


B l e s s e d  a r e  t h e
t o t e m  p o l e

t r e e s
From  “The Courier”
By Dave Lord

VISITORS TO The Hermitage near Dunkeld were greeted by
a somewhat bizarre sight yesterday as a number of trees were
given a traditional Squamish blessing ahead of their felling and
transformation into totem poles.

Although more commonly associate d with native North
America than Scotland, the poles will soon be popping up across
the country.

Native Canadian artist and woodcarver Xwa Lack Tun spent
the day searching for suitable trees from which to carve and
ultimately erect 13 totem poles at sites around Scotland.

The project is part of Treefest Scotland 2002, a festival
celebrating Scotland’s trees, woods and forests.

Local children and communities will help design the poles,
drawing from local history, Pictish carvings and their favourite
stories, myths and legends.

They will also help to choose the sites for the poles, expected
to be on prominent but accessible hilltops.
Lack Tun, from the Squamish nation of British Columbia, has
been offered trees for carving by the Forestry Commission, the
National Trust for Scotland and private woodland owners.

Yesterday he inspected trees owned by the NTS and blessed
the chosen ones.

Lack Tun is also using his visit to Scotland to conduct carving
and “guided drawing” workshops and seminars.

Native Canadian artist Xwa Lack Tun blesses a tree.

This has been a great adventure
for me to meet so many wonderful people and have fun introducing
some friends from Canada and their culture to the folk here.

Instead of writing about the project myself I have gathered together
some of the many stories and pictures which helped make the
project magic.

Some of these have appeared in magazines and newspapers and
I acknowledge the publications for the use of these articles.

All have a different message about the project.

My thanks go to Sandy Howe at Dunkeld: Jim Gilchrist of the
Scotsman; Lilian Field, Strathdon School; Douglas Lister,
Inverurie; Adean Lutton, Dunblane. To Aileen Neilson and all at
the birthday party who started this whole adventure off. Ernie
Law and Millenium Forest for Scotland for the award to develop
the adventure. A very special thanks to Gordon Lochhead, Jackie
Cumberbirch and Margaret Johnston who kept my spirits up,
typed endless correspondence, created websites md electronic
wizardry for the project. Stewart Milne, John Wright The
Colquhannie Hotel, the Spar shop, Goodbrand Knitwear, John
Dobson, Joe Maclugash. Ian Masson, Andy Kemp, Lonach Hall
Committee, Elspeth and George Hardie, Mary Scott, Richard and
Liz Burn, Peter and Jean Goodfellow, Bonnie Maggio, Mary
Stewart, Doug Shearer, Maggie the Janny, James McDougal and
Treefest 2002, Ben Notely, Dave Smith.

Introduction
by Kenny Grieve



Inspired by visits to Western Canada by Kenny Grieve.

During his first visit be became very friendly with a group of
First Nations people. As a result he was invited by one of them
to a Potlach in September 1999. In 2000 he was lucky enough to
be given a Millenium Forest for Scotland Award to go back to
British Columbia to learn more about wood carving, its techniques
and inspirations. During this time he visited, talked to and worked
with carvers in North Vancouver, at the Museum of Anthropology,
Victoria, Duncan and Alert Bay.

He also had meetings with various people to sound out the idea
of the project for 2002. The result of these meetings was total
support for the project and committment from various bodies to
make it happen.

Xwa Lack Tun visited Scotland in 2001 and ran some workshops
organised by Kenny Grieve. He also met up with various groups
who had expressed an interest in the Totem Pole Project. It was
a great experience for those folk who came to the guided drawing
classes.

Outline of Project
To carve and erect totem poles in various locations round Scotland.
The idea is to have poles placed in locations so that a network
of sites would be created.
There would be different themes of carving on the pole. First
Nation designs either of their crests or symbols or representations
of Scottish symbols. The top would have one or two symbols
which would be common to all the poles and also have symbols
representing stories, themes etc. of the area in which they were
to be erected.
The ideas would come from the local folk who would be
encouraged to explore the myths, legends, stories etc. of their
area.
The carving of the poles would be done at a location in the area
of the pole during say a festival time, or an activities week. People
could take part in the carving under supervised conditions.

Aims
Encourage people to explore their myths, legends and stories.
To look at how stories have come about,what is their background
and who told them,how were they recorded and handed down.
To look at the historical carvings in their area and other areas of
Scotland.
Explore what they mean. Who created them. How were they
done. What did they mean.
When and why in history were they done.
To make drawings of the stories and think about how to carve
them on the poles.

To get an understanding of the First Nations peoples around
Vancouver, Vancouver Island and Alert Bay.
To look and learn about their stories, myths and legends. To look
at how these stories are interpreted through carving, drawing and
other crafts.
To learn craft skills from First Nations people.
To learn about the dances and music of First Nations people.
To raise awareness of the varied culture heritage based around
the stories and legends and how these were interpreted.
To draw and make carvings of these stories in the series of
poles.

Totem Poles Scotland



The Carvers

Drew Atkins

From Kwantlan First Nation
Fort Langley, B.C.

"I started working with
wood about 10 years ago
as part of a healing journey
recovering from addiction.
Wood taught me a great
deal about myself -
patience, discipline,
persistence, forgiving and
a  s e n s e  o f
a c c o m p l i s h m e n t  -
principles which guide my
life. Through wood working
I find inner peace."
Drew has recently finished
building his own home,
incorporating First Nations
carv ing sty les and
traditions. He works in the
Langley School District,
counselling and supporting
First Nation students.

Kenny Grieve

From Aberdeen, Scotland

Kenny is well known around
S c o t l a n d  f o r  h i s
demonstrations of woodland
crafts. It is as a result of his
visits to Western Canada,
and his enthusiasm for what
he found there in the First
Nation traditions of carving
wood, that this project has
happened.

For more information about
Kenny Grieve's work please
see the Brotus website.

www.brotus.co.uk

Aaron Nelson Moody
(Tawx'sin Yexwulla)

From Squamish First Nation
Vancouver, B.C.

