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Ilskyalas, Delores Churchill, was born October 23, 1929, in Gutaawaas, (Old 

Massett), Haida Gwaii, to Ilst’ayaa, Selina Harris Adams of the Gawaa Git’ans 

Gitanee (Massett Inlet Eagle Clan), and to Skíl Gyáns, Alfred Adams, of the 

Kyanuusalii (Cod Fish Raven Clan).  

 

Delores’s life traverses the cusp of great change for the Haida. Like her mother, she 

did not attend residential school.  Delores grew up having the privilege of speaking 

and using the beautiful language of Xaad Kil (Haida language) throughout her life. 

She followed the Haida harvesting cycle with her family and other villagers.  Her early experiences provided her with the 

knowledge of Haida history, life ways, and gave her an understanding of the Haida relationship to the land, to each 

other, and of the Haida view of place within the universe.   

 

During this time of her life, utilitarian weavings were still in use.  However, most were not teaching and young women 

were not learning to weave.  Delores’s mother wove but Delores took no interest in weaving until she was an adult, 

when her husband brought to her attention that weaving would die out if people did not start learning.    

       

In 1972, at the Ketchikan Community College, Delores learned cedar bark and spruce root weaving from her mother, a 

recognized master weaver.   Selina was a demanding teacher, and burned Delores’s first baskets, saying, “When people 

see your baskets, they will know I taught you.  Your baskets need to be good.”  

 

After raising a family and building a career as the Ketchikan General Hospital bookkeeper, Delores retired at the age of 

45, to assist her mother in the teaching of Haida basketry.  As is the custom of the Haida, after her mother’s passing, in 

1984 at the age of 95, Delores took her mother’s position as the teacher of weaving.  Since then she has taught 

hundreds of people how to weave.   

 

The Tlingit basketry art form was also at the same risk of loss as the Haida weaving at the time Selina began to teach.  

This knowledge drove Delores to learn from the last of these elder weavers, with the promise to teach their people to 

weave in these styles.  She has honored those promises, and when visiting and teaching in the Tlingit villages on the 

Alaska side of the border, she is highly honored for her commitment to keeping these weaving arts alive.   

 

The Weaving Instructor 
Delores Churchill, Ilskyalas 



 

P
ag

e
2

 

Many call Delores a “Master Weaver”.  She however never calls herself a “Master” instead she draws our attention to 

the true Masters and their works, stating emphatically, “Each time I view the weavings of our ancestors I am 

overwhelmed by the beauty and spirit of each.  The works of our ancestors often move me to tears of admiration and 

gratitude.  These are the Masters and I am their student.”       

 

Both Delores and her daughter Evelyn Vanderhoop’s first wool weaving instruction was with Cheryl Samuels.  Cheryl had 

spent years researching textile weaving of the Northwest Coast and published her findings in, “The Chilkat Dancing 

Blanket, 1982” and “The Raven’s Tail, 1987”.  At a time when young people were not learning textile weaving, Cheryl 

had the desire and where-with-all to study the weavings of the ancients located within museums; and to work with the 

last of the elder weavers, including one of Delores’s Tlingit teachers, Jenny Thlunaut. 

 

Delores’s passion for this form of weaving is best described in her own words.  “When I began learning to weave wool 

from Cheryl I was obsessed.  I breathlessly said to Cheryl, ‘I can’t eat.  I can’t sleep.  It is like I am in-love!” 

 

Delores and her daughter, Evelyn, wove a Raven’s Tail robe in the village of Old Massett, the first to be woven in Massett 

in over 100 years.  Today, Delores and Evelyn weave and teach both Raven’s Tail and Naaxiin (Chilkat).   

 

Delores and Evelyn wove a cedar bark/Raven’s Tail robe that is believed to be the first one woven in 200 years.    Holly 

Burns-Churchill, Delores’s youngest daughter, taught Delores and Evelyn the traditional method of pounding the 

material. 

 

The desire to learn as much as possible about weaving enticed Delores to study the ancient weaving collections in major 

museums, among these are the Royal Museum, Victoria, B.C, Canada,  the  British Museum in London, England, the 

Smithsonian Institute in Washington D.C., the Museum of Civilization in Ottawa, Canada, the Field Museum in Chicago, 

Illinois,  the Voikerkunde Museum in Hamburg, Germany, the Linden Museum in Stuttgart, Germany, and the Museo de 

America in Madrid, Spain.   Through this study she brings back to the weavers of today, the techniques of the ancients 

that are no longer in use. 

 

Delores has had the great privilege of participating on research teams that have discovered ancient weavings at 

archeological sites.  She has replicated a spruce root seaweed harvest basket that was found in the Thorne Arm Estuary; 

and the “Long Ago Man’s” spruce hat found in northern B.C.  

 

When lecturing about basketry, Delores highlights the significant impact that individuals have had on the revival of the 

ancient North West Coast art forms.  Artists such as Robert Davidson, who, in 1969, raised and potlatched the first 

totem pole, in Old Massett village in nearly 100 years.   Her mother, Selina Peratrovich, Frieda Diesing and Nathan 
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Jackson, who taught at the Ketchikan Museum’s Totem Heritage Center, at the beginning of the NW Coast arts revival in 

the early 1970’s.  She also has great appreciation for her late brother, Victor Adams, who had carved a canoe in the 

1960’s, when canoe carving was no longer being done.  She acknowledges all of those from the Haida, Tlingit, and 

Tsimshian Nations that quietly kept the knowledge and skills of these art forms alive.   

