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Foreword 

This year we commemorate the Iooth anniversary of the 
beginning of what is now the Sitka National Historical Park 
totem pole collection. Totem poles are recognized as part of 
the dynamic Northwest Coast Native tradition. The Park 
collection began with the generous donation by Chief 
Saanheit, one of Kasaan's leaders in the early 19oos. Saanheit's 
donation of several large carved items including a totem pole, 
came with the condition "that these are to be transported to 
the government park at Sitka and to be erected and remain 

• 
there as memorials to my people." 

The original memorials and the subsequent recarved poles 
have been well incorporated into the forested park setting. 
Despite the years and cultural changes, the poles continue to 
be vibrant and solid reminders of the enduring Southeast 
Alaska Native peoples. This book pulls together written 
sources and interviews with present day carvers. The reader 
will gain a historical perspective of National Park Service 
management including preservation efforts and issues associ­
ated with the collection. 

The addition of recent poles, the Haaleelk'u kaa sta heeni deiyi 
and the K'alyaan poles, to the park provide the continuity of 
what lies at the heart of the totem pole tradition: 

"Raising a totem pole is putting something in place, 
ifs leaving a mark. Just saying who we are, what we 
are, what we belong to, and what we've been born 

'th" WI . 

Nathan Jackson, Master Carver 

The National Park· Service honors this tradition and through 
this publication and other efforts continues to provide 
education about the Sitka totem poles to future generations. 

Sandra Anderson 
Regional Historian 

National Park Service 5 



6 The Most Striking of Objects 

Introduction 

The Totem Poles of Sitka National Historical Park 
Upon arrival in Sitka, it takes only a few minutes to get a 
sense of its rich heritage. As perhaps the preeminent bastion 
of Alaskan history, the city and its landmarks brim with the 
character of the numerous groups who have inhabited the 
area in recent times. Many sites recount the history of the 
region's thriving Native population, and the Sheldon Jackson 
Museum js one of Alaska's premier repositories of Alaska Na­
tive artifacts. The spires of St. Michael's Cathedral embellish 

• 
the town's contour as evidence of the prosperous settlement 
of Russian traders who once lived in Sitka. The bluff in the 
center of town, Castle Hill, was the location of the transfer of 
Alaska from Russian to American hands. Standing alongside 
all of these monuments in prominence are the totem poles of 
Sitka National Historical Park. Though Sitka is located on a 
portion of the coast where few totem poles have historically 
been carved, Sitka National Historical Park is home to one of 
the finest collections of poles in the world. The most basic 
facts of the poles, that they were collected for display at two 

early twentieth century World's Fairs and then brought to 
Sitka, have been common knowledge since their arrival in the 
city, but the details of their existence have not been well re­
corded. This is the first effort to comprehensively document 
the history of Sitka's poles. It is an attempt to discover the 
origins of the poles and document their years at Sitka Na­
tional Historical Park. 

The Sitka totem poles have led a dichotomous life. First and 
foremost, they are what their creators intended them to be: 
clan status symbols and heraldic artwork. They have an en­
during ethnographic significance that is matched by few other 
objects worldwide; the poles remain as cultural emissaries of 
indigenous North American societies. By investigating their 
origins and meanings, we can better understand the lives of 
the people who carved them. While the images on the poles 
are intriguing, the reasoning behind the carving of the poles 
tells us volumes about the nature of nineteenth century 
coastal Alaska Native societies. 

Once in the hands of the United States government, these to­
tem poles took on additional significance as a preservation 
project for their new stewards. Just as the co-existence and 
blending of Alaska Native and non-Native societies has cre­
ated interesting results, so has the U.S. government's steward­
ship of these Alaska Native objects. Alaska Governor John G. 



• A considerable amount or 
de,ay. ltl:s doublfullf this 
pole can be rep;~ Ired • 

,Above right: An assenment photo 
taken of the Ulklch'inel Pole 
before commencement of WPA and 
CCC work Photographer. Charles 
Burdick. Page rec:reated from 
Burdick's original folder dated Feb­
ruary lB, 1939 Capt1on h Burdick's 
typewritten comment. SITK 
Archives, RG-51. Box 3, Fold•r 3. 

Brndy promised the donors that the g'"''emm<.·nt woulJ pre...crve thetr 
pole'-, and the pole' !> caretaker. hJ\'e been inventing WU} ~ tu accom­
plhh thi' ever ~incc. Solution~ to prcservm~ thl''>C h1~h )'l\:mh:tbl.: 
objecb have been contro\·ersial and contmue tu;.by a-; .m ongoing 
k"'lrrung process. The ~otional Park Sernc1. •., ( \o JlS) goal has alw~ 
been to pre~I"\'C Lhc poles forthc purpo'>t: ol cdu~:ating Lhe public. 

t\t firM. the poles proYcd robe un mwwhdmm~ tu.'k for rhc lllt.'agerl\' 
funded caretakers of what wru. at fmt n -.mall govcnunl·nt park at 

ttka Ne\\ Deal recruvmgand ro..te>ration program~; began the rcJU­
,.cnauon of the Sitka totem pole"; the incrca...cJ li.muingand pro:tc­
tivc; appre>ach to management taken 'incc the hue 19bm. ha.~ made 
the collection one l>f the fine~t on the north\\ t~l co:1.~t of "'urth 
.Aml!rica 

Along v.1th the NPS'~ ~tewardship, the pob' grcatot alii~:-. han: 
ht.'Cn thtdinanoal benefib. o(toun'm and tlw 11mgn und H oudu cui­
rural renru'iSancc of the Ia ncr rwcnocth cmrury: cU'•toJial fbcctdrty, 
meJgcrfunding.and the nlJnlcroll~ \\'IXXI·rottl!1gagcnlsol the north­
w~.-..t coa .. t oi '\iorth America have lx"t:n thc1r gn:ah ... ">t ~:ncmie-;. To­
tem poJL.., rcma.rn 30 Important pal1 of nil\ltll UOU} lmda hent.agt:,:b 
"ell a,, t.hctrrre.cnH.I.l) culturt·~ Inc plight ol the ~itka f'<\11!'> mirro& 
the tmubl~experienced by-.<'uthca.'t AJa.,Jw ,,,twecultun.~whilc 
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8 The Most Striking of Objects 

the Tiingit and Kaigani Haida people have lived through difficult times 
over the last two centuries, they have arrived at this place in history 
perhaps as strong as they have been since the tum of the century. 
As an extension of the curatorial promises ofJ ohn G. Brady, the NPS 
has an obligation to presetve these artifacts as well as possible. The 
NPS also has a mission to educate the public about the significance 
of these totem poles, which is why better knowledge of their history is 
required. 1his book is amajor part of the mission of Sitka National 
Historical Park, and while it does not hold all of the answers, it synthe­
sizes more information about the Sitka poles than has ever been put 
together before. 

This book is meant to help the reader understand the character and 
history of not only the Sitka totem poles, but of totem poles ingeneral. 
The first chapter will introduce the reader to totem poles. Chapterzis 
a briefhistory of the changes in coastal Alaska Native culture since the 
beginning of contact with westerners, arol.Uld 178o-1900. This chapter 
also considers how these changes altered the carving of totem poles. 
Therestofthe book follows thepolesfrom their initial collection to the 
present The stories recounted here are primarily abouthowthe poles 
came to be in Sitka, what was happening around the poles, and what 
was happening to the poles. In the interest of creating a smoother 
publication, detailedindividual pole histories have been included in the 
appendices. 

Acknowledgments 

As is the case with all research projects of this type, there are 
far more people to thank than an author can remember, so I 
apologize now to those I forget. To start, I would like to thank 
the staffs of the various research facilities I visited while doing 
this project. These are the Alaska Room at the Z.J. Loussac 
Library, Anchorage, Alaska; the National Archives and 
Records Administration-Alaska Branch, Anchorage, Alaska; 
the Alaska Historical Library, Juneau, Alaska; the Alaska State 
Archives, Juneau, Alaska; the Beinecke Library, Yale Univer­
sity; the Missouri Historical Society, St. Louis, Missouri; the St. 
Louis Public Library; the Royal British Columbia Museum, 
Victoria, British Columbia; the Oregon Historical Society, 
Portland, Oregon; and Special Collections at the University of 
Washington Library, Seattle, Washington. Many helpful, 
friendly, and interesting people work at these institutions. 



More specifically, I would like to thank PeterCoreyofthe Sheldon 
JacksonMW)eum, Dan Savard of the Royal British Columbia Museum, 
wood preservation specialists Ron Sheetz and Al Levitan, and 
especially carver T ornmy Joseph, who helped to broaden my perspec­
tive on pole carving through only a briefinterview. 

Big thanks to Gene Griffin, Sue Thorsen, Gary Gauthier, and 
everyone else at Sitka National Historical Park for their help in 
gathering information for this book. I would also like to thank 
past Sitka National Historical Park employees Gary 
Candelaria, Micki Hellickson, Steve Henrikson, and George 
Hall for .their invaluable interviews. Additionally, I would like 
to thank my co-workers at the National Park Service Alaska 
Support Office in Anchorage. It was a fun few years. 

Finally, I would like to thank Frank Broderick for his excellent 
graphics work on the book. A much deserved second nod to 
Gene Griffin for his "just ask and I'll do it" attitude throughout 
the process. Thanks to the prolific, Frank "Book of the 
Month" Norris for taking time out of his schedule to edit my 
text, and to Sande Anderson for her big picture editing and 
guidance throughout the process. And last, I would like to 
thank my wife Jami, whose perfectionist editing greatly 
improved the final version of the book. 

Endnote Abbreviations 

ASA: Alaska State Archives 
JGB: John Green Brady Papers, Beineke Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library, Yale University 
SNHP: Sitka National Historical Park Archives 
UW: University of Washington, Seattle, Special Collections 

National Park Service 9 





----------------- - -

Left: The Wolf pole and donor, as 
taken by a crewmember of the 
Rush during the pole collection 
journey. While this pole is 
generally believed to be from 
Howkan, there is little evidence to 
prove this. Note that the original 
version of this pole had three rings 
on the hat of the top figure, while 
the present version has two. Sitka 
National Historical Park (SITK # 
3825) 

Chapter 1: The Land, the 
Natives, and the Poles 

Monumental, intricate, and misunderstood, totem poles are 
intriguing objects. The abruptly angled carvings on massive 
red cedar trunks reveal semi-abstract animals, people, and 
fantastical hybrid creatures. The mysterious nature of totem 
poles challenges us to learn more about their origins and . 
mearungs. 

Nineteenth Century Tlingit and Haida Societies 
Extending approximately one thousand miles from the Puget 
Sound to the Alaskan panhandle, the "totempolar region;' or 
the area in which Natives have historically carved poles, is 
characterized by rugged coastal terrain, steep mountains, 
dense and lush forests, high volumes of rain, mild tempera­
tures, and numerous sheltered bays, coves, and navigable 
fjords. Importantly, the region is home to the durable and 
easily carved western red cedar tree, the traditional wood of 
choice among Native artisans. 

Prior to European contact, or "pre-contact" as it is called, the 
peoples responsible for carving the poles in question, the 
Tlingit and Kaigani Haida, developed two of the more prosper­
ous and sedentary non-agricultural societies in the world. The 
abundance of natural resources in this region allowed its 
inhabitants to move beyond a purely subsistence lifestyle. 
Residing in the sheltered bays and coves on rugged yet fecund 
Prince of Wales Island, and its smaller neighbors, the people 
harvested both land and sea to provide for their daily needs. 
Fish, sea mammals, land mammals, and mollusks supplied 
food. Sea otter pelts, seal skins, and deer hides, among others, 
provided clothing. The densely vegetated forests of the area 
provided wood for houses, hunting tools, and decorative arts. 
Most of these coastal Indians inhabited large, gabled plank 
houses in which several related families resided. In addition, 
they maintained hunting and fishing camps for use primarily in 
the summer months. These groups had also developed 
advanced seamanship skills and canoe-building techniques, as 
well as an extensive trading network with other coastal and 
interior Native groups~1 

Northwest Coast culture evolved into a collection of complex, 
materialistic societies. Rankings among clans, and families 
within a clan, depended almost entirely on a person's expend­
able wealth and land holdings, with heredity largely determin­
ing one's wealth. Hunting, fishing, and gathering on certain 
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12 The Most Striking of Objects 

plots of land were the exclusive rights of a specific clan. Clan 
leaders received a set amount of all goods gathered or hunted 
by the clan members. Objects of value in the pre-contact 
period included Chilkat blankets, basketry, canoes, ceremonial 
clothing, shells, slaves, and weaponry. 2 

A complex social structure and an established set of ceremo­
nies lay at the root of all Tlingit and Haida practices.3 Villages 
usually consisted of numerous clans, each self -governed and 
ruled by a clan leader. Spread through several villages, clans 
existed as the most powerful social unit in both Tlingit and 
Haida societies. Members of one's own clan performed all 
special activities, such as house building and the raising of 
totem poles. Clans had two 'moieties' whose members never 
intermarried and often performed in large groups for each 
other. Moieties served few purposes other than these. Village 
political structures were flexible and regularly finessed by rival 
chiefs. In general, the leader of the dominant clan ruled the 
village. The social hierarchy in clans went from the clan leader 
and his immediate family, to those who were not so closely 
related, to slaves who had no standing whatsoever.4 

According to Tlingit Andrew Hope III, Northwest Coast art 
emerged as a way of helping clansmen "to remember!'s Haida 
carver Robert Davidson calls the totem pole "a declaration, a 
document" of clan crests, legends, wealth, and status. 6 Poles, 
historically, were not art in the western sense. This artwork, in 
the words of Hope, '"was created for a purpose: either for 
some utilitarian use or for use as an emblem.''? Historically, 
totem poles existed as one of the most visually important 
reminders of social status. While poles told legends, heralded 
great events, and memorialized people, their importance lay 
also in the fact that they commemorated an extravagant 
potlatch thrown by a chief. Family leaders hosted these events 
for numerous reasons: a funeral, the birth of a potential heir, 
the acquisition of a crest~ the recapture of a war captive, and 
others. Beyond the special occasion, the main function of the 
potlatch was to declare the importance of the person and 
family responsible for throwing it. The clan leader giving the 
potlatch usually exhausted a large amount of capital, as he 
would be responsible for supplying the food, labor, and gifts in 
hopes of emerging with increased, or maintained, social status. 
People from neighboring villages attended, and the person 
throwing the potlatch gave lavish gifts in order to gain prestige 
or "symbolic capital;' as one anthropologist has put it. 8 

Everyone performed symbolic dances, all participants feasted, 
and the sponsoring clan raised a totem pole. 
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The carving of a Totem Pole 
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Panorama on previous page: Early 
twentieth century photograph of 
Kasaan village. No Sitka poles can 
be seen in this image. John G. 
Brady Papers, Yale Collection of 
Western Americana, Beinecke Rare 
Book Manuscript library. 
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commissioned the work and those working on the pole knew 
what it would look like and signify prior to its raising. Follow­
ing completion, the person who commissioned the pole would 
throw a potlatch during which the clan undertook the im­
mense task of erecting the pole with rope, a tripod of logs, and 
sheer manpower.10 

Present day carvers follow a similar process. Modern tools 
have helped to speed the carving process, but once a work 
nears its completion, methods are nearly the same. Just as the 
Northwest Coast carvers took advantage of the technology 
introduced by the European and American traders in the form 
of forged iron tools, modern carvers now use power saws and 
other industrial tools to make their jobs easier. Apprentice­
ships are equally long, with new carvers having to work 
together with experienced carvers over the course of several 
years to learn the trade. For example, Ketchikan carver Lee 
Wallace apprenticed on projects with Nathan Jackson and 
Wayne Price during the late 198os, and also took a course 
taught by Steve Brown, all accomplished carvers. Wallace then 
began taking his own commissions during the 1990s and has 
become an experienced carver himself. Carvers must also be 
in top physical shape, as spending entire days shaping the red 
cedar trunk is arduous work. Current poles are commissioned 
by Alaska Natives through tribal councils or similar organiza­
tions for traditional purposes, and are usually raised with 
traditional ceremony. Poles are also carved for private 
collectors who view them more as a pure art form. 11 According 
to carver Tommy Joseph, the poles he has carved for regional 
Alaska Native interests, like his recent totem pole for the 
Kiksadi clan in Sitka, are the most important to him. He takes 
commissions from private collectors in order to earn a living as 
a full time carver.12 

What is a Totem? 
More important than the physical possessions of the Tlingit 
and Haida clans are their totems or crests. Family ancestors 
usually acquired the crests, which can loosely be defined as 
animals or objects exclusively associated with a particular 
family or clan. These ancestors encountered a mythic animal 
or spirit and who gave sole permission to use a specific symbol 
on poles, houses, blankets, and almost anything else they 
pleased. Clans acquired dances and stories, to which an 
individual or clan also had exclusive rights, during these 
encounters as well. Clans could also obtain crests through 
marriage, trade, or allocation following the extinction of a 
family. 



Early twentieth tentury view of 
Kasaan house interior John G. 
Brady Papers. Yale Collection of 
Western Americono. Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manus<rlpt Ubrary 
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Pho togrOlph by Gene Griffin. Sil ka 
Nationlll Historical Park. SITK 
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This field focused on the clan structure of primitive societies, 
the animals, plants, or objects associated with the society's 
respective clans, and the Native's perception of the relation­
ship between the clan and its associated object or objects. 
Many scholars, relying on the emerging tenets of psychoana­
lytic theory and an overreaching application of Darwinism, 
used totemism as a tool with which to prove the superiority of 
the European races. Sigmund Freud's ideas on the subject, as 
heavily influenced by Social Darwinian thought, are a prime 
example of this attitude. In his book Totem and Taboo, he 
states that in "so-called savage and semi-savage races" one 
could see "a well- preserved, early stage of our own develop­
ment;' thus equating the mind of a child as similar to the mind 
of an aboriginal person. Freud declared totemism as a 
precursor to the more complex Christianity of western society 
and compared characteristics of totemic societies with present 
day neuroses. Hence, totemism was not only the signature of 
an undeveloped mind, but it was also maladaptive. [6 

As often happens with attempts to create expansive classifica­
tion systems, this one turned out to be overly simplistic and 
mired in the prejudices of its time. Numerous scholars of the 
period disagreed with the notion that totemism had any 
validity as an encompassing framework. Northwest Native 
scholar Franz Boas, for example, believed that totemism, as 
defined in such an inclusive manner, should not be assigned a 
lofty place in anthropology. He attacked the assertion that 
apparent similarities in ethnic phenomena were simply 
expressions of "psychological laws." Instead Boas argued that 
"actual [psychological] processes are immensely diversified;' 
and "similar types of ethnic thought may develop in quite 
different ways;' meaning apparently similar habits of separate 
aboriginal groups are the mark of different, but not inferior, 
minds. He also believed that Native groups chose totemic 
symbols "arbitrarily" and that scholars placed too much 
emphasis on the association between the clan and the symbol. 
For Boas, anthropology was not a tool to prove the superiority 
of the western mind. Instead, it was an implement that verified 
human equality and showed how influential the effect of 
environments could be.r7 

Though numerous objections to the study of totemism as an 
encompassing framework of classification appeared through­
out the first half of the twentieth century, Claude Levi-Strauss 
led the final drive to limit this field's influence over anthropol­
ogy with his 1962 book entitled Totemism. In this, he cynically 
defined the present status of the field as follows: "Totemism is 
firstly the projection outside our own universe, as though by 
kind of exorcism, of mental attitudes incompatible with the 
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While the poles often 
displayed the crests, or 
totems, of a clan, they 
also could tell stories. 
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exigency of a discontinuity between man and nature which 
Christian thought has held to be essential." This manifested his 
view that the study of totems had been developed as a 
Eurocentric system with no basis in reality.I8 Levi-Strauss did 
not reject the term entirely; he simply reduced it to a workable 
and limited unit that described the base relationship between 
the animal/symbol and the clan. In his work The Savage Mind, 
he states: "The differences between animals, which man can 
extract from nature and transfer to culture ... are adopted as 
emblems by groups of men in order to do away with their own 
resemblances."•9 Within anthropological study, there were 
simply too many disparate systems of totemism for which 
academics had to stretch its definition. This rejection of 
totemism as a grand schematic framework is the norm in 
modern anthropology; Levi-Strauss was successful in curtail­
ing its impact and retrenching it as a smaller, more effective 
tool for the social sciences. 

Totem poles acquired their name during a time when totemism 
was in vogue and before scholars realized that the term totem 
pole did not accurately define the columns. While the poles 
often displayed the crests, or totems, of a clan, they also could 
tell stories. Anthropologist Viola Garfield recognized the 
insufficiency of this term and began calling poles "heraldic 
columns;' which is more befitting to their place in Northwest 
Coast Alaska Native societies. No alternative has ever caught 
on, though, and the term totem pole has stuck with these 
monumental pieces of art. 

Types of totem poles: 
Types of totem poles on the Northwest Coast vary among 
different groups. The neighboring Tlingit and Kaigani Haida 
peoples are similar in many ways, and these similarities extend 
to their totem poles. Scholars have taken different approaches 
to totem pole classification, and many different systems have 
resulted. Below is a general survey of the types of Tlingit and 
Haida poles, split into categories based on what they signified 
and their traditional location in the village:20 

• House posts: Probably the first type of totem pole, these are 
carvings on the support poles of Tlingit and Haida houses. 
With red cedar being rare in northern Tlingit territory, artisans 
carved a red cedar exterior that they placed on the non-red 
cedar posts. Carvers often placed legends on Haida house 
posts. 

• Mortuary/Memorial poles: Carved to honor a living or 
dead person of importance, these were usually a plain pole 
with a large crest symbol carved on top. The family would 



... [many of the poles] 
"were highly personal­
ized and were in­
tended to impress and 
mystify the audience. 
Their meanings were 
only suggested and not 
fully explained." 

deposit the ashes or remains of the deceased person either in a 
box found on top of the pole or in a backside cavity, which 
was more common among southern Tlingit and Kaigani Haida. 
Mortuary poles would sometimes be organized in clusters near 
villages. These poles most likely came into prominence during 
the mid-nineteenth century as disease decimated the popula­

tions of the Northwest Coast. 

• Frontal poles: These were generally freestanding poles 
placed either against or near the front of a house, often times 
near the door. They displayed clan crests, the history of a 

clan, and/or a legend. 

• Detached poles: Placed anywhere in or near villages, these 
poles were similar to a frontal pole in what they displayed. 
These could also have stood as a monument of shame to a 
person with an unpaid debt, called a ridicule pole. 21 

Reading a Totem Pole 

Due to several converging cultural and historical trends, totem 
poles are often difficult to decipher. The meaning of totem 

poles was usually a private matter to their original owners and 
thus not necessarily public knowledge. Pole symbols often 
represent components of a story or incident, which also 
presents a difficult scenario because stories are often told 
differently and change over time, especially in cultures reliant 
on oral tradition like those of the Northwest Coast of North 
America. As Viola Garfield has stated, many of the poles "were 
highly personalized and were intended to impress and mystify 
the audience. Their meanings were only suggested and not 
fully explained.'' Additionally she maintained that "legends, 
and carved and painted representations of them, were 
jealously guarded possessions of lineages;' thus further 
obscuring their meaning. 22 Western minds generally feel that 
images and meaning have a one-to-one correlation and have 
trouble accepting a non-exact meaning, or multiple meanings, 
to a single thing such as a pole. According to Linn Forrest, 
head of the Civilian Conservation Corps recarving program: 
"Some people believe you can read a totem pole. This, I would 
say, is not correct at all because you will find different poles 
that have the same story that are completely different in their 
designs and the figures on it."23 A single accepted meaning may 
or may not exist in any specific totem pole, and it will never be 

known whether this frustrating ambiguity is caused by the 
obscuration of meanings over time or the non-exacting nature 
of the culture itself. While the stories behind many poles have 

survived, others remain objects of controversy or speculation. 
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configurative, or more realistic representations. The deep 
carves and accentuated features are striking; they are "often 
organized as flat designs wrapped around a semi-cylindrical 
surface" with the convexity of each of the elements making 
them appear almost bloated. 24 This is part of the poles' 
intrigue; artisans do not carve the animals precisely how other 
groups of the world would consider drawing them, and yet 
they are vaguely recognizable to everyone. They fill the mind 
with awe, wonder, and even uneasiness-definite marks of 
effective artwork. Regardless of the reasons for their popular­
ity as a regional symbol, it is certain that totem poles are 
impressive and unique artistic achievements. 

Like any art form, different artists have different styles; 
compare the flowing images of the Waasgo Legend pole to the 
abrupt angles of the Yaadaas Crest Corner poles. Poles also 
take on different character even within the relatively small 
proximity from which the Sitka poles came. For example, 
Kaigani Haida poles, such as the Mosquito Legend pole, 
generally have little empty space, as compared with the simpler 
carvings of the Tlingit as shown in the Raven/Shark pole. 
There are exceptions to these assertions, like when Tlingit 
chiefs would hire Haida carvers, and vice versa~ Comparing 
the styles of the artists and groups shows that Northwest 
Coast art, as exemplified in totem poles, is as complex and 
original as any other art form developed in the world. The 
history of the coast and its effects on the development of 
totem pole carving is an equally complex topic, as westerners 
slowly began flowing in during the mid-eighteenth century and 
had a profound effect on coastal Native cultures. 
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Left: Sailors from the U.S.S. 
Patterson pose against the 
Saanaheit pole. The Saanaheit 
house posts stand at rear. Sitka 
National Historical Park (SITK 
#15107) 

Chapter 2: ''We Do Not Know 
What Will Become of Us.'' 

