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Beginnings: Place Names of Saltspring Island 

WrRp your mouth around these words : tsoo- EN, whuh- NEN- uts, 

w huh- .uSS- whun , whuh-MET-uts-un . They are j ust a few of the sixty 
~() w~tc..h e st , \\ tll/ e u.u,t \~ 

odd place names used by Salishan speakers to map this island . See 

if, ~~·le sitting in the ferry line- up a t Long Harbour, the name 

sts- Ad-t might evoke the feel of t he place differently, might loosen 

the structures of t he everyday world . 

These names indicate a world infinitely r ich , below our 

world of surfaces , layers in a cultur al midden . Hidden i n that 

language is the silence of waves, cedar and raven which is i naccessible 

to our prin t conditioned thought. There may be ways of catchine glimpses; 

studying t he language, sitt ing with the elders and working wi t h them 

for some transmission . Perhaps we could appr oach the situation 

intuitively using the vehicles of trance or dream of silence , listening 

for the songs of the local mountains, the creatures, the waters . 

ln many ways our task seems similar to that of the monastic 

scholars of ~he British Is l es who sought , some with t olerance and 

compassion, to reconcile the mythos of t he Celts wi th that of the 

Chr i s t. We embody an alien rwde of being to t he earlier inhabitants 

of 1wrth America ; are still , to t hem, invaders . Inhabitants have ever 

been loathe to r eveal their mysteries to the stranger and the mysteries 

are likely self- secret in any case, accessible only to t hose born into 

them. 



:. 

't 

I t seems, t r y a s we may, impossibl to avoid a romantic and 
/1. 

sentimental ethnocentrism in our gro ping t owards contact with the 

aarlier culture and the l a nd which t hey inhabited. At l@ast, £y 

learning even a f ew of the names by which the natives knew this land, 
a_t \ectst SO!'!\~ 

we mayAbe r eminded of the cla im with whi ch they held it and of ~ 

of theitbasic relationships wi th it, which indeed may be sa lutary to 

us in view of our ongoing ecological crisis. 

To begin with, native place names do not seem to have 
l 

commemorated the~istence of part icular ind · v~duals as were occas¢ioned 

by the"discoveries" of so much of this coast and the founding of many 

of the towns. &e~~~tt~lly t his graffiti- like tendency wa s overpowered , 

as in the name of t his island, Saltspring, when a natural feature 

impinged with a certain s ingul arity . ~ith so much of the island 

"named after" the conste l l a tion of Admiral Baynes (Ganges, his flag­

shi p ; Fulford, his captain ; Burgoyne , his commander; Sout hey , his 

secretary ; Keppel , a friend ; Bruce , his predecessor) it is refreshing 

to find agreement wit h the native pr edilection f or naming places 

according to some intrinsic factor . 

The Saanich a nd Cowichan peoples knew the area from Ganges 
-._/ 

arbour to St . Mary's Lake as "salty place" , These two groups shared 

Saltspring Island, a t any rate on ~the southern and eastern 

shores . Fulford Harbour, Ganges Harbour , Beaver Point, Long Harbour 

and _revost sland all were used by both people as resource areas 

and hence there is a duplicat ion of names . ~~ In t his case , 
the Saanichit on peo ple, s peaking the Saanich dialect of Straits Salish 

ref~ered to t he Ganges area as tLay-thing, while it was ~~own to the 
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owichan as wh- TLAY-thum . They were Helkomelem s peakers , the language 

found from Mill Bay through Nano ose Bay and from Yale to the mouth of 

the l raser . The sounds of many of t hese names are similar but whenever 

possible I will give them both , in t heir anglicized form, with the 

accent falling on the capitalized l etters . 

As mentioned above , parts of t he island were shared, the Cowichan 

using sites such as Fulford Harbour as t hey passed t hrough the islands 

on t heir way to sturgeon and sockeye fishing at Point Robert s . To both 

groups , Fulford was known by its t opogr aphy ; the names whuh- NEN-uts (cw. ) 

and whuh- ~ - uch ( sn.) suggest~ a place "flat on one side, channel 

on the other. " Here was an ideal place f or collecting beach foods such 

as clam . 

