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CHIEF GERRY ANTOINE 
During this emergency period, many contributed in their own special way stepping out of their comfort zone 
to make a difference and to ensure that everyone’s basic needs were met. A lot of sharing occurred to make 
sure that this happened. I would like to thank all of the people who opened their hearts and minds to assist our 
people during this difficult period.

CHRIS CHAI
Thank you Fort Smith! 
We cannot thank you enough for your kindness, 
compassion and generosity. The donors went out 
of their way to cook comfort food for the evacuees 
to make them feel at home.  They deserve a medal 
for exemplary service in a humanitarian crisis.  Very 
much appreciated

Let us not forget the beauty of life and the 
successes of our youth in these difficult times. 
Today we are celebrating a courageous young 
man who never gave up and paves the way.
Young men and women in the Dehcho are full 
of potential, they are the community builders 
of tomorrow.

CONNOR SANGUEZ 

They say that it is in times of emergencies that you 
really see the best in people and of your community.  
People band together to help each other when the 
need is the greatest and I can certainly attest to 
this fact.  There was not a single day that we were 
at the camp where we didn’t receive some sort of 
help or offers of help from volunteers and concerned 
community members who lived off the island

PRINCIPAL LEACH 

RENALYN PASCUA-MATTE
Every cloud has a silver lining.

The recent floods in the Dehcho are a reminder that mother Nature rules.

It is also an opportunity to appreciate the people of this land.  You seldom 
see so much generosity, kindness and compassion.  People opening their 
homes to strangers, children raising funds, communities donating food 
and other necessities.  We are all part of an extended family.

This is the North as we know it, the North as we love it!

Hay Riverites of all ages stopped over their lunch hour to offer cash donations and buy 
cookies & lemonade!   The amount raised was $322.00 and was added to the following 
initiative: https://fundrazr.com/01oaef?ref=ab_39WzqNVsNXa39WzqNVsNXa

MIKE DRAKE 
When I was asked to submit an article, it was 
suggested that I focus on some of the many 
positive observations I may have concerning this 
year’s extreme flooding involving two Dehcho 
communities. While this emergency has adversely 
affected many of our residents, I have personally 
witnessed a community coming together to help 
one another. Of course, there are also those 
assisting our communities that we don’t see, all 
of the volunteers and community staff from other 
communities caring for our evacuated residents. 
There are dozens of GNWT staff from as far as YK 
to right here in our communities assisting. Not 

to forget the incredible Community Government 
staff and an amazing amount of truly dedicated 
community volunteers. Another observation that’s 
hard to miss has been the very thoughtful food 
donations and  GNWT food Hampers.

Now that the Emergency is over, the Cleanup has 
started. I have no doubt we can expect there will 
be many people wanting to assist, that’s just the 
way things work here.

I expect it will be a busy summer in both JMR and 
Fort Simpson while both communities rectify flood 
damages.

There were many times through the last week 
of flood activity that I was very proud to be a 
community member. An unforgettable effort on 
everyone’s part right from top on down to all of 
the volunteers, thank you very much.”

Mike Drake 
Regional Superintendent, Dehcho Region 
Municipal and Community Affairs 
Government of the Northwest Territories.

left to right on the chairs: Clare Engen (11 yrs.), Emmanuel Engen (6 years), Elijah Engen 
(8 years) and Sheilany Bouchard. The little girl standing is Belle Smith, one of their first 
customers, and enthusiastic supporters.

We apologise for not thanking all the volunteers and communities that provided support in 
these difficult times, but we can only print what we have received.  We sincerely acknowledge 

everybody who made a difference.  SUPERINTENDENT P. BRULOT

S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N



2 | Voices of the North – May 2021

My heart goes out to Dehcho 
residents who are impacted by 
the recent flooding. The North 
has always been a place where 
we come together and support 
one another during challenging 
times, and we will do that again. 
It has been a tough year, but I 
have faith in the resilience of 
northerners and of the residents 
of the Nahendeh and Dehcho 
communities

Protecting the health, safety and 
wellbeing of our students, school 
staff, families and communities 
continues to be our top priority. 
Staff at the Department 
of Education, Culture and 
Employment are ready to provide 
support, and will be working 
with impacted communities to 
address the educational needs 
of the students as we move 
forward to recovery. My office will 
work closely with the Chair and 
Superintendent of the Dehcho 
Divisional Education Council to 
ensure we’re doing everything we 
can.

