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Chapter Thirteen:  First Nation Villages 

 
Queen Charlotte Islands (Haida Gwaii) 

Will  would have visited the Queen Charlotte Islands several 
times but we only know about his visit in 1901.  The Colonist  

tells us, ñDr. Newcombe, the retiring president of the British 

Columbia Natural History Society, D.S. Scholefield and 

W.J. Sutton, the well known geologist,ò were passengers on 
the Tees; they had in view, 

 

a trip along the west coast of the Queen Charlotte Islands 

in a sloop.  Dr. Newcombe is representing four Eastern 

museums and will make a collection of totems and Indian 

ethnological specimens at the different óillaheesô and 

settlements called at.
i
   

 

In fact, as well as acquiring ethnological specimens, 

Charles Newcombe also robbed graves on this trip.
ii
  The 

Queen Charlotte Islands, or Haida Gwaii as they are now 

known, are north of Vancouver Island.  There were eight 

indigenous villages on Moresby Island in the south and nine 
on Graham Island in the north.   

 

According to Douglas Cole, author of Captured 
Heritage, The Scramble for North West Artifacts, 1985, 

Newcombe was working for both Franz Boas and George 

Dorsey.  Newcombe takes his 24-foot boat, Pelican, and is 

accompanied by a young Douglas Scholefield as crew.   
 

Newcombe spent about six months in the north but 

Will was back in Victoria by 8
th
 May, so it looks like he spent 

nearly three weeks on the Queen Charlottes.  Of course, he 

may have re-joined Newcombe in the north later.  Whatever, 

we know Will visited both islands (perhaps not on the same 
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trip) as there are nine photographs from Graham Island and 

four from Moresby in his album.
iii
    

 

Newcombe was looking for totem poles at 

Cumshewa; here is one of Willôs photographs, Queen 

Charlotte Cumshewa, which shows someone, possibly Will, 
taking a photograph of part of a pole, what a pity it is slightly 

out of focus: 

 

 
Image Queen Charlotte Cumshewa, courtesy of the Royal BC Museum and 

Archives. 

 

15320 Pillar Rock, north shore of Graham Island, shows 

Pillar Rock in the background with a boat (the Pelican?) 
anchored up and a man in a canoe paddling towards the shore. 

Pillar Rock is just south of Langara Island which is on the 

north-western tip of Graham Island.  There is a second shot 

which, on closer inspection, shows Will standing next to Pillar 
Rock.   
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Image Pillar Rock, north shore of Graham Island, courtesy of the Royal BC 
Museum and Archives 

 

Skeena River 

Fourteen of Will Suttonôs photographs were taken near 

Skeena River on mainland British Columbia.  Six of 

these are river scenes, some of geological interest
iv
, and 

include this beautiful view:  

 

 
Image Skeena River, courtesy of the Royal BC Museum and Archives. 
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The remaining eight photographs are of First Nation 

villages, the majority of which have never been seen 

before.   

 

If these were all taken on the same trip they could 

be dated to May/June 1906 as there is a letter referring to 

payment for a horse lost during a trip from Hazelton to 

Bulkley Valley for W.J. Sutton and party, paid for by the 

Wellington Colliery Company Limited.
v
 This implies 

Will was there on company business, although grave 

robbing should not be ruled out.  Two photographs in 

particular are potentially linked to grave robbing.   

 

 
Image Ready for a journey on horseback, Hazelton, courtesy of the Royal 

BC Museum and Archives. 
 

Photograph 15297: Ready for a journey on 

horseback, Hazelton, shows Will and another man, 

possibly his brother, James,
vi
 on horseback along with a 

First Nation guide and two boys, both leading horses 

which are carrying large boxes on their backs.  One is 
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reminded of what Will said in his letter of 15
th
 

November 1888 to Franz Boas, ñEvery skeleton is in a 

box by itself, having made boxes expressly for them.ò  

And that Charles F. Newcome had said Sutton always 

ñsquared the chiefs of villages who told off men to 

accompany him & to point out those they had no 

objection to losing."  

 

This photograph could support both of these 

statements or it could simply be that the party were about 

to set off on a surveying trip.  The long tubular object 

James (?) is carrying looks like it could be a tripod for 

taking photographs or, as suggested by George F. 

