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ABSTRACT 

The kitwanga Fort Site, which sits on a prominent physiographic 

feature and is rich in oral traditions, is a declared National 

Historic Site in Canada. Limited test excavations were conducted 

at the site by a joint National Museum of Man, Parks Canada archaeo­

logical team for five weeks in the summer of 1979. 

Evidence was found in the excavations of five house structures 

on top of the hill and of a variety of economic and ritual structures 

adjacent to it. Analysis of dateable materials and artifacts from 

the site suggest that it was occupied intermitantly from about the 

seventeenth century until the early part of the nineteenth century. 

Dendrochronology was used for the first time in the region to help 

to date the occupation episodes. Analysis of obsidian samples 

confirm that long range trading trails stretching as far away as the 

Stikine River helps to account for the location of the fort. Height­

ened trading activity and the formation of trading monopolies early 

in the Maritime fur trade period are reflected at this fort. 

Attention was devoted to testing archaeologically 

details of legendary accounts of a particular warrior chief by the 

name of Nekt who controlled the fort in its latest phase. 
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PREFACE 

This is the first of several projected volumes on the history, 

ethnography and archaeology of the Kitwanga Fort National Historic 

Site. Attention is focused in the first part of this report on 

historical research I conducted over the past two years on trade 

and warfare patterns among the Tsimshian Indians. This provides the 

background necessary to understand and evaluate the importance of 

the fortified site under investigation. 

The second part of this report describes and analyses archaeo­

logical data on all of the structural remains from the site and 

comments on their relationships to available ethnohistorical informa­

tion. Preliminary reports on the laboratory analysis of various types 

of samples from the site are included in the Appendices. 

The next volume will deal with the artifacts from the 1979 

excavations at the site and their relationship to prehistoric 

assemblages from northern British Columbia and the position of the 

historic goods within the context of the Russian and maritime fur 

trades of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. The 

ethnography and material culture related to families associated with 

the fort will form the second part of that volume. 



viii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Historical events associated with the native peoples of Canada are 

largely unknown to the general public. As an archaeologist I am 

increasingly aware that the native history of our country is both rich 

and varied, and that it is important to make this rich heritage known to 

the Canadian public and to see that it is commemorated adequately. The 

story of the warrior Nekt is one such fascinating episode of Indian 

history involving hill top forts, warriors in elaborate suits of armour, 

and all of the ceremonialism and ritual that has made Northwest Coast 

Indian culture so fascinating to us today. Like many such stories, we 

began with semi-legendary accounts and attempted to fit them into a 

historic context by investigating both the locale in which the events 

took place and the memories of the people whose ancestors had been 

associated with those events. 

The investigation reported here would not have been possible 

without the support and assistance of the people of Kitwanga. In 

particular I would like to thank the former Chief Councilor, Larry Moore 

and The former Band Secretary, Glen Williams, for the arrangements they 

made for students from the reserve to work on the project. I also wish 

to thank Neil Sterritt, Director of the Gitksan-Carrier Tribal Council 

in Hazelton for advice and encouragement and to Polly Sargent and the 

'Ksan Dancing Society for allowing me to photograph the suits of armour 

they have recreated, particularly that of the warrior Nekt. The picture 

of Nekt's armour worn by Victor Mowat of Hazelton (fig. 2) is reproduced 

here with kind permission of the 'Ksan Dancing Society. 



ix 

I would like to express my appreciation to the two agencies which 

sponsored this research, first to the National Museum of Man, National 

Museums of Canada and particularly the Director, Dr. W.E. Taylor, Jr., 

for making my time available to the project and to Mr. Wally Kozar, 

Assistant Director for providing valuable administration support, and 

second to the National Historic Parks and Sites Service, Parks Canada, 

particularly the Research Section, including Mr. John Rick, Head of the 

Research Division in Ottawa who first invited me to undertake this 

project, and Mr. Gerard Finn, Head of the Western Canada Research 

Section in Calgary, who was responsible for the planning and 

administration of the project. I would also like to thank DiAnn Herst 

Chief of the Archaeological Research Section, Ottawa, for providing 

space for analysis of the collections and the production of this report, 

and Al Wilson for arranging drafting services. Similarly, I would like 

to thank Dr. Roger Marois, Chief, Archaeological Survey of Canada, 

National Museum of Man, for services he made available from that 

agency. 

