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Glossary of Key Mining Terms

Abandoned Mine: A site where advanced exploration (diggings, pits, 
trenches), or mineral extraction has ceased, without effective remedi-
ation or reclamation. This term is often used to refer to orphaned mines 
(see below).

Acid Mine Drainage: A pollution issue where mine wastes (tailings, 
waste rock, etc.) from sulphide rock formations react with air and water 
to produce sulphuric acid. The resulting acidic water has the potential 
to oxidize heavy metals (lead, cadmium, copper, etc.), exacerbating the 
water pollution problem.

Base Metals: Metals that are not considered precious (iron, copper, lead, 
etc.).

Cyanide: A chemical used to dissolve gold or silver in order to facilitate 
separation from ore. 

Open Pit (or Open Cast) Mining: A mining method that removes ore 
deposits through the mechanized digging of large holes directly from the 
surface (usually after the removal of overburden such as vegetation and 
soils). 

Ore Body: The entire body of rock and other material that is extracted to 
process and produce one or more valuable minerals.
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Ore Concentrates: Produced through a milling process (often crushing 
and chemical separation) that results in a fine powder with a high per-
centage of the target metal. Ore concentrates are not a finished product, 
but are often produced in situ for more efficient transport to a smelter. 

Ore Reserves: An assessment of the total amount of ore that can be ex-
tracted to produce minerals, usually categorized as possible, probable, or 
proven. 

Orphaned Mine: An abandoned mine for which no private owner can 
be identified in order to establish liability. Such sites typically revert to 
public ownership and responsibility. 

Placer Mining: Recovery of surface or stream-bed deposits of a target 
mineral (often gold), typically by washing, dredging, or hydraulic mining.

Prospecting: The earliest stage of the development process involving the 
active search for possible mineral claims.

Reclamation: A process of converting abandoned (or soon to be aban-
doned) mining lands to a usable state, as opposed to allowing them to 
become derelict.

Rehabilitation: In mining landscapes where full restoration (see below) 
is impossible, a partial repair of the structure and function of the previ-
ous ecosystem. 

Remediation: Environmental cleanup at operating or abandoned mines, 
usually focused on lands and waters contaminated with heavy metals, 
radiation, and other toxic substances.

Restoration: An attempt to address the ecological impacts of mining 
through a return (as nearly as possible) to the ecological conditions that 
existed prior to mining.
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Strip Mining: Mining near the surface through the removal of overbur-
den and scraping of the ore over large areas. Strip mining is common 
with coal and sometimes bitumen deposits.

Tailings: Waste material (often a fine dust or slurry) emitted from an 
ore-processing mill after separating valuable minerals from the sur-
rounding ore. 

Tailings Pond: An artificially constructed body of water meant to con-
fine tailings and prevent associated toxic material from spreading to local 
bodies of water or escaping as airborne dust. Leakage from tailings ponds 
has historically proved a major problem at mining operations. 

Underground Mining: Removal of valuable minerals through the dig-
ging of mining shafts, tunnels, and chambers. 

Waste Rock: Larger chunks of rock (and sometimes coarse gravel) pro-
duced through the mining process but containing no valuable minerals. 
Waste rock is often left in large piles at abandoned mines, but can also 
be used as construction material for roads or as fill during reclamation 
activities. 

A Note on Terminology
Throughout this volume, we generally use the terms indigenous to con-
note first peoples in a global context, Aboriginal and Native to indicate 
first peoples in a Canadian context, and First Nations or Inuit to describe 
distinct cultural/linguistic groups or legally recognized bands in Canada. 
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1

Introduction: The Complex Legacy  
of Mining in Northern Canada

Arn Keeling and John Sandlos

In the midst of his annual northern tour in August 2011, Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper visited the Meadowbank Gold Mine, one hundred kilometres or so 
north of Baker Lake, Nunavut. Speaking in front of assembled workers and mas-
sive ore-hauling trucks, Harper hailed the mine—Nunavut’s only producing site 
at the time—as a beacon of future prosperity for the people of the Arctic, and 
promised his government would help industry “unlock development possibilities 
in the North.”1 The PM reiterated these grand pronouncements to party sup-
porters in Yukon the following year, when, echoing former Conservative Prime 
Minister John Diefenbaker, he declared that “the North’s time has come” and 
that mineral development would help fulfill a “great national dream.”2

Fast-forward to early 2013: as gold prices continued their long slide 
in the wake of the global recession, Agnico-Eagle, the company that owns 
Meadowbank, announced that it would close the mine three years earlier than 
planned (in 2017) and shift operations to another northern site. Mineral ex-
ploration funds began drying up, and new development proposals were scaled 
back across the North. Most dramatically, the massive Baffinland Mary River 
iron mine project in Nunavut radically curtailed its investment and develop-
ment plans, cancelling a proposed railway and port development on Baffin 
Island and scaling back its project investment to $740 million from an initial 
projection of $4 billion.3
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These events illustrated, in a very short time frame, the extreme vola-
tility of the mining sector and the uncertainties that stalk mining-de-
pendent communities and regions. Since the early 2000s, this industry 
has seen strong growth, as global demand and concerns over mineral 
scarcity began driving a “commodity supercycle” that spurred strong in-
vestment.4 High mineral prices meant companies began to seek oppor-
tunities in regions previously considered too remote or expensive to oper-
ate profitably, including Northern Canada. Exploration and development 
expenditures skyrocketed, attracting renewed interest in historic mining 
areas—whether former mines or previously explored but unexploited 
deposits—that had been idled by the industry’s prolonged slump in the 
1980s and 1990s. After the “bust” that closed mines and destroyed com-
munities in the 1980s, mining seemed ready to “boom” again in the heady 
days of the pre-recession 2000s. Most observers remain cautiously opti-
mistic about the medium to long-term trends in commodity prices, and 
the prospects for northern development, but there’s little doubt recent 
bumps in the road to northern riches have caused some to reflect on the 
industry’s risks, as well as benefits.5

