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History

Port Essington, or Spoksuut, has a rich history. The rise (and fall) of the
salmon fishery town was part of a very busy period of development,
settlement and resource use between approximately 1870 and

1960. Therefore, its history cannot be understood as a series

of separate events. Rather, the events, people and places

were part of a dynamic situation emerging on the

North Coast of British Columbia.

Key historical events in this period included
the Omenica Gold Rush, the expansion of
the inland fur trade, the arrival of missionaries
(most notably, Anglican minister William
Duncan in 1858) and resource development
in the form of mining and forestry.

These events coincided with industrial

development, such as the opening of the —
salmon canneries at Port Essington on the
coast in 1871, the introduction of steamboat
travel on the river in 1864 and the surveying
and building of the telegraph lines (1866) and
railway (1909) - all of which contributed to
the introduction of lasting changes along the
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With the help of the people of Kitselas

and Kitsumkalum, by the 1900s, Robert
Cunningham had developed Port Essington
as one of the most important commercial,
economic centres of the North Coast of
British Columbia. During the height of the
summer salmon season, the town “swelled
to over 5,000 people - the largest population
of any settlement along the mainland coast
of British Columbia north of Vancouver.”

Before the development of Port Essington

as an economic centre, the location was
known by Tsimshian peoples as Spoksuut or
‘autumn camping place.’ In the colder months
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of the winter, coastal territories at the mouth
of the Skeena River and in Metlakatla Pass
would provide Kitselas access to seafood
resources such as cockles, clams and
mussels. And while Coast Tsimshian groups
made up the largest percentage of Port
Essington’s summer population, Kitselas and
Kitsumkalum were the only two Tsimshian
groups that had an official and permanent
settlement at Port Essington. This permanent
settlement was (and is) known as the Special
Reserve at Port Essington: however, the
town, like many industries in British Columbia,
experienced regular economic highs and
lows. Kitselas and Kitsumkalum, and other
Indigenous fishermen and women, continued
to live at and use the site as a main hub.
Since a series of fires in 1961 and 1965

that burned down most of Port Essington,
ownership of parcels of land continues,
despite now being a ghost town.

Top Left — Indian revival meeting at Port Essington.
Credit: BC Archives Photo #A-06191

Background — Port Essington; Cunningham’s Store
In Left Foreground. Credit: BC Archives Photo #A-04170
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Future

There are several parcels of land that
Kitselas will receive as part of the
proposed Treaty Settlement Lands.
Half of the Port Essington Indian
Reserve will be given to Kitselas
(the other half to Kitsumkalum).

Negotiators have secured the United
Church parcel that was in the middle of
the Port Essington Indian Reserve lands.
The parcel will be divided between
Kitselas and Kitsumkalum.

All Kitselas Treaty Settlement Lands,
like the parcels at Port Essington, will
be under our authority and jurisdiction.
Our government will have the authority
to make laws to govern everything that
happens on our lands and the activities
of our people and others on our lands.

Although the area has not been
developed since the fire in 1963,
the development of parcels and
resources at Port Essington will
need much restoration/clean-up
work, infrastructure development
and compliance with provincial
environmental conservancy laws.
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Land Use Plans

A formal Land Use Plan for the portion of
lands that Kitselas will receive has not been
developed; however, we can use previous
Kitselas Land Use Plans as guides to
understand what Kitselas Members envision
for their lands. The Land Use Plans are
meant to be used as living plans that can
change as the community’s needs develop,
change and become clearer. The Land Use
Plans offer the first step in consulting with
Kitselas to understand priorities.

The same principles that were identified
and are being used for other reserve and
future Kitselas Treaty Settlement Lands
can be applied to discussions regarding
Port Essington lands.
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Top — Kitselas Elder WIllfred Bennett Sr. shares about his
childhood in Port Essington. Credit: Kitselas Treaty Office.

Bottom — Port Essington poles.
Credit: Kitselas Treaty Office

Background — Port Essington.
Credit: BC Archives Photo #F-06150
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Potential Governance and Management Plans
for Treaty Lands at Port Essington

The British Columbia Park Act explains
that parks and areas managed under the
act and designated as ‘conservancy’ lands
must continue to be managed in such a
way that the diverse ecosystem of the area,
including wildlife and birds, are maintained.
Additionally, certain commercial, economic
activities are also excluded from being
developed on conservancy lands (see

Clause 10 of the British Columbia Park Act).

In addition to the requirements outlined in
the Kitselas Treaty and the British Columbia
Park Act, consideration should be given

to the responses received in the Kitselas
Port Essington Survey, which was
administered in November 2021. Of 16
responses received, ‘culture and heritage’
and ‘retreats and education’ were the top
two responses. Please see the graph below:

Kitselas Post Essington Survey - November 2021

If the Treaty is ratified, Kitselas and Kitsumkalum will each own lands at Port Essington
(i.e. no longer shared). Please check the boxes below that you feel are important in
deciding how we could best govern Port Essington lands for Kitselas Community.

When asked who should lead the day-to-day governance of the Port Essington lands,

the top two answers were:

1 All decisions should come to the community as a whole; and
2 A special committee comprised of community members, elected leadership

and hereditary leadership.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, this report recommends
for further consideration of Kitselas the
following recommendations:

1 To conduct an environmental assessment
of Kitselas Treaty Lands at Port Essington
to see the viability of Kitselas’ potential
plans for the development of areas as a
heritage/nature reserve.

2 To convene a working group of Kitselas
representatives to explore the governance
of the areas at Port Essington. This
working group would include Kitselas
members and elected and hereditary
leadership.

At the time of the release of this report,
the language in the Treaty was still under
negotiation. Chapter 12 — Parks and
Planning provides some direction.

3 Because there is an option to govern » —
these lands as fee simple parcels as
private land, Kitselas could designate
these parcels for Kitselas use only.
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Contact Us

4562 Queensway Drive @ 250-635-8882 kitselastreaty.ca
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