Cultural Transformation in Nineteenth Century 

Southeast Alaska 
From the late eighteenth to the close of the nineteenth century, 
Northwest Coast Natives underwent a massive cultural 
transformation, and the rate of totem pole carving fluctuated 
accordingly during this era. Through their contact with 
westerners, coastal Natives changed from a group of autono­
mous societies to a more mixed cluster of peoples reliant on 
wage labor and western commodities. Beginning with small 
and superficial cultural shifts, the rate and profundity of 
change intensified throughout the period. In terms introduced 
by anthropologist Ralph Linton, the minor, though accumula­
tive, initial changes occurred as a result of "non-directed" 
acculturation or cultural borrowing, that is an exchange in 
which one or both contact cultures actively chooses to 
incorporate certain aspects of another culture into their own. 
In this instance, the Natives remained autonomous, but they 
incorporated some useful aspects of western life into their 
society, such as forged iron tools. Westerners directed, or 
interfered with actively and purposefully, the later, more 
significant transformation. Missionaries encouraged them to 
accept Christianity, and western laws overruled age-old 
customs. 1 

Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, the 
production of totem poles increased as Indian coastal societies 
became more prosperous because of the fur trade. The 
artistic production of the Natives reached its height just 
following mid-century. During this time, totem poles bloomed 
into grand aesthetic achievements. With the purchase of 
Alaska by the United States and the influx of Christian 
missionaries, totem pole production slowed and became an 
endangered art form by the close of the nineteenth century. 

Early Years of Contact (up to 1830) 
During the 18th century, explorers scoured the seas in search 
of new trade routes to the far reaches of the earth. The land 
that would later become Southeast Alaska proved to be a 
lucrative trading ground. First sited in 1741 by a Russian 
expedition under the command of Alexei Chirikof, the region's 
abundant sea otters gave western traders the capital with 
which to barter in China. By the end of the century, British, 
Russian, and American seamen journeyed up and down the 
coast and began a structured commercial relationship with the 
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Russiiln Orthodox dergy 011 the 
steps of S011nt M1ch<tel's Ullhedral 
Sitk<t National Hlstoncal Park (SfTK 
U796) 

'ariou~ coa .. tal ~atl\'c communi tie:.. Aside from a fc\\ dctri· 
mentuJ dfect~ ~uch as the tnt roducnnn of We!>tem dt~ca~L"!'t nnd 
alcohol, thts trade relauonc;hrp brou~t little changl to the 
<>octeties and turned out to be beneficial to them 1n mam 
respect<! One ol the moo;t notable change'\ accompanyint, thl' 
newfound pr(hpt>nl\ brou~ht by the fur tradl· wa-. a bur-.t t'f 
3J1i,tic production. 

The rdanon~ip hctwc~.:o "c.."'tcrner!> and "lorthw~:~t (.()u"l 

"'\all\ e:. during thc:.e carl~ )'can. wa:. generolh peaceful, anJ 
the tur tr;ldc thrived from ubout 1785 to t8Jo. Ccntuncs ot 
U"admg among<>t them<;dvt'<o had primed the "'attvc~ for 
C..XLhangt• with the wc-.rern trader<;. Earlv explorer nnrrotn:c.., 
<,hOW that the Wc-.tcm traJe~ h,ld o;lcppc..c.J intl> a rrc•C\bDng 
ne:t\\ ork of Cf•mmercc. ln the Journal of hh 1792. cxplomtol} 
voyage to lhe coa.,t. famed C.apr.un < oeorge \ ancouver 
remarked that the '-.all\e-; ''had a ,·cry good 1dca of hancring 
and \\ "lUld not part with am thing \\1thout the value of 1t." . \ 

member ol hi-. crew aJ~o noted ~.:ommccc..MI intercourse 

occurrin~ between ne•Wibonng group~. ,\tore.: (''-1d<:nce of th•~ 
c:unc m the wtde<>pread di~tribution of ccnam ttem .. con'>td· 
cred the -.pedal~ oi spccdtl. ' nttvc '>OCJCllc:.. for example, 
group:. all along the c..o.\'1 u~d H.Uda produced dugout cedAr 
.. anue<>. nnd explorer. found TI1ngil ..,pruceronl ba~keh in u ... c 

tar -.oulh of llin~il tcrntory .4 During lhc catlic~t time of 



Sprut:eroot basket. Sitka National 
Historical Parit (SITK 0833) 

int~nse lr3ding (around rySsJ. ~ati\'C CO\'eted iron and copper 
goods because they previou.sl} had \'Cl) little ace~ to forged 
metal<,.. After the!>e good~ ~turated the coasl, guns, textil~ 
clothing, and blankcb gained pop ulan" ~ear the end of thiJ> 
pcnod. guns and woven cloth mamtained their appeal to 
'-.aove traders and were jomed by foodstuffs (molasses, rice, 
bread. biscutt!>). rum and other manufactured goods (buttons, 
thread, scbsor;, and tobacco to name a few).\ 

During trade. the we<;temer.. ~uall) had cont.act with only a 
fc\\ 1'\ative represenrativ~ and their a .... sistants; they saw little 
of the general populanon. Th~e &elect fe,, agent!\ actuall) 
represented wa vru.t nexu~ of producer!>, middlemen, and 
entrepreneur:. ro \'hom the) were often stiU responsible tom 
rbe1r dealings." The compleXIties of :-..ortbwest culture drd 
not allO\\ for an indh'!dual to trade, but instead steered aJmoc;t 
all the profih to personc; of high rank. analogou-; to the 
subser:ient relation~hip between the company and the sailo~ 
of lesser rank on t.he trading ships. Wlule the quality of hfe 
undoubted!} rose for the whole of the Native population 
during thb time of pro~peri11. H b aJ o cenain that the highe~t­
ranking member~o received a di!>proportionatc amount of the 
wealt.h. The t'-.atives also built a reputation ru. shrewd bargain­
ers through thetr abilny to easilv exploit the many unaffiliated 
t->btp wandering along the coast by holdmg out for t.he htghec;t 
bartering price on furc;. As well as being aswtc trader<;, certain 
group-, of ~atwes. ~uch as the Sttka Timgn and ~aigant Haida. 
proved to be able capitalists on a larger scale. "I hese groups 
!>UCC~fully dominated their neighbor.. b} monopoli7Jng 
nonnal European :.topping point!>. Acting as middlemen. they 
would purch3lte skms from groups with no dtrect access to 
trade wuh westerners and then re!.ellthcm at inflated prrces. 



Times changed radi­
cally as Natives aba11-
doned their old villages 
to work at canneries 
and totem poles were 
burned, stolen. sold to 
museums, or simply 
rotted away. 

KiiSaan in 1901 Th• Ya~ Crest 
and Comer poles are In th• 
foreground. John G Br;ady Pape~ 
Yale Collection of WesteJO 
Amencana. lk!tneckl! Rare Book ilnd 
Manusmpt Ubr<~ry 
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In~.: early yean. of contact rc~ultcd 1n onlv modc~t tran~forma­
tion of :--.orthwest Coa:>t socicllc~. Pmlll dommntcd the 
mmd!>et oft he western traders: the~ dtd not care 10 unpose 
thetr culrure on rhc "ative-. ao; later "cttlcr; and mi., .. ionanc ... 
would. \\ilh transaction<. gcncrnll) m:curring through '\atJ,·e 
rcprc<icntatin ..... aboard the 'hip ... cuntuct bcmccn \\C<;tcm 
trader-. and villagers wns hmitcd. I he onlv major att~:mpt to 
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lc\ cb of ten-. ion ex:b[cd ~rwecn the: Ru"ian ... and the local 
:-\aU\ C ... \\ 1th the laq:.e \iJJage ofllm~:n located direct!~ 
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outside the walls of their community, the Russians lived in fear. 
Hence, most of the Russians never ventured outside of the 
settlement walls because they believed it unsafe to do so.9 
Furthermore, historian Ted Hinckley has suggested that: 

The Tlingit's cynical reaction to Christianity's 
activist Golden Rule doctrines becomes less 
perplexing if one recalls their intense devotion to 
autonomous living and blatant materialism ... For a 
Tlingit to divorce him or herself from their rich 
cultural inheritance with its entertaining rituals and 
colorful ceremonies, all so reflective of their 
magnificent natural environment, proved exceed­
ingly difficult. For some Tlingit such a disjunction 
was quite impossible.ro 

The adversity faced by the Russian Orthodox missionaries in 
their Northwest Coast evangelism, as well as the engrained 
materialist ideals of the Tlingit and Kaigani Haida, stymied the 
assimilation of the local Natives into western religion in the 
early nineteenth century. Anthropologist Sergei Kan has even 
argued that the Tlingit saw little benefit in conversion to 
Orthodoxy because the majority of the Russians and con­
verted indigenous peoples with which they were in contact 
appeared "poor, unfree, and certainly not enviable."n Native 
traditions flourished during this period. 

First Encounters with Totem Poles and the Debate 
Concerning Their Antiquity 
Many of the first explorers and traders made limited mention 
of carved works, which has led to debate amongst academics 
as to whether poles even existed before the arrival of 
westerners. Captain James Cook visited the Northwest Coast 
in 1778 and noted the Native's limited but skilled use of iron 
and "great dexterity in works of wood." One of Cook's 
officers also sketched several carved house posts. French 
explorer Etienne Marchand described a Haida frontal pole, 
which was "remarkable for the extreme smallness of its parts:' 
During Italian navigator Alejandro Malaspina's journey (in 
service of Spain), a sketch was made of a large Tlingit mortuary 
pole, which he described as either "an idol or merely a frightful 
record of the destructive nature of death:'12 These descrip­
tions, along with several others, delineate the border of the pre 
and post-contact periods in Northwest Coast study and with 
them has come much academic debate. 

In hypothesizing on the antiquity of totem poles, academics 
have interpreted the first reports of carved artwork on the 
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Totem poles._.began 
their development just 
prior to 18oo and 
reached their peak 
shortly after the mid­
nineteenth century. 

34 The Most Striking of Objects 

They also acquired extra expendable wealth~ which helped 
people of high rank commission the carving of more poles.13 

Barbeau's theories about the lack of iron throughout the pre­
contact Northwest Coast and the antiquity of the totem pole 
have been points of contention among scholars. In a more 
widely accepted explanation, anthropologist Philip Drucker 
has contended that the Natives did indeed have iron tools 
before European contact and had been carving in this manner 
for a long time. According to Drucker, the coastal Natives 
acquired iron "in a long series of exchanges, via Bering Strait, 
from some Iron Age center in Siberia:' Furthermore, iron was 
not a mandatory element of carving, but merely a convenience 
that helped speed up the carving process.14 Totem pole expert 
Wilson Duff also disagreed with Barbeau about the presence 
of iron before the arrival of the Europeans and the overall 
profundity of the change in Native art during the years of the 
fur trade. While "new wealth and new tools" helped to bring 
about an increase in totem pole production, Duff believed that 
"this distinctive art style was already in existence at the time of 
contact?''s Renowned artist and art scholar Wolfgang Paalen 
focused his refutation of Barbeau on the certitude that the 
Northwest Coast Natives not only had access to iron but also 
"could get along without iron as well as could the Polynesians 
and Melanesians in shaping their monumental works in wood 
and stone.''16 Joyce Wike came to a similar conclusion follow­
ing an exhaustive analysis of the records of fur traders. In her 
unpublished doctoral dissertation "The Effect of the Maritime 
Fur Trade on Northwest Coast Indian Society;' Wike argued 
that "Barbeau's contention as to the extreme lateness of , 

elements of Northwest Coast art and wood .. working style and 
its dependence upon Russian sources can be taken as patently 
absurd?'17 While improved production efficiency and in­
creased outlets for Native goods intensified certain aspects of 
Native life, these advancements occurred within an existing 
framework of social practice and control. The arrival of 
westerners did not initially change the development of 
Northwest Coast society; it simply sped up processes that were 
already in motion418 Hence, totem pole carving may have 
expanded as a result of the fur trade, but it was not created by 
it. Archeological records show that Northwest Coast art had, 
in fact, been developing for at least I,ooo years prior.19 

While Marius Barbeau>s contention that totem poles were 
generally a post -contact phenomenon holds little merit today, 
his general assertions pertaining to the golden age of totem 
pole carving appear to be an accurate assessment of their 
developmental process. The golden age commenced as 
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expendable wealth increased among tribal leaders. Northwest 
Coast Native arts were flourishing during this time of prosper­
ity: 

The benefits accruing from the fur trade at once 
stimulated local ambitions; they stirred up jealousies 
and rivalries, and incited sustained efforts for higher 
prestige and leadership. The overmastering desire 
everywhere was to outdo the others in ingenuity 
and wealth, power and display. The totem pole 
came into fashion through the rise of these ambi­
tions, fostered mostly by the fur trade. It became 
the best way of announcing one's own identity in 
the commemoration of the dead, the decoration of 
houses, and in the perpetuation of traditional 
imagery. The size of the pole and the beauty of its 
figures proclaimed the fame of those it repre­
sented.20 

Generally speaking, the Northwest Coast Natives had their 
way with the early European traders. The selective contact 
with westerners, the burgeoning fur market in China, the 
intense inter-clan rivalries for excessive material goods, and 
the resistance to western ways all played key roles in the 
development of an atmosphere in which the Natives continued 
to culturally evolve on their own terms. Totem pole carving 
was certainly a part of Northwest Coast civilization before 
contact, but numerous events increased their production and 
overall significance within the culture. While Barbeau appears 
to have been mistaken about the lack of poles before the 
arrival of Europeans, the low frequency of reports about the 
presence of poles lends credence to his argument that totem 
pole production increased in the decades following contact. 
There is also no doubt that iron was less abundant before 
contact, but it was also not a mandatory tool for carving. Its 
effect was to speed up the carving process, thus accelerating 
the rate of totem pole production during this period. The 
most important factors in this escalation were the maintenance 
of cultural autonomy by Northwest Coast societies and the 
increased prosperity acquired through the fur trade. Since the 
Europeans had not subordinated their trading partners during 
this time period, Natives sustained their independence and 
cultural development continued to occur along the similar 
lines as it had prior to contact. With the totem pole being one 
of the ultimate enduring material goods and proof of status in 
Northwest Coast societies, carving evolved into a burgeoning 
aspect of these artistic societies. Poles were entering their 
"golden age" at the end of this era, but the impending trans-
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As the reliance on 
western goods set the 
basis for cultural ero­
sion, the increased ex­
posure helped to slowly 
bring about the end of 
Native autonomy. 
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formation in the character of both trade and western/Native 
relations, among other things, brought about slow and steady 
change that would further affect carving. 

Mid-Century (1830-1867) 

The character of Northwest Coast trade was constantly 
evolving. In accordance with the changing demands of the 
Natives and Chinese, merchants near the end of the fur trade 
period also made stops in Hawaii to procure the diverse 
cargoes sought by their customers. The traders extended their 
journeys from relatively short trips (average of two to three 
years) with fur being the main cargo, to longer voyages (four 
or more years) with much more diverse cargo to meet more 
diverse demands.2

' While Northwest Coast Natives main­
tained their political and social autonomy during this time, they 
also grew increasingly dependent on western goods. The 
cultural borrowing brought on by the convenience of guns and 
forged iron tools, as well as the attractions of western foods, 
alcohol, and clothing, slowly helped to erode the underlying 
societal base of the Natives. This trend continued as the more 
intrusive and organized Hudson Bay Company took interest in 
the region just before mid-century.22 The introduction of 
disease also changed the structure of Native societies and 
played a role in the alteration of cultural practices. Because of 
these and other factors, artistic production and the carving of 
totem poles continued to flourish between 1830 and 1867. 

In the 183os, American interest in trading waned with falling 
profits and increased competition. The depletion of the sea 
otter and the rise of the beaver pelt trade changed the charac­
ter of coastal commerce. Merchants from the United States 
were finding more profit in trading supplies up the coast than 
in the arduous journeys to China. The Hudson Bay Company 
entered the area during this period and began to dominate 
trade. While American traders were almost exclusively ship­
bound, the Hudson Bay Company established numerous posts 
along the coast, and interaction with the Natives became more 
frequent and prolonged. As the reliance on western goods set 
the basis for cultural erosion, the increased exposure helped 
to slowly bring about the end of Native autonomy.23 

Perhaps the most significant, though mainly symbolic, effect of 
the Hudson Bay Company was their attempt to impose 
Imperial law on the Natives, with specific attempts to do away 
with slavery and intertribal warfare. British abolition of slavery 
in 1833 was enforced throughout the empire, albeit selectively 
in this region. The English saw nothing as more barbaric than 
the ritual killings and the constant abuse of the Native slave 



classes. The British condemned these actions and managed to 
persuade several chiefs to end this aspect of their traditional 

practices. British policy also forbade inter-tribal warfare, and 
violent penalties were often imposed on coastal groups who 
violated this tenet. Before this, westerners had rarely forced 
their ways upon the Indians, as most contact was brief and 
purely business-oriented. Mid-century British dealings with 
the Natives brought the region's first major instance of 

directed cultural change. Though slavery and slave killings did 
not entirely end until around r88o, indicating the continuation 
of at least partial Native autonomy, the imposition of western 
ideals onto Northwest Coast culture began a sea change for 
the Natives and was a harbinger of things to come following 
the American purchase of Alaska. 24 

Westerners also brought so-called "virgin soil epidemics" to 
the Northwest Coast. Outbreaks of western diseases among 
the Natives, against which their bodies had no immunity, 
undoubtedly altered the character of their societies. It is 
estimated that the population of the Northwest Coast dropped 

by about 8o percent between 1774 and r874 (r88,ooo to 
35,000 ). Smallpox, through its ease of contagion and long 
incubation period, proved to be the most devastating virus in 
the region, and numerous outbreaks often wiped out large 

villages. During a smallpox epidemic in 1836-37, the Tlingit lost 
an estimated 27 percent of their population, from 9,980 to 
7,255. During another outbreak in r86z, the Haida lost an 
astounding 83 percent of their population (g,6r8 to r,6s8).2s 

Depopulation certainly had major effects on coastal Natives, 
though scholars disagree about the extent of its ramifications. 
One theory states that the inability of shamans to stave off 
disease undermined Native faith in their belief systems and 
lessened their resistance to western cultural encroachment. 26 

Increased totem pole production may have been another 
product of the decline in population. Among the K wakiutl 
Indians, the quantity of ceremonial potlatch positions outnum­
bered the men remaining alive, thus giving many commoners 
status that had been previously unattainable. Increased 
hereditary access to a prestigious rank would therefore have 
made the ceremonies more attractive to a higher percentage of 
the population, and more potlatching generally meant more 
totem pole production.27 With the potlatch being such a 
symbolically charged event, their number may also have 
increased in order to commemorate the large number of 
deaths occurring during this time. By memorializing deceased 
ancestors with symbolic capital, such as a mortuary pole 
mounted with their crest, a tribal member could raise his clan's 
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'' ... For a Tlingit to di­
vorce him or herself 
from their rich cul­
tural inheritance with 
its entertaining rituals 
and colorful ceremo­
nies, all so reflective of 
their magnificent 
natural environment, 
proved exceedingly dif-
ficult. For some Tlingit 
such a disjunction was 
quite impossible.'' 

Facing page: A Tlingit aristocrat 
seated in front of the United 
States Flag. Sitka National 
Historical Park (SITK #3926) 
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rank and personally lay claim to the status of the deceased 
relative. Hence, "the Tlingit transformed death from a threat 
to the social order into the major opportunity for strengthen­
ing and enhancing it:'28 

The brief resurgence of trade under the Hudson Bay Com­
pany came to a close as economic, political, and ecological 
factors combined to make business on the Northwest Coast 
unprofitable. Fashion tastes were changing in the eastern 
world, and the Chinese no longer desired furs. Sea otters, the 
main source of furs, had nearly been hunted to extinction. 
The Russians, English, and Americans were wrangling over 
borders and mercantile rights along the coast, creating a 
volatile atmosphere. Still, totem pole carving flourished 
because of the continued within-clan rivalries and rising 
mortality rate. 

American Purchase and Directed Acculturation 
(1867-Brady/1897) 

Following Alaska's purchase by the United States in 1867, the 
accelerating effects of nearly a century of cultural borrowing 
became painfully evident on the Natives' lifestyles, with the 
abuse of alcohol being especially prevalent. In addition to this, 
American policies and missionary teachings helped direct the 
Natives towards a more western lifestyle. The introduction of 
commercial fishing in the region instigated the Northwest 
Native's shift to wage labor, and people migrated from their 
traditional villages to locations near canneries. The adoption 
of western ways of life by the Natives was neither blind nor 
forced, but the actions of the missionaries and governing 
Americans, along with the new economic realities of American 
Alaska, certainly aided the process immensely. The carving of 
totem poles, just like many of the other Alaska Native tradi­
tions, began to fade. 

Northwest Coast Alaska Natives had no exposure to alcohol 
prior to contact with westerners. The Russians, who had first 
brought alcohol into the region, quickly found that drunken­
ness brought on violent behavior. The Russians never had 
success in their efforts to stop the flow of alcohol to Natives, 
as ships wandering along the coast always contained willing 
salesmen. Rum was popular amongst the inhabitants of the 
coast by the end of the eighteenth century, and various Native 
groups learned how to distill their own shortly thereafter. 
Following American occupation, the problems associated with 
drinking intensified as wage labor provided money for alcohol, 
and a brewery in the town of Sitka made liquor more acces-
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sible to the coastal Natives. The use of alcohol at potlatches 
became common in the latter stages of the nineteenth century, 
often causing violent altercations between clans. A coastal 
Canadian newspaper reported "nine-tenths of all cases that 
have been tried in Police Court the last year were caused by 
whiskey given to the Indians:'2 9 Alaskan Governor John G. 
Brady also reported that "the Sitka Jail is filled up with young 
natives. Their great problem is drunkenness:'3o Alcohol abuse 
was both a cause and a result of the fading Northwest Native 
culture during the latter nineteenth century. 

Partly in response to the onset of increasing confrontations 
with the Natives, Americans began enforcing their laws 
through courts and military force, thus directly attempting to 
shape the lifestyles of the Alaskan Natives. Before American 
occupation, westerners had scarcely enforced their laws on 
the Northwest Coast. The Russians had lived in quiet fear of 
the local Natives because of their superior numbers and large 
stocks of firearms, and the Russians rarely attempted to 
impress Czarist law upon their neighbors. Further south along 
the coast, the British had attempted, in certain instances, to 
eradicate both slavery and warfare between tribes, but these 
actions had only patchy influence on Native behavior. In 1867, 
the United States brought 530 troops to Alaska, with the bulk 
of them stationed at Sitka and Wrangell. Several major 
confrontations with the Natives scarred the first years of 
American occupation, and unstable relations would be the 
norm for years to come. The army punished two incidents of 
Tlingit blood atonement (the killing of a white man in response 
to the killing of one of their clansmen) by destroying Native 
villages. Americans also established a "Mayor's Court'' at 
Sitka, where regional Indians and whites alike could air their 
grievances.31 Because of a lack of congressional funding, the 
U.S. withdrew the army at the end of Alaska's first American 
decade, ending their role in the violent enforcement of 
American law among the Natives. Other, more subtle vehicles 
for imposing western ideals would soon take the army's place, 
and coastal Native society continued to change. 

With the acculturation problems that the Natives were 
experiencing, the Christian missionaries arrived at an oppor­
tune moment. In the early-nineteenth century, the Russian 
Orthodox Church had a difficult time converting the South­
east Alaskan Natives because of the strength of coastal culture 
and the weakness of the Russian presence in the region. By 
the late 187os, the ravages of disease persisted in Tlingit and 
Kaigani Haida societies. Belief in the traditional shamans of 
their culture waned due to the shamans' ineffectiveness against 



A US M.lnne nanding before the 
Russlan Blod<hou$e. A f todcad e 
w as once llnkl!d to this st ructu re 
separa'ting the EurOllnu!rican ilnd 
Niltive communillei. Sitka 
National Historical Park (SITK I 
3917) 

thc-.c ne\\ malacti~. \lam ~Jll\ .:~ r~~u~uiLeJ the brutaliri~~ 
that drunkenne:.s had incurred on theu .,<Kicty and wanted 
nothmg more to do with it. ChrNJUmt) held proma.,e a-. a 
l>Oiuuon. and conversion was wiJc<opre:Jd. ln younger cnn­
\'Crt.,, a more complete adoption of Chn,unn value' was 
'ommon, but nusMonark>s notcd that the olc.l~.:r '.tll\'c~ would 
.. vmctimes mi.x m their trndinon.al \'iC\\'' wnh t hra-.uanal). 1 he 
Pre byterian Church -.cot heldonJa~k.,on. alread} renowned 
for hac. mi~ tOnaJ} worj.. in Lhc Rock~ .\.tountain-., to outbea<;t 
AJa.,ka \\'ith the l:lck of !>Chool-. 10 Ala..,ka. Jad,,on fought 
-,ucce~full} for the funding of religiou~-ba:.ec.l cduCirion for 
local ~·outh. As mtssionaric., bcgnn c~tabli:.hmr. the!tC school~ 
the 'lauvc youth began ndopung ( hn-.uan wav-; and manv of 
thcar elders followed. In nj..a, ~hcldon Jackson opened a boys 
home namt:d the" irka Tratnmg ~~hoof' 10 t88t, tl'l goal wa<. Lo 

make '\!alive children ''prouuclan mc:mh~r<. ot WC'>tcrn 
~ndct). 'I he m.i"-Sionarie~ taught '\!alive'> carpc:ntry '>kill'>, along 
wtlh rt'hg10n nnd regular acat.lemic ~ubjc:~.:t-.. \'\'ith mi.,<.ionnn 
.,choob a,., the onJv option. all who cho~c 10 attend got a large 
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The village of Koianglas In 190l. 
This photogra ph lllustrill~s how 
build ing materials were often 
transferred to new vllloges. but 
totem poles were noL Courtesy of 
the Royal Brttish Columbia 
Museum. Victoria, Brltb h 
Columbia. PN ~1181. 

lc-;.,cncd the '>ignificance of pole' 10 cotN.tl -.ncitot). Ala~ka 
all\·es were genemlly encouraged to do l!Wll) with their old 

cu'>loms. Pole!>, viewed a' ht.>alhcn icon~ by mnn) ml~\iunanc ... 
Wt'n: dc-.troyed in numcrnu~ \illa~c~ . Al'>o, the move townnh 
wn~r.. lnbor changed the ~ociol <,tructurt.> of Native ~-troup~ •. tnd 
altered the ::.ymbolism of 'locial.,t<liU!>, thu!.lt..,,cnm~ the need 
for poles. J UJlcs changed mdic:~lh :.h Natiw' abandoned thl!ir 
old villages to work at canneric'> am.llotcm poles w~·rc burned, 
~tolcn, sold ro mu~cums, or s1mplv rotred nwav. l11ey were 
.,ddom m()vcJ to new location' and m:'' canmg' became 
cxceedmgly rare. Fven Lhe putlatch hod nearly uicd out by the 
tum of the century. \X'Ith tht: ~ocial necc.J fur pule., qtm:kly 
vani<.hmg from Native culture, the future ot lot em pole~ wa:. 
n :ry much in doubt. 