As a historian and a historical geographer, our perspective on these 
developments is informed by the long view of mining’s place in Canada’s 
northern and national history. Hardrock mining was the most important 
activity that brought industrial development to Northern Canada in the 
twentieth century. Large-scale industrial mining projects in the Canadian 
North began to appear even as placer gold mining in the Klondike began 
to decline in the early part of the century. Before 1945, industrial min-
ing was concentrated at three main sites across the North: the Keno Hill 
silver camp near Mayo in the Yukon, the radium/uranium mines around 
Port Radium, NWT, and the gold mines at Yellowknife, NWT (Map 1). 
Surging postwar demand for industrial and strategic minerals, fuelled 
by both Cold War military needs and an expanding consumer society in 
North America, stimulated widespread exploration and development in 
the Canadian North. The postwar boom saw several major new develop-
ments, including the lead-zinc deposits at Pine Point, NWT, lead deposits 
at Faro in the Yukon (the Cyprus-Anvil Mine), and nickel at Rankin Inlet, 
NWT (now Nunavut), as well as the expansion of gold mining in the 
Yellowknife district.
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Despite the relatively small number and wide geographic dispersal of 
these mines, industrial mining had a transformative impact on the North. 
By the 1950s, metal mining and fuel production (the latter almost en-
tirely for local consumption in industrial developments and settlements) 
accounted for over 80 per cent of territorial economic output.6 Mining 
in the provincial norths also expanded, including major iron mines in 
Quebec and Labrador (Schefferville, Labrador City), uranium develop-
ments in Saskatchewan and Ontario, and several base metal mines in 
northern Manitoba. Mineral development in this period stimulated 
non-Native exploration and settlement, investment in infrastructure 
from roads to railways to power developments, and the increasing inte-
gration of these once-remote territories into the national economy. Yet 
the costs of such development have become increasingly evident in recent 
decades. Former mine sites have left in their wake not only a toxic legacy 
of tailings ponds and waste rock dumps, but also a history of social and 
economic dislocation that continues to disproportionately impact north-
ern Native communities. The promise of development and prosperity for 
northern regions—the “northern dream” of prime ministers since John 
Diefenbaker—has frequently delivered only ephemeral benefits, while 
leaving behind lingering social and environmental problems.

Mining and Communities in Northern Canada traces the history and 
legacies of the region’s encounter with industrial mining in the twenti-
eth century. With chapters spanning Canada’s territorial north (and two 
provincial norths), this book aims to place the contemporary mineral 
boom (and accompanying hyperbolic rhetoric) into a critical historical 
context, as well as documenting the tremendous environmental, eco-
nomic, and socio-cultural changes wrought by this transformative indus-
try. Certainly the northern mining industry imported many significant 
historical tensions and contradictions worthy of their own book-length 
analyses, not least the ongoing conflict between capital and a labour 
force composed largely of outsiders. However, the studies in this volume 
focus largely on the often-neglected historical experiences of northern 
Native communities and their encounters with mineral development. 
Addressing the paucity of detailed historical studies on mining in the 
region, this volume represents an important collective contribution to 
our understanding of northern history, industrial development, and 
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environmental change in the North, even as the region stands on the 
brink of another transformative period.

Most of the chapters emerged from a research project based at 
Memorial University called “Abandoned Mines in Northern Canada,” 
which sought to illuminate the complex historical geography of min-
eral development, as well as its impacts on local communities and en-
vironments in the North. Generous funding from the Social Sciences 
and Humanities Research Council, ArcticNet, the Northern Scientific 
Training Program and other sources enabled the recruitment of talent-
ed students who, along with the project leaders and other collaborators, 
undertook extensive archival and field-based research in northern com-
munities. Using a series of abandoned mines—sites of mineral explora-
tion, development, and production that had ceased operation—as case 
studies, project researchers explored the impacts of industrial modern-
ization on northern communities and environments, as well as the con-
temporary problems related to closure, abandonment, and remediation 
of these sites. In addition to producing a series of fine theses related to 
their case studies, many of the students involved in the project contribut-
ed chapters to this book. In addition, project partners from the commun-
ities themselves feature not only as informants or research partners in 
the field, but also in some instances as chapter authors.7 The result (sum-
marized at the end of this introduction) is a unique collaborative volume 
documenting the complex and contentious historical engagement with 
mining in the twentieth-century North.

FR AMI NG CANADA’S NORTHER N  
MI NI NG HISTORY

If our encounters with northern mining people and landscapes provided 
the most immediate and powerful influence on the chapters contained 
herein, our collective attempts to contend with the vast and complex his-
torical literature on Canadian and international mining have also shaped 
our work in profound ways. From the outset of the project, Harold Innis’s 
foundational work on the rise and fall of hinterland staples economies 
provided a key pathway into our study. Although certainly not a new 
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perspective, Innis’s analysis of economic vulnerability among commun-
ities dependent on single resources provided a template for understanding 
the patterns of boom and bust in northern mining developments whose 
fate was often determined by distant economic forces. Ironically, Innis’s 
most important work on mining, Settlement and the Mining Frontier, was 
quite positive about the economic impact of the Klondike gold rush and 
optimistic about the potential for mining to spread modern energy and 
transportation infrastructure throughout Northern Canada.8