 

Among Delores’s many honors are the Rasmuson Foundation Distinguished Artist Award, the Alaska Governor’s Award 

for the Arts, an honorary Doctorate of Humane Letters from the University of Alaska, an Alaska State Legislative Award, 

a First Peoples Fund Award, and the United States National Endowment of the Arts Lifetime Achievement award for her 

contribution to keeping the art of weaving alive and elevating it from a craft to an internationally recognized art form. 

 

All three of Delores’s children are weaving artists and teachers; and each of their children weaves.  Two of her grandsons 

are carvers.  Delores’s grandchildren and great grandchildren are also Haida singers, dancers, and learners of Xaad Kil. 

 

Among her siblings' children and grandchildren there are many weavers, artists, carvers, creators of regalia, singers and 

dancers.  The art of weaving, carving, storytelling, singing, and dancing within her family is an unbroken line, having 

never been disrupted, even during the socially and economically disruptive times after western contact.  

   

Selina, Delores, and her daughters have taught literally hundreds to weave.  Some of these students have achieved 

recognition for their artistic works.  Many have become teachers of weaving and the circle grows larger.   Delores is an 

avid learner and her life reveals that she fully understands that we are gifted with knowledge and skills but these are of 

little use if they are not shared.   If not shared they will eventually die away.   

 

Delores’s commitment to sharing everything she knows about weaving comes from the modeling of her mother and her 

observation and concern, “As long as our art is seen only in museums we will be considered people of the past.”  

 

Of her students, Delores shares, “They are keeping this art alive so it continues long after I’m gone and no one 

remembers my name.  It belongs to all of us.” 

 

Delores has led a life that contributes to the beauty, richness, and depth of the earth’s arts and humanities.  She has 

expressed her hope that the children, grandchildren, and great-great-great-great grandchildren never forget the 

traditional Haida weaving or our culture, which is based in our responsibilities and relationships to the earth, to each 

other as human beings, and to the universe.  
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  Weavers & Instructors 

The family of weaving artists, lecturers, and instructors are part of Selina Harris-Adams-Peratrovich’s 
legacy and her daughter, Delores Churchill’s life work, of helping to keep the Haida weaving arts alive.  

Many of their students have gone on to be recognized weavers and teachers.  In 1972 there were only 
three weavers, weaving in the Haida style, on the Alaska side of the border.  No one was teaching.  Selina 
began teaching at the Ketchikan Community College and continued teaching with her daughter, Delores 
Churchill’s assistance, until 1984 when Selina passed away and Delores continued the legacy.  

Delores and her children weave and teach, with an emphasis on the cultural concepts, principles, and 
values that ground the weavings to the land, as such, to that which is Haida.  Contact instructors and 
weavers directly to organize a workshop in your community or to acquire a woven fine art piece.  

Delores Churchill, Ilskyalas        WORKSHOP INSTRUCTOR 

Recipient of many awards for her commitment to the resurgence of Haida, Tlingit, and 
Tsimshian weaving arts, Delores is a weaver, lecturer, researcher, and instructor of cedar bark 
& spruce root basketry, and of Raven’s Tail and Naaxiin (Chilkat) textile weaving.    

Google, Delores Churchill weaver, and learn more about her.  

April Churchill, Xiihliikingang      WORKSHOP PRESENTER & INSTRUCTOR’S ASSISTANT 

Learned to weave from her grandmother, Selina Peratrovich in 1972.  Publicly credited for 
the growth of the basketry weaving arts on Haida Gwaii.  Many of her students are now 
teachers and recognized weaving artists that contribute vastly to the Haida community. 

 
Evelyn Vanderhoop, Kuujuuhl      WORKSHOP PRESENTER 

Learned Raven’s Tail from her mother Delores Churchill and Naaxiin weaving from Cheryl 
Samuels.  In addition to being part of a handful of people who weave Naaxiin, she instructs, 
lectures, and writes about both Raven’s Tail and Naaxiin textile weavings.    

Photo:  Evelyn dancing her Naaxiin Robe. 

Holly Churchill Burns, Dugwaa Taaw 

Learned to weave from her mother Delores Churchill.  Teaches cedar bark and spruce root 
basketry.  Many of her students have become recognized weavers.  Contact Holly directly to 
organize a course or to acquire her works of art.  

Tiffany Vanderhoop, Sgidluu, Paula Varnell, Jaad Tl’aaw, Naanii Delores, Carrie 
Vanderhoop, Kiinaawaas, Teresa Varnell, Dlaagwaa Daawaa, and Gloria Burns, Ilskadee 
Sdang are all weavers of cedar bark, spruce roots, Raven’s Tail and/or Naaxiin (Chilkat).   

Paula Varnell, Jaad Tl’aaw, Facilitator/Coordinator   (250)-559-8363 

 

907-225-5416 

907-247-4681 
  

The Grand daughters   From Left to Right 


