent frames are often left standing, ready for use again. 

Traps are sometimes stored at the camp sites until the next trapping 

season. 

Access 

Several major trails provide access into the refuge, which most 

trappers use to reach their trapping areas. In the northeast, Galena 

trappers used either a trail which heads west from the south bank of the 

Yukon River across from Galena or an old mining trail from Kala Slough 

into the Kaiyuh hills (Map 1). Trappers from Koyukuk used a trail which 

terminates opposite the village on the south side of the Yukon River 

near Holtilyet Slough. This trail was not indicated on Map 1, because 

there was not sufficient information to map the trail acclrrately. 

Nulato trappers used two trails, the "Kaiyuh" and "Nine-Mile" trails. 

The "Kaiyuh Trail" begins on the left bank of the Yukon across from Nulato 

and heads inland and south, following sloughs and open areas where possible 

and terminating in the Kaiyuh (Map 1). There were 19 trappers (51 percent 

of all refuge trappers) who used the "Kaiyuh Trail" to access their 

trapping areas during the 1981-82 season. Four Nulato trappers used 

the "Nine-Mile Trail," which heads southeast from the Yukon River south of 
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Nulato below "Nine-Mile Island." Kaltag trappers used a trail which 

enters the area from the southwest, beginning opposite the village. This 

trail ends near the Kaiyuh. 

Most of these trails were mapped as accurately as possible during 

the research. Variations in trail and surface conditions, however, may 

result in adjustments to trail location from year to year. Routes vary 

as changes in terrain occur, such as river banks eroding into the river 

or the formation of new stream beds. Trappers travel these main routes 

and then use smaller trails near their trapping area. None of these 

trails are marked. As maps are seldom used, experience guides the trapper. 

Routes are memorized and there are few major landmarks in this area of 

low relief. Trails are maintained by the people using them. The trails 

are not very wide in most places, especially in portages through wooded 

areas. Trails on the wildlife refuge are primarily used only in cold 

Heather, because travel is too difficult when the many Hater bodies are 

not frozen over. Summer and early fall access is usually by boat using 

the "Kaiyuh Slough" or "Twenty-Two Mile Slough" routes. 

Transportation 

All but two trappers used snowmachines in 1981-82 to reach their 

trapping areas. One trapper walked to his line. This man lived very 

close to his trapping area (within one mile) and in the past has used 

dogs or borrowed a snowmachine when he needed to go greater distances. 

Another man reached his trapping area by airplane at the opening of mink 

season. He then traveled the trapline and checked his mink sets on foot. 

A plane returned in December to fly him back to the village just before 
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Christmas. For beaver trapping, this man used a snowmachine for access 

to his trapping area and to check his traps. A few trappers used snow- 

machines only to get to their camp and then checked their lines on snow- 

shoes. This strategy saves on fuel, which is relatively expensive in 

middle Yukon communities, although most trappers used snowmachines both 

for travelling to their area and for checking their lines. Several 

trappers mentioned that animal tracks are not easily observed when using 

a snowmachine, unless the trapper travels at a slow speed. 

Trapping Areas 

Trapping areas used on the Innoko NWR (northern section) are pre- 

sented on Map 1. This map differentiates areas used during the 1981-32 

trapping season from land not used for trapping that particular year, but 

Nhich was used for trapping sometime within the previous five years. This 

provides a more complete picture of the total area used and illustrates 

the fact that data for one season provide only a partial description of 

the situation. 

The boundaries of these areas should not be considered definitive or 

static. Although a certain area may be considered as used by a particular 

trapper, boundaries change over time. Areas at the margins of trapping 

units, and particularly those areas which overlap, are sometimes used by 

more than one trapper. This does not imply a conflict; instead, it 

often represents interdigitating traplines. For example, a trapper will 

snare beaver in association with a particular beaver house, rather than 

strictly by association with trapping area boundaries. As a result, one 

trapper may be using a beaver house within another trapper's general 
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trapping area boundary. The overlaps also represent areas tihich are 

sometimes used by one trapper and in other years by another trapper vJho 

uses an adjacent area, thus indicating that some lines are flexible 

over time. 

Although some of the areas mapped were used by more than one 

person for trapping, in almost all cases they constitute units which were 

identified with one individual who also allowed someone else to use the 

area. A small number of cases represented areas used in 1981-82 but 

which did not yet show long-term use of the area. Thus, they are not yet 

recognized by others as "belonging" to a specific trapper. 

In general, Nulato trappers traveled a greater distance to reach 

their trapping areas than did trappers from other communities. For all 

trappers, traplines within the trapping areas varied in length from 4 to 

75 miles of trail and averaged 20 miles in length. 

The central portion of the study area was not used during the study 

period nor during the previous five years (Map 1). According to several 

local trappers, few furbearers are found there, and terrain is rough and 

rolling, with numerous pothole lakes. Trapping areas used in previous 

years were not used for trapping during the 1981-52 season for several 

reasons. In some cases, trappers used an area outside of the refuge for 

trapping that season and stated that they were letting their trapping 

areas with the wildlife refuge lie dormant so that the fur animal popula- 

tion could increase again. Some trappers used their trapping areas in 

alternate years only, and others moved their trap lines within their 

area each year if the size of the area was large enough to enable this 
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strategy. Sickness and wage employment in town were other reasons given 

by some trappers who did not trap during the 1981-82 season. 

Density of use was greatest in those areas of the wildlife refuge 

utilized by Nulato trappers: "the Kaiyuh," (the area almost completely 

covered by lakes), the "Kaiyuh Trail," and the "Nine-Mile Trail" area. 

Nulato trappers, even though they comprised two-thirds of all the trap- 

pers, utilized one-half of the land used for trapping during the 1981-82 

season. Not only are areas used by Nulato residents generally smaller in 

size, but the space between them is less, and in some cases the trapping 

units overlap. 

Most cases of overlapping use areas occur among trappers from the 

same village. In general, the areas used by different villages are 

distinct and overlap minimally. The area which is least distinct between 

villages is the area in the southwest where Nulato and Kaltag trappers 

meet, an area which has historically been used by people from both 

villages. 

The areas located in the Kaiyuh are utilized most for trapping 

beaver and mink, tihile the areas closer to the river or higher in ele- 

vation (to the northeast of the Kaiyuh) are used primarily for marten 

trapping. This pattern was the same .for the 1981-82 trapping season as 

it was for trappers who trapped in previous years (Map 1). 

IJse Rights 

Use rights for trapping areas are governed by unwritten customary 

laws. The Board of Game sets seasons and harvest levels for trapping, 

and most of its regulations address methods and mean of harvest and 

46 



the possession and transportation of furs. There are no regulations or 

codified laws concerning ownership or use of trapli nes or trapping 

areas. These matters have traditionally been decided among trappers of 

communities in this study according to accepted rules and are still 

determined in this manner. Characteristics of these unwritten traditions 

regulating use are presented below. 