MacDonald, a stadia rod for surveying or a roll of paper 

for mapping or surveying.  George also says he has 

never seen photographs of wooden packing crates 

covered with tarpaulin on horses before but suggests this 

could be consistent with delicate surveying instruments 

that need protection from moisture or rain.
vii

 

 

The second photograph is 15293 Indian Grave-

yard, Hazelton.  Gitanmaax cemetery overlooks both 

Gitanmaax and Hazelton and includes elaborately 

constructed spirit or burial houses.   Cole refers to this as 

a new cemetery and says that when George Dorsey 

visited it he did not take any skeletons.  We do not know 

whether the Suttons left the graves untouched. 
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                    Image Indian Graveyard, Hazelton, courtesy of the Royal BC        

Museum and Archives. 

 

The party probably next went to Ahwilgate.
viii

  

15295 Ahwilgate Village near Hazelton, B.C., shows a 

village scene.  The correct spelling is Ahwillgate which 

is also known as Hagwelget and before that, Tse-Kya. 

 

 
Image Ahwilgate Village near Hazelton, B.C. courtesy of the Royal BC 

Museum and Archives. 
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Kitwanga 

Another photograph from this group, 15317 Kitwanga 

Indian Village, Skeena River, shows totem poles outside 

wooden houses with the Skeena on the right.  Kitwanga 

is also known as Gitwangak.  It is almost identical to a 

photograph labelled Panorama from the south end of 

Gitwangak Village, circa 1899, which appears in The 

Totem Poles and Monuments of Gitwangak Village, 

George F. MacDonald; the photographer is unknown.
ix
  

The only difference is that the part of a pole that is 

showing on Willôs photograph on the left is missing on 

the MacDonald version.  The water marks are similar 

and there appears to be a rock or tear on the bottom left-

hand side which is clearly visible on both photographs. 

 

 
 

              Image Kitwanga Indian Village, Skeena River, courtesy of the   
Royal BC Museum and Archives. 
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Kitwanga/Gitwangak means óPeople of the Place 

of Rabbits.ô   The village of Gitwangak is on the 

northern banks of the Skeena River, near Kitwanga hill 

fort, a Canadian National Historic Site now called 

Gitwangak Battle Hill.  The people of Gitwangak used to 

live at the hill fort but left the fort after it was burnt 

down in about 1835.   

 

Emily Carr painted the totem poles from a similar 

angle as the photograph in 1912.  The painting is held at 

the Art Gallery of Ontario and was, until recently, 

labelled Gitwangak, Queen Charlotte Islands.  It is 

clearly of the same view as Willôs photograph although 

from a slightly different angle and with artistic licence 

leaving out a totem pole (this might not have been 

visible from the angle Emily Carr painted the scene).   

 

In 1926 the poles were moved from the river side 

to the centre of the village.  Until Willôs photograph 
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came to light, the only other photograph from the same 

angle that existed was the one in The Totem Poles and 

Monuments of Gitwangak Village.  These factors no 

doubt played a role in the mislabelling of the painting.    

 

Correspondence with George F. MacDonald 

confirms the Emily Carr painting is not from Haida 

Gwaii but Skeena River.
x
  An email was sent to the Art 

Gallery of Ontario suggesting the painting had been 

wrongly titled; the painting is now labelled simply, 

Gitwangak, although many other copies still have the old 

title.  It would be good if the painting was re-labelled 

Gitwangak, Skeena River.   

   Gitwangak, Emily Carr 

Moricetown  

There are two other photographs of First Nation villages both 

south of Skeena. The first is 15296 Mauricetown Bulkley 
River, Cassiar District.  Moricetown, originally called Kyah 

Wiget, is a First Nation village of the Wetôsuwetôen people.   
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There is evidence of inhabitation going back 5,500 

years; it was one of the main camps on the hunting and 
fishing routes used by the Wetôsuwetôen every year.  Various 

sources say Moricetown was founded in the early 1900ôs, 

which would support the date 1906 for this photograph.
xi
   

 

Hartley Bay 

The second photograph is Hartley Bay which is at the 

mouth of the Douglas Channel and is still a First Nation 

village.  It is the home of the Gitgaôata, meaning óPeople 

of the Caneô who are part of the Tsimshian nation. 

 

 

Image Hartley Bay Indian Village, northern coast of B.C.                                                                                                                               
courtesy of the Royal BC Museum and Archives. 