We know how difficult it is to 
have schools and early learning 
and child care programs closed. 
Students benefit from the 
interaction with their teachers 
and peers, and in-classroom 
learning is the place best for that 
to happen. Until that can resume 
again, we’re happy to report that 
students in Jean Marie River are 
remote/online learning, and able 
to check in regularly with their 
teacher and principal. We have 
also been in touch with education 
leaders in Fort Simpson to offer 
additional supports when the 
community is ready.

I have seen such acts of kindness 
through the news, social media, 
and from Dehcho residents 
and colleagues – stories of 
northerners opening their 
homes and businesses to people 
impacted by the floods, as well as 
online auctions, and fundraising 
initiatives. I hope that northerners 
can focus on the positive, and 
continue to support one another 
through this challenging time.

A Message from 
Minister R.J. Simpson

The Honourable R.J. Simpson 
Minister of Education, Culture and Employment
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Thank you Fort Smith!
The volunteers in Ft. Smith are great 
role models for our students and for 
all of us. Even the taxi driver Simon at 
Border Cab gave us a free ride home 
on Saturday when he saw that we were 
loaded down with emergency supplies 
at the store. The community of Ft. 
Smith held a concert last week to raise 
money for the flood victims. Volunteers 
sacrificed their free time, evenings and 
weekends to help out.

We couldn’t thank the volunteers 
enough at the refugee center in Ft. 
Smith. They ran the soup kitchen and 
provided 3 square meals a day to the 
evacuees from Ft. Simpson. The donors 
spent a lot of time and effort in cooking 
the nutritious and delicious meals 
(duck soup, caribou stew, roast beef, 
BBQ ribs, turkey …). 

Clayton the professional chef from 
Ft. Simpson chipped in to cook a 
lasagne dinner.   The staff from the 
Town of Ft. Smith worked tirelessly 
to take care of us. Also the volunteers 
and donors at the Catholic Church 
and Roaring Rapids Hall supplied us 
with donated clothing. Many retail 
stores in town also give 10% discount 
on purchases to help out. I hope all 

these unsung heroes would get some 
acknowledgement for their generosity, 
warm hospitality, kindness and great 
community spirit. 

We are very grateful for their helping 
hands. Mahsi Cho “

Thanks for giving kudos to all the 
wonderful unsung heroes & heroines of 
Ft. Smith. 

Warmest regards, 
Chris

Deborah Price kindly opened her home 
and went at 12:30 midnight to pick up 
people at the refugee centre.

Denelin, an evacuee choosing to 
remain positive.

Left to right: Leah Desjarlias, Margo 
Ziemann and Lori Desjarlias

Evacuees lining up

Left to right: Jessica Cox and Marion 
Berls

Refugee centre in Fort Smith

Hilary LerRoy-Gauthier

Left to right: Leah Lori and Margo

Luke James

Emily Colucci welcoming evacuees with 
a smile.

Left to right: Jeff o’ Keeffe and Bruce 
Chadwick.  Jeff was a former Director 
at Aurora and Chad is a retired teacher.

Diane Seals and Dana Fergusson 
staying warm and compassionate with 
distressed people.

Taxi driver Simon Haaima

FORT SMITH
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‘You have not lived today until you have 
done something for someone who can 
never repay you.’ - John Bunyan

From years of experience living in 
the north, my wife and I have come 
to know that people like those who 
call Jean Marie River home, let alone 
people throughout the NWT, have 
long-lived to protect and support each 
other. In fact, I would say there is an 
unwritten motto that like family, your 
neighbor is your responsibility. Not only 
does this ensure a welcomed sense of 
belonging and security, but it has also 
ensured survival in those moments of 
dire. No better had this been proven 
than on Friday, 7 May 2021, at roughly 
6:30 pm, when the Mackenzie River, 
supported by water and ice flowing 
from multiple tributaries, decided to 
release the grip on its frozen surface 
causing a flash flood that according to 
elders had not been witnessed since 
1963.
The first signs of ice breaking started 
across the river where the deeper water 
seemed to be. However, like a chain 
reaction in fast forward, it quickly 