Trapping areas are recognized by the trapping communities as "belong- 

ing" to certain individuals. Tenure is established by consistent use of 

the area over an unspecified period of time. The length of this period 

appears to be the amount of time necessary for "acceptance" by the other 

trappers. Although the criteria for "acceptance" were not stated, this 

time period for "acceptance" varies and seems to depend upon how the 

area was acquired and the consistency and intensity of use. Trappers 

generally are knowledgeable about the trapping activities of others in 

adjacent areas. 

A trapping area which is said to "belong" to someone indicates use 

of that land for trapping and does not imply legal ovJnership, except on 

private land such as the trapper's allotment. "Use ownership" more 

properly describes the situation. Others are not to set traps within 

such an area without the consent of the trapper-"owner." Traps are not 

to be disturbed nor animals removed from traps by any other person. Use 

of an area for trapping does not entitle the trapper to exclusive rights 

to the land for other activities. The land is considered open to anyone 

for hunting, berry picking, fishing or other resource harvesting activi- 

ties. Most of these other activities occur during different seasons of 

the year, but hunting may coincide with trapping. If these activities 
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take place in the same area, traps are not to be interfered with. Outside 

the trapping season, trappers sometimes utilize their area for storing 

traps or other resource harvesting activities, sometimes using the same 

tent sites. 

Some areas are considered to be open for trapping by anyone. For 

example, along the "Kaiyuh Trail," anyone can set a trap. Also, areas 

within a five- to ten-mile radius of town appear to be available for use 

on a first come basis. Some trappers who consistently use such an area 

close to town say that they must trap their area every year or someone 

will move in, although others may acknowledge that that trapper usually 

traps there. Thus, some major trails and areas close to town are con- 

sidered a "no man's land." 

At the end of the trapping season some trappers hang their traps in 

trees along their trapline. This practice serves several purposes. It 

informs others that the area is being trapped and provides a method of 

storage which minimizes handling and the smell of human contact. Cache 

space may be limited at home and it is more eFficient to leave traps 

within the trapping area than to transport them each year. Although 

some trappers do store their traps at home, others store them under 

trees in the trapping area or leave them at a cabin. Traps are considered 

the property of the trapper and are not to be disturbed. 

At least three accepted methods by which trappers acquired trapping 

areas were noted during the study year. The most common method of obtain- 

ing use rights to an area was through family ties. The relationship of 

the previous "owner" with the current trapper-"owner" of trapping areas 

in the wildlife refuge is categorized and presented in Table 9. This 
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table shows that most trappers (77 percent) have a trapping area previously 

used by close relatives, including 41 percent of these trapper-"owners" 

who inherited trapping areas from their fathers. 

TABLE 9. RELATIONSHIP OF PREVIOUS AREA "OWNER" TO 
PRESENT TRAPPER-"OWNER" (n=22), 1981-82. 

Type of Relationship 

Father - son/daughter 

Brothers 

Father-in-law - son-in-law 

No previous “owner" at 
time of acquisition 

Grandfather - grandson 

No kinship relationship 

-- 

Number 

9 (41%) 

3 (13.6%) 

3 (13.6%) 

3 (13.6%) 

2 (9%) 

2 (9%) 

- 

A second method by which trappers acquired use rights to a trapping 

area was to locate an area not being trapped and then determine, by asking 

village residents, whether or not the area "belongs" to someone. If the 

area did not "belong" to anyone, local residents and trappers considered 

the area available for use. If the area was considered as "belonging" to 

someone who was not using it for trapping at that time, the prospective 

trapper could approach the "owner" to ascertain the owner's intentions. 

The "owner" could then decide whether or not to allow the prospective 

trapper to use the land temporarily. 
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In some cases, trappers acquired use rights from non-relatives 

who no longer intended to trap. This method often involved a period 

during which the new trapper served an internship of sorts, whereby 

the previous "owner" showed the new "owner" the territory. Sometimes an 

area is simply turned over to the new "owner," while in other cases the 

the trappers involved had trapped together for several years. 

Acquisition of trapping areas by the methods described above do not 

preclude use rights in the study area based on the community of association 

of the trapper. Because "the Kaiyuh" proper was formerly occupied by 

people who later relocated in the year-round settlement of Nulato, this 

area is considered locally (i.e., in Nulato, Kaltag, Koyukuk, and Galena) 

to "belong" to Nulato residents and/or descendents of individuals who 

formerly occupied settlements in the Kaiyuh. Similarly, individuals or 

their descendents who formerly maintained residence in other parts of 

the wildlife refuge and now reside in the other communities have use 

rights in those areas. Ten of the trapper-"owners" trapping during the 

1981-82 season were raised at settlements now abandoned on the refuge. 

Trapping Pairs 

Trapping in the vicinity of the Kaiyuh Flats was usually undertaken 

by individuals trapping with qthers. Of all trappers, 62 percent (23) 

participated in arrangements in which pairs were the most common, but 

which included a single group of 3 individuals trapping together during 

the 1981-82 season (Table 10). Fourteen trappers (38 percent) trapped 

alone. Most of those trapping with others were closely related, showing 



that selection occured within a narrow group of kinship relations 

(Table 10). 

TABLE 10. RELATIONSHIP OF TRAPPING GROUPS 
DURING THE 1981-82 SEASON (N=37). 

------ 

Relationship of Trappers Number in Group 

e-m 

Number of Groupsa 

Multiple Trappers: 

Brothers-in-law - nephew 3 1 

Husband - wife 2 3 

Father - son 2 2 

Father-in-law - son-in-law 2 2 

Brothers-in-law 2 2 

No kinship relationship 2 2 

Solitary Trappers 1 14 

a Categories are not mutually exclusive. 
-- 

Trapping pair arrangements were not necessarily formed for the 

duration of the entire trapping season. Six of these arrangellents existed 

for the purpose of trapping one species only. Six pairs trapped through- 

out the trapping season. The composition of pairs sometimes changed 

rlithin the trapping season. For example, one trapper trapped with his 

father-in-law for marten and then with two other relatives for beaver. 

Many trappers noted that they had trapped with other individuals in the 

past, indicating flexibility in duration of trapping pairs. One member 

of the pair was the "owner" of the area being trapped. 
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In all cases, trapping pairs usually divided costs and said that 

their catch was shared equally among "partners." The actual trapping 

operations varied among the trapping pairs. Some checked the traps 

together, while for others, each trapper was responsible for a part of 

the line, even though they still shared costs and a tent or cabin. 