Aaron works with North
Vancouver School District
at Eslha7an Learning
Centre, teaching Cultural
History: singing, carving,
drum-making, etc.

His work focusses on the
rediscovery of traditional
native culture, working with
both Native and non-Native
people.

He has recently run carving
projects at the school,
carving two 3 metre
women's canoes, a 3 metre
totem pole and a 2.5m by
1.5m relief carving for
Yokohama, Japan.

Xwa Lack Tun

From Squamish First
Nation
Vancouver, B.C.

Xwa works in two First
Nation styles, the Northern
Kwaguilth Coast Salish
a n d  W e s t  C o a s t
Squamish, and in many
media, including wood,
metal and glass, and also
through the medium of
Guided Drawing sessions,
with people. Whatever the
medium, his focus is on
the healing qualities of the
traditions.
24 of his carvings can be
seen in the Langley School
District, he has made a pair
of carved doors for B.C.
Hydro's boardroom, and
recently completed 6
carved house posts in
Whistler.
H e  h a s  b e e n
commissioned to produce
graphics for Vancouver’s
Winter Olympics bid.

These are the principal carvers who worked on all the poles.
But many other people contributed to the carving of the poles, Schoolchildren and their teachers,
community workers, artists in the various communities and even passers-by who ‘had a go’ for

a few minutes.



The Story so Far...
This is the story of the carving of seven poles in
2002. There was the big pole 40 ft high, there were
five medium poles, 18 ft. 16 ft. 15 ft and two at 12
ft and a small pole at 5 ft.

Xwa Lack Tun had drawn a design for the Scottish
Totem Pole Project of an eagle with salmon wings
after seeing salmon jumping in the Hermitage. Both
the eagle and the salmon are important to the
Squamish Nation. They also feature in Scottish
stories and the pole in the school in Dunkeld has
a Squamish salmon symbol on one wing and a
Pictish salmon symbol on the other.

The other designs for the poles come from school
children at Strathdon school and Chapel of Garioch
school and Dunkeld school.

Kenny Grieve and Ian Mitchell, Aberdeenshire
Council Arts specialist visited the North East schools
with artefacts which Kenny had brought back from
Canada. Ian took the pupils through the design
process and Jackie Cumberbirch and Fred Gordon
told some local stories to give the young folk some
inspiration.

The two trees to be used in the project were gifted
by Balmoral Estates in Aberdeenshire and by the
National Trust for Scotland from the Hermitage
near Dunkeld. Our grateful thanks are recorded to
all involved in the felling and transportation.

Carving the first two trees began at the Bennachie
Centre on the 15th of August just two days after
Xwa Lack Tun, Drew, Aaron and Jada arrived from
British Columbia.

Each day commenced with a thank you ceremony
followed by ten hours of carving. Lots of people
came and helped including pupils from Chapel of
Garioch school where one of the poles was to be
erected.

On the Sunday the crew from Landward filmed the
proceedings for a whole day including the final
ceremony on the Sunday evening. There were 200+
people there on the Sunday evening and all were
very moved by Aaron’s speech. Many shared their
thoughts with the assembled company. The piece
on television did capture the beautiful atmosphere
surrounding the carving days at Bennachie.

On to Strathdon and Lonach week where a 40 ft
and 12 ft pole awaited in Stuart Milne’s shed. Three
local carvers, Louise Gardiner, Neil Fyffe and Gavin
Smith had been asked to carve alongside the First
Nations folk on the big pole. The smaller pole was
destined for the grounds in Strathdon Primary
School.



For six wonderful days in September,
2002, two flags could be seen flying
over the Royal School of Dunkeld,
in highland Perthshire; the familiar
green flag of the Eco-Schools
movement, evidence of the school’s
long-standing commitment to
education for sustainability and a
more exotic companion, the flag of
the Squamish Nation of Vancouver,
British Columbia.   The most tangible
legacy of the events of that week is
the majestic totem pole which looks
out over the school grounds towards
the ancient oak woods, on the north
bank of the Tay.  For the school
community, however, the creation of
the totem was but one element in a
week of creative and cultural insights.

The Visit
The story begins in the summer of
2001, when Xwa-lack-tun, a highly
respected Squamish artist and
woodcarver, visited the Hermitage
at Dunkeld, to select and bless the
tree that was destined to be
transformed into the school’s totem
pole.  In keeping with the custom of
his people, he told the 90 year-old
Douglas Fir that he respected the
life within it and that this life was
soon to be taken away and given
new form. The tree was felled in July
2002 and arrived over the school
fence, amid great excitement, on
September 3, the same day that
Xwa-lack-tun and fellow First Nation
Canadians, Drew Atkins, Melanie
Rivers and Aaron Nelson-Moody,
were introduced to the school
community.  The carvers had already

been in Scotland for three weeks
working with Fife woodcarver, Kenny
Grieve, organiser and inspiration
behind the Scottish Totem Poles
Project.  The project took place
against the backdrop of Treefest
2002, a year-long celebration of
Scotland’s wonderful heritage of
trees, woods and forests.  In an
intensive spell, the Canadians had
carved three poles in the northeast
communities of Strathdon and
Benachie.  The Dunkeld project was
to be the last stop on their journey
back to Vancouver.  The challenge
of carving a four-metre pole in six
days seemed ambitious enough until
it became clear that they also
planned to carve an additional pole
to be returned to the Hermitage.

Traditionally, the totem pole depicts
images of the creatures with whom
the people share the natural world
and for the peoples of the Pacific
Northwest these would include
eagles, bears, ravens and even
frogs. The local schoolchildren and
wider community were asked for
their ideas, in the quest for a totem
pole with a distinctive Dunkeld
identity.  The following images were
finally selected for incorporation into
the design:  the white dove of
Columba, patron saint of Dunkeld,
depicted in the school’s crest; two
salmon – one in the distinctive
Squamish style, the other a copy
from a Pictish standing stone; and
the crowning glory, the osprey - a
bird which holds a special place in
the hearts of local people.