For his extensive assistance both in the field project at Kitwanga 

and in the laboratory in Ottawa I wish to thank my colleague Dr. James 

B. Shaeffer. From the initial planning of the project to the 

preparation of the report, Dr. Shaeffer was involved throughout and gave 

his time and effort far beyond the requirements of his research contract 

with Parks Canada. I would like to also thank Rosalind Whalley who has 

been very helpful in researching questions of much importance to the 

archaeological interpretation of the site and its former occcupants, 

both through ethnographic research in archives in Ottawa and Victoria, 

and directly with the descendants of the people of the Ta'awdzep now 

living in and around Kitwanga, British Columbia. 

I further want to thank my wife Joanne MacDonald for her continued 

support throughout this project and for her research on material culture 

associated with the families at the fort which is included in the 

second volume of the report. 

Thanks also go to Joanne Monahan, the regional advisor for Kitimat 

district to the Archaeological Sites Advisory Board of British Columbia. 



She served most ably as finds recorder, photographer and field 

laboratory supervisor. 

To the crew who excavated the site for six weeks in the summer of 

1979, I extend thanks for their interest and help. The student 

assistants include: Jane Sproule Thompson, Wayne Nelles, Helen Lemmon, 

and Richard Mackie. Two volunteers include Dianna Farrow and Joanne 

MacDonald. Local assistance from Kitwanga included: Charlie Morgan, 

Clyde Williams, Valerie Williams, Leona Bright, Leona Williams, Phyllis 

Morgan and Patsy Bright. 

While excavating the fort hill most of the crew lived in the 

teacherages in Kitwankul village arranged by E. Bergman of the Department 

of Indian Affairs in Hazelton. Chief Peter Williams and Chief Solomon 

Marsden made us welcome in the traditional way with a special 

performance of their Lak-an-zok dance group. May Derek, a local 

historian and resident anthropologists Vickey Jensen and Jay Powell 

helped with many arrangements. 

Expression of my appreciation is due to the team of scientists from 

the Forestry Research Station of the Government of British Columbia in 

Smithers who contributed their special expertise for the region to 

settling some major questions about the natural history of the site. 

They include Dr. David Wilfred who provided a thorough interpretation of 

the geology of the site area; Dr. Richard Throwbridge who interpreted 

the soils; and Dr. James Pozar who provided a definitive list of the 

plant & tree species observed in the Parks Canada property. 

The preparation of this report was done in Ottawa and involved many 

people in addition to those already mentioned. For the appendix on 

faunal remains from the site I am indebted to Anne Meachem Rick, 

Director, Zooarchaeological Identification Centre, National Museum of 

Natural Sciences. Thanks also go to Gerard Van Velthuizen, Contract 

Geologist and L. Moyd, Associated Curator, Mineralogy Department, 

National Museum of Natural Sciences for the identification and 

interpretation of the mineral specimens; and from the staff of Historic 

Parks and Sites Branch, Material Culture Research, Karlis Karklins who 

examined and commented on the bead collection from the site; Douglas 

x 



xi 

Bryce, of the Underwater Archaeology Section and Bruce Morton, arms 

specialist who examined and commented on weapon parts and Catherine 

Sullivan, glass specialist, who examined and commented on the glass 

fragments from the Conservation Division, H. Unglik; and John Dawson 

for chemical analysis and identification of metal objects; 

For drafting I wish to thank Rick Lalonde of the Calgary office 

of National Historic Sites and Parks branch, Steve Epps of the Ottawa 

office of N.H.S.P.S. and David Laverie of Archaeological Survey of 

Canada, National Museum of Man. For the typing many thanks goes to 

my secretary June Marsham, and to Lucie Clayton of the National 

Historic Parks and Sites Service, Ottawa. 

