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rise. The pole wavered at the top 
end and the Davidson instructed 
more lifters to move to that position. 
The second attempt to lift the pole 

was good. Xaad xilaa gyaahlaang 
gyaa’aang moved slowly but surely 
forward a few feet. The lifters had a 
few moments to catch their breath 
and brace their muscles for the next 
few steps. After the third repetition 
of lifting, walking, blocking and 
resting, Davidson paused the process 
to deliberate on the next move.

An eagle, with watchful eyes, soared 
high above the trees that lined the 
back of the hospital.  

Braces were then positioned inside 
the pit where the pole would be 
placed. Another few steps, lower, 
and rest. Davidson rising to the 
occasion, positioned himself on 
top of the pole to get a better 
perspective of where it was going. 

Christian White with Xaad xilaa 
gyaahlaang gyaa’aang.

by Florence Lockyer 

May 18, 2009 marked an historic 
day, not only was it the one year 
anniversary of the Alert Bay trip 
and the exchange of culture with 
the Kwakwaka ‘wakw, but it was 
also the day the Islands community 
raised the Xaad xilaa gyaahlaang 
gyaa’aang, the Haida Medicine 
Story Pole.

The pole was commissioned by the 
Old Massett Village Council and 
was gifted to the Villages of Masset 
and Port Clements to celebrate the 
unification of the three communities 
around the development and design 
of the newly opened Masset Clinic 
Hospital complex. The new building 
also houses the Northern Health 
Authority programs.

Christian White was at the helm of 
the pole project for the past couple 
of years ago. Christian’s apprentices, 
Allan Weir, Steven Mitchell-Yeltatzie, 
Cory Bulpitt, and Vernon White 
also worked on the pole, along 
with young apprentices JJ Williams, 
Neil Goertzen, Daisy White, Sylvia 
Williams, and Amos Williams, to 
name a few. Many other people 
offered assistance with the pole and 
the events surrounding the raising of 
the pole—cooks who brought food, 
painters, and weavers who offered 
their regalia to the dancers.

Gene Davidson was in charge of the 
physical—and boy was it physical—
process of standing the pole. His 
strong instruction and loud booming 
voice directed all the moves nec-
essary to get the pole up. It was a 
very delicate and precise operation.

An entourage of strong men assisted 
moving the pole from the truck to 
the place where it would eventually 
stand. The first bellow of Davidson 
instructed the determined lifters to 

The Raising of Xaad xilaa gyaahlaang gyaa’aang – 
the Haida Medicine Story Pole

New instructions saw the pole 
reverse slightly and then gently move 
forward and down. Another slight 
maneuver and it glided right into 
place, ready for raising. 

Donnie Edenshaw sang a song 
to begin bringing Xaad xilaa 
gyaahlaang gyaa’aang to life and 
Christian and his apprentices began 
the dance to wake the pole spirit, 
“Huksta! Hygwa! Huksta! Hygwa! 
Huksta! Hygwa!” 

And then it was time to stand 
the majestic pole. A few more 
adjustments to the poles position, 
rocks were placed in the pit, and 
then more leveling. Then Davidson 
magically guided the rope pullers 
to pull the pole to it’s height. The 
crowd was awestruck as it slowly 
and sleepily stood and blinked at 
the crowd gathered at its feet. More 
rocks and gravel were added around 
the base to stabilize the pole and 
prepare it for its duty as sentinel. 
Several more songs were sung to 
give the pole energy for its long post.  

As the afternoon sun warmed 
the witnesses, the pole—in all its 
grandeur—awakened to watch over 
our hospital clinic and all those who 
visit. Haaw.aa, Xaad xilaa gyaahlaang 
gyaa’aang! Welcome!  

Everyone was then invited back to 
the Old Massett Community Hall for 
the feast.

The Master’s of the Ceremony, 
Vince Collison and Ken Rea, greeted 
guests as they came into the hall and 
informed them that the stew was on 
its way and parents were encouraged 
to keep small children away from the 
pots as they were extremely hot.