Before carving began, the entire
school gathered to witness a final
blessing of the tree.
Melanie blessed the tree with burning
herbs to prepare it for transformation
into its new life as a totem pole.  As
the children watched on, Drew
explained to them that this particular
ceremony is normally carried out by
women since they alone are blessed
with the special gift of bringing new
life into the world.  Xwa-lack-tun then
explained that because theirs was
an oral tradition, it was customary
to call witnesses to special events,
so that they would be remembered.
 He invited four people from the
crowd to come forward and share
their feelings with everyone.  The
adults spoke of their sense of
privilege to be involved in such a
unique project.  A plucky ten-year-
old boy stepped forward to share his
innermost thoughts. “I think this is
all really cool!” - a sentiment which,
however concisely expressed, clearly
struck a sympathetic chord with 150
youngsters.

The carvers lay out their knives,
chisels, gouges and sharpening
stones with the care and precision
of surgeons preparing for a delicate
operation.  The start of proceedings
was announced, however, by the
familiar roar of the chainsaw, as Xwa-
lack-tun began to rough out the
design in preparation for the more
detailed work.  When questioned,
later, about this apparent departure
from traditional techniques, he was
quick to assure us that his ancestors
would have given their eye-teeth for

The Dunkeld
Totem Pole Project:

a meeting of cultures
By Sandy Howe, Head Teacher at Royal School of Dunkeld



Keen kids
As the carvers got to grips with
their task, the pattern for the week
was soon established - periods of
intensive activity punctuated by
the descent of swarms of excited
children, temporarily liberated from
the classroom and curious to see
what progress had been made
since their last break.  During these
interludes, the Canadian visitors
quickly developed an easy rapport
with the children – ever ready to
answer questions, pass on little
nuggets of wisdom or challenge
assumptions.  All of this was done
with a great sense of fun and, most
days, we found ourselves chasing
kids home for their tea, well after
five o’clock. Many parents told us
that their children had never been
so eager to report back on their
day at school. At the same time,
the project had spawned a
veritable cottage industry of
woodcarving, as youngsters were
inspired to work on the off-cuts
brought home in their school bags.

Xwa-lack-tun had volunteered to
work with the children and, on the
Wednesday, he took a break from
carving to introduce them to the
technique of guided drawing.
Working with around fifty children
at a time, in the school hall, he
helped them create vibrant images
such as thunderbirds and canoes,
in the traditional Squamish style.
The children became totally
absorbed in the task as Xwa-lack-
tun guided them through a drawing,
step by step, helping them focus
on the quality of line through the
use of natural imagery. “Think of
the curve you get when you bend
a green stick – that’s what this line
should look like.”  As he worked,
he would talk about the image,
explaining its significance in
Squamish folklore and culture.
Showing the skills of an instinctive
teacher, Xwa-lack-tun would, every
now and then, call a halt to the
drawing session to teach the
children a song, or a few words of
conversation before refocusing
their concentration on the artwork.
The quality of the completed
drawings was very impressive and
it was clear that the children felt a
real sense of achievement.  The
teachers present agreed that they
had witnessed something quite
special, that afternoon. The special
relationship was further enhanced.,
the following day, when  Drew
Atkins (native name Ley Wey)
treated the younger children to a
traditional story-telling session.

As the week progressed, every P7

pupil was given some hands-on
ca rv ing  expe r i ence .  The
combination of excited eleven year-
olds and razor sharp tools was
enough to disrupt the sleep of the
most experienced risk assessor.
With the skilled guidance of their
Canadian tutors, however, our
novice carvers came through the
experience with an immense boost
to their sense of ownership and all
digits firmly attached.  By now, the

A plucky ten year old boy
stepped forward to share his
innermost thoughts: “I think

this is all really cool” - a
sentiment which, however

concisely expressed, clearly
struck a sympathetic chord

with 150 youngsters.

images were fast emerging from
the tree and we watched on, in
awe, as Xwa-lack-tun coaxed the
head of an osprey from the red
heartwood of the Douglas Fir.  As
he carved the finishing touches to
the previously blank discs of the
eyes, the transformation was
complete and life was breathed
into the great raptor.  Although we
had never really doubted it, the
confirmation that both poles would
now be ready for Monday
evening’s handing- over ceremony
was greeted with some relief.

The Ceremony
Monday afternoon brought a
steadily darkening sky and an
ominous weather forecast. Would
we manage to complete the
ceremony before the storm hit us?
 Around five o’clock, the first big
spots of rain arrived and, within
minutes, a deluge of biblical
proportions swept down the valley.
 We watched in frustration as, first
the hills and then the far side of
the playground, disappeared from
view. Reassurances that it was just
a passing shower, sounded rather
short on conviction but gradually

the rain eased and the sky
lightened. By the time we were
ready to begin the ceremony,
around three hundred people had
squelched their way across the
playing field and were gathered
around the totem poles.

Aaron Nelson-Moody (native name
Tawxs’sin Yexwulla) led what was
to be an immensely powerful and
moving ceremony, explaining the
significance of each step in his
best ‘lodge house voice.’  The
atmosphere for the evening was
set as, Gary Ebdy, a former pupil,
played the pipes - the strains of
‘Highland Cathedral’ drifting out
over the hushed crowd.  Volunteers
were then called to conduct a last
symbolic cleansing of the poles,
with branches of the original fir tree
and water from the Tay.  Witnesses
shared their thoughts and feelings
with the crowd. Xwa-lack-tun spoke
eloquently of his belief that there
was far more to link peoples of
different cultures than should ever
separate them.  He also reiterated
a theme which had run through all
of the weeks activities - the
oneness of all living things and the
need to respect the natural world.
Gifts were exchanged and the
totems were entrusted to the care
of the local community.  A truly
memorable week in the life of the
school came to an end amid hugs
and farewells in the gathering
gloom of that September evening.
 It had been a rare privilege to work
with such inspirational people.