Finally, I would like to thank the Ottawa artist, Art Price for 

his patience and skill in interpreting my vision of what the Ta'awdzep 

looked like in Nekt's time into a fine display model. 

George F. MacDonald 

Ottawa 

January 15, 1980 



Fig. 1. Model of the fort at the Ta'awdzep near Kitwanga during the 

occuptation of the warrior Nekt. 

xii 



INTRODUCTION 

In 1965 I visited Dr. Marius Barbeau at his home in Ottawa to talk of my 

plans for archaeological field work in northern British Columbia. 

Dr. Barbeau was almost eighty years old at that time and had been 

retired from the National Museum for many years. After a brief 

conversation about my interest in the Skeena River peoples, Dr. Barbeau 

began a long story about a warrior named Nek_t and about the hill near 

Kitwanga where this warrior had his fort. Before I left that afternoon 

Dr. Barbeau stressed how important he thought this site was to the 

history of the coast and that he thought I should undertake an 

investigation of Nekt's fort. 

It was not until 1968 that I heard of the site once again, and on 

this occasion it was from Mrs. Polly Sargeant of Hazelton, who with the 

Skeena River Totem Pole Restoration Society, had decided to erect a 

historical marker at the site (fig. 3). Mrs. Sargeant recounted to me 

the stories of how the hill was 'man made' as its name apparently 

indicated and she suggested once again that I investigate the hill. I 

did make a visit to the site that summer and observed that there were 

ridges and numerous depressions on top of the hill that indicated the 

remains of old structures. Shortly, thereafter, I talked to Mr. Philip 

Ward, Conservator at the British Columbia Provincial Museum, who was 

helping the local society to conserve poles at Kitwanga and Kitwankul. 

He said he had excavated a small test pit on top of the hill but that 

nothing of significance had been found, and that there did not appear to 

be any sizeable cultural deposit on top of the hill. 
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Fig. 2. A reconstruction by the Ksan Dancing Society of the 

armour and weapons of the warrior Nekt. Reproduced 

with their permission. 
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In 1975 the Kitwanga Battle Hill came to my attention once again 

when it was brought before the National Historic Sites and Monuments 

Board of Canada. I represented the National Museums of Canada on that 

Board and was pleased to support the Board's declaration that the site 

was of National Historical importance. I did point out to the board, at 

that time, that there was another much larger fort at the Kitselas 

Canyon, which appeared to have much more extensive archaeological 

remains, and had been occupied for a much longer period than the one 

near Kitwanga. I had cleared the Kitselas site of vegetation and 

carefully mapped the site in 1968 and published reports on it in 1969 

(MacDonald & Allaire 1969) and later in 1979 (Allaire, MacDonald and 

Inglis 1979). The relationship between these two forts was not well 

understood but there seemed to be as many differences between these 

sites as there were similarities. 

The National Historic Sites and Parks Service of Parks Canada felt 

more information about the Kitwanga fort site was required for their 

planning purposes and invited me to pay a brief visit to the site in 

November of 1978 and provide them with recommendations for further work. 

My visit coincided with a disastrous storm and flood on the Skeena River 

in which the road and railroads were washed out in literally hundreds of 

places and the link between Hazelton and Prince Rupert was severed for 

weeks. This somewhat inhibited my investigation, but with the aid of 

Mr. Ron Sebastian of Hazelton and his four wheel drive vehicle, I was 

able to make several trips to the site and make detailed on-site 

observations that resulted in a report and a number of recommendations. 

The main recommendation was that the site should be subjected to a 

limited test with specific objectives as follows: (MacDonald 1978) 

1) to determine the number and extend of structures on the hill 

2) to determine the nature of any features that might survive below the 

hill, such as trails, storage pits, etc. 

