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Afterword

Building Solidarity: Moving 
Towards the Repatriation 
of the House of Ni’isjoohl 
Totem Pole
Amy Parent, Noxs Ts’aawit, with William Moore,  
Sim’oogit Duuḵ

Introductions

I will begin by introducing myself with Nisg̱a’a protocol. My Nisg̱a’a name 
is Noxs Ts’aawit (Mother of the Raven Warrior Chief), named Ts’aawit. 
On my mother’s side of the family, I am from the House of Ni’isjoohl and 
am a member of the Ganada (frog) clan in the village of Laxgalts’ap in the 
Nisg̱a’a Nation. The Nisg̱a’a Nation is located in northwestern British 
Columbia, Canada. On my father’s side of the family, I am of Settler 
ancestry (French and German). I gratefully acknowledge that I am an 
‘uninvited guest’,1 with responsibilities on the unceded territories of the 
Skwxwú7mesh, Səl̓ílwətaɬ and xʷməθkwəy̓əm Peoples (colonially referred 
to as North Vancouver in the lower mainland of British Columbia). I am 
also an assistant professor in the Department of Educational Studies at the 
University of British Columbia and an Associate Professor in the Faculty 
of Education at Simon Fraser University.

I am entering a story that started at the beginning of time and was 
supposed to have ended over a century ago through colonial efforts under-
taken by the Government of Canada and Christian religious institutions 
that endeavored to carry a tacit and explicit agenda of genocide.2 My friend 
Txeemsim (the Nisg̱a’a supernatural trickster character) says: ‘Our story 
hasn’t ended, we are still here and we are reclaiming, re- righting, and revi-
talizing our languages, cultures, knowledge(s), and stories’. In this chapter, 
I share the emerging story of the House of Ni’isjoohl’s efforts to repatriate 
the Ni’isjoohl pole (colonially referred to as the ‘Small Hat pole’) from the 
National Museum in Edinburgh, Scotland.
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Our context

It is important to share further information on our political, cultural, 
linguistic and geographic context for those who are outside of our 
Motherlands. Our collective story starts over 10,000 years ago and con-
tinues into the present. The Nisg̱a’a Nation is currently comprised of four 
main villages (Lax̱g̱alts’ap, Gingolx, Gitlaxt’aamiks, and Gitwinksihlkw) 
surrounding K’alii-Aksim Lisims (Nass River) in northwestern British 
Columbia (BC). It is governed by the Nisg̱a’a Lisims Government under 
the Nisg̱a’a Constitution, which follows our ayuuḵ (ancestral laws and 
protocols). The Nisg̱a’a Constitution stems from a modern treaty with 
the Government of Canada and the Province of British Columbia.3 The 
Nisg̱a’a Nation also has three ‘urban locals’ that are located in cities in BC. 
with high Nisg̱a’a populations (Terrace, Prince Rupert and Vancouver). 
The ‘urban locals’ are recognised under the Nisg̱a’a Constitution by oper-
ating as non-profit organisations with mandates to provide political rep-
resentation to the Nisg̱a’a Lisms government and promote individual, 
family and community wellness for Nisg̱a’a citizens outside of the Nation’s 
traditional territories.

The Nisg̱a’a Nation is a matrilineal society that is socially organised into 
four tribes: Frog, Wolf, Killer Whale, and Eagle. Since time immemorial, 
every Nisg̱a’a citizen is born into one of these tribes and is also a member 
of a Wilp, or House (a grouping of extended family members in the 
same tribe). Each Wilp has its own Sigidimhaanaḵ’ (Matriarchs), Simgigat 
(Chiefs), territories, rights, history, stories, songs, dances, traditions, and 
totem poles.4 The Nisg̱a’a language is the language of our ancestors and 
like most Indigenous languages in the world, it is considered critically 
endangered with approximately 5% Nisg̱a’a people who are fluent speak-
ers.5 Significant efforts have been made in the last forty years to revitalise 
our language, and the Nisg̱a’a carving tradition is being revived.6 The 
repatriation of the Ni’isjoohl pole is a part of a larger research project that 
aims to explore the philosophy and pedagogical practices of the Nisg̱a’a 
carving tradition as a form of knowledge production and transmission that 
includes the repatriation and carving of a new pst’aan (totem pole) in the 
Nisg̱a’a language.7