The que•mon of how a !.OCictv con ~t:l: lh trud1t1on:> fade m th~.: 
short cc,pan of a century'" a c:tifficuh nnd compiJe>lted one to 
anw .. er. In Lh~ CllSe ot Southea<,l A)a<.ka. it appears that the 
cro~jon of the core . ative value-. hrought about by the 
cumulative effect~ of a ccntul) of ~ultural burruwing made 
them much more >ubmis ... ivc to wc<.lcrn \\3)'" I heir culture 
could not provide rhe ans\\cn. to problemo, created by tli:.ea~c 

and alcohol, which led them to qut.>::.tion the1r " '" oflife 
\'l:·c.....,tcrn mcdidnc and rchgion oJtered :.oluuon,. to their 
troubles, but these soluuon, requtrcd an :~I most complete 
conveNon to the wayc; of thl' whnc man At the heart ot rhic; 
convt.>r..lon lay a deep <>en ... c of rc..,u;n.lllon. wh1ch ic, tllu<,tratcu 
in a -,pccch given b) Chtef hnkcs of th~· tikmc flin~it 
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" .. . 1 {Chief lwkesj 
WISh you to !tarn tlus 
IIL'U' religion ami teach 
it to your children. 
that you may all t:O 
when you die to that 
good heaz't'll cou11try 
of the wlult man and 
be happy." 

Russwn dergy r,d the St. Mkhael 
8lotht>rllood \und be!Ofe St 
ModlMts a.tMdral. Stth N•tOONI 
Hrstonui,.Mk (Sill( 13133) 
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Native fishermen In a trad itiona l 
canoe pull to sho re to gut their 
catch. Note the ship In baclc.ground 
left. ny.ng the United States nag 
Sitka Na tional Hi)loriw l Pc~tk (SITI< 
i3810) 

<16 The~~ S:n. 1ng of Obtem 

\ 

The'' hlle man maJ.:co, grc.lt 'h'P"· \'\ c, like dllldren. 
can onl) mukc cunoc~ . He make' h1' ht~ '>hlp' go 
\\1th the \\ind und he abo mak~.., them ~o wuh fire. 
\\ c chop down trcco, \\1th ~tone .txcs; the Bo~ton 
man wHh 1ron nxc,, ' ' h1ch are far better. t n 
even thmg the w~y' of the white mnn seem to be 
hcltcr th.tn uur. <..om pared\\ 1th tht whnc man we 
are onh hllnu chtiJrcn, J..nowing not how bc'>tto 
ltve either here or m the ~ountl') we go to after we 
Jie .•. I \\ ''h \ ou to learn thh nc\\ rc:ligiun and 
teach 1t 10 ' 'our children. that) ou ma\ all go when 
you du.• to 1 hat ~uod he awn countl') of the whitl' 
man nnd he hnppv. 

rhl.' nineteenth ~o.eotUr\ Wll'> a time of funous tran'>formation 
ft1r the :--.atl\'e' ul the " orthwc'>l Coa<.t, Jea\·ing mnn) conf~d 
and mhguider..l \oktng hh unccrtaant) for lw. people. another 
Tllugit .. hief .,Tilled,' rhc canoe rock,, we dn not know what 
,,,JI become nt u<" \\ htle thl; people o f the North\\ c!>l Coast 
experienced an a;,toundtn~ cuhurul chan~c:. th~ uglv down~1Je 

proved <.hlficuh ror the MlCICtiC~ tu handle. lhWm po)C.'> 
muncred much It•<.<;: they were dc:,troved. sold to the h1ghe-.1 



bidder, or in rare cases given to someone whom the Natives 
saw as their friend. John G. Brady's friendship with them 
brought about just such a case. 
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Left: This pole in Howkan shows 
the difficulty of identifying poles. 
The lower two-thirds of the pole is 
almost identical to Sitka's Waasgo 
Legend pole (collected in 1902), yet 
this poles remained in Howkan 
until the 1920s. John G. Brady 
Papers, Yale Collection of Western 
Americana, Beinecke Rare Book and 
Manuscript library. 

Chapter 3: ''What I Want is a 
Good Show'' 

John G. Brady and the Collection Journey of the Rush 

John G. Brady's ability to acquire the Sitka totem poles 
stemmed from the development of an amicable long-term 
relationship behveen himself and the Southeast Alaska Natives. 
Collecting Native goods was not a new project for him; he had 
been doing this for many years and had great respect for the 
artistry of the Tlingit and Haida. While Brady's evangelistic 
zeal was unyielding, his belief in the value of preserving the 
Natives' past was equally resolute. The Natives gave the poles 
to Brady, both as a representative of the U.S. government and 
as a friend, at a time when the cultural transformation of the 
coastal cultures had reached an advanced stage. Brady made a 
diverse array of informal promises to the donors, among which 
were the presentation of official government documents of 
gratitude, the building of schools, appointments as village 
policemen, the placement of commemorative plaques at the 
base of each pole, and paid passage to the Louisiana Purchase 
Exposition to those who wanted it. He did his best to keep his 
word but with the minimal funding available to him, Brady's 
promises often surpassed his limited abilities as district 
governor. Regardless, Brady managed to assemble popular 
exhibits at two world's fairs, aid in the preservation of a unique 
part of Northwest Native culture, and continue the betterment 
of Native/white relations in Alaska. 

John G. Brady 

Born in New York City in 1848, John G. Brady had a destitute 
childhood as he ran away from home to escape his sometimes 
abusive father. In 1857, New York City social services placed 
him in an orphanage and a judge from Indiana adopted him 
several years later. Brady spent his teenaged years working on 
his family's farm and going to school. When he completed his 
primary schooling, Brady became a teacher and shortly 
thereafter decided to continue his education at a small Indiana 
college prep school of Presbyterian affiliation. In I87o, John 
Brady made a huge leap in his life and enrolled in the Yale 
Theology School. He graduated in four years and entered a 
seminary, becoming an ordained minister in 1877. Brady went 
west under the direction of new acquaintance Sheldon Jackson 
to begin his evangelical career. About to establish new 
missions in Alaska, Jackson convinced Brady that this was the 
place for him. In mid-March of 1878, Brady arrived at Sitka.1 
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An 1889 photo of Sukkwan by Ll 
George Emmons. Sitka 'I Mosqutto 
~end pole IS S@Cond from the 
lett. the ~klch 'tnet pol •~ the 
thord from the left; otnd the TrAder 
L~end pOle IS the ~<~rv• ca N ed 
lrOfltal pOle in the foreground 
Coun~.>sy of the Royal Bmlsh 
Columb•• Museum, VK\01'101.. Brot•~ 
Columbta. PN •1357 
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Br:ld) 'pent the better part olt\\ll ~~ 10 '\outhea't \ la"ka 
and lcarn"d that m1"1onan work tn thh remote: part ufthc 
world would hl· more dilltcult than he had tmagmcd. t\ pp.a)lcd 
by ,\ Iaska\ l.td~ of 'upport fr"m the lc:dcntl gmc:mment. 
Brad~ 'ct out h> \ \ ~bhin~ttm U <. n order to utilize hts Yale 
contach f11r help. He retumcJ to <;u~a hann~ a1 Jea,t f'.IbOO 
~orne people' nwarene,., ufthc .:me ·.: dhtricf, p "'" ~lh, 
thou!!h concrete pwJ?,n.•" \\'3, lc 'ca'' to achicn "'t dme,to 
'upplemcnt ht!> mh,tonan cllurt , Brnd) wa' dt m , d to 
find .1 \\ t) to make a !win~ m ,\Ja,ka. fbt .,Jo\\ tnflu\ n l profit 
'cekcf" (pnmanl) mmer-.), comhmcJ \\ irh ~tlka' lo .illt'n on a 
maiO <,htppan~ toUt I.!, Cre.lted lll C\~cJicnl 'cnm~ for hU,tnC''­

opportunllll!,, Brat!\ ·., -.ucce' lui \c:nture anduJcd a ~eneral 



~tore and a lumber hu .. me''· financJ.d -.tahaht\ \:Umhmed \\1th 
.1 h.1pp\ marm1gl• be<.to\\ed a pleasant hie upun Rrau an 
~itk.1. 

\\ nh m•,,aunar~ \\Mk ~nil a priorin. BraJv helpt•d '-.hcldon 
j.Jck-.un c:rC<lte ha-. :--:at a\.: .,chool at Sllk.l Rrad\ aJ,o f-llnl·d 
nppomuncntu' the CommJ,sJOncr of ">nJ...a 11l18R+ \\ hJCh Wil' a 
~omhmatum ol c;cvcrnl typ•cal Amen can bw cnh•rccm( nt tob,, 
Uh..IUJt~ I<X~I JU,Ilc.e ot the peace nnJ prohat(.' ru..tgc \\ nh 
thiS appointment, he bel.'3111C more m tou~.:h \\ 11h the tcrntOl) ·, 
aiJ, than C\cr beJore; the problem' cau,cd h) nlcohnl an the 
:-:au\ c cnmmunlt\ a.,tounded htm R the m1d-1S9o , Urad\ 
undeNood th~ problem' and n<.'Cd' of \l:hkn. and he M>ucllt 



Old Ka saan at the tum of th~t 

century. Sitka Natlon:~l Historic.! 
Pa rk's YaadaaJ Crest and Comet 
poles are ;~t the nghl o f the photo. 
Counesy of the Roya18ntlsh 
Columbia Museum, Victona. Bnbsh 
Columbia. PN •301 
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an appointment a:. governor of the di,trict. In 18q7, Secretary 
of the Interior Comeliu~ ' Bli-.s -..clcctc:d htm for thi'> po<;J­
tion. 

Bmdv'c; sunt as ~ovcmor (t8cn-t9oo) \\"31'; compclcnt, 11 
unspectacular. Uc.mg b1s connections 10 \X'a.,btngton, he 
'ccurcd more government funding t.han Ala-.ka had ever 
before received and tncd hard to bring nc\\ :menuon to the 
regton'!> potential Probabl~ the mo-.t imponant :accompli,h­
mcnt ol Brad,·\ time in Ala,k<~ \\U!> the improH~mcnt of " ative 
\\hilt; relaoom. Euroamericans .,till had an unwarranted fear 
of ~orth Amenca's mdigenow. pet>plc, and th1., created an 
occn!.lOnalh vola ole atmosphere throughout rhc dJc;mct. 
Bradv'<. ancmpts to help tmprove ::-..atm: communtllc.."'. and hi 
eiton-. to treat ~ati\'c<. m the ..arne.:. wa~ he treated the white 
residents 01 Alac.ka, both legall) and pcr-.onally, created a more 
am1cable atmo:.pherc among~t the ui-.tricr-. inhabitant'>. 
Another pan of Brad~':. legaC'). thour.h much le :. :oucce"iul 
than hi~ foray:. into '-auve relauon,, wa" hh auempt to 
pubhou Ala:.ka ~a place \\1th o-eat potcnnal for .,cnlemem. 
The centerptcce:. of this elton were the AJa,ka world';; fatr 
exhibits. Frurs occurred wuh great trequenc) Jurang tht' time 
penod. It wa" just a mancr of choo ... mg the one or ones tor 



The Louisiana Pur­
chase Exposition will: 
"turn the tide of immi-
grants to Alaska, 
which will last for 
years.'' 

which to build a display. Brady chose the 1904 Louisiana 
Purchase Exposition in St. Louis, with its promises of grandi­
osity, and the Lewis and Clark Exposition in Portland, Oregon, 
out of sheer convenience.4 

Before deciding to put together an exhibit for the Louisiana 
Purchase Exposition, Brady received inquiries from the 
directors of other turn-of-the-century exhibitions. He turned 
down an offer from the 1901-02 Interstate and West Indian 
Exposition Company in South Carolina, stating that Alaska 
was "simply a district, with no power of local legislation. We 
are completely under the rule of congress and have no 
money."s He also declined to help represent Alaska at the 1901 

Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, New York, because 
"Alaska could not be as worthily represented as she deserves 
to be;' again due to a lack of funding. 6 The 1904 St. Louis 
World's Fair was more attractive to Brady because of the large 
amount of time he had to plan the Alaska exhibit and to secure 
the necessary capital. Also, and perhaps most importantly, the 
Louisiana Purchase Exposition was planned to be one of the 
l~gest world's fairs ever held. Thus, according to Brady, more 
people were liable to attend the St. Louis fair than those at 
South Carolina and Buffalo, thereby having more ability to 
expose "just how great a place Alaska is."7 

The battle for funding required Brady to engage in extensive 
lobbying. Alaska, designated as a district at this time, had no 
tax base and relied on Congress for the little funding it 
received. Brady aspired to build an excellent exhibit, or, as he 
stated, "What I want is a good show." He requested an 
appropriation of $roo,ooo and felt this was justified especially 
because of the neglect that has been shown to Alaska through­
out its years as an American holding.8 He lobbied the Louisi­
ana Purchase Exposition's Committee on Legislation to fight 
for such funding: "If we can get this appropriation, I warrant 
you that Alaska will make an exhibit that will be one of the 
major drawing features of the fair." 9 On March 3rd, 1903, 

Congress authorized Sso,ooo for Alaska, which was a great 
disappointment to Brady. He continually lobbied for more 
before and during the fair but was not successful. Nonethe­
less, he had high expectations for the exhibit, as he hoped it 
would "turn the tide of immigrants to Alaska, which will last 
for years."10 

"We are Rich in Totems": 
Brady and the Collection of the Totem Poles 
Although Brady wanted a balanced exhibit showing all of 
Alaska's geologic, agricultural, and cultural wonders, the 
collection of totem poles turned into a special project for him. 
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"[Christianity] may be 
the only road to re­
form [the natives} can 
travel." 

in America. Both private and public foundations were building 
huge museums in the major cities of America, and their 
administrators sent collectors to places all around the world in 
order to gather materials to fill these new repositories. The 
N ort:hwest Coast of North America was a prime spot to bolster 
any ethnographic repository and collectors/anthropologists 
scoured the region in search of any vestige they could obtain. 
The collectors faced a difficult task, since the coastal Natives' 
good business sense remained prevalent. Prices for poles were 
generally far too high for a museum needing to stay within a 
reasonable budget, making Brady's task of obtaining these 
same poles for promises of future aid especially difficult.u 

By the time of Brady's arrival, Natives were experiencing 
acculturation troubles and many had converted to Christianity. 
The collection of poles and other Native curios was of great 
importance to Brady because of the quickly vanishing local 
culture: 

The natives are now fast giving up their old customs 
which I think is right for them to do, but it is well to 
preserve many of the old things so that the young 
people who are coming on may see how their 
forefathers used to live. 12 

This reveals a seemingly strange contradiction: how could a 
man who came to Alaska hoping to convert the Natives to 
Christianity lament the fact that their culture was vanishing? 
This, in Brady's mind, was not an issue. As any missionary 
believed, Christianity was the only way to improve the Natives' 
lives and save their souls. In the case of the Alaska, the 
missionaries felt that it was a tool to save the Natives from the 
devastation that alcohol had brought to many in their society. 
Brady believed that this cultural transformation by way of 
Christianity was mandatory for their survival, and would serve 
to ease their assimilation into a western style of life. Brady felt 
that the Natives knew "that things are not right but they seem 
helpless and unable to extricate themselves [from their 
situation]."•3 In his opinion, "It [Christianity] may be the only 
road to reform they can travel."'4 To aid in the changing their 
ways, he even believed that "it would be well for many of the 
communities to change their location and thus take a fresh 
start and rid themselves of many old associations."1s What 
Brady had, which many others who sought Native artifacts did 
not, was a true respect for the ingenuity of the Southeast 
Alaska Natives. These objects were not merely anthropologic 
curiosities to him; they were the skillful remnants of a people 
who were evolving for the better. This respect for what he saw 
as their past was merely part of a more general respect for the 
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I 
You wuntcd w know m your lt:wrer tf I ha\ c am thmg 
to gwc the p:uk I ha\'C a flne laigc cocneau [e~tn\le) 
th~ bi~e't one in Ala. ... ka and a fine large tmcm 
pole. I ''ill gtn•thcm to the white people of .r\l.bl\a 
to take to "nka and put in the park. I "ant them 
marked rn-.,o.:ntcd to the white peopk of ~ta.~ka hy 

one heart Chtef ol the H~ da Indian~ km..tn Bay 
Prmcc of \X'ole [,)and. 

The chtef donated u ma'-,IVI! pole (rcfcm.:d to a' the Saanahcn 
pole), iour hou~c puc;t~. a houo;e thai never made it to Sitka, 
and a large canoe. According to The Alaskan n~w-.paper, the 
pole was "o\'cr '>c\·cnty }cal" old:' The conttnct <.ignc:d b) 
. aanahcit !Jtatcd the follmnng: 



Sitka's GaanaxadiiRavl!l'\ Cnst poll! 
in Tuukan. Th• poll!'s donor, a 
Tlingh c.1llcd Chier Gunyah ~lands 
a t the base of the pole. Sllka 
National Hlstonc..al Porll (SfTK 
•3826). 

60 lt1c M OSI Str • 109 of Objcc.ts 

Know all men th.n l the under-.~gncd ' an hat 
through (,ovemor John (., Brad~ prc~ent to the 
Dl .. t.rlct nf -\.la<>ka for ih rnu!>eurn a totem pole 
\\htch \\3!> en:<.ted at ~a-..1an \ tllac.e by m~ Uncle 
also the !ramc and timber' of th\: house m which he 
h\·cd \'1t rht: four come• po'>t"> twn round h\.CWl!>, 

nnd two llL beam" l pre<Ocnt al"o my large canoe 
l he conJmon<> are that the~ arc: to be tran\poned 

to the government park at ~ilka anc.l to hl• erected 
and rem.un then;.!!> mc:morial .. tom\ people 



"1 [fohn Brady] care­
fuUy explained to (the 
donors) that in giving 
these totem poles the;' 
gave them to the 
United States Govern­
ment fo r Alaska, and 
that we would take 
good care of them and 
preserve the history of 
each one." 

Sitlca's Raven Memorial pole In 
Tuxekan. The pole's donor, either 
George Staney orThom.as 
Snuck. stands at the base of the 
pole. Sitka National Histoncal 
Park (SfTK *3819). 

Brady wan red to rewnrd those who helped htm in hH c;earch 
for poles. and thus honored Saanahcit in a ceremon) and 
continued his appointment as town pohceman. This job, 
through the extem.ion of the old ~tatu!:> system. was cerlainl) a 
prc!>tigious po:.t wirhin the >Jativc community. He abo agreed 
to mark the polel> "'with the history giving the folklore ston. 
and the name of the donor. all to be put on a !>beet of metal so 
that visitors cnn read the storv... Bradv also promised to 
attain fundmg for a school huildmg at Kasaan but ll turned out 
to be unneces~ar). Bl> the HaJda would complete the relocation 
of their village the next year for a newly created mming and 
sahel) site that offered schooling. 

With this acquisition, Brad) achieved ~uccc55 in beginning bis 
queM for poles. Ht: brought the pole~ back to Sitka, "to 
remain there for repairs and painnng." Brady claimed that the 
poles had .. lichens and fung~ growth more than an inch thick," 
and after deanng th1s off he found that "many of the figures 
were badly decayed.'' Tie then hired 'ic\'eraJ ~clever wood 
carver," to repair the pole'l with WPonland cement" and p1cce" 
of red cedar the) had brought from K<c>aan. Brad) had the 
Saanabcit pole" and hou.scpost.:> rai:.ed in early 1902 at the 
pre:.c:nt ~ue of Sitka ~arional Hbtorical Park 



"I [John Brady] can 
hardly understand 
what caused [the Na­
tives] to make me these 
presents, I had in no-
wise even hinted that I 
wished curios.'' 
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In September of 1903, Brady, aboard the steamer Albion, went 
on a journey down the coast to secure promises of more pole 
donations. A few Natives had written him and pledged to 
donate poles but Brady was still uncertain of what to expect. 
He set reasonable goals for the journey: "Our object is to 
secure about six good totem poles and two Hydah buildings to 
form part of the exhibit."23 He was hoping for more though, 
and told other people he wanted twelve. Brady proved 
successful from the beginning; at Shakan, his first stop, he 
received a promise for a pole. In a letter to the Assistant 
Secretary of the Interior, he explained the promises made to 
the donor: 

Yun-nate said that he would give a totem pole 
which he had at Tuxekan [Raven Head Down pole, 
now at the Milwaukee Public Museum] . I carefully 
explained to them that in giving these totem poles 
they gave them to the United States Government 
for Alaska, and that we would take good care of 
them and preserve the history of each one. 

The Natives usually did not live in the locations of their poles, 
as cannery work pulled them away from their ancestral homes 
either seasonally or permanently. For example, the Tlingit left 
Tuxekan for jobs at either Shakan or at Brady's next stopover, 
Klawock. Here two prominent locals, policeman Thomas 
Snuck and Chief Gun yah, promised to give three poles each, 
all of which were at Tuxekan. He also received a promise for a 
large canoe ("it is nine fathoms long") from a man named 
Russian Bob. Brady then steamed to Klinkwan and the nearby 
Hunter Bay Cannery where he received many more promises 
of poles. This cannery had attracted workers from Howkan, 
Klinkwan, and Sukkwan, and the poles promised him by 
Edward Scott24 , Douglas Suk-qua, Yeal-tat-see, and Hattie 
Wallace were from all three of these villages. Brady continued 
on to Old Kasaan where John Baronovich, the son of a Haida 
woman and Charles Baronovich (who had opened the saltery 
at New Kasaan), pledged him three poles in exchange for 
transportation to the Louisiana Purchase Exposition. The 
final stops on the journey were at Tongass and Ketchikan 
where Brady received promises for several poles and carvings 
from two men, William Kinninook and Chief Ka-Shakes. zs This 
trip was a grand success in Brady's mind, as he had received 
promises for more poles than he needed and was heartened by 
the enthusiastic Native response. 

So with the promises of poles, Brady set out to collect these 
monumental artifacts in the late fall of 1903, this time aboard 
the revenue cutter Rush. Brady's notes and correspondences 



Grouping of mortU<lty poles In 
Tuxek<~n. Sitka's Cormorant 
Memorial/ Mortuary Column ftllnds 
third from the right. Sitka 
Narlonal Historical Park (SITK 
U821) 

do nor rei!Lhe whole story here,"" hts jc,urnah. arc impreci~c 
and often contradiccory. The letter" c~tablhh the names of lhe 
pule donor~, though whu:.h pole they donattd is not clear in 
every mstance. On 1'-.Jo\ ember to.,t, Rrad\· made hb firM \top nt 
Shahn He was uncertain al> to whl·ther or not thc Native~ 
would carry through wilh their prombt~ of donntion' but 
found he had litrle rea .. on for worry; ~1 lo:.t no time m finding 
kanet the old man who had promi!.cd me a pole. I wns 
anxums to find mH 1f he had mvcntt'd an excu..,e to back out; 
but he had not." Kanet (alc;,o c;pelled '\un-nute, Btnd)' often 
.. pelled ]\.auve names differently) c.xplametl the pole to Brad~ 
and o;cnt his grandson, George Demcrt, along to help the ere\\ 
rctncve it from Tuxekan . ..c Brad) al.,o received pre'>enb from 
numerour, people who he did not pre\ Jow.l} know ar thi~ 
village, mdicating ):ath·e gcnero~it' und th~o respect the} had 
for Brady: "I can hardh understand what cuu~cd them to make 
me the'>e presents, r had in llOWJ\C C\'en hmtcd lhal I wu;hed 
cunos."•• 

The next day, th~ RltSfl left for Kla\\ock, and Bmd\ gathered 
the people who had promJ<.cd h1m poles Uld hrought them 
aboard for the trip to Tuxekan. Among tho~~ tnken on at thi$ 
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..... {The ship Farallon] 
wm disc/large afwmy 
cargo at eattle - Clli­
uese [ cam1e1J' work­
ers], totem poles, 
sulphurets, salt 
salmon, and various 
otller commodiries ... 

