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Rebuilding
Haida Gwaii

Old Massett takes control

of primary schooling

from the ground up

Attempts to re-establish this connec-

tion to “place” in the village of Old Mas-

sett have been slow and sometimes

painful. As with many other First Nation

communities, the inhabitants’ self-suffi-

ciency gradually gave way to heavy reli-

ance on financial hand-outs from the

federal Department of Indian Affairs.

A significant competitor is the nearby

town of New Massett, a more economi-

cally viable centre based on fishing, log-

ging, as well as support services for a (soon

to be closed) National Defence Base. For

the most part, the residents of Old Mas-

sett use the public facilities in New Mas-

sett - stores, schools, community facilities

- a factor which prevented the growth of

any significant infrastructure in the old

town.

A loss of control over the educational

system threatened Old Massett’s cultural

survival still further. Until the 1960s, Old

Massett’s children were taught in “resi-

dential” schools. As for other First Na-
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O
ld Massett Village Council selected our firm, Acton Johnson Ostry

Architects, to act as prime consultants for the planning and design of a

new primary school to be located in Old Massett, a Haida community

on the northern tip of Haida Gwaii (Queen Charlotte Islands). No doubt our

previous experience in similar projects, as well as our keen interest in user- and

community-level participation, were significant factors in our engagement. The

project was to call heavily upon the members of the community not only at the

planning stage, but throughout the facility’s construction and eventual operation.

A HISTORY OF DISEMPOWERMENT

The village of Old Massett was established in the late nineteenth century as a

coalition of several more remote villages. Waves of epidemics had seriously

reduced the population of these previously self-sufficient villages. Concentrating

the population in one location was seen as the most expeditious way to control

the further spread of disease.

Needless to say, this relocation meant that many of the physical artifacts of the

culture were lost forever - longhouses, totems, etc., as well as the strong physical

attachment to the land and a sense of place.
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tions, this experience proved culturally

devastating, removing the children from

their homes and elders and subjecting

them instead to the foreign, European

teachings.

Once the province assumed responsi-

bility for Indian education, the commu-

nity of Old Massett tried on a number of

occasions to regain control of the educa-

tion of its youth. Its efforts failed due to

lack of funds, poor physical facilities, or to

the insufficient experience of the indi-

viduals involved.

As a result, children were bussed out

of town to the provincial public school.

The school has indeed made valiant at-

tempts to provide instruction in local lan-

guage and culture and to engage First

Nations teachers. However, there has al-

ways been some degree of resentment

because the Haida have not been in-

volved in the basic decision-making.

DESIGN FOR RENEWAL

In 1991, Old Massett Village Council

achieved a certain degree of political and

economic stability. Under the auspices of

a particularly enlightened school building

program of Indian and Northern Affairs

Canada (now unfortunately abandoned),

planning began on a new school. A pro-

gram was put into place which would en-

able the Village to begin to regain control

of its own education system. Design pro-

fessionals were engaged, and a thorough

study undertaken to analyze the role of

the school building within the overall

community. Together with the existing

Band office, a community multipurpose

facility, and a proposed health centre, the

school was to form part of a new village

centre.

Our firm’s participation on this project

was in the role of architects. We were

directly responsible for working with a

local steering committee to develop the

initial design of the building and to carry

it through to completion of construction.

We made a careful selection of sub-con-

sultants to work with us on the project.

Our experience indicated that consider-

ably more attention is involved in com-

pleting such a project than is traditionally

expected of consultants.

The steering committee with which

we worked most directly was repre-

sentative of the community, and included

village leaders, youth, and people directly

involved in the education programs.

Throughout the design process (which

lasted more than a year) the members of

this committee changed, creating some

difficulties in maintaining a sense of di-

rection.

Given the community’s interest in

maintaining the decision-making at a lo-

cal level, and the fact that we were dealing

with a culture other than our own, we

needed to establish a rapport with com-

munity members early on in the process.

For a week at the very preliminary design

stage, two of the firm’s principals set up

a small studio on site. There, community

members could voice their opinions as

they felt comfortable and in a setting in

which they were at ease.

It was time well-spent, for it enabled

us to become familiar with the desires of

the community at a deeper level. In addi-

tion, we were viewed as being to some

extent engaged in the community, rather

than as consultants “parachuted in” with-

out any real connection. We were always

welcomed heartily, and throughout the

project on many occasions participated in

festivities relating to this community un-

dertaking.

THE VISION

The dreams of the community were

gradually revealed through small-group

brainstorming sessions, community

meetings, one-on-one discussions, and

drawing sessions with the children. Once

frustrations were vented with regard to

local disempowerment, INAC regula-

tions, and funding limitations, there was

no shortage of practical ideas. Here is a

sample:

� a school capable of K-12 education.

� integration and display of art works.

� wood carving facilities.

� language training.

� sports facilities.

� gardens demonstrating traditional

plants and herbs.

� respect for the environment.

� recycling of materials.

� re-creation of the traditional village

form.

� appreciation of the sea.

Many ideas were not feasible within

the current context. But they demon-

strated clearly to us that we were not

dealing with a typical primary school pro-

gram.

