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William Barraclough: This recording is a repeat presentation of an address delivered before 
Nanaimo Historical Society by Mr. D. N. Radcliffe in the lecture room of the Centennial 
Museum, Tuesday, April the 21st, 1970. Mr. Radcliffe subject was entitled "People of the 
cedar" wherein he emphasise the art of canoe making by the West Coast Indians. His 
address was illustrated by an overhead projector, using transparencies to reflect on the 
screen drawings and designs of various styles of dugout canoes. 
 
Mr. [D. E. O. L. Sharm] stated Mr. Radcliffe was a professional forester upon introducing 
him to the gathering and Dr. R. E. Forrester extended the thanks of all those present for the 
interesting and informative address, remarking "As one Forrester to another forester". 
 
Mr. Radcliffe, you're on. 
 
Radcliffe: Since [Don's] not here I should probably tell you just a wee bit about myself. I'm a 
forester by profession. I graduated from the University of British Columbia in 1950. Since 
that time, I've worked at various forestry jobs on Vancouver Island, principally in Port 
Alberni and Nanaimo.  
 
The interest I have in the subject we'll speak about tonight, canoe making, is a fairly recent 
one of mine. And it all started about 1966 when my daughter was at the University of British 
Columbia studying, at that time, anthropology which dealt with the Indians of the Pacific 
North West Coast. On one weekend when she came home, she bought us a good number 
of books on the subject and I- while she was out, I thumbed through them and was rather 
fascinated by some  of the Indian crafts, particularly pictures of Indian canoes. And since 
I'm a bit of  a wood carver, I thought it would be an excellent idea to look for appropriate 
pictures on which to model canoes which I could carve. 
 
Now I found this was not a particularly simple thing, because the more I looked for pictures 
and information about Indian canoes, I found that there was no one particular source that 
was completely satisfactory. This whetted my appetite and over the past three or four years 
I have delved into all kind of places: museums, archives, historical societies, in Victoria, 
Vancouver, UBC, Portland, and I've talked to a good number of individuals in the Queen 
Charlotte Islands and out on the west coast of Vancouver Island.  
 
Now, my subject matter is actually extracted from a larger body of material which I call 
"People of the cedars" which deals with the Indians craftsmanship in their complete use of 
cedar; this would be house making, plank making, totems, and also canoes. But tonight I 
would just like to talk about the canoe making because it's a source, or it's a subject unto 
itself. Most of the material I will present to you I think comes from that period of our history 
when the Indians were first contacting the white man, when they suddenly had a ready 



source of steel instruments, or rather iron instruments, with which to do their woodworking. 
And it's the period before the full impact of white civilization decimated the people with 
disease and alcohol. 
4:27  
Now at the point of history we're talking about, there were probably between 50,000 and 
60,000 Indian people on the coast, between the Columbia River and Alaska. Most of these 
Indian settlements were gathered about our chief rivers and our deep bays. Now here was a 
people that was beautifully attuned to their environment. There was ample food, and there 
was ample material for them to make their shelters. All they needed was some form of 
transportation, with which to get about between the coastal inlets and rivers and to visit their 
various tribal communities. 
 
The cedar tree - that is, the red cedar - was a completely ideal material for this purpose. It 
was easy to work; it was straight grained, it split easily, and for the canoe maker with his 
primitive tools, he could work it quite effectively. Of course this is an ideal subject for a 
forester, because as you know, the cedar is the Cinderella species in our trade. And we're 
always trying to promote some use - further use - for cedar. 
 
I have a number of slides which will show you the typical characteristic canoe hull forms, 
that took probably a number of centuries to evolve. Now the first slide I'd like to show you is 
the familiar linguistic chart. Now the only thing here that is important is to show you the 
areas that developed the highly stylized canoe forms. The Haida, on the Queen Charlotte 
Islands, developed the Northern Style. The Haida canoe was used by  a number of the 
northern tribes: the Tsimshian, the Tlingits, and the Bella Coolas. On the west side of 
Vancouver Island the Nootkas formed their distinctive canoe style, which is quite different in 
all respects from the Haida. And this was taken up by the people of the Columbia - the 
Chinooks, the Makahs on the Olympic Peninsula, and to some degree the Southern 
[Kwakiutl?]. 
 