Completing the cycle
The project had touched the lives
of so many people; the community
of the school; the residents of
Dunkeld and Birnam; the visitors
from all over the world who stopped
to chat over the hedge, as the
carvers worked; the special needs
students from Perth College who,
having enjoyed a college project
on totem poles, travelled out to
see the real thing; the volunteer
carvers; the journalists and
photographers and many more.
The bulging visitors book has many
stories to tell.

The pole was raised on a wet,
windy Saturday afternoon in
November and already looks as if
it has always been part of the
landscape. The second pole will
soon be raised at the Hermitage
and the cycle will be complete.

Reproduced from Reforesting Scotland,
Issue 29, Spring 2003
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THE TREE OF LIFE
A new project is teaching our children a valuable lesson about the
environment and other cultures. Jim Gilchrist reports

The trick is to go with the
grain. "You have to pay attention to
what the wood wants," explains native
Canadian woodcarver Drew Atkins,
poised over a pine log that is becoming
something else. "You're giving it new
life and you can't give it an identity it's
not comfortable with."
The wood he's talking about is a section
of a 175ft Douglas fir, felled at the
Hermitage, just outside Dunkeld. This
is big tree country: not far from where
Atkins and company are giving this
forest giant its new identity, stands the
Birnam Oak, the last remnant of that
wood which supposedly gave Macbeth
his comeuppance, while at nearby Inver
is Niel Gow's Oak, under which the
legendary 18th-century fiddler used to
sit and play.
Neither the fiddler nor the thane,
however, would have been familiar with
the shape this particular tree is taking,
in the playground of the Royal School
of Dunkeld. Under the delighted gaze
of the pupils, two sizeable North
American First Nation totem poles are
emerging, plus a smaller, residual pole.
They may come from a different, far-
away culture, but the motifs emerging
under the ministrations of chisel and
adze and chainsaw are common enough
to both localities - the osprey and the
salmon. And their message is both
timeless and as timely as the World
Summit just past; that we should
respect these creatures and their
environment.
Earlier this week, one of the poles was
erected, amid due ceremony, in the
school playground; another is returning
to its source, the Hermitage, while the
smaller one was destined for the
Dundee Flower Show. They are part of
an ongoing series of poles being created
by the Scottish Totem Pole Project, the
brainchild of Scottish woodcarver
Kenny Grieve, who runs Brotus, a rural
crafts business in Fife.
Atkins - native name Ley Wey - and
fellow carver Aaron Nelson-Moody
(Tawx'sin Yexwulla), are here with Rick
Harry, aka Xwa Lack Tun, an
internationally renowned woodcarver
and cultural activist and, with support
from Treefest Scotland 2002, have
already carved and erected poles at
Strathdon and Bennachie. Grieve met
Lack Tun when the Scots carver was
visiting British Columbia, where Lack
Tun's work enjoys a high profile in
schools and public and corporate
buildings as well as First Nation
communities (he is also involved in
designs associated with Vancouver's
bid to host the 2010 winter Olympics).

Visiting Scotland last year, the native
Canadian was intrigued by what he
saw of Pictish art, those clean-lined
stone carvings of birds of prey and
salmon which seemed very familiar.
He visited the Hermitage, he saw
leaping salmon, and he blessed a tree
offered by the National Trust for
Scotland, which manages the site. "I
let it know that we realised it was a
living thing and that we were going to
take its life away and give it new life,"
he says.
The tree came down at the end of July.
Ironically, the Douglas fir, the most
extensively planted conifer in Europe,
is native to British Columbia. There,
however, Lack Tun and his fellow
craftsmen usually work in red or yellow
cedar.
But these elegantly realised birds and
beasts and supernatural figures are
much more than mere ornamentation.
In a non-literate culture, they were the
means by which history and lore and
the very lessons of living were passed
on down through a community. Lack
Tun is a member of the Squamish
nation; his parents were coast Salish,
whose houses sport "welcome figures"
on their house posts, and Kwaguilth,
whose poles spike north Vancouver
Island.
A stocky, expansive man, now 44, he
grew up in Squamish, Vancouver, where
his interest in art was encouraged by
his family. "At one point, I looked at
carving as just artwork but it is much
more than that, which I found when I
really learned about my background
and that everything has a purpose,
even a carved ladle," he says.
"One child in Scotland asked me if we
prayed over our logs and I explained
that, no, they were for record-keeping,
because we never had a written
language. At the raising of a pole they
would call witnesses from other
villages in the community to let people
know what the pole was all about."
The chisel that coaxes birds and beasts
from a log in a shower of wood chips
can also help exorcise demons, which
in Lack Tun's case at one point included
drug and alcohol abuse. "Oh yeah, I
used to be a wild man. I had been in
trouble and had hit rock bottom and
realised I needed to do something
better. I started opening my eyes to
other cultures, other beliefs and
became more open minded."
Not unlike the situation here with
Gaelic, the elders, the bearers of
Squamish lore and tradition, are dying
out and there is a "lost generation"
who neglected the culture. The younger
generation, he says,is starting to pick
things up again. He has been working
in schools for 20 years now, combining
carving and guideddrawing with
associated tales and songs. The
response, he says, is heartening

“These elegantly realised
birds and beasts tell the
story of the Squamish
people”

“The cedar doors are for BC Hydro.
(This is tbe electricity company in British
Columbia.) The doors are called Seven
Generations and why I call it that is
because in our path or from way back they
(our elders) said that what ever we have
now seven generations should be able to
have the same. So I have seven images
facing or going to the right and only one
thing facing back and that is the salmon
facing the human being on the bottom
right. This is because BC Hydro dams up
water they wanted something for the
environment. This could be an issue with
the wild salmon that not just BC Hydro but
all things which deal with salmon will need
to look after this so that the salmon can
replentish (sic) and come back. It looks
like in the image that the salmon are in
rough waters but it is also a landscape
representing the Thunderbird being the
Creator, the Eagle being the Vision, the
Bear for the Power and Strength hopefully
to help make changes in all peoples so
that everything can come back into
harmony. Osiam.”
Transcript of Xwa Lack Tun’s description of
doors which he carved for BC Hydro.



