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Preliminary Notes

In what follows | have left most names and places spelled as they were in the
original articles. A short guide to the phonetic notation used by Boas and others is
provided below. Some accounts use words in Chinook. An Appendix discusses
this trade jargon, but does not provide a full dictionary. [Square brackets] label my
insertions in the text, and [...] signifies omitted text. I’ve replaced certain offensive
words with modern equivalents, for example, by changing the “s-word” to [woman]
where appropriate. The words Siwash and Klootchman are offensive today, and in
many cases were offensive or dismissive even in the 19th century. They are also,
however, ordinary words in Chinook jargon. Given the importance of this jargon to
the history of the potlatch, | have left these words in place.

Pronouncing Franz Boas’s Phonetic Notation?
a,e, 1,0, u have their continental sounds (short)

a,e,1,0,u long vowels
A,E, 1,0, U oObscure vowels

a e iou vowels not articulated but indicated by position of the mouth
separates vowels which do not form diphthongs
q velar k
k English k
X ch as in German Bach
! designates increased stress of articulation due to the elision of q.
e Is a very deep laryngeal intonation, due to the elision of q.
L posterior palatal 1, short and exploded; the tip of the tongue touches the

alveoli of the lower jaw, the back of the tongue is pressed against the
hard palate, sonans

1 From Boas, F. (1894). Chinook Texts. Washington: Government Printing Office. Written by Franz
Boas (1858 — 1942).
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FElder holding a Copper and salmon at a potlatch.
Doll by Indigenous artist ‘E. M”., British Columbia, 1973.
Collection of and photo by Chris Willmore.
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ANTHROPOLOGICAL STUDIES
The Kwakiutl (“Kwakiool”) Potlatch? (1885)

CUSTOM OF THE “POTLATCH” OR DONATION FEAST

This custom is common to all the coast tribes of this part of North America [the
Pacific Northwest], and has extended, though in a less marked form, into the interior
of the continent. The main features of the custom are probably identical, or nearly so,
among all the tribes of the British Columbian coast. They are certainly nearly the
same with the Haida, Tsimshian and Kwakiool3 peoples. Among the latter, this
ceremony is known as pus-a or ya-hooit, these terms probably denoting special forms
of the ceremony appropriate to certain occasions. In speaking of the custom I will,
however, use the commonly recognized word pot/atch as being the most convenient.

The rules governing the potlatch and its attendant ceremonies have grown to
be so complicated that even those persons most familiar with the natives can scarcely
follow it 1in all its details, and it i1s sometimes difficult for the natives themselves to
decide certain points, leaving openings for roguery and sharp practice with the more
unscrupulous.

Mr. George Blenkinsop, who has been for many years among the Kwakiool,
informs me that the custom was formerly almost entirely confined to the recognized
chiefs, but that of late years it has extended to the people generally, and become very
much commoner than before. The Rev. A. J. Hall bears testimony to the same effect.
With the chiefs, it was a means of acquiring and maintaining prestige and power. It
1s still so regarded, but has spread to all classes of the community and become the
recognized mode of attaining social rank and respect. Many of the younger people in
the Kwakiool villages are willing to abandon the custom, but the majority, and
particularly the older people, are in its favor — a circumstance probably largely
explained by the fact that nearly all are creditors or debtors under the system.

The pernicious effect of the extension and frequent recurrence of the potlatch,
arises chiefly from the circumstance that every member of the tribe, male or female,
1s drawn into it. If not themselves endeavoring to acquire property for a potlatch,
every one 1s pledged to support, to the utmost of their means, some more prominent
or ambitious individual. Thus, wives even rob their husbands to assist a brother, or
some other relative, in amassing blankets preparatory to a struggle for social pre-
eminence, and should the aspirant be beaten, would feel mortified and ashamed. All
become miserly and saving, but to no good purpose, and the great gatherings of
natives which occur when the potlatch takes place, lead not only to waste of property
and time, but to troubles of many other kinds.

2 From Dawson, G.M. (1887). Notes and Observations on the Kwakiool People of the Northern Part of
Vancouver Island and Adjacent Coasts, made during the summer of 1885; with a Vocabulary of about
seven hundred words. Transactions of the Royal Society of Canada, Section II, 1. Written by George
M. Dawson (1849 — 1901).

3 The Kwakiutl First Nation.
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As a particular instance of the custom, let us suppose that a Nim-kish, of Alert
Bay, has collected together as his own, or obtained control of, say, five hundred
blankets, and wishes to make a potlatch to the Fort Rupert tribes. He goes to the Fort
Rupert village and makes known his intention of distributing a thousand blankets at
a certain date. He begins by lending out his stock of five hundred blankets, giving
larger numbers to those who are well off, and particularly to such as are known to
have the intention of giving a potlatch in return. This loan is reckoned a debt of honor,
to be paid with interest at the appropriate time. It is usual to return two blankets for
every one borrowed, and Indians with liberal ideas may return even more. The
greater the number of blankets loaned out to any individual, the more he knows that
his wealth and standing are appreciated by the stranger, who, later on, taking with
him a thousand or more blankets returns to his home in Alert Bay; at which place,
also, in due time, the Fort Rupert people arrive.

The potlatch does not, however, then occur at once, as much preliminary talk,
ceremony, and feasting are in order, and the Nim-kish must entertain their visitors
— first one and then another volunteering feasts and diversions. It may also, very
probably, happen that delay arises because the man about to give the potlatch has
not obtained the requisite number of blankets, many being owing to him, and others
having been promised by friends whom he is obliged to dun. The Fort Rupert people,
becoming weary of waiting, lend all the weight of their influence to coerce the debtors
into payment, and these may, in the end, be forced to borrow from others to enable
them to redeem their pledges — all such arrangements leading to interminable
haggling and worry. At length, however, all is ready, and with the accompaniment of
much bombastic speech-making and excitement, the mass of blankets is distributed
1n exact proportion to the social position of those taking part — or, what is the same
thing, in proportion to their individual contributions.

To surpass the man who has last given a potlatch, and acquire a superior
standing to his, the next aspirant must endeavor to give away more than a thousand
blankets, and will strive as soon as possible to be in a position to do so.

The nominal excuse for giving a potlatch are numerous, the most common
being, however, the wish to assume a new and honorable name*. The name proposed
to be taken passes by common consent, if the potlatch shall have been successful and
on a sufficient scale.

Should an Indian wish to humiliate another for any reason, he may destroy a
great number of blankets or much other valued property. This, according to custom,
leaves his adversary in debt to the amount of the property made away with. It then
behooves the debtor to bring out and destroy a like, or if possible a greater, amount

4 [From p. 15 of the orginal:] Just as among the Haida and other coast tribes, a man must give a
potlatach (Kwakiool pus-a or ya-hooit) on assuming a name. To obtain a name for his child a potlatch
must be held, and at every subsequent occasion on which a man gives a potlatch, he assumes a new
name, which 1s generally that of one of his ancestors. He is then known only by his last assumed name,
which is regarded as his chief or most honorable one. This custom naturally introduces much
complication in the matter of tracing out genealogy, or in arriving at the names of the actors in former
events.
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of property. If he is not able to do this, he lies under the reproach of having been
worsted by his fore.

The present principal chief of the Fort Rupert people is now known, since his
potlatch las completed (autumn of 1885), as Na-ka-pun-thim, and he aspires to, and
well maintains, the position of premier chief of the Kwakiool people. He is apparently
a man of great energy of character, but naturally has many enemies, among whom
are to be reckoned the chiefs of most of the other tribes. One of these, the Nim-kish5
chief, to attain a superior position to Na-ka-pun-thim, lately broke up and destroyed
a very valuable “copper,” leaving Na-ka-pun-thim in an inferior position till he could
obtain and destroy a similarly valuable piece. Not himself having a suitable “copper,”
the Nim-kish chief collected his means to purchase one which was in the possession
of a young man of the tribe named Wa-nook. This “copper” had been purchased by
Wa-nook’s father from Wa-nook’s wife’s mother, in order that his son might assume
an important place in the tribe as its possessor.

The various tribes were assembled at the Fort Rupert village for a potlatch,
and after haranguing them, Na-ka-pun-thim publicly offered 1,400 blankets for the
“copper,” but Wa-nook still held back for a higher price. The natives assembled were
divided into two parties, and were much excited, calling each other by opprobrious
names and some encouraging Na-ka-pun-thim, others his adversaries. Mr. Hall
describes Na-ka-pun-thim as coming out before the people accompanied by a man
hideously dressed and wearing a mask, drawing out and exhibiting a scalp in each
hand and saying to his principal rival: “These are enemies of mine whom I have killed,
and in a like manner I will crush you.” Then, even before he had quite completed the
purchase of the “copper,” he began to break a large piece from one corner, and as the
“copper” in question was undoubtedly more valuable than that previously mutilated
by the Nim-kish chief, he, according to Indian ideas, effected his triumph, changing
his name from “Suh-witti” to that above given, and — as is sometimes done — erecting
a post in commemoration of that event, on which, in this instance, the “copper” itself
was elevated.

A. P. Niblack on the potlatch® (1888)

The potlatch — This is one of the most widespread and curious customs on the
northwest coast. It has its origin not only in the custom of the exchange of gifts, but
in securing the good-will of others by presents. To procure a wife; to enter the ranks
or obtain the influence of medicine men; to become a great chief; to give social
standing to one’s children; to take on oneself the name of a paternal ancestor; to build
a house; to become a respected member of the community; to atone for a wrong done;
to resent an insult — property in some form or other must be sacrificed either by
destroying it, to show one’s rage, grief, or disregard of wealth, or by giving it away to
obtain the good-will of others. The accumulation of property is a necessity in these

5The ‘Namgis First Nation.
6 From Niblack, A. P. (1888). The Coast Indians of Southern Alaska and Northern British Columbia.
United States: National Museum. Written by Albert P. Niblack (1859 — 1929).
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Indian communities in order to stand well in them, and wealth becomes primarily the
basis of social organization. Under the head of wealth the general question of property
has been discussed. In a potlatch all kinds of personal and household property —
blankets, dishes, bowls, canoes, guns, ammunition, money, mirrors, knives,
garments, spears, furs, robes, pots, kettles, spoons, etc. — are given away.
Discrimination must, however, be made between a reward for services rendered,
damages mulcted, or the debt paid to the wife’s parents, and the ceremonial
distribution of gifts, which last is the potlatch proper. The custom is a very widely-
spread one, and is practiced by some tribes of the interior, even east of the Rocky
Mountains, particularly among those of the Dakotan stock.

Amongst the Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian the potlatch is a perfectly
systematized distribution, involving much more thoughtful consideration and
balancing of obligations than the giving of a select German or limited entertainment
by a well-recognized leader of society in any of our large cities. The occasions on which
they are given will be enumerated later on in the description of the different
ceremonies. In general, the more frequently and liberally an Indian distributes
property, the better his standing with the others, the greater his chances of reaching
the dignity of chief in his village, and the more is due him when some other member
performs the same ceremony. An ordinary man confines his potlatch to those of his
own village, while a chief usually sends out to certain individuals of distant villages
by name. Often a chief is assisted by his people, whom, in this case, he invites to a
feast, and from whom afterwards he receives gifts which, with those of his own, are
given away subsequently at the grand potlatch.

Whenever it is the intention of an individual, other than the head chief, to
make such a distribution, he calls together his friends and relatives, makes an
mventory of his property, and, with their help, makes out a list of persons to whom
he intends giving presents and what articles go to each. It is often the custom,
however, previous to calling together the friends, for the host to quietly distribute his
property among his friends and the principal people of the village, who by etiquette
are required just before the time set for the potlatch to return the presents with
Interest or increase — that is, for four blankets to return six, or in some such ratio. In
this way all the tribe immediately concerned know what the visitors are to receive.
The inventory being made out and the council of advisors assembled, the list is read
out name by name. As soon as a name is read, the friends present express their
approval or disapproval of the intention to give the individual named such and such
present. The list being finally made out, the messengers are sent out to announce the
date and to invite the guests.

On the assembling of the guests, on the date fixed, feasting and dancing are
indulged in. If the occasion is for the purpose of raising a house, cutting out and
erecting a new carved column, or undertaking some industrial enterprise requiring
the combined effort of many, the feasting and dancing alternate with the work,
gambling being indulged in during spare times, and the distribution takes place when
the work at hand is finished, after which all disperse. In this case, however, the gifts
are in the nature somewhat of reward for services, and go to the guests pure and
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simple, the relatives receiving none; but in case of a grand potlatch, unconnected with
the industrial idea, all receive presents according to the list made out. In any case,
however, the distribution is the final ceremony, and is conducted as follows:

The guests all being assembled, the goods are displayed about the walls and
on poles and cords or piled up on the floor in a great mound. The host stands or sits
arrayed in ceremonial attire, and presides over the affair with the ceremonial baton
in his hand. The herald blows a call [...], announces the opening of the ceremony in a
speech, extolling the liberality and prowess of the host, and calls a name, giving the
present he is to receive. An attendant takes the present and deposits it in front of the
person who 1s to receive it, where it remains until all are thus honored, the names
being called out one by one. On the announcement of each name, the host solemnly
nods his head and thumps on the floor with his baton. The whole ceremony forcibly
reminds one, in a general way, of a Sunday-school Christmas-tree distribution.
Formerly slaves were given away to the rich and powerful visitors, but to the poorer
guests worn-out blankets, or even pieces or strips of blankets were and are still given,
on the principle that to those who have, shall be given.

A song is sung, a dance performed, and the guests disperse, but frequently a
repetition of the whole affair occurs in the next lodge, and so on until the whole
community has contributed to make the affair one long to be remembered and handed
down by tradition as an epoch in the history of the village.

Horatio Hale on the potlatch? (1890)

Two institutions which are, to a greater or less extent, common to all the coast
tribes, and which seem particularly to characterize them and to distinguish them
from other communities, may be here specially noted. Both appear to have originated
in the Kwakiutl nation, and to have spread thence northward and southward. These
Institutions are the political secret societies, and the custom of “potlatch”. Secret
societies exist among other Indian tribes, and probably among all races of the globe,
civilized or barbarous. But there are perhaps no other communities in which the
whole political system has come to be bound up with such societies.

As Dr. Boas informs us, there are in all the tribes three distinct ranks — the
chiefs, the middle class, and the common people — or, as they might perhaps be more
aptly styled, nobles, burgesses, and rabble. The nobles form a caste. Their rank is
hereditary; and no one who was not born in it can in any way attain it. The nobles
have distinction and respect, but little power. The government belongs mainly to the
“burgesses,” who constitute the bulk of the nation. They owe their position entirely to
the secret societies. Any person who is not a member of a secret society belongs to the
rabble, takes no part in the public councils, and is without consideration or influence.
The greater the number of secret societies to which any man belongs, the higher is

7 From Hale, H. (1890). Remarks on the Ethnology of British Columbia: Introductory to the Second
General Report of Dr. Franz Boas on the Indians of that Province. In British Association for the
Advancement of Science (Ed.). Sixth Report on the North-Western Tribes of Canada. London:
Burlington House. Written by Horatio Hale (1817-1896).
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his standing in the community. As there are several of these societies in every tribe,
1t is evident that no person whose character would make him a desirable member of
one of them 1is likely to remain outside the burgess class. The lowest class, or rabble,
1s therefore a veritable residuum, composed of feeble-minded or worthless
individuals, with, of course — in those tribes which practice slave-holding — slaves and
their descendants. Grotesque as this system seems at first thought, further
consideration shows it to be by no means ill-contrived for keeping the government of
the tribe permanently in the worthiest hands, and bringing men of the first merit into
the most influential positions.

Connected with this system is that of the “potlatch,” or gift-festival, a custom
which has been greatly misunderstood by strangers, who have regarded it as a mere
parade of wasteful and ostentatious profusion. It is in reality something totally
different. The potlatch is a method most ingeniously devised for displaying merit,
acquiring influence, and at the same time laying up a provision for the future. Among
these Indians, as among all communities in which genuine civilization has made some
progress, the qualities most highly esteemed in a citizen are thrift, forethought, and
liberality. The thrift is evinced by the collection of the property which is distributed
at the gift-feast; the liberality is, of course, shown in its distribution; and the
forethought is displayed in selecting as the special objects of this liberality those who
are most likely to be able to return it.

By a well-understood rule, which among these punctilious natives had all the
force of a law of honor, every recipient of a gift at a potlatch was bound to return its
value, at some future day, twofold. And in this repayment his relatives were expected
to aid him; they were deemed, in fact, his sureties. Thus a thrifty and aspiring burgess
who, at one of these gift-feasts, had emptied all his chests of their accumulated stores,
and had left himself and his family destitute, could comfortably reflect, as he saw his
visitors depart in their well-laden canoes, that he had not only greatly increased his
reputation, but had at the same time invested all his means at high interest, on
excellent security, and was now in fact one of the wealthiest, as well as most
esteemed, members of the community.

We now perceive why the well-meant act of the local legislature, abolishing the
custom of the potlatch, aroused such strenuous opposition among the tribes in which
this custom specially prevailed. We may imagine the consternation which would be
caused in England if the decree of a superior power should require that all deposits
should remain the property of those who held them in trust. The potlatch and its
accompaniments doubtless had their ill effects, but the system clearly possessed its
useful side, and it might perhaps have been better left to gradually decline and
disappear with the rise and diffusion of a different system of economy. [...]

[By way of example,] the Cowichan tribe [...] on the south-east corner of
Vancouver Island [...] are described as making fair progress, but as more unsettled
in their habits. The recent statutory interference with some of their customs had
produced a remarkable effect. Under the peculiar stimulus of their own system they
had accumulated in 1888 “personal property” to the large amount of 407,000 dollars.
In the following year that value had suddenly sunk to 80,000 dollars. This startling
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change 1s briefly explained by the Indian Superintendent for the Province: “The
decrease in the value of personal property as compared with last year,” he states, “is
ascribed by Mr. Agent Lomas to the fact that most of the natives have not collected
property for potlatching purposes.” Thus it appears that a law of compulsory
repudiation, enacted with the most benevolent motives, had in a single year reduced
the personal wealth of one small tribe from over 400,000 dollars to a fifth of that
amount. This must be deemed a lesson in political economy as striking as (coming
from such a quarter) it is unexpected.

First report of Franz Boas on the potlatch8 (1889)

One of the most complicated and interesting institutions of these tribes is the
so-called potlatch — the custom of paying debts and of acquiring distinction by means
of giving a great feast and making presents to all guests. It is somewhat difficult to
understand the meaning of the potlatch. I should compare its most simple form to
our custom of invitation or making presents, and the obligations arising from the
offering, not the acceptance, of such invitations and presents. Indeed, the system is
almost entirely analogous, with the sole exception that the Indian is more anxious to
outdo the first giver than the civilized European, who, however, has the same
tendency, and that which is custom with us is law to the Indian. Thus, by continued
potlatches each man becomes necessarily the debtor of the other.

According to Indian ideas, any moral or material harm done to a man can be
made good by an adequate potlatch. Thus, if a man was ridiculed by another, he gives
away a number of blankets to his friends, and thus regains his former standing. I
remember, for instance, that the grandson of a chief in Hope Island, by unskillful
management of his little canoe, was upset near the beach and had to wade ashore.
The grandfather felt ashamed on account of the boy’s accident and gave away
blankets to take away the occasion of remarks on this subject. In the same way a man
who feels injured by another will destroy a certain amount of property; then his
adversary 1s compelled to do the same, else a stain of dishonor would rest upon him.
This custom may be compared to a case where a member of civilized society gives
away, to no good purpose, a considerable amount of money ostentatiously in order to
show his superiority over a detested neighbor. I adduce these comparisons to show
that the custom is not so difficult to understand, and is founded on psychical causes
as active in our civilized society as among the barbarous natives of British Columbia.

A remarkable feature of the potlatch is the custom of giving feasts going beyond
the host’s means. The procedure at such occasions is also exactly regulated. The
foundation of this custom is solidarity of the individual and the gens, or even the
tribe, to which he belongs. If an individual gains social distinction, his gens
participates in it. If he loses in respect, the stain rests also on the gens. Therefore the
gens contributes to the payments to be made at a festival. If the feast is given to

8 From Boas, F. (1889). First General Report on the Indians of British Columbia. In British Association
for the Advancement of Science (Ed.). Sixth Report on the North-Western Tribes of Canada. London:
Burlington House. Written by Franz Uri Boas (1858 — 1942).
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foreign tribes, the whole tribe contributes to these payments. The method by which
this is done has been well set forth by Dr. G. M. Dawson?®. The man who intends to
give the potlatch first borrows as many blankets as he needs from both his friends
and from those whom he is going to invite to the feast. Everyone lend shim as many
as he can afford, i.e., according to his rank. At the feast these are given away, each
man receiving the more the higher his rank is. All those who have received anything
at the potlatch have to repay the double amount at a later day, and this is used to
repay those who lent blankets. At each such feast the man who gives it acquires a
new and more honorable name.

Among the Snanaimuq I observed the following customs: The chief’s son
adopts, some time after his father’s death, the latter’s name. For this purpose he
invites all the neighboring tribes to a potlatch. The Snanaimuq have a permanent
scaffold erected in front of their houses, on which the chief stands during the potlatch,
assisted by two slaves, who distribute the presents he gives away among his guests,
who stand and sit in the street. As it is necessary to give a great festival at the
assumption of the chief's name, the new chief continues sometimes for years and
years to accumulate wealth for the purpose of celebrating this event. At the festival
his father’s name is given him by four chiefs of foreign tribes.

Second report of Franz Boas on the potlatch0 (1890)

The custom of giving great feasts, at which a large amount of property is
distributed, is common to the Nootka and all their neighbors. The principle
underlying the potlatch is that each man who has received a present becomes, to
double the amount he received, the debtor of the giver. Potlatches are celebrated at
all important events. The purchase-money of a wife belongs to this class also, as she
is returned to the purchaser after a certain lapse of time (see below). After the death
of a chief, his heir is not installed in his dignity until he has given a great potlatch. If
he is to be the chief of the whole tribe, the neighboring tribes are invited to take part
in the potlatch. The taking of a name and that of a dance [...] are also celebrated by
a potlatch. This custom is practically the same among all the tribes of the north-west
coast.

When a chief has to give a great potlatch to a neighboring tribe, he announces
his intention, and the [illegible] resolve in council when the festival is to be given. A
messenger 1s sent out to give notice of the intention of the chief to hold a potlatch at
the agreed time. When all preparations have been finished, and the time has come,
another messenger, called ia’set/, is sent out to invite the guests to come to the
festival. The guests come in their canoes, and when not far from the village they halt
and dress up at their nicest, smearing their faces with tallow and then painting with

9 Trans. Roy. Soc. Can. 1887, p. 80. [Note in the original. The work cited is transcribed elsewhere in
this collection.]

10 From Boas, F. (1890). Second Report on the Indians of British Columbia. In British Association for
the Advancement of Science (Ed.). Sixth Report on the North-Western Tribes of Canada. London:
Burlington House. Written by Franz Uri Boas (1858 — 1942).
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red color. Then the canoes proceed to the grand village in grand procession, their bows
being abreast. At this time several songs!! are sung, each tribe having its own song.

When they are seen to approach, the tribe who have invited them go down to
the beach. The chief’s son or daughter is attired in the dress and mask of the crest
animal of the sept, and performs a dance in honor of the guests. The ia Zset/next calls
the name of the head chief of the visitors, and he comes ashore. Then the others are
called according to rank. They are led into the chief’s house, after having received one
or two blankets when landing. On entering the house they are also given a few
blankets. The guests are feasted first by the chief and then by all other members of
the tribe who can afford it. Finally, after a number of feasts have been given, the chief
prepares for the potlatch, and under great ceremonies and dances the blankets are
distributed among the guests, each receiving according to his rank. At the potlatch
certain songs are sung. Each chief has a song of his own that is only sung at his feasts.
[...] After the death of a chief this song is sung; but after that the people are forbidden
to use it for one year, when the potlatch is given in which the succeeding chief
assumes his dignity.

Among the gifts bestowed at a potlatch is the right to perform certain non-
religious dances that are only danced at such feasts. In such cases the original owner
retains the right to the dance, although he has given the same right to a friend. In
this respect the customs of the Nootka differ from those o the Kwakiutl, among whom
a many who gives away the right to perform a dance loses the right to perform the
same.

I will give an instance showing the way in which a certain dance may be passed
from tribe to tribe. The Kayo’kath have a tradition that at one time their chief, when
hunting, met a man who had descended from heaven beside a small lake on one of
the i1slands near Kayo'’kath. The man had ten mouths, each of different shape, which
he showed in succession. He asked the chief whether he desired to have always a
plentiful supply of salmon. The latter replied that he did not need any salmon, as his
people used to gather an abundant supply of mussels, which had red flesh as well as
the salmon, and that consequently he had no use for the latter. Then the stranger
made the pond dry up, and ever since that time there have been no salmon at
Kayo'’kath. The chief, in memory of this encounter, danced [and sang a song] in
potlatches with the mask representing the many-mouthed being. [...]

The chief of the Kayo'’kath gave this song to the Ahan’sath at a potlatch, who,
in their turn, gave it as a present to the Ts’écath chief.[...] In the potlatch dances
men, women, and children dance the same dances. It is stated that the Ahan’sath at
one time made different dances for men, women, and children, but this was an
exceptional experiment. In former times the privilege of performing a certain dance
was rigidly guarded, and many wars were raged against tribes who performed a
dance to which they had no right. [...]

11 The original includes sheet music and lyrics for a number of potlatch songs. I have omitted them
from this collection, as they were only to be sung or otherwise made known under specific conditions.
I have, for the same reason, also excised details of rituals and dances that were not explicitly intended
to be known by outsiders.
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I may remark in this place that the copper plates which play so important a
part in the customs of the northern tribes are not used by the Nootka.

Third report of Franz Boas on the potlatch!2 (1891)

SECRET SOCIETIES AND THE POTLATCH

The social organization, festivals, and secret societies of the Bilqula!3 are [...]
closely interrelated [...] and must be considered in connection. We have here to
describe the potlatch, the Sisau’kn, and the Ki’sitt. [...] The Bilqula believe that the
potlatch has been instituted by ten deities, nine brothers and one sister, the foremost
among whom 1s Qe’'mtsioa, to whose care the sunrise is entrusted. He resides with
the others in a beautiful house in the far east, and cries 0! 6! every morning when the
sun rises. He has to take care that the sun rises properly. The first six of these deities
are grouped in pairs, and are believed to paint their faces with designs representing
moon, stars, and rainbow. [...]The seventh is Kula’qawa, whose face represents the
blossom of a salmonberry bush. [...] The next in order, Kulé'lias (“who wants to have
blankets first”), wears the design of the rainbow in black and blue. [...] The ninth,
At’ama’k, wears on the head a mask representing a kingfisher, and is clothed in a
birdskin blanket. The last of the series is a woman called Tl'étsa’aplétlaua (“the
eater”), the sister of all the others. Her face is painted with a bladder filled with
grease. [...] She figures in several legends as stealing provisions and pursued by the
people whom she has robbed.