Innis’s boosterism reflected a broader optimism about northern de-
velopment in the 1920s, but his staples thesis nevertheless influenced a 
newer generation of scholars who analyzed more critically the cyclical 
nature of northern mining development. In a series of articles, geograph-
er John Bradbury examined the massive post–World War II develop-
ment of the Quebec–Labrador iron ore range, highlighting the rise and 
near-collapse of communities such as Schefferville.9 In a more theor-
etical vein, Trevor Barnes and others have elaborated on Innis’s concept 
of cyclonics, the idea the hinterland resource developments proceed in 
storm-like fashion, with a sudden flood of capital, labour, materials, and 
knowledge into remote areas that dissipates just as suddenly when con-
ditions change.10 Even the few American environmental historians who 
have turned their gaze northward to Alaska or the Yukon emphasize the 
deep connection of mining to distant metropolitan centres where ma-
terials, animals, people, and capital are mobilized for the single-mind-
ed exploitation of a single resource, and where overdependence on these 
“paths out of town” can lead to economic shock and collapse in min-
ing’s instant towns.11 Mining is a risky business in remote regions such 
as the Canadian North: high transportation and operating costs com-
bined with vulnerability to volatile markets have often made community 
breakdown and economic collapse the inevitable endgame for northern 
mining towns. 

But what of the Native communities that predate the development 
of mining in the Canadian North? Too often the staples-inflected liter-
ature has focused only on the rise and fall of largely non-Native mining 
towns, stories that ignored First Nations and Inuit communities who ex-
perienced sudden and rapid social, economic, and environmental change 
due to mining, and who persisted in spite of the abandonment of adjacent 
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mining activities. As we began our research, we found surprisingly little 
scholarly work on this theme, particularly from a longer-term historical 
perspective. Much of what has been done stems from the work of NGOs 
such as MiningWatch and the Canadian Arctic Resources Committee, 
or emanates from the formal assessment processes and reporting re-
quirements of mines with significant environmental liabilities.12 Aware 
of the burgeoning literature on mining and indigenous conflicts in the 
US Southwest, Australia, Africa, and Latin America, we immediately 
sought to frame mining in Northern Canada within the global literature 
on environment and justice.13 We ultimately adopted historical polit-
ical ecology as a major theoretical frame for our work, a geographical 
subdiscipline that highlights the unequal distribution of environmental 
harms and benefits due to colonial environmental management and re-
source production schemes in Third World regions. We argued that the 
territorial north in the twentieth century, much like these other resource 
extraction zones in the developing world, was a thinly populated but still 
largely indigenous space where the long reach of mining severely impact-
ed pre-existing subsistence economies, provided few local employment 
or investment opportunities, and often left severe environmental prob-
lems with which Aboriginal communities have to contend.14

The historical political ecology framework thus helps connect min-
eral development’s local impacts and conflicts to larger questions sur-
rounding the links between political economy, state-led or promoted de-
velopment projects, and the settler colonial dispossession of indigenous 
people.15 In Canada, past northern development visions and policies have 
been strongly linked to the exploitation of the region’s natural resour-
ces; particularly after the Second World War, politicians and bureau-
crats promoted resource development, especially mining, as the key to 
assimilating northern people and territories into the national economy.16 
Throughout much of Arctic and Subarctic Canada, this agenda advocat-
ed the transition of Aboriginal economies away from land-based subsist-
ence and trade economies, and toward wage economies and settlement 
life—often with dire consequences for Aboriginal people themselves.17 
Our research has found, similar to cases in the developing world, that 
the southern Canadian perception of the North as both an underdevel-
oped territory and as a potentially rich resource frontier underwrote 
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industry-friendly government policies and subsidies for industrial infra-
structure, including dams, townsites, roads, and railways, all of which 
further affected Native communities and territories.	

These impacts were most stark at major mines where Native com-
munities faced acute toxic threats or other environmental clean-up issues 
over the long term: sites such as the Port Radium mine, the Cyprus-Anvil 
lead-zinc mine, the Pine Point Mine, or the Giant Mine. Indeed, many 
chapters in this volume reveal that Native people maintain strong feel-
ings of historical injustice about the social and environmental legacies 
of mining in their regions. Some regard mining as a key agent of col-
onialism in their region, bringing sudden influxes of outside workers, 
instant communities, state agencies, and environmental degradation, 
all of which combined to compromise subsistence economies based on 
hunting and trapping.18 For instance, particularly in early to midcen-
tury developments, mines drove significant local deforestation through 
their voracious demand for wood for fuel and construction.19 Many large 
northern mineral developments were accompanied by hydroelectric 
dams (including at Faro, Pine Point, Yellowknife, Uranium City, Lynn 
Lake, and Schefferville) in order to power towns and industrial facilities, 
dams that altered local rivers and displaced land users.20 In places such 
as Port Radium or Yellowknife, Native people were exposed to acute and 
low-level toxic contaminants (radiation at the former site, arsenic at the 
latter) that caused death and illness in some cases. The precise health and 
ecological impacts of past mine pollution is difficult to assess due to the 
inherent limits of historical epidemiology (and poor contemporary mon-
itoring practices), but the persistence of pollutants long after the closure 
of these mines has contributed to a sense that the land is sick and danger-
ous rather than a source of sustenance.21

 Very often the impacts of mining and its related developments oc-
curred alongside the other profound environmental, social, and health 
challenges that northern Native people faced throughout the twentieth 
century. New diseases, acute hunger, poor nutrition associated with 
store-bought food, declining fur trade economies, community reloca-
tions, military activities, and poor housing often coincided with min-
ing development or arose as a direct result of conditions within mining 
communities, as many of the case studies make clear.22 In spite of these 
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wide-ranging changes, for northern Native communities on the front 
lines of toxic or radiological exposure due to mining, the use of their 
traditional lands as repositories for pollution and waste is often remem-
bered as the most significant of the changes that outsiders brought with 
them. 