Engaging Indigenous storywork methodology

Within the field of Indigenous education, it is preferable to use the term 
‘story’ or ‘traditional story’ (as opposed to legend or myth). In a previous 
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publication written in collaboration with Dr Jeannie Kerr, we explain the 
significance of Indigenous stories as forms of knowledge. We state: 

In the 1997 Delgamuukw decision of the Supreme Court of Canada Chief 
Justice Lamar recognized in law that oral histories both embody historical 
knowledge and express cultural values. As more Indigenous communities 
work toward protecting and revitalizing Indigenous knowledges, we have 
also chosen to reframe and reposition these incredible sources of knowledge 
as stories. We do so in order to move away from any misunderstandings 
about the power and truths that are embedded in our stories.8

Hereditary Nuu-chah-nulth Chief Richard Atleo further explains that the 
‘Indigenous stories are also not considered metaphorical or representa-
tional understandings, but embodied truths from place that transcend a 
binary of spiritual and empirical understanding.’9

I am deeply grateful for the mentorship and reciprocity that I received 
from Q’um Q’um Xiiem, Dr Jo-ann Archibald, who generously shared 
her oral teachings with me throughout our time together on Musqueam 
territory. Her oral teachings and texts have allowed me to engage with 
her Indigenous Storywork (ISW) methodology for a number of years 
now.10 In particular, Q’um Q’um Xiiem’s foundational book, Indigenous 
Storywork: Educating the Heart, Mind, Body and Spirit, conceptualises ISW 
and discusses the ways of working with stories in Indigenous education 
and research through key ISW principles of respect, responsibility, rev-
erence, reciprocity, holism, inter-relatedness, and synergy. Q’um Q’um 
Xiiem’s work is of particular salience because it embraces stories and story-
telling as a research methodology that intertwines with Indigenous theory 
and provides a holistic perspective in furthering understandings of the 
process that allows me to develop meaning from Nisg̱a’a adaawaḵ (oral 
histories and storytelling), knowledge and ayuuḵ (protocols).

My engagement with ISW allows me to engage with you (the reader) 
by detailing my connections to the research study through my personal 
experience story-based narrative. Ultimately, I aim to do as Q’um Q’um 
Xiiem has carefully taught me to: to think and feel with stories, in contrast 
to thinking about stories, so they can become the teacher. Fundamental to 
Indigenous Storywork are ethics and relationality, which she discusses in 
her work through cultural values of respect, responsibility, reciprocity, and 
reverence, learned through her Stó:lō Elders. I worked with these values 
to guide my relationships with collaborators; and as part of my analysis 
to derive meaning from the practices that support ethical relationships 
for the enactment of Sayt K’iĺim Goot (unity) methodology and theo-
retical framework, which I will share with you next. I specifically followed 
Nisg̱a’a ayuuḵ (protocols) by: respecting our Sigidimhaanaḵ’ (Matriarchs), 
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Simgigat (Chiefs) and the Nisg̱a’a Ayuuḵ Department’s decisions on the 
ways that they chose to be acknowledged for their contributions in this 
chapter (please see the next section for further details). Our collaboration 
process included communicating orally so I could listen to their guid-
ance and teachings throughout the writing process in Zoom meetings 
and on the telephone for this chapter (due to COVID restrictions for 
in-person meetings). I also provided opportunities for our Sigidimhaanaḵ’ 
(Matriarchs), Simgigat (Chiefs) and the Nisg̱a’a Ayuuk

