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Chief Son-i-Hat Whale House, arguably the most valuable cultural asset in the Village of Kasaan, is
critically in need of repairs and restoration. The house has deteriorated to the extent that the building
exterior enclosure, including walls and roof, have begun to collapse.
The Whale House and the surrounding site is owned by Kasaan Village Corporation (Kavilco). Given this
responsibility for the property, Kavilco contracted with MRV Architects in 2007 to perform a condition
survey of the house and surrounding cultural area, including eight carved totem poles.
That initial conceptual reconnaissance and report, prepared by MRV and Alaska Cultural Resources (Mary
Pat Wyatt), identified critical problems with the building, and next steps for upgrade and stabilization.
In 2008, MRV Architects was again contracted to perform a more detailed Schematic analysis of the
building itself. Those services included the addition of BBFM Engineers, who worked with MRV to
establish general extent of rot, and analyze overall structural stability of the building. The final Schematic
report included detailed drawings, narratives, cost estimates, and strategy for possible construction
approaches.

2

MRV A R C H I T E C T S

S O N - I -H A T W H A L E H O U S E
R ENOVATION & P RESERVATION P LAN

In 2010, Kavilco and the Organized Village of Kasaan (OVK)
developed a joint strategy to move forward on implementing
critical upgrades, given the continued degradation of the
building, and lack of significant funding to move the critical
restoration work forward.
The working relationship between Kavilco and OVK was
set up to best capitalize on the site proximity of OVK, their
personnel, and potential access of OVK to other grant fund
sources. Since that time, OVK has organized an active fundraising and publicity effort, and is prepared to lead initial
steps to protect the building while additional funding is
secured for more involved restoration work.
OVK recently contracted with MRV Architects, given their
project familiarity and other cultural projects in Kasaan,
to develop a detailed proposal for Kavilco and OVK
consideration, identifying steps to move forward on the
overall restoration project. That information is contained in
this recommendation for renovation work.
The construction process identified uses a number of
sequential phases, allowing highest-priority portions of the
work to be initiated, while funds are pursued for subsequent
portions of the work.
MRV Architects strongly recommends that Kavilco provide
immediate authorization for initiating Phase I work to arrest
on-going deterioration of the structure and house posts,
while the broader approach and recommendations of this
plan are evaluated for adoption by Kavilco and OVK.
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RENOVATION PLAN
O VERALL A PPROACH

TO

W HALE H OUSE R ENOVATION

The following information outlines the general goals and process for the successful renovation
of the Whale House. Details of the process are provided in the following chapters.

A. P URPOSE

AND

G OALS : The purpose of this Chief Son-i-Hat Whale House Renovation

and Preservation project is to preserve and protect the Haida architectural form and physical
structure of the Whale House located in Kasaan, Alaska. An additional purpose is to preserve
and practice the tradition carving and house construction methods of the Haida people for
future generations.
Totem pole restoration and/or re-carving will not be addressed as part of this Whale House
project, even though this work is also critically needed. Kavilco and OVK should work toward
a similar joint strategy toward this stabilization in the near-future.

B. O WNER R OLES

AND R ESPONSIBILITIES : Kavilco owns the property and the building,
and the corporation or its representatives must approve the overall Renovation and Preservation
Plan. Input to this plan will be obtained from representatives from the Kasaan Haida Heritage
Foundation, Organized Village of Kasaan, and Kavilco. After approval, the Organized Village
of Kasaan would oversee and manage the implementation of this work, including general fund
raising, construction efforts, and “milestone” project reporting to Kavilco.
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C.

T RADITIONAL F OCUS : The renovation project will
use traditional carving and construction knowledge, tools
and techniques, to renovate the Whale House in the most
traditional manner possible to maintain a legacy link to the
past. The renovation project will be a reconstruction that is
faithful to the house that was originally constructed in the
1880’s and reconstructed in 1938-1939.
All sound existing wood and structures will be utilized as
carefully as possible, both out of respect to the original carvers
and structure, and to minimize the number of boards and
structures that need to be re-fabricated. Further, all renovation
activities will adhere to relevant guidelines found in the
National Register of Historic Places.

D. P HASING

THE

W ORK : Renovation of the Whale House

will be completed using a “phased” approach (see details
below). Phases will be based on critical preservation issues,
recommendations from the project architect, engineer, and lead
carver, and available grants/funding. The phased approach will
work towards eventual comprehensive renovation.

E. N ATIVE C ARVING T EAM : A Southeast Alaskan carving
team consisting of several lead and apprentice carvers from
Hydaburg and Kasaan will be utilized to complete all carving
and construction activities. Initial fabrication of replacement
wood framing members will be accomplished in Hydaburg,
with final installation and detailed wood finishing done on-site
in Kasaan.