The fact that more than one trapper used the same area does not mean 

that the trappers constituted a trapping pair. For example, in 1952, 

three trappers allowed other trappers, usually relatives, to set traps in 

their areas, but these were not joint arrangements. Sometimes the trap- 

per was accompanied by other family members for short periods d<Jring the 

trapping season. These people sometimes set a few traps or snares (for 

hares) near camp. This practice provided an opportunity for young 

people to learn about trapping, since entire families no longer go to 

trapping camps for the winter. 

Marten Trapping 

Ecology and Techniques 

Trappers reported that they look for marten wherever there are 

spruce trees, since marten are known to prefer forested habitat, espe- 

cially during the winter months. Marten feed on small rodents and berries 

found in this type of environment, although meadows provide good habitat 

during the summer. In the study area, marten appear to be found in the 

greatest numbers in forested areas along the Yukon River and near the 

"Kaiyuh Hills," as is reflected in the numbers harvested by trappers who 

utilized those areas. Marten travel widely in search of food. Several 

trappers reported a correlation between increases several years ago in 
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a local rodent population and an increase in the number of marten in the 

area along the Yukon River. 

Since much of the wildlife refuge contains land that is flat, tree- 

less and covered by lakes and bogs -- habitat that is not considered prime 

for marten -- many trappers also utilized non-refuge land for marten 

trapping in the 1981-82 season. However, some of these other areas 

are more difficult to reach and sometimes accessible only by aircraft. 

Marten fur usually becomes prime in November. The underfur grows 

long and dense and becomes covered with guard hairs. The new growth 

begins at the tip of the tail, growing forward, and when complete the 

pelt is prime. This is when trapping begins, since pelts that are not 

prime have little saleable value. In February, as there is more sunlight, 

marten fur begins to bleach and take on a reddish hue. This color is 

considered to be less desirable by the fur buyers and therefore lower 

prices are paid for light-colored marten. Trapping efforts wane and the 

season closes at the end of February. 

Marten are more active during November and December and are more 

easily caught at this time , according to many trappers. As extreme cold 

weather sets in they become less active and may den. Marten are curious 

animals and considered relatively easy to trap by most trappers. Marten 

travel on top of the snow, although they often hunt for food under the 

snow by tunneling down near fallen logs and stumps that project above 

the snow. Fallen logs are often used for runways. Knowledge of these 

habits increases the likelihood that the trapper will make a SuCCeSSfUl 

set. 
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Cubby-house sets and leaning pole sets are the most common methods 

used to take marten. A cubby set (Fig. 11) is constructed by placing 

sticks in a circular or cone-shaped fence, against a tree or log, with 

one entrance at the front. Bait is attached to the tree at the back of 

the cubby house. The trap is set and placed on the ground in the cubby 

in such a position that the marten has to step on the trap to reach the 

bait. The sides of the cubby house serve as a funnel. The curious 

marten checks the cubby and sees the bait. Sometimes a bit of dry snow 

is sprinkled on the trap so that it will be less visible. A disadvantage 

of this type of set is that the trap lies on the ground; as a result, 

mice can chew on the trapped animal and ruin the pelt before the trapper 

gets there. This is one reason that trappers try to check traps regularly. 

The leaning-pole set is made by placing a pole or log up against a 

tree (Fig. 12). The ba;t is attached on the tree. The inquisitive 

marten runs up the pole to get the bait and steps on the trap set on the 

pole. The trap toggle is attached to the pole so that when the animal 

is caught, both it and the trap fall off the pole and dangle in the air. 

The advantage of this set is that mice cannot get at the trapped animal 

and ruin the pelt. This is a popular set because often the bait is not 

eaten and the marten die faster. Furthermore, the leaning-pole set does 

not require complete rebuilding as may a cubby house set. In another 

variation of the leaning-pole set, the trap is placed at the end of a 

pole and attached by the metal spring of the trap with the pan out in 

the air. Bait is suspended from another pole over the trap, requiring 

the marten to walk onto the trap to reach the bait. 
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Fig. 11. A cubby set used for martell. 

a) trap, b) bait, c) stick, framework for cubby hole, d) spruce tree, 

and e) trap chain tacked to tree. 
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Fig. 12. Leaning pole set. 

a) pole leaning against tree, 
c) bait. 

b) trap with chain tacked to pole, and 
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Every trapper has a favorite bait, but it is usually something 

smelly. Popular baits are dried fish, beaver castor, old meat, moose 

hide, and bird Gngs. Wings also attract attention in a breeze and art? 

a good base on which to spread homemade or commercial scents. A few 

trappers use commercial marten scent for bait. One man mixed a concoc- 

tion of animal parts with alcohol to keep it from freezing and to make 

it easier to apply and use. 

Number 1 and Number l-l/Z sized traps are generally used for marten. 

Most trappers use single-spring or long-spring leghold traps but occasion- 

ally include a jump trap. Traps of the same sizes can be used for mink. 

Although mink are smaller, they fight more than marten, so that a Number 

1 trap is said to hold a marten better than it does a mink. 

Trappers look for marten tracks in determining where to set the 

traps. They will also return to areas in which marten have been found in 

previous years. The trapper will often walk around off the trail to set 

traps in likely spots, such as in stands of spruce trees. 

Traps generally are checked every two or three days. A trapped 

animal must be retrieved before scavengers can damage the pelt. Until 

the trap is set again it will not catch more animals. The set may need 

more bait or the animal may still be alive and need to be killed. Some 

trappers kill animals by hitting them on the head, although one elder 

trapper said that hitting an animal is a sign of disrespect. Instead, 

many trappers use a forked stick to hold back the neck and head of the 

marten and then kill it by pinching or pulling down on the heart to kill 

the marten. According to one trapper there is likely to be less damage 

to the pelt this way. 
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Marten carcasses are usually disposed of by throwing them back into 

the woods. They are not currently used for human consumption, although 

they have been used in the past when other foods were not available. 

One man gave his marten carcasses to a friend with a dog team to use 

as dog food. 

Trappers usually skin the animals and stretch the pelts themselves, 

although if fur animals are brought home a family member might assist. 

At camp a "partner' may help. Skinning and stretching pelts are considered 

the trapper's responsibility. Filarten are case skinned and stretched 

over an oblong board with a bluntly pointed end to dry. The care taken 

in handlng the pelts influences their condition and value. Marten skin 

often dries overnight. Pelts which are retained for home use are almost 

always tanned by a woman, usually a trapper's wife or mother. 

The length of trapping trips vary during the marten season. The 

trapper staying at camp often returns home every ten days to two weeks, 

to check on his family and obtain supplies. Several trappers said that 

when they trapped further from town than the refuge, in an area where 

they had to fly-in, they would be gone several months. Two trappers 

spent the entire fall and winter at their cabin on the refuge. 