spread toward Jean Marie River. Of 
course, the community had been made 
aware of the near possibility that the 
Mackenzie River would soon let loose.  
It was also known that the Mackenzie 
had initially frozen over higher than 
seen in past years and thus a strong 
possibility of flooding.  For this reason, 
the First Nation Band Office and SAO 
ensured the town had an evacuation 
plan in place. In fact, even as the first 
siren was sounded people had already 
begun packing their trucks, with some 
taking the initiative to leave earlier.  
However, for the majority of the people, 
nothing would have prepared them 
for the speed and power in which the 
Mackenzie ice let go.  
Like a freight train, the unstoppable 
ice began breaking loose at roughly 
6:30 pm.  Within seconds, frozen pillars 
towered over trees as the ice crushed 
everything in its way. Trees 12 inches 
thick snapped like twigs, the deafening 
sound echoed so loudly that you would 
have sworn they were right beside 
you at the time. Then there were the 
blocks of ice, some 5 feet thick and 20 
feet in diameter. The aftermath would 
see crushed snowmobiles, misplaced 
buildings, destroyed homes, and 
certainly millions of dollars in damage. 
After the initial siren, by roughly 6:35, 

it became obviously apparent that the 
water was coming in faster than anyone 
could have predicted. Within minutes, 
the water and ice began flowing over 
the lower road by the airport closing 
in a few of the houses (afterward, it 
was apparent they were the worse hit).  
About the same time, the only exit 
road out of town started to overflow.  
Fortunately, a majority of people were 
able to flee in their vehicles but with 
little more than what they could carry. 
As for the remaining, it was clear no 
one would be getting past the rising 
water when the last truck attempting 
the crossing quickly sank and stalled 
with water flowing in through the 
doors and windows. The result was 
a frantic preparation to rescue the 
family occupants and their two dogs.  
As my wife, our two dogs, and I sat in 
our truck, the next to take our turn, 
I could not help but smile, despite, 
as community members put aside 
everything to retrieve a boat in order 
to rescue town members in danger; 
to me, it was revealing just how much 
people valued each other.  As for those 
that simply had no chance to make 

their way across, including us, our job 
now was to prioritize who next would 
take the incoming canoes and a small 
motorboat to safety. Added, what we 
could do to prepare the vehicles and 
houses for the unknown but certainly 
inevitable damages to come.
Over the next 12 hours, people 
routinely counted heads to ensure 
everyone was present, further prepped 
locations for camps, ensured there 
was available food and water, and 
began thinking of what needed doing 
should there be another surge of ice 
and water.  When daylight broke and 
following a quick supply run with 
Brad (SAO) to Fort Providence for 
water and food, at roughly 8:30 am, a 
few of us canoed back to collect some 
belongings and assess the damage.  
Upon arrival, it was clear the ice and 
water had done their worse.  Besides 
multiple snowmobiles, vehicles, and 
other equipment previously submerged 
underwater, the obvious was that 
most of the houses had severe water 
damage (it was later determined that 
this included 22 of 26 houses) – some 
allowing water to reach five to six feet 
high throughout the house. Added to 
that, there were buildings moved from 
their foundations, yards and roads 
shrouded with trees, ice, and debris, 

and uncountable personal items pulled 
from their spots and now spread over 
as far as the eye could see.  In fact, 
many personal items were making their 
way downriver. For my wife and me, we 
quickly discovered that our Jeep had 
been submerged underwater and was 
later determined a write-off.  Looking 
at it all, we could only compare it to 
what we had experienced during two 
bombings while living overseas, it was 
a complete violation and devastation 
of property without prejudice.  You 
simply cannot imagine, unless 
experiencing it yourself – as many as 
you may have, just how disheartening 
it is to listen as community members 
broke down in tears knowing in one 
night their entire life’s existence was 
now gone – the belongings they had to 
remind themselves of their struggles 
and accomplishments were no longer; 
destroyed or washed down the river.  
Over the next couple of days the people 
of Jean Marie River, guided by elders, 
respected family members, Chief 
Sanguez, and Brad - the community’s 
SAO, realized the full devastation 
of the flash flood and began the 
healing.  Despite no longer having 
communication, power, or, for many, 
no place to stay, people went out of 
their way to invite others for a coffee 
and something to eat.  Clothes, sleeping 

