
THE GITKSAN 

The Gitksan "people of the ksan (Skeena) 11 were seven tribes, 

each ith a single winter village on the upper Skeena River or one 

of its tributaries. The triba l villages in their order upriver 

were: 

Kitwanga 

Kitwancool 

Kitsegukla 

Kita.nma}..:s 

Kispiox 

Kisgegas 

Kul do 



~ Pppul_.?yion: 

The officia l census figures from 1890 to the present are 

shown in the t able, a long with an estimate of the numbers about 

1835 . 

Band 1835 
(es ti ;,4) 

Kitwanga 400 143 
Kitwancool 400 85 
Kitsegu kla 350 172 
Ki tanr.aa.ks 300 285 --
Kis:pi ox 500 398 ', 

Kisgegas 450 280 
Kuldo 200 46 
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6 
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1939 

200 

90 
200 
370 
255 
25 

25 
130 

1295 

In estima ting the 1835 figures we d o not have the usual help 

1222 1'!6} 

260 
177 
221 
526 
372 

144 

of a Hudson's Bay Company census. Tw o or three of the other ancient 

villages r@,y st ill have been occupied at that time. However these 

estima tes a re in a cco rd with t ho se made for neighbouring tribes, and 

are pro bably QUi te a ccura te. It is n ot like ly that the origina l 



populati on ( tha t ~s, around 1780) was very much higher than the 

2600 estirnated for 1835, as these &ribes were quite remote from the 

earliest effects of the white man's presence . 

The serious decline after 1835 resulted as usual from smallpox, 

bullets, whi sky , syphilis, measles, influenza and TB . There as not 

much emigr a tion out of the a rea, exc ept for ab out 115 of the Kit-

wancool who moved to the Nass . From 1890 to ab out 1939 the total 

nrunbers remained about the same, but there was a movement from the 

outlying villages into Hazelton and the mission settlements. T~uldo 

and Kisgegas suffered compl ete aband onment, but a ll the other village s 

survived the low yea.rs, and onc e again have healthy and growing 

populations. 

It should be kept in mind in reading the tables tha t t h e 

figures show the totals for the band, whether a ll of its members 

a ctua lly live in t he village or not. Some members of other bands, 

for example, actually live in Hazelton. Therefore the size of the 

village is not always the same a s that of the band . 



Territories: 

The Gitksan villages, especially the first five, vere situated 

fairly clos e to one another on or near the main stem of the 
;;~,,~ 7 l 

Skeena. It was n ot that the river was really very much of a 

h i ghway for travel. ~Vhile can oe navigation was practica l for a good 
~ A.;> 

part of the year up o a bout ispiox, most of the visiting back and 

forth was in connection with t h e feasts and potlatches of the winter, 

vhen ice choked the river, and _:!'._he people walked. ~rhe next villag e 
usually I 

was wi thin a day's travel, ex cept for Kuldo a nd --i sgegas, and that 
·"-._ 

wasn't very far . 

The territories of each of the tribes typical ly included a 

s ection of the main river where they coul d tak~ a:; lshare of the main 

salmon runs, on e or more tributaries with t heir own salmon runs, 

and the surrounding mountains and valleys for hunting and trapping . 
/h-- ' ,_. I ,...( o 

The three outlying tribes, U t wancool, Kuldo, and Kisgegas had 
¥ 

territories reaching f a r to t h e north and northwest, to t he very 
~~ ''v~....-.A 

h eadwaters of the Nass and the Skeena . The rugg ed va lleys of that 
,,,,.,...,, ~ 

part of the Province tend to lie parallel , running north gest-southeast 

a nd the major rivers tend to run first with them, then a cross t h em 

a t right angles. Each of these three tribes cla i med a l a r ge 

n orthwest - sou t h east slice a cross the upper parts of the two dr a inages, 

but ea ch had its village close to t he lower end, near the others 

on the Skeena . 
tJ-v-{ !. J 

In earlier time s their ownership of these ~ n orthern areas 

di d not g o uncont ested . There t h ey met several different bands of 



nomadic Athapaskans, all of whom they called 11 Tsetsaut 11 (roughly, 
o1J~ 

11 inlanders 11 ), and usuk lly when they mejr they fought. Control over 

these areas was always uneasy , and the cost of maintaining it was 

high . 