Socioeconomics 

During the 1981-82 season, 1,157 marten were trapped by 25 trappers 

on the refuge. The average number of traps used for marten was 43.7 

traps per trapper and ranged from 9 to 150 traps. The average number 

of marten caught per trapper was 46.2, and ranged from 4 to 135 marten. 

Since harvest data were not available for at least three trappers, 
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this represents a minimum figure. As noted earlier, the average number 

of marten trapped varied among the trappers from different communities, 

in part due to local ecology. For instance, several Nulato trappers 

said that the area they use on the refuge is not good for marten, so 

they go elsewhere for that species. Skill in trapping and species 

desirability by individual trappers also affect the harvest. 

At an average price of $35 per pelt, the raw fur value of marten 

taken at the Innoko NWR (northern unit) is estimated at $40,565. Table 

11 lists the harvest and raw value of marten trapped on the refuge by 

village residence of trappers. It also shows the average value per 

trapper by community. These values are based on the average price 

TABLE 11. MARTEN HARVEST AND RAW FUR VALUES (IN DOLLARS) 
BY RESIOENCE FOR THE INN~KO NWR (NORTHERN 
SECTION), 1981-82 SEASON, (n=25).a 

-- 

Village 
Number of Raw Fur Number of Average Value 
Marten Value Trappers for Trappers 
(Percentage) (Percentage) 

Nul at0 298 (26) $10,430 15 (60) 

Kaltag 395 (34) $13,825 3 (12) 

Koyukuk 121 (101 $ 4,235 3 (12) 

Galena 343 (30) $12,005 4 (16) 

Totals 1,157 (100) $40,495 25 (100) 

1 Value IS based on an average pelt price of $35. 

$ 695 

$4,608 

$1,412 

$3,001 

-- 
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per pelt that would be paid to the trapper from a buyer, if all the 

pelts were sold. However, not all pelts were sold, and prices per pelt 

varied from $20 to $50 depending on size and condition. Nonetheless, 

while Nulato trappers had the greatest participation in marten trapping, 

their average earnings from marten were considerably lower than those of 

marten trappers from other villages using the wildlife refuge. 

Trappers sell most of their marten pelts, although they may keep 

damaged pelts. They sometimes keep a few pelts for making marten hats, 

which their wives or mothers usually tan and sew. Three marten pelts 

are needed to make an adult-sized hat, which is light yet extremely 

warm. If each trapper retained three skins for hats during the 1981-82 

season, that would have been ten percent of the harvest. A few pelts are 

sold or traded in the village. Many people in the villages have marten 

hats, but most marten pelts are exported. 

i3eaver Trapping 

Ecology and Techniques 

The method of harvesting beaver differentiates this species from 

the trapping of other furbearers. Reaver are generally snared under the 

winter ice rather than taken with steel traps. Since beaver snaring 

involves a lot of time and work, trappers often separate it from their 

other trapping efforts. One trapper said that he had no time to trap 

other animals rJhen he was snaring beaver. For this reason, few trappers 

set snares for beaver while trapping mink and marten. There are other 

reasons for separating the species efforts. Beaver pelts are not prime 

until later in the winter. They are said to be easier to trap in late 
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winter as their food piles grow old, and the work itself is more amenable 

to the longer days and sunshine of February and March. Beaver are found 

throughout the refuge, but are most abundant in the Kaiyuh region. 

'vlhen setting beaver snares, the trapper first locates a place to 

chop a hole in the ice to make the sets. The runway under the ice between 

a beaver house and its foodpile is the best place to set the snares, 

because beaver pass that way most often. The foodpile is located by 

looking for sticks which protrude through the ice and snow near the beaver 

house. The ice is usually thinner over the runway making it easier to 

chop a hole through, and ice color is often distinct over the runway 

because of the difference in the thickness of the ice there as compared 

to the ice in the rest of the pond. 

After determining where to locate the set, the trapper proceeds to 

chop the hole with an ice chisel. This takes time and effort. The hole 

must be made large enough to set the snares and retrieve the beaver. A 

bait stick is set down in the water through the hole. Snares are placed 

in the hole, suspended from a toggle stick resting on the surface of the 

ice (Fig. 13). The snares are placed so that the top of the open snare 

is just under the ice, one on each side of the bait stick. These are 

often oriented perpendicular to the runway so that a beaver is more 

likely to be caught. Most trappers said that they made two sets per 

beaver house and that each set used two snares. Two trappers mentioned 

using three snares per set. Next, snow is put into the water in the hole 

to make a slush, and then more snow is added as insulation to keep the 

hole from freez ing hard, mak ing it easier to check the set when the 
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Fig. 13. Snare set for beaver. 

a) beaver house, b) ice on pond, c) runway, (1) bait stick, e) snare5 
attached to toggle stick, and f) food pile. 
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trapper returns. Throughout the 1981-82 season each trapper set snares 

in an average of 13 beaver houses. 

Willow and birch are the most common baits, but aspen and alder are 

also utilized. Bait sticks are usually cut in the vicinity of the beaver 

house. By February, the feed pile has become old and waterlogged, so 

the beaver are attracted to the freshly-cut bait sticks. The sticks 

vary in size depending on availability and the trapper's strategy. They 

must be large enough to attract the beaver underwater, yet not so long 

that they can be chewed off below the snares. As the beaver proceeds 

to chew off the bait beneath the ice, it becomes entangled in the snare 

and drowns. 

Seaver sets must be checked often so that a captured beaver will not 

be frozen into the ice. Beaver sets require more attention than sets for 

other furbearers. Once a snare has become tangled it usually cannot be 

used again, because the wire is kinked and it will not operate correctly. 

Beaver skins are stretched out in a circle and nailed to a piece 

of plywood to dry over a several day period. If pelts are retained for 

home use, the trapper's wife or mother usually tans the pelts and sews 

any articles made from them. 

Socioeconomics 

Beaver trapping differs from that of the other furbearers in harvest 

method and significance. During the study year, beaver were plentiful in 

the northern section of the Innoko NWR. Beaver pelt prices have been 

depressed for several years and have provided little incentive for intense 

harvesting for sale and export. In this region, however, beaver are 
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currently used primarily as a source of meat. Although fur quality is 

good, pelt prices are low. As a result, some trappers said that they 

preferred to keep the pelts for use in making gloves and trim on clothing 

and foot gear rather than to sell them for low prices to the fur buyer. 