The great number of tribes of the Chinook Nation didn't have a distinctive style of their own; 
they took something from the Haida, and something from the Nootka canoes styles. And of 
course, their needs for canoes was somewhat different in that they were in sheltered water 
and didn't have to brave the high seas that the people of the Nootkas or the Haidas had to.  
 
Now, there are four distinct types of canoe used by the Indian. The first one would be 
classified as the hunting canoe, which normally was about 24-36 feet in length. Then there 
was the freight canoe, or travelling canoe, which was quite monstrous. This one would 
range from up to 56 to almost 60 feet by eight feet in width. Then there was the utility 
canoe, or women's canoe, which was a small, rough formed hull usually 12-24 feet long, 
taking two to four people. And then, in far off- in ancient times, there was a distinctive war 
canoe, and I'll show you pictures of this later.  
 



Slide two shows an archaic Nootka style. Now this canoe, as you can see, has a rather bird-
like prow, and it is beginning to evolve the modern canoe that the Nootkas were so famous 
for, which I now show you on slide three. The modern Nootka canoe has a long, rakish bow, 
which is very reminiscent of the Yankee Clipper ship which was so famous later on in the 
19th century. It's completely flat bottomed, both across and longitudinally. This is also 
known as the Chinook canoe because it was very widely used by the peoples around the 
Columbia River.  
 
There is a school of thought that feel that the Nootka canoe is derived from the Eskimo 
umiak, which is a skin and pole structure. There are many similarities in its construction and 
configuration.  
9:33  
Slide four shows a Haida hunting canoe. This is a long, sleek one, and as you'll notice 
there's a very great difference between that and the Nootka canoe. It has a high prow and a 
high stern, and the bow has a pronounced cutwater. These canoes are rounded in the 
bottom, were considerably crankier at sea, but were fast and under expert hands were 
excellent sea canoes.  
 
 
The next slide shows a Coast Salish. This type of canoe was used in the Gulf of Georgia. 
Now this is an archaic model which has some of the characteristics of Nootka, and some of 
Haida. They just didn't seem to know how to make up their minds.  
 
 
The next slide shows a modern Salish canoe, such as you would see in Totem Park here in 
Nanaimo. This, as you'll see, has the cutwater, which is characteristic of the Haida, but it 
has neither the high prow nor high stern of either Nootka or Haida. The lower picture is of a 
shovel nose. This is a long-snouted canoe which was used primarily for river travel, and 
variance of this were found in the Columbia River up to the Fraser.  
 
 
The next slide shows the rather cumbersome, archaic war canoe, and it is doubtful if any or 
at least very few white men ever saw this, because most of our information comes from 
models or from the tales of old men.  
 
 
The last slide in this series is a Haida archaic great canoe. We are not quite sure what the 
purpose of this one was, but it was probably the canoe of some great chief, and built for 
some such occasion as a ceremonial visit to one of his rivals, or the celebration of the son 
becoming a chief. 
 
 



Lets take a minute to consider the people that made the canoe: the canoe-makers. Now, 
most men in an Indian tribe in these days were practical wood-workers, but few 
of them were skilled enough to qualify as totem-carvers or canoe-makers. The canoe-maker 
was probably a commoner. He was well respected within the Indian community and he was 
well rewarded  for his efforts. He would have his own rituals, his own trade secrets, his 
songs, his dreams, and he was able to display minor crests. He would also have his own 
taboos. His crests would probably feature the woodpecker. The taboos I will tell you about 
as we go into the business of making a canoe. 
 
 
Now, my information on the making of a canoe is probably a composite of many of the 
coastal tribe methods. I have drawn heavily from the detailed description by George Hunt in 
1908, who did a great deal of work for Franz Boas, and his descriptions of canoe making 
both in English and in the Tlingit dialect are recorded in the Franz Boas journals, in the BC 
Archives. 
 
