
The Híɫzaqv Language Mobilization Partnership: 
Collaboration on BC’s Central Coast 
 

Ǧvu̓í (Rory Housty) & Mark Turin

5th International Conference on Language 
Documentation & Conservation 2017  
University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa



Heiltsuk / Híɫzaqv Language (Híɫzaqvḷa) 

Híɫzaqv : “to speak and act in a proper manner” 



Heiltsuk / Híɫzaqv Language (Híɫzaqvḷa) 

Híɫzaqv : “to speak and act in a proper manner” 

Five main tribes 
W̓úyalitx̌v, Q̓vúqvay̓áitx̌v, W̓u̓íƛ̓itx̌v, Y̓ísdáitx̌v, X̌íx̌ís 



Heiltsuk / Híɫzaqv Language (Híɫzaqvḷa) 

Híɫzaqv : “to speak and act in a proper manner” 

Five main tribes 
W̓úyalitx̌v, Q̓vúqvay̓áitx̌v, W̓u̓íƛ̓itx̌v, Y̓ísdáitx̌v, X̌íx̌ís 

Híɫzaqv is part of the North Wakashan language family 



Heiltsuk / Híɫzaqv Language (Híɫzaqvḷa) 

Híɫzaqv : “to speak and act in a proper manner” 

Five main tribes 
W̓úyalitx̌v, Q̓vúqvay̓áitx̌v, W̓u̓íƛ̓itx̌v, Y̓ísdáitx̌v, X̌íx̌ís 

Híɫzaqv is part of the North Wakashan language family 

The language is traditionally spoken in Bella Bella & 
Klemtu, BC, with additional speakers in & around Metro 
Vancouver 



Heiltsuk / Híɫzaqv Language (Híɫzaqvḷa) 

Híɫzaqv : “to speak and act in a proper manner” 

Five main tribes 
W̓úyalitx̌v, Q̓vúqvay̓áitx̌v, W̓u̓íƛ̓itx̌v, Y̓ísdáitx̌v, X̌íx̌ís 

Híɫzaqv is part of the North Wakashan language family 

The language is traditionally spoken in Bella Bella & 
Klemtu, BC, with additional speakers in & around Metro 
Vancouver 

Approximately 35 Híɫzaqv fluent speakers and 25 
‘understanders’ (numbers from Klemtu are not known) 
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LOCATION: Bella Bella / Wágḷísḷa 

Amalgamated in Old Bella Bella (Q̓ḷ́c) 

Moved to current site of Bella Bella around 1900 

Bella Bella or Wágḷísḷa is the main Híɫzaqv village

“Bella Bella” comes from pḷbálá meaning ‘a narrow or flat 
point of land’

Population of Heiltsuk community members: 
1,600 (on reserve) & 1,000 (off reserve)







Source: United Church Archives, 1800s



Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bella_Bella,_British_Columbia



Source: Report on the Status of B.C. First Nations Languages  
First Peoples’ Cultural Council, 2014.



Community-Directed Language Work 

The Heiltsuk Cultural and Education Centre (HCEC) was 
established in 1980 & is located within the School
The Centre serves as a “Memory Bank” of the Heiltsuk:

Source: www.hcec.ca



Community-Directed Language Work 

The Heiltsuk Nation initiated extensive language research and 
documentation in 1973. 

The HCEC has language and cultural archives. 

The archive houses hundred of hours of language cassettes, reel 
to reel and video recordings. 

Through its Heiltsuk Language Studies program, the Heiltsuk 
Cultural Education Centre seeks to continue to support the 
documentation and revitalization of the Heiltsuk language, and 
has assisted in creating and compiling extensive resources.



Community-Directed Language Work 

1) Developing a practical orthography (alphabet) for writing down the 
Heiltsuk language; 2) recording and analyzing words in order to produce 
comprehensive word lists, bilingual dictionaries, and taxonomies; 3) 
analyzing and identifying the basic structure of the Heiltsuk language; 
4) recording an extensive body of oral traditions, narratives, and 
discourses, and transcribing and translating these into English; 

Assisting and promoting the understanding and interpretation of 
Heiltsuk culture through linguistic analysis of information recorded or 
transmitted in Heiltsuk; 

Promoting and assisting in the development of Heiltsuk language 
instruction programs; 
 
Maximizing use of available and emerging technologies to promote the 
preservation of and access to Heiltsuk language materials.



Community-Directed Language Work 

Dutch linguist Dr John Rath was invited to the community in 
1973. 

He stayed for over a decade working with elders, school staff, 
and Heiltsuk linguists whom he trained in orthography and 
collaborated with to produce a large body of bilingual texts, 
dictionaries and grammatical descriptions. 

He also developed many self-instructional booklets 
accompanied by audio tape recordings. Dr. Rath’s gave classes 
for local Heiltsuk linguists and Heiltsuk Language teachers.





Letter from William Freeman, October 1972





Hílístis Society 

Source: Native Brotherhood, 1981 Convention.