During the 1981-82 season, 339 beaver were harvested on the north- 

ern section of the Innoko NWR by 33 trappers, with most of the beaver (74 

percent) caught by Nulato residents (Table 12). The average number of 

beaver caught per trapper was 10.3 and ranged from 3 to 20 beaver. As 

TABLE 12. REAVER HARVEST AND VALUE (IN DOLLARS) OF 
RAW FUR AND MEAT FROM THE INNOKO NWR 
(NORTHERN SECTION) (n=33), 1981-82 SEASON. 

Number of Number of Estimated Rawa Poundsb Valuec 
Village Beaver Trappers Fur Value of Meat of Meat 

(Percentage) (Percentage) 

Nulato 251 (74) 25 (75) $5,020 5,020 $22,590 

Koyukuk 25 (7) 2 (6) 500 500 2,250 

Kaltag 10 (3) 2 (61 200 200 900 

Galena 53 (16) 4 (12) 1,060 1,060 4,770 - 

339 33 $6,780 6,780 $30,510 

- 
a) Based on an average price of $20 per pelt. 
b) Based on an average of 20 lbs of meat per carcass. 
c) Based on a replacement cost of $4.50 per lb for beef. 

with marten, this represents a minimum harvest figure, since harvest data 

were not available for two beaver trappers. The raw fur value of the 

is est imated at $6,780 (Table 1981-82 season beaver harvest on the refuge 
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l.2), based on an average price of $20 a pelt (prices ranged between S15 

and $25). These are values calculated from an average price if all 

pelts were sold to a fur buyer. However, many of the pelts are used 

locally in the manufacture of clothing (hats, gloves, and parkas) and 

footgear (winter boots, and slippers), especially in years when fur 

buyer prices are low. A few pelts are sold or traded to other village 

residents not involved in trapping activities. 

Beaver contributes meat as well as fir and is highly valued in this 

region as a food source. All beaver carcasses obtained in the 1981-82 

season were said to be utilized for their meat. All meat was used for 

human consumption, according to all trappers interviewed, and none was 

fed to dogs. While most meat was used within the trapper's household, 

some was shared with friends and other relatives, especially older rela- 

tives. Some was sold to people who could not get out and trap themselves 

but most of the meat was retained by trappers for their own use. Because 

there is a limit on the number of beaver that may be caught by an indi- 

vidual, several trappers said that it was more important that their 

families be fed first. The limit d?cring the 1981-82 season was 20 beaver. 

The amount of meat provided by the 1981-82 season's harvest on the 

refuge is estimated at 6,780 pounds. This figure assumes that 50 percent 

of the weight of the beaver is meat, and that the average beaver weighs 40 

pounds (Behnke 1982). An extra large-sized beaver carcass weighs about 

25 pounds after skinning and gutting and yields about 20 pounds of 

edible meat per beaver. However, other parts of the beaver are also 

used. Bones are cooked in soups and stews. Sometimes the feet and tails 

are pickled and the organs cooked. 
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During the 1951-82 season, large beaver carcasses sold for as much as 

$35 apiece. If all beaver carcasses were the same size and sold for that 

price, then the meat would bring about $11,865. The true value of the 

meat must be evaluated in terms of the replacement costs, which are con- 

siderably higher. If 6,750 pounds of beaver meat were replaced by beef 

bought at the local store, at an average 1981-82 price of $4.50 a pound 

in Galena, it would cost $30,510 to replace the beaver meat (Table 121. 

Caution must be exercised when using and interpreting replacement 

values as a way of assessing the value of beaver meat (cf. Brody 1982: 

201-206). The replacement value given here does not represent the 

"actual" value of beaver meat because it does not acknowledge differences 

in nutritional qualities of beef and beaver, nor does it account for 

cultural values associated with the use of beaver meat. The use here OF 

a replacement value does not imply that beaver can be replaced with 

beef. Additionally, most trappers contacted during the study cited the 

importance of the trapping experience itself and considered it an 

essential component of their way of life. 

Mink Trapping 

Ecology and Techniques 

Since mink are found in association with water, the wildlife refuge, 

with its many lakes and streams, provides good mink habitat, especially 

in the Kaiyuh region. For some trappers, mink replaces marten as a cash 

producing furbearer. 

Mink feed on fish, small rodents, and birds, and reportedly eat 

muskrats and young beaver as well. They often occupy old muskrat dens and 
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their trails can be seen coming from hollow spaces between the ice and 

water. Trappers look around the edges of lakes and the banks of strealvs 

to Find mink tracks. Holes in a bank are a good place to locate the 

tracks of mink searching for Food. Beaver dams are another good place 

to search beCdUSe, as one trapper noted, the ice is thinner and the mink 

can get through to the water to fish. 

Most trappers set traps on a mink trail where a mink is likely to 

step on it. Mink often travel the sarle routes searching for food; 

therefore, the likelihood is great that one will travel over the route 

again. No bait is needed For this type of set. Another common set is 

the hole set. Mink are said to examine almost any hole they see, so 

trappers set traps in the entrances of existing holes or dig a hole in 

the side of a snowbank to make the set. Again, no bait is used. When 

the mink enters the hole, it steps on the pan and springs the trap. 

Most trappers use either a Number 1 or Number l-1/2 leg-hold trap, 

the same types that are used for marten. Sometimes marten are caught in 

mink sets, but mink are seldom caught in a marten set. Mink, although 

smaller, are much more fierce than marten, so often the larger-sized 

trap works better for trapping them. Mink are known to chew off a foot 

to escape a trap, although this does not occur often. One trapper used 

conibear and jump traps, and spread a scent to attract mink around the 

area in which he set his traps. This type of set yielded moderate success. 

Mink are usually killed in the same manner as marten, by pinching the 

heart. The animal is then case-skinned and the pelt stretched over a 

board. 
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Mink are usually trapped during the same time period as marten, 

from November to February, although according to local trappers, mink 

fur usually becomes prime a little later than that of marten. Depending 

on the terrain of the trapping area, both species may be sought at the 

same time. Several trappers in the Kaiyuh area only trap mink because 

there are few marten. 

Socioeconomics 

During the 1981-82 trapping season, 254 mink were harvested by 17 

trappers, with an average of 15 mink per trapper and a range From 5 to 

50. Harvest figures were unavailable for one trapper. Table 13 shows 

the raw fur value of the harvest by village. A greater number of Nulato 

trappers harvested mink in the study area than did Kaltag trappers, 

although the average earnings per trapper from the sale of pelts was 

approximated. 

