
Author’s Note to the Reader:

A portion of this work is based upon a plausible hypothesis using testimony from an Athabascan G’wichin legend as it was relayed to me, as well as other evidence I choose not to reveal at the time of this work’s publication.

I will attest to you as the author that the following is a true account of the story as it was told to me while living in Venetie, Alaska in 1992.

Ernest Sipes
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It is night here in Al Khobar, where I have worked the past five years for the Royal Saudi Arabian Air Force in a training position. Our war here is overlooked, unacknowledged and forgotten by those outside the Kingdom. 

But for us, the twice weekly drone and missile strikes from Iran on our RSAF air base cannot be ignored. 

Tonight, I sit hunched over the table in my room in the mud fort the company rented for us from a local Shiek, wishing for the gift of sleep. As a dust storm rages outside, the windows shake and rattle as if something is trying to break inside. The sound of the wind takes me back to a similar night, many years and many miles away. 
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BUT SLEEP NEVER COMES easy for me.

Another coffee and a Marlboro red, and my mind travels back to my home in Alaska and the people and stories I heard there in my past life – a life that tonight doesn’t even seem real. So, to try and purchase my way into sleep, I will tell you an old Alaska story that has never been put in writing before.

In the early 1990s, I had a girlfriend named Nancy Frank, a Neetsii’ G’wichin tribal member who lived in Venetie, a village located about 50 miles NW of Fort Yukon. I spent a year on-and-off in that village, learning wilderness skills, hunting, cutting wood and doing all the things necessary to live in the Bush, as I had just graduated college and had been away from home for several years. 

My mind travels back to when I first entered that tiny, roadless, Alaskan Native village of 250 people. The same place where I was told upon stepping from the plane by the First Chief that if any Tribal member requested, I would be forced to immediately leave the reservation. In no uncertain terms he informed me my position there was as a barely tolerated “guest” by tribal members.
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AFTER LANDING IN THE Wright’s Air Cessna Caravan, Nancy’s father, 75-year-old Nathanial Frank, greeted me warmly as I walked into the family’s small log cabin on the outskirts of the village. That summer I was the solitary non-G’wichin person living in the village.

Venetie then was still a remote place, and the community generator of the village was turned off at 9pm. Most people who weren't in bed stayed up late, playing cards and telling stories to each other by lantern light or candle.

The memories are flowing now: Blown snow melting on my cheeks, fresh caribou blood warming my freezing hands, soft kisses and the smell of wood smoke on her skin.

I heard this story there one night from Nathanial, a story from long-ago, of a large, ferocious and ancient bear. The events he relayed had occurred many years before, but he could not say exactly how long ago it had been. Then the G’wichin lived as family bands, moving all the time, even in winter, in groups of not more than 40. The events took place between Venetie and Arctic Village and to the west, and in his hushed voice I strained to hear the words ‘unusual animal’, ‘one of the Old Ones’ as I remember Nathanial describing it to me. 

He called it “Ice Bear.”
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It has been over 30 years now since that windy, moonless, fall night in 1992 when I heard this tale, the same day I had killed and skinned my first black bear with Orin Frank, Nancy’s brother. 

This is what I remember of the now lost and forgotten story that Nathanial Frank told to me by candlelight in his cabin on the far edge of Venetie, as the wind moaned outside the door just as it does now in Al Khobar.
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Drawing of Alaskan Athabascans

Presented Here for the First Time in Publication: Edward Adams, 1852

IN THE TIME LONG PAST, at certain times of the year, all the bands of the G’wichin would meet at agreed upon places, like on the Chandalar River where Venetie is now, or at other places, such as on the Koyukuk river, because there and then the fish would be in the rivers. So, in the summer at a certain time and place the bands would congregate to trade goods and exchange foodstuffs.

And while gathered together the young people would court, dance and woo, and then sometimes marry.
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IN THE LATE WINTER, up by where Arctic Village is located now, the bands would camp, because caribou would herd through chosen areas, migrating among narrow mountain passes where many could easily be taken.

Then, one year in an early summer meeting place, it was noticed by all that an entire band did not arrive, which was very unusual. 

And later in the same year, at another place (I don't remember some details now of where) another family group didn't show up. And everyone wondered greatly why people were disappearing.
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G’wichin Woman: Adam’s Watercolor, 1852

LATER THAT SAME SEASON, a young girl arrived where the bands had gathered with a new group, who were not her clan. And she explained to the people called together by the chief that her family had been attacked in the winter before by a large
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Giant Short-Faced Bear
(Arctodus simus)

Estimated Max Height: 16’
Estimated Max Weight: 1,700lbs
Considered extinct by 9,000BC






