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1. In tro duction

Proto-Athabaskan is reconstructedashaving had labial, alveolar, retro°ex, palatal,
velar, and uvular stops(Krauss and Golla 1981). In many of the daughter languages,
the velars palatalized and the uvulars becamevelar. In somecasesother points of
articulation fronted as well. Of the Central British Columbia group, Chilcotin and
the Witsuwit'en dialect of Babine-Witsuwit'en preserve the original uvular and velar
stops, while Babine and Carrier have palatalized the velars (Story 1984). Carrier
has also shifted the uvulars forward into the velar position. Carrier also shifted the
alveolarsforward to dental position and shifted both the retro°exes and the orginal
palatals forward to alveolar position.

Although such frontings are widespreadin Athabaskan, the details di®er from
languageto language,and the frontings evidently took place on multiple occasions
at di®erent times. In the caseof Carrier, the evidenceis that the fronting of the
alveolarsto dental position, and the fronting of the retro°exes and palatals to alve-
olar position, had already taken place by the time of the ¯rst attestation of the
languagein 1793. However, I will show here that the velars did not palatalize until
after 1793. Nonetheless,the velars had palatalized by 1819.

* I am grateful to H. C. Wolfart for information about Creeand to Sharon Hargus for information
about Witsu wit'en and Sekani. Thanks to the participan ts in the Tenth Spring Workshop on
Theory and Method in Linguistic Reconstruction for their comments.
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2. The Termin us An te Quem

The earliest relevant source1 is Harmon (1820), the journal of Daniel Harmon,
an employeeof the Northwest Company, who lived in Carrier territory from 1809to
1819,spending his time both at Fort Saint Jamesand Fort Fraser. Harmon's journal
contains 300 someCarrier words. In all cases,the velars are already palatalized.
Examples include the following: (In each case,the headword is the form as given
by Harmon. This is followed by the modern equivalent.)

tuc h-in \w ood"
d � t

�

� n

o-ca-chin \legs"
�

� ket
�

� n, inde¯nitely possessedform of -ket
�

� n.

1 Simon Fraser's journal (Fraser 1809) contain so little linguistic material that there are no
relevant forms,
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e-chi \grandc hild"
�

� t
�

ai, inde¯nitely possessedform of -t
�

ai.

el-chon \pregnan t"
� lt

�

an \she is pregnant"

All subsequent sources(A. Anderson apud Hale 1846,Dawsonand Tolmie 1884,
and the voluminous work of Father Adrien-Gabriel Morice, who beganhis study of
Carrier in 1884(Morice 1932)) show the proto-Athabaskan velars as palatals.

3. The Termin us Post Quem

Two piecesof evidencemay be adducedfor the terminus post quem. MacKenzie
(1801)contains a list of wordsrecordedon June22,1793nearwhat is now Alexandria
reserve, along the Fraser River betweenQuesneland Williams Lake during the visit
of a group of local Indians to his camp. The dialect is therefore most likely that of
the Eastern Blackwater, spokenby what arenow the Nazko and Red Blu® bands. He
gives< dekin> for \w ood", which is modern [d� t

�

� n], and < kin> for \leg", modern
[(ke)t

�

� n]. The two forms are not truly independent evidencesince both contain
the samestem. Theseforms indicate that in 1793Velar Palatalization had not yet
taken place in the Eastern Blackwater. Unfortunately, for this dialect the terminus
ante quemcannot be set until much later becauseit is not attested again until much
later.2 A secondargument, however, provides us with a terminus post quem for the
Stuart/T rembleur Lake dialect.

The plant Ledum groenlandicum \Labrador Tea" is indigenous to Carrier ter-
ritory . The nativeCarrier nameis /

�

� yak' � n � Ãl
�

a/. In the Stuart/T rembleur Lakedi-
alect, however, this term hasbeenreplacedby the term /l � di m � sd� ek/, a French/Cree
hybrid meaning\m uskegtea". Here/l � di/ is from French le th¶e \tea" and /m � sd� ek/
is from Cree [maskeek]/[maskiik] \m uskeg, swamp".3 Labrador Tea is known in
Creeby a similar compound. Watkins (1865;291a,162a)givesthe plural form /mas-
keekopakwa/, Lacombe(1874;443a)alsogivesthe singular /maskeekopak/. Leighton
(1985;122)gives/maskiik opakwa/ for the Woods Cree of Saskatchewan.

On the basis of this form alone, we might supposethat it entered Carrier with
the /d � / already a palatal a®ricate. It might have beenborrowed already palatalized
from an Eastern Creevariety and brought acrossthe continent by the fur traders, or,
as suggestedby IvesGoddard (p.c. 2000) it might have beenpalatalized in Michif,
from which it was borrowed into Carrier. However, there is reasonto believe that
/m � sd� ek/ had a velar stop, not a palatal a®ricate,when it entered Carrier.

The crucial fact is that in Witsuwit'en, the related Athabaskan languagespoken
to the west of Carrier, the same plant is called [l � di m � sgik] (lidÄ³ misgik in the
practical orthography). Note the presenceof a velar stop.

2 The next attestion is in Dawson and Tolmie (1884), if this is the dialect that they recorded.
From their description, it is unclear whether they recorded the Eastern Blackwater dialect or
the Lheidli (Prince George) dialect. The next documentation for this dialect is from the 1970s.

