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The name Tsek is 

pronounced 

‘chick’.  It is most 

likely a derivation 

of the Ucwalmícwts 

word (s)ts’eq’ 

meaning ‘dripping 

water’ or ‘water 

droplet’. 

Time Before Memory 

Nsvq’tsmc, or nkúkwtsa the down-river St’at’imc 

people, have lived on this land, tmícwa, 

since time before memory.  In the heart of 

the tmícwa is Tsek. 

An elderly couple living at Tsek were 

visited by utszím’alh an immortal 

creature composed of four brothers, a 

sister, and mink.  Known as the 

Transformers, utszím’alh was sent down 

from the heavens by the Creator near 

the beginning of time to eradicate evil, 

reward good people, and make corrections 

to the earth’s landscape. 

The couple said to utszím’alh “let us be two springs, one hot 

and one cold, side by side.  People who bathe in us and drink 

our water will become well.” The Transformers made it so. 

The Salmon Men made their house at Tsek after bringing 

salmon up the river, and used the springs for boiling their food. 

Thereafter the nkúkwtsa lived at Tsek in a permanent village of 

(s7)ístken (pit houses) and plank houses beside the hot springs. 

The people depended on the springs for their physical, spiritual, 

emotional, and mental wellness. The hot and cold springs 

became the most important spiritual site in the lower Lillooet 

River valley. 

The hot spring was valued for the healing properties of the 

mineral water.  The cool spring was a healing pool where the 

elder mothers trained men to be chiefs, watchmen, or other 

important positions.   

Travel to, from, and through Tsek was by foot and canoe.  Trails 

from Tsek into and over the mountains were used for hunting 

and trading.  Trails headed up-river and down river connecting 

the villages of the valley. 
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First Contact 

In 1858 colonial authorities began construction of an access 

route to the Cariboo gold fields from the head of Harrison Lake 

along the east side of the Lillooet River.  The trail passed 

through Tsek.  At first just a pack trail, it was reconstructed in 

1860 and 1861 as a wagon road. 

William E. Stein spent the winter of 1858 and 1859 at Tsek and 

pre-empted the land in 1859. Stein built a rough bath house 

and a road house.  His establishment was named 20 Mile House 

(or Hot Spring House) and was one of the major stops along the 

trail.  His plan was to make the spring available at no charge to 

those who frequented his hotel, but the cost would be one 

shilling for those who only wished to bathe. He would provide 

soap and towels for the fee.   

This development proceeded apparently despite the existing 

nkúkwtsa village which is documented to still have been in 

place in 1861. 

  
William Stein’s map of Tsek - 1860 

BC Archives GR-0112 Volume 208 
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Charles Nicol 1860 

BC Archives GR-1372 Reel B01350 File 1248 
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The hot spring at Tsek received favorable mention by numerous 

travelers of the Harrison-Lillooet Wagon Road. 

William Downie, in a letter to Governor Douglas, remarked: 

“The boiling spring we passed today is a wonder of itself, the water 

is so warm that you cannot hold your hand in it long…where the 

spring comes out there is a mass of conglomerate, the first we have 

seen on the mainland…” 

Arthur Bushby, later the Registrar General of British Columbia, 

traveling with Judge Begbie, writes in his journal: 

“We got that afternoon to the Hot Springs where we camped – it is 

a very pretty spot the rock from which the spring emanates is in the 

midst of a cedar wood and each side of the Hot spring are two 

cold ones.  An Irishman [Stein] is building a modern Hotel and a 

bath House over it – we bathed of course, the first time I have really 

been clean since I left S. Francisco.” 

Dr. Cheadle, traveling with Viscount Milton through the 

Harrison-Lillooet area in 1863, remarks about 20 Mile House and 

the hot springs 

“At the 20-Mile House there is a hot spring & baths; rude wooden 

affairs.  Water a slight smell of sulphuretted hydrogen, & said by 

bath proprietor to contain common salt & nitrate of soda; 

reputation for cure for rheumatism; the water runs out of the solid 

rock at the foot of the hill in a small stream the size of one’s finger; 

hot enough to boil an egg; similar spring at the foot of Harrison Lake 

[now Harrison Hot Springs].” 