Poles in Kolanglas taken In 1 902.. 
These are possibly the Golden Hill 
and Waasgo poles. Coonesy of the 
Royal BritiSh Columbia Museum, 
Vtctoria. Bnhsh Columboa. PN 1980. 

'top \l.~n: Chief Gun) ah. Ru ... .,ian Bob. Thoma'> \nuok, and 
the. clergyman of Klawock. Rc, erend \Xaggoncr The follo\\"­
lllg dov (t'-.m•ember 3rd) the\ rcat.hcd Tuxekan and went 
ru.hore m obtam oH ()( I he pole!>. Russ1an Bob took .1 few men 
to get h1" canoe, wh1ch ' ' a" ~s mil~ I rom Tuxckan." [I.e!} one 
cl-.e went ashore and dug out the promised totem pole... At 
da) ·.,end. Brady '''ll' h<~ppy With what he and h1 .. crew had 
n~:compli<.hed ~~t: made good progrcs<.. 11u: fi l"ot ont> out t .. 
on deck and four other.. .tre ready 10 launch m the water." 
Aho mentioned here an the: official pape~ Brady pr<,mt.,ed 
the :--.ati\1.~ a~ he exprc-..,c:d hb hope that the photop.r:lph~ 
t:\kcn of the pole!> were .. g.ood lme-. for 1 want to u,t• th~:m (m) 
the papers which J Intend to gi\'e each donor." A :-..all\ t: 
named George Laney c;howed up as thev were workm~. 
learned o t Brady\ mt-,c;ton, anti immcdiatelv don<~ted a pole. 
1 homa'> Snuck and Chict Gun) ah, who had ear her promhcd 
three poles. ended up contrihuting onl} one each fht 
rca,on-. for Uul> are unclear, but it j., prohablc: that their other 
pole., were m poor condiuon and Brad) deuJcd ng:un,t takine 
them. Thomas Snuck''" pnle ,.oiJ contained human remain' in 
the uadll JOlllll carved out area at the base of the pole. I he 



Ahov~ The frog/Raven pole •s one 
that has bt!en changed The frog 
origtnally fa<ed upwards, but by 
th~ uma 11 I~ in SL Loul$, 11 la<es 
down It also had live rings on top 
to begin with and now has four. 
Photo by C.F Newcombe Courtesy 
of the Royil BntJsh Columbia 
Museum. VIctoria. British 
Columbt._ PN 11652 

cr~'' ·..aw~d ofl (the lO\\erJ l our led oln unt.l put 11 h.ll:k tn 

the g,round" Inc pole' collcdnl I u'm li.Jxekan .trc 1\0\\ 

kntm n 3'-thc Ra\'cn I lead Om' n pole, wh1ch ,., 10 the ,\lil\\au­
kt:c Publk \.1u,eum: the Cormomnt \It-mona! \1ortu;tn pnlt."; 

the Gaan~'atl1 Ra,·cn Crt'! pult; md thl Raven \1~:monal 
pole, all of'' h1ch made 11 back to \II~ 1 lollowmJ! tht ' ' nrld\ 
fair ..... 



Sukkwan in 1901 The Ltduch 'inel 
pole rs the fersl on the left Photo 
by C. F. Newcombe Counesy of the 
Royal Bnush Columbea Mus.um. 
Vocton;a, Brlush Columbia, PN 1232 
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Conunuin~,o on. the) took another pole nhoarJ Rl n pl .• ce Mstx 

mlle-." lro-. J\.Ll\\od:, don:ut.d ~) NaU\"C named 'I om leh-,:::u 
(~0\cmb r jtb the R.aH!D n..rk pnit. fhl!) then ~tc.~aml-d 10 

Huwkan \\here a large met.:Um;, ol ' ·•Uvc ' ' s tnJ...mg place. 
Rrndv oJdre-.scd the meeting in tru~ ma-.-.aonar. 1.1-.hann. mah~ 



:u:ntn ... t dt~~rect for the Ia\\, Jrunkcnnc"'· the puc1r treatment 
ol ~all\ e \\ <.•m\:n, and ";tchcrait. Here, at the nttendtng 
~all\ es' rcqm·-.t. he hd~d ccan a letter to rrendent 
ThcQdore RrlOSC\ eh appealing tor cmzcn"hlp for all non•\\ hnc 
Ala-.Jmn,. In Ho\\ knn. Brad~ rnthl hkel~ ohtaancd the \\nil 





Below: Workers d igging out the 
Yaadaas CrMt and Comer poiM and 
removing John ~'s house 
from Old Kasaan. John G. Br.ady 
P.apers, Yele Collect ion of Western 
AmeriCil~ Betnecke Rare Book and 
Manusu1pt1Jbrary. 

cannervJ. rotem pole._, "ulphuret,, sal1 s:.ilinoH, and var1ou'l 
other commodllles." Inc fir:-.t group ot pol co,. wa~ on tt' wny 
to the '' orld', f.ur. but the colleo.:ung \\'th not yet finished. 

Leavm~ .Klink\\ nn on "tl\ ember 14th, tht: Rush ami it<> cr~·'' 
joume\'ced to SukJ..>van in .. earch of their ne:-.:t b:llch of totem 
poles. Once .1gam. all ~anve:. who prom bed a donation held 
true to their word and Brad) obtained one pok cnch from 
Harne \\aJiacc.Johnm k.anow •. tnd Dou~~ Suk-qua. 1nc 
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Mosquito Legend pole, the Lakich 'inei pole, and the Trader 

Legend pole, all eventually returned to Sitka, were on deck by 

November 15th, and the Rush set off for Kasaan that after­

noon. At Old Kasaan, the fmal pole collection locale, Brady 
and crew set to work at collecting the Yaadaas Crest and two 

corner poles, all three of which returned to Sitka, as well as the 

house of John Baronovich. A man named Patty Kitcoon also 

donated a house frame and posts from which the houseposts 

were displayed at the fairs. Since the journey was long and 

physically taxing, Brady decided to bypass a stop at Tongass. 

By November zoth, the Rush docked at Ketchikan and Brady 

searched for a vessel to transport the rest of the poles to 

Seattle. This took several days, but he found two vessels with 

room for his freight and sent the poles on their way to St. 

Louis.31 

Brady added the final pieces of the exhibit from Tongass in 

early March of 1904~ He received several promises for poles 

and other carved works during his scouting trip in September 

of 1903, but was so successful in collecting poles on his 

November journey that he did not need to gather any more. 

Brady decided to focus on completing the second Native 

house with the materials promised him by William Kinninook 

and Chief Kashakes. Brady collected the house materials, 

along with "two totems [interior house posts] ... a wooden 

bear, a large carved bird's head, which is the proper house 
sign, an old wooden drum, four old muskets and a number of 

other curios:' Brady brought these goods to Ketchikan, and 

placed them on a steamer to Seattle.32 

An examination of this journey reveals much about the 

relationship between Brady and the Alaska Native people. 

With museum collectors roaming the coast, the Tlingit and 

Kaigani Haida could have received money for their poles. 

Instead they chose to donate the totems to Brady in exchange 

for jobs as policemen, passage to and work at St. Louis, 

promises to preserve the poles, official government documents 

thanking them for their donation, and, most importantly, 

government aid to their respective communities sometime in 

the future. Many of the clan leaders, who were generally the 

pole caretakers, had witnessed the ravages that alcohol and 
disease had waged upon their people and aspired to do all they 

could to improve future living conditions. If this meant 

advocating conversion to Christianity and sending their 

children to western schools, then so be it. Brady wrote of a 

conversation he had with one of the donors: 



He [Edward Scott] reminded me that I was there a 
few years ago with Captain Kilgore on the cutter 
that we laid out a school lot and had driven stakes 
on the beach and promised them a school house 
and a teacher ... still nothing had been done and 
they felt very sad to see their children neglected by 
not having proper means for their education as they 
see they have in other places. I must confess I felt 
humiliated by this manly speech of Edward Scott's 
for he said that while he felt sore over the unfulfilled 
promises he would cooperate in doing what I asked 
of them by giving two totem poles without condi­
tions.33 

With the donation of poles came the potential of getting help 
for their people, which was the overarching concern of most 
of the donors. Increased status and financial gain was second­
ary. Touched by the Natives' generosity, Brady pledged to do 
what he could for them; he stated in a letter to Reverend 
Waggoner, "I want to keep every promise I made to these 
people. I have praised them up everywhere and told of their 
generosity in giving their property to the government?' 
Though it is not clear whether or not Brady was able to 
develop the photos of the Natives with their donated poles, he 
did send official government letters of thanks to the donors in 
the summer of 1904.34 
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left: The lakich'inei and 
Gaanaxadi/Raven Crest poles at the 
St. louis Worrd's Fair. Missouri 
Historical Society, St. louis. 

Chapter 4: II A Great Power of 
Attraction'' 

The Totem Poles at the World's Fairs 

Between 1876 and 1920, a large number of international 
expositions materialized in major cities throughout the United 
States. The American public's affinity for these events was 
closely linked with their purposeful heterogeneity; the places 
and peoples displayed would most likely never be encountered 
by the general populace of the country, thus these fairs gave 
Americans an opportunity to believe they had seen the world 
in a simple and inexpensive fashion. Communities decided to 
hold world's fairs because of the economic growth and 
improvements in infrastructure that hosting such an event 
generally provided. For exhibitors, the fairs provided a chance 
to display the wonders that lay in their state or country. 
Companies also built fair exhibits in order to display their 
products. John G. Brady used the Louisiana Purchase (1904) 

and the Lewis and Clark (1905) Expositions to promote 
Alaska; and while the exhibits did not have calculable effects 
on the district, they undoubtedly helped fair visitors learn that 
Alaska was far more than an uninhabitable, snowbound 
wilderness. 

St.Louis 
In sifting through the multitude of world's fairs occurring 
around the turn of the century, the Louisiana Purchase 
Exposition, with over nineteen million visitors, stands out as 
one of the most impressive. Featuring massive exhibits of 
modern technology, twice the acreage of the famed Columbian 
Exposition in Chicago, the first modern Olympic games to take 
place outside of Europe, and the Democratic national conven­
tion, St. Louis was the center of the United States during the 
course of the fair. 1 The anthropology exhibits were perhaps 
the most intriguing aspects of the exposition, with many 
Americans fascinated by the Natives from their own country, 
as well as those from the Philippines and various parts of 
Mrica. The Alaska display, with fourteen totem poles, two 
Native houses, two carved planks, numerous house posts, a 
canoe, and a myriad of other Alaska Native goods, qualified as 
one of the finest ethnographic collections at the fair and 
fascinated countless visitors. 

Brady's formative thoughts on the Alaska exhibit were purely 
promotional in nature or, in his words, "this is all done for the 
main purpose of starting immigrants this way."z Boosting the 
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V1s1tor's memento from the 1904 
louislilna PurdlilSe E~poJJ IIon, St. 
Loub, Missouri Sitka Nat ional 
HISlonto~l Pal1c. SrTI( Attess10n 
Ftles 

76lhe Most Stni 19 ol oqecu 

populatmn of his beloved A.l..'lSka, acc:ordtn:J, to Brad), wa-. the 
only thing thar "ould ac.::clcrare the dl"·tncr's move toward 
rc ... pcctahtlil) and 'tate hood. I le knc\\ that tortun\:·Wcker' 
would come to Ala<.ka wilhnut an} urgtng, \\hat he wa-. lnCliJng 
tm wer~ true home!>lt.:;tdcr. looking for 1 frc.,h l>lafl. BntJ~ 
declared himr.elf \J~kn\ pubhci!.L' "If the people on!~ km:\\ 
what we; have going to wa.,tc. I shalll>trivc mor~: earn~::o; lh to 
gct people to move to Ahtska I cannot be mbtakcn m dmn1.. 
,o," 1 ln order to do rht-. he lclt he needed I n wordulv di,phl\ 
AJa.,k:J\: 

... rt."'>ourcc~ her mmes. timber, ti-.h. furs, gra'>~~. 
nnd othcr product'> from her ,mJ, to c:\hlbll our 
hktmo:.. Aleut~ lbhng.it..., Hydah.,, '1\tm-.ht.'aJls, and 
Athaba.,can., ol the Yukon and dt~pla\ all the 
\\ onderful thin~<:> which ,,;u m'truct and delight our 
countrymen and nll who come to vi~u the wear 
exhibition . .. • 

The m~1in goal o( Brat.lv', cflort at St. Lout-. wac, to mcrca-.c 
puhli..: .m arcnc..,~ u£ AJ •• ,J.; •• auJ \.<.:.lllnncc people tlut it W.'h not 
juo;t .tn icebox. He: wonted Alaskan '\cttlemcnt to mimic that of 
the t\mcrican \X'c ... t, mc.ming Cree land, commumtie<. buih from 
-.aatch, and .,choolinA for all. Thc'>e hi~ amhidon'> forth~ 
cxhthit made hi., tncl uncomprombin~. 

:\.,the design for the Alaskan exhibit in l,t. Louts tool.. 'hapc, 
Bradv dcctded ro uo;c the Wl~:m pole a-. tht t.hstingutc,hmg 
fc:1turc ulthc bwiJmg. \\ htlc c;omc .\Ja,knnc; ob1ectc:d tu the 
rcpre..cntauon of the Ji,tm.l "nh '-.311\'C ohtect..., Brady knew 
that tht' wa., the be., I pl:ln l>tnce I he totem pole!> had "a ~reat 





"The next morning the 
Indians came to rake a 
view of the treasures of 
their ancestors and 
f ound that they !tad 
bt!en erected upside 
down." 

A dan house and poles at the 
Louwana PurchaH Exhlbruon. 
M issouri H1st oncal Society. St 
Louis, M HS n ll!g 3 tiVI! 20629. 
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railroad. fb~ 'aU\«! worker> ( \\rLiliam Kinnmouk and juh 1 

'a\'\Yishk.n of ketchikan: fohn Barononch of Ka!>3.1n· Chtd 
Yea! tat-sec and lm. :.on Tod L Ycal-tat-~c'-' rrom lhe 1-:la"'"J;: 
an~a), the dc~tltner (D. \\ . r ale,), and the :.pedal agent to the 
exhibit (jo,cph B. \ i arvm) arnved m earlv M.uch of roo.j and 
tmmt-diatd) -.ct to'' ork. The 'auve-. were gt\' lO patd p.~~c 
to St Lout,, 7'5 dollar> a munth tor pay. and 3 per da~ for 
w~ub .. istence while employed:' Brady reached L. Lout\ (.\Pril 

26th) JU'>t da\" hcforc the grand opening of the exposttlon md 
to hi' :.urprhl be found that "hardly an~ thing j., read) m .un 
ot rhe buildm~., the opcmn~ :.hould he Jet erred for at le.l.,t 
one month."• Inc Ala:.ka building wa:. .,Ji!!,hth bcner oft. 3, 

the mam butklmg was fimshc:d nnd the ~atm.: how.~ Wl!r\! 

completed. All was not perfect though. smce workers had not 
ret finisbcJ tht landscapin~ unc.l erected only three of the 
pole~ Ontc: raN~d. the r<,Jc~ g:uncd tmmcdtale and <-omeume .. 
humorou .. pre.,., coverage~ 

et Totem Pole'> Wrong End Up 
Umun \\ orkmen ~.;·mploycd at the AJa..,kan bmlding 
yc!.tcrJ.av rcccwcd thetr lir-oL instruction' m erccnn~ 



The Alaska Building under 
cons1ructlon a1 lhe louisiana 
Purdlase Exhrbition Missouri 
HIStOrtQI Society, St. l.ouos. 

tot\!m pole~. The nntive lmh:m \\ orkmen Wbhcd to 
erect thcar O\\ n totem polt·' hut the union men 
mw•tcd 11 mu't be done by them. The next mommg 
the lm.h.m' came to taken \'ICW of the trca .. ure" ol 
Lhcir ancc,tor' .md iound that the} had btc:n 
crcch:d UfNd..: down. Th~.: I.JUCcr c trnng:. were 
wrongh mtcrprcted by the union workmen 
'\eSterd.t} th~o. nauve~ splnt the dJ} keeping a 
\\ atchful eye on the work 

~ \} th:. about the totem poles were prolate rated 3!. well: 

Totem Pole" from Alaska ct m Pla~:c at Fair 
The ancacnt lore and lustor) of the lndian tribe'> of 
Alasl-a ft,r e,~.:ncrations bad. will 1-c 'et up at the 
World'" !iur tor nil to n:ad·if the) C:lO T\\cnt) 
totem pot c .... broupll from Ala.,J,;n, ''ill be the book' 
m wluch rhi., h"tory b -.d out. and the pole' \\111 

omamlnt the twu native houM:' that t1ank the 
Alaska building. fhe fir<. I two of these pole''' ere 
set up \'c,terJa}. and foml a 't:rtktng <>tgbr. They 
caand darcctly in {root of the ea., tern end oi the 







Captain Oi~k Cr.Jne'~ e~htbit of 
Alaska Nadves on the Pike. The 
Golden Hill pole lS tn the 
background with ele<tnc ltghts tn 
the eyes of several of tls l igures. 
Missouri Historical Society, St. 
Louis, MHS negative W F 90S. 

Previous pages. The poles and 
canoe. Missouri H istorlcal Sod ety, 
St. LoulS. MHS negath•e WF 339 

- -.. - - -
building und nrc gumlalv pJullcu m the rudt.> 
coloring of nnl!v£' aru~t' ' I he olde'>t Ala.,bn 
mhahnnnt c:mnnt rem(•mhcr the ongin oJ thc~e 
pole,, but the~ an: hcltevcd lo he as olu ac, 150 

ycnr-.. ' 

\X'hile Brad) kne\\ lm:ol report<. were hound to be fiUcd with 
inac,uracrc' on the meaning~ of the totems. he also renhzed 
that any pubhcm wa~ I!,Ood pubhcll\. Rcodv or not, the 
Lnuio;ianu Purch,tsc E.xpost Unn opened on M ay r<~t, 1904. 

I he 'ln t t\'~:~ npptarcd to haw .m m tcrcsling experience in St. 
Loui.,, though accounl'>lll lheir time at the fatr nrc rare. The 

en!\\ wn' not j1fi:o,;cnt a~ .mthropologic curio~irie!> like man) 
other 'l.lttn: people at the fair: they dre!>:.ed m we tern cl01ht>s 
and had adopt~J primarily we tern hfe~tvlc' in the years pnor. 
Brad}\\ I)U)d not allow the Alaska '\ath c!> to become an 
anthropolog1cnl cxhthll . He bchevcd lhat dcmon'>lroong lhc1r 
trm.htaonal wnvs of hfe, which c;uch an exhibit would have 
rcqutred, would "l.cep .1hve the opinton that they are nothing 

PUl B ~el 0 ( -.;1\'Qgc<;,"U 



Stereograph view of a dan hous@ 
and poles at the Louisl.1na Purcha$e 
Exhibition by Keystone View 
Company, 1904. Keystonutereo 
15244. Missouri Historial Society, 
SL louis 

Stereograph v1ew of a dan house 
;md poles at the Loui\lana Purchase 
Exhibition by Keystone View 
Company, 1904 Keystone stereo 
15362.. Missouri Historical Society, 
SL louis 
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Vtsitors llow rng rnto th~ one of th~ 
dan houses at the louiStilna 
Purch.ue E~thobotton Pho to by C.F 
Newcom 1M Courtesy of th~ Royal 
Bntrsh Columbra Museum. Vtetona. 
Brotish Columbra. PN tl 1120 

J"hc npp\;nl o l tho.: h1e, Cit) and lh cxcc,,cs '''ll" nor enure!~ [o,t 

on 1 he \l,1,k.1 ' :lii\'C' A.;llr:td) nrm cc..l, hl' noted "two of 

thl.'m g••t un J drunk once and returned pretty cut up." John 
Baronm 1~ h of J.,..1 ... 1an contno.: tl·J the mca'k' but rcco\ered 
lull} at,, hc"pllal \\ tlliam J.,.mmnuok .md lnJ 'real t.lt-.,ee 

hnl h had nruclcs ol clotlun.g .,tolcn \\ nh the1r work fini<.hcJ 
nher .thuut two month'> m . 1 I oui,, the: '·lll"c~ were 14an.x.irlU' 

tu ... t.Jrt home" and did <.o in \Ia\', I Rrm.h hnd much to do 

Juring the .. ummer. D1\1dine, h1' time hcl\\ccn <it LoUJ-.. '-t:" 
\ork ( 11\1 nnJ \\~a,hmgton f'> C .• he kept hU<o) ho,llng the 
cxhthlllon and camp:u!!Dlllg (In D.C.) for rc-appomtment a .. 

the ~m ern or ol Ala,kn. '' hto;h he would uttnm in the fall. 

I he AI.J,ka exh1b1t \\On man) .m.1rd,, ano.:ludinga gold medal 

m anthrupulog\ fur the totem pole,."' 1 hl· populari~· ofthc 
pole.; bwught numerou' biJ,Jnr them during the lnJr but 
Brady p.lrtcd onh wnh the £\\u rhat \\ere m rhe wo~t .. hapc. 

J.!arl~ 10 the E.xpo .. mou. Ch1cf \cnl-t:ll · ,cc declared (lne ot hj, 

pole ... '' h1\: h had broken into three ptl.'o.:es \\hen 11 wac; talcn 

c.Jm, n, ton Jccan·d lor erection \1 the Ala'k:t Exhabn. He anJ 
Hrnd) allm\ l'd the 'howman Olptmn 1>1\: k Crane to borro\\ 
the pole for ht .. "F,l.1mo \'illa{!c" cxhthn man area l-alled "the 
Pike." lba wa.., the mo't p<lpular 'tnP of the thlr. \\1th mdc­
pcndentl\ produced exhihn' that mainl) featured nb'llUc: 

rcgwn' of the\\ orld. Crane, lahclcd thl• 'But lalo Btll of rhc 



The Frog/Raven, Traderleg•nd. Mid 
Ga.anaxadi/Jiaven Crest poles at the 
Portland World's F;ur Photograph 
by C. f. Newcomb@. Courtuy of the 
JloyliiBritlsh Columbia MUSI!t.lm. 
Victorta. Bnt1sh Columbili,PN 
l!11824. 

'orthwt•.,r: cn:crcd the pole tn hie: E"ktmo t'~hlott and plact·d 
light<. tn the ~\'c'i oltt--ti~res. l·ollowmg Lhc fair. Brad} ,oJc.l 
thtr. pole to a hu.,ine-.<.man ~lor one hundn:c.l twent) -ti\ c 
Jullar.." nw. bu ... JnC<,<;man then allowed the Governor of 
~li~ .. ouri to gJ\'C th• pole to an influential Indian:. hu~inc.,,mnn, 
probahlv in an :attempt to attract hh hu.,inc ...... to the 'il3tc. Th1 
man. Dand ParrY then had rt mhcd nn hi, c-.tatc ouhtde oi 



The Raven/Shark. W.asgo ll!qend. 
and Yaadaas Comer poh!s al the 
Ltwls and Oark Expostllon. Photo 
by C. f Newcombe Counesy of the 
Royal Bntish Columbia Museum, 
Vi«oria, British Columbia. PN 
111823. 
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lndtanapoll.,. \X'hen Part) pa"'ed away. hts pn.lpCrt) wa' 
'>Uhdh;ded and ,oJd off. The area becamt.: a wealthy neighbor­
hood called Golden H111 and the decaymg tutcm pole remained 
unri l the 1940~. It \\as suppo~edl) donated to the Children·, 
Mu .. eum of lndi.mapolh though no records of tht' trnn...action 
or piece!> of the pole have been located. Certain people chum 
thalli hlew dm\ n around 1948 '\;o one know'\\ hat bernmt: 
uln after thi'. fhc \ lilwnukn Public ~ lu~cum was the only 
IO'>IllUOOn lO 'U~.;ceo;<,fuJly purcha.-.e a pole (rom the AJn<;J..:a 



collection at the fair. Brady sold Yun-nate's "Raven Head 
Down Pole" to the museum for Ssoo, feeling that it was too 
decayed to travel as far as Sitka. Brady also mentioned 
tentative plans to donate the Native houses, minus their house 
posts, to the University of Missouri and the "museum at 
Evansville." The University of Missouri-Columbia Museum of 
Anthropology now has three pieces that were displayed on one 
clan house front in St. Louis, though no records exist stating 
how they received these. '9 Brady also sold two carved cedar 
planks from Klinkwan to the Field Museum in Chi<;ago for 
$2oo. 20 The remainder of the poles continued on to Portland, 
Oregon, for the Lewis and Clark Exposition. 

Portland 
The world's fair in Portland was a decidedly less ambitious 
affair than the Louisiana Purchase Exposition. The objectives 
of the Lewis and Clark Exposition's organizers were relative, 
as Portland was still a young city with a population of only 
Ioo,ooo people. Looking for something to prod their de­
pressed economy, city officials knew that hosting a major 
world's fair had proven to be a successful remedy in other 
cities and thus endorsed the idea. The organizers acquired a 
plot of land adjacent to the city and developed what turned 
out to be the first federally sponsored fair west of the Rocky 
Mountains. The attendance of over 1.5 million people was a 
major feat for their still-remote part of the country, and the 
exposition turned a good profit. 21 

For Brady, Portland's exposition was a convenient afterthought 
to St. Louis; the Alaska exhibit was smaller, less well funded, 
and housed in a modest wing of the federal government 
building, in which they shared exhibit space with the Philip­
pines. Brady complained in his annual report that "the 
amount [of money, $25,ooo] was small and the time too short 
after the closing of the fair last year in St. Louis to get up an 
extensive exhibition." Still, he claimed that the resulting 
display was both "credible and instructive?'2 2 Exhibit organiz­
ers arranged the poles in a more synchronized and dramatic 
fashion than in St. Louis, with their backs to a lake and the 
tallest in the center with descending sizes on each side. Once 
again, they were a major draw and piqued the interest of many 
fair-goers. Numerous inquiries as to the availability of the 
poles for sale were also made, including one from the commis­
sioner of the Japanese exhibit, but Brady turned them down, 
and the poles were transported to their official home in Sitka 
at the fair's end. 
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pruJcch \Hluld help boo't Ala~Jm·, popuhumn and h\'::lhlhl\, 

1\rad\' mc.-am ''ell, hu1 the ro!.e-culured len' through whJc h he 
\ 1cwed hts I'CIO\cd home softened the har'-h reahue of tum ot 
the century AJa,kn. 