In their contacts with these inla nd tribes, the Gitksan have 
c..- ' 

had the role of introducing to them a more settled and com:eflicated 

way of life. Over many centuries, it would seem, restless bands 

of interior nomads have been wander ing into the upper Nass and 

Skeena drainages, have discovered in the salmon runs a rich new 

source of food, have come into contact wi th Gitksan culture, and 

have changed t hei r ways of life in imitation. lthough the Gitksan 
____, 

called a ll of these people 11 Tsetsaut 0 , ~fact they must ,.. .JJ.a ve been 

of serveral different tribes. One band, closely related to the 

bandst'fb the Stikine drainage which have come to be called Tahltan, 

controlled a large part of the upper Nass, including Bowser and 

Meziaden lakes, until quite recent tim~s. Fighting with them 

lasted until about 1860. another band, known only as Tsetsaut, 

reached saltwater on Portland Cana l and Behm Cha.ib.nel, and came 

under the sway of the Niska • •. lso, since ab out 1800, the Gitksan 

have been in conta ct with the Sekani. This tribe was jostled west 

a cross t he Rock ies by others who got guns first, then moved aggress-

ively westv~ard as far as Bear lake when they g ot them themselves. 

It is usually difficult to i dent ify such noriladi c bands exactly, 

because over the years they expanded or br ok enup, moved to new areas , 
I 

or changed their identities. 

Their contacts with the Gitksan were of two kinds: warlike 

clashes, and peaceful inter.mingling and ass i mi l a tion. liost of the 



11 wa rs 11 were a ctua lly sro..all s ca le r a ids an d counter r a ids, but enough 
~~ 
of these can lea d to t he extinction of whole band,s . The Ki t wancool 

a nd their "Tsetsaut " enemies a t Me zi aden Lake succeeded in decimating 

ea ch other quite effectively, and t h e unfortunate Tsetsaut of 

Portla nd Ca na l were almos t completely extermina ted by r a id after 

rai d before t h e l a st dozen or s o joined the Nisk e a t Kincolith in 

188 5. 

The intermittent fight ing di d not prevent trade a nd inter-

marriag e from t aking pl ace, a nd the a rriva l of the white man on 

t h e coa st, wi th h is demand f or f urs , increas ed t he incentive to 

trade . To conduct t rad i ng , it was bes t to have rela tives in t h e 

other trib e ; in not by marri age, then a t lea st by having people who 

could b e r ega r ded a s rela tives b ecaus e t h ey belonged to a r ela ted 

clan. The inl and t rib es a dopted a clan sy s t em to conform with t hat 

of t h e Gitksan, then copi ed more and mor e customs a s s ocia ted with 

t he system. I n the end s ome gr oups became s o a ltered (a s t h e 

Hagwilgate Ca r r iers were becoming in recent times ) , tha t t h ey 

n ee ded only to change t h eir language to be Gitksan. From the 

traditions it i s apparent tha t some Gitk san f amilies were just such 

i mmi gr ant s . lready s i mila r i n cul ture, t hey s i mp l y gave up t h eir 

At hapas kan l a nguag e a nd became Gitksan. 

I t could a l mos t b e sai d t hat the habita t of t h e Gitksan was 

l i k e the mou t h of a g rea t funnel, gat h er i ng in roving ..:-\. t hapa skan 
rrato 

n omads and converting them t-o semi-sedenta ry river dwellers . 



Tha t the f unnelling a ction continu ed down the k eena to t h e coa st 

is anoth er sugge s t i on which 1ill be examined els e vher e . 

The s ea sona l round of activities did not perrr~t the Gitk san 

much time in their "permanent " villages; for most of t h e yea r they 

were away , utili zing oth er parts of t h ei r ter ri t or ies. I n mi d-

F ebrua ry, while it was still winter, l a r ge numbers of t h em journeyed 

to the Nass River, joining the grea t annua l congregati on of Tsimshian 

a nd oth er tribes a t t h e eula chon fi sheries . The oth er tribes got 

there by canoe, but the Git ksan wal ked, us ing the well- travelled 

r ou tes known a s 11 g rea se tra ils 11
• One of t h es e tra ils led north 

from Kitwanga, t h rough IG. t wancool, to the Cranberry River, curved 

wes t dovn t h e Cranberry to t h e Nass and t h e h ea d of can oe navigat i on 

a t Grea se Har bour , a f ew miles ab ove Gitlakda.mi ks . Another trail 

l ed nor t h f rom Haze lton, up , t h e Kispiox iver, then west over the 

divide to the Cranberry . Still other branch es came in from Kuld o 

and Kisg egas a nd joined the Cranberry trail. 