At the Royal School of Dunkeld,
where the Squamish national flag is
flying, head teacher Sandy Howe is
similarly positive.
"It's been an absolutely marvellous
project. It's improved the school
environment, it's focused on trees and
living things in a very natural way, it's
brought true craftsmen into the school
and the children have learned about
Squamish culture. The whole process
has been about much more than
carving and there has been ceremony
along with the different stages."
Perhaps his enthusiasm, and that of
the exuberantly curious playtime
crowds of children swarming about
the carvers and the metamorphosing
logs, might bend the ear of the Scottish
Arts Council who, when Grieve
approached them for assistance, said
that the project didn't meet any of their
criteria.
Back in Vancouver, Lack Tun created
magnificent yellow cedar double doors
for the BC hydroelectric board, their
bird and human heads and salmon
spelling out the message of "the seven
generations", as he explains: "They
wanted me to do something connected
with the environment and that is what
we think of - that seven generations
from now should have the same as you
have."
Like native peoples in many parts of
North America, the Squamish have "all
our stuff in the courts", as he puts it,
referring to disputes over territory.
"We lost our resources for hunting and
food-gathering because the forests
were cut; the fish aren't coming back
to the rivers as plentiful as they used
to be. We have people handling all that.
But for myself, I'm in the cultural part
and I just want to be able to say, hey,
we're in this together. The Earth is the
only canoe we have."
The message is a universal one. He and
his team hope to be back in Scotland
next year. "Wherever the wind blows
me," he grins.

Canadian woodcarver Xwa Lack Tun with Kenny Grieve, left,
creates a totem pole from a felled Douglas fir.

The carving at the Royal School Dunkeld was a great success,
as is clear from the headteacher’s comments reproduced above.
The picture at right shows the completed pole with Sandy Howe,
Kenny Grieve and some of the local children.



The Scottish Totem Pole
Project: The
Storytellers Art

by K Grieve

Newhall Farm, Burnturk, Ladybank, Fife KY15 7TR

Reproduction of an article which appeared in
 Scottish Forestry Vol 56 No 4 2002 p227-228

REVIEW                                                         STORY TELLERS

Introduction
The Scottish Totem Pole Project was organised as part
of Treefest Scotland 2002 by Fife-based Kenny Grieve
of Brotus Rural Crafts together with three carvers, Drew
Atkins and Aaron Nelson Moddy led by Xwa Lack Tun
from the Squamish Nation of British Columbia who visited
Scotland for six weeks this summer. The carvers gave a
First Nation blessing to a Douglas fir tree donated by
the National Trust for Scotland from its woodlands at
The Hermitage, near Dunkeld, from whose trunk the
totem poles were carved at the Royal School of Dunkeld.
Bimam. The three other sites were Strathdon and
Bennachie Aberdeenshire, and Camperdown Country
Park, Dundee. The other tree felled for the project, a
130’ Douglas fir gifted by Balmoral Estates, was used
for the Aberdeenshire carvings.

Background
Kenny Grieve, a member of the UK Coppice Association,
is well known around Scotland for his demonstrations
of Woodland Crafts. In 1999 with a Millennium Forest
for Scotland Award, in Kenny visited British Columbia
to learn about native wood carvings and met Xwa Lack
Tun. On return, Kenny gave talks, and slide shows and
lead some workshops at his Brotus Craft Centre and
elsewhere. In February 2001 Kenny returned to
Vancouver for a five week programme amongst native
carvers, workshops and galleries, and later that year
Xwa Lack Tun spent time in Scotland. This enthusiasm
for wood carving was brought together this year in the
Scottish Totem Pole Project.

Xwa Lack Tun
Xwa Lack Tun (Rick Harry) is an artist whose works are
recognised internationally. Xwa Lack Tun was given his
indigenous name by his father, Pekuin, who was a
hereditary chief, originally from the Seymour Creek
area. Xwa Lack Tun was born and raised in Squamish.
His mother was originally from Alert Bay (Kwagiulth,
Coast Salish) while his father was Coast Salish (Squamish).
He took his artistic education from Capilano College
and Emily Carr, but mostly his learnings came from trial
and error. Healing and Growth have become a central
theme around Xwa Lack Thn’s work. By focussing on
how the traditional stories relate to his own life, Xwa
Lack Tun shows us how to use this ancient knowledge
to help heal ourselves. Respect for all people, regardless
of race or religion is a central theme for him.

During Expo 86 he had the opportunity to work on
two major pieces, the thunderbird in front of Canada
Place and the totems at the General Motors Spirit Lodge
Pavilion. One of his most notable works is the council
tahle for the sixteen chiefs in council at the Squamish
Nation Band Office and the Cedar doors that adorn the
new Recreation Centre on the Capilano Reserve.

Xwa Lack Tun teaches art and old carving in schools
and 24 schools in Langley now have lasting legacies
from Xwa Lack Tun:
carvings, murals, sculptures created specifically to
reflect that community, combining traditional and
contemporary elements. The carving for Langley
Secondary, home of the Saints, incorporates a medicine
wheel and a Christian saint. Each piece has its own
story and spirit and symbolism, richly incorporating the
ovoid shapes of the North, the crescents of the Coast
Salish, the flowing lines of the Kwaguilth. And each
piece is cleansed with cedar boughs, blessed and
witnessed” in ceremony.
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The carvers. From top clockwise Drew Atkins, Aaron Nelson
Moody, Xwa Lack Tun and Kenny Grieve.
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Douglas Fir about to be felled at
Balmoral Estates



In schools, before he begins his guided drawing
lessons, Xwa Lack Tun talks about his canoe
journeys, the interdependence and partnership of
the paddlers: “If someone is weak in the canoe,
we strengthen that person. Sometimes the weakest
link is our strongest link. We repair and strengthen
the weak link in the chain and work together”.

In some classrooms, Xwa Lack Tun will tell the
legend of the serpent, freely admitting how he
conquered his own personal serpent - drug and
alcohol abuse. The Ride for Sobriety to the Queen
Charlottes in 1985 was a turning point for him: “It
was tough. I thought if I quit now, I would be a
quitter. If I commit myself to something, I’m going
to finish it”.