The Sisau’kn, which is danced at potlatches and other festivals of gentes, is
presided over by a being that lives in the sun. A man who had gone out hunting met
the Sisau’kn, and was instructed by him in the secrets of the dance. When he
returned, he asked the people to clean their houses, and to strew them with clean
sand, before he consented to enter. Then he danced the Sisau’kn, and told the people
what he had seen. He said that the being had commanded them to perform this dance
and to adorn themselves when dancing with carved headdresses with trails of ermine
skins, and to swing carved rattles. The man, later on, returned to the sun. Ever since
that time the Bilqula dance the Sisau’ku. Besides this, it is stated that the Raven
gave each gens!4 its secrets.

Each gens has its peculiar carvings, which are used in the Sisau’kn only, and
are otherwise kept a deep secret, 1.e., they are the sacred possessions of each gens.
All gentes®, however, wear the beautiful headdresses and use the raven rattles,
regardless of the carving they represent. Every time the sacred objects of a gens are
shown to the people, a potlatch is given. The sacred objects, although the property of

12 From Boas, F. (1891). Third Report on the Indians of British Columbia. In British Association for
the Advancement of Science (Ed.). Seventh Report on the North-Western Tribes of Canada. London:
Burlington House. Written by Franz Uri Boas (1858 — 1942).

13 The Bilqula, who are generally called Bella Coola, are the most northern tribe belonging to the Salish
family. They are separated from the tribes speaking allied languages by the Chilcotin (of the Tinneh
stock) in the interior, and on the coast by the Kwakiutl. [From an earlier passage in the original.]

14 A group of connected families.

15 Groups of gens.
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the various gentes, must nevertheless be acquired by each individual. That is to say,
every free person has the right to acquire a certain group of carvings and names,
according to the gens to which he or she belongs. Slaves and slaves’ children, also
1llegitimate children, could not become Sisau’kn. A person cannot take a new carving,
but must wait until it is given to him by his relatives — father, mother, or elder
brother.

Nusk’elu’sta, to whom I owe my information regarding the gentes, and who is
a member of the gens Ialo’stimot of the Talio’'mn, stated that he had received the
raven when he gave his first potlatch. At the second potlatch he received the eagle.
He hopes that his mother will give him the whale at his next potlatch, and will at the
same time divulge to him the secrets connected with it. In the course of time, he said,
he might get even others from his brother; but if the latter’s children should prove to
be very good, and develop very rapidly, his brother would probably give his secrets to
his children.

At festivals, when a person acquires a new secret, he changes his name. Each
person has two names, a Ki’sitit name, which remains the same throughout life, and
a Qé’'mtsloa name, which is changed at these festivals. Thus, Nusk’elu’sta’s (which is
his Ki’siit name) present Qé'mtsioa name is Atl'itlemne’lus’ain, but at his next
potlatch he intends to take the name Kalia’kis. These names are also the property of
the various gentes, each gens having its own names. [...] When a man possesses
several Sisau’kn secrets he will distribute them among his children. When a girl
marries, her father or mother may, after a child has been born to her, give one or
several of their Sisau’kn secrets to her husband, as his children make him a member
of the gens. When a person gets to be old hee gives away all his Sisau’kn secrets. After
any secret has been given away, the giver must not use it anymore. The crest and the
Sisau’ku carvings must not be loaned to others, but each person must keep his own
carvings. The only exceptsions are the carved headdresses and the raven rattles,
which are not the property of any particular gens.

The laws regarding the potlatch are similar to those of the Kwakiutl. The
receiver of a present becomes the debtor of the person who gave the potlatch. If the
latter should die, the debts become due to his heirs. If the debtor should die, his heirs
become responsible for the debt. Property is also destroyed at potlatches. This is not
returned, and serves only to enhance the social position of the individual who
performed this act. It is not necessary that all the property given by a person in a
potlatch should be owned by him. He may borrow part of it from his friends, and has
to repay it with interest. I was told, for instance, that a man borrowed a large copper
plate and burnt it at a potlatch. When doing so he had to name the price which he
was going to pay to the owner in its stead. Since that feast he died, and his heirs are
now responsible for the amount named at the potlatch.

The Ku’siut is presided over by a female spirit, called Anauliktutsai’a. Her
abode 1s a cave in the woods, which she keeps shut from February till October,
remaining all the while inside. In October she opens the door of her cave and sits in
front of it. A woman is said to have been the first to find her. Anauliktatsai’a invited
her into her cave and taught her the secrets of the Ku’siut. She wore ornaments of
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red cedar-bark around her head, wrist, and ankles; her face was blackened, her hair
strewn with eagle-down. She commanded the woman to dance in the same way as she
saw her dancing. She said, “Whenever a person sees me, your people shall dance the
Ku’siut. If you do not do so I shall punish y ou with death and sickness. In summer,
while I am in my house, you must not dance the Ku’situt.”

Ever since that time the Bilqula dance the Ku’siut. When a man has seen
Anaulikutsar’s sitting before her cave, he will invite the people to a Ku’siut. A ring
made of red and white cedar-bark is hung up in his house, and the uninitiated are
not allowed to enter it. Only in the evening, when the dances are performed, they may
look on, standing close to the door. As soon as the dances are over they must retire
from the taboo house. Each Kiu’siut lasts three days.

The various dances performed by members of the Ku’siut are also the property
of the gentes, and the right of performing them is restricted to members of the gens.
They must not be given to a daughter’s husband, as is the case with the Sisau’kn
dances (see above), but belong ot the members of the gens alone. They may, however,
be loaned and borrowed by members of the gens, who have a right to a particular
dance, but who do not own it. Permission to use a mask or dance 1s obtained from the
owner by payments. The owner may reclaim the dance or the borrower may return it
at any time. Membership of the Ku’siut is obtained through an initiation. At this
time the novice is given his Ku’siut name, which he retains throughout life. Each gens
has its peculiar Ki’siut names, which are inherited by young persons from their
parents or from other relatives. Thus a young man who had the name of Po’po until
he was about seventeen years old, obtained at his initiation the name of TI’ako’otl.

I have not reached a very clear understanding of the details of the initiation; it
seems that the dance is simply given to the novice in the same way as the Sisau’ksn,
this initiation being connected with a potlatch. But still it seems possible that he must
“dream” of the dance which he is to perform. Only the highest degrees of the Ki’'siut
have to pass through a religious ceremony of some importance. The highest degrees
are the elaqo’tla, [...] the O’lgq, [...] and the Da’tia. [...] These grades are also
hereditary. A Ki’sitit novice may acquire them at once at his first initiation. [...]

CUSTOMS REGARDING BIRTH, PUBERTY, [...] AND DEATH

When the time of delivery approaches, the woman leaves the house and resorts
to a small hut for the purpose. She is assisted by professional midwives. The child is
washed in warm water. For ten days the mother must remain in this hut. Father and
mother must not go near the room for a year (according to Nusk’elu’sta, for ten days),
else the salmon would take offence.

The child is soon given its first name. On this occasion the whole tribe is invited
to a feast, the name is made public, and the guests receive small presents. The child
retains this name until it becomes a member of the Ku’siut, when it is given its
Ku’siut name. This ceremony takes place after puberty has been reached. About this
period the young man gives his first potlach and assumes his Q&’'mtsioa name. [...]

When a person has died [...] his crest is carved on a memorial column, which
also shows how many canoes, coppers, head-dresses, and slaves he had given away at
potlatches. [...] Some time after the death of a rich or influential person his nearest
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relative invites the whole tribe to a potlatch. On this occasion he sings a mourning
song for the deceased and gives away presents to his guests. It was explained to me
that this ended the mourning, and that it was “the same as giving away the bones of
the deceased”

Franz Boas on the Kwakiutl potlatch!é (1897)

THE POTLATCH

Before proceeding further, it will be necessary to describe the method of
acquiring rank. This is done by means of the potlatch, or the distribution of property.
This custom has been described often, but it has been thoroughly misunderstood by
most observers. The underlying principle is that of the interest-bearing investment
of property.

The child, when born, is given the name of the place where it is born. This
name (g-i’nLaxcé) it keeps until until about a year old. Then his father, mother, or
some other relative, gives a paddle or a mat to each member of the clan and the child
receives his second name (na’'map’axiLéya). When the boy is about 10 or 12 years old,
he obtains his third name (BomiatsexL4’yé). In order to obtain it, he must distribute a
number of small presents, such as shirts or single blankets, among his own clan or
tribe. When the youth thus starts out in life, he is liberally assisted by his elders,
particularly by the nobility of the tribe.

I must say here that the unit of value is the single blanket, nowadays a cheap
white woolen blanket, which is valued at 50 cents. The double blanket 1s valued at
three single blankets. These blankets form the means of exchange of the Indians, and
everything is paid for in blankets or in objects the value of which is measured by
blankets. When a native has to pay debts and has not a sufficient number of blankets,
he borrows them from his friends and has to pay the following rates of interest:

For a period of a few months, for 5 borrowed blankets 6 must be returned
(Le’k+0); for a period of six months, for 5 borrowed blankets 7 must be returned
(ma’Laxsa L&’k * 0yo); for a period of twelve months or longer, for 5 borrowed blankets
10 must be returned (de’ida or g-éLa).

When a person has poor credit, he may pawn his name for a year. Then the
name must not be used during that period, and for 30 blankets which he has borrowed
he must pay 100 in order to redeem his name. This is called q’a’q’oaxo (selling a slave).

The rate of interest of the re’k*o varies somewhat around 25 per cent,
according to the kindness of the loaner and the credit of the borrower. For a very short
time blankets may be loaned without interest. This is designated by the same term.

When the boy is about to take his third name, he will borrow blankets from the
other members of the tribe, who will assist him. He must repay them after a year, or
later, with 100 per cent. interest. Thus he may have gathered 100 blankets. In June,
the time set for this act, the boy will distribute these blankets among his own tribe,
but a few more to the chief. This is called L&’Xuit. When after this time any member

16 From Boas, F. (1897). The Social Organization and the Secret Societies of the Kwakiutl Indians.
Washington: Government Printing Office. Written by Franz Boas (1858 — 1942).
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of the tribe distributes blankets, the boy receives treble the amount he has given. The
people make it a point to repay him inside of a month.

Thus he owns 300 blankets, of which, however, he must repay 200 after the
lapse of a year. He loans the blankets out among his friends, and thus at the close of
the year he may possess about 400 blankets.

The next June he pays his debts (qoana’) in a festival, at which all the clans
from whom he borrowed blankets are present. The festival is generally held on the
street or an open place near the village. Up to this time he is not allowed to take part
in feasts. But now he may distribute property in order to obtain a potlatch name
(p’a’tsaxLaye). This is also called LaX'uit.

At this time the father gives up his seat (La’Xoé) in favor of his son. After the
boy has paid his debts, the chief calls all the older members of the tribe to a council,
in which it is resolved that the boy is to receive his father’s seat. The chief sends his
speaker to call the boy, and his clan go out in company with the speaker. The young
man — for henceforth he will be counted among the men — dresses with a black
headband and paints long vertical stripes, one on each side of his face, running down
from the outer corners of the eyes. The stripes represent tears. He gives a number of
blankets to his friends, who carry them into the house where the council is being held.
The speaker enters first and announces his arrival. The young man follows, and after
him enter his friends, carrying blankets. He remains standing in front of the fire, and
the chief announces to him that he is to take his father’s sea. Then the boy distributes
his blankets among the other clans and sells some food, with which a feast is
prepared. His father gives up his seat and takes his place among the old men
(No'matseil,). The blankets given away at this feast are repaid with 100 per cent.
interest. In this manner the young man continues to loan and to distribute blankets,
and thus is able, with due circumspection and foresight, to amass a fortune.
Sometimes it happens that the successor to a man’s name (Lawu’lgame) already has
a name of his own. In all such cases (also when the name is acquired by inheritance)
the successor gives up his name and property to his own successor.

Possession of wealth is considered honorable, and it is the endeavor of each
Indian to acquire a fortune. But it is not as much the possession of wealth as the
ability to give great festivals which makes wealth a desirable object to the Indian. As
the boy acquires his second name and man’s estate by means of a distribution of
property, which in course of time will revert to him with interest, the man’s name
acquires greater weight in the councils of the tribe and greater renown among the
whole people, as he is able to distribute more and more property at each subsequent
festival. Therefore boys and men are vying with each other in the arrangement of
great distributions of property. Boys of different clans are pitted against each other
by their elders, and each is exhorted to do his utmost to outdo his rival. And as the
boys strive against each other, so do the chiefs and the whole clans, and the one object
of the Indian is to outdo his rival. Formerly, feats of bravery counted, as well as
distributions of property, but nowadays, as the Indians say, “rivals fight with
property only.” The clans are thus perpetually pitted against each other according to
their rank. [...]
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I have referred several times to the distribution of blankets. The recipient in
such a distribution is not at liberty to refuse the gift, although according to what I
have said it is nothing but an interest-bearing loan that must be refunded at some
time with 100 per cent interest. This festival is called p’a’sa, literally, flattening
something (for instance, a basket). This means that by the amount of property given
the name of the rival is flattened.

There 1s still another method of rising in the social scale, namely by showing
oneself superior to the rival. This may be done by inviting the rival and his clan or
tribe to a festival and giving him a considerable number of blankets. He is compelled
to accept these, but is not allowed to do so until after he has placed an equal number
of blankets on top of the pile offered to him. This is called dapentg-ala and the
blankets placed on top of the first pile are called dapeno. Then he receives the whole
pile and becomes debtor to that amount, i.e., he must repay the gift with 100 per cent
interest.

A similar proceeding takes place when a canoe is given to a rival. The latter,
when the gift is offered to him, must put blankets to the amount of half the value of
the canoe on to it. This is called da’got (taking hold of the bow of the canoe). These
blankets are kept by the first owner of the canoe. Later on, the recipient of the canoe
must return another canoe, together with an adequate number of blankets, as an
“anchor line” for the canoe. This giving of a canoe is called sa’k - a.

Still more complicated is the purchase or the gift, however one chooses to term
it, of a “copper”. All along the North Pacific Coast, from yakutat to Comox, curiously
shaped copper plates are in use, which in olden times were made of native copper,
which is found in Alaska and probably also on Nass River, but which nowadays are
worked out of imported copper. [...] The front of the copper is covered with black lead,
in which a face, representing the crest animal of the owner, is graven. These coppers
have the same function which bank notes of high denominations have with us. The
actual value of the piece of copper is small, but it is made to represent a large number
of blankets and can always be sold for blankets. The value is not arbitrarily set, but
depends upon the abundance of property given away in the festival at which the
copper is sold. On the whole, the oftener a copper is sold the higher its value, as every
new buyer tries to invest more blankets in it. Therefore the purchase of a copper also
brings distinction, because it proves that the buyer is able to bring together a vast
amount of property.

Each copper has a name of its own, and from the following list of coppers, which
were in Fort Rupert in 1893, the values attached to some!7? of them may be seen:

Ma’sts’olem (=all other coppers are ashamed to look at it), 7,500 blankets

L’a’xolamas (=steel-head salmon, i.e., it glides out of one’s hands like a salmon),
6,000 blankets.

Lo'petila (=making the house empty of blankets), 5,000 blankets. [...]

17 've only transcribed the names of those for which blanket values were provided. The original list
includes more coppers, with names that Boas translated as “about whose possession all are
quarreling,” “sea lion,” “beaver face,” “looking below,” “moon,” “a spirit,” “day face,” “bear face,” “crow,”

“whale,” “killer whale,” and “war, against the blankets of the purchaser.”
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The purchase of a high-priced copper is an elaborate ceremony, which must be
described in detail. The trade is discussed and arranged long beforehand. When the
buyer is ready, he gives to the owner of the copper blankets about one-sixth of the
total value of the copper. This is called “making a pillow” for the copper (qenulirLa); or
“making a feather bed” (ta’lgoa) or “the harpoon line at which game is hanging”
(doxsemt), meaning that in the same manner the copper is attached to the long line
of blankets; or “taken in the hand, in order to lift the copper” (da’g*ilélem). The owner
of the copper loans these blankets out, and when he has called them in again, he
repays the total amount received, with 100 per cent interest, to the purchaser.

On the following day the tribes assemble for the sale of the copper. The
prescribed proceeding is as follows: The buyer offers first the lowest prices at which
the copper was sold. The owner declares that he is satisfied, but his friends demand
by degrees higher and higher prices, according to all the previous sales of the copper.
This is galled g+1'na. Finally, the amount offered is deemed satisfactory. Then the
owner asks for boxes to carry away the blankets. These are counted five pairs a box,
and are also paid in blankets or other objects. After these have been paid, the owner
of the copper calls his friends — members of his own tribe — to rise, and asks for a belt,
which he values at several hundred blankets. While these are being brought, he and
his tribe generally repair to their house, where they paint their faces and dress in
new blankets. When they have finished, drums are beaten in the house, they all shout
“h1!” and go out again, the speaker of the seller first. As soon as the latter has left the
house, he turns and calls his chief to come down, who goes back to where the sale is
going on, followed by his tribe. They all stand in a row and the buyer puts down the
blankets which were demanded as a belt, “to adorn the owner of the copper.” This
whole purchase is called “putting the copper under the name of the buyer” (La’sa).

In this proceeding the blankets are placed in piles of moderate height, one pile
close to the other, so that they occupy a considerable amount of space. In Fort Rupert
there are two high posts on the beach bearing carved figures on top, between which
the blankets are thus piled [...]. They stand about 40 steps apart.

On the following day all the blankets which have been paid for the copper must
be distributed by the owner among his own tribe, paying to them his old debts first,
and, if the amount is sufficient, giving new presents. This is called “doing a great
thing” (wa’lasila).

Coppers are always sold to rivals, and often a man will offer his copper for sale
to the rival tribe. If it is not accepted, it is acknowledgment that nobody in the tribe
has money enough to buy it, and the name of the tribe or clan would consequently
lose in weight. Therefore, if a man is willing to accept the offer, all the members of
the tribe must assist him in this undertaking with loans of blankets. Debts which are
repaid in the wa’lasila were mostly contracted in this manner.

[THE SALE OF A COPPER IN THE WINTER OF 1894-1895]

In order to better illustrate this curious proceeding, I will describe the sale of

a copper which took place in the winter of 1894-95.
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First, a feast was celebrated, in which the Ma’maleleqala offered the copper
M axts’olem for sale to the Kwakiutl. Ma’Xua, chief of the clan Maa’mtag-ila, invited
all the tribes to his house. Then he spoke:

“Come, tribe, to my house. This is the house of the first Ma’Xua at G+ agaxsdals.
This is the feast house of Ma’Xua here. This is the house to which Ma’Xua invited at
Eg-isbalis. This is the house to which Ma’Xua invited at Qalo’gwis. This is the feast
house of of Ma’Xua at G*a’qis. This is the house to which my father invited at Tsa’xis.
I take the place of my father now. I invited you, tribes, that you should come and see
my house here. I am proud to speak of my ancestor, the chief who in the beginning of
the world had the name Ma'Xua.”

Then Ma’Xua turned to his own tribe and said:

“Yes, K+ esoyag-*lis. Yes, Ma’Xuag-ila. Let me speak of my ways, Wa, wa! thus
I speak, my tribe.”

Then he turned to the other tribes and told them to sing, saying:

“Go on, tell the whole world, tribes! go on and sing; this was given to our
ancestors in the beginning of the world by Kuekuaxaoe.”

Now Ma’Xua stopped speaking, and Qoayo’Llas, chief of the Ma’maleleqala of
the clan Wa’las, spoke:

“Yes, Chef! It is true what you said. I thank you for your words, Chief! Our
ways are not new ways. They were made by our chief (the deity) and marked out for
us when he made our ancestors men. We try to imitate what our ancestors were told
to do by the creator. Keep in your old ways, Kwakiutl; keep in the ways of your
grandfathers, who laid down the custom for you.”

Then he turned to his own tribe and said:

“That is what I say, Wa’k*as. That is what I say, Neg*¢e’. The word of the chief
shall not hurt me.”

Now he took the copper [...] and said:

“Now sing my song!”

His tribe sang, and after they had finished Qoayo’Llas spoke again:

“Yes, my tribe! I can not help how I feel; I have nothing against the way,
Kwakiutl, in which you treat me and my tribe. Now I will promise blankets to you,
Kwakiutl, blankets to you, Guetela, blankets to you, Q0'moyue, blankets to you,
Qo'mk-utis, blankets to you, Walas Kwakiutl: this copper belongs to
Ts'axts’agits’'Emqa, the son of Walas Nemo'gwis. Now take care, great tribe! This great
copper has a high price; its name is Ma’xts’olem (the one of whom all are ashamed).
Now I am going to lay it down before you, Kwakiutl. Do not let me carry it myself,
ra’bid! Take it to the chiefs.”

Then La’bid arose and spoke:

“Say this again, my chief! Now look out, chiefs of the Kwakiutl, this is the
Se’xtig+ila Ma’xts'clem (the one who makes thirsty and of whom all are ashamed).
This I will bring to you.

Then he stepped toward the Kwakiutl, and put the copper on the floor where
they were sitting. Now Owaxa’lag *ilis arose, took the copper, and spoke:
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“Thank you, Wa’las Nemo'gwis. Come now, salmon, for which our forefathers
have been watching. This is Ma’xts’olem. I will buy this Ma’xts’olem. Now pay me,
Kwakiutl, what I loaned to you, that I may buy it quickly, in order to keep our name
as high as it is now. Don’t let us be afraid of the price of Ma’xts’olem, my tribe, wa,
wa! Now put down the dishes, that our tribe may eat.”

Owaxa’lag*ilis sat down, the young man distributed the dishes, and all the
tribes ate. Now Ma’Xua stepped up again and spoke kindly to the eating people.

“Go on,” he said, “eat, Wa’'las NEmo'gwis; eat, He’Lamas; eat, Neg+e’; eat you,
Ma’maleleqala; eat, La’qoLas; eat, G *’ote, you NE'mqic; eat, Se’wit’e; eat, E'wanuX; eat
you, Lau’itsis; eat, Wa’k * as; eat, Potride, you, Ma’t’ilpe; eat, Wats’e; eat, He’'was, you
T’ena’xtax. Eat, all you tribes. Now it is done. I have already told you of my
grandfather. This food here is the good will of our forefather. It is all given away.
Now, look out, Kwakiutl! our chief here is going to buy this copper, and let us help
him, wa, wa!”

Then spoke Ha’mesk *inis and said:

“Your words are true, Chief! how true are your words. I do know how to buy
coppers; I always pay high prices for coppers. Now take care, Kwakiutl, my tribe, else
you will be laughed at. Thus I say, O’ts’estalis; thus I say, Wa’nuku; thus I say, young
chiefs of the Kwakiutl; thus I say, Tso’palis; thus I say, O’gwila; thus I say, O'mx *’it,
young chiefs of the Q’'0’'moyué; thus I say, Qoe’malaasts’e; thus I say, Yeqawit, chiefs
of the Qo’'mk - utis; thus I say, Qoayo’Llas; thus I say, Wa’kidis, young chiefs of the
Walas Kwakiutl. This is my speech for our children, Ma'Xuag*ila, that they may take
care, wa, wa!”

Then Qoayo'Llas stood up again and said: “Thank you; did you hear, La’bid? Ho,
ho, ho, ug, ug, uo. (The “ho” means the lifting of the heavy copper from the ground;
the “ud” is the cry of the Ts’6'ndqoa.) Now let me invite them, Ma'maléleqgala; I believe
they want to buy my copper. Now I will invite them.”

Then his tribe said, “Do it, do it,” and he continued:

“Now, Gue’tela, behold the dance of La’qoag1layukoa, the daughter of Walas
Nemo'gwis. Now, Qo'moyue, see the dance of Aomora, the daughter of Walas
Nemo'gwis. Now, Walas Kwa’kiutl, see the dance of Ma’Xualag *ilis, the son of Walas
Nemo’'gwis. These are my words, wa, wa!”

Then all the guests went out. Later on Owaxa’lag*ilis invited all the Kwakiutl,
Ma’maleleqala, Ne'mqic, Lau’itsis, T’ena’xtax, and Ma’tilpe, because he intended to
buy the copper Ma’xts’olem that morning on the beach. Then all the tribes assembled.
Owaxa’lag*ilis stood on the beach and spoke. He said:

“Now, come, chiefs of all tribes. Yes, you come, because we want to do a great
work. Now, I am going to buy the copper Ma’xts’olem, of Walas Nemo'gwis. Only don’t
ask too high a price for it. And you, young chiefs of the Kwakiutl, take care and help
me. Go now and bring the blankets from my house.”
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Then the young men went and piled the blankets on the beach. Ma’Xua and
Owaxa’lag *ilis counted them. One man of the Ma’maléleqala, one of the Nimkish, one
of the Lau’itsis, kept the tally!s.

Ma’Xua spoke:

“It is my office to take care of the property of our chief. It was the office of my
forefathers. Now I will begin.”

Then he counted one pair, two pairs, three pairs, four pairs, five pairs, six pairs,
seven pairs, eight pairs, nine pairs, ten pairs. As soon as ten pairs were counted, he
said aloud, “ten pairs,” and the counters repeated, “twenty blankets,” and put two
stones aside. When Ma’Xua had counted another ten pairs, the counters said, “forty
blankets,” and put two more stones aside. They continued to put aside two stones for
each ten pairs of blankets [...]. Two men kept on piling up the blankets, and when
they had piled up 1,000 blankets, Ma’Xua said aloud, “One thousand blankets.” The
blankets were piled up alongside of a carved beam standing on the beach [...]. When
the pile was high enough, a new one was begun right next to the first pile.

Then Owaxa’lag*ilis arose and spoke:

“Tribes, I buy the copper Ma’xts’olem with these 1,000 blankets. I shall not give
any more unless the chiefs of all the tribes should ask for more, wa! That is my speech,
chiefs of the Kwakiutl.”