TABLE 13. MINK HARVEST AND VALUE (IN DOLLARS) FROM INNOKO 
NNR (NORTHERN SECTION) (n=17), 1981-82.a 

Number of Mink Raw Fur Number of Average Value 
Village Harvested Value Trappers Per Trapper 

-- 

Nulato 196 $5,880 14 $420 

Koyukuk 0 0 0 0 

Galena 0 0 0 0 

Kaltag 58 $1,740 3 $580 - 

Totals 254 $7,620 17 $448 

a) Value is baxon an average pelt price of $30. - -_I_ 
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Most mink pelts were sold, but a few were kept for home use. One 

trapper said that prices were down during the 1981-82 season. Mink 

carcasses usually are disposed of by throwing them in the woods OF one's 

trapping area. Some trappers use them for fox bait. Trappers reported 

that mink meat is not eaten by residents of these communities, althouqh 

one trapper said he heard that they are edible. 

Other Furbearers 

Traps are generally set for fox whenever a trapper sees their 

tracks. Several strategies are used. Sometimes bait is spread under 

and around a trap. One trapper set an open trap along his snowshoe 

trail, while another set one on his snowmachine trail. Fox tend to 

follow trails and trappers make sets in places where fox are likely to 

step on the traps. Fox are sometimes caught in marten sets when they 

try to steal the bait. One trapper mentioned that a good place to find 

fox was around fishcamps. 

During the 1981-82 season, 10 trappers caught 25 fox, ranging from 

1 to 8 fox and averaging 2.5 fox per trapper. Specific figures were 

unavailable for three trappers who also trapped fox. One fox trapper 

was unsuccessful. Fox pelts sold for an average of $70, which would 

result in a total raw fur value of $1,750. Number 3 and Number 4 traps 

generally were used, although fox were also caught in Number l-1/2 marten 

,traps set for marten. 

Fox fur is usually prime in November and fox are easiest to catch at 

the beginning of the trapping season. One trapper noted that after 

November, tracks were seldom seen until late January when fox traveled 
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back and forth over the trails. If animals are not already dead in the 

trap, fox are killed in a similar manner as marten -- the heart is knelt on 

or crushed while the head is held back with a stick or ax. Some people 

hit them on the head. Fox pelts are usually sold and carcasses are 

discarded. 

During the study year, otter were seldom actively sought, but were 

incidentally caught in beaver snares. One reason given by trappers 

for not trapping otter is that they have a lot of fat under the skin 

making them difficult to skin and flesh. One trapper said that the 

market was poor for otter in 1981-82 and that at least one buyer was not 

accepting them that year. Otter fur is used in making winter boots and 

as trim. Otter pelts are known for their water repellant qualities. 

Few people trapped lynx on the wildlife refuge. Trappers noted that 

there are not many in the,area and that lynx are known to travel widely. 

During the 1981-82 season, however, five trappers set traps for lynx. 

Four of these trappers were successful. A total of 39 lynx were caught, 

33 of which were trapped by one person (Table 6). This man used 50 

Number 3 "jump" traps. At a raw fur value of $250 per pelt, the total 

harvest was valued at $9,750 for all lynx trapped on the northern section 

of the refuge. 

Several trappers explained how to kill a lynx. When a trapper 

finds a live lynx in one of his traps he approaches it cautiously. A 

noose made from a rope is suspended from a stick, then placed over the 

animal's head. The lynx puts its head in the noose and then steps back, 

thereby killing itself. 
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Wolverine were trapped also but to a small degree. Wolverine dre 

known to travel widely and trappers reported few in the area. sets 

were usually made when evidence of wolverine was found in an area. Some 

trappers used Number 4 leghold traps, while one man set snares. Bait 

such as fish or fresh meat was generally used. Wolverine were also caught 

in marten sets as they tried to rob the bait. They are often trapped to 

keep them from robbing other sets. Four trappers set traps for wolverine 

dtiring the 1981-82 season with a total harvest of four animals. Individual 

harvests ranged from none to two. At an average value of $200 per pelt, 

the 1981-82 harvest was valued at $800, assuming that all pelts were 

sold. 

Costs of Trapping 

Costs involved in trapping can be high. Table 14 provides a list of 

minimum supplies needed by a trapper and their local costs. The trapper 

also needs a saw, pots and pans, suitable clothing, and groceries. 

While the trapper may have some of these items on hand, the initial 

investment for traps and other supplies can require substantial cash 

expenditures. Local trappers estimated that a new trapper spends between 

$1,000 and $5,000 to get outfitted, depending on what equipment he started 

with. According to several trappers, the average life of a snowmachine 

is three years. Most trappers interviewed buy their supplies locally. 

Traps can be obtained in Galena and Koyukuk or ordered from Fairbanks. 

Imported food is usually purchased locally in Nulato, Kaltag, Koyukuk, 

and Galena, although some people order staples from Anchorage. There 

are no resident furbuyers in Nulato or Kaltag. Trappers in these 
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TABLE 14. COSTS OF TRAPPING SUPPLIES IN 1951-92. 

Item 

Snowmachine 

Average Price 

____-~ 

$2,500 to 3,000 

Gasoline $2.70/qallon 

Beaver snares $17/dozen 

No. 1 trap (longspring) 

No. l-1/2 trap (longspring) 

Ax 

Canvas wall tent (8x10 ft) 

$50/dozen 

$70/dozen 

$25 

$195 

Ice chisel $50 

Lantern 

Shovel 

Snowshoes 

Toboggan 

$40 

$30 

$80 

$100 

Woodburning stove $90 

communities sell to one or two buyers who fly-in from Fairbanks or 

take their furs to Koyukuk or Galena to sell. None of the people inter- 

viewed sent their furs outside of the state to auction. One of the 

greatest continuing expenses for the trapper is fuel. Snowmachine fuel 

costs ranged between $200 and $1,100 for each trapper to run his lines 

during the entire season. Trappers noted that they usually made enough 

money from fur sales to cover their trapping expenses, although this 
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depended in part upon which species were trapped. Many trappers reported 

that the costs involved in trapping beaver were higher than the amount 

earned from the sale of the furs. Taking into consideration the replace- 

ment value of beaver meat, the trapping of other species lowers or covers 

the costs involved in trapping beaver; thus the trapper "saves" money by 

using beaver meat. 

Summary 

Thirty-seven trappers from the villages of Nulato, Kaltag, Koyukuk, 

and Galena used the northern unit of the Innoko National Wildlife Refuge 

for trapping beaver, marten, mink, fox, lynx, and wolverine during the 

1981-82 season. Marten comprised the greatest percentage of the total 

fur harvest (63 percent), with beaver making up 18 percent. Ninety-five 

percent of the trappers participated in beaver trapping, compared to the 

80 percent actively trapping marten. The trapping season generally 

lasted from November to April, with marten and mink being trapped primarily 

during November, December, and January, and heaver during February, 

March, and April. Other furbearers were trapped as tracks were sighted 

during the season. 