Going to the Nass , t he people could travel part s of t h e way 

on t h e ice of t h e rivers , and cou ld us e s l edges to ca rry t he ir 

belongings . They mi ght even continue on t he i ce to the mouth of 

the Nass , but usua l ly t hey wai ted in t he upper village s with t h e 

Ni ska fri ends or rela tives wh os e can oes and f i shing equipment t h ey 

sha red . 11Vhen the ic e went ou t t h ey went down with t he ir hos t s 

by canoe. 

Ma rch and April were spent i n ca t ching t he little fi sh with 



r akes and net s , rendering t h em into oi l , and making new box es of 

cedar b oa r ds in which to ca rry the grea se home. 

Returned to the hea d of canoe nav igat i on by their Niska friends, 

The Gitksan s t a rted h ome on foot. The ice was now gone . They 

staained with t h eir h eavy loads a long t h e ~e ll-w orn tra i Jfand over 

the native-made bri dges whi ch spanned t h e swollen rivers a long the 

way . Each adult usua lly took t wo b oxe s of oil, carrying them 

forwar d one a t a time i n relays . It was har d work , but they had to 

g et h ome to prepare fo r salmon fi shing , which s t a rted in June or 

Ju l y . Sometimes t hey ca ch ed box e s of grease a long the tra il, to 

b e picked u p l a ter wh en t h ere was more time . 

The sur.amer salmon runs were t h e major s i ngle sour ce of food . 

Each f amily ( "hous-e 0 ) ch i ef owned f i shing s t a tions on t h e rivers, 

whe re t h e fi sh cou l d be caught with ba s ket traps or ha r p oons. The 

best loca t i ons were of ten a t s ome di s t a nce from the village, and t h e 

l a r ge pl a nk smokehous es where t h e fi sh were cured a lso served as 

dw ellings for the sea son . A S the different kinds of sal mon followed 

ea ch other t h roughout the summer , t h ey were caught, s plit, dried 

with smoke, and stored in ba rk- lined ca che pits until a full winter's 

supply was secured . Ti me off was t aken to gat her berries from t h e 

specia l a rea s owned by t h e f amily or t h e t r i be, and dry t hem i n 

cakes t o add to t h e winter's food . 

Fall and ea rly winter was the t ime for hunting and trapping 

in t h e r emote mounta ins a nd va lley s owned by t he h ous e chief s . 



- ' . ,,. 

The groundhog or marmot wa s of much importance, both for its 

mea t and its fur, an~ larg e nwnbers were caught with ingenious 

snares. Caribou, beavers, bears, r abbits and other mam.m.a ls were 

caught in snares or pitfalls or wer e stalked with bows and arrows . 

1Iountain goats were a lso important, as they provided meat, horn 

(for spoons), and wool, andftnountains where they could be cornered 

by the dogs a nd then spea red were valued properties of the highest 

chiefs . 

All these activities left only the late winter for the whole 

tribe to spend together in the village. This was the time for the 

feasts, potlatches, masked dances, a nd other occasions on which 

the chiefs furthered t hei r socia l ambitions. The l a rge, well built 

houses were made with such gathe1~ings in mind, and the totem poles 

wer e erected in front of them to irapress the assembled people with 

the wealth and history of the family. The winter village was the 

tribe's showplace and social centre, and it was while the pe ople 
the 

were together there that social system a chi eved its fullest 

expression. 



The Kitwanga (KIT-wun-gah) ''people of the place of r abbits" 

have their villag e on the north bank of the Skeena a mile above 

the mouth of Ki t wanga River (on IR 1). It has a l ways b een a fairly 
'1-ov 

large village, a nd is now a growing co.mnrunity of about ]JK5 people. 
( '--~u 7o ~ t1~ A-7 ) 

Th e dozen or so totem p oles which still s t a nd a long the roa d r.aake 
""~L~ 

it something of a tourist a ttraction . 

