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Upper Inlet Dena’ina

The Dena’ina Culture Exchange 

Program, Knik Tribe, is an ANA grant 

funded program specifically designed for 

students in 8-12 grades and staff to attend 

other Dena’ina culture camps to exchange 

Dena’ina cultural knowledge and bring back 

to share with other students and staff at 

Knik Tribe. 

In this presentation, Kevin Toothaker, 

Program Administrator and Marilyn Balluta, 

Project Coordinator will share historical 

information on the Upper Inlet Dena’ina 

people in the Mat-Su area. We want to share 

stories in a culturally appropriate manner of 

the Upper Inlet Dena’ina people based on 

research from Shem Pete’s Alaska, 2nd Edition

book along with other research materials. 

In most cultures, Elders are revered as 

being culturally knowledgeable of the 

values and ways of living in a 

community. In addition, cultural 

knowledge can be learned from other 

members of the community who aren’t 

recognized as Elder but seek to practice 

and teach culture in culturally 

appropriate ways. 

Cultural bearer is not necessarily the age 

of an Elder identified in the community, 

but an individual with the wisdom and 

willingness to pass on to future 

generations. 



History of the Upper Inlet

This is the history of the 

Mat-SuValley most 

people see….



Upper Inlet Dena’ina

These are the lands of the Upper Inlet 

Dena’ina, and Ahtna Athabascans…



The Upper Inlet Dena’ina

Archaeologically Speaking…

The Northern Archaic 
Tradition from 5,500 

B.P. to 2,500 B.P.

Between 8,500 and 
5,000 B.P. the boreal 
forest became fully 

established.

By around 6,000 B.P. 
salmon may have 

begun to spawn in the 
waterways of 
the Susitna drainage.

Northern Archaic 
Tradition sites have 

been discovered along 
the Susitna 

River east of Talkeetna, 
and on bluffs above the 

Matanuska River 
dating  

to around 5,000 –
3,000 B.P.  



Upper Inlet Dena’ina

These are two routes believed to be taken by the 

Dena’ina Peoples when they migrated to the Upper 

Inlet.

The Northern route was believed to be used first and 

then the Second route to Kenai, however the time 

between hasn’t been determined.

Archaeological findings at Hewit Lake (1st route) in the 

Alaska Range have the Dena’ina there about 2,000 

years ago. 



Upper Inlet Dena’ina

Naming Names: 
To the Dena’ina & Ahtna Athabascan (or Dene) knowing placenames were critical to their survival, 

because that knowledge helped them understand where they were. The Dena’ina did not have maps, 

their placenames were the maps. The placenames had great ”…affection for the associations between 

the names, the ancestors, and the land…” according to Shem Pete’s Alaska. The names were reported 

from memory and not learned from maps or records (for Shem Pete’s Book over 45 Dena’ina speakers 

agreed with the placenames).

A huge tenant for the Dena’ina is that “…new names are never coined by individuals, and Dena’ina 

places are almost never named after people.”

The Dena’ina & Ahtna are fond of the placename, in part because the meanings are usually analyzable. 

Their placenames were essential for orientation and boundary marking.  “The names are applied in a 

systematic way and parsimonious way over entire drainage systems and regions.” Shem Pete’s Alaska.

“Sequences of names are a stimulating mix of fact and imagery and can be enjoyed as folk poetry” 

• “Nutul’iy –Object That Stands in the Water” – Fire Island

• “Dnal’iy, Denal’iy (Dena’ina) Tnel’aay (Ahtna) The One that Watches Us” – Pioneer Peak



The Upper Inlet Dena’ina

Qesh’qa or Chief: There was no role as important to the Dena’ina as that of the 
Qesh’qa. These leaders were responsible for the subsistence activities, organized the 

harvest each season brought and most importantly, they were the “Master of the 
Cache” and collected the products of each seasonal activity and distributed them back 

through the lean months of winter.

It is believed that every salmon bearing stream in the Mat-SuValley had a community 
with a Chief

According to Osgood: Ethnography of the Tanaina, the Chief could be considered as 
Father of the Community, he looks after families of men who are off hunting, goes to 
each house each day to see that all are provided for, visits the sick and the poor who 

have nothing and pays the Shamans, children left orphans were adopted and given the 
same right as his blood children.



Upper Inlet Dena’ina
Chief Affinasi, Chief Affinasa, Chief Affannassia, Dusgeda Tukda

These names are all the same man, Chief Affinasi was a mystery. He was a Knik Chief; 

everyone agrees he was once a Qesh’qa for the Knik Tribe. He was a known Big Man in 

that he was described to be very wealthy, a firm leader, very successful trader, and a tough 

man bred from tough times. He lived both at Knik and Affanasi Point (near Hope).