The building form evolved as a strong

interpretation of the cultural values of the

community. This did not occur without

considerable controversy, however. Many

community members felt any new insti-

tutional building had to reproduce a tra-

ditional longhouse: a large, single volume,

heavy-timber building with a shallow

pitched gable roof, exhibiting a symmet-

ric gable end, with few openings, usually

The building form evolved as

a strong interpretation of the

cultural values of the commu-

nity. This did not occur with-

out considerable controversy,

however. Many community

members felt any new institu-

tional building had to repro-

duce a traditional longhouse.
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oriented towards the ocean, and with a

totem element centred on this facade.

It quickly became evident from our

research that assuming this form of build-

ing directly would not be sensible. For

one, a large single-volume space without

windows would not be suited to the more

complex program requirements of a mod-

ern school. The use of heavy timber as the

sole structural members would be too ex-

pensive and pose problems in making the

building weatherproof. Such a construc-

tion system could not meet today’s strin-

gent demands for climate control and

energy-efficiency. Finally, insensitive

planning in the past had already cost the

village an orientation towards the ocean.

After considerable discussion and nu-

merous redrafts, it was agreed that the

design would incorporate basic concepts

and elements of the longhouse in order to

reflect building traditions, but without

any direct replication. The facility would

reinterpret the culture for the next century and

the end product would be a thoroughly modern

building.

CONSTRUCTION

Parallel with the goal of constructing a

school was that of developing skills which

would remain in the community long af-

ter the project was completed. With this

in mind, construction took place under

the direction of the construction manage-

ment firm Newhaven Projects Ltd. Sev-

eral key individuals from this firm

participated, mostly in advisory and in-

structional roles.

Rather than bring in trades from out-

side the community, local labour was em-

ployed as much as possible. Up to a dozen

carpentry apprentices were employed on

the project, their salaries partly subsi-

dized from other sources. A trucking firm

within the community was engaged for

much of the hauling of materials. MacMil-

lan-Bloedel Ltd. donated the cedar for

columns and siding material for the pro-

ject. A local sawmill was revitalized to

process the wood to the appropriate di-

mensions. Skills were developed which

would hopefully permit the milling of fur-

ther wood for other projects (e.g., as sid-

ing for the new houses presently under

construction, rather than vinyl imported

from off island).

Because the integration of artwork and

construction has been a traditional aspect

of Haida villages, local artists embellished

several components of the building. They

carved the wood doors of the main entry.

Jim Hart, a resident artist, designed im-

agery for retaining walls (see top of page

5) as well as a number of interior building

elements, which where then created in

concrete relief by local apprentices.

During the construction phase, our in-

volvement was not dissimilar to that of

other projects. There was however more

participation by the steering committee.

It was agreed that the design

would incorporate basic

concepts & elements of the

longhouse in order to reflect

building traditions, but with-

out any direct replication.

The facility would reinter-

pret the culture for the next

century & the end product

would be a thoroughly

modern building.

Local firms and tradespeople were hired in

order to maximize local ownership and

commitment to the project. The

community’s children even helped to plant

trees on the site. The quality of work easily

met or exceeded standards.
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As the building took shape, changes were

made to accommodate site conditions or

changes in client requirements, and to

keep the project on budget. Quality of

construction remained exceptionally

high. This, despite the fact that much of

the labour was not specialized, and that a

project of this calibre had never before

been undertaken in the community.

Upon completion, the school was the

most complex building in Old Massett,

particularly from a mechanical system

perspective. In order to ensure on-going

maintenance of the building, an operating

and maintenance training program was

also built into the project. This resulted

in a community member receiving train-

ing during the construction of the build-

ing, and subsequently being engaged to

operate and maintain it.

ASSESSMENT

Throughout the project, our involvement

was greater than would be the case for

most projects undertaken in a more tradi-

tional manner. For us, it was an extremely

rewarding project for a number of reasons:

� Our relationship with the client and

the individuals in the community was

much closer than in a typical project.

We felt well accepted by the commu-

nity and anticipate further participa-

tion in other local projects.

� The quality of construction easily met

or exceeded that which would be ex-

pected in a project built in a more

traditional manner.

� The level of skill development in the

community was significant. Many of

the apprentices gained enough expe-

rience on this project to complete

their training and become full-fledged

tradespeople. This would lead to

greater local participation in the con-

struction of other Band projects, espe-

cially housing.

� It was very encouraging to see the per-

sonal pride which developed over the

length of the project. Fathers were

often working on the school which

their children would later attend. The

children followed the building’s pro-

gress with enthusiasm.

� Since its opening in September 1995,

the level of vandalism has been consid-

erably lower than in other projects in

the village. To a large degree, this is

probably due to the pride which

evolved from such close community

involvement in the project.�

Postscript: the Old Massett Primary

School (depicted below, just prior to com-

pletion in June 1995) was awarded a Ca-

nadian Architect Award of Excellence for

its design in 1993.

GREG JOHNSON is a principal in Ac-

ton Johnson Ostry Architects Inc., an

8-member Vancouver-based design

firm with a particular interest in under-

taking projects of a unique nature.

Much of the firm’s work is located

in smaller, more remote communities,

and often involves clients who are in-

terested in community-based decision-

making and creative ways to meet

their goals.

The firm is currently awaiting ap-

proval to proceed with construction of

Skidegate Elementary School, which is

to be located on the Skidegate Re-

serve (Haida Gwaii). This facility is to

serve jointly the communities of

Queen Charlotte City and Skidegate.

Contact Greg at (tel) 604-739-

3344 (fax) 604-739-3355.
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