 
Now, slide number eight shows the tools with which the craftsman worked at his trade. The 
first is a d-adze, and this was typical of the tool used by the southern tribes. As you can see, 
it's a small hand tool with a typical D-shaped handle made out of wood. The blade would 
be of elk horn, clam shell, or jadeite, or some tough igneous rock, and perhaps even a 
prehistoric iron, for there was surprisingly enough a small supply of this coming to the coast 
from probably Siberia. 
14:13  
 
The next is an elbow-adze, which the long handle is typical of the northern tribes. Now in 
the transition areas, about where the Bella Coolas and the Northern [Kwakiutls?] live, both 
the d-adze the the elbow-adze were used.  
 
 
Now the last illustration on this slide shows a wedge, which was used for felling or splitting. 
It was made of yew wood hardened in a fire. The top of it was bound with a cedar withy to 
stop it splitting. Then to the left of that is a hammer, which is a rounded stone bound to a 
wooden handle by cedar withes or some animal sinew.  
 
The thing that I think most fascinates me about the Indian canoe is that the Indian canoe-
maker had no patterns, used no templates, no callipers or any other device to help him in 
keeping the thing symmetrical. The whole work is done by eye and when you 
measure an Indian canoe, probably 19 out of 20 times you'll find that it is 
completely symmetrical and both sides of the canoe balance.  
 
Now the first thing that the Indian canoe-maker had to do was select a tree. Now contrary to 
popular belief, the tree beside a stream or the sea was not a good tree for a 



canoe because it was heavy to- large branches which would give rise to big knots. He 
would normally go into the stand a considerable way to pick out a good, clean bowed tree, 
free of limbs. Now with his felling wedge and his hammer he would laboriously chisel this 
tree down.  
 
The very large trees- the Haida's at least had a very ingenious of felling trees. They would 
cut a large undercut at the base of the tree, and then they would rig a very primitive 
and flimsy scaffolding, the height to which they wanted to canoe to be, and they would cut 
another deep cut into the tree. They would insert wedges into the cut and then insert a pole 
into this. Then they would leave the tree for the weather to work and the wind to blow, and 
gradually the split which was started by the wedges would work itself down until the whole 
canoe blank fell to the ground. Now there was a very excellent reason for this: one was that 
they only had to do half the cutting that they would have had to do if they felled the tree 
completely, and the other one was that they always were in imminent danger of a large 
cedar tree hanging up among its neighbours so that they couldn't get it down. 
17:41  
I mentioned earlier that there were certain taboos that went with canoe making, and here 
we come to the first one. Now any canoe-maker that worth his salt, when he was selecting a 
tree, would be most scrupulous in observing celibacy, because if he were to dally with the 
ladies at this point, undoubtedly the tree he was cutting would have pocket rot in it. 
 
We now come to the first part of our manufacturing process of the canoe, and this is called - 
as we see in slide number ten - lifting up the head of the canoe. Starting at the butt end of 
the log, which will be the bow, our canoe-maker with his wedges and hammer laboriously 
shapes off and flattens the top of the log. He then takes all the sapwood from around the 
log and then rough shapes it to be sharpened at both ends.  
 
Now this part of the operation would be done in the summer time, and if our canoe maker 
found several good canoe-type trees, he would probably roughly blank out several. He 
would then wrap them up and with the aid of his friends would tow them to the village where 
the rest of the work in completing the canoe could be done at his leisure in the late fall or in 
the winter months.  
 
Now we come to the finer finish of the outside of the hull. First he would adze down the hull 
to get it even both sides. I said that he would not use any patterns or templates. He might 
use a cedar rope which he would mark the centre line, but this would be the only aid 
he would use. The next thing he must do is turn his canoe over and stake it up so that it 
would be steady.  
 