There is a story that he instigated the murder of George Holt at the Knik ACC Store and 

threatened the storekeeper's replacement. He was very wealthy from fur trading with the 

Ahtna and Dena’ina before they would get to Knik. Shem Pete said he could hear his boat 

coming from the rowers before he could see it. He rode in the front with his arms spread 

when he came into town in fur laden boats.

While he was a successful Chief for the most part, his tough ways did him in. He became 

poor, living on leftovers from the good will of the people around him. When he was rich, he 

was a tough man, and demanded a lot from his people. He became mean and lived alone as 

a result, his meanness was legendary and was probably the reason he became destitute as his 

people would leave him after being treated poorly.

His story breaks into two different ones towards the end of his life. One is that he died 

destitute in Kenai, and the other from Shem Pete said that Dusgeda Tukda was Chief Affinasi

and he passed away near the mouth of the Little Susitna River as a result of being nailed 

into his sweat lodge without water. 



Upper Inlet Dena’ina

Chief Wasilla is a conundrum. We know his story is awesome since there is a city named 

after him. From our research, Chief Wasilla had five wives and was half-brother to 

Eklutna Alex. He was wealthy in the Dena’ina sense that he was generous, a hunter, a 

trapper, a fisherman, some say he was a Shaman, traveler, carpenter, tradesman, linguist, 

Astronomer, and storyteller.

Shem Pete said he led as many as 2-3 hundred people, he took care of any youth who 

were alone, and they helped him stay wealthy by teaching them about trapping and 

fishing or meat. Ironically, the success of the townsite of Knik was the beginning of the 

end of his leadership, as his people left him to work for the storekeepers, hauling wood, 

fishing for cash (alcohol and the bad that comes with it). The railroad doomed the Knik 

townsite and formed a town by Wasilla’ Place (he had nichils in between Wasilla Lake 

and Mudd Lake). Eventually the powers that be dropped the “Place” and the community 

became Wasilla.

Chief Wasilla Theodore is a relation of the Knik Tribe’s leadership today. He is buried 

near Knik Goosebay Road and his relations say that he was over 6 feet tall, a Shaman as 

well, and could also be the source of the namesake of Wasilla.



Upper Inlet Dena’ina

Niteh (Dena’ina) or NuuTah (Ahtna) “Between Islands, Among Islands” was a 

village that had to move periodically because of flooding on the Knik/Matanuska 

Rivers.

One such flood from Lake George (Lake around Knik Glacier) occurred in the 

1920’s and floated their whole store down the Matanuska all the way to Fire Island 

where the Eklutna and Knik people were fishing for Salmon. 

They found that big store on their beach and nothing had washed away and was 

just full of inventory. “Some of those people wore two sets of suspenders, and 

everybody wore two or three neckties. Those women wore neckties too. And some 

of them wore big cowboy hats, the men and women…” 

After that Bill Ezi’s wife’s father wanted him to use a stick and poke the mud as it is 

just like quicksand follow the current and leave the stick at the last point every 

night so you will know where to start the next day. They would do course 

corrections, but Ezi stayed with it. Until one day, he found the safe. It took multiple 

trips to take all the gold out of it and then the safe itself. 

That’s how he got rich…



Upper Inlet Dena’ina



The Upper Inlet Dena’ina

Shem Pete’s Alaska is an encyclopedia of placenames and stories that unlocks the stories of the Upper Inlet 

Dena’ina. It certainly provides insight into the lives of the Dena’ina and how they thrived here in the Upper Inlet.

This hill was called Hninighi’iy Ka’a

by the Dena’ina. The Flat in the 

foreground in Hninighy’iy Kena.

Johnny Shaginoff said, “I never heard 

of village in this area. Natives were 

scared to climb….they said it was 

dead people’s house. They saw smoke 

(of ghosts) all the time.”



The History of the Upper Inlet Dena’ina

Hunter Creek, located on Knik River Road. It was used to hunt moose. Dena’ina would herd moose up 

this canyon towards their hidden hunters. 

On the opposite side of the Knik River Valley was the where a small band of Dena’ina were known as the 

“Goat Eater Denna”. Their use of the whole goat was known as far away as Tyonek.



History of the Upper Inlet 

Dena’ina

This is a picture taken from Donkey Creek Lake…

Site of a village used in Pre-Contact times. This is a 

village site that was in the war story Jiggi Baneyaht

“Where the Princess is Raised”

The sons and daughters of qesh’qa were brought up 

at this village because it was “hidden” far from the 

Inlet and safe from raids. 