Access to trapping was provided by several trails into the refuge. 

Two trails were used by Galena residents on the east side of the refuge 

(see Map 2). Koyukuk residents used a trail on the north end, Nulato 

residents used either the "Kaiyuh Trail" or "Nine-Mile-Trail." A trail 

from Kaltag to the "Kaiyuh" was used by Kaltag residents. The majority 

of trappers used the Kaiyuh trail to reach their trapping areas. The 
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snowmachine was the primary method of travel to the trapping areas, 

although one trapper walked, and one was flown into his area. 

Trapping areas used by Nulato residents tended to be smaller in size 

and spaced more closely than the areas used by residents of the other 

villages. Nulato residents often traveled a greater distance to reach 

their trapping areas. Some trapping areas were used by more than one 

trapper, but they were usually recognized as "belonging" to one trapper 

who allowed someone else to trap with him or also use the area. "Use 

ownership" describes this "owning" of a trapping area most closely. No 

one else may use that area without the consent of the trapper. Tenure 

is established by consistent use of an area over an unspecified period 

of time. 

Use rights are governed by unwritten customary laws. Matters dealing 

with use of traplines and trapping areas have traditionally been decided 

among the trappers of these communities, and they continue to follow this 

practice. 

Use of an area for trapping does not entitle a trapper to exclusive 

rights to the land for other activities. The land is considered open to 

anyone for hunting, berrypicking, fishing, or other resource harvesting 

activities. 

Most trappers held seasonal jobs. Twenty-four percent of the Nulato 

trappers had commercial fishing permits. Other jobs held seasonally 

were in local construction or cannery work in coastal communities. 
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During the 1981-82 season, a total of 1,169 marten, 344 beaver, 284 

mink, 34 lynx, 39 lynx, 25 fox, and 4 wolverine were trapped on the 

refuge. Beaver are generally snared under the ice in bodies of water, 

vJhile other species are generally trapped with leg-hold traps. Marten 

and mink are important cash producers, while beaver are currently trapped 

primarily for meat. 
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OISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Trapping is one of several resource harvesting activities which 

currently takes place on the northern unit of the Innoko National Wildlife 

Refuge. Use and occupancy of the Kaiyuh region pre-dates Euro-American 

contact. Archeological evidence unearthed by de Laguna (1947) supports 

long-term use of the area. Historical accounts of white explorers and 

missionaries describe the people occupying the territory and their way 

of life. These accounts also trace the use of this land for trapping 

furbearers, from the time of Russian contact up into the 1960s (Loyens 

1966). 

The Innoko NWR (northern section) is used primarily by residents 

of the middle Yukon communities of Nulato, Kaltag, Galena, and Koyukuk. 

While camps were located in most parts of what is now the wildlife refuge, 

the area known as "the Kaiyuh" was historically inhabited to the greatest 

extent. Until the villages became the year-round residence sites For 

most people, summers were spent along the Yukon River fishing for salmon, 

and fall and winter spent hunting and trapping at the camps in the Kaiyuh. 

Today, trappers still return to trap in the Kaiyuh and elsewhere on the 

refuge, although they are no longer accompanied by their families. Most 

of these trappers live in Nulato, and the permanent move to the village 

has been within the lifetime OF many of the older trappers. Thirty 

percent of the trappers were raised at camps on what is now the refuge. 

According to the 1980 census, the communities of Nulato, Kaltag, 

Koyukuk, and Galena have populations of 350, 247, 98, and 765, respec- 

tively. During the winter of 1982-83 there were 81 households in the 
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size class, while in the general community the largest size class consists 

of two-person households at 21 percent (Fig. 4). 

Refuge trappers range in age from 17 to 69 years old (Fig. 6), with 

an average of 44 years. The age distribution, especially for Nulato 

trappers, is polarized, with no Nulato trappers between the ages of 30 

and 41. Fifty-seven percent of them are age 47 or older, while 30 percent 

are 30 years or younger (Fig. 6). Trapping activities in Nulato appear 

to be age-related, although the reasons for the low participation by 

individuals in their 30s and early 40s are not certain. There may be 

several forces at play. At the present time, most of the best areas are 

already utilized by trappers. Since the last families completed the move 

from the Kaiyuh to Nulato during the 195Os, trappers who are in their 40s 

or older are the last ones who actually grew up in the seasonal camps. 

Seventy-seven percent of the current trapper "owners" acquired their use 

areas through close family ties (Table 7). It is generally older trappers 

who "own" trapping areas. In most cases, the younger trappers are trapping 

with an older man in the elder's area. Partners tend to be either in the 

same age group as the area's "owner," or a generation younger, which may 

explain the gap in the 30-41 year range. As the older trappers retire 

from trapping, more areas may become available for use by younger trappers. 

Most trapping areas on the wildlife refuge are identified with 

specific individuals. These areas are considered by village residents 

and trappers as "belonging" to certain trappers. The "owner" is someone 

who has used the area consistently for an unspecified period of time and 

whose use is recognized by others in the area. Many trappers show long- 

term use of their area of 15 years or more. Some places are open to 
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trapping by anybody. For example, anyone may set a trap along the Kaiyuh 

trail, although not off the trail in another trapper's area. Some areas 

close to the villages are "open" to the first person who comes along 

that year. However, areas which are considered to "belong" to individual 

trappers are not "open" for use on a first-come basis. If another trapper 

wants to use the area, he must ask the "owner" first. 

Trapping area "otiners" have use rights only; they do not own the 

land, and their rights apply to trapping only. Other people may hunt and 

fish in the area if they do not disturb the traps. Because of the types 

of uses that have occurred on the land up to the present time, there has 

been 'little conflict with trapping. 

There are three methods of acquiring trapping areas, primarily 

through close kinship ties. Close relatives are fathers, fathers-in-law, 

brothers, brothers-in-law, and grandfathers. Seventy-seven percent of 

the trappers acquired an area previously used by a close relative, includ- 

ing 41 percent who inherited their trapping area from their fathers 

(Table 9). Another method of obtaining a place to trap is by locating 

an area which no one is using, and then inquiring locally whether or 

not it belongs to someone. If not, then it is considered "open." After 

a number of years of consistent use, it will be considered the new person's 

area. Sometimes a trapper shows his area to a new person and then turns 

it over to him. They may or may not have trapped together for several 

years. 

Trapping is an activity which occurs both singly or in pairs, with 

trapping pairs slightly outnumbering solitary trappers. In most cases, 

pairs are close relatives. The area is usually "owned" by one member of 
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the pair, but the costs and catch are shared equally between "partners." 

Trapping pairs did not necessarily always trap together, but the arrangc- 

ment ma.y have been for one season or part of the spason only. Many 

of the young trappers trapped with a close older relative. 