!•olio\\ lnJ.! the Portland t.ur, the lnlt·m pule, returned Lrom 
thctr cm"·countn JOurney to complete Brady\ \J,Jon of thcu 
olllcial home 11 \nka. The pole-. lulfilled their rol\: J!.randl) nt 
the tn1r . Rrad) a'tutel) en \"I -.aged the drnwm!! pll\\ cr of thc'c.­
uhJccts and hoped they could do the ~me f~>r Sitk.l. Hc.- \\ ' 
proud ol ht' cxhlhll,, ju.,t a .. he. would he proud uf lnd1an 
Rt\'er Park. 
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Left: E. W. Merrill "the father of 
pictures" and friend Kay Van Buren 
pose beside the lakich'inei pole. 
Sitka National Historical Park {SITK 
#14851) 

Chapter 5: "A Goodly Show" 

Placement at Sitka and the Early Years 
With the return of the poles to Sitka, John Brady sought to 
complete his vision for their permanent display. He believed 

that the best location for the poles was the park at the mouth 
of Indian River. This area, set aside as government land 
through a presidential proclamation in 1890, was already a 
well-established part of the Sitka community. Every group 
who had occupied the area used this piece of land in so~e 
way, and it was the site of the legendary 1804 Russian-Tlingit 
battle.1 

The display of totems in the park began before the return of 
the world's fair poles, as Chief Saanaheit's donations had been 
standing there since 1902. Erected in the vicinity of the old 
Tlingit fort, Brady organized the placement of these so that he 
could rebuild Saanaheit's house around them, though the 
house never made it to the park. The world's fair poles 

arrived at Sitka in mid-January 1906, aboard the steamer Al-ki. 
Brady secured the unpaid services of Sitkan Elbridge W. 
Merrill to rehabilitate and raise the poles. The day the ship 
arrived, Brady and Merrill wandered through the park to 
determine appropriate placement. 2 

Elbridge Merrill is an intriguing figure in Sitka's history. Mter 
growing up in Massachusetts and establishing a meager living 
as a news photographer and engraver, the lure of Alaska 
brought Merrill north; he moved to Sitka in r898. In Sitka, 
Merrill sold photos and Alaska Native goods to the smattering 
of tourists coming through town. Merrill, nicknamed "father 
of pictures" by Sitkans, often photographed the local Tlingit 
population. His rapport with the community appears to have 

been especially good, as Merrill usually managed to obtain 
some of the highest quality Tlingit merchandise to sell to the 
tourists. Like Brady, he lamented the Southeast Alaska 
Natives' loss of their traditional culture, but saw it as an 
inevitable process.3 Merrill believed that preserving these 
totem poles was one way in which to save the culture for 
future generations; in the early twentieth century, he wrote: 

I tried to preserve the spirit of the old order, which 
is passing. The white man had educated the 
Thlinget of today to be scornful of the totem art of 

his forefathers. Soon, I fear, these will be the only 
specimens left in Alaska.4 
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Afuka Nat ives helping to erea lhe 
poles for the first time ill Srtkil 
Nauonal Monument Photo by E.W. 
Memll. Sitka National Hostoncal 
Parle. (SITK 113816) 

~terrill\ voluntary preservation effort~ provided Lhc pol~;-., 
wtuch he refern:d to 3l> wAial>ka\ fine't group of totemiC 
a.rr; w1Lh o mm . .h-necded guardian m the funnanve vcar-. ot 

nka'<> park \\h1le he had the pa<>-.ion to over.ec thc-,e 
poles, Mcrnll knew little about what 11 would require to 
presen·c them. 

Totem pole'>" ere a popular anraction in the Dedglin~ 
touri~m indu~U') of Southea"t Ala kn. and they quickl} 
became one of the trademark '\}mbob of the region. Since 
Lhe most popular and prarrkal wnv tn sec Alaska in thl· 

earh twc.:nucth ccntUI) was na ~htp from Puget Sound, 
outhea-.1 1\ la<.ka was popular and rdatJvcly acce>c;iblc. 

Totem pole' became a top' Nlor ~ttraction. As carl~ a'> 
t879, famed naturali'>tjohn \\uir tra\·eled up the co~t and 
declared that "the carved totem-pole monument!> are the 
mo.:.l ,Lr WnJ~, of objects dl9>lavc.d here" By the tum of the 
cenruf\, Southeal>l Alru.ka ~atlW!> -.p~.:nt most of their vear 
m rown~ near c:mnenes. rather rhan m t.heu older ,·mage,. 
Th~ people rarch moved their totem poles, and touri"t 
<>tups would '>Omctjme~ land at unmhabncd villages to "l:'c 
the dccaymg pule<,. Certrun tel\\ n, , like Ketchikan, rccog-



" ... Il lS onZv meet and 
just tlrat tlus cJrea be 
set as1de as a play­
grou1ldjor fwure gen­
erations ... " 

Warnn Hardong a t Snka He 
stop!*f m Sttka dun ng his tn p to 
dnve the final spoke onto the 
Alaska rilllroad Sttlta Nabonal 
Htrtonc:al Parle I SilK 1 15108) 

oiled the dra'' In~ \'alue of the~ pole and ~.:qwred them 
throughout the enrl) rwenttt t ~entur) . { )ne tour ~.:om pan) 
even referred to the route to <;lt~a \'ia the Jn,ide Pa,'iar_c: us the 
MTotemland Cruhe." 

Brad\ nnJ .\lcrnll chose to pi.Jct.• the totem' along tht lndtan 
R.Jn:r Park\ mo-.t popular trrul 10 \\hat the) believed to be an 
aru,tH.--ally plea-.m~ manner. I hi' path ,IJrted the beach, 
reached the muuth of the lndt. n River, anJ connnucd mland 
alun~ the ri\'er approxtmateh the qm~· t r.ul htc;tonc:~ll) used 
b) tht.• I hngu and Ru"ian,. \lerniJ 'ouc.htto hu:.hllc.ht he 
natural fc:ature nl the area\\ hile crealln):! ht rot~·m -hnc:d 

pathWa\; \\bile' tewmg the pole,, ht.' aho \\ .mtcd people to be 
able to ~ec the o~can, the forest, and the mountain,. AJon~ 
\\1th pre,ervinl! tht• totem" lor po,tenty, the tdt>a \\'11' aJ,o to 
make the pole.:' a tkcorau,·e pan ol the p.uk and a tClUrl't 
a tl ractHlO for \ ttka. \\ 1th the help ol \ ):l'l..n :-..at i\'C \tudenh 
from the Jndu,trhl \chool, M~rnlllint'h~·d the ta,J.. 111 \[arch 
of 19ob and \\on pr:u~e from the local pn•,,: .. E. \V. \terrill ha' 
condudcd hi'> I.'" of erecrin~ the totem p\l)t.•, \\ hich \\ere 
exhthtkd at the I.e.'''' and Clark cxpu,niun .md ha~ nrran~ed 
them m 10 ;uti,uc m.mner. and the~ make n ~oodl~ ~hem:"• 

\andahsm ol th~ Suka pole" \:mcre,ed II" a pmhlem tn these 
earl~ da\-. . Tu rcmc.;d~ t.lu". tht: t\r(ll<. Bruthtrhood ul Sttka 



"Mr. Merrill is a pecu-
1 ia r genius a11d would 
rather work for notll­
ingwhere the subject 
mterests him than to 
make a success of Ids 
business." 

Couple on front of the Saanahe1t 
pole. Sitka N•uonal Historical 
Pilrk (SITK •3818) 
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\X. A. Langille on hu\\ the~ could obtain federal!~ enforccabk 
protection Langill~ recommended that the\ pennon 
Pr~~u.knt \X111iam II . laft to e<.tabli~h the park as a ~ationul 
Monument under the Federal Antiquitie<o 1\Cl of 1906. "htdt 
the Brotherhood did 10 1908. ln thi., document. they focw>eJ 
theu appeal on the totem pole:.. the hbton of the ~te. and the 
tounsm benefits the park would pro\'ldc for nka Lan~illr: 
drafted a map of the park and defin itively set tb boundarie•. 
He aho wrote a rcp<)rt recommcndmg the estnhhshment ot the 

monument, in'' hich he wrote pocUcall} about the ~ire·, 

hi'>tory: 

as the l>itc of nn e'•entthat led to permanent 
Ru.-.o;Jan occupancv. and, throuW! thb. to the 
a~o.~.Jul'-ttion by the United Stnte:. of a land that will 



Crew tn costume mndfng In front 
of the Saanaheit pole Photo by 
E.W. MtrTtll. Sitka Na iJOn.ll 
Hiitorical Park (SITI( 11151 10) 

"'me tla) be an l'mpirc unto 1belf. a unit of the 
~rc:llcr Amencan puhlil: to be. and it '' onlv meet 
anJ ju!>t that thh area be -.t:L a,idc: a .. a pla\'ground 
f"r futur..: ~cncrauon ... and a .. a 1\.lonumcnt to 
commemorate one of the most tmportnnt events in 
Ala.,ka'" hi~tory. • 

The Governor of Ala<>kn and 1 ht:. ~.:~retary lll the Interior 
endor,cd l.an~e " n:cummendation.c;, ami Lhe propo,aJ \\en I 
W the Prc-.tdent's de<>!-. On \\arch 23. 19W, lnft ~1gned the 
park'-. proclamation 3'> .1 ~ational \lonumcnt. I hi proclama­
ticm mentioned the pole' ,J, one of the lounJing dement' of 
the park: ~\x he rea:.. wnhin the hmi~ of the pubhc park creat­
ed h) pro1 l.lm:~tionjiJm' .>r, rN9o. near Sitka, Ala!>ka ts located • 
• • numcrou<.. totem pole ... cono;tructed b)' lndl<tn' wruc h rccurJ 
the gcnealog1cal htsrol) or tht.!lr .,e\'eral dnn' ... ' Yt.!t thl' 
Fcdeml Antiquttic<. Act provtded no meam of funding ior the: 
part. nor d1u ll name a controllin~ agcnC'\. Il1i' document drd 
prov1dc pmtcctive \H>n.hng ("\\aming i• hcrch\ ex-prc,,J~ 
gwen tv all unauthonzcu per on:. not H Jppropnatc. tnJUft! or 
Je-.tro\· any feature oi thi' ~atlonal " tonument"). but Jt ~ct up 
no prnctical mcchamsm for protection 1ml upkeep. Th1' led ro 



From left to nght. the I.Mkich'lnei 
pole. u,. Yaadus Crest pol.. Dlld 
the Mosqurto legend pole In their 
origonal park ~CC!ments Srtb 
Natoonal H"toncal Pii!rlt (SITK 
114850) 

.. orne unccrtam umt> m the carl\ 'cars of the p.1rJ..: . Cnncem 
tor the poles \\1thm the communi!' " 'Jmmcdtale. ln IQJO, 

"'t ead nrudc m an h'>Ue of 111e 171/mt;d, the OC\\ .,paper uf 
\ 1' ~:1th e populauon.lamentl'd the fact that Saanaheu· .. 
~a. • .c \\ ns no\\ l!OOC and ft."3J"ed thnt h" pole'' ould .;oon 
" elo.ISI 001\ IO hl,101') " a.., \\cJJ. 

FoiJu,, mg the c,t,tbh~hmcnt ot 'ttl.. 1 :\:anonal \ lonumo.:nt, local 
oflt raJ., un,ucce,,iull~ .!I tempi< I 1 1 get fundml!,lor repair' 
and park m.untcn:mcc. Anhur G Shoup a \It J bW)cr, tirst 
requt>Stcd funJmg for ~eneral park upkc.:p lr IM J, \\. Lc,,, ut 
:\lnsf.:a's t.encral Land Oll"ict· m 1<112.. tnnng that the ]'<)Jc, 
\\l'r~ .. ven badly m nel.'d ol rcp.ur." • Apparent I). no monc\ 



Grrls from the Sitka School posing 
In the purk Sitkll Nationill 
Hrstorical Park (Sm< 137511) 

w~ lorthcomtng and an) n :palr work dunng tbc:-c; early years 
came from concerned locab like Mctnll. \\1lh rhc £ormatmn 
of the "-ational Park 5en·icc m 1910, Silka Nat tonal \ \onumem 
finally had :l definnt.: ~;ustolhal agcnn to t1ghl for lunclin~ lnr: 
• PS o1Icrcd houp the job of monument cuSLodaan, but he 
could not ac.cept because he often appeared a" an attornc} in 
cal>C~ im:olving Lhe Department of the lntcnor 

"\lerrtll. hanng worJ...cJ a:. unofficial caretaker up to t.lili. point. 
then moved mto th~.; poslllon in an official manner ln ajuh 
1918 lencr 10 1\tephcn \lather, the fir~t director of the , P5. 
~a~k.a Go\ em or Thomas Ri~' proposed that \ h:rnll he 
nam~:J cu<.toJian to the Park. In thh requc<a he 'tated that: 

\ t r \lerrilla ... a pecuhar geniu-.; and would rather 
work fur uothing where the .,uhject inlerel>h him 
than to make a ... uccc'!-. of ha ... l:m~inc .. -.. He ha'> 
taken great intcre:.l m the Satka ~anon.al ~lonumcnt 

<md will.,pcncl a great deal ot ume either with or 
wathout compcn<>at!On •.. 

Rigg-. also <,bowed great concern tor the totem pok., and a.,t.:ed 
for (uuJin~. ha,,ng alread\ h.,d the Territor~ of t\ Jao;ka pa\ lur 
\ lc.:rnll to do '>Omc reprur; . t le rt.'tlucstcd the ~e 'urn \ll 
z.soo for the upkeep of the pole-.. i\ lather gr:mkd only 
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The entranc.e to Sitka NatioMI 
Monument with thll Merrill 
Plaque, August 1937. Sitka 
National Hlstorital Park (SITK 
114879) 
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St,ooo, cmng that the budget lor all nutlonal monuments wa' 
onlv to,ooo. He agreed that \lerrtll wac; the bc't man for the 
job and was happy to hear that he would do the JOb\\ tth or 
wnhout compensation, bccaw,c thL only ,aJary that the NP 
could afford was a meager tz per year 

,\ lerriU's eccem.ricitie!> became evident in ht'> employment ru. 
park caretaker. By the spring of 1919, he had not flllcd out the 
government oath of office forms that the r-,.p required, and he 
rnrely communicated with Rlgg!> or Mather. rbcse two 
learned ahout progress on the monumcnr through A. G. ~houp. 
~houp claimed that Merrill would answer in a .. mvstcriou'>" 
ra~luon wbcn questioned about progrC'>'> in hi'i work. Though 
he had recommended \lcrrt11 for lh~;; po'>tlion. Shoup 'leemcd 



Elbridge Merrill was 
never one to wait for 
governn1entapproval 
to begin or end work­
ing, and he surely com­
pleted many custodial 
duties without com-
pensation. 

I 

to know that employing him would not be easy because Merrill 
was "largely of artistic temperament" and that he was "not 
lazy, but he expends a lot of his energy classifying bird life." 
Shoup believed he would begin work on the poles in the 
summer, but Riggs and NPS management grew impatient and 
began searching for another caretaker.18 They hired F.C. 
Sheridan of Sitka, but upon his first visit to the park as 
caretaker, he found that Merrill had been hard at work for 
three weeks. Sheridan relinquished his job shortly thereafter. 
Merrill kept the position and worked feverishly all summer. 
His work consisted of "removing rubbish, bracing totems, 
erecting scaffoldings around the totems for painters to work 
on, and some painting, and removing some dead stumps?'19 

According to Shoup, a pole had also fallen during the winter of 
1919, though Merrill mentioned nothing of it in his explanation 
of repairs. Merrill completed much of his work by the fall and 
received compensation as the custodian of the park, though he 
still had not filled out official government paperwork.20 

Elbridge Merrill was never one to wait for government 
approval to begin or end working, and he surely completed 
many custodial duties without compensation. In the summer 
of 1921, the NPS hired Merrill in the same manner to complete 
the repairs he had started two years earlier. With a budget of 
three hundred dollars, he worked on the poles throughout the 
summer and returned his vouchers for reimbursement in 
November. In April of 1922, the NPS decided to enter into a 
cooperative agreement with the Alaska Road Commission for 
care of the monument. Merrill still could not be bothered to 
fill out the government paperwork, so the NPS gave up on him 
and hired the Alaska Road Commission's Sitka foreman, Peter 
Trierschield, as the monument custodian in the fall. 21 

Beyond this, records indicate that little happened to the totems 
until the late 1930s, which reflected relatively quiet times for 
the community as a whole. Sitka National Monument drifted 
through these years without direction or ample funding for 
upkeep. One of the poles fell in 1923, and Trierschield re­
erected it in 1925.22 The Road Commission also regularly 
painted and repaired the poles, in hopes that they could 
permanently preserve these poles, or at least render heavy 
repairs unnecessary for many years. They reported on 
progress infrequently though, and records are sparse. z3 

Elbridge Merrill died in 1929 and the local American Legion 
commissioned a plaque for him three years later. Many 
Sitkans wanted the plaque placed in the park, but NPS officials 
denied this since erecting monuments to people was against 
NPS policy and, furthermore, Merrill never officially worked 
for the government. The Legion sidestepped this decision by 
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placing a stone with the plaque attached immediately outside 
the park's boundary near the main entrance. In the late 1920s 
and early 1930S, several state and federal government officials 
suggested relocating additional totem poles from Howkan and 
Old Kasaan National Monument to Sitka. No funding was 
available for these projects and no one acted upon the 
suggestion. Peter Trierschield died in 1937 and his son, John, 
succeeded him as custodian. 24 As a report in the late 1930s 
stated, the Sitka National Monument was "to a large degree an 
orphan child of the national park system:'zs 

The Sitka community lost a major piece of its identity in 1906 
when the district capital moved to Juneau. The poles helped to 
fill the void in the community left by the government's depar­
ture, and they quickly became a source of pride for Sitkans. 
General commentary throughout the early twentieth century 
focused on the troubled, rotting condition of the poles, but 
funding was available to do only the most basic repairs. The 
totem poles were slowly deteriorating and losing their charac­
ter through rot, inappropriate paints, and piecemeal repairs by 
inexperienced, though well-meaning, caretakers. This period 
is in direct contrast to the tumultuous and precedent setting · 
times that were to follow. 
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left: CCC carver chiseling out a 
pole section. Photo by John 
Brillhart: Alaska State library/ 
John Brillhart Collection/Photo# 
PCA295 .. 51. 

Chapter 6: New Deal Pole Work 

Franklin Roosevelt created his '<New Deal" programs in 
response to the staggering depression that gripped the nation 
in the 1930s. Funding from two of Roosevelt's programs 
helped in the preservation of the Sitka totem poles: the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) and the Civilian Conservation 
Corps (CCC). Both of these programs had been set up to 
relieve unemployment by creating jobs in many different areas. 
The WPA specialized in jobs for people such as unemployed 
artists and teachers, but it also coordinated projects to 
improve or create public facilities. The CCC employed young 
men to help rehabilitate the nation's natural resources and 
improve facilities at recreational areas.1 These programs 
succeeded in employing millions and even Alaska, often 
forgotten by the federal government, received their benefits 
throughout the depression years. 

The U.S. Forest Service, established in 1905, oversaw most of 
the N~w Deal programs in southeast Alaska) inasmuch as the 
Tongass National Forest covered large portions of land in the 
Alaska panhandle~ Also on these lands, and under the guard­
ianship of the Forest Service, were numerous, vacated Alaska 
Native villages with totem poles and traditional houses. z In 
1933, the Forest Service began using CCC funds for a variety of 
tasks throughout southeast Alaska. CCC workers constructed 
campgrounds, roads, trails, and buildings. In the fall of 1938, 
the Forest Service, under the leadership of B. Frank 
Heintzleman, procured funding for the restoration of totem 
poles from the Native villages on their lands. Forest Service 
architect Linn Forrest headed the program, and work began in 
the fall of 1938 in Ketchikan and New Kasaan.3 

Numerous uncertainties surrounded the project in its early 
stages. Not only did this undertaking venture into new 
territory for the Forest Service, it was also new to the Natives 
chosen to carve the poles, who generally had little experience 
in traditional woodworking. In an interview years after the 
project was completed, Sitka head carver George Benson 
claimed that the last pole finished was the better carved of all. 
He attributed this to the fact that the once inexperienced 
craftsmen had honed their skills during the making of earlier 
poles, and that by the project's end, all were experienced 
artisans:'4 According to another observer: 

When the Forest Service began the project of 
restoration, there were only a handful of older men 
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"if restoration work 
had been delayed a 
very few years longer 
they would have fallen 
to pieces and been lost 
forever." 

Detenorated poles on the ground 
during the New Out Rearvmg 
protect. Sitka Natrona! Hostorr< 
Patk(SITX iROS1) 
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who had any experience: in carvin~ \ lany of lhe 
voun{!.er men had not e\ en handled native n·pe!) of 
toob and had to be taudlt manual hab1b appropn­
atc to their use.~ 

llka and thc numerou<> other pole re<>toranon project'- along 
the t:oast we rc thc fi.r.t ot thctr lind. a.stht.• ongmal ~auve 
carelak~ of the poles had general!~· never re~tored their 
totem pole5. Inc con\'er;ion of ~orthwe-.t Coa<,t 'iativc., to 
( hmtiaml) helped to !>rifle '-'atlvc woodworking. ~1any roung 
'=atives wanted a western \\ .1, of life and \3\\ the poles a.'> 
remmdeTh of the old way!>. In on~;; account, :.cveral youn~ 
people at lhe Tlinjtll village of 1-..ake ~OIJ!,anucd work partte:. to 
cut down all the totem pole.; in tront of the nUagc, took the 
bones of the dead from the hox~ and m the monuary poles. 
and h lew them ll> bits with dynamite while the older people 
\~ept."' l b tem pole can'!n~ had rarely occurred dunng the 
zoth century. and the exhnn~ poles were deteriorating before 
the: CCC projech. 

The poor condition of the poles created a conundrum tor the 
admtrustratorv how could the:)' n:~tore almo-.t entirely decreptr 
pok·s? Thoo;c... ,,'-C'-'ing the SitUation realized that the carYer-. 
could not l't:'-tOrc the WOI"'!.t o t the poles. Thuo;, the:} needed to 
finJ other solution<>. The dedc;ion to recar\'c a number of 
ptl lc<. in the1r entirety was a la.o;t resort. but an acceptable 
ahcmative. Ac:cording to one lorcman. reo,torauon wa!> alwa~, 
the fir t opuon: 

On the balonce o l the large totems the nn~mal can 
be retnmed bv removing the decayed pornon<> and 



inserting new pieces of wood and wherever it is at 
all possible this procedure is being followed ... The 
insert method of recarving takes about three times 
the amount of time in comparison with carving a 
new totem altogether, but it has the advantage that 
the original is still retained.? 

While renovation was the preferred method of restoration, 
many of the poles could not be saved: 

The state of deterioration on some of the larger 
totems has advanced beyond the stage where it is 
possible to recondition the original and for this 
reason, a reproduction will have to be carved out of 
a new log. In fact, if restoration work had been 
delayed a very few years longer they would have 
fallen to pieces and been lost forever.8 

Early in the process, Forest Service officials knew that wood 
was especially vulnerable to rot in the rainy coastal climate, 
and the original poles could not last forever in an outdoor 
setting. They decided that, while maintaining the original poles 
was important, preserving the images on the poles was more 
realistic and important to the survival of the totem-carving 
genre.9 

The motive behind the restoring and recarving of these poles 
was not simply to save them from extinction, but to create 
tourist attractions with the construction of totem parks. These 
parks were done more in the mold of Sitka, where they were 
set provocatively along pathways, rather than attempting to 
recreate traditional Tlingit or Haida settings. ro With the 
realization of the totem's value for tourism, the press through­
out Alaska praised the CCC program. The Alaska Sportsman, 
emphasizing the drawing power of the poles, stated: 

Of all states, territories and nations, Alaska is 
without a doubt the most backward in tourist travel. 
... A bright guide for the future is the restoration of 
the totem poles of Southeastern Alaska now being 
undertaken by the Forest Service with the help of 
the CCC. Formerly rotting in abandoned Indian 
villages, far out of regular steamer lanes, many of 
these unique monuments of the past will be 
reconditioned and moved to sites where they may 
be seen by all visitors to Alaska. n 

The Anchorage Times also praised the program, with its primary 
headline, "Totem Display is Intriguing to Observers;' displaying 
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'/ls soon as Alaska is 
properly exploited . .. 
the territory can be 
trausformed i11to a 
magical mecca of 
uothing but dollars." 