As with other historical works highlighting the dire ecological im-
pacts of mining, it was difficult to conclude that the environmental issues 
associated with northern mining could lead anywhere but to stories of 
decline and dislocation.23 However, a major challenge to this negative 
perspective has come from what might loosely be described as the “re-
silience school” of mining history. Inspired by the pioneering work of 
geographer Richard Francaviglia (and perhaps influenced by the general 
revolt against “declensionist” narratives among environmental histor-
ians and historical geographers), several scholars and popular writers 
have argued against a “mining imaginary” in which the death of mining 
communities and environmental catastrophe inevitably follow the clos-
ure of a mine. Mining communities, these writers suggest, often survive 
after the end of mining, through any combination of economic diversifi-
cation, mining-related tourism, redevelopment (as sites of mineral pro-
duction or as brownfield redevelopments for other industries), or large-
scale ecological restoration projects. Central to these studies is the idea 
that mining communities identify very strongly with their own history; 
meaningful commemoration of mine work, community life, and mining 
landscapes remains a key concern in many mining towns facing closure 
and remediation.24 

In Northern Canada, factors such as distance and limited infra-
structure present very real challenges to the survival of mining commun-
ities, but we did find ample evidence of resilience and a strong mining 
identity among former mining communities in the region. Since the final 
closure of the Giant and Con gold mines adjacent to Yellowknife in the 
early 2000s, the city has thrived as a government town (it is the terri-
torial capital) and as a supply and labour centre for the major diamond 
mines that commenced operation on the tundra to the northeast in the 
late 1990s. The city still retains a strong identification with its origins as a 
mining town: local history societies have published several oral histories 
of life in the early gold mining years, while the NWT Mining Heritage 
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Society hopes to develop a museum preserving some of the industrial 
heritage (including at least one headframe) at the Giant Mine site.25 
Former Inuit miners in Rankin Inlet also maintain a strong identification 
with the community’s mining history, while the community has survived 
as a relatively large (by northern standards) government and service cen-
tre, and regional transportation hub.26 Other sites such as Port Radium, 
the Keno Hill silver mines, and the Quebec-Labrador iron region have 
received almost hagiographic treatment in popular histories produced by 
former mine officials or in histories commissioned by mining compan-
ies.27 Some of our other case study towns, such as Schefferville, Quebec; 
Uranium City, Saskatchewan; and Keno City, Yukon, clung to life despite 
being depopulated when the mines closed due to plunging mineral prices 
in the 1980s, and now anticipate a rebirth if commodity prices remain 
high and redevelopment of abandoned mineral deposits moves forward. 
Even in cases where the physical community did not survive, former 
town residents keep the memory of their community alive. One example 
is Pine Point’s very active web-based memorial, a grassroots commem-
oration that was recently highlighted in a brilliant online interactive 
documentary by the National Film Board.28 Mining towns in Northern 
Canada sometimes do survive the collapse of their main raison d’etre, 
whether they are sustained by new economic activity or kept alive in the 
memories and virtual worlds of former residents. 

How to reconcile the theme of resilience with the historical political 
ecology framework we had adopted became a key question for our col-
lective work on abandoned mines. Ultimately we found that many Native 
communities exhibited their own forms of resilience both during and 
after mining boom periods, taking advantage of wage labour opportun-
ities when presented but also returning to hunting and trapping activities 
when prices were favourable. From very early in our research, we realized 
it was too simple to suggest that Native northerners were simply the pas-
sive victims of mining. Native people took advantage of opportunities in 
the mining industry when they could, adapting to mineral development 
through strategies that ranged from engaging in ad hoc labour to even-
tually applying political pressure for the establishment of Inuit and Dene 
mineral rights and/or royalty regimes through impact and benefit agree-
ments and the comprehensive land claims process.29 
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And yet, abandoned mines in Northern Canada remain places that 
are too deeply contested to fit neatly within the resilience framework. 
Indeed, the resilience school too often ignores the multiple ways in which 
mines impact communities, particularly in light of the colonial and pol-
itical ecology context that we highlight above. For many researchers on 
this project, one of the most remarkable findings was the extent to which 
many Native northerners embraced the complexity of their mining hist-
ories, critiquing the colonialism and environmental degradation that 
were invariably tied to mining on the one hand, but minutes later ex-
pressing the same pride in their work and nostalgia for the good old min-
ing days as their non-Native former co-workers. As so many of the people 
we spoke with stated in many different ways, mining often brought with 
it a complicated and mixed legacy.

Nowhere are these deep contradictions surrounding mining history 
more acute than the contemporary debates surrounding the remediation 
and redevelopment of many of our case study mines. Again, contrary to 
the arguments of the resilience school, the “afterlife” of mines can have 
extremely negative implications for northern Native communities. Many 
northern mines live on as sources of local controversy because of severe 
long-term environmental degradation, where legacies including massive 
landscape changes, waste rock piles, abandoned industrial facilities, and 
toxic contaminants such as heavy metals, acid mine drainage, or radio-
activity have forced the federal government to establish expensive re-
mediation programs. In addition, prompted by recent spikes in mineral 
prices, many abandoned northern mines are being resurrected through 
redevelopment of remaining ore deposits—in some cases simultaneous-
ly with remediation of the original mining development. We have come 
to think of these examples as “zombie” mines, because in their afterlife 
they continue to haunt communities with many of the same issues—en-
vironmental risks, unequal wealth distribution, decision making by out-
siders—that emerged with the original development.30

