AURERA | 360

2020 Experience:

First Nation Culture On The Spotlights

Aurora 360 guests at the Haa Shagéon Hidi in Carcross

For its second year of operation,
Aurora 360 has brought together
50 international guests for a unique
4-day astronomical and Yukon
cultural experience, from the 23rd to
27th of January 2020.

The visitors ar-
rived on Thurs-
day with a
few options
for the day of
Saturday,
before THE big
event (the nor- .
thern lights flight)

astronomical

presentations at the

Beringia
Centre with some free time to
explore Whitehorse, a wildlife reserve
and Takhini hot springs loop or a
cultural tour in Carcross.

20 of the Aurora hunters chose to
visit Carcross, traditional territory of
Carcross/Tagish First Nation with
Myself, (Amélie, Administrative and
Tourism Manager for the Carcross/
Tagish Development Corporation)
guiding the day.

After a quick stop at Rainbow (aka
Emerald) Lake, where the frigid cold
wind and heavy snow was awaiting
for us, our little gang went to the

Caribou Crossing Trading Post,
usually closed for the winter but
opened to us for the day by Dale Cole-
bran, the site manager, for a visit of
the wildlife museum. Benny, Nalla and
Bandit, the dogs in residence, took it
~ upon themselves to
. guide us through the
. different specimens

. of past and present

Yukon animals -
including one of
the only two fully
taxidermy and pre-
} served woolly Mam-
moth existing in North
America!

Saying goodbye to our new furry
friends, we headed towards the
Carcross/Tagish Learning Centre,
Haa Shagoéon Hidi — Our Ances-
tors House in tlingit. The two and a
half years old building has been
designed to host cultural gatherings

and traditional teachings for the com-
munity as well as visitors, and is cha-
racterized by the 8 astonishing Totem
Poles in front of the facility.

Mark Doucette, the facility Director;
Keith Wolfe Smarch, Master Carver
and his wife Donna Wolfe, herbalist
and environmental monitor, all em-
ployed by the Carcross/Tagish First
Nation, greeted us for the second part
of our cultural trip.
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Carcross/Tagish First Nation Dugout Canoe

Mark presented the recent Healing
Canoe project which was a mentorship
program led by Wayne Price; Master
Carver from Haines, Alaska who
mentored local youth (including re-
nown artist Violet Gatensby) through
the traditional artform of dugout ca-
noe carving. In 89 days, the group had

Albert, from San Francisco,
was looking for a Northern
Lights tour disable friendly
to make his mum, Shirley,
dream come true: seeing
Northern Lights!

turned a 450-year-old cedar log into a
30 foot vessel, symbolizing Commu-
nity Healing. The canoe was used for
the first time in July 2019 for a 4 day
trip taking members of the Teslin, At-
lin and Carcross Tlingit communities
from Teslin to Carcross to celebrate the
Haa kusteeyi, a biennial tlingit gathe-
ring. We were fortunate enough to be

Donna Wolfe showing traditional plants

able to take an indepth look of the
canoe and marvelled at its incredible
detailing and carvings.

We then joined Donna in her office
where she showed the guests samples
of plants and mushrooms she harvested
and preserved for the benefit of Com-

munity members and tra-
ditional knowledge pre-
servation. Part of her job
is to teach others how
to process wild and lo- BEg
cally grown harvest into {2
healthy food. We were [&&8
all pretty impressed by &
her knowledge and more
than willing to try her
jams!

Keith led us outside to explain the
significance of each of the 6 Clan
Poles — one for each clan of the
Carcross Tagish First Nation (Daklawei-
di (Killerwhale) and Yen Yedi (Wolf)
are both of Wolf (Gooch) Moieties;
Deisheetaan (Beaver), Ganaxtedi
(Raven), Kookhittaan (Crow), Ishka-
hittan (Frog) are all of Crow (Yeitl)
Moieties. Next to it, is the Game Mo-
ther pole — the story of all animals
creation - and the People pole that
reflects the importance of each and
every woman, man and youth in the
community and was carved at the
Elders’ request.

All pretty cold and hungry, we hopped on
the bus for a short drive to the Carcross
Commons. We settled down at the
Skookum Jim’s House for a bit, where
Donna delighted us with a traditio-
nal and delicious (warming!) lunch:
moose stew, bannock and home made
Saskatoon berries jam, while Keith told
the story of Skookum Jim Mason. We
learned that Keish was Skookum Jim’s
traditional name and he was a member
of the Tagish First
Nation Daklaweidi
Clan, co-discove-
rer of the gold that
started the Gold
Rush in 1896. He
was also a packer
for the pioneers on
the famous White
Pass and important
benefactor to his

First bannock!