Below. Carvl!f" painting a pole 
Inside a CCC-bullt shed. Photo by 
John Brillhart Alaska State 
Library/John Brillhan fniiPnlon/ 
Photo • PCA 295-52. 
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the priunt) of toun"m O\ cr 1l!> ~econdat) ~..apnon. -'-ari\"c 
Can in~ Prc..erved b~ the '-'auonal Park \cn·ice." The Tm10 
connnuc:d: 

The: hundred!> ot Ala!>ka touri:.h '' ho '' alk lhrough 
Jovclv fore!>ted tlka 'arional .\ lonument to :!><::C: 
thc'c di,plav., of nauve art and le~cndn \\111 find 
thctr w•it annctp<ttcd h~ appropwuely ru'itic 
bene he , finely gr:t\'clc:d tootpaths, sarutan faol!­
tic<., and re-.urfaced approach road and '>idcwalk 
from the boat do1.k. 

fhu:!>, the pole:; were ~implv part of a plea~am and ci\ilucJ 
expcncncc for the toumt. A-, a project promoter declared 111 

the ort1cle, ~suka at ion~ Monument \\'ill be in its bcsr dn·-..-. 
to welcome Alaska'!. higge!lt tourist sc::tson.''• Ibe project 
ethnologi ... t, \'iota GJrftclJ, even believed m the lucrative 
pu.,.,tluliues of th~ pol~~ 

If pre~ent dn\ o\la...,klln~ wished they cuuld like!) 
capitalize hand-.omdv on thetr h:r,endun l11dian 
background. fu ~oon a:. Aln:.ka j., properly ex­
plotted ... the tcrnron can be rran.,formed into a 
mag1cal mecca of nothmg bm dollar!\.~ 

Tour1"m added a legatimar" po sibilit} for financial gain-. 
through the enhancement of the totem pole~; hence. propo-



Because the unprec­
edented scenario of 
recarving raised many 
uncertainties, n1em­
bers of the NPS ques­
tioned the presence of 
the poles at Sitka to be­
gin with. 

nents had more than simply the rescue of Alaska Native art 
with which to promote the recarving program. 

The involvement of the WPA and CCC with Sitka)s totem poles 
began in January 1939. Heintzleman secured WPA funding for 
totem pole restoration at Sitka National Monument. Work 
began on February 18th when Assistant Regional Forester 
Charles Burdick assessed, photographed, and numbered the 
poles. Burdick hoped that the totems could be repaired while 
still standing, but instead he found that "repair work must be 
very extensive, and it will be necessary to remove them to a 
repair shop:' Heintzleman named John Maurstad head of the 
Sitka WPA project, citing his "considerable experience in 
handling natives, and in both carpentry and cabinet making:'14 

At Sitka, a crew of between 9 and 15 mostly Native workers 
began the restoration, and the recarving was "being done by 
the Indians exclusively!'•s The workers lowered the poles to 
the ground with ropes and heavy equipment and brought them 

to one of two 16' x 48' sheds built as workshop space. Here, 

the crew would carry out the work, either restoring or entirely 
recarving the poles. Maurstad indicated that practically all 
preservation methods utilized were experimentaL'6 

Funding switched from the WPA to the CCC just a month after 
the work first began. In mid-summer, Maurstad wrote the first 
official report on the restoration of the Sitka totems. He stated 
that workers had completed five totems from February 18th to 
June 3oth. They had also taken down three more and moved 
them to the sheds for preparatory work. f7 In an interview 
many years later, carver George Benson stated that none of 
the first five poles finished required major repairs.18 In July, J. 
R. "Dick" Tate replaced Maurstad as foreman.19 By March 
22nd, 1940, all of the totem poles, except for Saanaheit's which 
was still being recarved, had been refurbished or replaced. 

In January of 1940, Sitka received its first NPS custodian, Ben 
C. Miller, who came from Glacier National Park. He arrived at 
a park in flux; NPS managers in both Washington, D.C. and 
Alaska doubted the future of the monument. Because the 
unprecedented scenario of recarving raised many uncertain­
ties, members of the NPS questioned the presence of the poles 
at Sitka to begin with. Frank T. Been, Superintendent of 
Mount McKinley National Park, went to the National Monu­
ment on August 15th and 16th of 1939 in order to investigate 
the condition of its resources. Been did not believe the poles 
were appropriately placed at Sitka: 

Sitka National Monument may be considered 
antithetical to National Park Service purposes and 
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CCC worite!$ ,_recting the 
Waasgo legend pole at the Parle 
entrance Photo by John Brillhart: 
Alaska Slilte Ubrary/John Bnllllart 
CollecnonJI'tloto • PCA 295-SS. 
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1tleals. The area,.,. not uruque nor ha~ 11 an uut­

\Ul!iding feature ealher -.ccmc:illy or 'ctenrificall~: 
The totem pole' arc completely exooc. for they were 
nngmall) taken from the \'iCJnlt) of \X'rangdl and 
Ket...hlkan for the St. Lout-. E .. xpo-.mon and them 
placed at Satka, \\ hcnce t.he) dtd not come. on a plot 
of ground donJtcd for the purpo~c [of pre:.er\'ing 
them] ... Unlc~.,the ervice j, committed to thi~ 
tlao;tortton of pnrk !>crvicc funcuom. the pole:-. 
l>huuld be mon•d to a place apprmamaung, their 

ongmallocanun. 



"Myths about witch 
trees, blarney stones, 
and lover's lanes have 
had to be created to di­
vert visitorsj attention 
from the fact that in­
formation concerning 
the local Russian and 
native history is not 
readily available, and 
knowledge of the totem 
poles is almost non-ex­
istent . .. '' 

Been preferred the other WPA/CCC recarving programs 
because of their locations near the pole's ancestral homes. A. 
E. Demaray, Acting Director of the National Park Service, 
agreed with Been: 

These totem poles were long since removed from 
the Indian communities to which they properly 
belong; they have no proper place at Sitka National 
Monument which might better stress the Russian 
colonization and fur trade history of southeastern 
Alaska.21 

Even newcomer Ben C. Miller did not believe that the poles 
were correctly placed in Sitka, though he felt moving them 
would damage the reputation of the NPS: 

The mistake was in bringing the poles here in the 
first place. Most of the publicity about Sitka and 
the Monument, even in Park Service literature, has 
stressed the totem poles. Should the poles be 
removed before the monument is fully developed, 
its greatest attraction would be gone. 22 

Nonetheless, both Been and Miller recommended continua­
tion of pole recarvings in the interest of salvaging them, 
regardless of whether or not they were to remain at Sitka.23 

The recarving of the Saanaheit pole proved troublesome, with 
perhaps the biggest difficulty being the inability to find a log of 
adequate size for the recarve. Because Sitka lay north of the 
region where red cedar trees grow, and because the cost of 
attaining a suitable log was high, carvers had to reproduce the 
pole on a 55 foot rather than 65 foot log. Both Frank Been of 
the NPS and the Forest Service's Frank Heintzleman believed 
that the pole had no place in Sitka because they had not 
duplicated it exactly. 24 At first, Sitka's custodian Miller 
regretfully did not believe the smaller replica of the Saanaheit 
pole should be put in place either: "It is a shame the present 
tree isn't large enough as the carvers are doing a wonderful 
piece of work:'2s He spent a large portion of the fall and 
winter attempting to procure a tree large enough for a full­
sized recarve. None were forthcoming though, and the 
smaller pole sufficed. Miller and a crew raised the pole in April 
of 1942. Just three months later, on July 2nd, the Sitka restora­
tion and recarving project officially ended. Cultural confusion 
played an intriguing role in the projects as well. Administrators 
displayed frustration with the variable schedules of most 
Alaska Natives. Carving slowed considerably in the summer­
time, as commercial fishing earned the workers much more 
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Followmg pages Charles 
Burdick's pole •sseument 
photos before th., 
comrnenaHnentofVYPA 
and CCC work. Pages 
recreat ed from Burdick's 
orig1nal foldPr C"aJIIion~ 
are Burd1ck's typewritten 
comments. SITK Archives, 
RG·51, Box 3, Folder 3 
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CCCWOtk~rs ,._.re<ttng the 
IMk•ch'tMI pole Photo by John 
Bnllhllrt; Alasl<.1 Stllt• llbl"llry/John 
Bnllh~rt CoiiKtiOnl Photo PCA 
29S-S4. 

mune\ than the CC could pa) • lhc1r mcrhoJIC1l \n\ nt 

'' orkmg aho tru,t.r.ued tho e unfum1har \\1th coa ... ta. ,,lll\ c 
A\;cunhng to ~hiler . ... I be'" niHt\e' hme (ln]~ one 'rt.:cd. 
\\ lliCh ''~to''· and the\ \\on't he hurru:d:·~ Another prubl~·m 
cruph:d when the for~..,. • n·Kc hm:d Tlin!!)h I rom the 
\\ rnn~cll area to \;'1ll'\~~: a pl')l thnt ,,mmcmomtcd the hNon 
of Snkn, a-. dc'l!!ned h\ ~lit 1 cun cr Geo~e Ben,on. \hiler 
mtroJuccd the Idea ol tht' c.ummemuratiYc pole: to rrnnk Been 
m curl\ \larch t940. Been hkcd tlw 1dca. bchc\'mc, thur the 
n. turc Cl( the park, thou!!hl to lw the 'lie of the lcp:ndary 
battle between the Ru,,Jan' .1 J the llmgJh.lent ll,cJI \\Clltu 
udt n tt>lcm pole. lne Fon:'t \ r 1~:c tool;; th1' td~·a and madc 

11 n reali", thou$ the pole \\J' Hl he put up m I runt ul one ,,f 
their hmldm~' und not tn tht: p.trJ..:. \X uh no carwr-. m'rlilahlc 
m .,11~ 1 at the lime. I inn forn:'t c.ummis!>ioncd C"Jl'\cr. rn 
\\(;lilt> ·II to do the '' ork. Thl ~1 . l J I hnglt. bctn~ tradJtlonal 
l'ncmlc' '' rrh th1.. 'ann·' trom that \ Jctnity. declared the~ 
\\I lUll! "dciacc, chop • .tnd burn" the pole 1f rr '' n' en·ctld m 
.,nl...t. Inc Forc..'t en tcc rniwd th~.· pole in front of th"r Sni..:J 
he td~oJuartcr,, :md thrc.tt' ot n:p~.·rcu,..,ion-: c;ta\'ct.l oil am 
n~:llnn h) the nl..a 'atin ..... 

frnmthc bc~mmne ol the rrnrcct, rhe fore~ .. , \cn·icc uumtnl • 
tr.1110n 'ought a qualified cthnuloght to record mformuuon on 
thl• pole,, but they h:~d dill'icuh\ "l..'lllnng fund-. fur one. 
hmdm~ II nail} became a\".lll.tblc dunng the Jar~.· 'ununcr or 
1940, ''hen the ~P' cmmcnt htred Or. \ tola Garllcld t\f the 
Uni\cC...U) ol \\a,hmgton Mlur the purpo'c ot ~.tthcnne data 



Prt!parallon or the new version or 
the Saanahelt pole on April 
22.1942. Photo by Ben C. Miller 
Sitka Na tional Histom P.rk (SillC 
lt1S14S) 
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on Indian lore for use in Forc<>t ~<;nice: Recreauon l·older-. ..... 

Carfidc.J focu..cd on antcrvlt. ''., ot peoplt: <.onnectt .. J to Lhe 
pole-., be the} carver.;: or relaun."-' of the pok'o.; onginal own~r.. 

\he 1-.:nc\\ the "onhwe~t Co<hl well; mut h of her pa<.t re~ean:h 
pertained to the ll.im.,hian'> ami outhea't Aln'>ka 'Jall\-e 
CU'-tom ... 10 general She belic\·cd her Joh of collc:ctm~ informl· 
uon on I he: pol~\\ '-' nn important one. dUng Snk.1 .... n poor 
example tor totl'm pole interpretation: 

\1~ th .. nhout witch tree<;. blarney '>tones. and lo\'cr\ 
Jane, ha\ e hnd to he created to di\'c:rt ,,,nor~· 

attc:ntion lrom the fact that informanon conccrmng 
the local RU'-\I3n and native history I'> not rt.athl) 
3\'Uilahlc. and knm\ lcJge of the totem poJcc; ~ 

almo .. t non-~ ~hlent .. The .,Jight co~t of undcnak-



Crew erKtlng the new version ol 
the Saanaheh pole on April 22. 
1942. Photo by Ben C. Miller 
Sltlcll NatlOOill Hi.Storlc Park (SITK 
115145. reverse sode) 

ing comple1ion of the totem pole hi'>tOI') no\\, and 
the ~rcatcr accurncy of the accounr a'> comp.trcd 
with u ndcrtakmg it at !>Offil later date .,hould 
certmnly he taken into consideration. 

W'ilh the meager lundtng and numerous delay~ 111 tht· procure­

ment of tr-avcllum.l~. Garfield'<> work dunng her fin.~ ~ummcr 
\\ lb limited tel about fort\ dav., of fieldwork, prtmarily in 

Ketchikan and Kasa:tn. rhc following .,ummcr,the ' p 
flmded GarfidJ t(l continue her work. Again, admtm ... lr-.tii\'C 
problem., 1>lo\\ cd I he procc ~. hut she \\. ou ld not haw her 
work sca.,on cut .,hort agam :.o :.he embarked before fundmg 
approval. She <opent little tiiDt' :'II Sitka anonal Monument, all 

the CCC worker-. had almo~t completed the pole: n:.,turotion 
proJect at the time ol her nrnval on the coa.,t fhc t1mc <.he did 



'(The art of carving to­
tem poles has been dy­
ing out as the older In­
dians are passing 
away." 
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spend in Sitka proved mostly fruitless, since she found few 
people with accurate information on the poles. In her note­
books, she expressed frustration at the lack of available data 
on the Sitka poles and the conflicting stories she often re­
ceived. A result of her research was the book entitled The Wolf 
and the Raven in which she recounts the stories on the poles at 
Saxman, Ketchikan, Mud Bight, and Klawak. Due to the lack 
of information available, the totem poles at Sitka were notice­
ably absent from this book. While Garfield's work has proven 
essential for the general understanding of totem poles, the 
details of Sitka's totems remained a mystery, much to her 
dismay.3r 

Not everyone praised the New Deal recarving programs, as 
several outside observers claimed the recarved poles to be 
anemic copies of the originals. In 1946, the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs hired one of the most outspoken of these critics, 
Katherine Kuh, to prepare a comprehensive report on extant 
totemic art in Alaska. She traveled to Alaska in the summer of 
1941 and viewed the CCC recarving projects. Kuh disagreed 
that many of the poles had needed to be entirely recarved; in 
her mind, many of the old, discarded poles were still redeem­
able and the copies could "never replace originals." Later, as 
Art Editor of the Saturday Evening Post, she lamented in a 
controversial article that those responsible for pole steward­
ship were doing little or nothing to preserve the original 
poles.32 While program officials admitted that some of the 
recarves lacked the power and subtlety of the originals, Kuh 
focused on the negative aspects of a generally successful 
project. Despite a lack of fairness in her opinions, Kuh's 
report eventually served as a catalyst to make the U.S. and 
Alaska state government come up with answers to the vexing 
and unprecedented questions that totem preservation had 
presented. 

The Forest Service initiated the coastal recarving programs at a 
fortunate moment, as totem carving had almost reached the 
point of extinction. Elders ceased teaching the skills involved 
in carving totem poles to the younger generation; the tradi­
tional apprenticeship system had all but died. According to 
Sitka foreman John Maurstad: 

The art of carving totem poles has been dying out as 
the older Indians are passing away. Quite a number 
of the younger Indians have been employed on the 
restoration project and it has contributed consider­
ably in reviving their interest in this art.33 



The recarvings also renewed Southeast Alaska Native's pride in 
their heritage. As Tlingit carver Charles Brown stated during 
the project: 

The story of our fathers' totems is nearly dead, but 
now once again is being brought back to life. Once 
more our old familiar totems will proudly face the 
world with new war paints. The makers of these old 
totems will not have died in vain. May these old 
poles help bring about prosperity to our people.34 

While the art of Tlingit and Haida woodworking may have 
survived if this project had not occurred, the program surely 
accelerated its reinvigoration. Tangibly speaking, the CCC 
program succeeded in restoring or reproducing over 100 poles 
and salvaging ancestral images that may have otherwise 
vanished. While the CCC program succeeded in many ways, it 
also introduced 1nany questions that the NPS would wrestle 
with for years to come. 
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Left: The original Mosquito Legend 
pole at the Sheldon Jackson 
Museum. Sitka National Historical 
Park (SITK Accession Files) 

Chapter 7: The Japonski Loan 
and Mid-Century 

In the aftermath of the New Deal recarving project, the poles 
were in excellent condition and had the advantages offered by 
a full-time caretaker. Yet, recarving and patching the poles 
prolonged their lives for only a short period. The poles still 
received little funding from the NPS, and it was not long until 
they began to show major signs of deterioration again. During 
this time period (from 1940 to 1969 ), the string of custodians at 
Sitka National Monument began to grasp the major complexi­
ties and difficulties involved in caring for these poles. 

The quandary of what to do with the original versions of the 
seven reca.rved poles, which were now lying on the ground and 
still exposed to the elements, confounded those administering 
the CCC project. While just about every official believed the 
old poles to be of great historic value, the money for proper 
storage of them was not forthcoming. Ben Miller stated~ 

I realize that while the new poles are exact dupli­
cates they do not have the historical value the old 
ones do, therefore I feel they [the originals] should 
be preserved in some way that people who may be 
interested in this work may have a chance to study 
the original native handicraft.r 

Frank Heintzleman advised against the idea of a temporary 
shed to house the poles because it would be costly and of 
course it would present a poor appearance. He instead 
believed that the old poles should be left out in the open but 
. .. on skids where they could be readily observed and studied 
until the NPS could build a permanent shelter. He reasoned 
that "these poles, after many years in the open, would not be 
materially changed by another six months or a year of expo­
sure:,2 Ben Miller went along with this plan and placed the 
seven original poles on skids in the open. 

With the NPS providing no funding to house these poles, 
Sitka)s military contingent gave Miller another option in late 
1941. Concerned with the status of the poles, the wife of an 
officer at Sitka approached Ben Miller about the possibility of 
loaning the original totems to the Sitka Naval Air Station on 
Japonski Island. There, they could be stored in a Navy 
warehouse, "until such time as suitable housing facilities are 
provided in the Monument."J The official request came from 
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... members of the com­
munity had criticized 
the NPS for allowing 
the poles to become so 
dilapidated in the first 
place. 
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J.R. Tate, the Commander of the Naval Air Station at Sitka, to 
Mt. McKinley Superintendent Frank Been: 

It was our thought, that if these old and authentic 
totems were taken inside undercover and pre­
served, they would probably last quite a long time 
and a great deal of additional use and enjoyment 
might be had therefrom ... Rather than merely 
discard them and let them rot away in the woods, 
information is requested of you as to the practica­
bility of turning them over to the Air Station for 
rehabilitation and use inside buildings, as sug­
gested.4 

Been approved the transfer, stating "The opportunity for 
having the poles sheltered appears too good to 1ose.''5 NPS 
Director A. E. Demaray countered this recommendation with 
the suggestion that "it would be better to place them in the 
State Capital at Juneau."6 Miller then contacted Edward L. 
Keithahn, the curator of the Alaska Historical Library and 
Museum, and asked if he would be interested in acquiring the 
old poles. Keithahn turned down the offer, stating that he had 
no room for them. Miller and Been reiterated their request to 
loan the poles to theN a val Air Station, stating "the possibility 
for erecting a shelter over the poles is so remote that the poles 
will almost certainly be entirely decomposed by the time funds 
become available."7 Demaray finally approved the loan by 
May of 1942, but even then the pole transfer was not a sure 
thing. 

By the time Ben Miller finally reassessed the poles for the loan, 
he felt they could not be moved from their present position 
without falling to pieces and the eventual plan to build a shed 
over them would only be a waste of time and money and 
would not prolong their usefulness. Apparently, members of 
the community had criticized the NPS for allowing the poles to 
become so dilapidated in the first place. This brought Miller to 
an alarming conclusion: 

Under the existing circumstances, I am requesting 
permission to destroy the poles, saving the figures 
that can be restored. By doing this I am quite sure 
that the National Park Service will avoid consider­
able adverse criticism ... It would appear that in as 
much as these old poles have passed their useful­
ness and we have replicas of them that their 
destruction would be altogether fitting and proper.8 



The Trader Legend pole before tht 
flood~ swept it o\Jl to sea. S1tlta 
N;~tional Hi5toncal Park ISITK 
115181) 

rhe Park erm:e's acting Jtn:clor, Hill or) folo.on, rt:)ected this 
idea ~tating· 

Ibe re:.pon,.rbility of pn:~rvmg the: ongmaJ 
.. pce~men-.. c\ en thou~ exhibit and screntific value 
1" r~ducl'd, rnnnm hr. \\'tun·d m a\'oid cr~ua"m ior 
inndcquau: pr~en·ation. The: lack of fund" . mav 
lead to tht: ev~·ntunl comrletc decay of the totem 
pole:., but the) arc: not to be de,.troycd as surptu ... ' 

Hcinulcman j-..,ued ~imilar order-. -~o pic:c:es. regardles~ of 
the .. tagc of Jcrcnoratioo. should b~.; J~,ttO)cd"" So Lhc plan 
to mo\'1: the pole:. to warehoUse' on Japomki !:.land went 
fono,ard and rbe ' aval A1r Statton rccel\'ed a fc" pole fra~­
mcnh dUrin~ th~ "ummc:r of lll.P., Fmnk Been. on an ifl,pt:c-
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The poles head•l'l9 to the 1964-65 
New York World's Faor Wllh a fresh 
coatmg of snow. Sitka Nat1onal 
Historical Park (SITK 1154010 

rion tnp to japon.,kJ bland during the late l\ummcr, noted th:.tt 
pole ptcces '>tood at the entrance!> or the: mr !>tanon'l> udmim~­

t.ratlon and recrcanon building" fhc recreation bwlding 
housed n lew fragment .. ru. well. Though the ' a'"' was a bit to 
house -.c\ l.'ral of the origmal pole fragment~ at thtc; pomt, many 
remained unprotected tn the \\oods of the 'JaLionaJ ~lonu­

ment 

rollowing the advent ofwnr m December t94J· Stika National 
~1onuu1tnt and lh pole!> rccctved much les:. attention than 
dunng the '-'ew Deal era. The- l .. Armv took O\·cr most of 
the monument'., land till Au~uo,t of 1943 and \111lcr devoted 
much of hh time in JOb'> related to the war cffon, -.uch as 
scmng on the locul Jraft board and bc<:nming a m•t-.tcr 
.,ergcant in Alal>k.3'" Terntorial (,uard. In September of 19¥• 
n flood .,wept down Indian Riwr and wn.,hcd the l'rnder 
legend (loJc, then J'O itioned near a footbndgc 0\'Cf the rh"r• 
out to s~l. The ~a\"1 retrie\·ed the pole <md brouf,ht tt bad.. to 
the park 'hortl) th~rcafter. Sumc people helicvctl that the 
"'everity of the Ooodtng m the. monument was dircctlv artrtbut­
able to ma ... -.tve grovel excavauonc; conducted b)' the 'Jaw m 
thiS an: a 1 

FolloWJOf.! the \\aT, ,\tiller l~ft the parJ.. anJ was replaced v.ilh 
Jongnmc Alal\kan and ,\ \t. Me Ktnle) , ,mona! Park cmplo' ce 



·· .. fifteen or twe11ty to­
tem polefigures;ust 
laying on the ground 
(e-ventually) pushed 
imo the water and 
buried in dirt and 
rocks as fill.·· 

The poles In front o f the Alaslta 
• fgloo• at the 1964·65 New Yorlc 
World 's Fa1r Sitka National 
Hostorial Piltk (SITK 114930) 

Grnn1 I I. Pear<.on. The 1\.av)' lran'>fared It' \1r Station on 
Japonski blanc.) to the Alaska at in: Scnicc. who crentctl the 
.\h . Edgccumb" chool fc>r Ala-.ka '-:ati\·es in the exi.,ting 

buildin~'· Geoq1.c fedcrofi of the· >\IL.,ka -..:au\'e Service 
1mmed~atel) gee:-" mtere:.ted m tht:: plight of the pole:. nnd 
reque,tcd that the ~PS loan its remaining on~nal pole., tu a 
propo~ed museum m one of the hangars. Pt.."1lr,on requc:.,ted 
and rccCI\"ed pcrm•"sion tor this from the '\rPS Regional 
Director 10 the "ummer of 1947 and •• llter much adminJ,traO\'C 
posrunng, delivered th~ pole" to .Mt. Edgecumbe on "\;oHm· 
ber 21-22 Pear~on ... tated that ~then.• were eight ~ection-. of 
which <.orne were broken f hc pole., were in .1 bad !>tale <lf 
detcriomrion and much care''~ taken in monng them.",. 
\ccording to Federoff. th" pole!. rem.uncd in a tungar tor onl) 

... ix month!>, and then the !>Chool official!> had them moved to a 
shed ''11h a leakv roof, proh.1hlv hecau-.c I he\ look up too 
much o;;pace '1 he polC'i conunued to dcreriomtc ~until \\hat 
was left '''as burned or dc-.troyed .~ll The 1'-/P"o knew nothmg 
about the destrulllon of the poles and, bccau.,c of the lack of 
funding for Sitk.1 Nationnl Monument, could ha\'e done little 
had the\ kno,,n I :uer te..,timony revealed that .. cveral Sitka 
rc:-.idcnh had re~cued a fc\\ pieces. 1 tlc:a) aflif<KI <.;ollector 
Georg~.. Beacom 'ah·~cd three poruom. of the; poles that" ere 
going to be bull dozed over the sJdt.: of the fill out on the 
1sland. Beacom '-3\\ "fift l•cn or twcntv totem pole figures JU'l 
laving on the ground,~ wh1ch he bdkv<:d were cventuaU) 
"pu~hcd mto tht> \\atcr and buried m dirt and rucks as 1111:·"' 
AccorJmg to later park ht torian George H all, thcadmJm,tra­
tors at Mt Edgccumbc "diJu'l really care much to ha\'C them 
there\\ hen the\ realized hu\\ big the space requirement\\ a.~. 
and ,o . •• the) would sme,le out a\ cry bad lookmg piect. and 
take it out qwl.'tl\ to lhe dump and bum Jt.w 
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The pole~ in t.he early d01ys of tho 
1964·65 New York World's f illr 

Sitka National Historiual P•rk (SITK 
1114928) 

Mid-Century and Beyond 
f oJIO\\ ing the japon<,IJ tmnc.fer, mid-century proved £0 be 8 

rdatl\'cly 4uicr lime tor th~ polec; that rcmruncd standmg. 