Now he sat down and Walas Nemo’gwis arose. He said:

“Ya, Then Owaxa’lag-ilis! Are your words true? Did you say it was enough?”
Then he turned to his tribe and said, “Ya, OlsT’wit! Now rise, chief, and speak for me.
That is what I say, La’bide.”

Then OlsTwit arose [...] and said:

“Are those your words, Kwakiutl? Did you say this was all that you were going
to give for the copper? Are there 1,000 blankets?”

The counters replied, “Yes, there are 1,000 blankets.”

OlsT'wit continued:

“Thank you, Owaxa’lag*ilis, Chief. Do you think you have finished? Now take
care, Kwakiutl! You, Chief, give twenty times ten pairs more, so that there will be
200 more.” Then he turned to his tribe and said, “Chiefs of the Ma’maleleqala! Now,
I have said my words, Chief Walas Nemo'gwis.”

Then Owaxa’lag-ilis arose and said:

“Your speech, OlsT'wit, is good. It pleases my heart.” And he said to the young
men: “Go and bring 200 blankets from my house.”

They went at once and brought those blankets.

Then Ma’Xua arose and counted the blankets. He called out how many there
were. He said:

“There are 1,200 blankets in a pile here, chiefs of all the tribes, wa, wa!”

Now OlsT'wit arose and said:

“Thank you, Kwakiutl. Verily, I got all I asked for in my speech and we
Ma’maleleqala are pleased, wa, wa!”

18 Every tribe has a man to count blankets. This office is not hereditary. When coppers are traded, the
song makers count blankets. [Note in the original.]
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Again Walas Nemo’gwis arose and spoke:

“Thank you, Owaxa’lag *ilis, thank you, Chief. It will not be my desire if all the
chiefs of my tribe ask for more blankets. I am satisfied.” Now he turned to his tribe
and said: “Now we must speak, my tribe. Arise, G*€&’g*esLen. Speak, Chief! Speak
more strongly.”

Then G*e€’g*EsLen arose and said:

“How nice 1t 1s, tribes! I thank you for your words, Owaxa’lag*ilis. Yes, Chiefs,
that is our way, to which you must conform. You were not provident when you
resolved to buy this great copper. My heart is well inclined toward you, Chief! You
have not finished; you will give more. The price of the copper must correspond to my
greatness, and I ask forty times ten blankets, that is 400 blankets more, Chief That
is what I mean, forty. Wa, Chief. I shall not speak again if I get what I ask from you.”
Then he turned to his own tribe. “Chief Walas Nemo'gwis, I have done what you asked
of me. You asked me to speak strongly to that chief, wa, wa!”

Then Owaxa’lag*ilis arose and spoke. He said:

“Yes, Chief, your speech was good. You have no pity. Have you finished now
asking for more, if I am willing to give your chief 400 blankets more? Answer me
now!”

Now G*e’g*EsLEn spoke:

“I shall not try to speak again.”

Owaxa’lag*ilis sent two young men. They brought the blankets and put them
down. Again Ma'Xua took the blankets and spoke:

“Ya, tribes! Do you see now our way of buying? The Kwakiutl, my tribe, are
strong when they buy coppers. They are not like you. You always bring the canoes
and the button blankets right away. Now there are 1,600 blankets in this pile that I
carry here.” He turned to the Kwakiutl and said: “That is what I say, Chiefs of the
Kwakiutl, to those who do not know how to buy coppers. Now I begin again.”

He counted the blankets and went on in the same way as before. As soon as
ten pairs of blankets were counted, they said aloud, “ten pairs,” and the counters said
aloud how many tens of blankets had been counted.

When he had counted all, Ma’Xua spoke:

“Wa, wa! Now I say to you, chiefs of all the tribes, it is really enough! I have
pity upon my chief. That is what I say, chiefs.”

Then Owaxa’lag*ilis arose and spoke:

“Wa, wa! I say it is enough, Ma’maleleqala. Now you have seen my name. This
1s my name; this is the weight of my name. This mountain of blankets rises through
our heaven. My name is the name of the Kwakiutl, and you can not do as we do,
tribes. When you do it, you finish just as soon as you reach the 1,000 blankets. Now,
look out! later on I shall ask you to buy from me. Tribes! I do not look ahead to the
time when you will buy from me. My chiefs! that is what I say, O’ts’estalis; that is
what 1 say, Wa’kidis; that is what 1 say, Ma’Xualag-*ilis; that is what I say,
Ma’Xuayalisame. That is what I say for all of you from whom coppers may be bought,
by the chiefs of these our rivals, the Ma’maleleqala, Wa, wa!”

Then Walas Nemo’'gwis arose and spoke:
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“Yes, Chief, your speech is true, your word is true. Who is like you, Kwakiutl,
who buy coppers and who give away blankets? Long life to all of you, chiefs of the
Kwakiutl. I can not attain to your high name, great tribes.” Then he turned to his
tribe and said: “That is what I have said, chiefs of the Ma’maléeleqala, that we may
beat these Kwakiutl. They are like a large mountain with a steep precipice. Now
arise, Ya'’qarenlis, and speak, Chief! Let me see you that I may look up to you, Chief!
Now call your name, Ts’0’'noqoa, you, Chief, who knows how to buy that great copper.
You cannot be equaled by anybody. You great mountain from which wealth is rolling
down, wa, wa! That is what I say, my tribe!”

Then Ya’'qarenlis arose and uttered the cry of Ts’0'noqoa: “ho, ho, ho!” and he
acted as though he was lifting the heavy weight of the copper from the ground. “You
all know, Kwakiutl, who I am. My name is Ya’qaLenlis. The name began at the time
when our world was made. I am a descendant of the chiefs about whom we hear in
the earliest legends. The Ho'Xhoq came down to Xo'xop’a, and took off his bird mask
and became a man. Then he took the name Ya’qacrenlis. That was my ancestor, the
first of the Qoe’xsot’enox. He married ra’qoag-<i+layuqoa, the daughter of Walas
Nemo’'gwis, the first chief of the great clan Wewamasqem of the Ma’maleleqala. That
1s the reason why I speak. I know how to buy great coppers. I bought this copper
Ma’xts’olem for 4,000 blankets. What is it, Chief? What is it, Owaxa’lag*ilis? Come!
did you not give any thought to my copper here? You always say that you are rich,
Chief. Now give more, that it may be as great as I am. Give only ten times 100
blankets more, Chief Owaxa’lag *ilis. It will not be much, give 1,000 more for my sake,
wa, wa. This is what I say, Ha’'wasalav; that iswhat I say, He'Xuayus; that is what I
say, Wawilapalaso; that is what I say for all of you, chiefs of the Ma’maleleqala, Wa,
wal”

Then Owaxa’lag*ilis arose and spoke:

“Yes, yes, you are feared by all, Great Chief! Do not show mercy in your speech.
Now I am going to ask all of you, chiefs of the Ma’maleleqala, will you stop talking if
I give you these 1,000 blankets in addition to the 1,600 blankets on this pile? If you
say it is not enough after I have added the 1,000 blankets, then I will not force the
purchase of the copper. Now answer me, Walas Nemo'gwis. I have seen no one giving
1,000 blankets more. I should tell a lie if I should say I had ever seen it done, as you
demand, wa! That is what I say, chiefs of all the Kwakiutl.”

Now Walas NeEmo'gwis arose and spoke:

“Chiefs, it 1s not my desire; it is the desire of all those chiefs who asked for
more; | have enough. Bring now the 1,000 blankets for which Chief Ya’qarenlis asked,
wa, wa! That is what I say, Ma’maleleqala, wa!”

Now Owaxa’lag-ilis sent the young men to bring these 1,000 blankets. They
brought them and Ma’Xua arose. He counted the blankets and called out every ten
pairs. Then he made a speech:

“Ya! tribes, have all the blankets been counted?”

The people replied, “Yes, yes. Do not maintain, Chief, that we lost run of the
number of blankets.”

Then Ma’Xua continued:
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“There are 2,600 blankets. I am a Maa’mtag *ila, whose strength appears when
they buy coppers. Take care, chief Owaxa’lag-ilis, else we shall be laughed at. Do not
give in! Do not weaken, else you will not get that copper.”

Then Owaxa’lag*ilis arose and spoke:

“Your words are good, Ma'Xua. It is good that you strengthen my heart. Now
speak, Walas Nemo'gwis! Speak, Chief, and tell me your wishes, else I shall be too
much troubled. Now say your price and I will take it. That is what I say, Wakidis;
that is what I say, Tsopa’lis, wa, wa!”

Owaxa’lag*ilis sat down, and the tribes were silent. Nobody spoke, and Walas
Nemo’gwis lay down on his back, covering his face with his blanket. For a long time
nobody among the men spoke. Then Yeqok'ua’lag«ilis, the younger brother of Walas
Nemo’'gwis, arose and said:

“Chiefs of the Kwakiutl, I know what makes my brother here sad. Try, chiefs,
that your speech may please the heart of my chief here. That is what I say, chiefs of
the Ma’maleleqala, Wa, wa!”

Then Ha’mts’it arose and spoke:

“Kwakiutl, I am afraid of the way in which my chief here is acting. He is
making us asleep, and all the tribes are asleep. That is always the way of the great
chief. Now, Owaxa’lag*ilis, try to please him!”

Then Owaxa’lag-ilis arose and said:

“Ha’mts’it! you said enough. Too many are your words. Let only him speak who
knows how to buy that copper, Walas Nemo'gwis! Do not let these children speak.
That is what I say, Kwakiutl, Wa, wa! Now look about in my house, if you find
something to please the heart of this chief. Go! young men.”

They went, and soon they came back carrying blankets, which they put down.
Owaxa’lag*ilis arose at once and asked the young men how many blankets they had
brought: They rplied:

“Six hundred blankets.”

He continued:

“Is 1t true what yous aid? Now, chiefs of the Kwakiutl, I thank you for your
words. Ma’Xua! Chief! count them!”

Ma’'Xua arose and counted the blankets. Then he said:

“Ya! tribes, have you counted these blankets, also? There are now 3,200. Look
out! chiefs of the tribes! For I shall ask you to buy our coppers also! That is what I
say, Neg*&; that is what I say, E'wanuXts'é, wa, wa! that is what I say, chiefs of the
Kwakiutl, wa, wa!”

Now Walas Nemo'gwis arose and said: “Now take care, Ma’'maleleqala! Now, I
take that price for our copper. Now give the boxes into which we may put the blankets.
We need 50 boxes, and each will be worth 5 pairs of blankets.”

Then Owaxa’lag*ilis arose and spoke:

“Thank you, Walas Nemo’gwis, for your speech. You say you take the price.
Now go, chiefs of the Kwakiutl, and bring the boxes! They will be 500 blankets’ worth,
to be paid in canoes.”
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Then the young men went and brought short split sticks. They brought 5 sticks.
Ma’Xua took hem and spoke:

“Ya! tribes! Truly, you get easily what you ask for, chiefs of the Ma’'maleleqala.
This canoe counts for a box worth 150 blankets. This [other] canoe counts for a box
worth 150 blankets.!9 This canoe counts for a box worth 40 blankets, wa, wa! Enough,
chiefs of the Ma’maleleqala. Now take pity on our chief here. That is what I say,
Kwakiutl.”

Then Owaxa’lag*ilis arose and spoke:

“Ya, son Walas Nemo’gwis, and you, chiefs, arise, that I may adorn you.”

Then Walas Nemo'gwis arose and spoke: [...]20 “Let him who brought our
copper look at us! Come, chiefs of the Ma’maleleqgala.”

Then all the thirteen chiefs stood in a row, and Walas Nemo'gwis spoke:

“This, Kwakiutl, is the strength of the Ma’maleleqala. These whom you see
here are your rivals. These are the ones who have the great coppers which have
names, and therefore it is hard work for you to rival them. Look out! chiefs of the
Ma’maleleqgala! in case they should bring us the copper M’axts’olem, which we now
sold, that one of you may take it up at once, or else we must be ashamed. That is what
I say, chiefs of the Ma’maleleqala, Wa, wa! Now go on! Chief Owaxa’lag-ilis!”

Then Owaxa’lag*ilis arose and spoke:

“Yes, Walas NeEmo’gwis, and you other good chiefs who are standing over there.
Now, chiefs of the Kwakiutl, scurry about in my house for something with which I
may adorn the chiefs.”

Then the young men went. Soon they came back, carrying 200 blankets and
two split sticks, on which five straight lines were marked with charcoal.

Then Ma’Xua arose, took the split sticks, and said:

“Thank you, chiefs of the Ma’maleleqala, for the way in which you act. It must
be true that you are pleased with the way of our chief here. Now listen, chiefs! Aodrn
yourselves with this canoe, which is worth 50 blankets, and with these 200 blankets
here. Now there are 4,000 blankets in all, Wa, wa! Let me say, it is done!”

Immediately Walas Nemo'gwis made a speech, and said:

“I will take this price, tribes! Thank you, Chief Owaxa’lag-ilis; thank you,
Chief; thank you, Kwakiutl.”

Now Owaxa’lag*ilis arose and spoke:

“Ya, Walas Nemo’'gwis. Have you taken the price, Chief?”

Walas Nemo’gwis replied:

“I have taken the price.”

“Why, Walas Nemo’gwis,” said Owaxa’lag *ilis, “you take the price too soon; you
must think poorly of me, Chief! I am a Kwakiutl; I am one of those from whom all
your tribes over the world took their names. Now you give up before I finished trading
with you, Ma’maleleqala. You must always stand beneath us, wa, wa! Now go, young
men; call our chief here, that he may come and see the tribes. Bring ra’qoag*ilakuv..

19 The sentence 1s repeated in the original — whether intentionally or due to error, I am unsure.
20 Pve omitted a passage where each chief of the Ma’maleleqala is called by name, in the format, “Come,
[chief's name]!”.
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That name comes from the oldest legends. Now, take h er clothes and you, Ma'Xua,
give them away!”

Now Ma’Xua counted the blankets. There were 200 blankets of the fifth
thousand. There were 4,200.

“Wa, wa! Chiefs of the Ma’maleleqala,” said he.

Then Walas Nemo’gwis spoke:

“Thank you, chiefs! Now, Ma’'maleleqala, we will divide the property to-
morrow, wa, wa!”

[HERE ENDS THE ACCOUNT OF THE SALE OF THE COPPER]

It was described above how a boy is introduced into the distributions of
property going on among the tribe. It remains to state how he acquires his first
copper. When the young man has acquired a certain number of blankets, one of his
older friends invites him to take a share in the purchase of one of the cheaper coppers,
which may have a value of, say, 500 blankets. The boy contributes 200 blankets as
his share and the other man purchases it, announcing the young man as a partner in
the transaction. The copper is delivered to the young man, who becomes a debtor to
his partner for the amount of blankets contributed by the latter. He announces at
once that he will sell the copper the following year, but that he is willing to deliver
the copper on the spot. With these words he lays it down before the tribe. One of the
chiefs of a rival tribe takes the copper and pays as a first instalment 100 blankets.
Then the boy promises a distribution of blankets (tso’Xua) for the following year and
loans out the 100 blankets which he has received.

The next year he calls in his outstanding debts and invites all the neighboring
tribes to a feast, to which his own tribe contributes food and fuel. In the course of the
festival, he pays to the chief who took his copper 200 blankets, being the value of the
100 blankets received the previous year, together with 100 per cent interest [...]. Then
the purchaser pays the sum of 750 blankets for the copper, including boxes and belt,
as described above. Of this amount, 700 are distributed in the following day in the
prescribed fashion among the neighboring tribes. Now the young man proceeds to
loan out his blankets until within a few years he is able to repay the share of his
partner who first helped him to buy the copper. When the time has come for this
transaction, his partner pays him double the amount of what he (the partner) has
contributed, and the young man returns to him double of this amount.

The rivalry between chiefs and clans finds its strongest expression in the
destruction of property. A chief will burn blankets, a canoe, or break a copper, thus
indicating his disregard of the amount of property destroyed and showing that his
mind is stronger, his power greater than that of his rival. If the latter is not able to
destroy an equal amount of property without much delay, his name is “broken”. He is
vanquished by his rival and his influence with his tribe is lost, while the name of the
other chief gains correspondingly in return.

Feasts may also be counted as destruction of property, because the food given
can not be returned except by giving another feast. The most expensive sort of feast
is the one at which enormous quantities of fish oil (made of the oolichan) are
consumed and burnt, the so-called “grease feast”. Therefore it also raises the name of
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the person who can afford to give it, and the neglect to speedily return it entails a
severe loss of prestige.

Still more feared is the breaking of a valuable copper. A chief may break his
copper and give the broken parts to his rival. If the latter wants to keep his prestige,
he must break a copper of equal or higher value, and then return both his own broken
copper and the fragments which he has received to his rival. The latter may then pay
for the copper which he has thus received. :
The chief to whom the fragments of the
first copper are given may, however, also
break his copper and throw both into the
sea. The Indians consider that by this act
the attacked rival has shown himself
superior to his aggressor, because the
latter may have expected to receive the
broken copper of his rival in return, so that
an actual loss would have been prevented.

In by far the greater number of
cases where coppers are broken the copper
1s preserved. The owner breaks or cuts off
one part after another until finally only the
T-shaped ridge remains. This is valued at
two-thirds of the total value of the copper
and is the last part to be given away. The
order in which the parts of the copper are
usually broken off is shown in the
accompanying illustration, indicated by
the letters (A — D)

The rival to whom the piece that has been broken is given, breaks off a similar
piece, and returns both to the owner. Thus a copper may be broken up in contests
with different rivals. Finally, somebody succeeds in buying up all the broken
fragments, which are riveted together, and the copper has attained an increased
value. Since the broken copper indicates the fact that the owner had destroyed
property, the Indians pride themselves upon their possession.

The rivalry between chiefs, when carried so far that coppers are destroyed and
that grease feasts are given in order to destroy the prestige of the rival, often develop
into open enmity. When a person gives a grease feast, a great fire is lighted in the
center of the house. The flames leap up to the roof and the guests are almost scorched
by the heat. Still the etiquette demands that they do not stir, else the host’s fire has
conquered them. Even when the roof begins to burn and the fire attacks the rafters,
they must appear unconcerned. The host alone has the right to send a man up to the
roof to put out the fire.

While the feast is in progress the host sings a scathing song ridiculing his rival
and praising his own clan, the feats of his forefathers and his own. Then the grease
is filled in large spoons and passed to the rival chief first. If a person thinks he has
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given a greater grease feast than that offered by the host, he refuses the spoon. Then
he runs out of the house (g*éqemx’it = chief rises against his face) to fetch his copper
“to squelch with it the fire.” The host proceeds at once to tie a copper to each of his
house posts. If he should not do so, the person who refused the spoon would on
returning strike the posts with the copper, which is considered equal to striking the
chief’s face (k*11xa). Then the man who went to fetch his copper breaks it and gives
1t to the host. This i1s called “squelching the host’s fire.” The host retaliates as
described above.

[SELECTED SCATHING SONGS]

The following songs show the manner in which rivals scathe each other. First
Neqa’penk *Em (= ten fathom face) let his clan sing the following song at a feast which
he gave:

1. Our great famous chief is known even outside of our world, oh! he is the
highest chief of all. (Then he sang:) The chiefs of all the tribes are my servants, the
chiefs of all the tribes are my speaker. They are pieces of copper which I have broken.

(The people:) Do not let our chief rise too high. Do not let him destroy too much
property, else we shall be made like broken pieces of copper by the great breaker of
coppers, the great splitter of coppers, the great chief who throws coppers into the
water, the great one who can not be surpassed by anybody, the one surmounting all
the chiefs. Long ago you went and burnt all the tribes to ashes. You went and defeated
the chief of all the tribes; you made his people run away and look for their relatives
whom you had slain. You went and the fame of your power was heard among the
northern tribes. You went and gave blankets to everybody, chief of all tribes.

2. Do not let us stand in front of him, of whom we are always hearing, even at
the outermost limits of this world. Do not let us steal from our chief, tribes! else he
will become enraged and will tie our hands. He will hang us, the chief of the tribes.

(Nega’penk*Em sings?) Do not mind my greatness. My tribe alone is great as
four tribes. I am standing on our fortress; I am standing on top of the chiefs of the
tribes. I am Copper Face, Great Mountain, Supporter, Obstacle; my tribes are my
servants.

At another feast he let his people sing:

1. Do not look around, tribes! Do not look around, else we might see something
that will hurt us in the great house of this really great chief.

2. Do not look around, tribes! Do not look around, else we might see something
formidable in the great house of this really great chief. His house has the Ts’0'noqoa?!.
Therefore we are benumbed and can not move. The house of our double chief,22 of the
really great chief, is taking our lives and our breath.

3. Do not make any noise, tribes! do not make any noise, else we shall
precipitate a landslide of wealth from our chief, the overhanging mountain.

4. (NEqa'penk *Em sings:) I am the one from whom comes down and from whom
1s untied the red cedar bark23 for the chiefs of the tribes. Do not grumble, tribes! do

21 A fabulous monster. [Note in the original.]
22 The war chief and potlatch chief. [Note in the original.]
23 The emblem of the winter ceremonial. [Note in the original.]
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not grumble in the house of the great double chief, who makes that all are afraid to
die at his hands, over whose body is sprinkled the blood of all those who tried to eat
in the house of the double chief,24 of the really great chief. Only one thing enrages me,
when people eat slowly and a little only of the food given by the great double chief.

While these songs are merely a praise of the deeds of the singer, the following
reply by He’'nak - alaso, the rival of Neqa’penk *Em is bitter to the extreme. In it the
singer ridicules him for not yet having returned a grease feast.

1. I thought another one was causing the smoky weather? I am the only one on
earth — the only one in the world who makes thick smoke rise from the beginning of
the year to the end, for the invited tribes.25

2. What will my rival say again — that “spider woman;” what will he pretend to
do next? The words of that “spider woman” do not go a straight way. Will he not brag
that he is going to give away canoes, that he is going to break coppers, that he is going
to give a grease feast? Such will be the words of the “spider woman,” and therefore
your face is dry and moldy, you who are standing in front of the stomachs of the chiefs.

3. Nothing will satisfy you; but sometimes I treated you so roughly that you
begged for mercy. Do you know what you will be like? You will be like an old dog, and
you will spread your legs before me when I get excited. You did so when I broke the
great coppers, “Chief” and “Killer Whale,” and the one named “Point of Island” and
“The Feared One” and “Beaver”. This I throw in your face, you whom I always tried
to vanquish; whom I have maltreated; who does not dare to stand erect when I am
eating; the chief whom every weak man tries to vanquish.

4. Now my feast! Go to him, the poor one who wants to be fed from the sone of
the chief whose own name is “Full of Smoke” and “Greatest Smoke”. Never mind; give
him plenty to eat, make him drink until he will be qualmish and vomits. My feast
steps over the fire right up to the chief.26

In order to make the effect of the song still stronger, an effigy of the rival chief
1s sometimes placed near the fire. He is lean and is represented in an attitude as
though begging that the fire be not made any hotter, as it is already scorching him.

Property may not only be destroyed for the purpose of damaging the prestige
of the rival, but also for the sole purpose of gaining distinction. This is done mainly
at the time when houses are built, when totem poles are erected, or when a son has
been initiated by the spirit presiding over the secret society of his clan. [...] It seems
that in olden times slaves were sometimes killed and buried under the house posts or
under totem posts. Later on, instead of being killed, they were given away as
presents. Whenever this was done, the inverted figure of a man, or an inverted head,
was placed on the pole. In other cases coppers were buried under the posts, or given
away. This custom still continues, and in all such cases coppers are shown on the
post, often in such a way that they are being held or bitten by the totem animals. At
the time of the initiation of a member of the clan slaves were also killed or coppers

24 This refers to the fact that he killed a chief of the Awik *’enéx in a feast. [Note in the original.]

25 Namely, by the fire of the grease feast. [Note in the original.]

26 The first grease feast went as far as the center of the house. As Neqa'penk *em did not return it, the
second one stepped forward across the fire right up to him.
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were destroyed. [...] The property thus destroyed is called the 0’'mayu,the price paid
for the house, the post, or for the initiation.

The distribution or destruction of property is not always made solely for the
purpose of gaining prestige for one’s self, but it is just as often made for the benefit of
the successor to the name. In all such cases the latter stands during the festival next
to the host, or, as the Indian terms it, in front of him, and the chief states that the
property 1s distributed or destroyed for the one “standing in front of him”
(tawu’lgameé), which is therefore the term used for the chief’s eldest son, or, in a more
general sense, for the heir presumptive. [...]

MARRIAGE

Marriage among the Kwakiutl must be considered a purchase, which is
conducted on the same principles as the purchase of a copper. But the object bought
1s not only the woman, but also the right of membership in her clan for the future
children of the couple. [...] Many privileges of the clan descend only through marriage
upon the son-in-law of the possessor, who, however, does not use them himself, but
acquires them for the use of his successor. These privileges are, of course, not given
as a present to the son-in-law, but he becomes entitled to them by paying a certain
amount of property for his wife. The wife 1s given to him as a first instalment of the
return payment. The crest of the clan, its privileges, and a considerable amount of
other property besides, are given later on, when the couple have children, and the
rate of interest is higher the greater the number of children. For one child, 200 per
cent interest is paid; for two or more children, 300 per cent. After this payment the
marriage is annulled because the wife’s father has redeemed his daughter. If she
continues to stay with her husband, she does so of her own free will (wulé’L, staying
in the house for nothing). In order to avoid this state of affairs, the husband often
makes a new payment to his father-in-law in order to have a claim to his wife. [...]

The return of the purchase money is called qaute’x+a, and the particular
manner of return, which will be described here, LEnE'mXs’a.

The people are all invited to assemble in the house of the wife’s father. When
all the guests have assembled, the father-in-law of the young woman enters,
accompanied by his clan. Four of them are carrying the mast of a canoe, one holding
1t at the top, another one at the butt, and two at intermediate points. They walk to
the right and stand on the right-hand side of the door on the front side of the house,
facing the middle.2” Then the wife’s father calls his son-in-law, who steps forward and
stands in the right-hand rear corner of the house. The other speaker tells him that
the mast represents lids of boxes [...] tied together [...], and that they contain
everything that he owes his son-in-law. The latter replies, asking if the coppers,
house, its posts, and his father-in-law’s names are in it also. Even if the old man
should not have intended to give all of this, he must comply with this demand and
promise to give it all to his son-in-law.