This reputation of curing rheumatism had reached the ears of 

the Magistrate at Douglas, John Boles Gaggin.  In a letter to 

H.P.P. Crease dated June 6, 1863, he remarks that his doctor 

had prescribed his bathing in the hot springs as he “suffered 

dreadfully from rheumatism”. 
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Judge Matthew Baillie Begbie remarked about the hot 

springs during his travels through this area in 1859, and 

named the springs St. Agnes’ Well in honor of Governor 

James Douglas’ daughter: 

“There are some very curious hot-wells about 13 ½ miles 

from the lower end of Lillooet Lake.  The water issues from a 

mass conglomerate 6 or 8 feet high, and the same width 

partially imbedded in the hill-side.  From the centre issues 

the hot spring, large enough to fill a trough of the area 4 

inches square, probably at the height of about 2 feet from 

the bottom of the rock.  On each side, out of the same 

mass of conglomerate, there issues a spring of cold pure 

water of about the same bulk, and all three unite in a small 

pool, and form one stream, which falls into the Lillooet 

about 100 yards off.  The trees in the neighborhood are of a 

singular vigour and beauty, both hemlock, cedar, etc., and 

also maple and other deciduous trees.  The water is 

extremely soft and agreeable to wash in; it has a slight 

sulphureous taste, and also is slightly chalybeate.  It has a 

very perceptible odour, but is perfectly clear and 

colourless.  We had no means of testing its temperature 

accurately, but even after some admixture of the cold 

springs it is hotter than the hand can bear; I should say 

probably 140° F.  We gave to it the name of St. Agnes’ 

Well.” 

 

BC ARCHIVES A-08953 "Judge Begbie" 
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Frank Sylvester, in his memories of the Douglas Route, remarked: 

“Governor Douglas on his visit up over the trail, had a log cabin built 

over the place, so as to reserve it (I suppose) for a private bath 

house but I had the cheek to go in and take a bath in the Royal 

tub, though I nearly got corked [shot?] for my presumption.” 

Another visitor remarked in 1862: 

“The next day we reached the Hot Springs, so called from a stream 

of water which issues from the rocks here, and which is of a 

constant temperature too high to allow one’s hand being dipped in 

it without scalding.  At the inn we enjoyed what our Yankee 

companions called a ‘square meal’, of the generally characteristic 

fare of the colony, bacon and beans…Here, after our toilsome 

march, we indulged in a good wash, the only really cheap comfort 

obtainable in British Columbia.” 

Stein was the only person in the colonial period known to have 

operated 20 Mile House, or to have had title to the property. He 

abandoned his pre-emption in 1866, seeing that the wagon 

road was in steadily-declining use, shortly after the opening of 

the Cariboo Wagon Road through the Fraser Canyon. He 

moved to New Westminster, and advertised his property for 

sale at $1,500 but there were no takers.  

  Mr. Pursell (sic) and family with hotel keeper at the store in Port 

Douglas. 

BC Archives A-00792 
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1866 - 1926 

The Harrison-Lillooet Wagon Road continued to be maintained 

by the colonial government and, later, by the Province of British 

Columbia. Funding was only periodic, however, and the 

natural effects of erosion and washouts frequently out-paced 

the repair efforts. 

Goodwin Purcell, an Irishman from County Cork, headed one 

of the road maintenance teams following the completion of 

the Cariboo Wagon Road in 1864.  Purcell took a local woman 

from Tsek as his wife.  The first child of Purcell and Mary, a son 

(Charles or Willy) was born on December 10, 1866 at 20 Mile 

House.  The couple was married June 30, 1873.  Goodwin 

Purcell and his family operated a hotel and store in Port 

Douglas. 

In September of 1881 Peter O’Reilly, the Indian Reserve 

Commissioner for British Columbia, made his initial allotment of 

reserves in the Lillooet River valley.  On September 7th, he 

stopped at the Hot Springs and was told that the area around 

the Hot Springs was “Purcell’s land”.  Indeed Purcell must have 

inherited the area from Mary’s father through a custom 

marriage. 

O’Reilly did not lay the area out as a reserve.  This may be 

because it was not requested by the local people who felt it 

was already in their control, or due to the earlier pre-emption.  