Sgaann 7iw 7waans, Alan Wilson, 
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welcomed people and gave thanks 
for the beautiful day. He expressed 
how special the day was and that 
it was a real treat to see and feel 
such magnetism from the day. He 
welcomed visitors from Canada—90 
miles east—to the land of the Haida, 
enjoy your stay and 
haaw.aa!

The Reverend Lily Bell, 
blessed the food and 
also offered a moment of 
silence to consider those 
who could not witness 
the event. The awesome 
food was prepared by the 
OMVC/NWCC Culinary 
Arts Program students, 
who are instructed by 
Darlene Godfrey. After 
a full bowl of stew with 
delicious dinner rolls, 
plates of decadent halibut, 
rice, asian noodles, and 
caesar salad were served. 
Oh, how full we were! 

John T Jones, OMVC 
Acting Chief Councillor, 
spoke of this historic and 
beautiful day. He thanked 
the people who secured 
the funds for this project 
and the people who 
helped carve the pole. 
He said that there was a 
lot of things behind the 
pole such as capacity 
building and economic 
infrastructure and that 
pole was being given to 
the hospital as a reminder 
of the hard work and 
dedication to the hospital 
project. The pole is to honour the 
doctors and the nurses. It is our way 
of sharing with you the respect that 
they deserve. Many organizations 
played a large part of the project 
namely Gwaii Trust Society, Coast 
Sustainability, McLean Foundation, 
and Service Canada, he said.

Deputy Chief Councillor, Judy 
Williams thanked everyone who 
honoured their invitation and Fraser 

Earl, NWCC Essential Skills for Work 
Program/Arts ACCESS instructor, 
was honoured for his work which 
enhanced the program to meet 
the needs of the community. 
Acknowledgement was given to the 
students and first year apprentices, 

Bryce Williams, Daisy White and 
Jerome Williams. Diane Smith was 
acknowledged as well.  

As lead carver, Christian White, was 
given a set of carving tools as a gift. 
He expressed his thanks and spoke 
of the value of the day and the 
anniversary of the trip to Alert Bay. 
He gave a special acknowledgement 
to his apprentices Amos Williams, 
Deena Manitobenis, Sylvia Williams, 

Dino (Eugene) Davidson, Mallary 
Collinson, Morris White, and 
Judd Russ.

Thanks were extended to Pat-
ricia Moore, OMVC Economic 
Development Planner, and John 

Disney, OMVC Economic 
Development Officer for 
all their hard work and 
dedication to see the 
project to the end. 

Hereditary leader, Sgaann 
7iw 7waans, returned to 
express how the picture 
on Haida Gwaii is almost 
complete and that we can 
feel the life in the pole. 
He said it is made from a 
monumental cedar and 
we have fought so hard 
for them. Over two years 
this project was in the 
planning and it is made by 
the Haida Nation for the 
people of Haida Gwaii—
isn’t it beautiful! He spoke 
of when he was in the 
carving shed taking pictures 
and watching the artists 
work on the pole. He also 
spoke of being on Athlii 
Gwaii, Lyell Island and his 
experience there. He said 
that one time on Athlii 
Gwaii he was in the woods, 
he felt kind of funny, and he 
looked up saw that a pole 
was carved only part way 
up—it seemed like it was 
yesterday, it was powerful!

Thasi, Ken Edgars, welcomed 
everyone to the feast. He 

said he felt proud to be a part of the 
day’s events and that he is proud to 
be the chief of Naden Harbour. Thasi 
said that this pole is evidence of the 
community co-operation around the 
hospital project. 

Stithdaa, Frank Collison, expressed 
how he liked the way the Islands 
communities were working together 
for a common cause. The recently 

Xaad xilaa gyaahlaang gyaa’aang stands at the Masset 
Clinic Hospital complex. 

Pole Raising continued overPhotos: page 16, Jack Litrell; this page, Haida Laas
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Fucus, also known as Popweed is a 
common edible seaweed.

potlatched, Ihldiinii, Alfred Davidson, 
offered his thanks. It is a great day, 
congratulations for a job well done, 
he said.
  