Xwa Lack Tun explains: “I feel it’s all connected,
the stories make it come alive. My art isn’t that
I’m creating it, it’s coming through me. It’s becoming
messages and our art is meant to pass on messages”.
The giving out of positive energy, and seeing it
come back through the school children is the
reward that continues to feed Xwa Lack Tun’s
spirit.

Drew Atkins
Drew Atkins from Kwantlan First Nation Fort
Langley, British Columbia started working with
wood about ten years ago as part of a healing
journey recovering from addition. Wood has taught
him a great deal about himself -patience, discipline,
persistence, forgiving and a sense of accomplishment
- principles which can guide throughout life. Drew
has recently finished building his own home,
incorporating First Nations carving styles and
tradition.

Tawx’sin Yexwulla
Aaron Nelson Moddy (Tawx’sin Yexwulla) from
Squamish First Nation Vancouver, British Columbia
works with North Vancouver School District at
Eslhaan Learning Centre, teaching cultural history:
singing, carving and drummaking. His work focuses
on the rediscovery of traditional native culture,
working with both Native and non-Native people.
He has recenUy run carving projects at the school,
carving two 3 m women’s canoes, a 3 m totem
pole, and a
2.5 m by 1.5 m relief carving for Yokohama, Japan.

Endnote
The Scottish Totem Pole Project was a project for
local people to watch, enjoy and learn from in a
hands-on way in the public carving sessions. These
were rare chances to see this unique art form
practised in Tayside and in the future it is hoped
to have totem poles erected in most parts of
Scotland.

STORY TELLERS                                                         REVIEW

Blessing at start of carving at Dunkeld The Blessing Ceremony
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Strathdon team of local carvers working on one
end of the pole on designs done by local children

The three carvers at work

Carving help

All at Strathdon Up it goes
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The autumn day in 2001 when Peter Goodfellow from the
Lost Art Gallery telephoned me to ask if school would be
interested in a guided drawing visit from a First Nation
Carver from Vancouver, I had a feeling that this was going
to be the beginning of a much bigger and exciting adventure
for Strathdon School and the local community.  Although
conscious of the tightly packed curriculum we are responsible
for delivering I did not hesitate in my agreement for the
school to take part.  This was too good an opportunity to
miss!
Xwa-Lack-Tun who belongs to the Squamish Nation of
British Columbia arrived in our school mid morning the very
next week.  He was accompanied by his partner Jada,
Kenny Grieve, Jackie Cummerbirch and of course Peter
Goodfellow.
We spent a very enjoyable morning hearing from Xwa-
Lack-Tun about his nation’s culture, and learning about
their close links with nature.  The children were fascinated
by the stories of eagles and bears and listened intently to
Xwa-Lack-Tun singing and playing his special drum.
We all took part in a guided drawing session where we
illustrated the legend of the saving of the Squamish Nation
by the Eagle and the Salmon, both creatures which have
a major influence in Xwa-Lack- Tun’s carving.
We were delighted to find out later that we were to become
part of the Scottish Totem Pole Project inspired by Kenny
Grieve’s visits to British Columbia
Our part in the project was to design what was to be carved
on to the Strathdon Poles.  After many debates, the children
decided to draw animals and birds that were seen locally
and also use the legend of the origination of the name of
one of the local family’s -Forbes. (That is another story!)
We created a large assortment of designs that were digitally
photographed and e-mailed to Xwa-Lack-Tun in Canada
for him to try to work out which would fit best on to the
poles.
As the Spring of 2002 passed, the level of excitement in
Strathdon School started to rise.  Dates were set for the
carving and raising of the Strathdon Poles.   In addition,
we made some great wooden items with Kenny at his
‘Bodging’ workshop – a three-legged stool, a xylophone
and Viking wrestling sticks!
During the summer term 2002, as part of our environmental
studies and expressive arts programmes, we investigated
the culture of the Squamish Nation.  We also decided to
have this as the theme for our end of term school concert
in June 2002.

The children learned songs, recited extracts from the
words of Chief Seattle and dramatised a selection of
stories from the First Nation people.
They designed and printed traditional tunics and made
scenery.  A dance was created using traditional First
Nation Music.   The concert was a huge success.  The
only problem was, would the children remember it all
after the long summer break?  Would they be able to
perform it on the second day of the new term at the
Lonach Hall in front of our First Nation visitors?
Of course they would!  We had decided earlier in the
year that a traditional Ceilidh in the Lonach Hall would
be a fitting welcome for our visitors from Canada.  So,
on a pleasant evening in August, the Strathdon
Community gathered together as Strathdon School
performed their play and sang their songs.  A traditional
ceilidh band played a selection of reels and everyone
joined in.  A highlight of the evening was the songs and
dance performed by the First Nation visitors.
The next day the hard work on the totem pole carving
began.  It was wonderful to see the community all
working together under the direction of Xwa-Lack-Tun.
 Old and young alike had a go at carving the designs
on to the poles.
By the end of the week we were ready for the raising
of the School Totem Pole in our garden area adjacent
to the playground.  The whole community were invited
to witness the very special traditional ceremony.  On
a grey, drizzly evening the pole was carried into the
garden and put in place ready for the blessing by Xwa-
Lack-Tun.  The weather somehow adding to the special
atmosphere which was felt by everyone that evening.
 Witnesses were called and gifts exchanged.  This was
followed by a feast of fruit in the school.
Many people contacted school afterwards to say how
much they had enjoyed not just the pole raising
ceremony but also meeting the First Nation carvers.
Becoming a part of the Totem Pole Project has been
important for our community.  It has raised awareness
of the many commonalities between our Scottish culture
and that of the First Nation people of Western Canada.
 It is hoped that the friendships and mutual respect will
continue to grow for many years to come.

