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ABSTRACT 

??? ????? ?? ??? ????? ????????? ??????? ???? ? ??????? ?? 

mortuary p r a c t i c e s , i n c l u d i n g ; mortuary houses , e l e v a t e d mo r tua r i es , 

b u r i a l caves and s h e l t e r s , and o c c a s i o n a l l y cremation and t ree 

b u r i a l s . These p r a c t i c e s are examined w i th re ference to h i s t o r i c a l 

s o u r c e s , and t h i s examinat ion i s fo l l owed by a repor t on three Haida 

b u r i a l areas excavated by the Nat iona l Museum o f Man i n 1966 and 

1967: a b u r i a l s h e l t e r on Gust I s l a n d , Sk idegate I n l e t ; a b u r i a l 

cave on North I s l a n d ; and two mass graves at Tanu v i l l a g e on the 

southeast coas t o f the I s l a n d s . 

RESUME 

Les Haidas de l ' a r c h i p e l de l a R e i n e - C h a r l o t t e p r a t i q u a i e n t 

d i f f é ren ts r i t e s f u n é r a i r e s : maisons mo r tua i r es , mâts e t échafauds 

f u n é r a i r e s , g ro t tes d ' i nhuma t i on , ab r i s sous roche e t p a r f o i s i n c i n é ­

r a t i o n e t sépu l tu res dans l e s a r b r e s . En étud iant ces coutumes e t en 

s 'appuyant s u r des renseignements h i s t o r i q u e s , l e Musée n a t i o n a l de 

l'Homme a pu exhumer, en 1966 e t 1967, t r o i s s i t e s mor tua i res des 

Ha idas , comprenant notamment un abr i sous roche dans l ' I l e Gus t , dans 

V I n l e t Sk idega te , une g ro t t e d ' inhumat ion dans l ' I l e du Nord e t deux 

fosses communes dans l e v i l l a g e de Tanu s u r l a côte sud -es t de 

l ' a r c h i p e l . 



-1-

HAIDA BURIAL PRACTICES 

The Haida o f the Queen C h a r l o t t e Is lands p r a c t i c e d a v a r i e t y o f 

ways o f d i s p o s i n g o f t h e i r dead as d id o the r t r i b e s o f the Northwest 

Coast c u l t u r e a r e a , in marked c o n t r a s t to the ra the r r e s t r i c t e d range 

o f p r a c t i c e s throughout the r e s t o f Canada i n p r e h i s t o r i c t imes . The 

West Coast Indians were not by any means homogeneous i n the mortuary 

p r a c t i c e s they favoured (Drucker 1950) , but the range i t s e l f i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t f o r the a rea . 

Cremation was a common p r a c t i c e among the T l i n g i t and t h e i r 

Athapaskan neighbours but was rare among the Ha ida . Fur ther south 

the B e l l a Cool a and Kwakiut l favoured t ree b u r i a l s , which was a l so 

i n f requen t on the Queen C h a r l o t t e I s l a n d s . 

The p r e f e r r e d Haida p r a c t i c e was the use of communal mortuary 

houses o r b u r i a l caves where the members o f a l i neage were kept c l ose 

toge ther as they were in the communal house dur ing t h e i r l i f e t i m e . 

This sense o f corporateness o f a l i neage i s h i g h l y developed among 

the Ha ida. In some cases the mortuary houses were s c a l e d down 

ve rs ions o f the gabled plank house, complete w i th a f r o n t a l pole 

carved w i th the c res t s o f the owners. 

Evidence o f such mortuary houses s u r v i v e today on ly i n photographs 

and the o c c a s i o n a l model i n a museum c o l l e c t i o n . B u r i a l caves and 

s h e l t e r s , on the o ther hand, have s u r v i v e d i n many cases because of 

t h e i r remote and s e c r e t l o c a t i o n s . 

Th is repor t descr ibes three b u r i a l areas on the Queen C h a r l o t t e 

Is lands tha t were i n v e s t i g a t e d because they were i n immediate th rea t 

o f d e s t r u c t i o n . 