27 The positions in the house are always given according to the Indian method: The fire is the outer
side (La’sak), the walls the back side (a’ta). Thus right and left are always to be considered the
corresponding sides of a person who is looking toward the fire from the front or rear of the home. [Note
in the original ]
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Next, the young man’s wife is sent by her father to fetch the copper. She
returns, carrying it on her back, and the young men of her clan bring in blankets. All
of this is given to the young man, who proceeds at once to sell the copper off-hand.
This is called “holding the copper at its forehead”. [...] In such a case less than one-
half of the actual price is paid for the copper. If it is worth 6,000 blankets, it will bring
only 2,500 blankets. The buyer must pay the price on the spot, and the blankets which
the young man obtains in this manner are distributed by him right away. By this
distribution he obtains the right to live in the house which his father-in-law has given
to him.

Although in most marriages the house and name of the bride’s father are
promised to be transferred to the young man, this is not necessarily the case. The
dower agreed upon may consist only of coppers, canoes, blankets, and the like.

I learned about a curious instance how a man punished his father-in-law who
had long delayed the return of the purchase-money and was evidently evading the
duty of giving up his name and home to his son-in-law. The latter carved an image
representing his wife and invited all the people to a feast. Then he put a stone around
the neck of the image and threw it in the sea. Thus he had destroyed the high rank
of his wife, and indirectly that of his father-in-law.

“When potlatches are observed”28 (1896)

It has been from remote ages the custom of our aborigines, at least of those
living near the northern coasts, to at first give their children filthy names, which they
could not be otherwise than ashamed of in riper years, and endeavor by all means to
obtain a better one.

This could be got in the following manner: A certain amount of goods had to be
given to the chief and to the tribe as a potlatch, for which he or she obtained, not only
a better name, but also a higher rank amongst their people. Along with the new name
and rank was a dance for the occasion, and was the principal one that night, because
1t belonged to the new name and rank into which the party was initiated.

The means to obtain this had to be acquired with their own exertion, industry
and bravery. A person who had some push about him soon got ahead and was
respected by the whole village, while a lazy, shiftless person got neither name nor
rank, and was looked upon as little better than a slave.

Girls, too, at the age of puberty had to give a potlatch, at which time she gave
away the savings of years; that is, she had been saving up for years in anticipation of
living to see that day. With the first appearance of her womanhood, she was shut up
in a small room, which she was not allowed by any means to leave for one month. Her
food was even passed into her room. When at liberty she called together the villagers,
and to them gave away all she had of personal property. In return she got a better
name, and a higher social position in the tribe, and at the same time had a hole

28 From Deans, J. (1896). WHEN PATLATCHES ARE OBSERVED. The American Antiquarian and
Oriental Journal, 186), 329-331. Written by James Dean (1827 — 1905). For ease of reading, I've
modernized some of the idiosyncratic spelling and terminology in the original account.
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punched in her lower lip, preparatory to wearing a lip piece or labret. These labrets,
by the social usages of these people, had to be exchanged for bigger ones every time
she made a potlatch, until, in very old women, their faces looked hideous. The Haida
women’s greatest ambition was to be like Cal-Cate-jude, the typical woman of the
northern tribes, especially of the Haida.

The girl’s room was generally a corner of the house partitioned off by blankets
or calico. On the front of her room was hung one of her blankets with the crest sewed
on it in beads, or with colored thread. The name given by the Haida to this ceremony
1s “Lull.” When her lull is over, and she is giving her potlatch, they have the dance
which belongs to her crest, and so ends her lull.

As soon as young men or women were able to save enough, they had themselves
tattooed — the men on their breasts, arms and legs, the women on their legs, and I
think, their shoulders only.

For each part of the body that was tattooed they had to give a potlatch of ten
blankets, or fifty blankets for legs, arms and breast, or a money value of at least $250.
The figures tattooed on their bodies showed the crest, gens and social rank of the
party, represented by animals, birds, fishes, sun, moon, and thunderbird. If the party
tattooed belonged to the Raven phratry or brotherhood, he or she could only use the
figures belonging to that phratry. The same may also be said of the Eagle phratry.

I here speak of the Haida people of Haida Gwaii and southern Alaska. These
later sort of potlatches no longer exist, at least among the Haida Gwaii Haida.

This brings me to a third sort of potlatch. When a man or woman wished to
build a house, they had to save up enough goods to give away when it was finished.
Every part of a house had its name, and a potlatch was given for each part; so much
for the posts, the boards and roof, beams, etc., etc. In building a house, the carved
column, or as it is better known, totem pole — the Haida name is “gayring” — always
received more attention than other parts, because of its connection with the family,
social standing and history.

The gayring was prepared in the following order: First, a number of men were
sent to the woodlands to choose a good and straight cedar tree, which was felled and
stripped of its bark, then smoothed, hollowed out and floated to the village, where the
carvers took charge of it.

Their first step was to measure it into divisions of four, five and six fathoms of
six feet each, or 24 feet the shortest up to 60 or even more, the longest. A potlatch of
ten blankets was given with each fathom; or, at the lowest estimate, a cash value of
$50 for each fathom, or $250 for a gayring of five fathoms.

Connected with house building is the selection of a wife. Before her husband
can claim her, he has to make a potlatch to the girl’s parents of the value of fifty or
one hundred dollars or more, according to [the] agreement.

The next and last sort of potlatch I shall mention is of a different sort, one
which was all loss with no profit. [...] According to Indian ideas, any moral or material
harm done to a man can be made good by an adequate potlatch. Thus, if a man is
ridiculed by another, he gives away a number of blankets to his friends, and thus
regains his former standing. For instance, the grandson of a chief, by unskilful

50



management, upset his little canoe near the shore, to which he had to wade. The
grandfather felt ashamed on account of the boy’s accident, and gave away a blanket
to take away remarks on this subject.

In the same way, a man who feels injured by another will destroy a certain
amount of property, then his adversary is compelled to do the same, else a stain of
dishonor will rest upon him until he destroys the same amount of property — or, if her
refuses to do so, all his lifetime. I have heard of a case in which a man fancied [that]
another man had in some way or other injured him; so in order, as he thought, to
punish his adversary, he destroyed all the property he could spare. His adversary
quickly responded by destroying double the amount, which the other was unable to
do, and so the whole village laughed at him.

All of these potlatches, except the first mentioned, have, as far as I know, long
been discontinued. That one is still held by sufferance. Several years ago all
potlatches were, by act of Parliament, declared illegal, and all who held them were
liable to fine and imprisonment. This has been done lately on the Nords, where a chief
had a potlatch and where, just now, the Indians threaten to set the law at defiance,
and hold them. A deputation has been sent by the northern aborigines to Victoria,
seeking redress and a refunding of the money unjustly taken from them by an
obnoxious law. It has been to the interest of several parties to have these potlatches
abolished, and false representations have been made to the Indian Department.

Potlatches are time-honored festivals of our aborigines, and probably existed
before the adoption of Christianity.

What right have we Canadians to try and stop these poor people having a
reunion occasionally? If the Indians were the ruling power, and said to us, “you must
stop your feasts and holidays or we will imprison you and enact heavy fines,” how
would we like 1t? Methinks I hear you all say, “Not at all — we have a right to all feasts
and holidays as long as we behave ourselves.” The aborigines, on the same condition,
have the same rights. Parties writing from the north against their continuance, say
they knew several people who lost their lives by attending potlatches, by being left
alone in the woods. If any did so, they must have been Humatas, under training, and
not at all connected with potlatches.

In conclusion, let me say a potlatch is simply this: A party has a little wealth
which he wishes to dispose of to advantage, by not only doubling it, but by getting a
new and better name, as well as a higher social standing. He invites his friends. When
they come he gives all he has to all who choose to accept it, with the understanding,
by both giver and receiver, that all has to be returned double as soon as possible.

If anyone who had got some of the property given away, died, those who
inherited his name and property had to return all according to agreement, or rather
social usages of these people.
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The Potlatch Economy?2° (1898)

Mrs. Harlan I. Smith30, a New York bride, who spent her honeymoon among
the British Columbia Indians thus relates her experiences: [...]

As we were nearly six months in the Northwest, visiting a number of places, I
shall attempt to mention only a few of the most striking incidents that I witnessed at
Fort Rupert, where I spent the month of June. [...] The place is called Fort Rupert
because the Hudson’s Bay Company once located a fort there, which has long ago
been abandoned. A dismounted cannon, a portion of a stockade fence, the aged fort
carpenter, who stayed behind with his Indian wife, and a few [Métis] are left to tell
the tale.

The missionaries tried to convert these Indians, but were practically driven
out, and finally gave them up to their own old religion, with its dances, theatricals,
drumming and singing. [...]

The native homes are made very large, some of them being 70 feet wide and
120 feet long. They consist of a single room that is occupied by several related
families, in a communal sort of way. They squat around on the dirt floor, in the
respective corners which they have chosen, cooking over an open fire, the smoke from
which escapes through the cracks on the roof. Around the three sides of the house is
a platform, about four feet wide, and raised a short distance from the ground. Upon
these platforms they sleep, sometimes boxing in their beds like the berths on a
sleeping car. These are most important places, for when one of the Indians gets angry
1t 1s to this place he retires until recovered. He sometimes takes to his bed when
feeling very sad over the death of a friend.

THE QUEER HOUSES

The walls of the houses are built of plank, as is also the roof, but the planks of
the latter are hollowed out and laid like the Swiss tile roof. These planks are split out
of immense cedar trees by means of a wooden wedge driven with stone hammers.
They are often smoothed with adzes3!, the blades of which were formerly made of
stone. Since the coming of the Hudson’s Bay Company they have been able to get old
files and other bits of iron from which to make the blades, so that now stone 1s not
used.

In one of the houses I saw piled thousands of woolen blankets and several shied
[sic.] pieces of copper. I learned the blankets were being collected in order that the
owner could give a potlatch, which means that he would loan them out at interest. 32

29 From Mrs. H. I. Smith. (1898, October 26). WITH COAST INDIANS. Victoria Daily Colonist, p. 8.
30 Helena Elizabeth Oakes Smith (1872 — 1947), wife of Harlan Ingersoll Smith (1872 — 1940), a noted
archaeologist. Harlan I. Smith is most famous for his work on the Jesup North Pacific expedition,
conducted in British Columbia and Washington State between 1897 and 1899.

31 A tool like a curved axe that is used in wood—working.

32 A second source disagrees: “The potlatch and the lending of property at interest are two entirely
distinct proceedings. Property distributed in a potlatch is freely given, bears no interest, cannot be
collected on demand, and need not be repaid at all if the one who received it does not for any reason
with to requite the gift. When the recipient holds a potlatch he may return an equal amount, or a
slightly larger amount, or a smaller amount with perhaps the promise to give more at a future time.
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Part of the blankets were his property, having been secured by selling his other
possessions. A large proportion, however, were received from others through the
potlatch system and not a few of them came from his relatives and dependents. Each
small single blanket is valued at half a dollar of our money, and is kept stored away
for this one purpose, not being used as other blankets.

THEIR BANKING SYSTEM

The coppers are of no particular value from our standpoint, but represent, as
nearly as I can explain it, the same thing as do our gilt-edge promissory notes upon
which interest has long accrued. When a copper is first made it is not of much value
and 1is sold for a small number of blankets. When it is sold the second time its value
1s increased, and the owner receives a much larger number of blankets.

So it is sold and resold, each purchaser paying for it, until at last thousands of
blankets33 are given for one of these coppers, which to use is worth only a few cents
for the metal in it. Of course, it is a great honor for one of these Indians to be able to
buy such a copper, and to do it he i1s willing to sell all his possessions34, scrimp his
necessities and borrow blankets of his relatives and friends that he may gain this
honor, and accompany the buying with due feastings and ceremony.

The man who sells the copper comes into possession of many blankets, which
he usually potlatches. To potlatch is another great honor, and they accumulate
blankets in every possible way for this purpose. When a big potlatch is to be given the
people gather from all the surrounding tribes. They come many miles in their fine
large canoes, always singing, and I have often watched them miles out at sea paddling
to the rhythm of their songs, which are truly fascinating.

After all the expected guests have arrived, they are assembled in the main
place of the village, an open space near the water, around which logs are placed to
form a square. The people sit on the ground inside this square, using the logs as the
back of a chair. The blankets to be potlatched are placed in the center. Then the

The feeling at the bottom of the potlatch is one of pride, rather than greed. Occasionally men have
tried to accumulate wealth by means of the potlatch and by lending at interest, but the peculiar
economic system has always engulfed them, simply because a man can never draw out all his credits
and keep the property thus acquired.” Curtis, E.S. (1915). The North American Indian, Volume Ten.
US: Edward S. Curtis.

33 “Probably the greatest price ever paid for a copper was twenty thousand blankets, which amount, in
the form of blankets, canoes, sloops, and cheaper coppers, was paid in the spring of 1909 for the copper
Ma'mu’qulila (“taking property out of the house”). The canoes, sloops, coppers and coin were worth
nine thousand blankets, and of the eleven thousand actual blankets which should have been in
evidence there were only two thousand, the remaining nine thousand being represented by the transfer
of debts”. Ibid.

34 “A “copper” is a piece of metal some eighteen inches long and twelve inches wide, roughly fashioned
in something the shape of a human head and neck, with mouth, nose and eyes marked upon it. There
are only three original “coppers,” and they are very ancient, their origin going far back beyond the
Indian recollections; consequently they are of immense value in Indian eyes, and to possess one of
them an Indian would give anything he owns. One peculiar thing is that one owner must sell if he is
offered sufficient price for the “copper” he owns, the value apparently rising so many blankets each
time one changes hands. One of these “coppers” is now worth some 5,000 blankets — a pretty
considerable sum. There are also imitation “coppers” — that is, quite newly made — but they are not
very valuable.” WEIRD INDIAN CUSTOMS. (1894, April 18). Victoria Daily Colonist, p. 8.
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speaker of the village, who is always a good orator and well paid for his services, takes
up his position beside the blankets, and in the name of the owner makes long and
vigorous speeches3>,

HIGH RATES OF INTEREST36

Afterwards the blankets are distributed or loaned out, usually to be returned
at the end of a year with 100 per cent. interest. So that one who borrows ten blankets
in a year’s time gives back twenty. For shorter time a smaller percentage is charged.
A young boy, starting out in life, is an exception. He will borrow 100 blankets, thus
incurring a debt of 200 blankets at the end of the year. As soon as he receives 100
blankets he potlatches them to his friends, who return the loan within a few months.
Now he will have 200 blankets, which he immediately reloans, so at the end of the
year he may collect 400 blankets, leaving himself the possessor of 200 blankets after
paying his original debt. [...]

When I first came among these Indians I was surprised to find them so
independent and with so much time to waste sitting around or laying wrapped in
their blankets in the public squares. But I soon learned the reasons. First, their
clothing costs them very little, as the women weave the blankets, mats, baskets, hats,
etc., and second, their food practically costs them nothing.

Every morning when the tide is far down the women of the village start out,
some walking with their baskets on their backs, some in the small canoes, to gather
clams, crabs, sea urchins and mussels, and in a short time they have secured more
than one day’s food. [...]

I found these Indians of the Far Northwest very interesting, friendly people,
and so far as my experience goes, entirely trustworthy. They never disturbed our tent
or the blankets, rifles or provisions, which are a great temptation. They seem very
contented and happy, being entirely satisfied with their mode of life, with its dances,
feasts and religious ceremonies, which seem so strange to us.

35 “Dr. Boaz spoke of the Indians’ economic system, based on certain standards of value. Lacking any
system of writing, these business operations had to be transmitted in public in order that everyone
should know what everyone owed. So the whole family or the whole tribe was called together to witness
the transaction. This gave rise to the potlatch. “The Dominion law which prohibits potlatch means the
cancellation of all debts,” said the lecturer, deploring the popular misconception of the object of the
potlatch, and the legislative evil to which it had given rise. The objection on the part of the ignorant
to an Indian custom which was instituted for the purpose of liquidating debts was regrettable.” SAYS
POTLATCH IS NOT EVIL. (1922, August 30). The Daily Colonist, p. 5.

36 “There are several rates of interest. Five pairs of blankets lent for about six months are repaid with
six pairs, and this is called #/ikyoyu (“lend with”). 7ita is interest at one hundred percent on any
amount from one pair to twenty, to be repaid in not less than one year, and perhaps — as when the
debt is to be discharged at the time the lender must give a marriage dowry — not before the expiration
of four or five years. Tahsitsunt (“take hold of the food”), or kahgahot (“sell a slave”), is interest at two
hundred per cent on a loan for an indefinite period of four or five years. [...] There is constant borrowing
at these exorbitant rates of interest. The explanation of the fact that the mass of people have never
found themselves bankrupt and the wealth of the tribe accumulated in the hands of a few men is that
no one can compel payment of a debt without first showing good cause for the demand, and such cause
can be found only in the expressed determination to perform some kind of public ceremony at which
the property will be redistributed. Thus any property paid as principal and interest will revert quickly
to the people”. Curtis, E.S. (1915). The North American Indian, Volume Ten. US: Edward S. Curtis.
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A missionary on the potlatch3? (1899)

The Indian potlatch represents a most difficult problem, not only to solve for
the betterment of the race, but even to understand. Indeed, no one who has not been
born and reared as an Indian among Indians practicing it can rightly comprehend
what it all means. Though I cannot lay claim to this privilege (!), yet I have had the
potlatch under close observation for sixteen years, and have studied it on the spot,
both in theory and practice, as far as one may do so without actually making one.

But while considering myself thus qualified to speak on the subject, I cannot
say that I have completely exhausted it, for there are ramifications connected with it
which, I must confess, seem to baffle all effort at investigation.

I think it important, however, to lay before you as much as I know concerning
this custom, for it seems to be that upon the thorough eradication of its principles
form the Indian mind depends, humanly speaking, the permanency of the results of
our work. This I hope to make evident as I proceed.

I would first of all say what the potlatch is not. It is generally described as a
custom, but it is not a custom in the ordinary sense of the word; it is much more. We
cannot label it as a habit or usage; it is something quite different; it is very far from
being a festival, although to the outsider it may appear as such; it is not a religious
rite or ceremony, even though there may seem to be a strain of ancestral worship in
1t; 1t 1s neither an amusement nor an entertainment, however much those who
practice it may seek to represent it in that light.

Now, if it may not be classed as a custom, practice or habit; if it may not be
regarded as a festival, religious rite or ceremonys; if it be neither an amusement nor
an entertainment, what is it? I reply it is a systematized form of tribal government
based upon the united suffrages of the clans.

Potlatch is not merely the making of a feast where a dance is given and
presents made to those attending. If that were all, it would be harmless enough, but
that is only the outward expression of it. The potlatch is political as far as this life
and this world concern the Indian, and the event seen by the public is in reality an
election.

The articles distributed with so much display as free gifts (with the exception
of blankets and calico torn up into small strips) are all returnable within a year or
two. They are not gifts, as many people imagine, but vote-acknowledgments — a public
recognition of the rank or social status of the voter (who records his vote by his
presence) by the potlatcher who is a candidate for some position, favor or honor in his
clan.

But before proceeding further, it is necessary to offer some information as to
the constitution of Indian society. You are all aware that it consists of three classes —
the nobility, gentry and common people. These are organized into families (or houses),
clan-sections, clans, tribes (communities or villages), and confederacies.

37 From McCullagh, J. B. (1899). The Indian Potlatch. Toronto: Woman’s Missionary Society of the
Methodist Church. Written by James Benjamin McCullagh (1854 — 1921), missionary.
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A family or house is a portion or branch of a clan-section. It has its own crest
and sub-chief, subordinate to the clan totem and clan-sectional chief, and of itself or
1n combination with other kindred families it forms a complete clan-section.

A clan-section is a company of one or more families having the same totem and
totemic name, and forming one division of the tribe.

A clan is the aggregate of kindred clan-sections having the same totem and
totemic name.

A tribe is a community of two or more different clan-sections residing in one
place bearing a common territorial name, and governed by the chiefs of the clan-
sections in council assembled.

A confederacy is an alliance of several tribes for offensive and defensive
purposes, and is governed by the united suffrages of the clans in public assembled.

The principal clans of the Nishga Confederacy are the Lak-Gibu (Lupians), the
Ganhada (Ranians), the Lak-Shkik (Aquilians), and the Gishgahas (Cannabians).

Each tribe on the Naas is composed of a clan-section from each of the above-
named clans, so that for the transaction of business (which is chiefly dynastic) in any
tribe on the river, it is necessary to summon the other tribes and thus bring together
all the clan-sections of each clan in public assembly. And this is the raison d”étre of
the potlatch.

Indian affairs are, as I have said, principally dynastic, that is, they have to do
with hereditary rights and titles, successions to chieftainships among the chiefs, to a
higher social standing among the gentry, and to the “going up one” in the family circle
among the common people, for everyone is somebody’s junior, and wants to become
somebody’s senior.

These successions often carry with them substantial emoluments in the way of
hunting and fishing rights over certain lands and streams, and are not infrequently
a bone of serious contention, sometimes ending in bloodshed.

Then in each clan-section there are many vacant places, filled by men of
renown in the good old times when the Indians were numerous, but now retaining
only the name. To fill these vacant places and revive the old names is the one ambition
of the surrounding members of the clan-section families, and this, like other
successions, can only be accomplished by obtaining the united assent of the clans.

Thus there is only one topic of interest in life to these people, only one object
for which to live and only one scope for their natural activity, viz., the glorification of
self. In each Indian town you will find the clan-sections living together on apparently
very good terms, but in reality holding each other down or staving each other off with
all the cunning imaginable. Jealousy of one another is the characteristic feature of
Indian life, and so socialistic are their ideas that no individual dare improve his
condition above the general average, while at the same time each clan-section is
consumed with a burning desire to make a better show than any other.

You are all, of course, aware that members of the same clan may not
Intermarry. Such a thing, according to Indian ideas, would be an abomination. But it
may not have become evident to all of you that, notwithstanding this law, the majority
of Indian marriages are very close as to family affinity. In most families I find it has
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been the custom of the men for generations to select their wives from one particular
clan-section of another but still the same clan, because of equality in rank or from
other social considerations. And this may be one reason why the Indians do not
Increase.

Marriage never unites the man and the woman; from first to last the parties
belong to different clans and maintain respectively their own social positions.
Children are counted in on the mother’s side as her elder brother’s family, belonging,
of course, to her clan. And all rights, titles and property descend from uncle to nephew
or niece, and not from father to son. The idea of a widow laying claim to her late
husband’s property or a son to his father’s, would be absurd to the Indian mind. But
it is very hard to suppress nature, especially when it is human; for, in spite of all, the
paternal or filial instinct crops out at times and sets up serious complications in this
social machinery.

No better description could be given of the Indian people than that supplied by
the name they give themselves — Alu-gigiat. Truly they are a Public-people, for they
have no private business, no private rights and no domestic privacy. Every right is
holden (that is the meaning of the word “Yuqu,” which the white man, judging from
outward appearance, calls potlatch (ie., giving) and every matter regulated by a
public manifestation of assent on the part of the united clans. And this public
expression of assent, made by the clans and acknowledged by the individual, is what
we call potlatch. Even babies are legitimized, so to speak, in this way, the naming of
children recorded, and their admission to tribal privileges signalized by the same
means.

You will observe, therefore, that according to the constitution of the tribes and
the distribution of clans, potlatch, or a system analogous to it, is a necessity, from the
Indian point of view, in order to preserve the unity, distinctions and traditions of the
race; for one clan-section may not assent to an act except in concert with the other
sections; if it doles], the act in question is only recognized within that section. And if
an individual assumes any right to which he may be entitled, without a public
manifestation of assent on the part of the clans, he finds himself in the position of a
miner who stakes off a claim without recording it; the next individual in the line of
succession may, on going through the usual formalities, jump the other’s claim.
Sometimes the rightful claimant of a privilege is too poor to call the clans together for
their assent, in which case someone else of kin who 1s better off asserts a
counterclaim, sends out a runner, calls the clans, and takes the other’s place. When
you hear of Indians killing each other, or attempting to do so, it is because of some
such reason as this. There lies extant in this system an unlimited possibility of serious
trouble, but it is not to be found in the mere giving of a feast or dance, nor even in the
distribution and destruction of property, nor in the eating of dog or human flesh; the
evil and the roots lie deeper and quite apart from these things.

You will further notice that, although not an idol itself, the potlatch puts all
the 1dols of heathendom in the shade, for not only does it swallow up the sustenance
of an entire community, but the community itself, and only says “Shimoigit!” (Hail,
chief?) in return. It consumes five clear months out of every twelve in simply gorging,
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sleeping and dancing; the most that any of its votaries can earn is all too little for it;
the money that ought to be spent upon the necessaries of life is squandered on this
1dol, which is feted and glutted to its heart’s content, while the poor, the aged, the
feeble and the sick lie in poverty, filth and rags — dying for want of a little
nourishment.

It is a pitiable sight to behold sick folk, invalids, delicate children and babies
traveling to and fro over fifty miles of waste ice and snow, the thermometer perhaps
below zero at the time, for the sole purpose of paying and receiving homage before
this idol. I have seen dying persons and children suffering from measles hauled about
the country in mid-winter on sleds, camping out in the snow at night, in order to be
present, or that on whose tender mercies they were dependent might be present at
potlach; and I have seen them taken back from potlatch in their coffins.

I will now give you a brief list of the various functions whereat the presence of
the clans is considered necessary:

1. On the birth of a child, except [when] the parents choose to have it regarded
as 1illegitimate, so to speak, the sections of both clans — the father’s and mother’s —
must be assembled, feted and presented with suitable acknowledgments of their
rank, etc.

2. The naming of a child is another public function. If a boy, his ears are
pierced, and if a girl, her under lip. But this piercing is dying out. The ceremony
cannot be performed privately nor yet within the family circle of one clan section, but
must take place at some public gathering of importance, and the social status of each
person present must be recognized in a suitable manner.

3. When the child has reached the age of seven or eight years it must be
signalized or distinguished according to its ancestry, and introduced to the public
wearing some particularly prized headdress, an heirloom if possible; a number of
blankets and a quantity of print calico are then torn up and distributed, the pieces
varying in size according to the rank of the recipient. This is called “Si Halaid”.

4. When the child is ten or twelve years of age, it is brought forth for a public
recognition. A feast is made on a small scale, and a dance given, and again property
is distributed. The child is presented arrayed in tribal regalia, and publicly assumes
the charge of some family emblem in the shape of a toy of the monkey-on-the-stick
order, which is called a “Naknog”. This function Is therefore known as “Naknogs”.