Public Health representative Maureen 
Hughes-McMillan, Village of Masset 
Mayor Barry Pages, Northern 
Health representatives Sheila and 
Cam, Kim Mushinsky, John Disney 
also expressed appreciation of the 
pole and the memorable occasion 
witnessed on this day. 

Christian White addressed the hall to 
describe the experience of working 
with his apprentices. His group, the 
Tluu xaada naay Dancers, performed 
and brought to life the story of the 
pole. He gave a description of how 
the pole related to his family, and 
how they are involved in the dance. 
Christian acknowledged his long 
time friend, Gene Davidson, and 
presented his apprentices with gifts. 
Special thanks and gifts were given 
to his sister Sharlene White-Davidson, 
and his wife Candace Weir-White.

High consideration was given to 
Caitlyn Davidson and Kristy Bell for 
painting the pole, Evelyn Van der 
hoop for the Naaxiin design on 
the pole, tsiinii Stephen Brown for 
support with the language, Warren 
McIntyre for the invitation and poster 
picture, and Vince Collison. Monty 
Stewart-Burton was acknowledged 
for moving the pole to its location, 
Bo Collison for driving the truck and 
Pete Thompson for blessing the pole. 

The closing song was the Farewell 
Song, which was given back to the 
Haida on their trip to Alert Bay, and a 
prayer was offered by Reverend Lilly 
Bell.

Our life time is a short time for 
the supernatural, but this day was 
endless and the memories of it will 
be in our minds and hearts forever. • 

More photos of the pole 
raising at haidanation.ca.

Seaweeds are a traditional food for 
many people around the world. 
I’ve been to a “seaweed museum” 
in Hokkaido, Japan where seaweeds 
are an important food to the local 
culture. I’ve also studied a thou-
sand year old spruce root gather-
ing basket unearthed along the 
shores of Prince of Wales Island, 
Alaska. The basket was made the 
same way we make our seaweed 
gathering baskets today. Seaweeds 
sustain Hawaiians and other Pacific 
Islanders, northern Europeans, and 
of course the North Pacific cultures 
where seaweeds are still used 
extensively.  

There are thousands of types of 
seaweed. The number of species 
along our coast are staggering and 
yet we use only a handful, but a 
handful is enough for home use, 
and we can easily collect them year 
round.  

Fucus or Popweed is the easiest to 
find and gather; yet we walk over 

or around it on our way to prized 
seaweeds like sgyuu. Seaweed can be 
picked anytime of year and at almost 
any low tide along rocky shores. 

The large-brown flat shiny seaweeds 
like sugar whack, giant kelp, and bull 
kelp are also abundant along our 

The Seaweed Pantry
By Sganggwaay, Dolly Garza

Identifying large brown seaweeds at Ops beach, Masset. Dolly Garza, Lana 
Wilhelm, Ralph Stocker and Sanne Koenig

Pole Raising from page 17
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Charles Edenshaw was a young 
man apprenticing with John 
Robson, John Cross was in his 
twenties and it was just over a 
hundred years since first recorded 
contact with our people. The 
Indian Act and the potlatch ban 
were fresh concepts.

Why is it important that we know 
where all of the old houses stood 
in old Hlgaagilda? It’s because it 
can give us a new understanding 
of many things. It tells us that 
if we go and dig for blue trade 
beads that chances are those 
beads belonged to the family that 
lived in the spot where they are 
found. It tells us of the change in 
the creeks that flow through the 
village and the change in our way 
of living—those creeks at one time 
were a prominent lifeline for those 
who lived here before us. And it 
tells us how quickly things change.
The stone acts as a visual archive 
to a way that we once knew in 
Skidegate and it remains a way for 
us to remember a loved one who 
drowned at sea. •

shores and a short harvesting trip can 
result in a years worth of delicious 
seaweeds with relatively little work 
required for drying and storage.  

Most seaweeds can be used fresh or 
when air-dried they can be stored 
for year round use. Once dry they 
can be oven-toasted for a nutritious 
seaweed chip, or soaked to refresh 
them and used in soups, stir-fries, 
fried rice, etc. Bull kelp has been 
used in pickles, salsas, and chutneys.

