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The names of places reflect Yukon’s diverse culture, history, and landscape. Names such as Aishihik,
Kusuwa and Tuchitua are just a few of the native names found on a modern map of the Yukon. Yukon
First Nations named rivers, mountains, lakes and landmarks long before the first non-native explorers
and settlers arrived in the territory. Names such as Gyò Cho Chú (Big Salmon River) tell where
animals and fish are plentiful. Other names, such as Thechä̀l Mäˉn (Sekulman Lake), ‘Stone Scraper for
Hides’ describe artifacts, people and events. Today’s Yukon First Nations still remember these names
and are working to record them for future generations.
Beginning in the nineteenth century, explorers, fur
traders, and prospectors came to the Yukon to trade
with native people, search for gold, and explore the
vast landscape, giving their own names to the land. The
Danish explorer Vitus Bering was the first non-native to
name a geographical feature in northwest America. Bering
had entered the newly formed navy of the Russian tsar
Peter the Great and in 1724 was appointed to conduct an
expedition to explore the water routes between Siberia and
North America. In 1741, Bering named an island lying off
the coast in the proximity of a very prominent mountain.
He anchored near the island on St. Elias’ feast day and
named the island for the saint. The dominant mountain
in question was, later in the eighteenth century, given
the name of the island and Mount St. Elias became one
of several peaks that define the border between Canada’s
Yukon and the American State of Alaska.

Many of the official names on the Yukon map today
were given by non-native settlers who came to the Yukon
during the Gold Rush period of the 1890s. In the area
around Dawson City, Allgold, Bonanza, Eureka, and
Nogold recall the successes and failures of the miners
who came to the territory during the Klondike Gold
Rush. Names such as Carcross (from Caribou Crossing),
Fox Lake, and Eagle’s Nest Bluff, testify to the richness
of Yukon’s wildlife resources. Other places, such as Five
Finger Rapids on the Yukon River, Blackstone Mountain,
and White River, were named for the shape, colour, and
form of the land and water itself. One of the best known
names of this type is Whitehorse, which took its name
from the White Horse Rapids, whose foamy white crests
reminded early prospectors of horses’ manes. Another
legend tells of a chief ’s white horse drowning there.

While Bering and explorers to follow gave names to
geographical features without asking the local names
for places, others, such as geologist George Dawson
and the Yukon’s first Commissioner, William Ogilvie,
recorded many native names during their years in the
Yukon, including the Yusezyu and Tatchun Rivers in
central Yukon.

(left) Cooking Rocks Creek flowing out of Cooking Rocks
Lake, looking east. This is a place where the Teetl’it Gwich’in
found the best stones to use for cooking, by dropping
heated stones into birch bark or hide containers. Its
proposed Gwich’in name is Vakak Chii Natr’oondak Njik,
“on-it rocks are collected”.
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(cover) Looking west up the Peel River (Teetl’it Gwinjik)
from above Khàtaiinlaii Èhdì’. The Bonnet Plume River
(Tsaih Tl’ak Njik) forms a very wide, well wooded delta
with myriad channels at its confluence with the Peel River.
This delta is called Khàtaiinlaii Èhdì’.
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The Origin of the Yukon Geographical
Place Names Board

In 1995, under the Umbrella Final Agreement, the Yukon
Geographical Names Board was replaced by the Yukon Geographical
Place Names Board (YGPNB).

In 1897, Canada established the Geographic Board of Canada whose
mandate was to approve official place names across the country.
Interestingly, one of the motivations for establishing this board
came from events happening in the Yukon, from the discovery of
gold in the Klondike. Today, the successor to this Board is known
as the Geographical Names Board of Canada (GNBC) which until
recently was referred to as the Canadian Permanent Committee
on Geographical Names (CPCGN). The GNBC is made up of
23 members representing the provinces and territories, as well as
federal departments that deal with surveying, mapping, translation,
archives, parks, and native affairs.

The Board’s Responsibilities

In 1986, the responsibility for naming geographical features in
the Yukon was transferred from the Department of Indian and
Northern Affairs to the Government of Yukon, putting geographical
naming in the hands of Yukon residents for the first time. As part
of this transfer the Government of Yukon established the Yukon
Geographical Names Board (YGNB) in 1987 to undertake the job
of researching and approving geographical names.