¯
 Department to 

review multiple draft versions of the chapter for their written revisions 
and oral feedback. In terms of authorship, Sigidimnaḵ’ Ksim Sook’ (Nita 
Morven) from the Nisg̱a’a Ayuuḵ Department advised me to show rever-
ence to ‘our Elders without whom we will not be able to write anything 
about our culture’.11

Indigenous stories have a unique circular structure that are different 
from most Western stories. Indigenous stories can begin somewhere in the 
middle and end somewhere in the beginning or even stop quite abruptly 
to be returned to another time by an Elder (when the learner is ready). 
Stories often have implicit meanings and Q’um Q’um Xiiem reminds us 
that it is up to the learner or story listener to find the theories embedded 
in stories. Thus, it is up to the story listener to untangle the different layers 
of metaphor, analysis, and teachings that exist in a story. Q’um Q’um 
Xiiem’s work helps us to think about the power of Indigenous stories to 
educate and transform the heart, body, mind and spirit of listeners within 
Indigenous and educational contexts.

Sayt K’iĺim Goot methodology/theoretical approach

I work with ISW to complement a Sayt K’iĺim Goot (unity based) meth-
odology/theoretical approach to guide my on-going research collabora-
tions with our Nation.12 A Sayt K’iĺim Goot methodology/theoretical 
approach ensures Nisg̱a’a knowledge, language, and ayuuḵ (values and 
protocols) are consistently embedded in the work that I am undertak-
ing through the guidance and wisdom of our Ancestors, Matriarchs and 
Chiefs and Knowledge Holders. 

As a Nisg̱a’a researcher, educator, and most importantly, an emerg-
ing language learner, I understand the vital importance of ensuring that 
research with our Nation is undertaken using Indigenous methodologies 
to ensure that I/we are upholding a Nisg̱a’a vision for education and self-
determination purposes.13 Indigenous methodologies centre: Indigenous 
ways of knowing, doing, being and feeling in the knowledge-making pro-
cess; address the educational, cultural, social and political priorities of 
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engaging Indigenous communities in research; and play a pivotal role 
in the decolonisation and self-determination processes underway in 
Indigenous communities. Particular attention was given to creation of a 
Sayt K’iĺim Goot methodology, which informs the research design from 
the pre-research phase and continues with our work to repatriate the 
Ni’isjoohl pole. Nisg̱a’a Ayuuḵ (protocol and law) researcher, Sigidimnaḵ’ 
Ksim Sook’ (Nita Morven) shares that ‘Sayt K’iĺim Goot’ is the Nisg̱a’a 
word for unity meaning all together-of one-heart. Sigidimnaḵ’ Angaye’e 
(Matriarch Shirley Morven) adds: ‘Not as much growth and advance-
ment occur when some people don’t work with the rest of the group. It’s 
important for everybody to work together no matter what their skills’.14 
Sigidimnaḵ’ Ksim Sook’ (Nita Morven) shares that another vital element 
of Sayt K’iĺim Goot occurs ‘When we talk with and treat one another with 
mutual respect’.15

There are many people who are upholding Sayt K’iĺim Goot to support 
our efforts to repatriate the Ni’isjoohl pole. I am grateful for the guidance, 
support, and teachings from Sigidimnaḵ’ Ha Gweeith (Matriarch Aunty 
Louise McNeil), Sim’oogit Ni’isjoohl (Chief Earl Stevens), Sim’oogit 
Ts’aawit (Chief Calvin McNeil) and all our house members from the 
Wilps Ni’isjoohl. In addition, I am appreciative to: co-investigator 
Wal’aks (Keane Tait) from the House of Axdii Wil Luu-Gooda; collabo-
rations with Sim’oogit (Chief) Duuḵ (William Moore) from Wilps Duuḵ; 
Sigidimnaḵ’ Angaye’e (Shirley Morven). The project is in partnership with 
the Lax̱g̱alts’ap Village Government in the Nisg̱a’a Nation. I am fortunate 
to receive protocol guidance from Nisg̱a’a Lisims Government Ayuuk16 
Department (in particular Ksim Sooḵ’s, and Nita Morven from the House 
of Axdii Wil Luu-Gooda). Recently, I have received advice on totem pole 
repatriation from Dr Sue Rowley and Dr Jill Baird from the Museum 
of Anthropology and the University of British Columbia. The project is 
also supported from a Social Science and Humanities Research Council 
of Canada: New Frontiers in Research Grant. My hands are held high to 
our research team: Dr Ching Chui Lin, Quincy Wang, and Winslow O. 
Edwards.  