Community-Directed Language Work 
 
The Bella Bella Community School (BBCS) instituted Heiltsuk 
Language Instruction as a formal part of school curriculum in 
1978, and has focused on curriculum development, Heiltsuk 
Language teacher certification and the pursuit of effective 
language teaching strategies.

Source: Rory Housty, 2017.



Two grade 9 students in the Bella Bella 
Community School racing to look for 
the picture of a sound that their 
teacher had called out from the 
Heiltsuk Alphabet Chart. 
 
Credit: Liz Wilson, BBCS Teacher. 
January 2017. 



A grade 4/5 student pointing to a 
photo of a Heiltsuk yím̓as (hereditary 
chief). 
 
Credit: Liz Wilson, BBCS Teacher. 
January 2017. 



Grade 8 class learning from April Reid and Connie Tallio.  
Credit: Liz Wilson, BBCS Teacher. January 2017. 



Once a week, grades 2-9 go to the BBCS 
computer lab during language class and 
work through PowerPoint presentations 
with images and embedded recordings, and 
repeat each word or phrase after hearing 
the speaker pronounce it. This helps to 
reinforce what the students are learning in 
the classroom. To date, they work from 14 
PowerPoint presentations.  
 
 
Credit: Liz Wilson, BBCS Teacher. January 
2017. 



Community-Directed Language Work 

Heiltsuk College : Adult Híɫzaqv Language Class 
 

Sásṃ House : Language Nest 
 

QQS Projects Society : Koeye Camp 
Youth on land where they learn language, culture & history 
 

Heiltsuk Radio : in early planning stages….



Rory sharing a Language and History 
lesson on the land in Heiltsuk 
Territory, Koeye Camp. 
 
 
Credit: Jess Housty, QQS Projects 
Society, 2015. 



William Housty, HIRMD Board, Chair sharing traditional place names and important local 
history with children on the land in Heiltsuk Territory, Koeye Camp.  

Credit: Rory Housty, 2016. 



Heiltsuk youth singing and dancing in traditional big house on 
the land in Heiltsuk Territory, Koeye Camp. 

Credit: Rory Housty, 2016. 



UBC-Bella Bella Partnership 

Through a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) signed in 
2016, the Heiltsuk Cultural Education Centre, Bella Bella 
Community School and UBC’s First Nations and Endangered 
Languages Program are partnering in an effort to 
collaboratively create new opportunities for speaking, writing 
and reading the Híɫzaqv (Heiltsuk) language by expanding 
and deepening existing community language revitalization 
and cultural documentation in a digital environment. 

The partnership brings together students, staff and faculty in 
Vancouver and Bella Bella by providing spaces to 
productively combine academic and community goals.
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UBC-Bella Bella Partnership Project Team 

Frances Brown (Heiltsuk Language Program Coordinator, Bella Bella Community School) 
Jennifer Carpenter (Culture & Heritage Manager, Heiltsuk Integrated Resource  
   Management Department; Director, Heiltsuk Cultural Education Centre, Bella Bella) 
Janice Gladish (Principal, Bella Bella Community School) 
Rory Housty (formerly Resource Centre & Research Assistant, Heiltsuk Cultural Education 
   Centre, Bella Bella, now Heiltsuk Language Program, Waglisla Adult Learning Centre/ 
   Heiltsuk College, Bella Bella) 
Robyn Humchitt (Digitizing Technician, Heiltsuk Cultural Education Centre, Bella Bella) 
Rex Slett (Language and Culture Special Project Liaison, Heiltsuk Cultural Education  
   Centre, Bella Bella) 
Chester Lawson (Elder, retired educator & teacher, Heiltsuk Hereditary Chief) 
Pam Brown (Curator, Pacific Northwest, Museum of Anthropology & Heiltsuk community  
   member) 
Kim Lawson (Reference Librarian, X̱wi7x̱wa Library, UBC & Heiltsuk community member) 
Gerry Lawson (Coordinator, Oral History and Language Lab, MOA & Heiltsuk community  
   member) 
Lisa Nathan (Assistant Professor at School of Library, Archival and Information Studies, 
   UBC, & Coordinator of the First Nations Curriculum Concentration) 
Aidan Pine (App / Web Developer, UBC Alumnus) 
Mark Turin (Associate Professor of Anthropology & Chair, First Nations & Endangered  
   Languages Program, UBC)



UBC-Bella Bella Partnership Class Visit 

Some members of the Híɫzaqv Language Mobilization Partnership  
Credit: Mark Turin, Saunders Island, July 2016. 



Híɫzaqv Writing System



















http://heiltsuk.arts.ubc.ca



w̓uálas ǧiáxsix̌a

Our participation in this conference was made possible thanks to Professor Marianne Ignace’s 
SSHRC Partnership Grant: First Nations Languages in the Twenty-first Century: Looking Back, 
Looking Forward. #895-2012-1029. We are grateful for this support.