Strathdon School Totem Pole
Lilian Field, Head Teacher



From the comments book:

Dundee Flower Show Camperdown Park was the scene for a great
couple of days carving. Doug Shearer had
arranged for the carving of a small pole in the
Woodland and Forestry section of the Show.

Among sawmilling, tree climbing championships
and a host other exciting woodland activities
Aaron Nelson Moody (Tawx’sin Yexwulla), Xwa
Lack Tun and Kenny Grieve worked quietly
away at a small eagle with salmon wings pole.
People came and went admiring the skill of the
two native Canadian carvers. The interest was
apparent in the conversations and comments both
verbal and in the visitors book.

Xwa Lack Tun did a short guided drawing session
on the Sunday which was unfortunately affected
by bad weather.
However this didn’t ‘dampen’ (excuse the pun)
the enthusiasm of the visitors to the Woodlands
tent.

There are a couple of good big trees which could
be carved into poles for the park and city.

A big thank you to Doug Shearer and the staff at Camperdown for
making a couple of days in Dundee special.

The Big Pole at Strathdon

Neil carving the owl on the big pole

Two poles were carved in the Shed
at Strathdon. The carving of the
bottom half of the big pole was led
by Neil Fyfe, Louise Gardner and
Gavin Smith.

Louise Gavin



THE BENNACHIE CENTRE PROGRAMME

PLEASE BOOK GUIDED DRAWING IN ADVANCE
BY CONTACTING THE BENNACHIE CENTRE
Tel 01467 681470

15 - 18 August

Fri 16 August
1.30 - 3.30 pm

Sun 18 August
1.30 - 3.30 pm

Totem pole carving

Guided Drawing Session
with Xwa Lack Tun
All welcome FREE

Guided Drawing Session
with Xwa Lack Tun
All welcome FREE

Programmes from 2002
Some posters for Events

GUIDED DRAWING SESSIONS with XWA LACK TUN
(No experience of art necessary – just come and try it)

Thursday and Friday 29th and 30th August 2002
10.30am – 12.30pm and 1.30pm – 3.30pm

Dunnikier House Hotel, Kirkcaldy

The Scottish Totem Pole Project, adopted by Treefest 2002, and organised
by Fife-based Kenny Grieve of Brotus Rural Crafts, has brought to Scotland
several First Nation wood carvers and artists from Western Canada.  Totem
poles are being carved in Strathdon and Birnham in August this year.
One of the carvers, Xwa Lack Tun, whose carvings can be seen throughout
Vancouver and the surrounding areas, also leads guided drawing groups.  He
has agreed to lead four such groups in Fife, on Thursday and Friday 29th and
30th August 2002.   The workshops will last two hours each – from 10.30am
– 12.30pm, and from 1.30 – 3.30 pm.  The venue is Dunnikier House Hotel,
Kirkcaldy.
Xwa Lack Tun comes from Squamish, near Vancouver.  His father was an
hereditary chief of the Squamish people, and, by focusing on how traditional
stories relate to his own life, Xwa Lack Tun shows his guided drawing groups
how to use this ancient knowledge in order to find healing and growth in their
lives, and to become more aware of their spiritual selves.
Xwa Lack Tun works from a position of respect for all people, regardless of
race.  He believes that all things grow and are healed through love, and his
workshops engender a flow of positive energy between him and the participants.
 It is this energy which, as he says, ‘feeds his spirit’ and is his main reward for
the work.

Jointly funded by Fife Council Leisure Services and Health Promotion Department,
Fife Primary Care NHS Trust



School Gets its own totem pole
From The Aberdeen Press & Journal  4-11-02
by Alison Middleton

The creative efforts of First Nation artists from Canada were
unveiled in Perthshire at the weekend as a Native North American-
style totem pole was raised in Perthshire.

Around 30 pupils and teachers from the Royal School of Dunkeld
in Birnam braved the rain on Saturday to watch as the pole was
raised in the school grounds.

The 37-meter Douglas fir was donated by the National Trust
for Scotland from its woodlands at The Hermitage, near Dunkeld.
It was carved by Canadian carver Xwa Lack Tun and colleagues
from the Squamish Nation.

The Birnam project forms part of the Scottish Totem Pole Project,
organised  by Fife based Kenny Grieve of Brotus Rural Crafts as
part of Treefest Scotland 2002.

The second section carved at Dunkeld School has now returned
and been raised in The Hermitage.

Pupils, from left, Laura Young, Megan Lancaster and
Jamb Wylie admire the totem pole

Back at peace in The Hermitage



Try this for size

Chapel of Garioch School Pole

Strathdon School Designs

Young and old carvers

Painting at Bennachie with Ian Mitchell



Greetings
Greetings.

Hope this message finds you well and in good spirit.

I feel honored to have been asked to share some words

with you today. I was thinking about what it was that

I’d like to share. I realized that it was much more than

words that I had to share.

There is a Halq’eme’ylem word that describes it best.

The word is Shx well’ (swholee). Shx well’ translates to

“spirit or Life Force”. Our Shx weli’ includes our parents,

grandparents, great grandparents, the Osprey, the

Salmon, all our resources. It is what connects us all.

When we create something we fill it with our Shx weli’

and in return it fills us with its. When we embrace

something or someone in a respectful way we share

this life force.

We are all full of the spirit of that beautiful tree that

was given new life, and the spirit of your wonderful

community that each step we take is light and full of

bounce.

I hope that all those that encounter this symbol of

friendship and sharing will be filled with the Shx weli’

that resides within it.

On behalf of us all, thank you for all that you have

shared with us.

All my relations,

Drew, Erin, Xwa Lack Tun

This is the message which was sent from Canada for the

pole raising ceremonies at the Royal School, Dunkeld

and Chapel of Garioch School.



Bennachie and Strathdon will never be the same again! Not since

Xwa Lack Tun,Erin Nelson Moody, Drew Atkins and Jada Schembri of

the Squamish Indian Tribe of British Columbia came into those parts.

In August of this year they have been making and blessing Totem

Poles for Donside.