Marten, mink, fox, lynx, and wolverine are usually trapped during 

the first half of the trapping season, during the months of November, 

ilecember, and January. In February, most trappers begin snaring beaver, 

although they continue to set out traps for other species if they see 

tracks. By March and April, only beaver are generally sought. 

Trappers base their operations either from a camp near their trap- 

lines or from their village home. This appears to be matter of personal 

decision in vJhich the trapper must weigh the advantages and disadvantages 

of both modes of operation. Time and fuel spent in traveling, food and 

equipment costs, family responsibilities and companionship must all be 

considered. 

The snowmachine is the primary mode of transportation to the trapping 

areas and for checking lines, although some trappers walk their lines. 

During the 1981-82 season, no one used dogs and one inan flew to his area 

from the village. In some years, access is provided by boat via the 

Kaiyuh slough during the early fall. 

Marten are trapped primarily in spruce forested areas of the refuge, 

in the hills and along the Yukon River. Mink and beaver are found in 

association with water and are most abundant in the Kaiyuh region. For 

this reason, more mink and beaver are taken by Nulato residents, since 

they trap in this area, while Kaltag and Galena residents take more 

marten (Map 1). Some trappers also use areas outside the limits of the 
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northern section of the Innoko Refuge. Therefore overall community 

harvests for these four communities would be somewhat greater. However, 

the harvests within the wildlife refuge contribute substantially to 

Nulato's take of beaver, because it is that village's primary beaver 

trapping area. In the other villages most residents go elsewhere to 

trap beaver. 

Marten and mink are generally caught with leg-hold traps. Common 

sets for marten are cubbyhouse and leaning pole sets, while trail and 

hole sets are made for mink. Beaver, by contrast, are usually snared 

under the ice near their houses. The differences in these trapping 

methods contribute to the separation of trapping effort for these species 

during the season. Fox and wolverine are usually trapped with leg-hold 

traps; jump traps and snares are set for lynx. Otter are sometimes 

caught in beaver snares. Muskrats are usually shot during the spring 

with .22s rather than trapped. 

The 1981-82 trapping season furbearer harvest on the wildlife refuge 

was as follows: 1,169 marten, 339 beaver, 284 mink, 39 lynx, 25 fox, and 

4 wolverine. Harvest levels for each species are affected by local 

ecology and availability. Since furbearer trapping is a source of both 

meat and cash, the harvest is also affected by fur prices and nutritional 

needs. 

Although some trappers try to trap any species that is available, 

many trappers adjust their trapping strategies according to on their 

individual goals. Trappers who want to maximize cash income rely on 

marten or mink (with moderate prices but easily trapped) and try to get 

as many as possible of the species which bring higher prices (these are 
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also less easily trapped). On the other hand, some trappers are orimarily 

interested in meat and trap only beaver. Most trappers, however, will 

allocate the beginning of the season to the cash-producing species anti 

devote the end of the season to beaver for meat, thus maximizing both 

benefits. 

Marten, mink, lynx, fox, and wolverine are trapped solely for their 

pelts. During the 1981-82 season, average pelt prices were as follows: 

marten, $35; mink, $30; lynx, $250; fox, $70; and wolverine, $200. 

Beaver pelts were going for $20. However, because of low prices, sale of 

the pelts was a secondary use of beaver. Many trappers also said that 

due to the low prices, it was better to keep their beaver pelts for their 

wives to make into hats and mittens. The pelts were more valuable for use 

by family members. Some trappers said that they routinely keep the 

small pelts (which bring lower prices). A few sold pelts regardless of 

the low price. With a harvest limit of 20 beaver that year, a trapper 

could only make $400 from the sale of the furs. Species such as a weasel, 

for whom prices are extremely low and which are not edible, are not 

actively trapped. 

Marten and mink made up the majority of the species trapped for fur, 

with marten comprising 63 percent of the total harvest on the wildlife 

refuge. Mink made up 15 percent of the harvest. Most trappers reported 

that they sold most or all of their marten and mink pelts. 

Currently, beaver are trapped primarily as a source of meat. More 

people participated in snaring beaver on the refuge in the 1981-82 

season than did in trapping any of the other species. Ninety-four percent 

of the trappers set snares for beaver, while 75 percent trapped for 
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marten. Although this may partly be a reflection of species availability, 

since beaver are found throughout the refuge and other species are not 

as widely distributed, it does reflect the fact that beaver is the 

preferential species for some trappers. For many, the meat is the 

primary incentive for snaring beaver. An average-sized adult beaver 

yields approximately 20 pounds of meat (Behnke 1982). As vJith all 

trapping, beaver snaring requires a cash outlay for fuel and equipment. 

A few trappers noted that because of low pelt prices, the sale of the 

fur by itself would not cover the costs of trapping beaver. Yet it is 

worth snaring beaver because of the meat obtained. The cash outlay is 

met by income obtained from trapping other species of furbearers or 

seasonal wage employment. The amount of meat provided by the beaver 

harvest is estimated at about $6,780 pounds, with a replacement value of 

$30,510 based on a replacement cost of $4.50 a pound for beef in Galena. 

The average beaver would be worth $90 in meat according to this formula. 

Thus, the highest value brought by beaver is for the trapper to consume 

the meat himself, rather than selling the carcass for cash, even if the 

price of the pelt is included. 

The total raw fur value of the 1981-82 harvest on the refuge was 

$68,515, with an average of $1,852 per trapper. In reality, earnings 

were lower than this because not all pelts were sold. Some marten were 

kept for hats, much of the beaver was retained for home use due to low 

prices, and very small or damaged furs were kept. Together, the value of 

fur and meat is, estimated at $99,025, with beaver meat valued at 45 

percent of the raw fur harvest value. 
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The monetary evaluation associated with the sale of furbearer pelts 

or with replacement costs for beaver meat does not accurately represent 

the significance of trapping to the people of these communities. There 

are aspects of trapping to which a monetary value cannot be assigned such 

as the experience of the activity itself. The giving of pelts and use of 

beaver meat at potlatches are cultural dimensions that must also be 

considered. Trapping reaffirms historical ties to specific areas for 

many trappers. 

In conclusion, trapping is an important resource harvesting activity 

which takes place on the northern section of the Innoko National Wildlife 

Refuge. This activity provides both meat and cash income for residents 

of Nulato, Kaltag, Koyukuk, and Galena. Differences in harvest levels, 

species utilized, and use areas and strategies reflect variability in 

local ecology, individual preferences, customary use areas, and an 

indigenous land tenure system with historical roots. Trapping is one 

element in a spectrum of resource uses on the wildlife refuge which 

contribute to the well-being of residents of these villages. 
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