Re-righting and re-writing history: an unexpected request 
from Sim’oogit Ni’isjoohl (Chief Earl Stephens)

I found myself going for an unexpected visit to my Sim’oogit Ni’isjoohl’s 
(Chief Earl Stephens) home almost three years ago. I had found some sen-
sitive spiritual information about our Wilp (House of Ni’isjoohl) in our 
archives while doing research for a Nisg̱a’a language revitalisation project 
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that I was undertaking with the Nisg̱a’a Lisims government. I went to 
speak with him to share news about my findings and to ask if I could look 
for any other information that would be helpful for our Wilp (House) 
member’s knowledge. 

Sim’oogit Ni’isjoohl surprised me by asking if there were any funds 
available from the Nisg̱a’a language revitalisation grant to help us raise 
a replica house pole at our upcoming feast in four months’ time. The 
replica Ni’isjoohl pole had already been carved based on photos of the 
original Ni’isjoohl pole (colonially referred to as the ‘Small hat pole’) that 
had been taken from our ancient Nisg̱a’a village of Ank’idaa and sold to 
the Royal Scottish Museum (now National Museum of Scotland), where 
it remains today. However, Sim’oogit Ni’isjoohl explained that further 
funding was needed for the pole to be brought to life and physically 
raised. I let him know that the funds were already targeted for our Nisg̱a’a 
language revitalisation work. I offered to find additional funding for our 
pole but I was worried it might take time to secure a new grant. Sim’oogit 
Ni’isjoohl agreed and then asked me to look for any information (par-
ticularly the meaning of some of the names) that were connected to the 
original Ni’isjoohl pole in Scotland.

He further explained that a Nisg̱a’a delegation had done a tour search-
ing for Nisg̱a’a belongings through European museums shortly before the 
ratification of the Nisg̱a’a Final Agreement, which has provisions for the 
access and repatriation of Nisg̱a’a cultural ‘artefacts’ and heritage.17 The 
Museum officials told our delegation that it was too old to be moved. 
However, when I started doing research into the Ni’isjoohl pole, I observed 
that the pole was moved when the museum had undergone renovations, 
which leads me to believe that the pole can be moved and that it continues 
to generate revenue for the institution.18

Dusting off the evidence

When I began reviewing the ethnographic research, I learned that colonial 
ethnographer Marius Barbeau had taken the pole in 1929 and had docu-
mented information on the crests represented in the pole.19 Kerr provides 
details on the acquisition of the Ni’isjoohl pole by the Royal Scottish 
Museum.20 He states: 

In connection with this acquisition, the Museum is indebted firstly to the 
Government of Canada, for permission to remove the pole from that coun-
try; and secondly and more particularly to Mr. Marius Barbeau, of the 
National Museum of Canada, for his services in arranging the purchase 
of the pole. The pole was erected some 70 or 80 years ago at the village of 
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Angyada21, on the lower Nass River, British Columbia. It was amongst the 
oldest in the country, no poles being known which are more than about 
80 years old.* The pole was the property of Neestsawl, a chief of the Nass, 
and head of a family of the Raven phratry (Kanhada). It was erected as a 
memorial to Tsawit, a chief in the family of Neestsawl, soon after he had 
been killed in a raid by the Tshimshian against the Niska of the lower Nass. 
Tsawit was next in line to the head-chief Neestsawl, who was one of the 
wealthiest chiefs of the Nass; consequently one of the finest poles was set up 
in his memory.22