O’Reilly did allot the area directly bordering to the north as an 

Indian Reserve (IR3, or Sweeteen).    

During this period, and with the blessing of the Purcells, the 

Williams family of Skatin maintained a garden at the Hot 

Springs. The late Dennis Williams’ grandfather, William James 

had cleared land and had a house and a barn. 

The land became a fee simple property (Lot 1747) when 

Goodwin Purcell purchased the title in 1897 for $299.50. 

A traverse of the Lillooet River along the Harrison-Lillooet Wagon 

Road in 1924 shows an orchard and a house (shown to be 
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Purcell's house in the 1897 survey) about 0.4 chains (26 feet) 

west of the road.  

After his death, the property remained in the estate of 

Goodwin Purcell until 1926. At that time title was transferred to 

his children in fee simple as tenants in common.  In an inventory 

of Goodwin Purcell’s assets in his will Lot 1747 was valued at 

$3000.00 (1906 dollars).  

1927 - 1939 

Until 1929 the site was reportedly fenced and well maintained. 

There was a bath house which had two bath tubs, one portion 

for men, and the other for women. 

S.K. Breckenridge, a columnist with the Vancouver Province 

newspaper, retraced the Harrison-Lillooet Wagon Road in 1935. 

On her way up the valley, she stopped at St. Agnes’ Well Hot 

Springs, and made the following remarks: 

“Two miles [out of] Skookumchuck we arrived at the sulphur springs 

where all the old people from the village come to bathe in the 

mineralized water.  The two old cedar bathtubs are ingeniously built 

from cedar hewn planks, about five feet long and two feet wide.  

The water comes in by two little cedar troughs, one of sulphur water 

from the spring, and one of cold fresh water from a nearby stream 

to moderate the temperature of the bath.  These old baths present 

a very picturesque scene nestled in the arm of a big granite bluff, 

and surrounded with maples.” 

By this time (1935) there no longer seems to be any trace of the 

roadhouse.  It also shows that people from all over the valley 

used the hot springs, most likely without having to gain 

permission from the Purcells.   

1940- 1955 

The dredging of the narrows between Tenas and Lillooet Lake 

in the 1940s (as part of the Pemberton Valley Reclamation 

Project) appears to have had a severe effect on the Lillooet 

River and its meander channel. The course of the river seems to 

have shifted much faster and more powerfully than previously 
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resulting in many buildings along the river being lost, including 

those at the Hot Springs. It also resulted in the washing away of 

the prehistoric pit house depressions at the Hot Springs. 

 

Further alteration of the landscape occurred with the 

construction of the BC Electric road through the valley in 1954. 

According to the elders, it nearly caused the cessation of flow 

of the geothermal springs at Tsek entirely. 

By 1956, the title holders to Lot 1747 were in dire straits. Most of 

the original heirs were already deceased.  In June of 1956, in 

order to pay off overdue taxes on the property, the property 

was sold to The Trethewey Logging Company for $5000 in 1956 

dollars.  Edgar Alan Trethewey was the registered owner of the 

company. The Trethewey family had had a long presence in 

the valley with logging operations (their camp situated at the 

old Douglas town site). 

Thus the property fell out of the hands of the In-SHUCK-ch 

community. 

  

Province of 

British Columbia 

BCB712_079_14n 
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Robin Trethewey referring to the early 1960’s: 

The source water percolated up out of the 

gravels in a tiny pool with a pipe running to the 

small board shelters. I distinctly remember the 

top section on the feed pipe; it was an open 

trough that you could put rocks into, to control 

the flow of water to the tubs. There was no 

means of getting cold water to the tubs, and 

the small hot spring pool meant the water was 

quite hot so careful regulation of the in-coming 

flow was essential. By the careful placement of 

rocks in the trough unwanted hot water would 

simply spill out. I've always remembered that 

simple, but effective bush engineering. Dad 

indicated that the local natives down river at 

Skookumchuck used the hot spring quite often. 

He told me of an old timer he knew of that for 

years walked the 4 mile round trip almost every 

day. 