3 Accoridng to H. C. Wolfart (p.c. 2002), the vowel of the secondsyllable is [ee] in most varieties
of Plains Cree, but is often phonetically [ii] in the dialects of north western Saskatchewan and
northeastern Alb erta, which do not distinguish /ee/ from /ii/.
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The fact that Witsuwit'en has a velar indicates that the Cree word had a velar
when it was borrowed into Witsuwit'en. According to Sharon Hargus (p.c. 2002),
palato-alveolar a®ricatesdo not becomevelar when borrowed into Witsuwit'en. She
provides the following examples:

Witsuwit'en English English phonetic
mac� s matches [m½t

���

z]
cajman Chinaman [t

�

ajn
�

m
�

n]
dzuni Johnny [d � ani]

�

endz� n engine [
���

nd �

�

n]

It appearsthat voiceless/aspiratedpalato-alveolar a®ricatesbecomeunaspirated
palatal stops, while voiced/unaspirated palato-alveolar a®ricates become unaspi-
rated alveolar a®ricates. If \m uskeg" had contained a palatal a®ricate when it
entered Witsuwit'en, the expected outcome would be*[m � sdzik].

In all probabilit y, the term reached the Witsuwit'en from the East, via Car-
rier territory , as European contact in this area came from the East. Mackenzie's
party, and those that followed it in the next few decades,crossedthe Rockies into
Sekani territory from which they entered Carrier territory (MacKenzie 1801,Sedg-
wick 2002). The ¯rst permanent European settlement was Fort McLeod in Sekani
territory , constructed by the Northwest Company at McLeod Lake in 1805. This
wasfollowed by Fort Saint Jamesand Fort Fraser in 1806,and Fort Georgeat Prince
Georgein 1807,all in Carrier territory . Fort Kilmaurs, at the north end of Babine
Lake, was not built until 1822, and Fort Conolly at Bear Lake at the headwaters
of the SkeenaRiver, on the border betweenGitksan and Sekani, was not built until
1826. No establishment was constructed in this period in Witsuwit'en territory .

The Witsuwit'en form demonstratesthat the Creeword entered the region with
a velar stop. The fact that it is now a palatal a®ricate in Carrier must therefore
be attributed to sound change internal to Carrier. Since this loan can only have
entered Carrier after European contact, palatalization must have taken place after
contact.

A possible alternativ e, raised by Ives Goddard (p.c. 2004), is that the form
entered Carrier with a palatal, was borrowed with a palatal into Witsuwit'en, and
wasthen changedto a velar within Witsuwit'en due to the consciousnesson the part
of Witsuwit'en speakersof the correspondancesbetweentheir languageand Carrier.
This possibility is ruled out by the Fort Ware Sekani form, which is /m¶asg¶et/ or
/m ¶� sgek/ with a velar in both variants (Sharon Hargus, p.c. 2002). Sekani has
both palatal a®ricatesand velars(Hargus 1988),sothere is no motivation to borrow
palatal a®ricatesasvelars. According to Hargus(p.c. 2004)palatal a®ricatesarenot
borrowed into Sekani as velars. Sincethe Sekani cameinto contact with Europeans
¯rst, it is very unlikely that they would have borrowed the term from Carrier. The
presenceof a velar in the Sekani form therefore seemsto con¯rm that it entered the
region with a velar.

Furthermore, it is not particularly likely that the Witsuwit'en would have bor-
rowed this term from Carrier in the ¯rst place. Labrador Tea probably had a
Witsuwit'en name since it is indigenous to the area. To my knowledge the native
Witsuwit'en name does not survive, but the native word is still in use in most di-
alects of Carrier. It is only in the Stuart/T rembleur Lake dialect of Carrier that
/l � di m � sd� ek/ has replaced the native term, and even here, someolder speakers
whom I asked about it recognizedit as the older term. Among the Carrier the loan
seemsto have beenadopted only in the area in which there wasparticularly intense
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early contact with Europeans. Since the Witsuwit'en regard themselves as more
prestigious than the Carrier, it seemsunlikely that they would have borrowed from
Carrier a new term for a plant with which they were already quite familiar and for
which they already had a name. It is more likely that the loan entered Witsuwit'en
only as a result of direct contact with Hudson's Bay Company people.

4. Conclusion

That the palatalization of velars in Carrier had taken place by 1819 is shown
by the forms in Daniel Harmon's journal as well as all subsequent data. That the
palatalization did not takeplaceuntil after Europeancontact in 1793is shown by two
piecesof data. First, the two relevant forms recordedby Alexander Mackenziefrom
an Eastern Blackwater dialect in 1793 still have velars. Second,the French/Cree
loanword for \Labrador Tea" has a palatal in Stuart Lake Carrier. Since the Wit-
suwit'en and Sekani forms of this loan demonstrate that it had a velar when it
entered the region, the form must have beenborrowed into Carrier with a velar and
then undergonepalatalization. Consequently , palatalization must have taken place
after European contact, that is, subsequent to 1793.

These dates are of interest for two reasons. First, it is remarkable that such a
soundchangeshould have taken placewithin a period of lessthan 30 years,a single
generation. Second,it con¯rms what we already knew, that the palatalization of
the velarsand fronting of the uvulars took place independently in multiple branches
of the Athabaskan family.
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