I received my bachelor’s degree in Anthropology and Political Science. 
I can still recall reading textbooks, where dead white men like Marius 
Barbeau were upheld as prominent patriarchal figures in northwest coast 
anthropology. He was touted as ‘exemplary’ for his work in ‘salvage’ 
anthropology. Barbeau was very prominent in my undergraduate educa-
tion and I knew to be sceptical of figures like him. However, to find a 
little under three years ago that it was Barbeau who removed our house 
pole, is still quite astonishing. In reviewing Barbeau’s work, it is clear that 
his construction of culture and knowledge came from his positionality 
as a Eurocentric, male employee of the Canadian government. As Roe 
states:

Barbeau’s ethnographic work powerfully undermined the Nisg̱a’a and their 
efforts to assert their sovereign rights. Indeed, the public’s perception of 
Nisg̱a’a strength and sovereignty was compromised by a leading academic 
who confines authentic Indigenous culture within a vanished past.23

I recognise, even as a Nisg̱a’a scholar who is undertaking decolonising 
work in the academy, that I/we continue to be the inheritor(s) of the 
ungrievable and inhumane misdeeds committed in the quest for knowl-
edge, power, land dispossession and colonial violence that has been enacted 
by deceased Mismaaksgum’gat (White men) in our disciplines (whether 
that be Scottish Studies, Education, or Anthropology). At the same time, 
I recognise that I/we are also the transformers to a complex colonial gift, 
one that has preserved certain aspects of our memory, our cultural belong-
ings and ways of life. The Settler gaze inherent in this gift has also created 
a mountain of harmful and erroneous knowledge, practices, and inter-
generational trauma that I/we continue to be impacted by. This requires 
that I continue working with my Nation to challenge the ethnographic 
record in order to reclaim, re-right, and re-write our stories in support 
of our basic human rights, dignity and inherent self-determination that 
has existed since time immemorial and was intentionally erased from the 
historical record to support Canadian government attempts to commit 
cultural genocide.
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The significance of the Ni’isjoohl pole as a ‘belonging’

It is also important to signal a discursive, epistemological and ontologi-
cal shift to explain my use of the term ‘belonging’ in this chapter. I was 
deeply moved by the c̓əsnaʔəm exhibit (2015) which focused on the his-
tory of c̓əsnaʔəm, an ancient Musqueam village and burial ground that is 
located in what is colonially referred to as the ‘City of Vancouver, British 
Columbia’. Musqueam community leaders who led the exhibit process 
intentionally use the term ‘belongings’ to replace the more commonly-
used Eurocentric terms ‘objects’ or ‘artefacts.’ According to Musqueam 
scholar, Jordan Wilson: ‘The use of “belongings” reinforces the ongoing 
connection our community has both the place and the things taken from 
it’. He further explains:  

I became aware our use of belongings is more than a strategic response to 
Western/settler discourses and the disconnect caused by it. The use of the 
term emphasizes the contemporary Musqueam connection to the tangible 
things themselves, but it also conveys that Musqueam have always been the 
carriers of these belongings’ intangible qualities, including knowledge about 
the power they continue to hold, how they should be cared for, what should 
be said about them, how they should be presented (if at all), and how they 
fit into our ways of seeing the world.24 

As a priceless belonging, the Ni’isjoohl pole helps to tell the relationship of 
our House to the land and with all living and spiritual beings within our 
Ango’oskw (House territory) since time immemorial, and which will con-
tinue into generational cyclical perpetuity. Traditionally, one type of pole 
was carved and raised to tell the adaawaḵ (story) of ownership, jurisdic-
tion, land title, and history of the place names for the four Nisg̱a’a tribes 
and subsequent Houses. The destruction, theft, or removal of most pre-
contact Nisg̱a’a house poles leaves many Nisg̱a’a people unfamiliar with 
the stories, history, and traditional place names that are associated with our 
visual archive, which serves as a form of cultural sovereignty connected to 
Nisg̱a’a cultural identity and nationhood. According to Sim’oogit (Chief) 
Duuḵ:  