The Yukon Geographical Place Names Board (YGPNB) is
constituted under the Umbrella Final Agreement (UFA), signed
by the Council of Yukon First Nations (CYFN), the Yukon
Government and the Government of Canada. The Board’s
primary function is to consider and recommend the naming or
renaming of places or features located within the Yukon with
special reference to Chapter 13, Section 11 of the UFA. The
Board’s mandate does not include the naming or renaming of
features or sites within municipal boundaries or of transportation
corridors (highways and bridges).

Board Members
The Board is comprised of six Yukoners who share a common
interest in developing place name policies that address all
Yukoners. Three members are nominated by the Yukon
Government and three by the Council of Yukon First Nations,
and all serve three-year terms.

(below) Above the hot spring (Khàtaiinlaii) looking south. Peel River people regularly spent the late winter near this hot spring in
Khàtaiinlaii Èhdìʼ. When the ice was gone and the river running high, they would make moose hide boats and travel downriver to Fort
McPherson (Teetl’it Zheh).

Yukon Geographical Place Names Board
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Member Profiles 2021-2022
CO-CHAIRS:

› JOHN RITTER: Mr. Ritter has served on the
board since its inception. He is also founding
Director of the Yukon Native Language Centre.
As a linguist, he has worked with all Yukon
languages and contributes to the spelling and
pronunciation of native place names. Also crucial
to the place name application process is his
ability to provide the Board with translation
services during consultation periods held with
native elders.

› TESTLOA SMITH: Mr. Smith was appointed
to the Board in 2016. He is a member of
the Ross River Dena Council and is a fluent
speaker of the Kaska language. Mr. Smith
has served in various capacities for the Ross
River Dena Council and the Kaska Dena
Council for many years. He is currently
serving as Land Steward in the Department of
Lands, Resources, and Heritage for the Ta’an
Kwäch’än Council in Whitehorse.

› GERRY PERRIER: Mr. Perrier has worked in
the mapping sector for over 30 years and is
currently the Geomatics Administrator for
the Yukon Department of Environment. He
leads the department’s geomatics unit in the
development and delivery of mapping and
GIS solutions in support of Fish & Wildlife,
Yukon Parks, Water Resources, Environmental
Programs, and Conservation Officer Services.

› ZENA MCLEAN: Ms. McLean is a member of

MEMBERS:

the Carcross-Tagish First Nation with Tlingit
and Scottish/German ancestry. Her Chilkat
Tlingit family roots predate the discovery of
gold in Yukon. Retired from a career with
Transport Canada, she now works for the
Parks Canada Field Unit on the Chilkoot Trail.

› TWO BOARD APPOINTMENTS ARE CURRENTLY VACANT.

SUPPORT PERSONNEL:

› MATTHIAS LEMKE: Mr. Lemke has lived in
Yukon for over 40 years. He began providing
financial and administrative support to the
Board in the fall of 2018, continuing work with
Beyond Words Business Services. Matthias
has a Yukon College diploma in finance and
business administration and 20 years of
related experience in the private sector.

› WILLIAM WOODLEY: Mr. Woodley’s

background is in using GIS and remote
sensing to investigate northern environmental
queries and he previously worked for the
Government of the Northwest Territories in
Inuvik and Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in in Dawson City.
He entered the role as the Yukon Toponymist
in 2021.

Yukon
YukonGeographical
GeographicalPlace
PlaceNames
NamesBoard
Board  2021  –  2022
2021  –  2022 ANNUAL
ANNUAL REPORT
REPORT

Looking south up the Bonnet Plume River from above the Peel River.
The delta area (Èhdii) contains a hot spring (Khàtaiinlaii), giving the
area its name, Khàtaiinlaii Èhdìʼ.
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Yukon’s Place Name Review Process
Initially, place name applications are submitted to the
Yukon Government’s Heritage Resources Unit, a component
of the Cultural Services Branch within the Department of
Tourism & Culture.
Once place name applications have been received by the
Yukon Government, the Yukon Toponymist is assigned the
task of establishing correct locations of proposed place name
sites, ensuring that the correct spellings have been recorded on
applications and verifying the reasons for place name requests.
This helps to ensure that the proposed place name features
are accurately located by latitude and longitude and that
place names’ meaning, spelling and cultural significance have
been properly documented. Once the information provided
on applications has been confirmed by Yukon Government
staff, the applications are forwarded to the Board for review
and consideration in the naming or renaming process. If the
applications are considered to have merit, they are recommended
to the Minister of Tourism & Culture for approval.
Processing place name applications in a timely manner is a
priority of the Board. However, the speed with which place
name applications are processed is dependent on a number of
factors that include:

Umbrella Final Agreement direction to
the Board
The Umbrella Final Agreement directs the Board in its review of
place name applications as follows:
• Section 13.11.2: “When considering the naming or renaming
of places or features located within the Traditional Territory
of a Yukon First Nation, or when acting with a federal agency
where joint jurisdiction over the naming of the place or feature
exists, the Yukon Geographical Place Names Board shall consult
with that Yukon First Nation or federal agency.”
• Section 13.11.3: “A Yukon First Nation may name or rename
places or geographical features on Settlement Land and such
place names shall be deemed to be approved by the Yukon
Geographical Place Names Board.”
• Section 13.11.4: “Traditional aboriginal place names shall be
included, to the extent practicable and in accordance with map
production specifications of Canada, on revised maps of the
National Topographic Series.”

• completeness of the applications when initially submitted to
the Heritage Resources Unit;
• whether the place name sites are on First Nation traditional or
settlement lands, or on federal or territorial lands;
• whether the sites identified are located within parks;
• whether the locations of the sites have been accurately
determined;
• whether the historical or cultural backgrounds have been given.
The status of individual place name applications is tracked by
means of a Geographical Place Names Application Process Flow
Sheet (see Figure 1 on page 10).

(right) Mr. Roddy Peters. Gwich’in Elders have worked over many
years with YGPNB,YNLC and their FN governments to research and
record traditional place names. The photos on page 6-7 were taken
by John Ritter in the early 1970s.

Yukon Geographical Place Names Board
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Assessment Criteria for Place Name
Applications
Under the established review process, place name applications
submitted are first reviewed by the Yukon Toponymist who
confirms each application’s accuracy and completeness. The
Yukon Toponymist then forwards the application to the Board.
The Board uses the following guidelines to assess applications:
1. First priority shall be given to names with long-standing
local usage by the general public, particularly indigenous
names in the local native language.
2. Names of rivers, lakes, creeks, and other physical features
shall be used for the entire feature. For example, the Yukon
River has one name for its entire length, although it is visible
from many locations such as Whitehorse, Carmacks, Ft.
Selkirk and Dawson City.
3. Proposals to name a place or geographical feature
after a specific person shall show that the person to be
commemorated has contributed significantly to the area where
the feature is located. In most cases, personal names may be
given to geographical features only after the person’s death.

4. When proposing names for previously unnamed features,
those for which no local names exist, preference shall be
given to names from native languages, names that describe
the feature, names associated with historical events, and the
names of people who have made an important contribution
to the area where the place name is proposed.
5. Names shall be recognizable words or acceptable
combinations of words, and shall be in good taste. Names
that are discriminatory or derogatory from the point of view
of race, gender, colour, religion or political affiliation shall
not be accepted.
6. The spelling and accenting of names shall agree with the rules
of the language in which they were written.
7. The Board has no jurisdiction over the assignment of names
within municipalities, parks, territorial divisions, or other legal
bodies that have been created by, or result from, legislation.
Proposals for name changes within a national park are subject
to federal review and approval. When geographical features
are wholly or partly located within a national park, names
and name changes proposals are to be referred directly to the
Geographic Names Board of Canada (GNBC).

(left) Elder William Nersyoo, Sr., then aged 78, on Peel River.
(below) River guide Mr. Isaac Kunnizzi and his son Eugene standing
on a bluff above Peel River Canyon.
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Summary of Board Activities During the
2021-2022 Fiscal Period
During fiscal year 2021-2022 the Yukon Geographical Place
Names Board (YGPNB) carried out its essential functions
smoothly in spite of continuing Covid-19 restrictions. Those
safety measures limited members' ability to travel and the Board's
ability to host in-person participation by community and First
Nations representatives. Since its inception in 1995, the Board
has utilized in-person consultations as essential components of
the place names review process. Board members learned many
historical and linguistic details directly from the proponents
who were present at YGPNB meetings. Over the years an
extraordinary group of First Nations elders and language experts
have lent their expertise and wisdom to Board deliberations.
The arrival of Covid-19 in early 2020 curtailed this process.
During 2020-2021 and 2021-22 the Board relied on other ways
of conducting its reviews, including Zoom meetings, phone
calls, and e-mail communications. It was only at the conclusion
of the 2021-2022 fiscal year that the Covid situation improved
to the point that in-person meetings were once again allowed.
We look forward to a resumption of the Board's well-established
patterns of consultations in 2022 and beyond.