bags, spare food, and anything else 
not used were offered to others who 
needed it.  Outside help also started to 
arrive, including a portable generator, 
communication repair personnel, and 
offers of assistance.  Now, five days 
later, and with the added devastation 
of joining communities, people from 
all over the NWT have been taking 
steps to show their support for those 
caught in the floods. Whether it is three 
young girls selling juice in front of 
their home in Hay River or the entire 
community population of Ulukhaktok 
coming together to fundraise, the 
overwhelming support from the 
NWT (and likely beyond) should not 
be surprising to any of us.  In truth, 
it is simply a reflection of just how 
important our neighbors are.  As Plato 
once said, ‘Never underestimate the 
difference YOU can make in the lives 
of others.  Step forward, reach out and 
help.’

Wikipedia: Jean Marie River 
(Dene Zhatie language: 
Tthek’éhdélį or Tthek’edeli 
means “water flowing over 
clay”)
Composed by: Dan Summers 
and his wife, Lucinda Summers 
(Educators at Louie Norwegian 
School in Jean Marie River, 
NWT)

School playground

Support Group Photo - LNS Flood - May 21

JEAN MARIE RIVER

Last Truck Attempt and Rescue - LNS Flood - May 21

Disclaimer:  The following recollection of events are my own and not meant to contradict and/or embellish those previously reported.
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A DEHCHO SUCCESS STORY
(WE THANK CONNOR SANGUEZ FOR SHARING HIS STORY WITH US)

BEING A DIGITAL ROLE MODEL
BY: PATRICK PHILLIPS, ASSISTANT SUPERINTENDENT (DDEC)

CHARLES TETCHO SCHOOLOn April 23, 2012 Dehcho Division 
Educational Council (DDEC) held a 
district wide event with our partners 
Safer Schools Together. The purpose 
of the event was to promote the 
responsible use of technology and 
to inform those in attendance of the 
reality behind a digital footprint. The 
parent session which lasted 90 minutes 
followed-up by a 30 minute Question 
and Answer period was well attended 
in each of our eight communities.

The theme of the presentation was 
to inform parents as the digital role 
model within their household. Further, 
the presentation was designed for 
parents to help their children to 
develop a strong digital foundation 
while reminding them that their digital 
‘tatoo’ reflects their real and online 
selves. A snapshot of current trends 
and concerning apps was provided 
that equipped parents with a variety 
of strategies. One of these strategies 
included ways in which to have 
important conversations with their 
children around social media safety. 
Further, the presentation encouraged 
parents to have a family technology 
plan that included recommendations 
for family guidelines and parental 
controls.

DEH GAH SCHOOL

My name is Connor Sanguez, and I 
was born in Yellowknife. My family 
moved around a lot when I was 
young, and I eventually settled 
with my mother and sister in Fort 
Simpson.

When I first started going to 
Thomas Simpson school, the one 
thing that caught my eyes was the 
Cadet Program. The fact that kids 
get to have a program that is strong 
in leadership, great for networking, 
making new friends and memories.  
I attended a few cadet camps in 
Whitehorse, and really liked the 

lifestyle. It was a rigid structured 
plan on how your day was, to 
challenge and push yourself, and 
you get into shape physically.

So, I saw myself joining the 
Canadian Armed Forces, said “let’s 
go”, and signed the dotted line.

When I went to St-Jean Quebec 
for basic training, after graduating 
from high school in 2019, right 
off the bat you are put to the test.  
You are breaking the mental and 
physical barriers you never thought 
possible. When I went for my 
infantry course, that was a whole 

different ball game. Your stress 
levels were high right from when 
you got up at 5:00 am, right to when 
you went to bed at 10 pm. Four days 
with no sleep, constantly doing 
physical work, and especially with 
the Covid 10 pandemic. What went 
from a three month course ended 
up being a ten month long infantry 
course. And on such a long hiatus, 
I had a brief moment of doubt, but 
kept pushing.

I never thought I would be a 
princess Patricia’s Canadian Light 
Infantry 2021.
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FORT SIMPSON

It has been extremely difficult due to 
the fact that it has not been our way. 
Despite this sudden upheaval, at the 
end of the day we found ourselves 
safe. Knowing this it is a great sign 
of relief. The emergency plan did 
achieve it’s objective to ensure that 
the island community people were 
safe. As objective as this current plan 
was it did not take into account the 
overwhelming emotional devastation 
that the flood had on the people whom 
were suddenly uprooted, displaced, 
and relocated. This, for Dene people, is 
not something new. All in all, despite 
what happened, we need to recognize 
and embrace the knowledge that we are 
all in this together.

