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Although he was born in Tthedzé kǫ́ę́ (Wrigley), Johnny Neyelle spent most of his life in 
and around Délı ̨nę̨, on the shores of Great Bear Lake. He was known throughout the 
Sahtu for his drum-making abilities. Yet, he was much more than a talented carpenter. 
His whole being reflected his pride in being a man living from a land with which he had 
such a deep connection. Johnny Neyelle, the drum keeper, passed away in 2002, but 
his influence is still felt in Délı ̨nę. In this presentation, I offer an insight into the life of 
my father, Johnny Neyelle, a truly remarkable Dene.

First, I would like to recount how, as a child, I accompanied him in his search for just 
the right tree to make a drum, at the same time learning so much from him about life 
on the land and about the ethics of being a proper Dene. Back in the community, I 
watched him in his workshop, shaping and gradually bending the wood, then finding 
and adjusting the proper skin for the best sound; later on, when a drum was 
completed, he would talk about the songs and the dances this drum would be used for 
and about the ethics of being a drum player. Secondly, at the same time, he remained 
a person who enjoyed having a good time. In addition to being a dedicated ehdzi 
player, he was a musician who taught himself to play a number of different 
instruments, some of which he used to liven up get-togethers of hunters back from 
the bush. Lastly, it is worth recounting how, when he felt his time approaching, he very 
solemnly transferred his drum and his drum-keeping status to another Délı ̨nę Elder.

Johnny Neyelle was generous to us children : he brought us up to be adults who gave a 
lot of thought to what it means to be a good person, but he was also generous to all 
those who needed help, or wanted to learn about aspects of Dene culture, including 
outside researchers. Whether we consider him as hunter, musician, thinker, or father, 
he was a man who knew the value of life and laughter. He remains a model for us all. 

_____________
The presentation will include showing photographs and hearing audio recordings of 
Johnny's voice talking to us.