This is t he farthest downriver of the Gitksan tribes, and the 
- ~·~...! -:-1 

only one v1hich includes members of the Eagle phratry, which is 
J.....d.!.A, ~ ,, "' .,, ~ ~ 

common among the other Tsimshian divisi ons . The tribe i s als o the 

only one to include families of al l fo ur Tsimsl1ian phratries. Their 

ranking is as follows: Eagles fi~st, with their first chief Gauk 
~ 

being of highest r ank i n t he village; the more numerous Frogs, i th 

their chief Hlengwah , ranki ng second; t h en the fe¥ families of 

Wolves, and finally the few Fireweeds, wh o rea lly belonged a cross 

the river in Kitsegukla . 

Their territor ies (Map ) were along the rn.a.in river and it s 
k ·1 I ..J.v 

tributaries fr om _ ndi maul d own to the Y,J. tselas boundary a t Pacific 

Station. North of the river they reached a cross to include s ome 

of t he Kiteen headwat ers, and to the s outh they included the 

spect a cular Seven Sisters Mounta in. 



According to the±± traditions the Kitwanga have not lived on 
~ 

their present site f o:r.· very long . The Eagles trace their origin 

d ownriver to a l arg e ancient village called Gitangat 

"people of p l a ce of cane " , on the Skeena just above the mouth 

of Fiddler Creek. From there they moved to Antkees 

across the river from the present village. The Frogs also had an 

ancient village down the river opposite Cedarvale Station, ca lled 

Gitlusek ,_,{:J 4 ts"i.-~ "people pulling in (trout ne·tss) n. 

Two or three generati ons before white men can1e to this a rea, 

a famous warrior named Naekth nti{ made raids on Kitimat and the 

Nass River villages which :provok ed reprisal s~ He built a fortified 

villag e on the top of Battle Hill, a high knoll in the valley of 

the Kitwanga River. The peop le of Gitlusek and Ant kees soon joined 

h i m here on the Taudzap f ~,.)I ~2-!) p or Fortress. They defended 

themselves by rolling logs down on attackers as they t 

climb the hill, an i dea which they wer e l a ter to t ak e as a crest, 

and depic t on totem poles a t Kitwanga and Kit s egukl a , After the 

raiding and counter- raiding had run its course, the people moved 
'{ 

back to the edge of the Skeena , e of r abbits 11
• Tr a ding 

p os ts on the coast~ had caus ed an increase in the na tive trade 

a long the river, and t hey wanted to be on the main avenue of trade • . 

They s t ayed for a while a short dista nce upriver,- but there the river 

wa s cutting a.way the banks, and they moved down to t h e present site. 



Kitwanga has long been well k_nown for its totem poles . 

Barbeau described and illus tra ted t h e 24 which were there in 1924 . 

In 1925 the Canadian National a ilway and the Canadian Government 

re s tored 16 of thes e and reerected them a long t h e r oad through the 

vi l age . Sinc e that time three new poles have been erected , but 
6:. "fVt'<, <1..-v If i°b rJ.< ::::t; " ( ~-A- ..,..., ~...,-'{;/., ,;t11.; {._, .,_ .... ~{ / ~ ~ ~ ~ / 
f i£lre a nd de ca y have de s troy ed many of h em, s o t hat n ow only a 
;c;. Y' {I_,,{ Av-f ~ 

d ozen sti l l s tand and 6 mor e lie on the gr ound . 

1rt2 II AA~vtlf 

~ Nov/f=~ 

~I... ~v( ~'-!.. , ~,_e,,{,vt-d-7 ,;.~u 1 -e.(r::-( 

~'J'-< ~ a,-;V() ~ ~ ~;. ~.(_ --r-~1 



lb 
£'1. Ki t wanc ool 

The Kitwancool ( kit- "people of 11 , wan- 11 where 11
, lthkool-

, 1vl.; '' t kc. I · 
11 sm 1111 or "narrow" ) say that ,G:ft-e name means "people of the little 

p lace 11 • They say it was chosen to contra st ith the name of their 

earlier village, Kitanyow "people of the biggest place", which stood 

on the same site before the P,'.Jt destructive wars with the 11 Tsetsaut 11 • 

' 
Different translations of both names have been recorded, ho vever. 