F. P ROJECT M ANAGER C ONSTRUCTION A PPROACH : It
is recommended that the project construction utilize a Project
Manager, with authority to solicit and award specific contracts
for the project within each general phase. For efficiency, this
position should be contracted and managed by OVK.
As identified in previous MRV reports, the phased and intricate
nature of the work will proceed more efficiently and carefully
with a Project Manager approach than would be possible
utilizing a typical bid project. This approach will also work
efficiently with the Hydaburg carving team, allowing sufficient
flexibility to enter into a series of smaller phased contracts.
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D ETAILED R ECOMMENDATIONS

FOR

R ENOVATION

AND

R ECONSTRUCTION

The following information expands on the general construction approach and process described above.
MRV Architects has developed this information as a basis to formalize an approach and strategy between
Kavilco and OVK.
A. G ENERAL P HASING S TRATEGY : MRV Architects has identified a preliminary outline of phased work,
illustrated below. This draft will be followed by a more detailed determination of how the project can
be completed in sequential phases. This phasing recommendation is based on two documents, “Chief
Son-i-Hat Whale House: Architectural Analysis and Condition Survey (March 2007) and “Repairs to the
Chief Son-i-Hat House (June 2009) already completed by MRV, and expanded by new detailed testing of
existing structural members.
The following stand-alone phases will allow the project to move forward sequentially, on a priority basis,
and working in smaller cost increments that are more likely to be achievable with available grant funding.
Very rough order-of-magnitude costs are shown for each phase.
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P HASE 1 – I MMEDIATE C ORRECTIVE A CTION : The
irreplaceable House Posts and structure of the Whale
House are continuing to suffer from weather and insect
damage. It is imperative that Kavilco and OVK initiate
immediate action to protect the House Posts from water
damage by using selective temporary roof repairs, and
to arrest on-going insect damage for the House Posts
by using a localized heat treatment suggested by the
Alaska State Museum conservation staff.
The next step in this starting phase would be to
contract MRV to develop a detailed inventory of all
wood that needs to be replaced. This work would be
accomplished with several days of on-site inventory
and testing, followed by office refinement of drawings.
Both portions of Phase I work can be implemented
immediately with available funds, given Kavilco
authorization. $25,000.
P HASE 2 – C OMPLETE W ORK S COPE AND S EQUENCE :
This phase begins construction activities. First, Kavilco
and OVK formalize an agreement with USFS for access
to cedar logs. Second, formalize an agreement with
Hydaburg for wood storage and security. Third, contract to cut trees, transport and store in Hydaburg; complete environmental and other permitting. $60,000.
PHASE 3 – RECONSTRUCT FRONT FAÇADE TOWARD WATER:
Dismantle front (south) façade of Whale House; create
drainage channel around building and extending to
beach; install new grade beams; erect new corner posts
and gable end beams; install relocated wall planks from
north façade; tie in temporary roof portions to existing.
$325,000.
P HASE 4 – R ECONSTRUCT W EST F AÇADE : Provide
temporary shoring to stabilize structure; dismantle
west face structure; install new grade beams, erect
new corner post and portions of new horizontal
beams; install existing and relocated wall planks; tie in
temporary roof portions to existing. $225,000.
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P HASE 5 – R ECONSTRUCT N ORTH ( REAR ) F AÇADE : Provide
temporary shoring to stabilize structure; dismantle north face
structure; install new grade beams, erect new corner post and
portions of new horizontal beams; install existing and relocated
wall planks; tie in temporary roof portions to existing. $275,000.
PHASE 6 - RECONSTRUCT EAST FAÇADE: Provide temporary shoring
to stabilize structure; dismantle east face structure; install new
grade beams, erect new corner post and portions of new horizontal
beams; install existing and new wall planks; tie in temporary roof
portions to existing. $225,000.
PHASE 7 - RECONSTRUCT ROOF, SMOKEHOLE, AND INTERIOR FLOOR
PLANKS: As a final phase, the smokehole is rebuilt in traditional
style, and new cedar shakes are installed over the full roof surface;
interior floor planks and step-down side wall beams are replaced.
$250,000.
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B. FUND RAISING REQUIREMENTS: Original renovation estimates obtained from MRV Architects
have ranged from $1,564,964 in the Conceptual study to $2,255,000 in the Schematic study.
This estimate was based on several assumptions regarding cost of materials, scope of work, and
construction methods that are no longer true. More recent estimates have placed the cost of the
phased renovation work described above at approximately $1.4 million. Originally discussed construction features such as an access road, and the addition of power have been dropped. Performing
much of the initial wood carving work in Hydaburg, rather than on-site, have also reduced costs.
With the concurrence of Kavilco, OVK will take the lead on securing funding, both for
renovation work as identified, and for ongoing maintenance needs of the Whale House. OVK
will be responsible for overseeing the administration of all grant funds, timelines, work plans, and
reporting. They will report to Kavilco at mutually agreed milestones to assure that both parties
understand the status and needs of the project.
C. PROJECT CONSTRUCTION TIMELINE: The project timeline is primarily dependent on funding. The
project will be broken down into distinct and independent phases, as identified above, that are
developed based on the architect’s determinations of what parts of the project can be completed in
stand-alone phases, and which will best maintain the overall integrity of the renovation project.
If 100% of project funding was in place, an overall renovation timeline of 18-24 months would
be anticipated.
It is important to note that the initial portions of the work identified as Phase I could be
accomplished very rapidly, and are possible with KHHF and OVK funding that is currently
available. This first phase of work is recommended for immediate authorization by Kavilco to halt