5. Girls, on attaining the age of puberty, are set apart to fast four days. The
first food they are allowed to taste after this fast is at a feast where all the clan
sections of the village are represented. After the feast the attendance of the clans is
duly acknowledged by a distribution of gifts. This formality is termed “Ginetqu,” i.e.,
an arising, after which the girl is considered marriageable.

6. Most Indians are distinguished by tattoo markings on their bodies, the
1imprinting of which is a great event. These markings generally represent some bird,
animal or reptile connected with the totem of a clan or crest of the family, and on the
occasion of the tattooing it is usual to take up some further articles of ancestral
regalia and another “naknog,” besides the assumption of a large amount of self-
1mportance, while a distribution of property is made on a larger scale than hitherto.

58



Only adults are permitted to go through this ceremony, as it leads to a position of
some dignity in the public estimation. The custom 1is called “Dumye,” i.e., a starting
out. A year afterwards a feast is given when the marks are publicly shown and
declared “gwalgwa,” 1.e., dried or healed.

7. In a few years’ time the person, if sufficiently well off to do so, goes through
a similar ceremony called “O’sk,” probably meaning motion onward, at which what
the white man would call “a big potlatch” is made. The right to wear some important
crest 1s established on this occasion with a further addition of regalia and, perhaps,
more tattoo markings.

8. After an Indian has preformed “O’sk” he may have to work hard for several
years in order to be able to take the next step, which is called “Oiag,” i.e., an arriving,
meaning, I suppose, an arriving at the position of full membership in the clan. It is
much the same as Dumye and O’sk, but on a larger scale, as to the acknowledgments
made to those assembled. Further clanship privileges and dignity are conferred or
assumed, and the individual emerges a duly enfranchised member of the
Confederacy.

As such he is now free to take special degrees of honor such as Mitla, Lu’lim,
Ulala and Unana.

The Mitla 1s a very simple dance affair, containing nothing objectionable from
a moral point of view.

The Lu’'lim 1s a dog-eating degree, when the candidate, having made himself
sufficiently mad in the woods — naked and fasting for several days — joins the
ceremonial dance and tears a dog to pieces with his teeth before the assembled
company, after which he distributes as much property as he is able.

The Ulala is a cannibal degree, that is to say, the eating of human flesh is its
leading feature. It is not so bad as it used to be when slaves were killed, I am told,
and dead bodies exhumed for the purpose. The modern method is to get together as
much property as possible, fix the date for the dance, then disappear into the woods
for a few days cloaked in a bearskin with a bellows-whistle under each arm, and then
when the dance is on, turn up in a fine frenzy and start in biting those present. On
some the biter only leaves the marks of his teeth, from others he will draw blood,
while perhaps from others, if he can afford it, he will tear a piece of flesh away. After
this beastly fit of voluntary insanity (the highest ambition of the young men!) he will
distribute his property among those he has bitten, according to the nature of the bite
inflicted. It is now two years since the last Ulala dance was held on this reservation.
Let us hope it may never be revived.

The Unana i1s a crockery-breaking honor. The candidate, having been
artistically painted, kilted and feathered, is armed with a club, works himself up into
a towering rage, and then proceeds on his mission of destruction, stepping like a high-
mettled charger. Entering into each house he goes foaming about breaking basins,
plates, lamps, or anything else he sees, and having completed his tour makes a grand
display of recompensing the owners. Men who have gone through these degrees are
not to be lightly esteemed; they are generally very proud and puffed up with the glory
they have acquired.
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9. Another legal formality of importance is the Llin. If from any cause an Indian
has not been able to go through the various formalities already enumerated, he is not
considered a member of Indian society proper, and as he cannot go back to childhood
and take them seriatim, he is allowed to present himself in toto by means of this
provisionary statute called Llin, which consists in obtaining the united assent of the
clans in the usual way. Many Indians have renounced Christianity and civilization
by this means. If a man puts away his wife, or a woman leaves her husband, the
divorce is completed by either or both parties going through the Llin, after which they
are at liberty to marry whom they please. And here I might observe that if our civil
law recognizes the validity of Indian marriages contracted according to Indian
custom, I do not see how it can ignore the validity of this custom. I mention this as
against, not in favor of such recognition. Even an Indian who has been married
according to English law may put away his wife, go back to the heathen community,
perform the Llin, take another wife and go about freely without any fear of our law38
interfering with his liberty. This is one reason why the civilized Indians wish to see
the potlatch abolished.

10. And now we come to what is generally known as the potlatch, but which is
no more potlatch than any one of those functions I have already mentioned. The
Nishga term i1s Yuqu, i.e., a holding, and the ceremony is performed in connection
with the death of a chief or other individual of rank for the purpose of continuing his
name and position in the clan by his heir. It differs in no way from O’sk or Oiag — a
feast and distribution of property, after which the defunct chief's nephew is
acknowledged as chief. It is also considered necessary for a chief to present himself
every four or five years in this manner in order to continue the holding of his
chieftainship by a renewal of the public expression of assent.

The building or rebuilding of a house is also considered a necessary occasion
for making a potlatch, because it entails the holding of a public position. There is no
such thing as giving a potlatch, as a white man gives a dinner or a ball just because
he wishes to be sociable. A potlatch must be for a purpose, and if there be no legal/
reason (according to Indian law) for giving it, it cannot be given. Only as a candidate
for some public position can an Indian appear before the electorate of the Confederacy
by making a potlatch.

11. There 1s another formality connected with the Yuqu, called Hooks. A chief
usually gives a Hooks a year before his potlatch comes off, but as far as I can see it
has no special significance except, perhaps, that of putting the electorate in a good

38 “Under the British North American Act, the Dominion Parliament has assigned to it the exclusive
right to legislate upon the subject of marriage and divorce. Previous to confederation the civil courts
in the Provinces of Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and Prince Edward Island had jurisdiction over the
matters of divorce and they were not disturbed by the Act of Union. British Columbia, also, prior to its
admission into the federation [in 1871], possessed a court of like jurisdiction. In all the other Provinces
and the Territories, divorce can only be obtained by special legislation of the Dominion Parliament.
Petitions for divorce are first enquired into by a special committee of the Senate, under the ordinary
rules in taking evidence which obtain in courts of law; and there after the matter is dealt with in the
shape of a private act of Parliament.” DIVORCE COURTS. (1897, January 22). Daily World
(Vancouver), p. 7.
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humor. There is generally a good deal of folly indulged in at a Hooks. There is also
liable to be considerable wanton (from our point of view) destruction of property if the
friends of the chief giving the Hooks take it into their heads to do him honor. This
they do by making him presents of articles of clothing, etc., but instead of putting
them in his hand they put them in the fire, where they are quickly consumed. The
chief then and there makes return presents, also putting them in the fire, amid
rounds of applause. To the Indian mind this is all comme 1l faut.

Having thus touched upon the various ins and outs of the potlatch system, let
us consider its influence upon the Indians.

Among those who practice, its influence is baneful in the last degree; it puffs
up while exhausting, and its victims while being destroyed think they are being
established; it presents an outward altruistic appearance, but is essentially egotistic;
those who practice is think they are the pick of benevolence, whereas in reality they
are most selfish; it is fatal to all idea of thrift and comfort in family life — to be thrifty
1s to be bad, to be economical i1s criminal; it is destructive of individual liberty, and,
consequently, of the development of the race; it is inimical to all social progress and
education; although not a religious system it is intensely repugnant to religion, and
the civilization of the Indian is an abomination to it; it produces such a strange
condition of society that if we can get in five years’ work among the people in twenty
years we may claim to do well; it places our best actions in a false light — while we
think we are showing kindness and charity to the poor and needy, we are in reality
paying homage to exalted personages; our greetings, salutations and smiles very
often appear in the same light; our efforts for the salvation of souls are nothing less
than a hunt for men of title with which to adorn our missions, while everything
containing the element of a free gift — and much of our work is of that nature — is
liable to appear in the light of a “bid” for favor.

To a people socially organized on potlatch principles it would seem that
everything should be presented upside down from our point of view in order to appear
right side up to them — refuse a thing, and it at once becomes an object of desire; offer
it freely and it is worthless, or you have an ulterior motive for offering it.

As to the Nishgas themselves, divest their minds of this way of thinking and
you have really the nicest and best-natured people imaginable.

I must now say a few words about the effect of the potlatch system upon those
Indians who have come out on the side of religion and civilization.

If, after an Indian leaves the Confederacy to join a mission, the potlatch would
let him alone, all would be well. But it does no such thing. If the man be a chief, the
potlatch immediately usurps his chieftainship, promotes another chief in his place,
takes away his name and title, and ignores him. This is very hard for some men to
bear, not so much because of the humiliation as because of the injustice.

If when a Christian dies the potlatch would leave the matter alone, much
heart-burning would be avoided. But it does no such thing. If the deceased has been
a person of any social position, some heathen clansman is sure to make a potlatch for
the corpse in order to take that position, thus raising trouble among the Christian
relatives.
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If the potlatch would leave their young men alone, the Christian Indians would
not be very much opposed to it. But it will not leave them alone; it inveigles them into
heathenism, helps them to go through with the Halaid or Llin, and ties them up to
debts from which they may not be able to get free for years.

The civilized Indian occupies a strange position. As far as his affairs are
concerned the white men — missionaries, Government officials and others, think of
him and act towards him as being one with them in their laws and in the rights
emanating from those laws (c.f. the Indian Act), but with the Indian himself it is
different. He can only conceive of himself in his new estate according as he finds
himself supported for or against what he considers to be his rights and wrongs. If,
when he is made to writhe under a sea of injustice, and complains to us only to be
snubbed, or to have his grievance made light of from our failure to comprehend them,
1s it to be wondered at that he feels we have no interest in his welfare? The civilized
Indian finds himself in a majority of two to one on the Naas, and yet he cannot get a
hearing. He has appealed vainly to the authorities to be relieved from the tyranny of
the potlatch, but he has not been understood, and it has not been thought advisable
to give him relief, hence it is that the potlatch in a modernized, though no less
injurious form, is now becoming as it were a necessity among the civilized Nishgas.

I do not mean to say the Government has made no attempt to help in this
matter; it has done so, but in the most deplorable manner possible. It has passed a
law (49 V., c. 43, s. 114)39 prohibiting the potlatch on pain of six months’
imprisonment, but this law has never been enforced, and this has had a very
demoralizing effect upon the Indians both Christian and heathen. This is where my
personal protest comes in.

As to the law (59 V., c. 27, s. 6)40 in question forbidding Indians to tear up
blankets and distribute property, it should never have been passed; first, because
there is really no moral harm in tearing up a blanket; secondly, because tearing up
blankets and giving away presents are not the disturbing factor of the potlatch; and
thirdly, because tearing up blankets and distributing property are not in themselves

39 “1, Every Indian or person who engages in or assists in celebrating the Indian festival known as the
‘potlatch,” or the Indian dance known as the ‘tamanawas,’ is guilty of a misdemeanor, and liable to
imprisonment for a term not exceeding six months and not less than two months. 2. Every Indian or
person who encourages, either directly or indirectly, an Indian to get up such a festival or dance, or to
celebrate the same, or who assists in the celebration of the same, is guilty of a like offence, and shall
be liable to the same punishment.” [From a small appendix in the original.]

40 “Section one hundred and fourteen of The Indian Act is hereby repealed and the following
substituted therefor:- Every Indian or other person who engages in, or assists in celebrating, or
encourages, either directly or indirectly, another to celebrate, any Indian festival, dance or other
ceremony of which the giving away or paying or giving back of money, goods or articles of any sort
forms a part, or is a feature, whether such gift of money, goods or articles takes place before, at, or
after the celebration of the same, and every Indian or other person who engages or assists in any
celebration or dance of which the wounding or mutilation of the dead or living body of any human
being or animal forms a part or is a feature, is guilty of an indictable offence and is liable to
imprisonment for a term not exceeding six months and not less than two months; but nothing in this
section shall be construed to prevent the holding of any agricultural show or exhibition or the giving
of prizes for exhibits thereat.” [From a small appendix in the original.]
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an obstacle to Christianity and civilization. The fact is the law should not have been
aimed altogether at the heathen Indians; it should have been partly in favor of and
partly in restraint of the civilized community on whose petition the legislation was
made.

A chief wishing to become Christian and civilized should have his rights
assured to him by law — the potlatch should not be allowed to deprive him of his
rights.

The Christian dead should be made sacred against all potlatch interference.

An Indian, having once left the Confederacy and taken up his position on the
side of law, order and civilization, should not be allowed to publicly renounce and so
bring into contempt his profession of Christianity and civilization by means of the
potlatch.

No Indian married according to English law should be allowed to put away his
wife and marry another woman according to potlatch authority. The woman should
be restrained in like manner.

These are the lines upon which the law against potlatching should have been
framed, and on which it might, with great advantages to the cause of education and
civilization, be amended.

It 1s the duty of everyone who has the welfare of the Indian at heart to protest
against the present unsatisfactory state of affairs. If the existing law is to be retained,
enforce it; if not, take it off the statute book. But if it may not be repealed, let it be
amended; and if it be amended, let it be so amended that it shall touch the core of the
evil and ensure relief where relief is wanted, and restraint where restraint is
required.

“The Thompson Indians of British Columbia”4! (1900)

About fifty years ago or more, according to the Indians, the giving of
“potlatches,” a custom previously unknown to them, came into vogue among the
Upper Thompsons, while the Lower Thompsons had adopted the custom even earlier
than that. A chief, so called on account of his wealth, gathered a large number of
people at his house, and, after feasting them on horse-flesh, distributed numerous
presents among them, thereby gaining a great name for liberality and wealth.
Cixpe'ntlem, a chief who died about eight years ago, was famous for often giving this
kind of potlatch. It is said that he was able to give oone every two or three years on a
very large scale, and that either he or his father was the originator of the custom. The
giver of the presents distributed at these potlatches neither received nor expected any
return presents. Before the custom of the potlatch was known, only a man who was
possessed of much wealth gave feasts to his friends, keeping an open house, while
two or three of his wives were employed most of the time in cooking. If a stranger

41 From Teit, J. & Boas, F. (Ed.). (1900). The Thompson Indians of British Columbia. Memoirs of the
American Museum of Natural History, Volume II. United States: American Museum of Natural
History. Written by James Alexander Teit (1864 — 1922) and edited by Franz Boas (1858 — 1942).
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came along, he was invited in, and on departing was given some small present,
thereby spreading the fame of his entertainer.

The potlatch as described was succeeded about thirty years ago by the potlatch
of the present day, which, among the Thompsons, is a small and local affair compared
to that of the Coast tribes; in fact, I doubt if there is much similarity between them.
The Indians state that the custom was at its height about ten or fifteen years ago,
since which time it has been on the wane; nevertheless, seldom does an autumn or
winter pass without some man or woman of the tribe giving a potlatch. Anyone can
give a potlatch who is possessed of sufficient wealth to do so. The potlatches of the
present day are mostly given by one individual to another of the same tribe, to one
who is considered wealthy, and likely to give a return potlatch at some future day.
Sometimes, however, they are given to a member of another tribe. This kind of feast
1s perhaps best described by an illustration.

We will suppose that O. has determined to give a potlatch to S. O. sends a
messenger to S. to announce his intention. The messenger, mounted on a horse with
good saddle and bridle, and with some tobacco rolled up in a new pair of blankets tied
to the saddle, arrives at the home of S. and delivers his message, adding: “These
presents are from O. to you as a surety of the truth of my message, and he awaits
your coming in a few days. The tobacco is for your friends to smoke.” He then delivers
the horse and all articles attached to it to S. The messenger often wears two suits of
clothes. In such case, he divests himself of the outer one, and presents it to S. as a
gift from his master; but sometimes it is the custom for the young men to attack him
and take the clothes off without ceremony. S. then invites his friends to accompany
him. Each of them gives him presents of more or less value. Then he mounts his host’s
messenger on another horse, attaching an exact equivalent of the articles received,
and gives him another suit to put on over his ordinary clothes. This is a return present
to his master.

S. and the rest start on horseback for O.’s house. They take with them two or
three pack-horses loaded with presents, and other horses, also intended as presents.
On the morning of the day on which the guests are to arrive at O.’s house, the
messenger leaves them, and hurries to his master to tell him that the guests will
arrive that afternoon. At the same time he delivers the return present of the horse
with the attached articles, saying, “These are surety of S.’s speedy arrival.” Young
men and women are then sent out to meet the guests, and to treat them to
refreshments or a meal on the road, which they are supposed to need after their
journey.

In the afternoon the guests appear. Drawing up in line some distance off, they
beat their drum to give notice of their arrival and commence to sing. A man, called
the “speaker,” is then sent out to invite them to take possession of the long, half-open
lodge which has been prepared for their accommodation. There they are met and
welcomed by their host, or the host’s speaker, who makes a speech to his chief guest,
S. This compliment is returned by the latter making many flattering remarks to his
host. Supper is then spread for the guests on rows of large table-mats around which
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fifty or more individuals squat at a time. After the meal is over, O. and his friends
also partake of supper.

Huge log fires are then lighted between the long lodge of the guests and that
occupied by the host and his friends. A present of tobacco is then made by O. to his
guests for them to smoke, after which S.’s speaker gives away the presents which S.
has received from his friends. With each present he makes an oration, and
occasionally causes much laughter by alluding to the article in a jocular style; or,
holding it up before all the people, he says, “This is from S. to O., because he has seen
him.” The host’s speaker repeats his words, and then the article is handed over. These
presents, though nominally given to O., are really intended for O.’s friends who have
given him presents. Between the giving of presents, the donating party generally
extemporize a song, accompanying it with the beating of drums and dancing.
Sometimes the principal of the donating party dances to the accompaniment of drum
and song. Any person of the opposite side who praises the dancer is entitled to a
present. The chief or best singers sit in a circle round the drummer or leader of the
songs.

The next night O. gives presents in the same manner. The first of these are
given to S.’s friends, and are about equal in value to those received by O.’s friends the
night before. In this way the friends of each party are requited for the presents which
they have given to their respective leaders. The principal presents are then given to
S. by O., which ends the potlatch. These latter presents are generally repaid the next
year, when S. invites O. and his friends to a return potlatch. On the morrow the
remaining food is divided among all present, as are also the cups, pates, knives,
spoons, mats, etc., which were used during the feast. Thea articles principally
interchanged as presents are horses and blankets, money, guns, clothes and food. [...]

At such feasts it was formerly considered necessary for the host, in order to
preserve his good name, to supply the company with fresh meat. Accordingly large
numbers of horses were killed and eaten. Within the last twelve years, however, cattle
have been slaughtered instead, or a party of hunters have gone into the mountains
beforehand to obtain venison for the company.

Sometimes a man would offer a present to the person who sang the best song.
He himself was generally the judge; but sometimes it was decided by vote of the
people assembled. Both men and women competed. Some accompanied their singing
with a drum. Nowadays the present is generally five dollars in cash. Any kind of song
may be sung, and in any language.

Another custom which still obtains, is that of one individual giving presents to
another, either as a mark of good will or as a sign of recognition. This is particularly
the case between friends or blood relations living at some distance from each other.
It 1s also often done when one meets a distant relative or friend for the first time,
especially if he visits one’s house. In every case an exact equivalent as a return
present is expected at some future date. Every Indian is welcome at another’s house
to eat a meal without any charge, even if he be an enemy; and as long as one has a
morsel to eat, he will share it with his friends.
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TALES OF THE POTLATCH

Tsimshian tales2 (1894)

INTRODUCTION

The following texts were collected in Kinkolith, at the mouth of the Nass River,
during the months of November and December, 1894. [...] The texts are in the Nass
River dialect of the Tsimshian language. The dialect is called by the natives Nisqa’e.
The texts were obtained from four individuals — Philip, Moses, Chief Mountain, and Moody. By
far the greater number of them are myths of the tribe. [...]

GROWING-UP-LIKE-ONE-WHO-HAS-A-GRANDMOTHER
(Told by Moses)

There was a boy who had lost his father and his mother; only his mother’s
brother, the chief of the village, remained. One day this chief was purifying himself
by drinking a decoction of devil’s-clubs. He did so repeatedly because he intended to
give a potlatch. One evening he went down to the beach; there he sat down and looked
up to the sky. Behold, fire came down from the sky like a shooting star. It came right
down. A tree was standing behind the house of the chief, and a branch was standing
out from the tree. The fire came right down to it and hung on the end of the branch.
The chief saw it. He went up to the house and sent for his people. When they entered,
he said, “Copper is hanging on the branch of a tree. The young people shall go and
knock it down. If one of you young men hit it, he shall marry my daughter.”

Early the next morning they went up behind the house of the chief. The old
men also went to look. The young men took stones, and threw all day long until their
hands were quite sore; then they stopped for a while and ate. Then they went up
again and tried to knock the copper down, but they did not succeed. It grew dark.
Then the poor little boy went down to the beach in front of the house and sat down
near a canoe, where he urinated. Then he saw a man approaching who said, “What
are the people talking about?”

The boy replied, “A copper hangs on a tree and the people tried to knock it
down, but they did not succeed.”

“Go and try to hit it yourself,” said the man. Then he took up a stone and gave
it to the boy. He took up another one and gave it to him. Then he said, “You shall
knock it down. Take first this white stone, then this black stone, then this blue stone,
and finally this one.” The poor little boy took them, and then the man said, “Do not
show these stones to the people.”

On the following morning the people went again and began to throw. The poor
little boy went up with them and said he would throw, too. Then the young men rose
and pushed him, but the wise men stopped them and said, “Let him throw too.” Then
the young men sat down.

42 From Moses and Boas, F. [Trans.] (1902). Tsimshian Texts. Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian
Institution.
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The poor little boy rose and picked up a stone. He swung it in his hands so that
1t whistled. It whistled four times, then he let it go. He almost hit the copper. He
threw again and almost hit it. He threw the black stone first, then the white one, then
the blue one. He almost struck it. Finally he threw the red stone. It hit the copper
right on its end. The poor little boy had hit it, and it fell down.

Then all the young men ran up to it, everyone claiming it. But the poor little
boy did not mind. They took it along and ran with it into the house of the chief,
intending to marry his daughter, but he who had hit it was standing behind all these
liars. Then the chief said, “Wait a while.”

When it was evening, the growling of a white bear was heard behind the house
of the chief. The chief said, “Whoever kills the white bear shall marry my daughter.”
Then all the young men rose and ran out very suddenly because the chief had said,
“Whoever kills the white bear shall marry my daughter.” The young men did not sleep
because they wanted to pursue the white bear.

In the evening the poor little boy again went down to the beach. He sat down
there, and again a person approached him who asked, “What are the people talking
about?”

The poor little boy replied, “Last evening a white bear appeared behind the
town. Whoever catches it shall marry the daughter of the chief.”

Then the man, who was standing near the poor little boy, said, “Ask for a b ow
and arrow. You shall shoot it.”

Then the poor little boy went up. When it grew dark, all the young men were
in the house of the chief. The latter took down to the fire a quiver holding bows and
arrows. He gave one bow and two arrows to each man. Then the poor little boy, the
chief’s own nephew, went down to the fire too. His father and his mother were dead,
therefore he was poor. Only his old grandmother took care of him.

He also asked for a bow and two arrows. Then all the young men made fun of
him; but the wise men said to the chief, “Give a bow to the poor little boy.” The chief
did so and he took it. It was evening, and a little before daybreak the white bear
appeared again behind the town. All the young men ran out.

A long time after they had left, the poor little boy ran out, too. It was as though
a fly were flying. The wasp pitied him, and therefore the poor little boy was able to
transform himself into a fly. Before the young men could reach the white bear, the
poor little boy had passed them. He hit it and it lay there. His arrow passed right
through it. Then he took the arrow, and fat was seen right across the nock of the
arrow. Then the poor little boy returned.

Now all the young men reached the bear and took it, though the poor little boy
had killed it. Then they rubbed their arrows with blood, intending to say that they
had shot it. They lied because they wished to marry the daughter of the chief. Then
they carried the white bear into the house of the chief.

One young man went down to the fire and said, “Look at my arrow! I shot the
white bear.”

The chief said, “Give me all your bows and arrows that I may examine them
and discover who killed the white bear.”
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They gave them to him and he examined them. Then he demanded the arrow
of the poor little boy, and behold, he had shot the white bear. Then they were all very
much ashamed; the chief also was much ashamed. He did not speak, because the poor
little boy had first knocked down the copper that was on the tree behind the house of
the chief, and then he had also shot the white bear. All the young men, and also the
chief, were ashamed, because the poor little boy had accomplished this.

Then the chief made up his mind. He was ashamed, and therefore he sent his
slave ordering the people to move away from the village. The great slave ran out, and
with a loud voice ordered the people to move. They heard it, and early in the morning
they moved. Not a single person stayed behind. They all went by canoe. Only the
chief’'s daughter and the poor little boy were left, and with them the old grandmother.
These three stayed behind.

The old grandmother had a few pieces of dried salmon, but the chief’s daughter
would not eat. She fasted. The poor little boy did the same.

The princess slept in the rear of the house, while the poor little boy slept near
the fire. They lay down, and he thought of their poverty. It grew dark, and it grew
daylight again. The poor little boy left the house. Near the end of the town there was
a great river, and a trail led up the river. The poor little boy went along this trail. He
went a long time and came to the shore of a great lake. A grassy opening extended to
the water of the lake. There he stood and shouted. The water rose and behold, the one
that had charge of the lake emerged. When it saw the poor little boy standing near
the water, it came ashore quickly toward the place where the poor little boy was
standing.

It was a great frog. It had long claws of copper. Its mouth was copper, and so
were its eyes and its eyebrows. It came near the poor little boy and almost caught
him. Then the boy started to run. It almost caught him, but the boy escaped, and the
great frog returned. It could not overtake the poor little boy. The poor little boy ran
right to the place where a large cedar tree stood. Then he went out to the woods where
the princess and the old grandmother were.

Now they had almost nothing to eat. He went about among the empty houses,
and there he found a stone ax; after a while he found a handle. Then he tied the ax to
the handle. He sharpened it on his whetstone, and in the evening he went to cut a
tree. He worked at it the whole day. In the evening it fell. Then he cut up a small tree,
making wedges. When he had finished them, he took them to the large tree. Then he
found a stone hammer. He tied it to its handle and split the heart of the large tree.
He spread it out wide enough so that a man could pass through it. Then he split a
small tree. He selected one that was not very tall. Then he placed these trees across
the trail. There were two sticks that he had cut. These he put across the crack of the
large tree. Then he stopped.

He went home and found the princess and the old grandmother. He did not
speak and did not eat. It grew dark, and before daylight he rose.