The first has been said to mean "people of thena;row valley", and 

the second has been said to derive from Ki tanya.ill1kw 11 people where 

deceived (by sa l mon) " . 

The villa ge is about 15 miles up the Kitwanga River, a northern 

tributa r y of t h e Skeena ( on I R 1). uch a loca tion, in the white 

man' s era of s teamboa t s and tra ins , ia definit e ly out of the ~ay, 

but in ea rlier days, when travel 1nas by foot, it was on a~~very 

i mportant thoroughfare, the main 11 grea se trail" bet-il'1een the Skeena 

and the Nass. The Ki t wancool a re the Gitksa n tribe closest to t h e 

Nass, a nd the grea ter part of their history and their territories 

i s _centred in the upper part s of the Nass valley. I t is even sa id 

t hat they formerly spoke L~ the Niska dialect. 

(*I. ~1> 4A.!( A ,.,,.,),- tf.Af W" 

The tribe is made up of about equa l numbers of the 1/olf and Frog 

phratries, w th a few Fireweeds who a ctually belong to p¥e Kitse-

gukla. The lee.ding 1 olf chief Gwassla.m (or in recent years ;. eeha) 

ranks above the leading Frog chief Ga.mlakyeltk. _-i.ccording to the 



traditions , s ome of t h e vfolf f a.!lrilies car.11e from the sea - coast n ea r 

the mou t h of the Skeena , and oth ers came fr om Hazelton by way of 

Ki spi ox . The lea ding Frog f amilies a r e sai d to have come f rom the 

v i l l age of Ts ffinanlusgeks, f a r to the n orth nea r t h e headvater s of 

t h e Nas s, whe re in the beg i nning t h ey were 11 Tsetsaut 11 people . 

~ Kitwancool hunting terr itor i es a nd f i shing s t a tions were more 
in I 

i n the Nass than the Skeena. dr a i nage. They c lai m t h e enti r e 

Cr anberry River to its junction with t h e Nass, and a lso the Na ss 
a,, { 

it s elf ~a short di s t ance below t h i s point ~o a long d i s t ance 

ab ov e it. I t wa s on t h e Cranberry and t h e Na ss tha t they had t h e i r 

summer fi shing camps, and lived a g ood part of t h e yea r . Th ey a l s o 

cla i m t h e Ki nskuch and Ki t een va lley s as t h eir territories , but the 
~~4 Kitlakdami ks a l s o make cla i ms , of ...§.t-~ equa l va l idi t y , to t hes e 

t wo area s. Farther up the ::ras s, t h e territ or i es a round ,Jhite River, 

Tifeziaden Lake, and the lower part of Bell- Irving iver ( to Surveyors 

Creek ), have in r ecent times been cla,imed by t h e itwancool olf 

f am..i lies. I t is a ckn owledg ed t hat in ear lier t i.mes thes e a reas 

wer e owned by t h e 11 Tsetsaut 11 ( in t h i s ca s e Tahltan f rom t h e 

Sti kine). After a s eries of ars with the Kitwancool and t heir 

Git ksan a llies , and with the Ni ska , the Ts etsaut who survived 

moved north . The Ki t wancool Nolf f ami lies moved into the va ca ted 

a reas, c l a i mi ng th~n a s compensat i on for the los ses t hey had suff ered . 

In t h e Skeena dr a ina ge, t he Ki t wancool had terr itori es 

a r ound Kitwancoo l Lake and a long the upper Ki spiox valley. 

Thes e pr ovided a ccess to t he Skeena sal mon r uns . On Kitwanga 



Hiver, the southern boundary was a small creek nine miles above 

Ki twange,. On the Kispiox they claimed all the tributa ries from 

Sweetin Creek to the headwaters, but parts of this area were 

a pparently sha red with the Kispiox. 