3) to recover dateable materials to determine when and for how long the 

site was occupied. 

In the early spring of 1979 I was asked by Mr. John Rick of the 

National Historic Sites and Parks Branch if 1 would undertake a limited 
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test of the kind recommended in a joint project between his agency and 

the National Museum of Man with whom I am employed. The museum approved 

of this arrangement and plans were co-ordinated through Gerrard Finn, 

Head of Historical Research in the Calgary Office of Parks Canada for an 

excavation to begin in early July, and to last for a period of six weeks 

with a crew of eight to ten members. 

Archival research was begun by Parks Canada who assigned Rosalind 

Whalley to research the records of Marius Barbeau in The Canadian Centre 

for Folk Culture Studies of the National Museum of Man, where hundreds 

of manuscript pages were located that relate to the Kitwanga fort hill 

and the activities of the warrior Nek_t. 

A series of 14 tapes had been purchased by Parks Canada which 

recorded Jack Morgan, now deceased, recounting the wars of the Kitwanga 

people with the Haida, Kitimat and Nass River peoples. Consequently, 

there was a substantial corpus of historical traditions relating to the 

site that were available to the project before excavation actually began 

at the site. 

The Kitwanga Fort Project as it became known, presented a unique 

research opportunity in that it was possible to co-ordinate the 

archaeology of a specific historical site with a rich oral tradition of 

the wars and skirmishes that took place there over a number of 

centuries. Canada has few sites where full accounts of intergroup 

relationships can be extended back for centuries beyond the period of 

first contact between Indians and Whites. 

As part of the Kitwanga Fort Project, Rosalind Whalley, was 

reassigned in May 1979 to the Kitwanga area to record oral traditions 

associated with the site. There she arranged for native research 

assistants to accompany her to the site and offer their knowledge for 

the interpretation of a particular site problems. The information 

received was of great use in planning the excavation strategy, and in 

determining the function of artifacts and features encountered in the 

dig. 
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Fig. 3 Historic plaque in the form of a ceremonial copper erected by 

the Skeena River Totem Pole Restoration Committee circa 1967 to 

commemorate the Kitwanga Ta'awdzep. 
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PART I THE CULTURAL SETTING 

ETHNOHISTORY 

The oral history of Skeena River tribes has engaged the interest a 

number of anthropologists beginning with Franz Boaz who collected many 

legends from the Gitksan and Tsimshian at Port Essington on the lower 

Skeena late in the last century (Boas 1970). Lieutenant George Thornton 

Emmons who first served as an American Naval Officer on the coast of 

Alaska, retired to a long committment to the study of Indian cultures of 

the northern coast. He made numerous trips to the Skeena River between 

1908 and 1914 and took a particular interest in Kitwanga and the stories 

of Nekt. Marius Barbeau, and his field researcher, William Beynon, 

collected a large quantity of text materials from Gitksan sources from 

1915 until the mid 1950's. 

The richness of the Boas, and Barbeau/Benyon narratives attracted 

the attention of Claude Levi-Strauss who chose the myth of Azdiwal from 

the Skeena-Nass River as the vehicle for several essays on structural 

analysis, with many rejoinder articles by colleagues which continue to 

appear in the anthropological journals. 

Although this rich resource of textual materials runs to the 

thousands of pages, there is a much smaller, but not insignificant 

amount that relates to the Kitwanga fort hill. The most extensive notes 

are those of Barbeau/Benyon in the files of the Canadian Center for Folk 

Culture Studies of the National Museum of Man in Ottawa. 
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A collection of materials of special interest to the project are 

the tapes recorded by Willis Morgan of his elderly uncle Jack. Morgan, 

who died almost a decade ago. These recordings are being transcribed by 

Rosalind Whalley and together with the archival materials will form the 

basis of a later study on the oral traditions surrounding the ta'awdzep 

of Nekt. 