A b r i e f review o f known Haida mortuary p r a c t i c e s i s i n c l u d e d s i n c e 

no t reatment o f t h i s t o p i c has p r e v i o u s l y been p u b l i s h e d . The main 

sources are Swan (1887 ms) Deans (1893 ms) Dorsey (1897) Murdock 

( 1 9 3 6 ) Swanton (1905) and Newcombe (from the Newcombe c o l l e c t i o n in 

the B r i t i s h Columbia P r o v i n c i a l A r c h i v e s ) . 

The most common form o f d i s p o s a l o f the dead a t the h i s t o r i c 

v i l l a g e s f o r which documentation e x i s t s was i n mortuary houses. The 

l a r g e s t o f these s t r u c t u r e s a t t a i n e d dimensions o f up to 20 x 30 f ee t 
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and they were b u i l t on e s s e n t i a l l y the same p r i n c i p l e as the plank 

house w i th a gable roo f . Because o f t h e i r s m a l l e r s i z e , however, the 

mortuary houses u s u a l l y had s i x roo f beams i n s t e a d o f the e i g h t o r ten 

o f community houses. Examples o f these are known from Tanu, Cumshewa, 

Sk idegate and p o s s i b l y N i n s t i n t s . A s m a l l e r v a r i e t y were shed r o o f e d , 

o f ten w i th a s i n g l e c r e s t animal ca rv i ng at the top o f the roof over 

the door. Examples are known from Cumshewa, Skedans, X a i n a , Sk idegate 

and Masset . Both types o f mortuary house were b u i l t by l i neages on 

proper ty they owned w i t h i n the v i l l a g e , u s u a l l y d i r e c t l y behind t h e i r 

d w e l l i n g house (or houses) . 

The accounts o f t r ade rs and m i s s i o n a r i e s give us some i n d i c a t i o n 

o f the i n t e r i o r o f these s t r u c t u r e s . James Deans who v i s i t e d seve ra l 

i n Masset about 1890 descr ibes them thus: (1893:73) 

"The tomb was e ighteen f e e t square . In the cent re o f the house 
a l a rge f rog three fee t i n he igh t had been p laced in a s i t t i n g 
pos tu re . Around t h i s f r o g , forming a square twelve fee t were 
p laced three t i e r s i n he igh t boxes ho ld i ng the dead o f the f r o g s . 
In them the bodies had been p laced wi th knees drawn up under the 
c h i n , and f i n a l l y covered w i th mats and bog m y r t l e " . 

His d e s c r i p t i o n o f the second tomb i s i n t e r e s t i n g because i t was f o r 

a s i n g l e c h i e f : 

"A p l a t f o rm had been b u i l t , on t h i s the body wrapped in mats and 
b l a n k e t s . His head had been p laced on a l i t t l e wooden beaver 
i n s t e a d o f a p i l l o w . A house had been b u i l t over a l l , on the 
roo f of which s tood a huge beaver , h i s c r e s t " . 

A model o f a shed roof mortuary house was made as par t o f a model 

o f the v i l l a g e o f Sk idegate by Haida carvers f o r the Chicago Worlds 

F a i r i n 1893. I t i s now i n the Chicago F i e l d Museum. Fo r tuna te l y 

the i n t e r i o r d e t a i l s have been reproduced wi th extreme accuracy and 

are revea led by removing the roof o f the model. 

The same authors p rov ide some i n s i g h t i n t o the sequence o f events 

which accompanied the depos i t o f the deceased i n the mor tua r i es . An 

important d i s t i n c t i o n was made between the treatment a f fo rded the 

n o b i l i t y and tha t given to commoners. 

At the death o f a commoner a f t e r the pe r iod o f mourning ceremonies 

were completed the body was p laced i n a mortuary box, wrapped i n a 
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cedarbark mat and p ieces o f myr t le were p laced i n s i d e the box before 

the l i d was fas tened on . The box was then depos i ted among the s tacks 

o f r e l a t i v e ' s c o f f i n s a long the w a l l s o f the mortuary house. 