During the current fiscal year Board members reviewed and
approved two applications from the Champagne and Aishihik
First Nations for changes in place names for a particular creek
and mountain range located in the Aishihik / Tatshenshini region
of its traditional territory. This process required two steps: (1)
rescinding (removing) the existing names that are unacceptable
to contemporary standards of taste; and (2) replacing them
with Southern Tutchone names with strong cultural relevance,
Ts'ach'än Chù (creek) and Ts'ach'än Dhäl (mountain range). The
Board's paired recommendations have been forwarded to the
Minister for review and final approval.
The Board devoted much time and attention to a large batch of
place name submissions for the Peel River region of northern
Yukon. These submissions have been in the queue for some time,
nearly all of them submitted by Gwich'in organizations in the
Northwest Territories. To make progress with the review process,
the Board prepared background documentation to supplement
the submissions. The Board also decided that it would require
the assistance of a fluent Gwich'in speaker able to pronounce
and translate the names. Mr. William Firth, who hosts a weekly
Gwich'in radio program on CBC-North, responded positively
to our request for assistance in reviewing the place name
submissions. Mr. Firth lives in Ft. McPherson, NT, and offered
to meet in person with the Board. The scheduling and associated
travel challenges postponed his visit to April 2022 just past the
end of the 2021-2022 fiscal year.

(left) Looking west down
Tombstone River, towards
the Chandindu River valley,
with Tombstone Mountain
on the left. Tombstone
River’s Gwich’in name is
Aat’oo Han, “birch river”.
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During summer 2021, Co-chair Mr. John Ritter worked with
Ms. Sheila Maissan to prepare a manuscript and choose photos
for the 2020-2021 Annual Report. They also drafted additions
to the Board’s web site www.yukonplacenames.ca. The Board
finds the web a very useful tool for sharing information about
YGPNB activities.
The addition of a Resources section permits the inclusion of new
as well as previous research work on Yukon toponymy. The online postings of text, sound, and attractive images help to foster
an awareness of Yukon’s landscape, its rich cultural heritages,
and its languages. The Board continues to utilize the services
of Myron Design to produce its Annual Reports as well as
maintain and refine its website.

(right) Fort McPherson brothers Walter Alexie and Robert Alexie
Sr. were among the Gwich’in elders assisting the Board meeting in
November 2014.

YUKON PLACE NAME INFORMATION

Information about Yukon and other
Canadian place names can be obtained
by consulting the Geographic Names
Board of Canada database at:

For information about the Yukon
Geographical Place Names process
or to obtain a status report on a
submitted application contact:

For additional information about
the activities and mandate of the
Yukon Geographical Place Names
Board please contact:

GEO NAMES

YUKON TOPONYMIST

SECRETARIAT

Natural Resources Canada
560 Rochester Street, 1st floor
Ottawa, Ontario
Canada K1A 0E4
Email: nrcan.gnbc-ctc.rncan@canada.ca
www. geonames.nrcan.gc.ca

Cultural Services Branch
Heritage Resources Unit (L-1)
P.O. Box 2703
Whitehorse,Yukon
Canada Y1A 2C6
Telephone: (867) 667-3099
Toll-free: (800) 661-0408 (ext. 3099)
Fax: (867) 393-6456
Email: Geographical.Names@gov.
yk.ca

Yukon Geographical Place Names Board



Yukon Geographical Place Names Board
P.O. Box 31164
Whitehorse,Yukon
Canada Y1A 5P7
Telephone: (867) 667-7500
Fax: (867) 393-3904
Email: yukonplacenames@yknet.ca
www. yukonplacenames.ca
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FIGURE 1: GEOGRAPHICAL PLACE NAMES APPLICATION PROCESS FLOW SHEET
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Ekèhtsìi Va’an, “Ekèhtsìi’s den”, is a cave-like place in
the Peel River Canyon (Chuu Tr’idaodìich’uu, “unruly,
temperamental waters”), just downstream from
Khàtaiinlaii Èhdì’. There is a traditional Gwich’in story
attached to this feature.

yukonplacenames.ca