Although there are many variants of the Nekt (Naeqt) story (see 

Appendix I). Barbeau has conveniently synthesized a standard account 

which is reproduced here to set the stage for the reconstruction which 

follow (Barbeau 1929: 52, 53). 

"A party of Haidas, from Queen Charlotte islands, raided a fishing 

camp at the mouth of the Nass, massacred many of the occupants, and 

captured a beautiful young woman of high rank, whose name was Lutraisuh. 

She became the wife of Qawaek, a Haida chief, and gave birth to two 

sons, whom the father smothered to death after their birth, for fear 

that some day they might avenge the death of their uncles. Lutraisuh 

deceived her husband as to the sex of her third child, making him 

believe in the birth of a daughter, whose life he spared for that 

reason. With the help of some relatives of the Raven crest, Lutraisuh 

murdered her Haida husband, cut off his head, and escaped by night in a 

dug-out. The tale of her flight across the sea to the mainland is 

illustrated in a few poles of this clan, which may be called the Naeqt 

(Tongue-licked) clan. Her child in the bow of the canoe is supposed to 

have sucked the protruding tongue of his father's head. Lutraisuh was 

rescued at the mouth of the Nass and was adopted there by a family of 

relatives. Her son, named Naeqt (Tongue-licked) from the episode of his 

mother's flight in a canoe, grew into a strong, reckless boy, inheriting 

many of his father's characteristics. The uncles finally dismissed both 

mother and son, who then began a life of wanderings and solitude in the 

forest. Naeqt grew up with but one ambition, that of punishing the 

wrongs which he and his mother had to suffer. He became a bold and 

powerful warrior and made friends with some families on the Skeena which 

later were to become the Kitwanga tribe. He fashioned for his use an 

armour out of a grizzly-bear skin reinforced inside with a coat of pitch 
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and flakes of slate, and began his career as a mysteroius raider of 

coast and Nass River settlements, lie was mistaken for a mythic 

Grizzly-bear, whose attacks could not be resisted, on account of a 

magical war club in his front paw, the Strike-but-once-club. But his 

identity was ultimately discovered, after he had killed many people. 

Several tribes, from Kitamat and the Nass, organized together to defeat 

him and his confederates and curb his ascent to power. He then 

established his tribal quarters on Ta'awdzep (Fortress), a pyramid-like 

hill 2 miles north of the present village of Kitwanga, on Gitwinlkul 

river. To protect his stronghold against a surprise attack, which was 

anticipated, he made a fence of logs around the five houses of his 

tribe, and a trap door covered with deer hoofs, which would rattle at 

the least contact. When the enemies one night tried to climb the steep 

slope of Ta'awdzep, they were crushed to death by the logs that rattled 

down as soon as they were released by the besieged warriors above. 

Naeqt was later wounded, some say by a gunshot (from the first gun used 

in the country), while he donned his Grissly-bear armour on an 

expedition, and then clubbed to death." 

Formal analysis of the many variants of the Nekt story would 

undoubtedly produce many conclusions of historical and anthropological 

significance. A structural analysis should reveal a set of 

relationships between Gitksan families and villages as well as wider set 

of relationships to other groups as far separated as the Haida, the 

Haisla, the Niska, Coast Tsimshian and Tsetsaut. In many respects the 

Nekt story is constructed of architypal elements that occur in many 

other warrior stories from the North Coast. Undoubtedly there was a 

historical person called Nek_t who did have a fort on the Kitwanga hill, 

but his existence was sufficiently far back in the past for the exact 

localities of his adventures to have been readapted to regional needs. 

In some accounts his mother comes from Kispiox. In others she is from 

Kisgigas or from a Nass River village. Stories also vary as to where 

Nekt resettles after he leaves the Ta'awdzep at Kitwanga and even to the 

place where,and the method whereby, he is finally killed. 
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