Ki t wanco ol (or Ki tanyow) must hB,ve been a large village, 
Ts et saut 

especially before th,e.Awars, but '.:'.Y the 1880 1 s it was down to little 

over 200 people. In 1890 only 85 lived there; about 115 others had 

moved to the Nass to live at Aiyansh a nd Kincolith. These people 

were accepted into tne Niska bands and did not return. The popu-
/A, 4-w-~ .... { 6l .J 

l a tion of the old village continued to fall, to 46 in I915. Every 

sum.mer the people went to the coast to work a t the canneries, and 

the village was deserted for a large pa rt of the year. By the 1940's 
/1, :t-

h owever, it wa s growing a ga in r apidly, a nd in ~it was a healthy 

community of ~ /~ ( f~w-1 z+,C. I ' ~ro-< / t~.lf. l//i) 

Over these years the people of the~ village ea rned a 
~ ... A~l..lt; ~ ~1r.:­

reputa.tion of conservatism1~ independence. They owned the most 

mag~if icent array of tot em poles on the Skeena, but somet.imes would 
"Ao~l...Mr<U~~ 1730 

not permi t visitors to photograph them. They did not p~ermit 
/or t1'<-m 

surveyors to lay out Indian~ eserves until 1927, W·en six of 
~... II. 

their men were a.lx.ead.¥ in jail for obstructing the surveyors. In 

1924 they arrested a timber cruiser who was g oing into their territ-

ories, gave him 

They maintained 

up a ny of their 

a formal trial, a nd sent him bacJ( ,, to Hazel ton. 
(j_ tvvtl iCo '1,.-vvi. 

(a s they still mainta in) tha t they have:.iever Jgiven / 
11, ~I/ I! )(. ~M. -r-.~t/ { t- u_.) 

rights of ownership to the l ands they owned. In 



order to p resent a united front on the l and question, they have 

form.ally united the t wo phr a.tries in the village, and h ave estab-

li shed t h e office of President. The office is now held by a 

F ireweed man who succeeded to it from his f a ther . 

The f amous totem poles a re quickly f a lling into decay, but are 

still the finest group to be s een in a ny of our Indian villages. 

Barbeau illustra ted all but three of the 29 which were standing 

in the village in 1924 . Since tha t time three new ones have been 

erected and t wo old ones restored by' the Ki t wancool . .-J.lso, in 

1958, as a result of a unique a greement with the Provincia l Musetun, 

three old poles were removed f r om the village and repl a ced with 

nevv cop i es . Ip. 1960 only 19 p oles were s till s t an ding , a nd another 

12 were lying where they ha d fallen. 

~ ~r~ ni /rv--.A.hi-d ~ --v-~~ A-/w I 



11 
..1:6. Kitseg~ 

The village of the 11 p eople of Segukl a ( the mounte.in) 11 is on 

the south bank of the Skeena just below Kitseguecla Creek (on IR 1). 

Before 1872, eleven old style lodges stood side by side along -the 

h i gh bank just below the pres ent village, on the s·i te of the present 

g r aveya rd. fire destroyed this old village, and the people rebuilt 

on the low flat a longthe river bank. In more recent years they have 

moved up on top of the bank again, and all that re~s today on the 
1-v-,,._, '~ - ~ -~.{_ 

flat is a smokehouse anri a COUi)le of t O't em poles. The community 

numb ers about ~today, higher than it has been since ab out 1880 . 
z~ ~ iz. tt~ - -7~ 

~this tribe consisted of memb ers of two phratries: 

Fireweed and Frog. The Fireweed chief Vleeget "Great Man" ( w i} ~'f ) 

ranked highest, with theF.lrog chief Tu'.[a l kan next. The t~aditions of 

most families in both phratri es tra ce t h eir origins to Temlaha.m, a few 

miles up the river . 

The territories of the tribe centred a round the Kitseguecla 
"'--1 to ti.,. - ' ~ 

iver. They owned its entire watershed, and beyond, to include 

parts of the upper Zymoetz. On the Skeena itself they owned fishing 

stations and adj a cent territories from above Skeena Crossing to 

Andini.aul (Map ) • 

/~~ltd'~ { 
Although there are now only about ten totem poles still standing 

in the village, it formerly ni..ade a much more i mpress ive showing 

of the ca rved columns . Barbeau illustrated 19 standing in 1924. 
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