And we now come to the business of chopping out the interior. The first thing he must do, 
starting from the bow, is chop out the first block. This you can see in slide number 11. He 
measures one and a half  "stretches" - this is the length of man's outstretched arms once 



and a half again. Now with his marking wedge, he marks out the first block and then chops 
down deeply.  
 
The sequence of chopping out blocks - which you see in slide 11a - is quite important. He 
first does the block at the bow and then he goes to the stern. He will then taper in the blocks 
from the bow to where he has cut on either end, and then he will start chopping out the 
rough blocks down the whole length of the canoe.  
 
Now you don't just flail away with any old wedge. The canoe-maker had seven specialized 
wedges, and they each have their own names. Just to give you an idea of what they're all 
about, we can give you the names of some of them. The first one is "Starter of the end of 
the inside of the canoe". The second one is "Lifter of the end of the inside of the canoe". 
The third one is "One like the lifter of the end of the inside of the canoe" and so on down. 
The last one is the marker wedge, and this is the one he marks out his lines where he is 
going to chisel. 
 
Now the fining down of the inside of the canoe is rather a skilful business. In the illustration 
on slide 12 you will see a hand drill. This had a wooden handle and the blade is made from 
a bird's leg, or a filed down bone. It is rotated swiftly between the palms of the hand, and it 
is surprising in the soft cedar wood how quickly it will make a hole.  
 
The canoe-maker drills 47 holes along both sides of the hull and along the bottom. Into 
these holes he inserts burned hemlock twigs of the desired thickness of the desired 
thickness the canoe is to be. He then takes his adze and adzes down at each drill hole until 
he strikes the charred hemlock twig. He then knows he has reached the right depth. He 
does this at each drill hole, and when he has finished this, he adzes down between the drill 
holes a like thickness. And when he has finished adzing all over the canoe hull, he seals the 
47 holes by driving squared cedar pegs, with a stone, through the hull and then cutting them 
off on both sides flush with the sides. 
23:10  
Now slide 13 shows probably the most critical phase of the whole canoe making. This is 
called spreading the canoe - making the back wide. Now here, the canoe is filled- partially 
filled with water, something like 12 buckets of water. A roaring fire is built handy to the side 
of the canoe, and large stones are heated 'til they're almost red hot. These are tonged into 
the canoe to make the water boil. When the inside of the canoe is thoroughly warmed, 
canoe-maker splashes the hot water up and down the gunnels. He then lights a grass fire or 
a fire of cedar splints- fine cedar splints on the outside to get the whole wood thoroughly 
heated. When he feels that the wood is plastic enough, he then puts cedar spreaders in to 
spread the wood to the limits of its elasticity. When this is complete and he has spread the 
wood out as far as he wants, he lets it cool.  
 
Now here comes another of their taboos: no one must watch this operation, because if 
anyone sees the canoe-maker making the back wide, the canoe will surely split.  



 
Now this making the back wide has really a two-fold purpose. It gives the canoe-maker the 
maximum width of his vessel, and it also fines down the bow and stern symmetry, giving a 
very pleasing and graceful appearance to the complex curves. Now after the spreaders are 
in, the water is allowed to cool so that they wood will go back to its normal form.  
 
The next operation is to put the bow and stern pieces on. As you will see - and I can show 
you this in the earlier slides - both the Haida and the Nootka canoe have high-raised bows 
which are not part of the original log. The bow-piece and the stern-piece are carved from 
blocks of similar cedar. They are then fitted on to the gunnel of the hull with a spline joint. 
And the way the canoe-maker made them fit, he would mark the- or cover the gunnel with 
tallow and alder charcoal. And then he would fit the stern or bow block on, and wherever 
there was charcoal markings, he would adze it off and make it smooth. 
26:19  
When the fit was complete, he would bore holes into the block and into the hull, and tie the 
block down with cedar withes. There would also be four pegs on either side to hold it to 
the gunwales. The next operation would be to put the seats, or the thwarts. Now these were 
normally round poles of yew or maple or hemlock wood. Two holes were bored through the 
end of each thwart and two holes into the hull, with grooves, and the seat was tied in with 
cedar withes. The holes were covered over and the groove in which- which protected the 
cedar withes was covered over with pitch or tallow. 
 