G~:m~c Hall, .1ppuintcd park historun in 1957, <;aid that th.: 
pt>)e, were in good ... hapc when he took the- po~ition. t\cct>cd· 
ing to Hall, being the head of the Monument at thi'> time W.t' 

extremely difficult hccau'c the regional office wal> "pcnunuu~. 
which means they wen. cheap bru.tard!>." Perhaps the mo:.t 
noteworthy c ... ·ent pertninmg to the pole' durmg h.Js time at the 
park was the burnmg ot the Raven l'ole. In 1959, a Sirka 
teacher took her c;rudcnt-. to the park for a field tt1p and In a 
fire m the hollowed out portion of the pole that once held 
human rcmaino;, apparent!\ believing lh,ll was the C3\'ity\ 

purpose. rhe pole quich.l} went up in name:., and by the time 
Hall arrived at the 'cene. it\\'$ be\·ond repair. With thc 
monumcnt ha\ing Yery little fundin11, to bc~in wtth. Hall had to 
find a \\3V to cheap!) tin.mcc a rccarn:. He wucd Hugh Brady, 
o;on of John G. Brady and owner of a \\fa~hmgton logging 
comp.m). hopmg to obtam a p1ece of cedar for a new poh.:. 
Brad) filled the request Immediately and did not a:.k lor 

comp•'n'<thon in return. George Federoff recarved th~: fil!urc 
on top of the pole a:. a fa\'or to the \;p • and S1Lka rt"idcnt 
Ralph Bran,on ad1cd the pole for a more traditional)O<)J... 
Hall rahcd the pole m the ..arne location ~hortly thereatter 



S.low The pole-s aft•r tn.ir return 
to Sitka follow•ng the 1964-65 New 
York World's Fait Sttka Platoonal 
Htstoncal Park (SrTIC t9S~f) 

Hall al'o mana~:cd to recover one of the la.'>t intact roles !rom 
\1ount Fd~ecum~. By 1961. onh· ale\\ oil he pole:' relll3.lrcd 
nl 1 ' 11 Y~ " hunlnnd the) hnJ hccnm~ mcrea. ... m;l\ 
extr 1: l.'lU'> mer the )Car<;. Hall got word thnt the Ala:.ka 
:-:11m e school wn bout to dc:,tru\ the last la~e pole. which 
turned out to be the original Mu-quno Lt'"l?,cnJ pole. '>O he 
aded quickh to obuun JL \ h Fdgccumbe ollie tab ~adly g;l' e 
htm the pole. and Hall tramportc:d n to a 1 cmporary spot in the 
Sttka ccmctc~ garage \\here 11 <>loved for nbouc ~L' month-.. 
Hnllthcn arranged for irs mdctinttc Joan w th ~hch.lon 

Jack!;on Museum \\here it remamcd unrtlth ul\ 198o~ ... 

"The next de urutuon lor ate\\ of Sttb ~:mona! \lonument's 
pole' wa .. the ' • "tork \\"orld', Far n q6 ~·b'j . In an Au~ t 
28. tqbJ Jcncr o S11\w and Glacier a.., up- ·rlnh:ndcnt LJ. 
Mtt~;hell, Ala k.l (,m cmor \'\ tlh:un r.~.m r<:lJU(' ted to borro\\ 
a grnup ol three totem pole~ frum tht 'auon.1l :\ \onumenr 
r.~rJ... at Snk.1 for the two summer' dunng. whtch Lhc world'-; 
liur , .. :t' to onur. ~tnchell agrcl"d. and the \,P\ approved the 
rcquc: .. t 10 Janua~ nl 19b4- The ~tate arranged to ha\'e the 
monument\ earonal mu...eum uid, Rnmatnc llankastle. 
fnc1ht h tnt removnl olthe poles tn carl) Mar" h. The '\P 
1nd tht· Stall" •rcc:J upon th~ \\rut~go L~end, the R..l\·cn 
\h •rt. and the YnaJaa' ~~ p c' Poll' removal wa:. not a 
'•mple matter, nnd no one in \ttt....J had c:--..-pencnce m the 
p«lCl ' · Jltc crew, had trouhlc lm\crmg the YanJaa~ Creq 
pole. thl' lar~c t nl the three, to the ~round: the) managed Ill 
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Below: Sitka National Monument's 
staff posing in front of one o f lhe 
Vaadaas Comer poles in April of 
1964. from left to n ght. Superin­
tendent LJ . Metchell, Mu~eum Aid 
Romaine Hardcastle, H1stortan 
Wilham T Ingersoll. Pfloto by John 
M Morse. architec\ o f the 
Monument's visitor center. Setka 
National Histoncal Park (SITK 
li1S301) 

llip a truck and damage a badmoe in tht procc'>s, but the pole 
and the laborer-. emerted unharmed \\ orkers wrapped tht 
pole:. with fell, padded them, ami shipped them off on Marcll 
nth."' 

The Alru.ka exh1b1t at the ~ew )ork'~ \Vorld':. Frur was an Igloo­
shaped, two-'>torv build mg. and organi.lcn. decided to hm·e the 
pole" placed m front lbc di'iplny did not get off to a ~ood 
:.tart, 3\ the p::l\'thoo \\,1., not read) m lime for the Fair', offia1.l 
opemn~ m lat~: April The exhtbit's director blamed the 
problem:. on the contractor:-. and. curiou~l~~ the -\.Iaska 
earthquake of \tarch 27th. luch to the horror of Sttknn'> and 

itka' 'I.:PS worker!>, rc:porb came back that the pole~ re­
mained laying on th~: wound n.:xt to the Alru.ka build in~ a~ IJtc 
a~ June, ,,;th Mk1d:. running all over them. people :.itting on 
them and can·mg mnmls ... jm.t getting ruined." These 



... the president of the 
Sitka Chamber of 
Commerce exclaimed, 
"We miss our poles!" 

reports turned out to be slightly exaggerated but generally true 
and, following complaints from Sitka and NPS officials, 
workers raised the poles shortly thereafter. Following this 
incident, the exhibit continued without any trouble. 

Mter the fair closed in 1965, the organizers of the Alaska 
exhibit were slow in returning the poles. The attachment of 
Sitka citizens to the poles was evident throughout this process. 
In a letter to the director of travel for the Alaska pavilion, the 
president of the Sitka Chamber of Commerce exclaimed, "We 
miss our poles!" and continued to inquire about the return of 
them. 22 The poles finally arrived home in late March of 1966. 

Sitka National Monument received its first visitor center in 
1965. Earlier in the decade, the Department of Interior began 
an Alaska Native arts program at Sitka, for which the NPS 
created workspace in the new visitor center, though it was not 
large enough for the carving of large totem poles. Also, during 
the 196os, Romaine Hardcastle researched the meanings and 
legends associated with each pole extensively, and her findings 
broadened NPS knowledge of the collection. z3 

Perhaps the seminal event in this period pertaining to totem 
poles was the 1967 Conference on Southeast Alaska Native 
Artifacts and Monuments. The stir caused by Katherine Kuh's 
article in an October 1966 issue of the Saturday Review 
nationally publicized the issues surrounding the preservation 
of totem poles. The political commotion prompted Secretary 
of the Interior Stewart Udall to contact former Sitka custodian 
George Hall and request that he organize a meeting of 
specialists to discuss the issues brought out in the article. 
Chaired by Hall, this conference involved experts from 
throughout Alaska and Canada. Among those present were 
several U.S. government and Alaska state officials charged with 
pole stewardship, famed northwest coast Native art expert Bill 
Holm, noted northwest coast scholars such as Erna Gunther 
and Wilson Duff, and Grand President of the Alaska Native 
Brotherhood Dr. Walter Soboleff. The conference gave the 
most experienced pole stewards on the coast a chance to 
brainstorm on all of the issues raised throughout the poles' 
twentieth century history. The participants discussed ques­
tions of pole ownership following a recarve, how poles should 
be salvaged from old villages, and how to create and maintain 
amicable relationships with northwest coast Alaska Natives. 
One of the major recommendations was that all poles from 
southeast Alaska should remain in southeast Alaska in order to 
help in the revitalization of the Tlingit and Haida cultures. 24 
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132 The Most Striking of Objects 

From this conference came a survey of totem parks and 
abandoned villages in 1969 by Wilson Duff; Jane Wallen of the 
Alaska State Museum; Joe Clark, Wood Pathologist from the 
U.S. Forest Service; and many Tlingit and Haida facilitators 
who acted as local authorities throughout the survey. In their 
report following the survey, they recommended large-scale 
preservation projects for poles remaining in those villages no 
longer inhabited. They also recommended that pole stewards 
make efforts to remove the poles, transfer them to central 
locations, and rehabilitate them for public viewing. Before 
moving any poles, stewards would be required to contact the 
clans who raised them and allow these clans to decide the fate 
of their property. For poles in cities and totem parks, the 
group recommended more emphasis on preservation treat­
ments. 2s While the implementation of these recommendations 
was dependent on the enthusiasm and funding of specific 
groups responsible for the land on which the totem poles were 
situated, the suggestions of the surveying group presented a 
broad framework for preservation that represented the 
opinions of the leading totem pole stewardship experts of the 
day. The scattered efforts of the past gained important focus 
and organization from this conference. It was now up to pole 
stewards along the coast to find the best way to apply these 
proposals. 
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The <h~mlcals used In the early 
1970s preservatlon project were 
highly IOiliC. Sfllt.1 NJltOnal 
Historical Park (SITI( t1S364) 

Left: Detail of the Haa leello;'u has 
l(aa sta heenl dlliyi pole dunng 
catVing l'tlotograpll by Gene 
Griffin Sillta Hat~l HIS1oll(<ll 
Par1t. SITI( A«eSSton Ft~ 

Chapter 8: ~~Double Diffusion" 

The Next Wave of Preservation 

Sttk..1'!. totem pole!) repre!.entcd a daunti~ r~!.,pon~ibilit) to 
c:ach of the1r caretnkct"'> throughout I he: centurY. Fundmg for 
pre,.ervanon work wa' almo-.t non-c:XI!.tent. and the poles 
coutmued to decay. Ln 1972, Pre.,ident '\:ixon 'lg_ned n bllllhat 
changed the naml· of the monument to ~llka ' ational!-lJ-.ton­
ca.l Park. expanded It' boundaric.,, and recommcndcJ the 
immediat..: pur(;ba .. .: ol hhtonc Ru-.~um propertJe!. m 1tka. 

l "hc ~PS JCljUireJ Rll"'>lan building~ 'hOrtJ) then:after, and 
funJing for the park inuea-.ed rapidly .tftcr thb expan.,inn. 
\\"l(h more fun din~. '\: P manJe.c:rc. were able to take a more 
pro3Ltiv.: spproa~h to\\atd • 1nng for the pole,, and ne\\ idea' 
lm long- term pole prc!>ervanon emerged. 

In 1909, park mana~cmcnt conducted the fir.t !ttl! condnion 
a.,,~;,smcm of the p<>lc<; 'iJOc:t the ' t:\\ Deal. Predtctably. the 
a-.-.c<.-.ors were: alarmed b} the poJc,· pllor condition In 

rc ... pc'n'c l<l thl'. Supenntendtnt Damel Kuehn consulted w1th 
wont.! prt.">Cn ation c.:xperh and, on their recommendation, bad 
the pole .. trc.1ted \\ith antl-full!l.dJ :)pray .. tn H~71 •• \.Ud\\11~ 

through the project. lab test-. -.ho\\ cd that du-.. procc ., was. 
prm mg to be: meftecli\'C, ~o niter more corrc,poodcm:c, 

" uchn cho-.e to expcnment with anotht:r method. The 
'lite: mauve pruces.,, c tiled "double dtflu,ion,- wa., much more 
h.•diou., and cxpcn'l\'(::. Park t.mpiO}CC'> dug l\\olargc. t<llcm­

'i;cd trcnche,, filled them with diftcrenl chcm1c..U .. o}Utlon., 
.nntl allowcJ the pole., to o;oak m each of thc-.c .,uJution-. for a 

number of da}'· Folltw.i.ng thi .... worker. perf<lrrned additional 
mamtcnance and rai-.cd the poles o n nc\\ upporh 1-.:uchn 
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Thelabotious totem pole 
pr~servatlon prOJed o f 1971-73. 
Sltb National Historical Park (Sill( 
1153718) 

13u fhe Mast Stn Jng Ol Obte<-U 

dec1dcd notLO <ooak '" o of the poll''> in order to gaugl' the 
effecth ene'>-. of the trealmcnl. He al~o dec1ded again-.t 
lowcnng the aanahen pole hccause its large o,izc made the 
urilil~1tion of thil> trearmcnt cxccctlingl) difficult Instead, 
\\ orker-. plat;ed -.caffoldmg around the pole and .,prayed 1t wnh 
a pre~l:nativc Having taken thn.:e .. ummcrs to accomph~h all 
of thts (1971-7J). the arduom. project showed great promtsc hut 
onh helped to pn.>scrve the poles for a "hort period. Accord­
mg r•l a 1971 memorandum to PS headquarter' on behalf of 

uka, Pac1fic 'lorthwc~t Rcwonal Director Edward Kurtl 
'tatcd that walthough the deterioratiOn ha.<, :.uh.,tded sOml'­
what, connnued deterioration I" evident:· fht.~c prcscn'lltion 
treatment ... t.'!.peciall) on the older pole~.\\ en: not effectjve 
cnou~h. Tht. park, Kur11 concluded. nct:dcd 10 hou,c the 
totem~ indoors. 

\\ tth the comtng of the IJ S Bicentennial m 1976, park official., 
came up w1th the idea to have a nc\\ pole carved to l>}mbolw: 
the ht"IOI) of the Umled tatec.. Thi<o wac; the fil"it time a pole 
wouJd bt: added to the collection. Park offictah first thought 
up the projt:ct m '974• hut funding did not come through until 
Deccmher of 1975. A.., ne\\ Park Superintendent Ellen Lang 
drew up the contract for bidding. ~e included a clau:.e that 
was new to Suka: along with carving the pole, the can·er would 
bl: requir<.:d to pro\'! de a li\ing bi.,torv demonsuntion and be 
accc=>:>thlc to the public throughout the carving proce"-'i. Lang, 
a Timgh herself. believed such a dj<>play wa<. important for the 
rc-inv1goranon of her culture, <;o much so that ,he would not 
award a contract to anyone\\ ho refuo,ed to com pi) \\itb thb 
clauc.e The -...:P \ gave the contract to Duane Pru.co and 
changed the focu!. of the pole from US bi!>lOI)' ro nonhwe~t 



Tommy Jimmy nearing completion 
of the Raven/Shark pole In Aprlt of 
1978. Sitka Natlonal Historical 
Park (SITK •942·1) 

coast hi!>tOf). Pa!>co h\c:U m thc: cattle: <uc:a. ~'hich angered 
locnl ~arive leaders and prompted inquine~ from AJa,ka 
Senator l ed Stevens and Representative Don Young. Smcc 
Lang had contracted the project rhrough proper 'lPS con· 
tracting methods \'ia the Alru.ka • auve Brotherhood, nothmg 
came of the protests. Pasco t1ruc;hed the pole on cptcmbcr 
7th, JC)7b, and the park d ediCllted 11 on October t()th. 

Following this successful addiuon to the Stika collection, L:mg 
decided to use orne of Sitka ationallli.,toricnl P•uk'!. rising 
fund~ for recarving the park'~ onglnal pole:~. With the park's. 
budget almost doubling bd\\l.·cn 1973 and 1980. Lang and her 
o;uccc~sor~ were able to ::.et a::.tdc annual fundmg for such a 
proJect. She felt that one ol the Yandaas Corner pole~ (#z) and 
the Raven Shark pole were moM In need ot recarving, and she 
again contracted wtth the Alaska Native Brotherhood for a 
carver. The AJ. B awarded the ~ontract, which again included 
the "li,•ing history" clause. to cxpencnced Ala!oka ' alive 
carver rommy Jimmy. He complcreJ the pole~ in JQ]8. ~ew 

Park Superintendent ue Edebtein, the rc:placcment for Ellen 
Lang (who took an , P po!oition m AnchoraAc). ~ought to 
continue the reproduction of the pole~. fhe C.ormomnt pole 
was next in lme, and in the comrnct, 'he ~pectficd what she 
believed ··uvmg htc;tory" to mean: " fhe carver mu-;t be wtlling 
to c:onvcr;,e with park visttoro; a." ht ~he works, explaining his 
tool and methods:·• Caner Nathan Jack~on won the 
contract and completed the job in lotc tc)]Q· I he park 
rcdcdtcated the pole in a cercmonv on o\ugust 1oth. tq8o. 

Addtnonallv, Duane Pasco pcrfom1ed a l>llrVc) ol the 1tka 
pole<> m March of 1978. Through "tudy of the polec;, Pa'icO 

reported that: 
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" .. . whe11 it came to 
say ing 'we'd likt: to do 
a .\losquito legend 
pole,' tt was clear {tlze 
NPS] had no rights to 
tile stOJ)' and were 
.. t respa s1nr: .. if we did 
a new mterpreration of 
that in cm1•ing." 

The orlgmal Cormorant pole going 
Into storage In October of 1980. 
Suka Natlon1f HIStorical Park (SrrK 
e94j)..jj) 

138 The Most 1 • mg ct. Ol)leCU 

Unrortunntdy. lrom the pun'' pomt Clf\Jew, thc'e 
tutcm pole~ lack much ol their nrigtnal ma~mfi· 

ccnce . •. 'mcc theu a~.:quhnion the\ ha\'c been 
tampered wnh man) ume and h\ un,ktllcd hand~ 
or at least bv pef'ons not ot the old ..:hool ... cacb 
umc demenr .. on thc totem pnles "ere rcpatred or 
"cleaned up; dJstorttun' were: a rc,ult. 

lbou~:,h ~omc of the CCC re~.-an·c., appeared to adhere more 
to\\ nrd' trad111un. mo'tt of them d1d not. Pa-.co cxammcd tht• 
de1ml' ufthe pole and 'peculated, \\llh exactitude.\ ·hauht' 
had ongtnally looked hke. In concJu,JOn, P.c.cu re~.:ommended 
ccnmn ~.-an f' he believed had the '1.:111!; Mto pre\·cnt the 
conllnuation uf the kind of rm~rakts th.tl han~ hecn made: in 
the pao,t.''• 

\\ nh the mcrea cd \O)wn(• of thought on the totem pole<. and a 
gro\\ m,:: de t-ort. o conccn1 amun~ pari.: rnanaJ:,emcnr, 
hlebtcm and \ llka Chicl Ranger Gnr\ Cnndcbn.t began to 
pr«:parc a )l .., It- -n prc,enauon plan tor the pole: The) 
joumc}cd to "etchikan m 1\pril of 19i9 rom4u r mto pole 
management tc..:hnrque ... at tht' rcpu,llnrlc' n \.lx~n \illa~c. 

the lotcm Hcrua,:c Ccnta. and Totem Bt~ht St.llc P.trk. The) 
al'o di,cu-.,ed the possibthuc-. for th1. luturc of the pole:. \\ith 
commumt\· lcader' and '-all'c' in ~~~ k.! he fore lormulatin~ the 
llr t dratt. 

In 0~.:111hcr. the\ cumpletc<.l n Jrall nl tht· plan. In the CO\'cr 
lcttl'f to th1~ document, EJd,tcm rccogrmcd the unprec­
edented nnturc ot the at:.rccment. -,\ far n I can tcll, thi .. h the 
lirst compl't'hcn,l\e plan that ha been compiled that takes a 
look ot the lonl!·rnnee prohlcm<''1 \\ h1le p~t prt"'crvation 
cllnrh oltcn fmu,c:d on\\ ood and cht•mtcaJ... cdch.tcin and 
Candclana, a .. prt'tmptcd h\ Pa ... co, 'ct prc~cdent h~· exarrunm~ 



" ... since t1Ie1r 
acqwsltlOll [the pole sj 
lzm•t bt:uz tampert!d 
wttlt many rimt•s and 
bv zmsk1l/ed Jza nd ·or 
at least by persom not 
oft he old school ... 
each time elemem.; on 
che totem poles fl.'en• 
rc1paired or 'cleaned 
up.' d1stortwns u·ere a 
result.'' 

Rtplactng lin old YudM~ Com., 
pol~ w1th • new on~ tn 1971 S1tb 
Nntonlll HIS tonal P;~rlo. (SITK 
A«es110n FtiiiS) 

the odcqwlC) of imac.c-. on the pole:<.. I he plan focu~cd on 
en urm~: th.:tt pole rcprodu ... tion .. were of the h1~c't qu tlitv. 
Prc,cn 1 j:. the 'en'c of place a~..-atcd b) the puJe, 75 'c r 
tenure n '>•tl .1 wa., nJ,o a maJor concern of~ Jch•c tn .u u 
Camh: ~ccordmg to the dratl, the prescn"lltton of the 
rcnuumn~ ongmal pol~:' wn~ more important than that of the 
rccan-e ... The park would remu' c the on;mnl pole from then 
outdoor sctung and place them m <>hed til Jf) A hie Olr\'Crs 
\\ ould then cop~ the ur1cinab and park uffictaJ, \\ ould h:l\ e 
the coptes erected m thetr tormcr plot,. l"he ongrnaJ, '' ould 
be treated nnd prepared tor indoor dhpla\' m o ne\\ portton o 
the \1 nor center. Thh plan aJ,o propo cd that the park nut 
ha\ can' of the CCC recnn 6 further reprodu ... cd, 'tanng that 
the\ dtd not portray th~ lechng and 'r•rit ol the oridn:~b. One 
CC.C pole \\ouiJ be pre,en't:J m order ll, antcrpr~.. botl the 
ht,l11n ul the CCC m tht.; area and 'hm\ change ... m '111\ e art 

after prulungcd contad \\ llh the \\httc man;" lbc'c polt:' 
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Nathan Jad.son recarving the 
Yaadaas Comer Pole 112 I n 1982 
Sitka National HastoroClll Park (SITIC 
! 15356) 

were reh:rn:d to 01:. caolnng Aln>•ka ~aiJ\'C art, and It wn~ fell 
thut the 1\.P.I> .,hould cornnw•sion rcmwrpretat10ns, or new anJ 
dtllerent carnn~~. of the -.arne srory or tcatute'>, fhough thl" 
concept \\a'i totall) lore!~ to trn•.htional concept-. o(tot~:m 
car\'tng, J·delstcin and LamJelaria belic\·cd that if the p:uk had 
the pole-, recan ed for a ...:cond ume, the\ wou)J '>tra) ''")far 
from the onginal After a ·reinterpretation \\as C;U"Ved. the 

CCC pole., would remain on vie\\ in the park a' long a'> 
po-...,ibk then lefr 10 the '' ood to rot, a .. th~·y traditional!\ 
would ha\e bec.·n m thetr original \'ill~e:; ... • 

Edd~tein and Candelaria 'ought cxten-.ive public comment on 
the draft The\ alh:nded the Ala~ka :--.atin .. Brotherhood 
convenuon held nren lO\\ fl mectmg!>, and sought ad\1Cc (rom 
numerous 'ource<,. Followmg thcc;e sc siom, thcv modtricd 
thctr propoc;al in\ ariou' \\ avs. In the rcvt ed plan. the park 
would ofter CCC poles to muc;cum'> anJ public agenc1c<. rather 
than aJlowmg them to rot. In another amencimem, they 
recommended that the park commi~ion a historian to do 
definitive rc earch on the poorh documented pol~. In the 
final nml'ndmenl. park ll!adershtp !ltated their hope for uctive 
:.outhea51 Alaska ~anve mvol\'cment m tuture pole tssuc,. 
,\nother ot the pn:~cn-anon plan·, more controHr~tal 'l~PL"Ch, 
the reinterpretation of pole . nc .. cr caml! to be. ,\ccordtng 10 

Candelaria, t.he pole prc~en•ation plan contamed tlt~~;uJ d.mt 
logtc: 



Nathan ladc.son recarvrng lhe 
Yaadaas Corner Pole lf2 1n 1982 
Sitka llla tionol Historical Park (SlTK 
• 15336) 

\X c '' cnt from the one c\.tn: me of k tung the ptllc-. 
dec.t~ und d1sappcar natura II) ao; '' ,1s truuitJonal. to 
commJ\sioning lnlnlly Ol'\\ design:. lor nc\\ poles . 