Even where projects are undergoing only remediation—often as-
sumed to be a form of healing the land—the mobilization and contain-
ment of toxic material and the perpetual care and monitoring required at 
some sites raise profoundly complex issues associated with community 
risks and intergenerational equity. In 2002 a federal Auditor General’s 
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report prioritized thirty abandoned mines in the territorial north as re-
quiring remediation, with an estimated cost of $555 million (a very low 
figure given the fact that remediation for the Giant Mine alone is fore-
casted to cost over $1 billion).31 As of this writing, Aboriginal Affairs 
and Northern Development Canada is conducting remediation activity, 
planning, and/or monitoring programs at seventeen of these sites, with 
four simultaneously undergoing redevelopment.32 During the course 
of our research, we have been able to document community memories 
and contemporary reactions to six mines in the territorial or provincial 
norths that exhibit zombie-like characteristics—Giant, Keno Hill, Pine 
Point, Nanisivik, Rankin Inlet, and Port Radium—as well as the proposed 
redevelopment of iron deposits near Schefferville. These examples repre-
sent only a small fraction of abandoned mines in the Canadian North or 
the thousands of sites globally, but they reveal the complex and multi-
faceted ways that the fractious histories and community memories of cy-
clonic development projects in Northern Canada have profoundly shaped 
local responses to contemporary mine remediation efforts. 

 
Figure 2: Yellowknife, NWT’s abandoned Giant Mine in 2008, before remediation 
activities began. Remediation costs at Giant are expected to exceed $1 billion. Photo 
by Arn Keeling. 
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U NDER STANDI NG MI NES  
THROUGH OR AL HISTORY

Local memories of abandoned mines have persisted in much the same 
way as the after-effects of the sites themselves. In most of our case study 
communities, we found that undertaking oral history research was es-
sential to capture the varied local memories of mining and to document 
the complex and layered community stories that rarely emerged in ar-
chival documents or government reports. A lively scholarly and popu-
lar literature on mining and communities makes extensive use of oral 
history in order to document the experiences of workers and families in 
these uniquely hardscrabble settings.33 Oral histories have also explored 
the environmental degradation associated with mining, while highlight-
ing the various ways these “wasted” landscapes are perceived by area 
residents themselves, who may identify positively with industrial ruins or 
mine waste sites.34 In this way, oral history permits researchers to explore 
the multiple meanings and experiences of mining places.35 Ranging from 
collections of edited transcripts to the use of oral interviews in conjunc-
tion with ethnographic, archaeological, and archival sources, oral history 
is regarded as a potent source for the documentation of otherwise “hid-
den voices” of mining history. 

Typically absent from this body of oral history work is the experi-
ence of Native people in many mining regions. Few studies in Canada 
have used oral history to capture indigenous people’s parallel historical 
development of mining identities and their experience of mine closure, 
either as workers or as broader participants in local economic and settle-
ment life.36 As people with lifeways and knowledge systems intimately 
tied to local environments, northern Native communities often have 
borne the brunt of the environmental changes associated with mining, 
whether deforestation, local resource depletion caused by habitat change 
and harvesting by newcomers, or pollution and toxicity stemming from 
mining and mineral processing wastes. Indigenous oral histories can also 
provide important insight into these processes and experiences of min-
ing-driven environmental change.

Our initial motivation, then, for using oral history was one common 
to many practitioners: to address the gaps in the archival record and to 
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explore the hidden histories and untold experiences of industrial develop-
ment in the North. Most of the chapters in this volume include detailed 
archival research in federal and territorial archives, which document 
government policy and, to a lesser extent, corporate and individual min-
ing-related activities in the North.37 But Native voices are conspicuously 
absent from the vast government archival record on northern mining, 
despite the fact that responsibility for Aboriginal affairs and northern 
development rested within a single federal department—the Department 
of Northern Affairs and National Resources, in its various incarnations—
after the Second World War. Where Native people are present, they ap-
pear as objects of state policies around employment, settlement, or inter-
actions with non-Native newcomers; rarely, before the 1970s at least, 
were Native people’s opinions, reactions, or experiences of development 
recorded or sought. Our interest in “recovering” Native experiences with 
industrial development resonates with one of the core motivations of oral 
historians: to record (literally and figuratively) these ignored stories and 
thereby to challenge dominant historical narratives.38 

In the process of engaging with communities and individuals over 
the course of this project, however, some of the paradoxes of this ap-
proach became apparent, prompting a deeper reflection on questions of 
positionality and knowledge of the sort urged by advocates of indigenous 
methodologies.39 Although the communities and individuals we worked 
with expressed enthusiasm for documenting their stories, the notion of 
“restoring hidden voices” to the public transcript in many ways reflected 
our own outsider status and interests (as southern, non-Native academ-
ics and students).40 It quickly became apparent that stories of industrial 
development and environmental damage are far from “hidden” in the 
communities themselves; rather, they continually circulate and are mo-
bilized from time to time in communities’ ongoing engagements with 
land-use planning, land claims, and new development proposals. This 
question also arose when we returned to communities to report on the 
results of the oral history studies, which sometimes placed us in the awk-
ward position of repeating to community members their own stories. It 
has become important for us to recognize that the absences in the ar-
chival record and ignorance of southern Canadians (including scholars) 
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regarding Native experiences do not necessarily extend to the commun-
ities themselves. 