When we don’t have the poles standing there, how can we show our young 
people the importance of our tribal system if we don’t have the poles repre-
senting the four main tribes? Our clan histories (adaawak) left us along with 
our poles. As a consequence, family stories as represented on the poles could 
not be passed on to the new generations.25

The poles themselves have significant knowledge in them. They are a living 
constitutional and visual archive for us. Each Wilp (House) pole represents 
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a chapter in the Nisg̱a’a peoples’ cultural sovereignty to the land since time 
immemorial. Our oral history confirms some of Barbeau’s notes on the 
pole.26 The Ni’isjoohl pole is a memorial pole, which tells the story of an 
ancestor, Ts’waawit, who was a warrior and was next in line to be chief.27 
Ts’waawit was killed in a conflict with our neighboring Nation. My great, 
great, great, grandmother Joanna Moody had the pole carved and erected 
in his honour in the 1860s (Figure A.1). It was carved by Oyay, a prolific 
Nisg̱a’a carver at the time. As Sim’oogit Duuḵ has alluded to, we need our 
poles to serve as a living curriculum for our next generation of children so 
they can continue learning our oral history and our tribal way of life.

Belongings taken during a time of duress: a colonial storm

Like other territories, Canada was colonised to secure access to raw 
materials and commodities for the French and later, the British. When 
the French and British subsequently settled into ‘Canada’, the coloni-
alist enterprise created the Indian Act in 1876 which was one of the 
key pieces of genocidal legislation implemented by the Government 
of Canada.  The  Indian Act aims to assimilate Indigenous people into 
Canadian society while exterminating Indigenous identity, language, cul-
ture, governance, inherent rights and territories for resource extraction 
and settlement to support Canadian ‘sovereignty’. The Nisg̱a’a Nation is 
no longer governed by the Indian Act due to the ratification of the Nisg̱a’a 
Final Agreement (2000), however most First Nations remain under its 
control. 

Figure A.1 The original Ni’isjoohl house pole in the ancient Nisg̱a’a village of Ank’idaa 
before it was taken by colonial ethnographer Marius Barbeau.
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In 2019, the Royal British Columbia Museum in Victoria, BC cre-
ated an official policy that enables Indigenous communities to repatriate 
belongings or ancestral remains that were acquired by the museum during 
the anti-potlatch ban years (1885–1951) due to their acquisition having 
taken place during a time of duress.28 During those years, the federal 
government banned potlatch ceremonies (through an amendment to the 
Indian Act of 1884). Feasts were important cultural, social, spiritual, legal, 
and economic gatherings where valuable gifts were given to witnesses to: 
show generosity, respect and care for the community; honour important 
life events; act as a legal system of land registry; strengthen community 
& Nation-to-Nation relationships; support Nisg̱a’a pedagogical teachings 
as ‘Total Way of Life’ and consequently elevate status, to name a few of 
this ceremony’s important functions.29 According to Collison, Bell and 
Neel: ‘The government saw the [potlach] events as anti-Christian and a 
waste of “personal property”, with “offenders” facing confiscation of their 
treasures as well as imprisonment’.30 Other forms of duress during this era 
also included: the devastating implementation of the Indian Residential 
school system to ‘kill the Indian in the child’;31 industrialisation leading to 
economic marginalisation; and foreign epidemics which devastated 90% 
or more of Indigenous Nations in BC. During the same time, Christian 
missionaries integrated themselves within the remaining Indigenous com-
munities with the goal of converting Indigenous Peoples to Christianity.  