“Once this village was attacked by Alutiiq coming up 

the Yentna River. A man and a women escaped and 

warned the Dena’ina downriver. 

After this battle, the village was not reoccupied. No 

use of the area in the 20th Century is remembered.”



History of the Upper 

Inlet Dena’ina

Mt. Yenlo was also home to caribou. These 

caribou were sought after for their 

beautiful, unique hides and saved for the 

Qesh’qa or wealthiest Dena’ina to use.



History of the Upper Dena’ina

The Alutiiq were mentioned quite a lot if Shem Pete’s book all across

the Upper Inlet, Anchorage Bowl Area, and Turnagain arm. As we did 

our research, we became aware of them, the Alutiiq or Ulchena, who 

were resourceful hunters and raiders apparently.…

They maintained their own food caches in Dena’ina territory. A Food 

Cache was even discovered in the middle of an island within 2 miles of 

Susitna Station (a village) on the Susitna river!

Some villages even had escape routes and emergency food caches. A 

ridge near a village was called Uq’e Tsits’eldatl’i “On It Someone Went 

In Fear”…here at the ridge it is said that the Kroto Creek band (of 

Dena’ina) maintained a hideaway with caches of grease, dry-meat, and 

fish, in case of an attack from the Alutiiq.
Aluttiq or Ulchena Warrior



Upper Inlet Dena’ina
With the Iditarod running, wanted to share how important dogs were to the Dena’ina. 

In our research, we have learned that dogs were important workers for the tribes. They 

were trained to be hunters first and foremost as they would train them for hunting 

Bears, Beavers, Sheep, most any animal that they harvested. They would break a 

ptarmigan leg bone and poke the chosen dog's nose with it, and it would known what 

it was hunting then. They would train the dogs to hear the beavers in the lodges after a 

Dena’ina would break open the top and the dogs would listen for a “Buzzing” sound 

beavers make when they are cold and go after them in the tunnels. 

The Upper Inlet Dena’ina would use packs for their dogs to tote their gear. They did 

not use them to pull sleds until after contact. The Dena’ina would not kill or eat their 

dogs according to Osgood, but they weren’t revered either. They were only allowed 

the chew on the bones of caribou or moose and trout bones were taboo for them to 

eat.

The Dena’ina also burned and buried or deposited the bones of animals they ate in ice 

holes out of reverence for them. It was taboo to mishandle the animal’s bones.



Did You Know?

• The Upper Inlet actually froze in the Winters? That some tribal members once ice skated across 

the inlet from Knik to Eklutna? The Eklutna tailrace is the reason the inlet will not freeze 

anymore. It was still open near the anchorage though.

• After bad wildfires on the Knik side of the Inlet forced them to hunt for moose up to the 

headwaters and beyond of Eagle River? Tribal members would hunt 4 or 5 moose and drag 

them to Eagle river and build a boat frame and stretch the hide of a moose around it and then 

fill the boat with the rest of the moose and float them down the river and across the inlet to 

feed their families.

• Dena’ina and Ahtna were Astrologers as they often used the stars to find their ways back home 

or to various destinations.

• Knik’s anchorage became “Anchorage”  as the importance of  the Knik townsite became slight 

after it became apparent the railroad would not be close to Knik.



Upper Inlet Dena’ina

The Dena’ina way of hunting beluga was called “yuyqul” spearing tree. This method was only used here, thanks to the 

complicated currents and evermoving channels of the Cook Inlet. The Dena’ina knew where to place the trees next to 

channels, and harvested Beluga whales the same time they did salmon since the whales fed on salmon. Once harpooning a 

Beluga, the thrower would signal shore and boats would come and chase the whale. 

It was a place of honor to be the one who harpooned from the platform. They only harvested Belugas; they did not go after 

larger whales. 



Upper Inlet Dena’ina

“Golden Crowned Sparrow”

In the Spring people were fishing, but there were no fish. One man 

was sitting on the bank and listening, a bird sang, “Tsik’ezlagh.”

He ran into the house. “Hurry!” he said, “that bird sang 

“tsik’ezlagh.” And everyone went down to the beach with dipnets.

The one who spread the news was watching, and a gull flying close 

to the surface of the water was calling “beq’ina [‘it’s fish eggs’] He 

went there with a dipnet. He jumped in the water, and he caught a 

King Salmon.

And they marked that day. At times the fish ran earlier. At times they 

ran later. And they listened for that bird. Sometimes the bird sings 

earlier, sometimes later.

That is what they said. When the first salmon run, the Golden 

Crowned Sparrow Sings.
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