Similar questions arose surrounding cross-cultural communication, 
translation, and representation in this project. As outsider researchers, 
we typically worked with community researchers, who participated in 
the research process by connecting us with informants, asking questions 
themselves, or translating interviews with elders who preferred to speak 
their language. These community researchers represented a vital bridge 
between ourselves as non-Native visitors (and, to informants, unknown 
quantities) and these knowledge-holders. Nevertheless, questions of 
translation—both linguistic and epistemological—remain. With respect 
to language, the two-way communication of an interview became medi-
ated through a third party and the back-and-forth translation of ideas 
and terms, raising ample potential for misunderstanding and miscom-
munication. Where possible, we have sought full translations of inter-
views after the fact, but the potential gulf in meaning and understanding 
remains, however tentatively bridged by our able translators. As outsiders 
and non-Native people, we do not expect to share or completely under-
stand Native knowledge and experience; we also recognize that, because 
they were speaking to outsiders, interviewees may have chosen to share 
certain versions of stories with us, based on the questions we asked. In 
that sense, we follow Linda Shopes and others in regarding oral histor-
ies as products of this interaction, rather than as objectively collected 
“knowledge.”41

In this dynamic of the co-production of knowledge, the outcomes of 
oral history research are best regarded in terms of shared authority and 
negotiated meanings. Shopes suggests this shared authority is a check 
on all participants in the oral history process: “Scholars do not get to 
exercise critical judgment quite so forcefully or conform to current his-
toriographic thinking quite so deftly; laypeople do not get to romanticize 
the past quite so easily.”42 Nevertheless, our ongoing interpretation and 
re-presentation of these interviews becomes a further layer of mediation 
between the informant and various audiences (including the readers of 
this volume). As we began to undertake transcription (itself a problem-
atic textual rendering of oral expression) and analysis of our interviews, 
we confronted questions of respectful yet critical representation of this 
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knowledge in both public and scholarly contexts. Concerns about reli-
ability and validity stalk oral history: in analyzing stories about industrial 
development and environmental change, we remain alert for the effects 
of nostalgia or “social memory” in shaping individual recollections of 
particular events and issues.43 Nevertheless, we have approached the oral 
history component of the project not with the desire to document con-
crete events or specific environmental impacts (i.e., to answer questions 
of causality or proof), but rather with the goal of capturing personal and 
collective experiences and perceptions of mining-induced social and en-
vironmental change. As archaeologist Karen Metheny asserts, “Oral his-
tory, then, is as much an exercise in verification as it is learning how peo-
ple create their own versions of the past and determining the meaning of 
those constructions.”44 Thus, we regard oral stories not as hard “evidence” 
about environmental and social change (although respondents have often 
suggested environmental impacts and problems not well documented in 
the archival record), but rather as personal insights enriching and deep-
ening narratives of industrial development with grounded, individual ex-
periences and observations. 

In seeking these stories, it was critical to acknowledge community 
motivations (collectively represented by First Nation, Métis, and Inuit 
governments or other organizations) and the interests of individual par-
ticipants themselves in sharing their experiences, and to undertake the 
research through processes and agreements approved by them. Each of 
the case study communities brought varying motivations and levels of 
participation and oversight to the research. In some cases, our propos-
als to study the mining past were greeted with more or less instant en-
thusiasm. In other cases, relationship building took repeated visits and 
discussions over years. In all cases, the communities’ engagement with 
the research (quite properly) reflected their interest in documenting the 
past, whether for the purposes of land claims, resource management, and 
regulatory processes, or simply recording for posterity elders’ experien-
ces with mining and the coming of non-Native settlement. Rather than 
limiting or biasing the research, these interests validated our presence 
in the community and the goals of our study, while allowing us more 
or less free rein to conduct the interviews as we saw fit. Guided by the 
Tri-Council Policy on Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans 
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(TCPS2),45 project researchers also followed the relevant community, ter-
ritorial, and institutional protocols for gaining informed consent from 
participants. While particular individuals and organizations are acknow-
ledged in each of the chapters, it is appropriate here to acknowledge and 
thank the many northerners who worked with us to help make this re-
search possible.

Rather than undertaking “life history” or traditional knowledge stud-
ies, we employed a semi-structured, “directed interview” technique that 
sought to highlight individual experiences and knowledge of mining and 
the local environment. Because we aimed to document lived experience 
of events that were (mostly) within living memory of the subjects, we did 
not seek folkloric or other stories of a “traditional” nature (though iron-
ically, most of the research agreements we established with First Nations 
are governed by traditional knowledge protocols). This approach had 
benefits and costs. While it enabled a focused and purposeful interview 
(allowing respondents to direct the discussion as they saw fit), it perhaps 
divorced the topic somewhat from the wider contexts of interviewees’ 
lives: family, community, land, and culture.46 Whether or not inter-
viewees worked there or had strong opinions about it, the mine was likely 
not the central feature of their lives—except perhaps during the hour or 
so spent in conversation with researchers. These contexts nevertheless 
occasionally forced their way into the transcript, through references to 
family origins, histories of movement, or important personal milestones, 
and provided important glimpses of interviewees’ lives.