During this emergency period, many 
contributed in their own special way 
stepping out of their comfort zone 
to make a difference to ensure that 
everyone’s basic needs were met. A lot 
of sharing occurred to make sure that 
this happened. I would like to thank 
all of the people who opened their 
hearts and minds to assist our people 
during this difficult period. Being on 
the land, brought us closer together; 
to family and friends. It spoke to all 
of us that the land is still here and it 
does what it does through the endless 
natural knowledge of the ancient ones. 
They have continuously shared their 
teachings through today on what is 
essentially important to all of us. I can 
only summarize it into two simple 
things: the land that is still here and 
the relationships which has always 
been, to date, very challenging for us. 
Our relationship is with the land, with 
ourselves, and with our family and 
communities. Today, in reflection, it 
has been extremely difficult.

I want to remind people that we all 
got together 100 years ago. There is 
a special spirit in intent within this 
relationship. This intent is needed to 
be implemented. So, today, the land 
opened our eyes to the fact that our 
relationship is with the land and with 
ourselves. Now that we are together, 
we need to continue stepping forward 
together. I reminded of a saying, 
“Let’s put our minds together for our 
children of tomorrow.” I would like to 
thank everyone that stood up and the 
communities that opened up for us.

Message from Liddlii Kue First 
Nation Chief Gerry Antoine
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It has been over a week now. A week of 
unprecedented changes and upheaval. 
The flood that was never really 
supposed to happen, happened. Many 
of us living on the island portion of Fort 
Simpson left for higher ground

and ended up at the local firefighter 
training camp. Slowly, a community 
of tents and cooking centres began to 
emerge. Freezers were brought in and 
filled with food. We dubbed ourselves 
Tent City. Port-a-potties were set up 
large water tanks arrived and were 
readily filled. Firewood by the trailer 
loads were dumped, and volunteers 
came and spent days cutting it up for 
our fire pits. My particular area of the 
compound was affectionately called 
Manhattan, as one of the proprietors 
here had a camping trailer. Those of 
us tenting, circled it like the rings of 
Saturn.

The weather has not been the most 
cooperative. Rain and snow have 
made for some interesting nights in 
the elusive hunt to stay warm. There 
has been no lack of bedding and cots 
to help in that endeavour, and I will be 
forever grateful for that!

Telling my/our story during this 
experience is all about perspective. Had 
I written this story two days into this 
journey, my feelings would have been 
entirely different- and so would my 
writing. We felt alone and somewhat 
forgotten. Not by the community, 
but by those whose scope is so much 
larger. The little kindnesses at the local 
level took on new meaning. Having 
a passerby start up the fire pit in the 
morning so we would all have heat. 
Someone rising early to make coffee 
in the communal coffee urn to help us 
jump start our day.

They say everything happens for a 
reason. That blanket statement makes 
me wonder sometimes, but it seems 
extremely fitting for this particular 
space and time. We heard and told 
stories around the fire of sadness and 
happiness, of prosperity and despair. It 
always brought us back to how things 
could be so much worse. We rallied 
around our fellow camper who found 
out while living here that he has cancer. 
We will help him any way we can now 
and in the future. This entire experience 
has made us all a little wiser, a little 
more patient, a little more resilient, and 
a whole lot kinder.

There are so many life lessons to be 
learned from ordeals such as these-the 
good, the bad, and the ugly, however I 
try to manoeuvre on the side of good as 
best I can, albeit a bit wobbly at times.

The water levels have dropped. Life 
is beginning to stir once more in 
the hamlet of Fort Simpson. I hope 
that those of us who have been 
on the receiving end of so much 

thoughtfulness, caring and kindness 
will pay it forward. Let’s make the 
Flood of 2021 about lessons taught and 
learned, of gratitude and thankfulness, 
and of community and kinship- Now 
that’s a story worth telling around a fire 
pit!

Denise Noel

Proud Fort Simpson community 
member and traveling PST for the small 
schools in the Dehcho.