Now we come to some of the finishing characteristics of the canoe. On the Nootka canoe 
you'll find what they call "scratch marks", and you can see these on slide 15. The scratch 
marks are three parallel lines on the bow and three on the stern. There are also scratch 
marks across the bow by the harpoon trough. Now normally these had secret significance, 
and we learned from one canoe maker on the west coast that the markings on the bow 
were designed to quieten the whale on the whale hunt, and those on the stern were there to 
calm the seas.  
 
Now both the Haida and the Nootkcan canoes have scratch marks along the gunwales. 
Sometimes one and sometimes as much as three. These scratch marks would be painted 
with a secret formula. One of the reasons for the scratch marks would be to prevent the 
canoe from cracking. A more practical reason would be to show ownership. A chief would 
have three scratch marks with his own colours, the sub chief, or second chief, would 
perhaps only have two.  
 
On the Nootka canoe, the long, rakish snout has a remarkable resemblance to a timber 
wolf. Now a good canoe-maker would not tell you exactly what that represented, but one 
canoe-maker on the west coast did say that the snout actually did represent the timber wolf. 
And this was the killer whale who used to go ashore in the guise of a wolf. The little 
undulation, or pimple on the throat of the canoe - the uvula - is a traditional marking of the 
Nootka canoe.  



One canoe-maker let it be known that when they were out whale hunting, they would drill a 
small hole in the uvula and crush a millipede and put it in there so that the whale would not 
smell man. 
 
The next slide we come to is 16, which shows the way we propel these canoes with 
paddles. Now the first one is your typical Nootkan canoe paddle, a small- a long taper. The 
next one is a Haida, then there's this typical Salish canoe. The last one is a river canoe with 
the notch in the bottom of the paddle. This had the very practical application of being able to 
push away branches or deadheads in the river.  
 
May of the paddles both used by Haidas and Nootkans and [Kwakiutls?] were beautifully 
decorated with painting or with carving. I have seen one paddle made by the Makah 
Indians of the Olympic Peninsula, which they coloured by using a hemlock fungus boiled in 
urine. The paddle was soaked in this solution for a considerable length of time, 
and then smoked over an alder fire. This gave it the most beautiful glossy black finish which 
apparently is quite permanent.  
 
One canoe that I have purposely omitted is the one that is most frequently seen in Nanaimo 
and other places nowadays, and that is the so-called war canoe, or racing canoe. This long, 
sleek craft really is derived from our modern racing shell, and as far as I can find, had no 
place in the prehistoric, or the early white contact period, of our history. The Indians simply 
did not make such a canoe in those days. 
31:36  
Barraclough: Mr. Radcliffe, at the meeting a question was asked about the Haida canoe: 
How many people would the Haida canoe carry, and what would be the tonnage, or the 
amount of cargo, or load capacity would it have?  
 
Radcliffe: Well, Reverend Collison [William Henry Collison] in his book "In the wake of the 
war canoe" makes mention of canoes capable of carrying 40 or 50 people, as well as two 
tonnes of freight. Now these are probably the same canoes that they marauding Haida's are 
reputed to have come down the coast as far as California. Now when they made these trips, 
undoubtedly a large party would come in each canoe, probably 30 or 40, so that you could 
see that maybe half a dozen of these canoes would form a very formidable war party.  
 
Barraclough: There was another question asked about the thickness of the canoe and the 
bottom. Would it be of the same thickness? 
 
Radcliffe: As far as I can find out, the sides and the bottom were of the same thickness; 
about the width of a man's forefinger for a large canoe seems to be a pretty good width 
of the side and bottom.  
 



Well now we've come to the end of our canoe-making experience. If we have observed our 
taboos, we should get a canoe such as we see on slide 17. Ladies and gentlemen, I have 
enjoyed my visit with you. I very much appreciate your kind attention tonight. Thank you. 
 
 
 
 
	