A c h i e f , on the o ther hand, was a f fo rded much more e labo ra te 

t reatment which o f ten l a s t e d as much as a yea r before he came to 

f i n a l r e s t . Fo l l ow ing a sho r t pe r i od o f a few days o f l y i n g i n s t a t e 

w i t h i n the l ineage house he was depos i ted i n a decorated c o f f i n 

draped w i th h is C h i l k a t o r button b lanke t in the cent re o f the 

mortuary house on a s p e c i a l c o f f i n suppor t . Th is suppor t was u s u a l l y 

a la rge c a r v i n g o f h i s c res t - an ima l s i x to e i g h t f ee t l o n g , por t rayed 

i n a recumbent p o s i t i o n so tha t the c o f f i n o f the c h i e f cou ld be 

p laced on i t s back. The term f o r t h i s monument i n Haida was MAnda 

(Swanton 1905:132) . When the c h i e f ' s mortuary pole had been carved 

and the weal th assembled f o r a funera l f e a s t he and h is MAnda were 

removed from the mortuary house. The c h i e f ' s c o f f i n was p laced 

i n s i d e the mortuary pole and the MAnda was se t bes ide the pole i n 

f r o n t of h i s l i neage house. 

Commoners, however, remained i n the mortuary house u n t i l i t was 

f u l l , when presumably a new one was b u i l t and the o l d one a l lowed to 

deteriorate and e v e n t u a l l y c o l l a p s e . 

A type o f mortuary common in the north coast Haida v i l l a g e s was 

an e l e v a t e d type suppor ted by two s tou t posts up to twelve f e e t h i g h . 

Square n iches were carved i n t o the posts to rece ive huge planks which 

formed a la rge rec tangu la r chamber. As many as a dozen c o f f i n s cou ld 

be p laced i n s i d e such a s t r u c t u r e . The f r o n t panels o f these 

mortuar ies were decorated by pa in ted o r carved c r e s t s . 

In the southern Haida v i l l a g e s double post mortuar ies were 

i n f r e q u e n t l y used and always con ta ined but a s i n g l e i n d i v i d u a l l a i d 

out i n an extended p o s i t i o n . Examples o f t h i s type are known from 

S k i d e g a t e , Cumshewa and Skedans. 

S p e c i a l t reatment was a f fo rded to Shamen who were removed to smal l 

i s l a n d s near the v i l l a g e and i n s t a l l e d in p e c u l i a r c r i b - l i k e 

s t r u c t u r e s w i th carved shaman f i g u r e s at the f r on t co rne rs . Without 

d i g r e s s i n g i n t o the d e t a i l s o f shaman b u r i a l s , which were h i gh l y 

r i t u a l i z e d , i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note tha t they were extended f u l l 
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length in t h e i r c o f f i n r a t h e r than t i g h t l y f l e x e d . They were a l so 

accompanied by a l l o f the Shaman's p a r a p h e r n a l i a , whereas i t was rare 

to i n c l u d e items o the r than c l o t h i n g and personal adornments i n o ther 

b u r i a l boxes. 

Tree b u r i a l s , which are common f u r t h e r south on the c o a s t , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y among the K w a k i u t l , appear to be r e l a t i v e l y ra re among 

the H a i d a , at l e a s t i n h i s t o r i c t imes . Although vague repor ts o f 

t ree b u r i a l s have come from the v i l l a g e s in the North I s l and area o f 

the Queen C h a r l o t t e s . 

Cremations which were e x t e n s i v e l y p r a c t i c e d among t h e i r immediate 

neighbours to the N o r t h , the T l i n g i t , are a l so rare among the Ha ida. 

Swanton c la ims the Haida cremated on l y those who d ied wh i l e on 

journeys f a r from t h e i r home v i l l a g e s , such as was the case w i th 

w a r r i o r s k i l l e d on exped i t i ons away from t h e i r home i s l a n d s . 

?????????? ?? ??? ?????? ??? ??? ????? ????? ???????? ????? ???? 

i t was g r e a t l y encouraged by the m i s s i o n a r i e s . The Tanu b u r i a l s 

desc r ibed l a t e r appear to have been an example o f t h i s i n f l u e n c e . A 

second example i s p rov ided by Deans who c la ims tha t a s p e c i a l day was 

se t as ide i n Sk idegate i n the l a t e 1880's when a l l o f the c o f f i n s 

were removed from the mortuary houses and poles and i n t e r r e d i n the 

Sk idegate cemetery. 

The f i n a l ca tego ry , tha t o f b u r i a l caves and s h e l t e r s , i s known 

throughout the Queen C h a r l o t t e I s l a n d s . Examples have been recorded 

from N i n s t i n t s i n the extreme south (Duff and Kew 1957). Tasu 

( C l i f f o r d Armstrong, personal communication 1970) on the west coas t 

and the v i l l a g e s o f K i u s t a and Dadens on the north coas t (Swan 1887 ms). 