The result is a rich tapestry of personal and community memories 
and stories from small mining towns ranging from the High Arctic to the 
provincial northlands; from Nunatsiavut, Labrador, in the East to Mayo, 
Yukon, in the West. The vastness of the subject matter and the geograph-
ic territory, not to mention the usual constraints of time and budgets, 
prevented us from covering all major mining developments in Northern 
Canada. Indeed, some major historical mines such as Con Mine near 
Yellowknife, the Cyprus-Anvil Mine in the Yukon, and the uranium 
mines of northern Saskatchewan receive only brief mention in this book. 
Innumerable smaller mineral developments are ignored. We chose our 
existing case studies in part because of their size, longevity, and severity 
of local impacts, but also based on the extent to which individual mines 
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represented the leading edge of mineral-led colonialism in particular re-
gions of Northern Canada. Keno Hill silver mine, for instance, was the 
first industrial mine in the territorial north; other sites were the first to 
push mining into remote regions such as the Eastern Arctic (Rankin 
Inlet), the Arctic Islands (Polaris and Nanisivik), isolated areas along 
the Quebec–Labrador border (Schefferville and Labrador City), and the 
south side of Great Slave Lake (Pine Point). Certainly we wanted a col-
lection that represented diverse regions of Northern Canada (including 
examples from the provincial norths) and a variety of time periods, but 
individual research interests and life experiences (some authors live close 
to their case studies) also shaped the choices of cases and subject matter 
in this book. 

The first section of the book focuses most intensely on our oral his-
tory research projects and the complex community memories of mining 
in Northern Canada. Arn Keeling and Patricia Boulter’s chapter high-
lights Inuit memories of the North Rankin Nickel Mine, the first large-
scale Arctic mining project, opened in 1957, and the first to employ 
Inuit labour as a deliberate social and economic development strategy. 
The chapter traces the challenges faced by the Inuit, but also their stra-
tegic adaptation, during the rapid transition “from igloo to mine shaft,” 
arguing that Inuit developed a strong identity as miners even as they cri-
tiqued shortcomings of the project such as poor housing and the short 
five-year life of the mine. In the second chapter, Sarah Gordon analyz-
es one of Northern Canada’s most controversial mining sites, the Port 
Radium mines that produced radium and then uranium from the east-
ern shores of Sahtú (Great Bear Lake) from 1931 to 1960 (and intermit-
tently produced silver until 1982). The mine is notorious, not only for 
its contribution of uranium to the Manhattan Project, but also due to 
the controversy surrounding radiological exposure among Dene workers 
from Délįnę. Gordon highlights how community memory surrounding 
the discovery of pitchblende (which they contend was passed on by elder 
Old Beyonnie rather than “discovered” by legendary prospector Gilbert 
Labine) intersects with more recent attempts to reconcile the colonial 
past of the mine with community healing in the present. In Chapter 3, 
Alexandra Winton and Joella Hogan trace the long history of interaction 
between the United Keno Hill Mine and the Na-Cho Nyäk Dun First 
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Nation in the central Yukon. Through a close reading of the experience 
of one elder, Henry Melancon, the authors argue (similar to Keeling and 
Boulter) that the mines brought a mixed legacy of opportunities and nega-
tive impacts, historical experiences that inform contemporary reactions 
to Alexco Resource Corporation’s ongoing simultaneous remediation and 
redevelopment of the old mining area. Jane Hammond’s work in Chapter 
4 moves away from northern Native communities, instead providing an 
oral history that accounts for gender relations in the iron-mining town 
of Labrador City. Hammond’s work reveals that, despite women’s advan-
ces in the workforce elsewhere in Canada in the 1970s, social pressure, 
company policies, and masculine workplace culture meant that women 
entered mine work only very slowly in Labrador City, often finding them-
selves caught uneasily between the twin pressures of the domestic and 
wage labour realms. John Sandlos’s final chapter in this section surveys 
the intensive oral history research conducted in Fort Resolution, NWT, 
near the massive Pine Point lead-zinc mining complex that operated on 
the south shores of Great Slave Lake between 1964 and 1988. The many 
collected memories of individuals suggest a mixed historical legacy for 
mining in the region, with interviewees recalling their great fondness for 
mine work and town life, while at the same time lamenting the nega-
tive social, economic, and environmental changes that accompanied the 
introduction of mining to their region. As with the previous studies, oral 
history research throws into bold relief the manner in which northern 
Native communities remember mining, in the words of one interviewee, 
as a mix of the good and the bad. 

However remote they may be geographically, northern communities 
are never isolated from the political and policy frameworks that simultan-
eously promote and regulate mining development in Canada. The second 
section of the book thus examines the many ways that northern com-
munities have attempted to insert their voices into provincial, territorial, 
and federal regulatory processes or to directly engage mining companies. 
In Chapter 6, Jean-Sébastien Boutet evaluates the Quebec government’s 
Plan Nord, a comprehensive northern development program centred 
on major hydro and mineral projects, in light of the mixed legacy of the 
abandoned iron mines near Schefferville. Boutet suggests that previous 
mine closures and the sudden loss of a wage economy at Schefferville 
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continue to haunt contemporary discussions of development among the 
Innu communities of Matimekush–Lac John (Schefferville) and Uashat 
mak Mani-utenam (Sept-Îles), despite current promises of long-term jobs 
and prosperity. Hereward Longley, in Chapter 7, turns toward the initial 
period of oil sands growth in the 1970s, tracing the attempts of the Fort 
McKay First Nation to assert some control over the economic and en-
vironmental impacts of development through the courts and regulatory 
hearings. Andrea Procter’s chapter examines the growth of an Inuit rights 
discourse in response to uranium exploration in northern Labrador, an 
assertion of resource claims that was expressed formally through the 
emergence of the Labrador Inuit Association in the 1970s and the land 
claims process that produced Nunatsiavut in 2005. And yet, even though 
resource rights and land claims may represent a step forward from total 
exclusion of Inuit from development, Procter questions whether granting 
Inuit a share of the dominant development paradigm may also represent 
an entrenchment of neoliberal ideas of self-sufficiency and economic au-
tonomy from state “handouts.” In a similar vein, the final chapter of this 
section, by Tyler Levitan and Emilie Cameron, provides a pointed cri-
tique of the recent move toward impact and benefit agreements (IBAs), 
the private deals that are now typically struck between mining compan-
ies and northern Native communities in order to delineate jobs, econom-
ic benefits, and environmental liabilities associated with nearby mining 
developments. As with Procter’s work, Levitan and Cameron suggest that 
the seemingly inclusionary step of inviting northern Native communities 
into negotiations with companies may actually represent the affirmation 
of a neoliberal regime whereby northern social development programs 
become at least partially privatized within the (disturbingly) boom and 
bust capital flows associated with the mining industry. While mining 
companies and governments point to new industry–Native community 
partnerships as a marker of major change, the chapters in this section 
suggest that unequal power relations and colonial legacies still play a ma-
jor role in shaping northern development projects. 