on-going deterioration affecting critical house posts and framing.
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D. COMMUNICATION AND APPROVAL PROCESS BETWEEN KAVILCO AND OVK: The
overall renovation plan (this document) and details of the phased approach
should be reviewed and formally approved by Kavilco, OVK, and Kasaan
Haida Heritage Foundation. Once the plan is approved, specific authorization of renovation activities and the details of implementation will be the
responsibility of OVK.
Project updates occurring at established milestones between OVK and Kavilco will insure that Kavilco is kept updated about the general progress and
broad outlines of the project. OVK will have the authority to make efficient
and timely decisions required for specific implementation of the work steps.
OVK, MRV Architects, and the Project Manager (following), will work
closely to identify such steps to successful project development.
E. PROJECT MANAGER ROLES AND DUTIES: As funding allows, a Project
Manager will be employed by OVK. The Project Manager will be empowered
to implement the renovation plan and specified phases based on available
funding. The Project Manager will oversee all renovation activities, manage
project grants, complete reporting requirements, manage the project
budget(s), oversee all equipment, wood and materials acquisitions, and follow
National Register requirements. The Project Manager will report to Kavilco
and OVK at established milestones.
When the Project Manager has major questions about the work plan, he/she
will consult with a design team that consists of the lead carver, MRV Architects
representative, OVK Cultural Resources Director, and a representative of
Kavilco. The Project Manager will be involved in the milestone conversations
between Kavilco and other key parties.
F. FOCUS ON TRADITIONAL METHODS AND FINISHED PRODUCT: As stated in the
“Overall Approach” above, the renovation project will use traditional carving
and construction knowledge, tools and techniques, to renovate the Whale
House in as traditional manner as possible. Permanent power, heat and
lighting will not be part of the renovated house. Temporary power, through
use of an on-site generator, may be brought in for the construction phase if
needed.
Similarly, the renovation project will use traditional carving and construction
knowledge, tools, and techniques, to renovate the Whale House in as
traditional a manner as possible. Materials will either be barged to the beach,
or carried to the site by-hand.
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G. ALTERATIONS TO THE STRUCTURE: For the most
part, very minor changes will be made to the historic
nature of the structure. However, we recommend that
specific upgrades, especially those using culturallyappropriate materials, be implemented for better
longevity of the finished structure.
For example, copper flashing is expected to be used
in limited places that are visible, and where there is
potential for significant rot due to rain and exposure.
Examples include the exterior beam/post intersections
at the roof eave corners. Although this technique was
not used in traditional structures, copper is a metal
that is indigenous to traditional Haida territory, and
was used for other purposes. These kinds of decisions
will be presented to, and made by the Whale House
Consultation Team and may be informed by relevant
requirements of the National Register of Historic
Places.
Using the approach of completing the reconstruction
in a manner that is faithful to the house that was
originally constructed in the 1880’s and reconstructed
in 1938-1939, it is anticipated that very little
additional hardware will be needed. The original
house was built using variations of mortis and tenon
joint techniques.
The main departure from traditional construction material may be in the below-ground foundation work.
The below-grade components are anticipated to use treated wood to provide more longevity to the repaired
structure. Treated wood components will be below grade and not visible.
Moisture control for the structure will include the use of a polyethylene vapor barrier that is installed below
a well-drained gravel at the surface. A graded drainage channel will be constructed from the structure away
from the building to prevent water from collecting near the below-grade wood.
As stated above, these kinds of decisions that represent a departure from traditional construction techniques
will be made in consultation with the Whale House Consultation Team, and may be altered by relevant
requirements of the National Register of Historic Places.
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H. ENVIRONMENTAL AND CODE PERMITTING: The
following agencies will be contacted to determine
what specific environmental permitting will be
required to complete this project.
National Register of Historic Places
State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO)
DOT - Scenic By-Ways Environmental
Requirements
Army Corp of Engineers Requirements?
I. FUTURE MAINTENANCE AND PROPERTY SECURITY:
With Kavilco’s consent, the Organized Village of
Kasaan will be responsible for ongoing security
of the Whale House. The following issues will be
considered: security cameras, locks on the door, and
regularly scheduled watchman visits for observation
and monitoring.
Similarly, the Organized Village of Kasaan will be
responsible for ongoing maintenance of the Whale
House. A routine maintenance schedule will be
developed and used by the “watchman” to record
and communicate immediate and long-term maintenance concerns.
Scheduled maintenance checks of key areas including
the roof and other areas prone to rot and damage
will be made. Tasks including ongoing treatments
of below ground wood will be conducted based on
recommendations of the MRV architect and engineer.
Other maintenance activities such as replacing
missing shingles due to wind damage will be reported
by the “watchman” and dealt with immediately by
OVK maintenance staff.
The cost for ongoing maintenance will be the
responsibility of OVK. These funds will be secured
through fund raisers such as t-shirt sales and
guidebook sales, and fees for guided tours. The
“Watchman Program” will consist of volunteers and
will be run at no cost to the Tribe. It is anticipated
that annual maintenance costs for the first ten years
post-renovation will be minimal.
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