Rebecca works for
Tourism Yukon in
Australia. She had a lot
of fun on her first dog
mushing experience and
found really phenomenal
being on the plane. She

tlingit Artist for the last 30 years.
When he was 13 years old, he dis-
covered, while looking at an old pho-
tograph, that all the beautiful art and
regalia from his ancestors had been
destroyed by government policies’
orders. Witnessing this made him
determined to bring his People’s art
and culture back to the Community.
Today, he as 20 totem poles to his
credit, 2 pieces in the Buckingham
Palace collection and numerous
other public and private collections all
over the world. He describes his job as
“the best in the world, and it’'s getting
better everyday!”.

Reluctantly leaving Keith and Donna
and their thrilling stories, we braved
the snow to meet Cheyenne at Cari-
bou Crossing Coffee, who opened the
coffee shop for us, despite being on
their winter break. We all enjoyed a hot
beverage and mouth-watering local
blueberries pie before going back to
Whitehorse for a little break before the
big night.

The entire group met around 7pm at the
Kwanlin Din Cultural Centre, house of
culture and teachings for the Kwanlin
Dun First Nation people, for the second
for the three locally sourced dinners
included in the guest package.

The Gala Menu had been prepared by
Chef Joseph Mohan from the Westmark
Hotel, featuring smoked salmon, rabbit
and arctic char, all deliciously paired
with  Yukon grown green and vege-
tables.

The evening theme being
First Nation Culture, Gary
Keinas Axh t.déos John-
son and the one and only
Gramma Suzie came
to teach us a little bit of
tlingit, a few spooky
stories and a good dose
of sassy Yukon humour!
They were followed by
The Dakhka Khwaan

; loved the First Nation )
own community. Dancers,National
cultural performance.  Award winning Inland
Fully revived tlingit dance group, who
from our meal, shared their songs and

our group followed Keith to his car-
ving shop, a few meters away from
our lunch place. The master carver,
whose ftraditional name, Shakoon,
means Mountain Bird, has been a

stories with us for the remaining 45
minutes of the gala, before giving us
a HOOOHAAA for the next and most
anticipated event of the day; the nor-
thern lights flight.



We felt pretty VIP when we realized
we were not going to go through the
airport at all, but our bus was going
to park right at the plane, on the tar-
mac!

Our amazing AirNorth pilots took off
around 12:30 am for a 3 hours loop
through the Arctic Circle and back,
at a 36,000 ft cruising altitude.

Rozlyn, from New York city, had
wanted to see auroras for decades
but was apprehensive of the cold.
She loved that she learned about
the Yukon First Nations and
meeting with Keith the carver.

While waiting for the lady Aurora to show up, the Yukon
Brewing team greeted us with an on-the-spot home made
cocktail — house Gin and spruce tip — lit up by a green
lighted LED ice cube.

It didn't take long before
our pilot turned off all the
lights in and out the plane,
which allowed us to see
the faint bands of greeni-
sh, ghostly lights. Mother
Nature being unpredictable,
some of us were a little bit
disappointed by the weaker
show — although we did get to
see some really nice activity.

by the Dancers’ performance and
appreciated the cultural
component of the trip.

Karen, a writter from Seattle, enjoyed her
visit at the wildlife preserve and her splash
at the hotsprings. She was pretty impressed

equipment or a really (really) good
cellphone to capture some ok shots.
We were fortunate to have the plane
ride hosted by Anthony Gucciardo,
Aurora 360 President; Kalin Pallett,
Aurora 360 Project Lead; Franco
Gucciardo, Project Manager; Emmy
award winning author David Levy,
as well as Pierre Paquette from the
Royal Astronomical Society of Ca-

nada and Rob Steenburgh from NOAA, who were all happy
to answer any questions.

AirNorth flight attendants offered us a Northern Lights snack

box that included a yummy
northern lights cheesecake
and we started our descent
back to Whitehorse.

Special shout out to the
pilots for a super smooth
flight, from take off to landing!!

We parted ways at the West-
mark hotel, around 4:30am,

and headed home full of memories of a truly unique day,

which all guests will remember for the rest of their lives!

Not surprisingly, the art of taking pictures of Northern
Lights from a plane is quite challenging and it took
me most of the flight to figure out a good set up for my
camera - amateurs be aware: you will need fairly good

~ Northern Lights from the plane

Keith presenting one of his pieces

Amélie Druillet

More information:
www.ctfn.ca
www.aurora-360.ca
www.destinationcarcross.ca
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