He went and came to the shore of the great lake. He stood near the water and
shouted four times, looking up to the sky. The water rose again and, behold, the great
frog emerged. Its claws were copper. Copper was its mouth, its eyes, and its eyebrows.
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It went quickly toward the shore, but the poor little boy did not mind. When it had
almost reached him, he ran away. The frog almost scratched his back. Now he arrived
at the place where he had placed the tree across the trail, and he slipped through.

Then the great frog also struggled to get through, trying to catch the poor little
boy. It tried to squeeze through the crack of the tree. When the poor little boy saw
this, he returned, took his stone hammer, and struck the sticks with which he had
spread the tree out of the crack. They flew out and the great tree closed, killing the
great frog. It could not get out again.

When the poor little boy saw that it was dead, he put in the wedges and opened
the great tree. Then he took out the dead frog. He laid it on its back and skinned it.
He left the claws on the skin. He finished, took the skin, and threw away the flesh.
Then he took the skin in order to practice. He put his arms and legs into it, and laced
the chest. Then he went to the shore of the great lake and dived.

He walked on the bottom of the great lake and caught a trout. Then he
returned. He went ashore carrying a small trout. Then he took the skin off. He took
good care of it. There was a tree that had a long branch. He hung the skin of the great
frog on it. Then he went home. The princess was still asleep. The poor little boy
stepped very softly and entered the house. He laid down the little trout in front of the
house. Then he entered secretly and lay down.

Early in the morning the princess rose. She heard a raven crying on the beach.
When she heard it, she said to the poor little boy, “See why the raven is crying on the
beach.”

The poor little boy rose and went out. He went to the front of the house and,
behold, a little trout was lying on the sand. The poor little boy took it and went up
with it, and he entered and spoke to the princess, “The raven found a little trout”; but
he himself had caught it at the bottom of the lake. The poor little boy had acquired
for himself supernatural power, but he did not want the princess to know it, and she
did not know it.

It was evening again, and the poor little boy made ready to go. But the princess
did not eat the little trout; only the poor little boy and his grandmother ate what the
raven had found in the morning. Then they lay down. The princess lay in the rear of
the house, and the boy lay near the fire.

In the evening the poor little boy rose and went out again. Then he found the
great skin of the frog and put it on. Again he went to the shore of the great lake and
dived. He walked about on the bottom of the lake and caught a trout, a little larger
one. Then he went ashore again. Again he put off the skin and hung it on the branch
of the tree. He went home again and laid it on the sand in front of the house. The poor
little boy entered secretly and lay down.

When the day broke, a raven was crying on the beach. The princess heard it
and said to the poor little boy, “Go and hear why the raven is crying on the beach.”

The poor little boy went down again, although he himself had caught in the
lake what the raven found on the beach. He went down and took it. Then he returned
again and entered. He laid it before the old grandmother, who split it and roasted it;
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but the princess did not eat, only the old grandmother and the poor little boy ate of
it. He did so every night. Then he finished catching trout in the lake.

One night he went out again and found the skin hanging on the branch. He put
1t on and went down the river, the outlet of the great lake, at the bottom of the water.
He went down to the sea; then he walked about on the bottom of the sea and caught
a salmon. Before daylight he laid it down in front of the house. Then he went up the
river again under the water. He went ashore out of the great lake and took off the
great frog’s skin and hung it up. He went home and arrived before daylight. He
entered secretly and lay down.

When the day broke, the princess rose. Again she heard the raven crying on
the beach; there were even two ravens. She called the poor little boy, saying, “See
why the ravens are crying on the beach.”

Again he rose and went down. There was the salmon that he himself had
caught in the sea. He took it and went up. He entered, carrying it, and laid it down
near the old grandmother. She split it and roasted one-half. When it was done, she
addressed the princess, wanting her to eat of it, and she ate with them. The poor little
boy and the old grandmother ate one end; the princess ate the other end. He did so
every night. Then the princess noticed that the skin of the poor little boy began to be
very clean.

One night she did not sleep, but she watched him until midnight. He was no
longer a boy, but a youth. Now she saw that he was very clean. She saw that long
after dark the poor little boy rose. She was still watching when he re-entered. She
was unable to sleep, and a little before daylight the poor little boy entered the house.
He lay down again, but the princess did not sleep.

Now it was daylight, and the raven cried on the beach. Then the princess
herself rose and went out. She went down to the beach. Behold, a large salmon lay in
front of the house on the sand. The princess herself took it, and she entered, carrying
1t, while the poor little boy was still lying down.

She said, “Rise!” Then the poor little boy rose. The princess said to him, “I wish
to question you.” The poor little boy sat down near to her, and the princess said to
him, “I know that you found the trout and the small salmon. The raven did not find
them on the beach. Now I have found a large salmon. I know that you have got many
trout. You killed them. My grandmother dried many salmon, and I have found this
large salmon.”

Then the poor little boy said, “It is true. My uncle treated us thus. He deserted
you and me and my grandmother. We were without food, therefore I went into the
woods. I came to a large lake. Then I shouted, and a great frog emerged. It swam
ashore and I killed it. I skinned it, and I put on its skin. Then I caught trout and
salmon and I became very clean. Now I am great. You have taken notice of me.”

The princess replied, “You shall marry me,” and he agreed. He married her and
he was now a man; he was no longer the poor little boy.

He caught many salmon, and the house was full. Then he filled another house.
He went into the sea, and caught bullhead. He dried many. Then he went to catch
halibut, and they dried many. He obtained every kind of fish, and caught a great
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many. Four houses were full of provisions. Then he went to catch seals, and he caught
a very great number. He put them into another house. Now he went to catch
porpoises, and placed them in another house. Then he went to catch sea lions, and
they obtained a great many large water animals. Many houses were full of sea lion
grease, because the sea lions are very large. Then he got whales. He obtained very
many.

Now they had two children, and for a long time he caught animals with his
hands. Suddenly he became very tired. He told his wife, and she began to worry, and
rebuked her husband, saying, “Please stop;” but he caught four large whales and
there was a smell of grease all along the beach in front of their houses. The butts of
the trees where he had carried up the meat and the fat of whales were full of grease.
Bones were lying about in front of his house, and the grease from the whales covered
the water of the sea.

Now, many of the people who, with his uncle, had deserted him were dead. His
uncle was a very great chief. Now his uncle thought that his daughter, the poor little
boy, and the grandmother were dead, and he spoke to his people. The chief had lost
many of his people, because there was no food. Many of them and all the children
were dead.

One day, early in the morning, some people started to look after the princess,
the poor little boy, and the grandmother. They were traveling in four canoe. They
were approaching the place. When they were still far from the shore, they saw grease
on the surface of the water. They noticed it. When they approached the shore, they
saw several houses full of dried salmon, trout, halibut, and bullhead, and others in
which was the grease of seals, of porpoises, of sea lions, and of whales. He had very
much, because he had caught four whales. He had caught very much with his hands.

Then his uncle’s people landed. They told him that many of the tribe were dead.
They entered his house and he fed them. Then they ate dried salmon, fat of the seal,
and fat of the porpoise and of the whale. Then he presented them with dried halibut,
bullhead, and trout. He gave presents to those whom he had invited in. He gave them
fat of the seal, porpoise, sea lion and whale. Then they started and left him.

They landed at the place where the chief was living. Then the people came to
the beach and told him that the town of the young man was full of dried trout, salmon,
halibut, and bullhead, and of fat of the seal, porpoise, sea lion, and whale, that the
butts of the trees smelled of the meat of the whale, sea lion, porpoise, and seal that
was lying about, and that four houses were full of dried trout, halibut, and bullhead.

When the chief heard this, he was very glad, and he was also glad when he
heard that his daughter had two children. He said to his people, “Let us move again.”
The great slave went out and ordered the people to move back to the place where the
princess and the poor little boy were living. The old grandmother had died. Then the
people moved, and they stayed at the place that they had once left. Then the boy gave
them much dried trout, salmon, halibut and bullhead.

He did what was just right. Then his uncle’s people were glad. They were saved,
because they now ate dried trout, salmon, halibut, and bullhead, and he also gave
them a little fat of the seal, porpoise, sea lion, and whale; and his uncle’s people were
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very glad, because they were saved. And all the people said that the poor little boy,
when grown up, should be their chief.

The boy always went out to sea to catch seals for his uncle’s people, and he
always told his wife that it was very hard to take off the frog blanket. Then his wife
worried and cried when she lay down.

Now the people brought many elks and slaves. They brought enough elks to fill
two houses. And he bought them with trout and dried halibut and salmon and
bullhead; he bought many slaves.

Then he gave a potlatch. He invited all the people from other places. Then he
accomplished what he intended to do. The people went into his house, and he placed
the elks and all his other goods and his slaves in the middle of the house. Then he
said to his uncle, “You shall distribute them.” His uncle agreed, and told him to put
on the skin of the white bear. He also wore the great copper that he had thrown down
from the tree when he still was the poor little boy. He placed the great copper on his
head. Then he walked to the middle of the house and stood near the pile of elk skins;
then he sang. When the song was ended, the chief said, “Now I will call your name;”
and he named him Growing-up-like-one-who-has-a-grandmother. When he had
finished, he put off the great copper that he had used, and he put off the skin of the
white bear, and he gave away the slaves to all his guests, and he gave them elk skins.
When he had finished, they started away.

After he had finished, he again put on his frog blanket, intending to catch seals
for food for the people. He found it very difficult to take off his frog blanket. Then he
went to bed and told his wife, and she began to cry.

He said, “When I put it on again, I shall not be able to take it off, and if I do so,
I may not return; I shall only bring seals and halibut and place them in front of the
town. I shall not come ashore again, and I shall stay in the sea. All the year round I
shall secretly put ashore seals, halibut, salmon, porpoises, sea lions, and whales as
food for my children.” He said so every day.

One morning his wife went down to the beach in front of the town, and he was
lost. He did not come ashore again. He stayed at the bottom of the sea. Therefore the
woman, every morning when she rose, went down to the beach and cried,
accompanied by her two children. They saw two halibut, and they took them up to
the house.

One morning she went out again, crying, and she looked seaward, crying,
because her husband was lost in the sea. Then she saw two seals. Growing-up-like-
one-who-has-a-grandmother had given them as food to his children.

Another morning she went down. She sent down, crying, every morning. She
saw a porpoise. She carried it up.

Another morning she went down with her two children, and she saw a sea lion.
She went down and carried it up. Thus her children had always enough.

Another morning she went down, and when she ceased crying she saw a great
whale. Then she did not go down again, because she could not carry the whale. She
said to her father’s people, “Fasten this whale to the house. The father of these
children sent it here. He also sent the sea lions, the porpoises, the seals, and the
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halibut. He told me what he was going to do, because he could not get off his frog
blanket, and now he really lives in the sea.”

LITTLE-EAGLE: A LEGEND OF THE EAGLE CLAN
(Told by Moses)

There was a large town. A chief was its master. He was the commander of all
the men. His child was a noble prince. The child did not eat, but made bows and
arrows all the time. Now the salmon arrived. Then the chief said to his people, “Catch
salmon and dry them.” The people did so. They dried many salmon.

Then the prince took one salmon. He put it on the sand, and gave it to an eagle
to eat. One eagle came, and then another one, and they ate the salmon. Many eagles
did so. They ate all the salmon, and then they flew away again.

The prince pulled out their feathers and gathered them. Then he was glad, and
the eagles were also glad. The prince made arrows; he made many boxes full of them.
He used the feathers of the eagles for making his arrows, fastening them to the shaft,
and therefore his arrows were very swift. He gave salmon to many eagles. When the
salmon were at an end, he stopped.

The prince did not eat. He only made arrows. Now it came to be winter. For
about three months the Indians ate only dried salmon and berries mixed with grease
and elderberries and currants. They ate all kinds of berries. Now the salmon was all
used up. They did not give any salmon to the prince.

When the salmon was all used up, the great chief felt sad. He said to his great
slave, “Go out and order the people to move.” The great slave ran out, crying, “Move,
great tribe!” The people did so. They moved in the morning. They left the chief’s son
and his little grandmother, and one little slave, who was still quite small. He was
weak. There was no salmon. They only left him his boxes filled with arrows. But his
mother buried a clam shell in which she had placed some fire and one-half of a large
spring salmon. Then she told the little grandmother where she had hidden the fire
and the salmon.

Now the people went aboard [boats] and moved away. Only the prince and his
little grandmother and the little slave were left. They had no food. Then the little old
woman took the coal and made a fire. They did not eat for a whole day, and for a long
time they had no food. Then the prince went out. Early in the morning he sat outside.
It was low water. Then an eagle was screeching on the beach.

The prince called his little slave: “See why the eagle is screeching on the beach.”

The slave ran down and came to the place where the eagle was sitting. When
he was nearby, the eagle flew away and, behold, a little trout was lying on the sand.
Then the little slave shouted, telling the prince, “A little trout, my dear, lies on the
beach.” Thus spoke the little slave.

Then the prince said, “Take it.” The little slave carried it up, and the prince
ordered him to roast it. The slave roasted it, and when it was done, he and the little
old person ate it. The prince did not eat anything. Only the old person and the slave
ate it.

Night came and morning came; then the prince went out again. Again he heard
the eagles screeching on the beach. He sent down his little slave, who found a
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bullhead (sculpin). Then he told the prince, who ordered him to take it up. The little
slave took it, and they roasted it. They did so for many days, and the eagles gave them
trout and sculpin. Then they had enough to eat.

One morning the prince went out and he saw two eagles sitting on the beach
screeching. He sent his little slave, who went down. He looked, and behold, there was
a salmon. Then he shouted and said, “There is a large salmon, my dear!” And the
prince said, “Take it.” The little slave said twice, “I can not take it.” The prince went
down himself and carried it up. They did so several days, finding salmon on the beach.
They dried them.

Another morning the prince went out again, and, behold, there were three
eagles. They made much noise. The little slave went down, and, behold, there was a
large spring salmon. Again the little slave said he could not carry it, and the prince
went down himself. He took it up, and the little old person, his little grandmother,
split it. They did so many days. They dried spring salmon. They had very many now.

Another morning the prince went out again. The eagles had given them all
kinds of fish, and their houses were full of dried salmon. The slave was quite large
when all the salmon were gone.

One morning the prince went out again, and, behold, he saw an eagle far out
on the water. He sent his slave down. The little slave had grown to be a little stronger.
Behold, there was a large halibut. The little slave shouted, “There is a large halibut,
my dear!” The prince said, “Take it;” but the little slave replied, “I can not carry it.”
The prince went down himself and dragged it up. The little grandmother split it, and
they were satisfied. They did so for many days, and dried many halibut. Another
house was full of dried halibut. Now they had caught all the salmon and all the
halibut.

One morning the little prince went out again, and looked out. Behold, there
were quite a number of eagles. He sent his little slave down. The slave went down,
and when he came there, behold, there was a large seal. Then the little slave shouted
twice, “There is a seal on the beach!” Again the prince went down. He took the seal
and dragged it up to the house. He split it. Then they put the fat into a box and dried
the meat. They did not take the bones. They did so many days, and filled another
house.

Another morning the prince went out again and looked down. Behold, there
were many eagles. Then the little slave went down again. He was now quite strong,
because he had much to eat. When he got there, behold, there was a large porpoise.
The little slave shouted twice. Then the prince went down and dragged it up to the
house. They cut it and put the meat away. They filled another house.

Thus the eagles returned the food that the prince had given to them in the
summer. The eagles reciprocated. They pitied the prince because he had pitied them
in summer. The eagles were glad, and therefore they fed the prince.

One morning the prince went out, and, behold, there were many eagles. He
sent the little slave down, and when he went down and reached there, behold, there
was a large sea lion. Again the little slave told him. He shouted twice and told him.
The prince heard it and went down, and, behold, there was a large sea lion. Then he
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returned. He twisted cedar twigs and tied the sea lions to the shore. When the tide
rose, they drifted ashore, and when the water fell, they lay on the beach. Then he cut
them. The sea lions were very large and had much fat and much meat. They did this
for many days. Then they had a great plenty.

One morning the prince went out again, and there were very many eagles; not
merely a few. There were a great many eagles on the water. They were flying ashore
with a great whale. It lay there. Two nights and two days passed, and there lay
another great whale. Then they cut it. (In olden times the Indians chopped the
blubber of whales with stone axes in the same way that we chop wood.) Then they
chopped the blubber of the whale. Then the blubber came out where they hit it with
the ax. Hohoho! They had a great deal, because the whale was very large. The eagles
gave the prince and the little grandmother and the slave four whales.

Now the people of his father, who had left him, were dying. The eagles had
finished giving food to the prince, and his houses were all full. The grease covered the
sea in front of his house. Then the prince shot a gull. He skinned it and put on its
skin. He took a piece of seal, not a large piece, and flew away. He went up above to
see his father’s tribe who had left him. He flew a long time, and, behold, he saw a
canoe coming. The gull flew over the canoe, in which there were a number of men.
Then the gull dropped the slice of seal into the canoe, and one of the hunters took it.
It was very strange that a gull should drop a piece of dried seal into the canoe.

They returned and landed. Then they told what had happened. The chief said
to the man and to the slaves, “Go and look for my son.” They left after he had told
them. In the morning the man and some slaves started in a canoe. They paddled, and
arrived at a point of land in front of the old village. Behold, the water ahead of them
was covered with grease. It came from the place where they had left the prince.

The man and the slaves paddled on. They went ashore at the place where the
prince was staying. Behold, they had done a great deal. The houses were full of
salmon and spring salmon and halibut and seals and porpoises and sea lions and
whales. Then they were much astonished. The slaves stretched out their hands and
dipped up the grease from the surface of the water. Then they ate it.

The prince did not tell them to land, but after a while they landed. Then they
ate salmon, and they ate spring salmon and halibut and seal and porpoise and whale.
Now the prince said, “Don’t take anything home.” Thus he spoke to the man and to
the slaves. “Eat as much as you want, and then leave. Don’t tell at home what you
have seen.” But one slave hid two pieces under his skin shirt. He dropped two pieces
of seal in there because he thought of his child. The prince did not give the man and
the slaves food. Then he sent them back. Then they reached the town from which they
had started.

The prince had said to them, “Tell them that I am dead, and do not say that I
have plenty to eat.” The man and the slaves landed a little before dark. They went up
to the house and entered the chief’s house. The chief asked, “Is my son still alive?”
And the man replied, “I think he has been dead for a long time.”

The slaves and their families were living in one corner of the chief’s house. Now
they lay down. Then the slave took out a slice of seal meat and gave it to his wife, and
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he gave another one to his young child. The child ate it, but it did not chew 1it, and
swallowed it at one gulp. The piece of seal choked the child. It almost died, because
the seal meat was choking it. The child’s mother put her hand into its mouth, trying
to pull out the piece of seal, but she could not reach it. Her hand was too short. Then
she cried. Now the chief’s wife rose and went to the crying woman. She asked her,
“Why do you cry?”

The slave’s wife replied, “My child is choking. We do not know what is
obstructing its breath.”

Then the chieftainess put her hand into the mouth of the child. Her fingers
were long. Her hand reached down, and she felt the slice of seal. Then she took it out.
She knew what it was. Behold, it was seal meat. Then she told the chief, and he asked,
“Where did that come from?”

He saw that it was boiled seal meat, therefore he asked. Then they told him
that the old town was full of the meat of trout and salmon and spring salmon and
halibut and seals and porpoises and sea lions and whales; that there were four
whales, and that the water was covered with grease. They said that the town was full
of provisions. Then the chief and the chieftainess and all the princes’ uncles could not
sleep. One of his uncles had two daughters who were exceedingly pretty.

Early in the morning the chief said, “Order the people to return to the place
where we left the prince.” He did so on account of the information he had received.
Then they arrived, and behold, they saw grease covering the water. Then boards were
put across the middle of the canoe, and the children were placed on them. He thought,
“My nephew shall marry my daughters.”

Many canoes were approaching the land. The prince went out. He did not allow
them to land. He took one box out and opened it. He took a bow and arrows out of it
and shot at the canoes. He did not desire them to come, because they had deserted
him. Therefore he was very angry. But finally the people landed and went up. They
made little sheds, and he gave food to his father and mother. He pitied them, therefore
he did so. When they were approaching the shore one woman stretched out her hands
to eat the grease that she saw on the water. Therefore the prince, the chief’s son, was
ashamed. He did not marry her, but he married the younger one.

The people went ashore. Then the prince invited them into his house. The
people went in and he gave them meat of trout and salmon and spring salmon and
halibut and seals and porpoises and sea lions and whales. He gave them to eat. Then
his father’s people were very glad, and the people gave the prince elk skins and all
kinds of goods, canoes, and slaves.

Now the prince came to be a great chief. He had four houses full of elk skins,
many slaves, and many canoes. He was a great chief. When his father died, he gave
a potlatch. He invited all the people in, and gave away many elk skins and slaves,
because his father had been a great chief. After he had given this potlatch his mother
died. Then he gave another potlatch. Again he invited all the people, and gave them
elk skins and slaves and canoes. He became a great chief, because he fed the eagles,
and the eagles had pitied him. Therefore he became a great chief. His name was
Little-Eagle.
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SHE-WHO-HAS-A-LABRET-ON-ONE-SIDE
(Told by Moses)

There was a town. There was a chief and a chieftainess. They had a son. He
was almost grown up. He had four friends, who were always near him. They were
playing all the time. Once upon a time one of them went out of the house. He saw a
little slave girl coming along the street. She entered the last house of the town. There
she sat down near the fire. Then the wife of the owner rose, took the back of a salmon,
and gave it to the little slave girl, but she did not accept it. The little slave girl rose
and left the house. She entered another house, and again sat down near the fire. The
wife of the owner rose and gave her the backs of salmon to eat, but she did not accept
them. She left the house. She did so in every house.

The friends of the chief’ son who had gone out re-entered and said to the prince,
“A little slave girl is coming along the street.” Then his friends spoke: “Why don’t you
marry her when she comes in here?”

When she came near the chief’s house, they took a mat and spread it in the
rear of the house. The prince sat down on it. Then the little slave girl entered. Her
head was very large. She was not at all clean.

One of the prince’s friends said, “Sit down over here.” Then the little slave girl
walked to the rear of the house and sat down by the side of the prince. His friends
started a large fire. Her hands, her feet, and her whole body were covered with scabs.
The prince’s friends saw it. Then the chieftainess rose. She took some dry salmon,
roasted it at the fire, and when she was done she broke it to pieces and put it into a
dish, which she placed before the boy and the little slave girl. Then they ate.

When the dish was empty, one of the friends stepped up to them, intending to
take the dish. Then the little slave girl took one large scab from her body and put it
into the dish. She said, “Place it in front of the chief.”

One of the men did so. The great chief looked at it. Behold, it was a large
abalone shell. Then the chief was very glad.

The chieftainess took another dish, and she put into it crab apples mixed with
grease. Another man placed it in front of the prince and the little slave girl. (In olden
times the people used to call this [ceremony taking al] “slave wife”.) When they had
eaten, she took off another scab, and, behold, there was a large abalone shell. That is
what was on her body. She placed it in the dish, and then she said, “Place it before
the chieftainess.”

A man did so. Then the chief and the chieftainess and the prince were very
glad when they knew that she was not a slave, as the prince’s friend had said.

Now they finished eating. In the evening a woman came to the house and
pushed aside the door. She stood in the doorway and said, “Did not She-who-has-a-
labret-on-one-side enter this house?”

One of the prince’s friends said, “Come in, come in! She has married the chief’s
son.”

The woman replied, “Indeed, my dear, then take good care of her.” Thus said
the woman who was standing in the doorway. She continued, “My people will come
to visit the chief’s son to give food to him. They will bring much food — boxes of grease,
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boxes of crab apples mixed with grease, boxes of cranberries, soapberries, and dried
meat, and much fat.”

It grew dark. Early the next morning there was a fog on the river. Then many
canoes that were full of boxes approached. One canoe was full of boxes of crab apples,
one was full of berries, another one was full of soapberries, another one full of meat,
still another one full of fat, and two canoes were full of elk skins, marten skins, and
copper plates. They put them into the house of the chief, which was entirely filled by
the goods. Then the chief and the chieftainess were very glad.

Now the prince was a great chief. The name of She-who-has-a-labret-on-one-
side’s mother was Evening Sky. She was a supernatural being. Nobody could see her.
Her people lived far away from all other people on the other side. They were not
Indians; therefore, they had much wealth and much food.

Now the prince invited the people in. Then they came, and his father’s house
was filled with them. Crab apples and grease were given to eat, and various berries
and meat and fat. When they finished eating, they brought out soapberries. After the
feast, on the next day, the people were again invited in. Then the prince put into the
middle of the house elk skins, copper plates, slaves, and canoes, which he was going
to use in the potlatch. He distributed them among the people. After he had finished,
the people went back and returned to their own towns. He did so for many days. He
gave many potlatches. Then he came to be a great chief. Then he married again. He
had two wives. (In former times they called this [having] “one wife on each side”.)

Then the prince started in his canoe to visit the town of the Chilkat. The elks
came from this place. The inlanders kill them. The prince intended to buy elk skins
for copper plates and seal meat. Now he arrived at Chilkat. Then he bought elk skins,
and he took another wife.

Now She-who-has-a-labret-on-one-side was left behind. The prince had a
brother who was very awkward. The prince went to Chilkat very often. Then She-
who-has-a-labret-on-one-side said to the awkward man, “You shall go to Chilkat, too.”

The awkward man answered, “I have nothing to sell.”

Then She-who-has-a-labret-on-one-side said, “I will give you something that
you may sell there. Take red paint along.” Thus spoke She-who-has-a-labret-on-one-
side to the awkward man. “You shall buy weasel skins for the little box full of red
paint, but don’t let your brother see it when you arrive there. When you arrive at
Chilkat, walk about, and when you see the young women, then put your finger into
the red paint and put it on their faces.”

He did so. When all the young men and the young women saw it, they were
anxious to buy it, and they asked him, “Is it expensive?” And they asked the great
awkward man, “What do you want in exchange?”

He replied, “I want weasels.”

Then the men and the women brought weasel skins, and the awkward man
bought them. He had a whole box full of weasel skins. Then he had sold all his red
paint.

When the prince saw him, he made fun of his own brother. Then they returned
and arrived at their own town.
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In the evening She-who-has-a-labret-on-one-side questioned the awkward
man, her brother-in-law, and he showed her what he had purchased.

Early the next morning She-who-has-a-labret-on-one-side said to the awkward
man, “Go to the place where the water runs down. I shall go to meet you there.”