\\'h.ll '' e really felt [in the end) W<b that w.:. th~ 
XP\. had no ,.tutu' to commJs,•on a true totem pole 
a:. we owned no crt!!>b or stones that would make 
poles "genuine" . . when II came to saving ·•wl.''d 
like ro do a \loo,qUJtu legend pole.' 11 \\:1~ dear we 
had no nght!> to the <.tOI) :and were "tre,pa~c;ing- 11 

wt· diu .1 nc\\ tntcrpretatinn nf thatm a rnng.a 

So reinterpretation:. ne\ er pia) cd a role in itl..a \ polt 
recaning. With thc-.e changed pr~owi iom Edd tcln and 
L:lndelanJ completed the1r totem pr~.;Sen.ltiOo plan Tiu: ke\· 
component~> uf the plan did nol o,lrav drn-.ncalh· from the idea" 
brought fonh in prior decades. !'he rcsuho; of this cndcavnr 
rna\ not ha\ c been a r~:\'claton mnnagcmen1 document. but 
the: plan d1d gi\!C the pofl"> 3 framework with\\ ruc.h ttl move 
fon,ard ." 

The park tht:n mo\ed to procurt: red cedar I{)~' for the 
propo, ed reproduction,. Th~: Lows1ana Pacihc Company out 
ol ls.ctchikan \\On the bid for the lo~ Snb\ Alaska l umber 
nnd Pulp Compan~ tr.m ... ported the logs to the park lrct: of 
charge. yet agam .;howmg Lhe community\ -.uppon for the 
puft:c;;. Park kader ... h•p ,fated the ~nahcu houc;;e pn<.t-. and 
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Nathan Ja<,k)Ofl rearvmg lh• 
Yaadailli Comer Pole t2 in 1982 
with Steve Brown. Sitka Nat1onal 
Historical Park (SITK •1n43) 

rhe \\ oiJ pole to be rcc-.Jr\"Cd fir,t, nnd Snka rc .. tdcnt Rc~tt 
Pc11.:r..on won the hid to do th~: ,c. I he housl' pmas were se t 
for completion b\ \cph.:mbcr 30, H)8o, amJ the \Xolf pole for 
December 31, 1980 P~:tcr<>on did the work but completed thl· 
pole mu~.:h .,[0\\cr than the '-'P"i had hopt:d, and not as 
qutckl> ih the contract had '>latcu Forl) year. 1flcr the CCt 
pmJcCI, nmger Gnn ( andelaria l'xpcnenceu the same culture 
dm.h <b Sttka'~ liN cu .. todtan. Ben ( .\1illcr, notin~: 

J he folks we controcted were qutte good, hut thcv 
wmked on their own ~chedulc-. and calcndan and it 
wa .. n't nlwav., m <oync wllh tht! governmen tal 
mmJ,et of w~ct to\\ ork and get it done'' ••. In 
hmd .. ight, lc,u .. pcCl thi'> Wlh <)Uf weuroatnerJCilO~ 

bia .. '>howmg thmu~h. ru. wc:ll.t'> not bdnl?, in tune 
with what life and art o n th~; nonhwebt W<ht is 
rea II) all about. J 

Pererc,on complcrcd the \X olt poll· tn lare Jqlit '-arhan Jack,on 
and 'te\'c Brown W<lll the contmctto reproduce one of the 
Yaad.u' Comer pole\. Again. the pule took longer than had 
been hoped but Park nflicial' began to reali1e that thtc, \\a:, 

ho" thme' were goin~ to be d one. c\'cn br the hc~t carwC"i. 
fack:.on and Brown aJ.,o recancd th~ Gaanuxadt RaHm pole 
in 1q84. Following thh. 10 of the 11 pole$ that were not 
rccarvcd during the CCC program \\crt> fint,hed. and the 



Polaroid photographs of orig1nal 
pole fragments found on Japonski 
Island, S1tka N<ttJonal Historical 
Part.: (SITK Archtvi!.S. RG-S1, Box 2. 
Folder 20) 

Saanahe•t pole fragment ;at the 
Totem Club on Japonskllsland. 
Sitka National Historlc.al Park (smc 
11960-il) 

rc~an·ed pole-. \\ere in,talleJ ak1ng the path. "1 he ele\'enth 
pole, the YaaJ.t.1 ... C rc~t.. wao, .. un mostly on~nal. though CCC 
worker' had n:can cu It!. top !i~urc, the nvin \ tlla~c watchm~:n. 
nnd ih bortom ligurc. the hear. 

Other ma)or do:\ ek1pment-. Junng the 1980, in\'ol\'ed the 
rccoVCI) of an original pole and -.c\ cral origina.l pole fragment' 
from around \1tk.1. The Shl'ldon Jack:.on .\iu,cum obtamcd 
thc uriiJ,lnal \lo,quiro Legend Pole on loan from the park m 
the iall ot 19bo. ln 1980. the mu,cum sough1 to etther make the 
loan pennancnt or return the pole to the park. Park ollie tal" 
wnntcd the pc.,lc fl.: turned, but it took ,orne llmc tu acqum: the 
funding to do -.o •• t., well ao,to find .,torage ~pacem \\bich to 
hou't: tht: polt:. The ShddonjucJ.;,on Mu-.cum returned the 

pole on Fcbi"U31') 3· 1QS3. 4 

I he <oct of ongmal pok fra~ment' came from Japon,ki bland: 
after hearing reponc;. ol old poll· ptcce<o hemg 'iC"atrered in 
dtlkrcnl re-;tdcncc' on the ,,l,md, the park·,. '~:asona1 curator 
\tc\ c Henrik't'll n.:,t:archeJ the onginalloan.,. l ie discovered 
th.ll mo'>l of thi.' cmgtna1 pole~ loancd to the ' a''Y .:md the 
.\ lount Ed)!.ccumht: ~chool bud hccn del>troycd. llennk-.on 

dtd m.ma~c; to loc:J.te a few piece">. hoth at lh~: Mount 
Fd~t:cumbc ~chool and at a rc,Jdenc:c:. He immediately hegan 
clJort-. 10 rcco\'U them. The !>Chool cooperated wnh the 
proje-ct and returned thcJI two fragmenr-.: one ptccc of the 
\a;mahen pole and one piece of thl' GaanaxadJ Raven Crest 
pok The uthcr ptc~o:el> once helongcd to pao,t Sitka rc-.ident 
(l~·nrgc Beacom. tkacom, wbu ran a small mu.,cum filled with 
an .t">sortment of <lhJccls, rccci\'cd a house ro~l in the late 
1940' nr the earl) 1q5o~ from a fricnu who found the po<.ttn a 
condemned butldmg in down to\\ n ttka. Thi' ptht wa!> from 
J...a~aan and had bccn di:.plnvcd at th'- St. Loub \\ orld'-. Fatr.os 
Rcacnm also .,aved other ptecc-. from being plowed tnto fill. 
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Left: Detail of the Lakich'inei pole 
showing the bottom bear figure. 
Photograph by Gene Griffin. Sitka 
National Historical Park, SITK 
Accession Files 

Chapter 9: "Where Science and 
History Met'' 

1990s to Present 

In the 1970s and 198os, the National Park Service's proactive 
pole management approach greatly improved the overall 
condition of the Sitka collection, yet the poles continued to 
deteriorate. During the 1990s, the pole's caretakers shifted 
their focus to the preservation of poles, and the collection 
continued to expand with the help of the local Tlingit commu­
nity. 

With the collection requiring no full recarves entering the 
199os, park management shifted its focus to finding new, more 
effective wood preservation techniques in hopes of extending 
the poles' outdoor lives. Wood preservation efforts had been 
haphazard before this period. In the early twentieth century, 
caretakers tried to patch decayed areas on the poles and 
repainted them on numerous occasions, believing that it was 
the best way to protect the wood from water damage. Conser­
vators now think that this may have trapped water in the poles 
and most likely hastened decay rather than arrest it. During 
the CCC recarves, poles were treated with creosote on the 
buried part of their support posts and sodium 
pentachlorophenate, a preservative and fungicide, on the 
exposed portions. In the r96os, park workers treated the 
poles with pentachlorophenol, a similar solution to that used 
during the New Deal recarving. In the early 197os, park 
employees underwent the tedious process of lowering and 
dipping the poles in pits of sodium flouride and copper sulfate. 
Park officials were not happy with the success of these 
treatments, so they switched to frequent applications of a wax/ 
mineral-oil/varnish treatment and pentachlorophenol in 1976. 
They discontinued the use of this treatment in 1984, when it 
was determined that these actions were not effective. The 
park utilized no preservation treatments for the remainder of 
the 198os. While all of the post -CCC preservation techniques 
may have helped to a degree, none of them managed to stave 
off continued deterioration for more than a few years.1 

In hopes of finding a better preservation solution, Sitka's 
Superintendent Micki Hellickson sought the opinions of NPS 
wood conservators Ron Sheetz and AI Levitan, who had been 
in Sitka doing different projects for the park. Following their 
preliminary assessments, in which they stated that the poles 
required preservation work in the near future, Hellickson 
arranged for Sheetz and Levitan to conduct a complete 

National Park Service 147 



Perhaps the broadest 
recommendation given 
by the participants 
was that the park 
needed to draft a goal 
statement for the 
totem poles and clarify 
the poles' role in the 
future of Sitka 
National Historical 
Park. 
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condition assessment in the early summer of 1991. In this 
assessment, the conservators identified seven of the poles as in 
the most advanced state of decay and believed that removing 
several of them for treatment was mandatory. 2 Hellickson also 
secured the services of Sheetz and Levitan for future preserva­
tion work on the poles. 

On the heels of this appraisal, Hellickson and the Sitka staff 
organized a totem pole preservation conference at the park. 
They invited many interested parties from throughout Alaska 
and Canada in hopes of getting advice on long-term strategies 
for pole care. This conference exhibited the difficulties of pole 
stewardship well, as participants discussed a huge number of 
complex topics relating to the poles. According to Hellickson, 
the topics included: 

The cultural significance of the poles and how that might affect 
decisions about their preservation, cultural patrimony and 
repatriation issues, the issue of whether the NPS should 
replace poles when they could no longer stand safely and, if so, 
what any replacements should look like (reproductions or new 
images) and how those replacements should be treated in the 
future, the issue of whether the NPS should commission new 
poles like the Bicentennial pole and under what circumstances, 
the question of whether reproduction poles might have added 
significance depending on their carver, and the issue of 
whether reproduction poles and new poles should be pre­
served in perpetuity.3 

With the diverse array of opinions received from conference 
participants, Sitka National Historical Park's management now 
had a large number of ideas from which to choose future 
policies for the pole collection. Perhaps the broadest recom­
mendation given by the participants was that the park needed 
to draft a goal statement for the totem poles and clarify the 
poles' role in the future of Sitka National Historical Park. 
Generally speaking, the NPS needed to create an official vision 
for the future of the poles, and formalize the ideas touched 
upon in the pole preservation plan of the early 198os. 4 

Conference participants also identified four preservation goals 
for Sheetz and Levitan: 

1. To provide effective protection for above ground 
wood while minimizing hazards to both applicators 
and the environment. 
2. To use a treatment that is as reversible as 
possible. 



Ron Shet!IZ •od Allevsta o treatmg 
the poles. S1tka Nauonal Hlstorial 
Park (SJTI( t15379FF) 

3· Io ea-.ll} nppl) the trentment. 
4 To cau'ic the lca .. t change an the app~amncc ol the 
wood' 

hec:ll and Lc\ llan helic\'cd that a nc\\ treatment chcmkal 
called Bora-Care would be the mo.,t cffecU\ c pres en aun:. ln 
expcrimen~. thb :.olutton had :.uccc~full~ pre\ cmed tun gal 
rot and deterred most wuod-de .. rroymg in'il'Ct'i 1n mltiJI ion. 
Bora· Care was o;atc for both tb· use~ and the environment. or, 
accordang [O Shccrz. no mor~ rox1c thnn .. alt. rhc chcmtcal 
\1."3'> abo rclauvd~ inexpen-.t\'c and cn-.y to :~pply. Alter 
appl) ang the Bora-Care to the pole-. \heel/ and Lcvuan 
planned to coat 1 hem \\ith a water rcpcllanl c'mtaining 
paraffin oil lhi-. -.ervcd the dual purpo<..e of keeping the Bora­
Care from leeching out of the wood nnd protecting the pole:. 
from \\ ater damage.• 

Treatment of the poles uc-.urred dutm~ the ,urnmcrs of the 
earl~ to mtd tq9o,, wuh the con .. cn .lton. ~in~line, out ~\·cml 
pole:. to treat each vcar. Park workers removed the pole" from 
thc1r placement' and brought them to a cO\·cn~d workplace for 
Shect7 and lentan. Jklore the application 1>f tht chcmlcalc;. 
the \.OO,cn"ator-- performed rouune maintcnantc, ... uc:h ~ 
cleaning. 'it'c:unng deteriorated p.u\.he" of\\ nod, and n: moving 
fungu,. Bccau'c tit~ l.uge ... t amount of deteriMarion on the 
poles occurred .11 ground lt:\'cl and continued almo-.t two feet 



As knowledge of the 
park's success in 
preserving totem poles 
spread throughout 
southeast Alaska, 
interest grew in Sitka's 
preservation 
techniques. 
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below the surface, conservators decided to move the carved 
portions of the poles several inches off the ground by attach­
ing them to new, separate support posts. They felt that this 
would stop the rot from spreading to the carved parts of the 
pole.? End caps emerged as an experimental issue as well. The 
conservators discovered that a lead end cap, put in place by 
the CCC workers, remained on the Saanaheit pole, whereas 
other such caps had been removed. This cap reduced decay in 
the upper portions of the pole so, based on that evidence, 
Sheetz and Levitan began installing similar caps on all poles 
with flat tops.8 

After observing the results of these wood preservation 
techniques for several years, the conservators believed that 
they were working and felt that reapplication every few years 
would keep the sealant effective. One of the main advantages 
of the preservatives was the ease of their application. Conser­
vators were not the only ones who could reapply the Bora­
Care or water repellant; the process only required a steplad­
der, or mechanical lift, and spray canisters, thus park mainte­
nance workers could accomplish the job easily. Happy with 
this success, park management has made these preservation 
treatments a mandatory part of the park budget and decreed 
that poles be re-treated every three to five years, or as needed. 
According to Gene Griffin, Sitka's head of cultural resources 
during most of the 1990s, the preservation techniques pio­
neered by Sheetz and Levitan were the point "where science 
and history met" at Sitka.9 

During these preservation treatments, park management also 
decided to substitute fiberglass rods for the steel rods already 
placed in the poles to prevent splitting. This turned out to be 
the least successful aspect of 1990s preservation, as these new 
rods did not prove to be strong enough to hold the poles 
together. In the summer of 1994, the Waasgo Legend pole, 
one of the first to have the fiberglass rods put in place, split 
and a portion of it fell to the ground. Park management 
decided that the fiberglass rods could not handle the weight of 
the totem poles. Park staff replaced them with stainless-steel 
rods, and no such problems have occurred since.10 

As knowledge of the park's success in preserving totem poles 
spread throughout southeast Alaska, interest grew in Sitka's 
preservation techniques. Numerous other communities 
throughout the region had large pole collections as well, and 
concern for decaying totems was widespread along the coast. 
Through a grant by the Cultural Resource Training Initiative 



The pan:·s CUI'Rilt hud of 
mamterwn~. Gene H1r o1yama, 
spraying preservat•ve on the poles 
(1990s). Silkd N;n ionalliistonGll 
Pill'k (SITl< II SITl< 945-u ) 

{CRri). the ' I'~. m cooperaoon with the \X 'rangdl \ tuo-cum. 

organized :t pole prt...,Cf\ anon trrumng coune m r\pnl of II}ClS 
\\'hile thic. coul"'>c wa<, rudimcntaf), 11 con\'o:ned totem carctak 
e.r' from mnou:. co.t,tal communme-.. and helped them reall1e 
common concern ... about the1r rc: ... pectivc totem pole-.. !"he 
or~izer" hc:lJ a more hand!>· on folhm -up cour"e in AUI!.U!>L 
of IQ99· wnh the help of another C.R f I grunt. and agam had 
l:uge participation I rum local totem , ... rctakrt" and carve!";. 
' f he succc:s' of I hcsc course'> bas bred commltnlty-bascd 
mrcrc'>t in ... uch tratmng. Act.orJing to AJ Lc\'Han, the cour'>c~ 
pronJe ··a ~ood example of how the 'P can le\'crage "' 
expertise anJ ruodtng. and thereby ha\ e a po<.illn~ effe~t un 
cultural re<.,nurce prc,er\'anon beyond II!> O\\ n h<lundarics."" 
I he fll'St communit~ ·Oa!>ed tr::unm~ couf'C occurred at 
F..lawock in jul) of 2un1. 
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[the "Haa leelk '11 has 
Kaa sta heeni deiyi'' 
pole is} " ... a marker to 
show that people lived 
here i11 the past. A con­
nection to the owner­
ship of the lalld, the 
past connecting to the 
fittlt re. "'-

Raising the "Haa ll!l!lk'u has K.u 
sta heenl delyi- poll!. Slth 
N:stlonal Hlttorical Parte. StnC 
Accession files 

1 !>l The Most Str • nq of OIJsats 

\Vhilt.· '>cH~ral ol the mdoor ex.hinn, m the pJ.Ck han: long 
fearurcd obtccr' croftcd b) their ancc<;tor<;, the local nln~il 
popul.1tion had ltnle to do \\1th th~ outdoor totem di,pla). In 
ortlcr to compc:n'-1te lor lhL'-, the commumt\, with th~o COllp­

erauon of the '-'P • added nc\\ pole-. to the park in the 1990' 
In 1qq6, the Southeast Ala'>ka Cuhuntl Center commb~ioned 
Tiingit carver., \X'rll Burkhart. Tommy Jo'>eph, and Wayne Pri~ 
to create a pok ,jgnifym~ the fm.t people lu ,cttle Ill the Sitka 

area. I mae.~ of the man~ different dans m ~ttko adorn the 
pole. Called 1he WHaa lec:l.k'u ha!> f...oa \ta ht:eru de!VJ,~ the po 
rcpr~:,cnr" rhcse clanc; putung old nvalrie., behind. Accordin,: 
to proJect factlumor Oaw Galamn, the pole ,.,tmponnnt to the 

itk.1 lhngit b~:wuse -((, a marker to show that pt:ople li\·cd 
here tn the pa'l A conn~:cnon to the owncrshtp of the land. 
the pa .. t connc'-1 ing tu Uu: future·· The local Tlingit donated 
thh pole to the park on 1hc condition that the P provide 
-con,er\'ation .. ..:nice~ tn the l.ilmc manner it care" for 
other totem' m ib collection." ) 

In 1999. the Tiingtt Kibadi dan commissiC)ncd Tommv joseph 
and U'-<ilSlD.Dt reed Beltran to car\'(' 3 pole hononng K'ahn.an 
the IL·adcr of the Tlmgttm the 1804 battle again<. I the Ru-.siaru. 
They r:.u5ed the pole in itka ~atiunal Historical Park, at the 
c;ilc t)f the fort defended by the Thngit during this battle. 
Allred Perkm-., leader of the Kik!>adl clan, rat'>cd more than 

so,uoo to han~ the pole ~;arved. 

At the end ol the: 1990s, park management won a long hm rle to 
<;et:Urc fundmg for a rcnovalion of the mcrea.,ing.l} mad equate 
\'l<;Jtor cenrcr. The new de .. tgn mdudes a large induor c.Jic;pla'} 
art:a for the rcmaming onginal ptecc~ of the totem~ Once the 
projc\:1 is completed, the park willlinall} be able to dhpla\ the 
pole., after yen~"> of keepin£1. them m warehou~c . Construct on 



The addition of tu•o 
poles gave the local 
Tlingit pop11latwn a 
more significant 
attachment to the park 
and helped to show 
that totem pole caT"1.1-
i1tgwas a/i·ue and well 
011tlte Northwest 
Coast. 

Raising the "K'alyilan• pole. Sitka 
National Histoncal Park. STTK 
AcCMSion FilltS 

on 1hc n:.itor cenll:r began 10 .,pnog ot zoo1 . .-\cl:ording 10 
Gene Griffin, .. r ht> new di<•play \\ill gi\'C Lhe pole.~ theu due in 
the [Mtk.~ s 

Thl• 1990) to the pr~ent han: proven to be a succe-.,JUJ pcnoJ 
in pole mann~~· men a. r hc di-,covet) of new pre.,er\'allon 

tee hniquelo ampro\·ed the poles and made the1r .. tcward~ 

cunl'iJcnt that 11 \\ill be ptW•Iblc to prulong the h\ c-. of outdoor 
totem<.. The additHlO of two poles ga\ e the local I lingit 
population u more .,;gniticant attachment to the park and 
helped to shO\\ that totem pole carnng Wt h ali\'e and'' c.:U on 
the ~orthwest Coast. Final!). the revamped \is nor center wtU 
allcl\\ the park to dhpla) almmt its eniJrt pole collectiOn, thu'> 
gl\'mg \'lsttors a chance to more fully understand the towm 
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poles of Sitka National Historical Park. These advances have 
improved the park and given its management a framework 
with which to manage their poles in the future. 
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5 1bid., p. 262. 
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Cone I usions 

The Poles of Sitka National Historical Park, 
Past, Present, and Future 
As the Tlingit and Haida cultures have evolved throughout the 
last one hundred years, so has totem pole carving. The plight 
of the Sitka totem poles is representative of the situation of 
other poles along the coast, and of the southeast Alaska Native 
cultures in general. Totem pole carving flourished while the 
cultures that produced them flourished, and then diminished 
as their cultures experienced problems. Now, in conjunction 
with a cultural renaissance along the coast, totem poles are 
receiving increased attention, in both new carvings and the 
preservation of older poles. As one observer of this phenom­
enon has put it, "I would say five years ago [the mid-198os] you 
could look at the carvers and list them on one hand. Now 
there are carvers all over!'1 United States culture has evolved 
during this period as well, and appreciation for the Tlingit and 
Haida cultures, and their artwork, has advanced into the 
popular realm. Art camps and workshops for the youth occur 
in communities along the coast, with both Alaska Native and 
non-Native children learning traditional Native skills. 

In getting to the present day, the Sitka poles have suffered 
through periods of great uncertainty. The New Deal preserva­
tion program was the seminal event in the history of these 
poles. Along with using the old method of patching decayed 
portions of the poles and experimenting with wood preserva­
tion techniques, the Forest Service facilitators of the WPA/ 
CCC project introduced the recarve as an option for pole 
preservation. This undertaking provided the framework 
through which totem pole preservation has progressed to the 
present day. By allowing identical recarves to be done, both 
the carvers and project facilitators declared that saving the 
poles' images was their primary concern, while salvaging the 
wood on which these images were carved was secondary. 

If the New Deal pole work rescued the poles from difficult 
circumstances, then the increased funding provided by the 
National Park Service in the last thirty years has been the 
poles' second salvation. By using modern wood preservation 
techniques and employing some of the best carvers to work on 
its collection, the NPS has taken a proactive approach to 
assuring the continued quality of Sitka's poles. 

While NPS dedication to the Sitka poles has been improving, 
one bureau-wide policy has hindered the ability of Sitka 
National Historical Park's administration to effectively manage 



their poles. The strictly material definition of preservation 
adopted by the National Park Service fails to encompass the 
complexities of totem pole recarving. Since recarving does not 
materially preserve the poles, the NPS does not provide 
preservation funding for recarving projects. This forces Sitka's 
management to scrounge for preservation funding from other 
parts of their budget. In the case of totem poles, recarving is 
preservation. Wood cannot be preserved forever, thus 
preserving the essence of the poles - their images - in high 
quality recarves is crucial to their survival. Preservation, in this 
instance, is much more than a material issue. 

In general, though, the National Park Service has become an 
excellent caretaker of these poles. Thanks to the efforts of the 
present day carvers, with the support of organizations like the 
National Park Service, the northwest coast style of art is 
thriving, and one of its headquarters is Sitka. Whether it be 
Native children admiring the work of both their ancestors and 
their elders, a Sitka community member jogging past these 
pillars of the city, or tourists staring curiously at these legend­
ary objects, the Southeast Alaska Native community and the 
National Park Service have helped ensure that totem poles 
have a place in the future of Southeast Alaska. As carver 
Tommy Joseph has stated, "there are still many stories to be 
told, both old and new."2 

NOTES 
1 Bill Trudeau, former director of the Totem Heritage Center in 
Ketchikan, as quoted in Sue Cross, "Art of totem pole carving 
resurges," Anchorage Daily News, 19 September 1988, p. 8-1 . 
2 Tommy Joseph, interview by author, 29 August 2001, on file at 
SNHP. 
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Totem Pole Appendix 

While this book has been written as a 
history of the Sitka National Historical 
Park totem pole collection as a whole, 
these pole files serve as brief histories of 
the individual poles. They contain 
information on the origins, the travels, 
and the recarvings of each pole, and are 
meant to serve as quick reference 
guides. The information contained in 
these files is based on evidence cited in 
the main text of this book, unless 
otherwise noted. They serve as a 
companion to the text and, hopefully, 
will provide a good starting point for 
further research on the poles, especially 
for the few whose origins still remain 
elusive. 

Illustration of Raven memorial pole 
by JoAnn George from the 
publication CARVED HISTORY, The 
Totem Poles & House Posts of Sitka 
National Historical Park. 
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A few of Brady's friends and 
children in 1906. Photo by E.W. 
Merrill. John G. Brady Papers, Yale 
Collection of Western Americana, 
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library. 
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"You wanted to know ... 
if I [Chief Saanaheit 1 
have anything to give 
the park. I have a fine 
large coeneau [canoe 1 
the biggest one in 
Alaska and a fine large 
totem pole. I will give 
them to the white people 
of Alaska ... " 


