Healing Power of Canoe Journey Tested
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Pullers on hand-carved tribal canoes returned to the waters of the Straight of Juan de Fuca and Puget Sound in the day or two after the tragic death of Chief Jerry Jack of the Mowachaht First Nation near Sequim, Wash. 

The announcement of his death shocked more than 250 tribal people participating in the southern leg of the Inter-Tribal Canoe Journey, who broke into loud mournful wails and held vigil until late Wednesday night when the chief’s fiancé and children arrived at the journey’s camp ground.   

Chief Jack was 68, and lived in Gold River, B.C.

“This is our only fatality in 15 years of the Inter-Tribal Canoe journeys,” said Jeff Smith, Makah.  Jeff Smith, who works for the American Friends Service Committee’s Native American program, arranges donations of safety equipment for canoes and gives safety training to participants. 

Chief Jack’s daughter Colleen Pendleton of Neah Bay, speaking for her family hours after his death, urged the canoe families to proceed on their journey to Muckleshoot. But she warned them to use caution in rough waters which pounded the Olympic Peninsula’s northern coast this week.

“Nobody should get in a canoe ever without a life jacket,” she said. “My dad wasn’t wearing a life jacket.”

Chief Jack’s family repeatedly stated that this was an accident for which no one was to blame. 

 “This is a teachable moment,” said Elaine Grinnell, a tribal elder from the Jamestown S’Klallam who assisted the journey. Grinnell said the currents of Dungeness Spit are among the most difficult in the Straight. The water temperature that day was 54 degrees.

In Port Angeles from which most canoes left early Wednesday morning, journey leaders had offered prayer, and expressed their worry about strong winds and tidal conditions that could prove challenging even for experienced crews. 

Friends recalled Chief Jack’s joy at joining the canoe journey at the Makah reservation in Neah Bay, Wash. He had participated many times in this journey and others off Vancouver Island. He was especially excited because he planned to marry his fiancé Fran Prest, also of British Columbia, when the canoes reached the Suquamish Tribe’s reservation on the weekend. Family members were planning a special ceremony in which canoe families would hold up their paddles and make an arch for the bride to walk under. 

“A big part of our Mowachaht Nation is missing,” said Kelly John of the Kyuquot First Nation in British Columbia. “He was proud of our Mowachaht/Muchalaht First Nation.” 

The accident occurred around 5 p.m. Wednesday nearly two hours after most canoes traveling from Port Angeles, Wash., to Jamestown Beach in Sequim, Wash.

Unaccompanied by a support boat and underweight with only six pullers in the nine-person canoe, the canoe was swamped by 5- to 7-foot swells. One puller Billy Secor said he managed to dial 911 before the canoe capsized. By the time Clallam County Sheriff’s deputies arrived, Chief Jack and two other men were in the water while others from various tribes huddled on top of the overturned Makah Nation canoe. 
The rugged shoreline made rescue efforts difficult, and high winds further slowed efforts by a U.S. Coast Guard helicopter.  

Another canoe accompanying the chief’s was thrust ashore by waves. Earlier in the day a third canoe was beached. The crews survived, except Chief Jack, though three were treated at a local hospital for hypothermia and minor injuries.

It was not known whether he died of hypothermia or drowning. An autopsy will be performed Friday.

Thursday was a day of healing, even for several seasoned canoe crews, which following the family’s directions, set out for Port Townsend, Wash., on the early morning tide. Others rested for a day, to mark Chief Jack’s passing. Less experienced crews took their canoes by trailers to the calmer waters on Puget Sound. 

Those who stayed encamped at Sequim High School gathered in healing circles Thursday morning to reflect on the accident, and on Chief Jack’s role in the Northwest Coast culture. Prayers and songs were offered by canoe family members in various tribal traditions, as well as multiple religious traditions. Young and old sat solemnly to listen to teachings about respect for the ocean.

Chief Jack was a leader whose teaching spread from Western Canada to the Northwestern United States, where he frequently provide co-hosted  potlatch ceremonies and taught about Northwest Coast tribal protocol. He had been a leader for most of his life, having inherited his chiefdom when he was 7-years-old. He grew up under the tutelage of tribal historians, and through his life used that teaching to consult on key First Nations court cases. 

“My dad found himself involved in B.C. land issues,” Colleen Pendleton said. “He traveled to Europe to protest the signing of the (Canadian) constitution by the Queen. He also campaigned hard for the Canadian aboriginal fishing rights.” 

Eight years ago a court case that he was instrumental in winning secured fishing rights for First Nations people across Canada.

“Lawyers used to touch him for good luck,” his daughter said. 

Thursday afternoon Chief Jack’s family gathered on Jamestown Beach, near where he died, to ceremonially wash out the canoe in which the chief had traveled. They also delivered his paddle, which the rescue workers retrieved, to the canoe crew which will continue on the journey. His younger daughter Beverly Jack of Nanaimo, B.C. planned to honor her father by joining the canoe in which he had been traveling for the remainder of the trip.  

The family welcomed donations which will help pay travel expenses and also for transport of the body home to Gold River, B.C. Donations can be made to the chief’s son Jerome Jack Jr., through Western Union, code 43307.        

Donations of more than $1,500 were immediately made by the many tribal families participating in the journey. Another $1,000 was given by the Jamestown S’Klallam’s tribal council. 

“The power of this journey is the struggle and the transformations that happen in people’s lives as a result,” said Andrea Alexander, Makah and president of the Potlatch Fund. “People whose ancestors lived on these waters know how to take care of each other, as all Native families do in times of crisis.” 
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