The final section presents three chapters that examine the zom-
bie-like afterlife of many mines, and the manner in which the history of 
these places is reflected in the contemporary reality of nearby commun-
ities. The first of these is Scott Midgley’s discussion of the abandoned 
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Nanisivik lead-zinc mine on Baffin Island, which operated from 1976 to 
2002. Midgley considers the post-closure debates over mine remediation 
at Nanisivik, arguing that, far from being valueless, the abandoned mine 
became a site of contested valuation (of land and environment), as the 
government and company insisted on scientific and cost-effective ap-
proaches to mine remediation while the Inuit of Arctic Bay expressed 
deep skepticism about the long-term efficacy of the proposed remedi-
ation plan. By contrast, Heather Green suggests in Chapter 11 that the 
fly-in, fly-out Polaris lead-zinc mine that operated on Little Cornwallis 
Island figures hardly at all in the historical memory of the service town 
of Resolute, located about ninety kilometres to the south on Cornwallis 
Island. Through oral history interviews, however, Green discovered that 
the relative amnesia surrounding Polaris is in part a product of Resolute’s 
own experience of marginalization from the social and economic bene-
fits of the development, and the mine persists mainly as a symbol of rela-
tive Inuit exclusion from previous development projects. The book’s final 
chapter belongs to Yellowknife-based social and environmental activist 
Kevin O’Reilly, who provides a detailed yet passionate account of at-
tempts to insert local voices into the remediation of the abandoned Giant 
Mine. Here, the federal department of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 
Development Canada (AANDC) is proposing to contain through freez-
ing 237,000 tons of arsenic trioxide stored underground at the mine, a 
staggering amount of highly toxic material that will require care and 
maintenance in perpetuity. O’Reilly tells a deeply disturbing story of how 
AANDC has resisted public involvement, environmental assessment, 
and independent oversight over the remediation project, reducing the 
deeply conflicted issues surrounding the historical mine site to a mere 
technical engineering problem. Perhaps more than any other site, the 
immense scale and complexity of remediating Giant illustrate the costly 
legacies associated with northern mining, and the deep conflicts these 
sites continue to provoke in the present. 

It has been more than one hundred years since mining began in the 
Keno Hill Silver District, the site of the territorial north’s first indus-
trial-scale hardrock mines. What has a century of mining brought the 
Canadian North? Did the mines bring civilization or advance the agen-
da of settler colonialism? Did they bring untold riches or siphon wealth 
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from the region for other people living in other places? Did the mines 
bring economic development or dislocation, all the while bequeathing 
long-term and costly environmental problems that may not be solved for 
generations? The chapters in this book suggest that mining in Northern 
Canada brought all of these things. There is no doubt, for instance, that 
mining was one of the major stimulants of northward expansion in 
Canada, a colonial incursion into Native territory that has only recently 
been redressed, however inadequately, through land claims and IBA pro-
cesses. The materials and much of the wealth from these mines did indeed 
follow many pathways out of town—gold to the vaults of central banks, 
lead and zinc to massive smelting facilities in Southern Canada or over-
seas, and uranium to the research laboratories of the Los Alamos atomic 
bomb project—but often provided only marginal employment benefits to 
the Native communities adjacent to the mines. At the same time, Native 
communities did often embrace mining development and mining labour 
as a hedge against tough times in the fur trade and hunting economies. 
Mining brought new communities and settlers to Northern Canada, but 
the collapse of many major developments left a legacy of nearly aban-
doned communities or ghost towns that stand as testaments to the 
ephemeral nature of the mineral economy. In some cases, the abandoned 
mines of Northern Canada have also produced environmental problems 
that afflicted the past and the present, and potentially could persist far 
into the future.

Almost all of our case studies illustrate the deeply conflicted historic-
al experience of northern mining development that inevitably hangs over 
current debates about mine remediation, redevelopment, or new mining 
projects close to Native communities. If the history of northern mining 
is indeed a tangled legacy, the chapters in this book allow us a close-up 
view of these contradictory stories, and the ongoing attempts to recon-
cile the complex past with the opportunities and challenges that mining 
may present northern communities in the future. The renewed northern 
mining boom of the past decade has brought territorial governments, 
Native leaders (particularly the newly empowered land-claims organiz-
ations), and mining companies into new relationships, under circum-
stances very different than those surrounding twentieth-century mining. 
Yet as Virginia Gibson suggested in her study of diamond mining in the 
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Northwest Territories, while modern miners “may seek to enter the polit-
ical geography of the north without acknowledging the past, [a] relational 
view of history reveals they will arrive with the shadows of ghost-mines 
behind them.”47 Our research into abandoned mines confirms that reck-
oning with the history, geography, and ongoing legacies of past rounds of 
extractive development is critical if large-scale mining has any chance of 
generating enduring prosperity and opportunities for sustainable econ-
omies in Northern Canada.
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