This was taken in '58, but 

pretty much what I 

recall the first time I was 

brought to the hot 

spring as a youngster. I 

clearly remember the 

sound of the water, and 

the heady, steamy 

aroma of the cedar 

tubs inside the shacks.  
Tsek 1958 
BC Archives C-00911 

Stephen Hui flickr 
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1956-2006 - The Trethewey Family 

The Trethewey family constructed a summer home and a 

private airstrip on the lot.  Over the years they also cleared land 

for campsites, and made steady improvements to the Hot 

Springs. 

In 1994 Robin Trethewey, nephew to Alan, took up residence at 

Tsek and has since been a champion of improvements to the 

site.  

In 1994 there was no source pool, just water bubbling up from 

the gravel.  Gone was any indication of the rock face 

described by early visitors.  Robin Trethewey brought in 

boulders and built a source pool with a retaining wall behind to 

divert water and debris from above from getting into the pool.  

 

 

  

Transformation of 
the Source in 1994   

Hotspring.blogspot.ca 
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The late Alan Trethewey, in a speech at the In-

SHUCK-ch Nation General Assembly in October 

of 2006, spoke with fondness and nostalgia of 

his friendships and working relationships with 

the In-SHUCK-ch people, a good many of 

whom were employed by his logging 

company and communed with him and his 

family at the Douglas logging camp. While he 

was not a member of the In-SHUCK-ch 

communities, he always allowed free access to 

the springs, even though he had the right as a 

private landholder to refuse it.  

In September of 2006, the Government of Canada, In-SHUCK-

ch Nation, and Alan Trethewey successfully negotiated the sale 

of Lot 1747. The property was purchased by the Government of 

Canada for $1.7 million in 2006 dollars. 

2006 - 2016 

The title to the property was transferred to the federal crown in 

January of 2007 and will be held in trust for In-SHUCK-ch Nation, 

to be included in their treaty settlement land (TSL) after they 

sign their Final Agreement. Mr. Trethewey had been granted 

free use of his cabin on the property, and his nephew Robin has 

been retained to continue as caretaker until it is transferred to 

In-SHUCK-ch Nation. 

Tsek was adopted as the official name of the site on the 28th of 

April 2007 by the B.C. Geographical Names Office. 

Also in April of 2007 a cleansing ceremony took place at Tsek 

by request of the In-SHUCK-ch Elders.  This was in recognition of 

the fact that the many values of Tsek were back in the 

protection of In-SHUCK-ch people.  An Elder, Ntsínemkan, 

carrying the name of the surviving brother from the great flood, 

led the ceremony, marking of trees, and burning of food for the 

old couple who were turned into the hot and cold springs for 

the benefit of all people.  Four witnesses of clean spirits were 

called forward to mark sacred trees.  They cleaned their hands 

Hotspring.blogspot.ca 
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with newspapers which were used to light the fire for the 

burning. 

Ucwalmicw June 2007 
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Glossary 

Conglomerate is a sedimentary rock composed of large 

(greater than two millimeters in diameter) rounded fragments 

of older rock embedded in smaller particles and/or a chemical 

cement that binds the rock together. 

nkúkwtsa means down-river people, specifically the St’at’imc 

people of the lower Lillooet River. 

nsvq’tsmc means the people of Nsvq’ts (In-SHUCK-ch 

Mountain). 

Pre-emption was (until 1970) a method of acquiring BC “Crown 

land” by claiming it for settlement and agricultural purposes. 

Application was made before the land was fully surveyed. 

st’át’imc are an Interior Salish people located in the southern 

Coast Mountains and Fraser Canyon region of the interior of the 

province of British Columbia. 

úcwalmícwts is the dialect of the lower St’at’imc people. 

utszím’alh refers to an  immortal creature composed of four 

brothers, a sister, and a mink and collectively often referred to 

at the transformers. 
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How to Find Us 

Tsek is located in southwestern British Columbia within the 

traditional territory of the St’at’imc People.  Tsek sits on the 

Lower Lillooet River which flows south within the Coast 

Mountains and empties into the north end of Harrison Lake. 

Access to Tsek is via Highway 99 east from Pemberton and Mt. 

Currie and south on the In-SHUCK-ch Forest Service Road to just 

past the 44 kilometre marker. 
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Bench photo - Hotspring.blogspot.ca 