 

Assimilation 

As a way of forcing First Nation people to assimilate, the 

Canadian government provided education through 

church-run residential and day schools.  One of these 

was at Hartley Bay; it was one of eight on mainland 

British Columbia whilst there were a further three on 

Vancouver Island, at Alberni, Kuper Island and 

Koksilah.   
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Residential schools had two purposes: firstly to 

óeducateô Aborigine children and secondly, to assimilate 

them into mainstream Canadian society, which they did 

by indoctrinating Euro-Canadian and Christian ways of 

life. The system began in the 1880s and lasted until the 

end of the 20th century.  

 

Children were forcibly separated from their 

families for long periods, forbidden to talk about their 

Aboriginal heritage and culture or to speak their own 

languages.  If these rules were broken children were 

severely punished.  Ex-students have talked about 

physical, sexual, emotional, and psychological abuse 

from residential staff. 

 

Pupils were usually only educated up to grade 

five, with an emphasis on training for manual labour in 

agriculture or woodworking for the boys and laundry 

work and sewing for the girls - similar to orphanages in 

Britain during the 19
th
 and early 20

th
 centuries. 

 

The impact on First Nation people was 

tremendous not least with a loss of culture and language.  

But students also missed growing up, and being 

nurtured, in their own families; some died from severe 

beatings, others killed themselves out of despair.
xii

 

 
Prime Minister Stephen Harper apologised in 2008 on 

behalf of the Canadian government for the Indian Residential 

Schools system.  The Indian Residential Schools Settlement 
Agreement of 2007 set up the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission: 
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This Commission presents a unique opportunity to 

educate all Canadians on the Indian Residential Schools 

system.  It will be a positive step in forging a new 

relationship between Aboriginal peoples and other 

Canadians, a relationship based on the knowledge of our 

shared history, a respect for each other and a desire to 

move forward together with a renewed understanding that 

strong families, strong communities and vibrant cultures 

and traditions will contribute to a stronger Canada for all 

of us.
xiii

 

 
                                                             
i The Colonist, 19th April 1901. 
ii Douglas Cole, Captured Heritage, The Scramble for North West Artifacts, 

1985. 
iii15308    Queen Charlotte, Cumshewa ; 15309    Rennell Sound; 
15310    Island off Frederick Island showing melabasalt resting on 
limestone; 15311    North shore of Q.C.I. [Queen Charlotte Islands]; 
15313    Cumshewa - Point Granite; 15315    Langara [North Island] Naden; 
15316    Dike cutting argillites Skedans, Q.C.Island; 15320    Pillar Rock, 
north shore of Graham Island; 15321    as above but nearer; 15323    
Agglomerate Masset Inlet, Graham Island;15327    Basaltic Columns Tiahin 
Point West Coast Graham Island; 15328    Head of Rennel Sound, West 

Coast of Graham Island;15282b  White Stone Point, Saanich Inlet. 
iv 15299 Skeena River at Kwatsalis [view of mountain below Lorne Creek]; 
15300 Bornite Mountain from upper end of Kitsilas Canyon, Skeena River, 
B.C., 15324 Bare granite hills, Lower Skeena River BC  
v Letter dated 1st December 1906 referring to trip in June, British Columbia 
Archives, MS-0436, Box 166, File 3.   
vi There is another photograph from the RBC Archives of James Sutton 
panning for gold at Wreck Bay with similar features to Willôs colleague, 

suggesting it is James.  Although James is now living in California this 
could still be him, remember, his occupation is surveyor. 
vii Personal email 22nd April 2016. 
viii Douglas Cole tells us Dorsey also went there on horseback from 

Hazelton.  Douglas Cole, Captured Heritage, The Scramble for North West 
Artifacts, 1985. 
ix National Museums of Canada, 72-9186 
x Thank you for sending the most interesting account of William John 

Sutton's pioneering work in British Columbia. It doesn't mention his 
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surveys on the Skeena River but his photo is certainly of Gitwangak 

village.  I had associated the name O'Dwyer with that photo as there is an 

album in the Library and Archives Canada in Ottawa which contains that 

photo. Certainly the Carr painting is based on one of those photos.  It is 

definitely not from Haida GwaiiéThank you for sharing this question 

with me.  Email correspondence, 29th March 2015. 
xi
 I am unable to show this photograph due to financial considerations. 

xii wherearethechildren.ca timeline  
xiii  11th June 2008, Ottawa, Ontario. 