The l i m i t i n g f a c t o r on the use o f b u r i a l caves appears to be the 

p rox im i t y to the v i l l a g e o f s u i t a b l e rock fo rmat ions . The ma jo r i t y o f 

such fea tures appear to be in the western half o f the i s l a n d s which 

are mountainous o r at l e a s t have ex tens ive rock outcrops not present 

i n the eas te rn h a l f . Rock s h e l t e r s on the o ther hand are more w ide­

spread. 

Deans comments (1893 ms:20-71) . 

"In the s teep and rugged conglomerate and l imestone c l i f f s , which 
everywhere abound in the Queen C h a r l o t t e ' s Is lands are numerous 
c l i f f s ho l lowed out by the e ros ion o f the waves . . . . Every cave 
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o f any dimension near to a v i l l a g e i s f u l l o f boxes , con ta i n i ng 
pas t generat ions o f these v i l l a g e s . They are p i l e d up i n t i e r s 
i n the recesses o f these caverns . These boxes are square. In 
them the bodies had been p laced w i th knees drawn up under the 
c h i n , wrapped in cedar b lankets and covered w i th mats" . 

Of the three f o l l o w i n g examples d e s c r i b e d , the most s i g n i f i c a n t one 

i n terms o f the data i t p r o v i d e s , i s the Gust I s l and S h e l t e r which 

fo l l ows Deans d e s c r i p t i o n c l o s e l y . 
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THE GUST ISLAND BURIAL SHELTER (FhUb-1) 

In 1966 the Archaeology D i v i s i o n o f the Nat iona l Museum o f Man 

began a major research p r o j e c t to i n v e s t i g a t e na t i ve c u l t u r a l develop­

ment on the nor thern coast o f B r i t i s h Columbia. 

Dur ing the 1967 f i e l d season an urgent request was forwarded to the 

p r o j e c t by Mr. Wal ly Eas ton , the agent f o r the North Coast D i s t r i c t , 

Department o f Indian A f f a i r s , tha t a b u r i a l s h e l t e r was threatened 

wi th d e s t r u c t i o n by l ogg ing a c t i v i t y on a smal l i s l a n d i n Kagan Bay i n 

Sk idegate Channe l . I immediate ly contacted Mr. Johnny Wi l l i ams a 

C o u n c i l l o r o f the Sk idegate Band, to n o t i f y him o f the s i t u a t i o n and 

suggest to him tha t the s h e l t e r be sa lvaged by a museum team before i t 

was t o t a l l y des t royed . Reports at the time i n d i c a t e d that some 

pa in ted b u r i a l boxes had a l ready been removed from the s h e l t e r and 

tha t f u r t h e r depredat ion was i n e v i t a b l e . Mr. Wi l l i ams agreed tha t 

something shou ld be done to save the remains and s t a t e d tha t our 

a c t i v i t i e s would be covered by a permi t from the Band Counc i l i s s u e d 

e a r l i e r tha t y e a r to e n t e r upon reserve lands and c o l l e c t research 

samples. 

In mid-August I took f i v e members o f the Pr ince Rupert Harbour 

p r o j e c t crew, Don C l a r k , Annette McFadyen C l a r k , Stephen A r c h i b a l d , 

Roger Cole and Joanne MacDonald, to Queen C h a r l o t t e C i t y . From there 

we went by char te red boat west on Skidegate I n l e t to Gust I s land (P I . 2 ) . 

Reports on the exac t l o c a t i o n o f the b u r i a l s h e l t e r were vague and 

approx imate ly o n e - h a l f hour was requ i red to l oca te the s i t e among the 

rock r idges which t r a n s e c t the i s l a n d . The s i t e proved to be about 

200 fee t i n l a n d from a rock bound shore near the edge o f the t imber 

c u t t i n g a r e a . The vegeta t ion i n the g u l l y between the r idges c o n s i s t e d 

p r i m a r i l y o f hemlock w i th heavy moss c a r p e t i n g under the canopy (P I . 3 ) . 