Within the Nisg̱a’a context, missionaries evangelically invaded the 
Nass Valley and, for the most part, forced us to let go of our priceless cul-
tural family belongings and possessions. According to the Nisg̱a’a Lisims 
Government (2021), the missionaries came to our Motherlands:

[P]roclaiming an uncompromising message: Accept the terms of the new 
religion and order or face eternal damnation. Nisg̱a’a people were often 
coerced into giving up their regalia and possessions. Some gave up (or sold) 
these items freely, as a sign of good faith. Many items were destroyed. Some 
were sold willingly, or given as gifts. Some were kept by missionaries or sold 
to traders, who in turn sold them to museums and private collectors.32 

In a recent meeting I had the honour to attend on 17 June 2021 with 
respected Lax̱g̱alts’ap hereditary Chiefs and village government officers, 
Sim’oogit Duuḵ shares an important story that details the colonial storm 
that occurred when the Ni’isjoohl pole and many other Nisg̱a’a house 
poles were acquired unethically by Marius Barbeau:

So the communities were perceived [by outsiders] to be virtually abandoned 
from June, July to August. The Nisg̱a’a Peoples would go and work in the 
canneries processing salmon; or go gathering for our annual seasonal hunt-
ing, fishing and food harvesting. This meant that for many weeks of the 
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year, our people had to leave their dwellings. The villages weren’t occupied, 
so people would come around. As a result, our villages became easy targets 
for settlers, collectors and wayward anthropologists. People started coming 
back in September. It was during that period that people were going to 
houses, taking stuff and selling it to whoever comes around. That is when 
those poles at the villages of Ank’idaa and Git’iks (and all of our other com-
munities) were taken down. They were sold, they weren’t taken. They were 
not sold by the original owners. The original owners had no knowledge that 
they were sold until they came home. A similar situation occurred when 
our Nisg̱a’a children were kidnapped by Indian agents (always accompanied 
by the RCMP) to residential schools. The parents had no idea where their 
children were going and if they would ever come back. When people arrived 
here, they cut those [ancient] poles across the river in Ank’idaa. They put 
them in the water in the form of a flat raft. There were people who were 
already living here [in the Village of Laxgalt’sap]. People were lined up along 
the beach. It was a solemn time for them because in effect they were saying 
good-bye to our culture [in many ways]. They were reluctant to allow the 
poles to go in the first place. The individuals that came and purchased them, 
they had missionaries behind them saying “let them go, let them go. It is 
heathenism.” But one of the Chiefs spoke. He said “It is not going to be a 
smooth trip. It is not going to go as smoothly as you think. That’s when they 
towed the raft down river. They had to wait for the barge and to tie it at Nass 
Harbour over night to wait. That very evening a storm grew, a real wicked 
storm. All those cedar poles, they banged together, rubbed together up and 
down together [in the water]. By day break they lost half of the poles. They 
were just smoothed logs with no crests on them. They ended up paying for 
the logs, the rest were so badly damaged you couldn’t tell the crest figures 
on them. That was the protection from the Chiefs. I have shared this story 
many times.33

Sim’oogit Ni’isjoohl affirms the story shared by Sim’oogit Duuḵ by stat-
ing: ‘No one would sell their own pole, the Ni’isjoohl pole was stolen and 
sold.’34

Although there are ambiguities that have yet to be resolved from 
Barbeau’s records regarding the acquisition of the pole, it is clear from 
Sim’oogit Ni’isjoohl’s and Sim’oogit Duuḵ’s oral testimony that the pole 
was sold illegally and without the consent of our House. We do know that 
the pinnacle of what was ultimately unethical and often illegal collecting 
occurred between the 1850s to the 1950s,35 and thus coincides with 
Marius Barbeau’s acquisition of the Ni’isjoohl Pole in 1929. I learned 
from Sim’oogit Duuḵ’s story that many Nisg̱a’a belongings were taken 
during a time of duress due to Christian coercion, which ultimately dem-
onstrates the lack of choice that was available to our ancestors to retain 
most of our belongings during the anti-potlatch ban era. However, I am 
appreciative of the resiliency, strength and perseverance that our ances-
tors possessed as they struggled to hold onto our way of life and language 
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under such oppressive conditions. I also marvel about the oral history 
that is carried forward to provide an important memory of the colonial 
storm that took the Ni’isjoohl pole to Scotland. Our oral history confirms 
the Scottish shipping crew’s report of the bad spiritual ‘juju’ they expe-
rienced when they attempted to leave the Nass with our priceless family 
belongings.36 