She intended to leave her husband, because he did not take her along when he
went to Chilkat. Therefore she was ashamed. She took took the awkward man and
washed him in order to purify him. Then she intended to marry him. She was going
to leave the prince who had first married her.

Then the awkward man went out, as She-who-has-a-labret-on-one-side had
told him. He went to the place where the water was running down, and he stayed in
the water for a long time. Then She-who-has-a-labret-on-one-side came. There were
four deep water holes in the creek. She washed him in the first hole, then in the
second one, in the third one, and in the fourth one. Then his skin was very clean, and
he became a beautiful man.

After he was purified, he married She-who-has-a-labret-on-one-side. Then her
mother, the Evening Sky, came again, bringing many elks, copper plates, canoes,
slaves, and much food. Then the great awkward man invited all the tribes, intending
to give a potlatch. Then he did so. Then the former husband of She-who-has-a-labret-
on-one-side was ashamed because the awkward man was going to give a potlatch. He
was no longer awkward, because he had been purified, because She-who-has-a-labret-
on-one-side had washed him.

Now the tribes came. Then they ate all the food. The days after they finished
eating, all the tribes went into his house. They put the elks, the copper plates, slaves,
and canoes in the middle of the house. Then the great awkward men, the husband of
She-who-has-a-labret-on-one-side, came. He wore a blanket made of weasel skins set
with abalone shells. He used a weasel hat. Then he entered and stood in front of the
elk skins. Then they sang. After they had finished singing, they stopped, and he gave
away abalone shells, copper plates, elks, slaves, and canoes. Then the tribes were
glad, and the awkward man became a great chief.

“The Gambier boulder”43 (1902)

Near by the village of Stapas (Gambier Island, Howe Sound) stands a large
1solated boulder. This rock a very long time ago, the old Indians believe, was a big
potlatch-house, owned by Mink44 and his sister Skunk45. It was transformed into a
huge boulder after the occurrences of the events in the following story.

One day Kaiq (Mink) called his sister Smemetsen (Skunk) to him and bade her
store up all her tsu’som — the offensive yellow fluid which the skunk secretes for its
defense against its enemies — in a number of boxes. Smemetsen did as she was

43 From Hill-Tout, C. (1902, July 11). The Gambier Boulder. Daily World (Vancouver), p. 6. Written by
Charles Hill-Tout (1858 — 1944) from material obtained in his anthropological research.

44 Putorius (Lutreola) vison [Note in the original.]

45 Mephitis mephitica [Note in the original.]
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nstructed, and filled several boxes with the pungent fluid. These Kaiq fastened down
in an air-tight manner, and stored them in a pile in one corner of the house.

After this he sent out invitations to all the animals and birds and fish of the
district to come to a big potlatch he was going to hold. On the day appointed the guests
gathered in Kaiq’s potlatch-house. The building was big enough to hold them all
easily, but unfortunately for the Whale, the doorway was too narrow to get through.

Kaiq, prepared for this dilemma, requested him to put his head and shoulders
in, and remain in that position. With some difficulty the Whale complied with Kaiq’s
request, and jammed himself in so tight that later, when he wished to retire, he was
unable to do so.

Now, the Mink was on very bad terms with his neighbors the Wolves — indeed,
he mortally hated the whole Wolf family, and had actually killed one of them a few
days before the feast. He now takes the tail of the dead Wolf and winds it round his
head like a wreath, and opens the proceedings with a dance.

The song which Kaiq sings as he dances is all about the tsu’som of his sister,
Skunk. The visitors presently remark to one another, “What a dreadful song Kaiq is
singing.” Kaiq, however, continues to sing and dance, making his way gradually
round the building towards the corner where the boxes of tsu’som are stocked. When
he i1s close to the boxes Skunk quickly opens them, as she had been previously
mstructed by Kaiq, and lets the tsu’som escape.

No one suspects the vile purpose the two have in view. They think they are
unpacking their blankets and other presents to give them.But presently the pungent,
suffocating effluvium fills the whole building, and they realize, too late, what has
been done. Unable to get out because of the huge form of the whale blocking the
doorway, after many frantic struggles they nearly all succumb to the terrible choking
stench, four of them only escaping alive. These are little louise (Metcin), who crawled
into a crack in the building and thus avoided the effects of the effluvium; little Wren
(Qit), who escaped through a knot-hole in the side of the building; Cod (Ai’et), who
also managed to save his life by throwing himself into the water, and who has had in
consequence to live ever since at the bottom of the sea; and Mallard, the duck, who
flew up to the roof, and thence out through the smoke-hole, in consequence of which
all Mallard ducks since that time always fly skyward when they first rise on the wing.

After this trick of Kaiq and his sister, his tla’anukautu’q [potlatch-house] with
all its contents was transformed into a big boulder, and the tail of the whale may be
seen, as the old Indians think, to this day stretching out as a lateral projection beyond
the center of the rock.
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“Kwakiutl Tales”46 (1910)

KUNO’SILA
Tradition of the ene’'mges
(Dictaed by cnemo’gwis, 1900)

When Thunderbird came down, he sat on a rock on the beach of the house at
Thunderbid-Place.

“What are you doing here?” was said to him.

“I merely desired to come.”

“It would be well if you became a man, that I may be your brother,” was said
to him.

“What is it? I am a man,” he said, and opened his Thunderbird mask.

“Welcome! Let us go to your house on the ground at this empty space.”

Then he built a house. Gradually they became more and more, and they came
to be many. The name of his clan was The-First-Ones. There are now four clans.

Then he went back to the place he had come from, and he just left his children
when they were chiefs. He just told his children again at the last:

“I shall only make a noise sometimes when (it happens wrongly to) [sic.] one of
you (dies); and there will also be that kind of noise when one of those dies who will
take the place of those who are now born.”

Then those who took his place became men, and they were full-grown men.

Thus Chief-Host came to be a chief. He was a chief after him. (Kuno'sila.).

Then he who took his place just went about visiting northward to the Bella
Bella. He went there to get married. Then he obtained at once (the copper [named])
Causing-Destitution; and he came to have the names of the Bella-Bella, Neqa’'mx*a
and Qewilemga; and he obtained the large copper at the same time.

Then he sold his copper. He came and sold it to those living at Flat-Place. He
came and offered it for sale to the Kwakiutl. Then the owner of the copper was killed.
The man who owned the copper was named Wa’xwid. Then he was killed on account
of his copper.

He was poled after by the Kwakiutl, and was reached at XudzeLa’'labatlas. He
took refuge there, carrying along his copper, Causing-Destitution. It was a fathom
and a half in size. Then he pushed it into the ground, for he was unwilling that the
Kwakiutl should obtain it. Therefore he just hid it in the ground.

Then Wa’xwid was speared. He was speared with a lance with a point, and he
was dead. He fell down, and his companions were struck dead. Then they were gone.
The width of the chest of the dead chief Wa’xwid was four fathoms. His copper was
highly prized. Its price was ten slaves and ten canoes and ten lynx blankets.

Then he was mourned by his tribe. They came and lived at Foundation. It came
to be summer, and his tribe were catching salmon — sockeye salmon. The orphans had

46 From Boas, F. [Ed.] (1910). Kwakiutl Tales. New York: Columbia University Press. Written by Franz
Boas (1858 — 1942).
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no canoe, and they just walked wherever they went. They walked twice, going to the
salmon-trap.

They were of his family who took the place of the dead Wa’xwid. Then his child
received the name Wa’xwid, and Wa’xwid married the aunt of the orphans. From time
to time Wa’xwid lent his canoe to the orphans to use it. They felt grateful for it. The
orphans were grateful to Wa’xwid when they used his canoe. He would give deer for
blankets to the orphans, and the orphans were made to go out hunting in a canoe by
Wa’'xwid.

“Take care,” the orphans were told by Wa’xwid, “I was told sometimes by my
dead father of the copper hidden in the ground at XudzeLa’labaclas, this your place
where you shall go to.”

Then they went. They just took hold of the end of the little harpoon-handles
which they used in spearing at the salmon-weir. They just carried what they caught
in their hands. Then the orphans went again, and they struck with the butt-ends of
their harpoon-handles against the ground. What kind of noise should there be? It
sounded like metal.

“Come, slave,” said the younger brother, “come, let us look at this, (and see) if
it is the thing to which our stepfather refers.”

Then they dug, and behold, it was Causing-Destitution. A fathom and a half
was the size of the copper. Then they stood it on its edge on the ground, and it stood
up large, what they had found. Then they broke off cranberry-bushes to measure with
them the size of the copper. They just made a model of it. They did not take it, because
they could not carry it. Then the orphans spoke strongly to each other.

“Where shall it go?” said the older one. “Shall it not go to him, our uncle,
O’xsem?”

“What do you mean?” said the younger one. “I do not wish it to go to him.”

“How do you feel towards him?” said he [the older one] on his part.

“Let it go to Wa’xwid,” said the younger one. “He is the only one who from time
to time lends us his little canoe. He is the only one who gives us (things) to wear on
our backs, and our aunt is also the only one who gives us to eat.”

Thus said the younger one.

“Our uncle is bad. Let us go towards the sea and home,” said the older one.

Then they carried between them the model, and the orphans arrived at the
house. Wa’xwid was lying on his back. There were only two persons in the house, he
and his wife. He suspected them already, because they were very happy, and they
looked pleasant, and they were laughing; while before their faces looked downcast
whenever they came (home).

Then the orphans went into the room. Their aunt tried to give them to eat, that
they might eat after having been away; but they did not eat, for they were proud of
their find. Then they called their aunt into the room.

“Come,” they said to her, “that we may talk to you about what your husband
told us. We come from finding it. Evidently this is it,” they said. “We are not willing
that it should go to another one than your husband, on account of our feeling.”

“Indeed, children,” she said on her part, “indeed, that which I refer to is there.”
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“Let your husband come in.”

“Come, slave,” she said to her husband, “and listen to our masters.”

Then he went in, and the younger brother jumped out and took his model. He
came and brought the model of the large measured copper.

“This will go to you,” was said to Wa’xwid by the orphans. “I obtained by luck
the copper of your dead father of which you spoke. This copper will be carried on the
back in the house by this Means-of-trying-to-obtain-Copper-Woman. She is of the
family of Taking-Care-of-Coppers.” Taking-Care-of-Coppers was the name of the
older brother.

Then Wa’xwid sang his sacred song. He went on the roof of his house and sang
his sacred song. The people asked each other the reason of why he should sing his
sacred song. It had been found. The orphans had found Causing-Destitution. Thus
said the tribe. Then their uncle O’xsem felt badly, because it did not go to him. Then
canoes, lynx blankets, marmot blankets, blankets sewed together, sea-otters, and
mink blankets were given to the orphans. Then the orphans became chiefs. The name
of one of them was Taking-Care-of-Coppers. Their stepmother, who was their aunt,
was called Means-of-trying-to-obtain-Copper.

Then he was given a canoe. He did not just walk; he traveled by canoe. Then
he poled, going to his house at Flat-Place. Then Wa’xwid and O’xsem hit each other
with (sharp) words, on account of the copper. Then they vied with each other for the
chief’s place; and Wa’xwid climbed (a tree) on the opposite side from his house, and
sat down on top of it.

Then Wa’xwid spoke from the top of the tree.

“Who 1s our chief, Plants?”

Thus he asked the trees.

Then he was answered, “You are the chief.”

Thus was said to Wa’xwid.

“Not a chief, however, is the one in the next house.”

Thus was said to Wa’xwid.

Then O’xsem was ashamed, because he was not a chief. Then Wa’xwid invited
(people) in, and he gave a potlatch, and he sold his copper Found. Causing-Destitution
was named “Found,” and then the copper had two names. It was called Causing-
Destitution because there was nothing that was not paid for it. It made the houses
empty. Twenty canoes was its price; and twenty slaves was its price; and also ten
coppers tied to the end was its price; and twenty lynx-skins, and twenty marmot-
skins, and twenty sewed blankets, was its price; and twenty mink blankets, was its
price; and one hundred boards was its price; and forty wide planks was its price; and
twenty boxes of dried berries added to it, and twenty boxes of clover, and also ten
boxes of hemlock-bark, was its price; and forty boxes of grease was its price; and one
hundred painted boxes was its price; and two hundred mats was its price; and dried
salmon not to be counted was its price; and two hundred cedar blankets was its price;
and two hundred dishes was its price. That was the amount of its price. And that was
given away by Wa’xwid to the tribes. Then Wa’xwid was chief.
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Those were the children who followed Kuno’sila. Then the child of Wa’xwid had
a son, and he was also a chief. Then, on account of the jealousy (brought down) against
him, the ene’'mgés sat down (and deliberated) who should strike him first. Then his
house was attacked by the sne’'mges. He was killed, and he was dead. He was robbed
of his goods, which were the reason of the deed; of his slaves, his canoes, his salmon-
traps, his boxes, his box-covers, of whatever he valued, and of the woman’s property,
of bracelets, of copper bells and small coppers, and of dentalium bracelets. Then they
got possession of his copper.

It went to O*maremes, the chief, who now had the copper. It was obtained by
killing. They obtained the salmon-weir and the salmon-trap, and the place of tying
up canoes, and the names. This was obtained by killing Chief-Host.

A little child, however, a boy (his son), was alive.

An old man tried to hide the copper, the young brother of the one who was
killed and who had owned the copper. He pushed it under his blanket, down his back.
Then the copper was searched for. It was not found. Then the old man was taken hold
of.

“Tell about the copper, else you will die,” he was told.

They were about to strike him.

“I do not know about it,” he said on his part.

“Don’t deny it,” he was told, and he was threatened with a stone dagger, “else
you will die.” Thus was he told. “Go on, die,” was said to him. Thus was he threatened.

“You are a bother,” he said. He broke his belt and threw lengthwise the copper.
“Take this,” he said.

Then the sne'mges left and went home to their village. They had obtained the
copper. The past chief lay there dead. Then the tne'mges mourned for their chief, and
they felt regret for the loss of their chief. Then the dead chief was put away (buried).
For two days he had been lying dead on the rocks. Then the dead chief disappeared.

The child was not able to go about. He was just trying to walk, and he was
hidden after the killing. Then the child, the one who had been a little child, grew up.
He built a house. He put up a pole on which Kund'sila, the one who was his ancestor,
was sitting. He held a whale by its tail in his talons.

Then he gave a potlatch to the tribes, and he came to be a chief. Then he was
treated as a chief by the tne’mges. Then they repented for what they had done,
because they had killed his father. He gave property to all the tribes, and the tribes
went home. [...]

NOMASENXELIS (OLDEST-ONE-IN-THE-WORLD)
Tradition of the L!a’L!asiqwela.
(Recorded by George Hunt.)

Oldest-one-in-the-World and his tribe lived at Red-Sand-Beach; and Oldest-
One-in-the-World had for his princess Many-colored-Woman, and the woman was
blind. Many-colored-Woman had twelve slaves; and she would always go to sneswe’d,
where there 1s wild rice. For a long time she was in the habit of going there; and a
long pole stood outside of the house of Chief Oldest-One-in-the-World , and on top of
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the long pole an eagle was sitting; and it screeched all the time whenever Many-
colored-Woman went out paddling with her twelve slaves. Thus Many-colored-
Woman knew which way they were going, on account of the princess-pole.

One day the sea was very smooth, and Many-colored-Woman asked her slaves
to go to tnecwe’d . The slaves were content. They had been paddling a long time when
Many-colored-Woman questioned her slaves, and said:

“O slaves! Why does it take so long before we arrive at engcwe’d?”

Thus she said.

One of them spoke, and said, “O mistress! We cannot make any headway
against the tide.”

Thus he said.

Then Many-colored-Woman spoke again, and said, “O slaves! What are you
doing?”

Thus she said, and took away their paddles and threw them into the water.
Then she knew that they were intending to paddle away with their mistress.

Now they were just drifting about on sea. They were overtaken by night, and
day came. Then it was foggy, and Many-colored-Woman could not hear her princess-
pole. Then they just went to sleep again.

They were again overtaken by night; and in the morning, when daylight came,
they heard their canoe, when they were waking, going through something like ice.
They looked, and saw that there was much charcoal. Then they found that it was the
place named Charcoal-at-North-End-of-World. They went through it, for there was a
strong tide. Therefore they went through the charcoal.

Night came again; and in the morning, when day came, one of them heard the
canoe again running through something. He raised his head and looked, and he saw
sand floating on the sea; and they knew now that they were at the place named
Floating-Sands.

That is where the charcoal of all the fireplaces of the houses of the villages goes
from all around the world. It drifts to the place named Charcoal-at-North-End-of-
World, and the sand that is dry on the surface drifts to Sand-floating-on-the-Sea.
There all the driftwood goes that comes from all around our world.

It 1s said they passed right through it, and again night came. In the morning,
when day came again, one of the slaves saw that it was shallow where they were
drifting along. Their canoe almost went aground on the sand. They passed over this
place; and when evening came, they saw a country far off. It was just as though the
land was drawing the canoe towards it. The slaves did not feel like sleeping, because
they felt glad on account of the islands that were in sight.

Then they all felt giddy, and they all went to sleep. In the morning, when
daylight came, Many-colored-woman wakened her slaves, for she had heard that the
canoe was knocking against something like land.

One of the slaves raised his head, and he saw that there was a fine sandy beach,
and many houses were there. Then the slave wakened his fellow-slaves; and as soon
as they were all awake, they saw a handsome young man coming towards the visitors.
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As soon as the man arrived at the side of the canoe, he went straight to the place
where Many-colored-Woman was sitting, and he took hold of her hand.

The man asked Many-colored-Woman, “What brought you here, my dear?”

Thus he said.

Many-colored-Woman replied at once, and said, “Oh, my dear! This is what
brought me here: I came to have you for my husband, my dear!”

Thus she said to him.

Immediately the handsome man spoke thankfully on account of what Many-
colored-Woman had said; and the man said, “Let us go up from the beach to my
house.”

Thus he said to her.

Then they went up from the beach, and Many-colored-Woman held the hand of
the man. Now the wise one among the slaves spoke to the handsome man.

He said, “Oh, my dear! Take good care of this woman. She is the princess of
Oldest-One-in-the-World. She is blind.”

Thus he said to him.

Immediately they went up from the beach and entered through the snapping
door of the house. As soon as they had gone in, the handsome man spoke, and said to
Many-colored-Woman, “Welcome, my dear! Go and bathe in the pond of water of life
in the house.”

Thus he said.

Immediately Many-colored-Woman spoke gratefully on account of what he had
said. She came to the corner of the large house, and the man asked Many-colored-
Woman to take off her blanket. Many-colored-Woman took off her blanket and her
apron, and the man took her on his arms and made her sit down in the water of life.

Then the man said, “Oh, my dear! Now dive. Dive four times.”

Thus he said.

Immediately Many-colored-Woman dived; and as soon as she came up again,
she was able to see our daylight. She dived again, and she continued to dive until she
had done so four times. As soon as she had finished, she was a young woman, and she
was no longer blind. Immediately Many-colored-Woman was called out of the water
by her husband. Then Many-colored-Woman was able to see everything in the house.
It is said that the two posts in the rear of the house were thunderbirds, and sea-bears
were under the two thunderbirds; and it is said the cross-piece over the thunderbird
posts was a sea-lion, and the posts on each side of the door of the house were each one
sea-lion, and the cross-piece of the post was one sea-lion; and she also saw a carved
figure standing at the right-hand side of the door of the house.

As soon as the slaves of Many-colored-Woman came in, the carved figure spoke,
and said, “Oh chief, Abalone-Shell-of-the-World! O chief! Treat those well who come
into your house, chief.” (This is the in-dwelling power of Chief Wealthy.)

Then she saw many feast-dishes — four seal dishes and the same number of
killer-whale dishes, and four whale dishes, and four sea-otter dishes.

Now, Abalone-Shell-of-the-World and Many-colored-Woman were living as
husband and wife. They had not been married long when Many-colored-Woman was
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with child, and she gave birth to a small boy. Abalone-Shell-of-the-World at once
named his son Copper-Maker.

Many-colored-Woman did not know who the old man was who was always lying
in the rear of the large house. She asked her husband, and said, “Who 1s that ugly old
man lying in the rear of the house?”

Thus Many-colored-Woman said to her husband.

Abalone-Shell-of-the-World laughed, and said, “Oh, my dear! That is
Wealthiest, Copper-Maker. He is my father.”

Thus he said to her.

Then Many-colored-Woman was happy, because she knew that her husband
was an important person.

Then she was again with child, and it was not long before she gave birth to a
little boy. Abalone-Shell-of-the-World at once named his son Seaside-of-the-World.
Then Many-colored-Woman was very glad on account of her two children; and it was
not long before she was again with child, and she gave birth to a little boy; and
Abalone-Shell-of-the-World gave one of his own names to his son. Then he had the
name Copper-Surface. Now she had three children.

Now, Many-colored-Woman had forgotten her parents on account of her
children. After a long time she was again with child, and she gave birth to a boy, and
she called her son Place-of-Desire. A long time passed, and the four children of Many-
colored-Woman grew up.

One day the four children were left alone, because she had gone out to dig
clams. The four boys played, and Place-of-Desire fell down where Copper-Maker was
lying on his back. Then Copper-Maker became angry at Place-of-Desire, and he said,
“Oh children! Go away. The reason why you came here is not known, children.”

Thus said Copper-Maker to his grandchildren.

At once the eldest of the brothers spoke and said to his younger brothers, “Don’t
play. The word that the old man said to us is important.”

Thus he said, and they went out of the house.

As soon as Many-colored-Woman came home, the eldest one called his mother
out of the house.

He said, “O mother! How did you come into this country?”

Thus he said to her.

At once Many-colored-Woman replied to their words, and said, “O children! My
slaves paddled away with me, and I was carried by the tide to this place where we
are now.”

Thus she said.

The children said at once that they would go to see their grandfather; and
Many-colored-Woman advised her children, and said to them, “O sons! The name of
my father is Oldest-One-in-the-World, and the long pole with an eagle sitting on top
of it stands outside his house. The eagle screeches all the time;” and she told them
about the shallow water, and the floating sand on the sea, and the drifting logs
floating on the sea, and the Charcoal-at-North-End-of-World. (She continued,) “These
you will meet if you are minded to go to see your grandfather.”
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The eldest son spoke at once, and said to his mother, “We will escape, for I do
not want our father to know it. We will only say that we will go to see the world.”

The children got ready at once. They took the old canoe and caulked it; and as
soon as the old canoe was finished, they got ready; and Abalone-Shell-of-the-World
questioned his sons, and said, “Oh sons! What are you getting ready for?”

Thus he said to them.

The oldest one spoke, and said, “Oh, we are getting ready for this; we want to
go and see the world.”

Thus he said.

Then Abalone-Shell-of-the-World just laughed, and said, “My sons, don’t
conceal your wishes; just tell me that you are going to see your grandfather, Oldest-
One-in-the-World. You shall use the self-paddling canoe.”

Thus he said to them.

Then he —namely, Abalone-Shell-of-the-World — took the four baskets, and put
into them all kinds of things, and he put them aboard the self-paddling canoe. Then
he told Many-colored-Woman that she should also come aboard; but she was
unwilling, and she just sent her children (and told them) to go and just leave her.

They started at once, and they steered towards the sun. Then they met what
Many-colored-Woman had referred to — what had been seen by her t the places where
she had been paddling. Three days after they had left their father, they heard an
eagle screeching. Then the four sons of Many-colored-Woman felt glad.

It was evening when they arrived at Red-Sand-Beach, and they went in their
canoes right to the beach of the large house in front of which a pole was standing, on
top of which the eagle was sitting. At once Place-of-Desire was sent by his elder
brothers.

Place-of-Desire at once went to look at the large house. There was no one sitting
in the house. Then he went to look at a small house. There he saw two old people,
husband and wife.

Place-of-Desire questioned the man, and said, “Oh, my dear! Where is Oldest-
One-in-the-World?”

Thus he said.

Place-of-Desire said at once, “O old man! We are the children of Many-colored-
Woman, your princess.”

Thus he said.

The old man at once became angry on account of the word of Place-of-Desire;
and he said, “Oh, what is your word? Why do you come and make fun of my princess?”

Thus he said, while he was beginning to strike Place-of-Desire with the tongs.
Then he drove him away.

Then Place-of-Desire went down to the beach, and told his elder brothers. As
soon as Place-of-Desire had gone out of the house, the wife of Oldest-One-in-the-World
spoke, and said, “Oh, my dear! Don’t be inconsiderate (in your mind). Do look at him,
if he should come again who came in before. It might be true that he came from our
daughter, Many-colored-Woman.”

Thus she said to him.
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As soon as she had finished speaking, the four children of Many-colored-
Woman came in. Immediately, Oldest-One-in-the-World spread out a mat, and the
four young men went there and sat down on it. Then Oldest-One-in-the-World split
some boards.

At once it was heard by his tribe, and they came immediately to discover why
Oldest-One-in-the-World was splitting wood. Then the tribe saw the four children of
Many-colored-Woman sitting there.

Oldest-One-in-the-World spoke, and praised his children. Then Oldest-One-in-
the-World asked them to build a fire in his large house. The young men went at once
and built a fire in the middle of it; and as soon as the fire in the large house began to
burn, the tribe went in, and also the four children of Many-colored-Woman went into
it.

When the tribe had gone into the house, the oldest of the four young men said
to the tribe of his grandfather that they should go and bring the four baskets out of
the canoe. At once they went, but in vain. It was not long before they came back. They
were not able to lift them.

Then Place-of-Desire was just sent by his elder brothers to go and bring the
four baskets. It was not long before he came, carrying, the four baskets. Immediately
they opened out what was contained in them, and the house was almost filled4” with
all kinds of property.

The eldest of the brothers, Copper-Maker, spoke at once, and said, “O old man!
This is sent to you by Many-colored-Woman. This is what is piled up here in the
house, that you may invite with it your tribe.”

Thus he said.

Then, on account of this, they all believed that they were the sons of Many-
colored-Woman; and it is said that Oldest-one-in-the-World was the first one to give
a potlatch. Then he gave a feast with the food that was sent to him by Many-colored-
Woman; and then he came and showed the large house, and the carvings, and the
four seal dishes, and the killer-whale dishes, and the others.

And this was first given by Copper-Maker; and Seaside-of-the-World came
next, and after that came Copper-Surface, and then the youngest one, Place-of-Desire;
and then Oldest-One-in-the-World distributed coppers among his tribe, and he was
the first who handed down coppers.