.~. he names of several sites r efer directly to the type of resource 

t o be obtained a t that pl ace. ~ong uarbour was known as s ts-AW-t , cw. J 

or~ AW-t (sn . ) , meaning, simply , "halibut ". It strikes me as significant 

that this sit e is not r e f er r ed t o as perhaps "place of halibut " but 

rather i mplies an actual identi fication of t he resource with the pl ace . 

r evost Island, on t he ot her hand , was known to both Saanich and 

-. owichan as whuh- ESS-whum, "place having hair seals". Similarily, 

~urgoyne Bay was known as wh-AWK- wum by the Cowichan, "place having 

sawbill ducks ." ~e, t l:te ~~~ke 'tt'ere t rapped 'fl ith due loc net s, nets s trung 

~t wh- AWK- wum , a site used exclusively by the Cowichan , the common 

merganser was t r apped in lar ge number s wi th duck nets , ordinar y gill­

fishing nets which were strung across the width of the mouth of t he 

bay on twan t y t o t hirty foot douglas fi r poles . Burgoyne Bay was also 

utilized for the fishing of ling cod , porpoise, ground f i sh , seals , 

.. 
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and a l l beach foods , such as clams, chitons , and native oysters. Some 

people have also named Baynes Peak a f t er t he bay as wh- AWK-wum mountain 

or sawbill duck mountain , but this seems to be more of a ~lk term than 

an actual native pl ace name . 
~ 

'vie -e-eem to be lucky when we can determine the derivation 

of some of these names . I ndeed , only a small proportion of the ninety 

odd archeo logical sites identified on Saltspring can still be named. 

, t i s sad to think of the l oss occas~ioned by the displacement of 

cult ur al gr oups , of the loss of t he body of knowledge and wisdom t hat 

occurs with the genocide , whether conscious or no t , t ha t follows upon 

inva sion , migration, or r esource exploitation. Though t he native names 

for Russell Island , thum- AY- kwus ; fo r Beaver Point , schus- NAW- ung ; and 

Ganges Har bour , shee-YAW- wht , are remembered, the derivations have 

dimmed beyond recovery , or have been hidden from or neglected by the 

ethnologist . 

Sometimes, we a re fortunate t o r eci eve not only name and 

de r i va tion but a backgr ound t ale t o connect us with t he submerged world 

of the native. Such is the case with Mt. Maxwe l l, known to t he Cowichan 

as whuh-IVJET-uts -un, "bending over place ." Originating in t opogr aphy , 

the name reaches into the distant past of the earth . It is to l d that 

before humans walked t he earth , whi le t he earth was still being 

t r ansformed , a supernatural being named smock- wuts l i ved near Point 

oberts . This monster hurled a series of huge boulders , one of which 

fle w across the Strait of Georgia , bouncing first at Active Pass, thus 

making a break in the i sland chain, 



I t bounced a nd passed over fJlount l\1axwell, who bent s o as 

not to be hit i n t he head, then landed d i r ectly on Octopus Point 

near / ia ple Bay , forming a ca ve there- after known as "pl a ce having 

a wide- open mout h". To the Cowichan travelling through Sansum Narrows 

on their way t o Burgoyne Bay this place was a source of great fear, 

l es t they be swallowed up. Looking at a map , you will see that these 

sites are indeed located in a direct line. 

Aount Maxwell was utili zed as a source of deer, elk and 
A5 

black bear as presumably was e the other mountains , aach ~ Mount Tuam. 

- n ~uam we find a rare occasion where t here is a continuity of name . 

r his is a good example also , of t he problems encountered in t he area 

of native place names . Various folklorists have perpetrat ed inaccuracies 

with flights of fancy or misinfor mation. In this case , some have 

sugges ted a connection with Fire Gods or Thunder Gods, or even whiskey 

drinking pioneers . Originall y anglicized by J ames Douglas in 1854 as 

Chuan (and briefly ascribed t o the island as a whole) , it is known in 

Cowichan as tsoo- EN , meaning simply " land comes down to water " o Very 

prosaic, the meaning fits precisely into t he na tive economy of naming 

places in accor dance with r esource or topogrpphy . 

It is i n this manner t hat the na tive people appr oached t he land, 

wi th an appr eciation of what t he land presented to t hem. I t i s impossible 
,-\l, 

to de tect any s embl enc& ~Aour sense of discovery . Rather, the people 

and the land have always been there, together . 

1'/e can see how both s ets of names r eflect t he pur poses, even 

the world v iew of the r espect i ve namers, embodying cosmology and economy . 

uike layers in a midden on the s hore , place- names g i ve wi t ness to t he 

prec iousness and transiency of life and po~nt to our activi ty of making 

meaning of our world, of creating a place for the ~eopleo 
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