On August 16th my wife Sandra and I were walking our three dachshund

dogs round the Bennachie Centre, when we saw the notice "Totem

Pole Carving ". Curious and interested we followed the sign and found

the team skilfully and happily carving a large Douglas fir, which had

been donated by Prince Charles from the Balmoral Estate.

Again on Sunday 18th August we went to watch the team at work.The

totem pole topped by the head of an eagle and figures of salmon on

its sides, was almost complete; and looked very beautiful. Senior Bailie

of Bennachie, Algy Watson was among those watching.”The Blessing

of the Totem Pole takes place soon"he said. This was something we

knew we'd like to see. So we stayed. Our dogs seemed to be duly

overawed by the sense of occasion and were very good. But slightly

anxious as to how long this could be so,I asked Xwa Lack Tun just

when the service might begin. "When Kenny returns " he replied. Kenny

turned out to be  a nice-looking, be-spectacled Aberdonian!

I wondered to myself just where Kenny fitted into the story.

I was to find out his very real significance sometime later on.

Aaron was handed a coloured blanket,which he placed on his shoulder.

He tied a bandeau round his hair.

He began to speak quite quietly.

"It has been given to me,to speak on behalf of the tribe. Humbly - as

the bandeau round my head is to indicate.

This Service has been part of our people, from the beginning of time.

We remember our past and the long tradition of our people. We give

thanks for them; we honour them in our remembering. We all owe

what we have and are to them.

We make, raise and dedicate these poles as marks of our gratitude,

our pride, our love for them; and the community of which we are a

part.

They remind us of their crafts, their ability, their dedication, their

achievements.

They remind us too of those things in them for which they specially

deserve to be remembered; their kindness, their gentleness, their

courage, their smile, their laughter, their loyalty. These are the things

that we pray we too may have; to be as they were, and do in our time

what they did.

We burn and surround the pole with the incense of sage to cleanse

our

work of fault, to hallow our work,and consecrate it to an honourable

existence.

We invite the gathered company, the community, to share in what we

do. The traditions we have had come from ancient time, passed on by

an oral tradition. So that this may be passed on, several of our company

are invited to be "witnesses". Four present were invited to be "witness"-

 Tim Cortis, Algy Watson, Jackie Cumberbirch and Sue Edwards. They

each described the "ceremony" or "Potlach", as they had experienced

it,and gave thanks.;dedicating themselves to honour the Totem Pole

and that which it represented, In return they were thanked and given

simple tokens of appreciation. All present shared in a gift of fruit.

The team of First Nation Indians made two totem poles at

Bellabeg from August 19th to 22nd. The first was raised and

blessed at Strathdon Primary School on Thursday 22nd August

at a Service conducted by Drew Atkins. The second is to be

placed in front of the Colquhonnie Hotel in Strathdon.

So the Totem Pole was blessed and given to bless the people.

As a result of the visit and work of the team of Indians of the

Squamish Tribe to Scotland this Summer Totem Poles will be

raised not only in Donside but also in Dunkeld. And the idea

and hope is that many Totem Poles may be raised and Blessed

across Scotland.

"The Blessing of the Totem Pole will begin "when Kenny

returns", Xwa Lak Tun had said to me. He spoke more truly,

by a long way, than I knew!

Mr. Kenny Grieve of Burnturk, Fife' s part in the story of the

Indians visit to Scotland is a piece of sheer folk magic. Four

years ago Kenny had his 50th birthday Party. At it, his friends

gave him a return air-fare ticket to Vancouver,British Columbia.

There a friend Maureen Patterson of Langley, introduced him

to a teacher of First Nation Indian children. So Kenny met the

Indian people of the Squamish Tribe; fell in love with them

and invited some of them to come to Scotland. They in turn

fell in love with Scotland.

As a result the Scottish Totem Pole Project grew.

The carving projects in hand this year,have been part of"

Treefest Scotland 2002" a Festival of more than 750 events

being held around Scotland throughout this year to celebrate

Scotland's woodlands.

So a return ticket at a 50th Birthday Party has led to the

bonding of two great peoples. A mighty Oak from a tiny acorn

grows? Or in the words of a song of another generation :-

"If I should plant a tiny seed of love,
In the garden of your heart,

Would it grow to be a great big plant some day
Or would it fade and die away?

Would you water it and tend it every day
While we were far apart?

If I should plant a tiny seed of love,
In the garden of your heart.”

The Blessing of the Bennachie Totem Pole
  Douglas Lister, retired Church of Scotland minister



Squamish sculpture stands sentinel on hill
by Mark Drever

VISITORS to Bennachie will get
the feeling that they are being
watched from now on.

For a striking totem pole was
erected on the Aberdeen-shire
landmark hill at the weekend.

About 60 people gathered near
the countryside ranger station at
the Bennachie Centre on Saturday
to witness the 8ft-tall carving being
put into place.

A team of Squamish Nation
craftsmen travelled over from
British Columbia, Canada, last
autumn to create the sculpture.

They used a section of a 109-
year-old Douglas fir which had
been felled on the Balmoral Estate.

Featuring carvings of osprey
and salmon, in homage to the
nearby River Don, the pole was
decorated in bright colours by
children from the nearby Chapel
of Garioch School.

The totem pole was created as
part of last summer’s TreeFest
celebrations in Aberdeenshire.

Delighted
The donated tree was cut into

several pieces to create totem
poles.

The largest, standing sonic 3Oft
high, is due to he erected outside
the Lonach hall in Strathdon in
August.

F o r e s t  r a n g e r  J a c k i e
Cumberbirch, who was at the fore-
front of the project, said she was
delighted to see the pole in place.

“I think it’s great and it really
fits in to its surroundings.

“It’s appropriately carved and
there has been a lot of local
involvement in the project.

“Quite a lot of people turned up
to watch it being mounted and
helped out by pulling the ropes
that winched it into position,”
added the forest ranger.

Flanking the Squamish Totem pole are Scottish woodcarver Kenny
Grieve and project coordinator Jackie Cumberbirch.

Picture by Colin Rennie

From the comments book:
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