The upcoming Sustainable Living 
Fair (an initiative of the Hecate 
Energy Institute and Sierra Club of 
Canada), Haida Fisheries Program 
and the NaiKun Energy Centre co-
sponsored two seminars on the 
identification and use of seaweeds in 
May and June. A fun and delicious 
tasting table of dried and pickled 
seaweeds followed a slide show 
presentation, and a field trip the 
following morning gave participants 
an opportunity to identify and collect 
many types of seaweed at low tide. 

Over a hundred people attended 
these two events and learned the 
basics for the sustainable harvest 
of edible seaweeds around Haida 
Gwaii. As we focus on growing and 
gathering our own food for local 
self-reliance and food security, we 
can look to seaweeds to contribute 
to the sustenance, nutrition and 
flavors at our dinner tables. For 
more information on seaweed 
identification check out these two 
websites: www.seaweedsofalaska.
com and www.geog.ubc.ca/
biodiversity/eflora/algae. •

•   •   •

 
Sganggwaay, Dolly Garza is a retired professor 
from the University of Alaska, Marine Advisory 
Program.

Her book “Common Edible Seaweeds in the 
Gulf of Alaska” can be ordered through Alaska 
Sea Grant: www.alaskaseagrant.org.

In our culture, when someone 
dies a monument is usually raised 
to remember them by. The type of 
monument varies. Two hundred 
years ago, mortuary poles were 
raised, human remains were 
placed at the top of the pole in a 
box, then fronted with a carved 
plague, or a memorial pole 
may have been  raised, dressed 
with rings to commemorate 
the person and the number of 
potlatches they held, or they  
may have been remembered in 
a variety of other ways. Today’s 
conventional practice consists of 
raising a headstone on the grave 
a year, or a number of years, after 
the death of a loved one.

In the 1880s, a loved one drowned 
at sea. The person was from 
Hlgaagilda—the original name 
of Skidegate—and a stone was 
erected to remember them. If 
you are from Skidegate you are 
probably familiar with the stone as 
it still stands today, over a century 
later along Front Street in the old 
park by the community hall.
 
This memorial stone once stood 
in a forest of totem poles and 
monumental houses lining the 
beach front that declared the 
families of Hlgaagilda. Today the 
stone is still there but stands in 
front of modern houses and in 
view of the Council of the Haida 
Nation’s, Skidegate office. 

The stone stands as a link to our 
past.  

In this modern age the stone 
also serves as a way for Haidas, 
anthropologists and historians to 
locate where the old longhouses 
once stood—houses that sheltered 
our ancestors. 

At the time the stone was erected 

The path to Hlgaagilda - a way to remember

Writer, Kwiaahwah Jones, with the 
memorial stone at Hlgaagilda.

by Kwiaahwah Jones
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If you are curious about this—a beach lined with Haida 
houses—you now have your chance, as the Haida 
Gwaii Museum holds a small scale model of the what 
Skidegate looked like in 1881. 

The model was created for curator/anthropologist, 
George M Macdonald and was on display at the 
Canadian Museum of Civilization, in Quebec. Last 
year it was at the Bill Reid Foundation Gallery in 
Vancouver and has since the beginning of July it will 
be on long-term loan at the Haida Gwaii Museum at 
Kaay Llnagaay. The model sits at the museum ready for 
exploration and will be here to give curious people a 
new perspective on what it was once like to live 
in Skidegate.•

by Kwiaahwah Jones

Skidegate hasn’t always had the small hall with the 
red roof along Front Street, nor has it always had 
paved roads. The breakwater that protects the hall 
was installed in the last 60 years and at one time the 
creeks that ran through the village emptied into a 
pond where fish spawned. Today that area is Third 
Street. 

But in just over a hundred years ago Skidegate has 
dramatically changed. Large longhouses once faced 
the beach and each house had a name and enough 
room to accommodate extended families. In front of 
the houses, canoes lined the beach, rather than what 
you see today, be it a truck or car. Instead of house 
numbers, or plagues that spell our family names, 
monumental poles stood in front showing the crests of 
the those who lived inside. 

Birds eye view, gives new perspective on Skidegate