FORT SIMPSON

Evacuation 2021: A Tent City Perspective

The unprecedented flood in Fort 
Simpson called for extreme measures.  
Families on the island were evacuated 
from their homes.  Some chose to stay 
with family who lived “on the hill” in 
Fort Simpson, and others decided to 
camp at “Tent City”.  Some individuals 
were flown to Fort Smith where they 

were welcomed with open arms.  
The generosity from people around 
the NWT was truly heart warming.  
Pictured below are some of the 
members of my “Flood Family”.  I feel 
so privileged to have been able to help 
those who were impacted by the flood 
in Fort Simpson.

FLOOD FAMILY
BY NANCY NOSEWORTHY
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FORT SIMPSON

In the evening of Sunday, May the 
9th (Mother’s Day) the evacuation 
Sirens went off on the Island of Fort 
Simpson and the power was cut off.  
We; my girlfriend, dog, and cat packed 
up the truck and quad with camping 
gear and any other important items 
that we could carry and headed to the 
makeshift evacuation campgrounds off 
the Island of Fort Simpson.  

We arrived at the evacuation camp after 
the sun had set and so we set up our 
tent quickly and spent our first night 
shivering together as the temperatures 
hovered around the freezing mark (0o 
Celsius).  The next day we were able to 
finish setting up our camp properly and 
the cold nights became slightly more 
tolerable.

When we arrived, there were six port-
a-potties and three dumpsters for 
garbage at one end of the campground, 
portable fire pits and piles of firewood 
all around the camp.  Finally, in the 
centre of the campground was an area 
where people could get extra supplies 
that they might not have thought to 
bring in their haste to evacuate (i.e. hot 
chocolate, bread, gloves, tarps, etc.).  
In addition, this central area also had 
a generator that ran flood lights for the 

campground and a freezer for people to 
store their food, if needed.

Over the next eight days, as the 
campground filled up with more and 
more people, approximately 50 – 60 
people at its peak, the community 
added more and more amenities; extra 
port-a-potties, heated McPherson Tents 
and Stoves, extra deep freezers, and 
even three shower units. I will tell you 
that there was simply nothing more 
soothing for the soul and psyche than 
to finally be able sleep in a heated tent 
as well as having a shower after eight 
days of going without.   

They say that it is in times of 
emergencies that you really see the 
best in people and of your community.  
People band together to help each 
other when the need is the greatest 
and I can certainly attest to this fact.  
There was not a single day that we were 
at the camp where we didn’t receive 
some sort of help or offers of help from 
volunteers and concerned community 
members who lived off the island.  The 
camp manager, Wally, made sure that 
we were all as comfortable as possible.  
I never saw the man stop moving and 
working.  One night he and another 
man came to our campsite to chop 

wood and make enough kindling for 
us to last the rest of our stay, simply 
because I didn’t have an axe to do it 
myself. 

Health and social services checked in 
with everyone daily, just to see how 
we were all doing and to provide us 
all with some human interaction and 
conversations.  Grand Chief Gladys 
Norwegian, Chief Jerry Antoine, Rec. 
Coordinator Andre Bolduc, ENR staff, 
just to name a few, stopped by to help 
out in any way they could.  In addition 
to these public leaders, there were also 
many private community members, 

who lived on the hill, that stopped by to 
visit and see if they could help us in any 
way possible.  

Over the course of our 10-night stay, 
amid the uncertainty of everything that 
was going on, there was one certainty: 
the strength and generosity of Fort 
Simpson, the Dehcho Region, and 
the Northwest Territories has shone 
through and made a very difficult event 
much less traumatic.  We are “Dehcho 
Strong” and Mahsi Cho to everyone 
who helped and us get through this 
trying time. 

“I spent 10 days in the camp evacuation site but I was lucky I have a recreational 
vehicle I was able to live in but I did worry about others who were staying in 
tents.  The feeling of the people in the tent city as we called was fluctuating 
sometimes, sad, depressed, happy because we tried to keep up our spirits high 
and then goes back in circle again.  But this experience should be taken as lessons 
learned on emergency preparedness.  The local officials and the community 
members worked together which is makes it great even though there were few 
shortcomings. I commend everyone in the community who did their best to help 
each other.

Thanks, Renalyn Pascua Matte

10 NIGHTS AS A FLOOD EVACUEE
BY MARTY LEACH