The repatriation of poles, such as the Ni’isjoohl pole (Figure A.2), 
has the potential to reinforce the Nisg̱a’a Peoples’ self-governance, pride, 
memory, and cultural sovereignty. The legal, social, political, and eco-
nomic relationships concerning the title and governance of Nisg̱a’a lands 
has an uneasy, often conflict-laden quality despite the Nisg̱a’a Final 
Agreement, legal precedents,37 and recognition of Indigenous rights by 
the United Nations, Canada, and the Province of British Columbia.38 
The Nisg̱a’a Peoples continue to reconfigure our governance through 
the Nisg̱a’a Final Agreement and the Nisg̱a’a ayuuk to regain control 
and knowledge of culturally significant places and resources. However, 
Canada’s expectation that Indigenous communities should delineate 
exclusive control of territories to a single Nation exacerbates preexist-
ing tensions in overlapping territorial relationships with neighbouring 
Nations.39 Thus, it is my hope that the larger research project will serve as 
form of cultural mediation with the return of the Ni’isjoohl pole to sup-
port our self-determination process. 

At present, the fact that only one totem pole, the Haisla G’psgolox 
pole,40 has ever been successfully repatriated from a European museum 
heightens the complexity of our research and repatriation journey.41 We 
also recognise that the repatriation process is multifaceted, requiring fur-
ther internal conversations among our house members, additional research 
and political advocacy. In 2020, like the rest of the world, we were deeply 
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic; which has prevented a much-
needed trip to the Canadian Museum of History in Ottawa to review 
Barbeau’s documentation on the acquisition of the Ni’isjoohl pole. As 
Sim’oogit Duuḵ emphasises: ‘The burden of proof should not be on us to 
demonstrate our ownership. It should be on the museums to prove how 
they have come to own our poles and cultural belongings’.42 However, 
there is much work to be done in the repatriation process. Repatriation is 
costly and the onus is still unfortunately placed on Indigenous communi-
ties to come up with the necessary funding to repatriate our belongings 
and ancestral remains at this point in time. We are fortunate to have 
secured enough funding for a delegation from the House of Ni’isjoohl to 
travel to Scotland in 2022 to view the Ni’isjoohl pole,43 assess its physical 
condition and begin Nation-to-Nation discussions with officials about its 
repatriation.  
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Figure A.2 The Ni’isjoohl pole (‘Memorial pole’) in the National Museum of Scotland, 
Edinburgh. Image © National Museums Scotland.
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As recent rights-based policies and museum best practices in recent 
years illuminate,44 the process of repatriation is ultimately up to Indigenous 
Peoples to control at all times with the technical and logistical assistance 
of the Museum. At this point in time, we would like to signal our desire 
to create a respectful relationship with the National Museum of Scotland 
in hopes of creating a strong spirit of collaboration and good will when 
we arrive in Edinburgh. We have been fortunate to receive support from 
our local Member of Parliament, the Anglican Church in Edinburgh, and 
members of the Canadian public.45 We appreciate your solidarity and sup-
port as we take our next steps forward with our repatriation efforts. We 
look forward to seeing you in Scotland. That is the story of the original 
Ni’isjoohl pole as I understand it from the guidance and wisdom of our 
respected hereditary Chiefs and Matriarchs, for now . . . 
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