The s lope o f the overhanging r idge at the s h e l t e r was about 40° w i th 

the d r i p l i n e no more than e i g h t f e e t from the base a t the w ides t 

p o i n t . The human remains were depos i ted w i t h i n the d r i p l i n e i n s teps 

down the slope c rea ted by p l a c i n g p lanks on rock bases as p la t forms 

f o r the c o f f i n s . Most o f the rocks were from the roo f but some had 

barnac les on them and had obv ious l y been brought up from the shore . 

In seve ra l p laces huge b locks from the overhang had f a l l e n on the 
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P l a t e 2. View of Gust I s l and from Skidegate Channel . The b u r i a l 
s h e l t e r i s h idden i n the f o r e s t at l e f t . 
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P l a t e 3. The Gust I s l and s h e l t e r from the bottom of the g u l l y . 
The overhang o f the s h e l t e r begins a t the top cent re o f the p i c t u r e . 
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c o f f i n s below. Remains o f boxes extended f o r 24 fee t downslope and i n 

some p laces they were severa l l aye rs deep. 

On f i r s t i n s p e c t i o n p r i o r d is tu rbance was obvious from the 

s c a t t e r e d fragments o f boxes and human bones we l l beyond the d r i p l i n e 

o f the s h e l t e r . That t h i s d is tu rbance was due to man ra the r than 

animals seems obvious from the f a c t that s c a t t e r e d box fragments were 

as numerous as s c a t t e r e d bones. Fur thermore, there were no decorated 

boxes to be seen , al though fragments o f severa l were l a t e r found 

jammed between two o ther boxes. The l i d s o f a l l the boxes i n the 

uppermost l a y e r had been removed and no grave items were found i n 

them. Most boxes had s ides which were ke r fed and bent from a s i n g l e 

red cedar plank and a l l but a few had sprung apar t at the seam. Never­

t h e l e s s , human depredat ion was r e l a t i v e l y s l i g h t compared to o ther 

Haida b u r i a l s h e l t e r s I had seen where a l l the s k u l l s had been removed 

by c u r i o seeke rs . 

Excavat ion 

The f i r s t stage o f a c t i v i t y was to lay out a tape measure and take 

a photograph ic record o f the remains. Because o f the s l o p e , photo­

graphy o f the e n t i r e area was d i f f i c u l t (P I . 4 and 5 ) . A c lose 

i n s p e c t i o n o f the area revea led tha t there were a t l e a s t 12 b u r i a l s i n 

the s h e l t e r , w i th a d d i t i o n a l ones beneath. Numbers were ass igned to 

those obvious from the su r face beg inn ing at the u p h i l l end at po i n t 0 

on the tape. The numbers were put on tags and pinned bes ide the 

appropr ia te remains. 

Excavat ion began at the top o f the s lope w i th b u r i a l no.1 and i t 

was soon ev iden t tha t s u b s c r i p t numbers were requ i red f o r those 

encountered underneath. A c l ose observa t ion was kept o f approximate 

age, sex and c o n d i t i o n o f each b u r i a l so tha t s c a t t e r e d bones cou ld 

be ass igned to the r i g h t i n d i v i d u a l . Al though the remains appeared 

h o p e l e s s l y mixed at f i r s t as the excava t ion proceeded i t became 

obvious i n which d i r e c t i o n the boxes had s p i l l e d , which a ided in the 

assignment o f b u r i a l numbers. Th is was c ross -checked by Cybu lsk i 

dur ing the l abo ra to r y a n a l y s i s . 

Approx imate ly h a l f the i n d i v i d u a l s were s t i l l complete ly conta ined 
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A B 

P l a t e V. (A) The r i g h t femur o f XVI I -B-214 w i th exostoses a t the 
l e s s e r t r o c h a n t e r and i n t e r t r o c h a n t e r i c c r e s t . (B) The curved 

humerus s h a f t s o f the subadu l t XVI I -B-226 . 
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A 

B 

P l a t e V I . (A) Fused r i b s i n the assemblage o f bones XVI I -B-229 . 
(B) The m a x i l l a r y d e n t i t i o n o f XVI I -B -210 . Note the r o t a t i o n o f 
the second premolars . The l e f t s i d e tooth i s m i s s i n g , but r o t a t i o n 

i s r e f l e c t e d by the socke t . 
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