The four sons of Many-colored-Woman never went back, and Many-colored-
Woman never came back to her country.

Some say that Many-colored-Woman did come back, and that the self-paddling
copper canoe came back, and that it stayed in our country.

That is the end. [...]

47 Boas inserts a [not] editorially at this point, but this makes little sense given the rest of the sentence
and the story’s implications of abundance.
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MA'LELEQALA
Tradition of the Maleleqala.
(Told by Labid, a Ma'malélegala.)

Ma’leleqala knew that Q!a’neqeelak" was coming south after having left his
brother etnEmo’gwis, and that he was transforming the world. He also knew that the
Deluge, which was sent by the Chief in Heaven, was coming, and that people were
preparing for it.

Ma’leleqala’s house was on the island T!oxusexralak", opposite Fort Rupert. He
put down large trees like the logs of a log cabin, and caulked the openings with clay.
When the Deluge came, it covered his house, but he remained inside without being
hurt. When he thought that the Deluge had subsided, he and his younger brothers,
Ha’'nar!enox" and GaLemaxs¢ala, went out, and they found the country was dry again.
They saw much driftwood, and people were lying on it, holding on to it. Then
Garemaxs*ala took a long hook and pulled the logs ashore. They became their tribe.
Ha’'nar!enox® had bow and arrows. He put a string at the bow end of his arrows and
shot at the drifting logs. Then he pulled them ashore. For this reason the members of
the Ha’nar!enox" clan show a bow and arrow at their festivals.

Ma’leleqala wished to travel, but he had no canoe. He felled a cedar-tree and
burned it out inside. At the same time he placed stones on each side, so that the fire
should not burn through the sides of the wood. Thus he continued until he had made
a serviceable canoe.

Then he started looking for a place in which to build his house. He came to Fort
Rupert (Tsa’xis). There he built a house at Larek!uxra. A shell-heap may be seen at
this place.4® His brothers accompanied him.

Now they were waiting for Q!a’neqselak" to come.

One day when they were out in their canoe, they were met by another canoe.
A man was aboard. When he came near, he asked, “What are you doing here?”

Ma’leleqala replied, “What do you mean? Do you mean my canoe that is on the
water, or do you mean the red cedar-bark on my head?”

Q!a’neqcelak® replied, “I mean the cedar-bark on your head. I like it.”

Ma’leleqala was not quite sure whether it was Q!a’neqgeelak* who had come.

Then Q!a’neqeelak" continued, “You and all your descendants shall be the first
to receive red cedar-bark in the winter ceremonial.”

Q!a'neqgeelak went on. He had just come from Gwa’dzet, where he had put the
people to rights. As soon as Q!a’neqeelak" had left, Ma’leleqala called his tribe in the
evening, and he told them of what had happened. For this reason a meeting is always
held before the winter-dance, in which the plans for the ceremonial are discussed.

Late at night the supernatural power appeared, singing like a bird. Then they
prepared for the dance of Ma’leleqala’s daughters, whose names were
Q!waq!waLemg-ilayugwa and Wilx * stasilaytugwa. They made torches and assembled

48 Tt is about half a mile west of Fort Rupert. [Note in the original.]
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in front of the houses. The people carried large planks, on which the girls were
dancing one after the other. The people sang. [...]4°

The people raised the torches high up while they were singing; but when they
did not close their song with the burden “awaya,” the two girls disappeared one after
the other, and their father said that they had been taken awawy by the supernatural
power. They stayed away for a long time, and for this reason the novices continue to
do so at present. (The people really hide the dancers, so that the uninitiated may
think that they have been taken away by the spirit, but they always stay in the house
where they are in hiding.)

One day the two girls went out. They saw something dark in the air. They did
not know what it was. When it approached, they saw that it was a large bird which
carried something in its talons. When it came still nearer, they saw that it was the
thunderbird carrying the double-headed serpent (sisiur). The bird dropped it near the
girls’ and when the double-headed serpent touched the ground, it became a salmon.
It was quite small.

Q!waq!waLemg *ilayugwa went to pick it up, but as soon as she came near it, it
disappeared. Then Ma’leleqala took a piece of wood, and went into his room, where
he carved an image of his daughter, which he intended to take her place.

While he was engaged in this work, the daughter of the lost woman climbed to
the roof of the house and pulled one of the boards aside. Thus she was able to look
into her grandfather’s room, where she saw the image, which looked just like her
mother.

Her grandfather called her, and said, “Yes, it is your mother. Come and look at
her.”

The girl came down from the roof, went into her grandfather’s room, and the
old man strangled her because she had seen what he was doing. He wrapped her up
in skin, and made a hole under the fireplace, where he buried her. For this reason the
preparations for the winter ceremonial are still kept secret, and whoever sees the
secrets without permission is killed.

In the evening began the winter-dance (kwé’xala). The people took their boxes
and carried them into the house for their chief. There they sat down quietly. Then a
speaker arose and called Ha’nar!enoxt to go and take the boxes. He took one of them
up, went around the fire, and put it down behind the fire. Then there began to be a
noise in the house, and the people sang:

“The great one is going to be Thrower with her throwing-stick. This great
Ya'lag-ilis. Ha.” [...]

After they had finished singing the song, they beat time, and various dancers
came in one after another — the Thunderbird, the Grizzly Bear, the Dzo'noq!wa, the
Raven, the Foold-Dancer, the Sea-Monster dancer [...], the Hoxthokv,and the Wasp
Dancer. Everyone performed his dance and uttered his cries.

After this the people sang the following song:

“Ah, great one, this great Ya'lag-ilis, great Wina’'lag-ilis; great one who will
take up with his hands. A ha’yahano. Wonderful power of madness. That is the way

49 T've omitted song lyrics untranslated in the original.
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your father did, madness. Almost discernible is the means by which yours would have
caused to go, with which yours would have hung (??). This, because I really said ghost
(= nearby), bring close by, sitting on fire (= ghost), trembling with hands in dance (=
ghost dancer).” [...]

On the fourth night they beat time again to bring back the women who had
disappeared. The old man, who would not let the people know what had happened,
because he was ashamed, first showed the face of the carving he had made,
pretending that it was his daughter. He had hidden some people behind the house,
who imitated his daughter’s voice and the voices of the spirits. Then a large board
was let down from the roof, on which the figure was seated. It seemed to move about
like a living person. The younger sister came back safely when the performance of
bringing back the novice was held. During this ceremony the figure was shown again
and disappeared again; and the people said that the woman had gone back with the
spirits, and that she would never return.

It is said that this whole performance was made in accordance with the advice
of Q!a’neqeelaku. Therefore the winter ceremonial is performed in this manner.

Now, Ma’leleqala resolved to leave the place where he had lost his daughter.
He went to Pa’tsawe, just east of Fort Rupert. There he built a large, strong house
and gave a festival to all the tribes, among whom he distributed qo’xqowis (a bush
with cotton-like tips) and pearl shells (k *6gwis). Here his family increased.

One day his children were playing in a cave on the beach, at which high water
is under water. The children had put down mats, and were imitating the work of their
mothers, when the tide rose and cut off their retreat.

Ma’leleqala heard them crying, but was unable to save them, and they were
drowned. While there, he found a stick with a copper attached to it, which had drifted
ashore with the tide.

He made a copper place out of it, sold it, and gave a great potlatch. This was
the first potlatch. Great-Smoke-Face (*wa’las Kwa'x*ilanockumeés) was the son of
Ma’lelegala. Once he put a copper plate down at the place where the people were in
the habit of drawing water, so that the first person to draw water in the morning
should find it. He was very wealthy. His descendants [include] [...] rabid or
Kwa’x *ilanokumedze, who told this story.
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Tekanhionwake’s “The Potlatch”5 (1913)

“Potlatch” 1s a Chinook word meaning “a gift.” Among the Indian tribes of
British Columbia it 1s used as the accepted name of a great feast, which some Indian,
who is exceedingly well off, gives to scores of guests. He entertains them for days,
sometimes for weeks, together, presenting them with innumerable blankets and
much money, for it is part of the Indian code of honor that, when one has great
possessions, he must divide them with his less fortunate tribesmen. The gifts of
money usually take the form of ten-dollar bank notes, and are bestowed broadcast
upon any man, woman or child who pleases the host by either dancing the tribal
dances very beautifully, or else originates an attractive dance of their own.

Young Ta-la-pus sat on the highest point of rock that lifted itself on the coast
at the edge of his father’s Reserve. At his feet stretched the Straits of Georgia, and
far across the mists of the salt Pacific waters he watched the sun rise seemingly out
of the mainland that someone had told him stretched eastward thousands of miles,
where another ocean, called the Atlantic, washed its far-off-shore, for Ta-la-pus lived
on Vancouver Island, and all his little life had been spent in wishing and longing to
set his small, moccasined feet on that vast mainland that the old men talked of, and
the young men visited year in and year out. But never yet had he been taken across
the wide, blue Straits, for he was only eleven years old, and he had two very big
brothers who always accompanied their father, old chief Mowitch, on his journeyings,
for they were good fishermen, and could help in the salmon catch, and bring good
chicamin (money) home to buy supplies for the winter.

Sometimes these big brothers would tease him and say, “What can you expect?
Your name is Ta-la-pus, which means a prairie wolf. What has a prairie wolf to do
with crossing great waters? He cannot swim as some other animals can. Our parents
gave us better names, ‘Chetwoot,” the bear, who swims well, and ‘Lapool,” the water
fowl, whose home is on the waters, whose feet are webbed, and who floats even while
he sleeps. No, our young brother, Ta-la-pus, the prairie wolf, was never meant to cross
the great salt Straits.”

The little Ta-la-pus would creep away to his lonely rock, trying to still the ache
in his heart, and forcing back tears from his eyes. Prairie wolves must not cry like
little girl babies — and sometimes when his heart was sorest, a clear, dazzlingly bright
day would dawn, and far, far off he could see the blur of the mainland coast, resting
on the sea like an enormous island. Then he would tell himself that, no matter what
his name was, some day he would cross to that great, far country, whose snow-
crowned mountain peaks he could just see merging into the distant clouds.

Then, late in the summer, there came one marvelous night, when his father
and brother returned from the sockeye salmon fishing, with news that set the entire
Indian village talking far into the early morning. A great Squamish chief on the

5 From Tekanhionwake (as E. Pauline Johnson). (1913). The Shagganappi. Toronto: Ryerson Press.
Written by Tekanhionwake, alias E. Pauline Johnson (1861 — 1913).
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mainland was going to give a potlatch. He had been preparing for it for weeks. He
had enjoyed a very fortunate fishing season, was a generous-hearted man, and was
prepared to spend ten thousand dollars5! in gifts and entertainment for his friends
and all the poor of the various neighboring tribes.

Chief Mowitch and all his family were invited, and great rejoicing and
anticipation were enjoyed over their salmon suppers that night.

“You and the boys go,” said his wife. “Perhaps you will be lucky and bring home
chicamin and blankets. The old men say the winter will be cold. Grey geese were
going south yesterday, three weeks earlier than last year. Yes, we will need blankets
when the ollalies (berries) are ripe in October. I shall stay at home, until the babies
are older. Yes, you and the boys go.”

“Yes,” responded the chief. “It would never do for us to miss a great Squamish
potlatch. We must go.”

Then the elder son, Chet-woot, spoke joyously:

“And, mama,52 we may bring back great riches, and even if the cold does come
while we are away, our little brother, Ta-la-pus, will care for you and the babies. He'll
carry water and bring all the wood for your warmth.”

The father looked smilingly at Ta-la-pus, but the boy’s eyes, great and dark,
and hungry for the far mainland, for the great feasts he had heard so much of, were
fastened in begging, pleading seriousness on his father’s face. Suddenly a whim seized
the old chief’s fancy.

“Ta-la-pus,” he said, “you look as if you would like to go, too. Do you want to
take part in the potlatch?”

Instantly Chet-woot objected.

“Papa, he could never go, he’s too young. They may ask him to dance for them.
He can’t dance. Then perhaps they would never ask us.”

The chief scowled. He was ruler in his own lodge, and allowed no interference
from anyone.

“Besides,” continued Chet-woot, “there would be no one to fetch wood for mama
and the babies.”

“Yes, there would be someone,” said the chief, his eyes snapping fiercely. “ You
would be here to help your mama.”

“I?” exclaimed the young man. “But how can I, when I shall be at the potlatch?
I go to allthe potlatches.”

“So much more reason that you stay home this once and care for your mama
and baby sisters, and you shall stay. Lapool and little Ta-la-pus will go with me. It is
time the boy saw something of the other tribes. Yes, I'll take Lapool and Ta-la-pus,
and there is no change to my word when it is once spoken.”

Chet-woot sat like one stunned, but an Indian knows better than to argue with
his father. The great, dark eyes of little Ta-la-pus glowed like embers of fire; his young

51 Fact. This amount has frequently been given away. [Note in the original.]
52 The Chinook for father and mother is “papa” and “mama,” adopted from the English language. [Note
in the original ]
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heart leaped joyously. At last, at last, he was free to set foot in the country of his
dreams — the far, blue, mountain-circled mainland.

All that week his mother worked day and night on a fine new native costume
for him to wear on the great occasion. There were trousers of buckskin fringed down
on each side, a shirt of buckskin, beaded and beautified by shell ornaments, a
necklace of the bones of a rare fish, strung together like little beads on deer sinew,
earrings of pink and green pearl from the inner part of the shells of a bivalve, neat
moccasins, and solid silver, carven bracelets.

She was working on a headdress consisting of a single red fox-tail and eagle
feathers, when he came and stood beside her.

“Mama,” he said, “there is a prairie wolf skin you cover the babies with while
they sleep. Would you let me have it this once, if they would not be cold without it?”

“They will never be cold,” she smiled, “for I can use an extra blanket over them.
I only use it because I started to when you were the only baby I had, and it was your
name, so I covered you with it at night.”

“And I want to cover myself with it now,” he explained, “its head as my
headdress, its front paws about my neck, its thick fur and tail trailing behind me as
I dance.”

“So you are going to dance, my little Ta-la-pus?” she answered proudly. “But
how is that, when you do not yet know our great tribal dances?”

“I have made one of my own, and a song, too,” he said, shyly.

She caught him to her, smoothing the hair back from his dark forehead.

“That is right,” she half whispered, for she felt she did not want anyone but
herself to know his boyish secret. “Always make things for yourself; don’t depend on
others, try what you can do alone. Yes, you may take the skin of the prairie wolf. I
will give it to you for all time- it is yours.”

That night his father also laid in his hands a gift. It was a soft, pliable belt,
woven of the white, peeled roots of the cedar, dyed brilliantly, and worked into a
magnificent design.

“Your great-grandmother made it,” said the chief. “Wear it on your first journey
into the larger world than this island, and do nothing in all your life that would make
her regret, were she alive, to see it round your waist.”

So little Ta-la-pus set forth with his father and brother, well equipped for the
great potlatch, and the meeting of many from half a score of tribes.

They crossed the Straits on a white man’s steamer, a wonderful sight to Ta-la-
pus, who had never been aboard any larger boat than his father’s fishing smack and
their own high-bowed, gracefully-curved canoe. In and out among the islands of the
great gulf the steamer wound, bringing them nearer, ever nearer to the mainland.
Misty and shadowy, Vancouver Island dropped astern, until at last they steamed into
harbor, where a crowd of happy-faced Squamish Indians greeted them, stowed them
away in canoes, paddled a bit up-coast, then sighted the great, glancing fires that
were lighting up the grey of oncoming night — fires of celebration and welcome to all
the scores of guests who were to partake of thee lavish hospitality of the great
Squamish chief.
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As he stepped from the great canoe, Ta-la-pus thought he felt a strange thrill
pass through the soles of his feet. They had touched the mainland of the vast
continent of North America for the first time; his feet seemed to become sensitive,
soft, furry, cushioned like those of a wild animal. Then, all at once, a strange
inspiration seized him. Why not try to make his footsteps “pad” like the noiseless
paws of a prairie wolf? “pad” in the little dance he had invented, instead of “shuffling”
1n his moccasins, as all the grown men did? He made up his mind that when he was
alone in his tent he would practice it, but just now the great Squamish chief was
coming towards them with outstretched greeting hands, and presently he was patting
little Ta-la-pus on the shoulder, and saying, “Oh, ho, my good tillicum Mowitch, I am
glad you have brought this boy. I have a son of the same size. They will play together,
and perhaps this tenas tyee (little chief) will dance for me some night.”

“My brother does not dance our tribal dances,” began Lapool, but Ta-la-pus
spoke up bravely.

“Thank you, O Great Tyee (Chief), I shall dance when you ask me.”

His father and brother both stared at him in amazement. Then Chief Mowitch
laughted, and said, “If he says he will dance, he will do it. He never promises what
he cannot do, but I did not know he could do the steps. Ah! he is a little hoolol (mouse)
this boy of mine; he keeps very quiet, and does not boast what he can do.”

Little Ta-la-pus was wonderfully encouraged by his father’s notice of him and
his words of praise. Never before had he seemed so close to manhood, for, being the
youngest boy of the family, he had but little companionship with any at home except
his mother and the little sisters that now seemed so far behind him in their island
home.

All that evening the old chiefs and the stalwart young [Indians] were gravely
shaking hands with his father, his brother Lapool, and himself, welcoming them to
the great festival and saying pleasant things about peace and brotherhood prevailing
between the various tribes, instead of war and bloodshed, as in the olden times. It
was late when the great supper of boiled salmon was over, and the immense bonfires
began to blaze on the shores where the falling tides of the Pacific left the beaches dry
and pebbly.

The young men stretched themselves on the cool sands, and the old men lighted
their peace pipes, and talked of the days when they hunted the mountain sheep and
black bear on these very heights overlooking the sea. Ta-la-pus listened to everything.
He could learn so much from the older men, and hour by hour he gained confidence.
No more he thought of his dance with fear and shyness, for all these people were
kindly and hospitable even to a boy of eleven.

At midnight there was another feast, this time of clams, and luscious crabs,
with much steaming black tea. Then came the great Squamish chief, saying more
welcoming words, and inviting his guests to begin their tribal dances.

Ta-la-pus never forgot the brilliant sight that he looked on for the next few
hours. Scores of young men and women went through the most graceful figures of
beautiful dances, their shell ornaments jingling merrily in perfect time to each twist
and turn of their bodies. The wild music from the beat of Indian drums and shell
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“rattles” arose weirdly, half sadly, drifting up the mountain heights, until it lost itself
in the timber line of giant firs that crested the summits. The red blaze from the
campfires flitted and flickered across the supple figures that circled around, in and
out between the three hundred canoes beached on the sands, and the smoke-tipped
tents and log lodges beyond the reach of tide water. Above it all a million stars shone
down from the cloudless heavens of a perfect British Columbian night. After a while
Ta-la-pus fell asleep, and when he awoke, dawn was just breaking. Someone had
covered him with a beautiful, white, new blanket, and as his young eyes opened, they
looked straight into the kindly face of the great Squamish chief.

“We are all aweary, ‘tenas tyee (little chief),” he said. “The dancers are tired,
and we shall all sleep until the sun reaches midday, but my guests cry for one more
dance before sunrise. Will you dance for us, oh, little Ta-la-pus?”’

The boy sprang up, every muscle and sinew and nerve on the alert. The
moment of his triumph or failure had come.

"You have made me, even a boy like me, very welcome, O Great Tyee," he said,
standing erect as an arrow, with his slender, dark chin raised manfully. "I have eaten
of your kloshe muck-a-muck (very good food), and it has made my heart and my feet
very skookum (strong). I shall do my best to dance and please you.”

The boy was already dressed in the brilliant buckskin costume his mother had
spent so many hours in making, and his precious wolfskin was flung over his arm.
The great Squamish chief now took him by the hand and led him towards the blazing
fires round which the tired dancers, the old men and women, sat in huge circles where
the chill of dawn could not penetrate.

“One more dance, then we sleep,” said the chief to the great circle of spectators.
“This tenas tyee will do his best to amuse us.”

Then Ta-la-pus felt the chief's hand unclasp, and he realized that he was
standing absolutely alone before a great crowd of strangers, and that every eye was
upon him.

“Oh, my brother,” he whispered, smoothing the prairie wolf skin, “help me to
be like you, help me to be worthy of your name.”

Then he pulled the wolf’s head over his own, twisted the fore legs about his
throat, and stepped into the great circle of sand between the crouching multitude and
the fires.

Stealthily he began to pick his way in the full red flare from the flames. He
heard many voices whispering, “tenas,” “tenas,” meaning “he is little, he is young,”
but his step only grew more stealthy, until he “padded” into a strange, silent trot in
exact imitation of a prairie wolf. As he swung the second time round the fires, his
young voice arose, in a thin, wild, wonderful barking tone, so weird and wolf-like that
half the spectators leaped up to their knees, or feet, the better to watch and listen.

Another moment, and he was putting his chant into words:
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“They call me Ta-la-pus, the prairie-wolf, And wild and free am I.
I cannot swim like Eh-ko-lie, the whale, Nor like the eagle, Chack-chack, can I fly.
I cannot talk as does the great Ty-ee, Nor like the o-tel-agh®3 shine in the sky,
I am but Ta-la-pus, the prairie-wolf, And wild and free am 1.”

With every word, every step, he became more like the wolf he was describing.
Across his chanting and his “paddling” in the sand came murmurs from the crowd.
He could hear “tenas, tenas,” “to-ke-tie tenas” (pretty boy), “skookum-tanse” (good
strong dance). Then at last, “ow,” “ow,” meaning “our young brother.”

On and on went Ta-la-pus. The wolf feeling crept in to his legs, his soft young
feet, his clutching fingers, his wonderful dark eyes that now gleamed red and lustrous
in the firelight. He was as one inspired, giving a beautiful and marvelous portrait of
the wild vagabonds of the plains. For fully ten minutes he circled and sang, then
suddenly crouched on his haunches, then, lifting his head, he turned to the east, his
young throat voiced, strange note, wolf-like he howled to the rising sun, which at that
moment looked over the crest of the mountains, its first golden shaft falling full upon
his face.

His chant and his strange wolf-dance were ended. Then one loud clamor arose
from the crowd. “Tenas tyee,” “Tenas tyee,” they shouted, and Ta-la-pus knew that
he had not failed. But the great Squamish chief was beside him.

“Tillicums,”54 he said, facing the crowd, “this boy has danced no tribal dance
learned from his people or his parents. This is his own dance, which he has made to
deserve his name. He shall get the first gifts of our great potlatch. Go,” he added,, to
one of the young men, “bring ten dollars of the white man’s chicamin (money), and
ten new blankets as white as that snow on the mountain top.”

The crowd was delighted. They approved the boy and rejoiced to see the real
potlatch was begun. When the blankets were piled up beside him they reached to the
top of Ta-la-pus’ head. Then the chief put ten dollars in the boy’s hand with the simple
words, “I am glad to give it. You won it well, my tenas tyee.”

That was the beginning of a great week of games, feasting and tribal dances,
but not a night passed but the participants called for the wild “wolf-dance” of the little
boy from the island.

When the potlatch was over, old Chief Mowitch and Lapool and Ta-la-pus
retruned to Vancouver Island, but no more the boy sat alone on the isolated rock,
watching the mainland through a mist of yearning. He had set foot in the wider world,
he had won his name, and now honored it, instead of hating it, as in the old days
when his brothers taunted him, for the great Squamish chief, in bidding good-bye to
him, had said:

“Lattle Ta-la-pus, remember a name means much to a man. You despised your
name, but you have made it great and honorable by your own act, your own courage.
Keep that name honorable, little Ta-la-pus; it will be worth far more to you than many
blankets or much of the white man’s chicamin.”

53 Sun. [Note in the original.]
54 Friends, my people. [Note in the original.]
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BANNING THE POTLATCH

“The moral improvement of the Indians”55 (1880)

The moral improvement of the Indians will not, we hope, be forgotten.
Giveaways and drunkenness amongst them in the outlying districts will, we are told,
be stopped. Good; but while looking after those who reside beyond the city, let those
who reside within the city not be forgotten. Here, in Victoria, is the fountainhead, so
to speak, of the liquor supply. The source must be destroyed if the stream is to be
dried up. Energetic measures adopted for the government of the Indians settled or
residing here would put a stop instantly to nine-tenths of the drunken orgies called
potlatches along the coastline. Here, within striking distance of the Indian
superintendency, is the spot where lurks the evil that requires to be extirpated.

“Difficulties he had to contend against”56 (1880)

The pulpit of St. John’s was occupied on Sunday morning by the Rev. Mr. Hall,
who gave an interesting account of his missionary labors at Fort Rupert. The
difficulties he had to contend against arose from the practice of potlatch, from the
medicine man, and from drink. [...] The potlatch was represented to be no gift, but
loans to be repaid with interest, payments of which were sometimes extended over
three or four years.

“There is another evil”’57 (1880)

There is another evil intimately associated with, and in a sense underlying,
the Indian liquor traffic as at present carried on along the coast. We refer to the
practice commonly called potlatching. The highest — shall we say noblest? — ambition
of the coast Indian would appear to be to accumulate the largest possible number of
blankets for the purpose of holding a potlatch and giving them away. It is this
ambition that has much to do with inducing the Indian to engage in the liquor traffic,
as the most ready means of amassing the coveted blanket wealth. It is this ambition
which even tempts him to the still more ignoble length of sending his wife or daughter
to our towns in order that the wages of her shame may add to the pile of his blankets!

Having by such means succeeded in accumulating, say, one thousand blankets,
the tribe is called together, and a potlatch held, and the now blanketless hero struts
his brief day, a grandee among his fellows. But his glory, so ingloriously won, is short-
lived. His pile of blankets has been o’ertopped by another; and, at the next grand feast

5 From THE INDIAN QUESTION. (1880, January 23). Daily Colonist, p. 2.

56 From FORT RUPERT MISSION. (1880, March 23). Daily Colonist, p. 3.

57 From OUR HERITAGE — WHAT ARE WE DOING TO PRESERVE IT? (1880, August 6). Daily
Colonist, p. 2.
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of the tribe, he must endure the extreme mortification of seeing himself publicly
degraded by the first cut of the beaver being passed to his rival.

This fires his soul with jealous hate, and arouses his ambition to a still higher
(?) pitch. He stalks forth with a dark frown on his brow and bitter hatred in his heart,
and betakes himself with renewed vigor to the liquor traffic, while he sends off both
wife and daughter to dens of infamy in order that they may aid him in winning back
his lost distinction. And thus the foolish, and in its consequences ruinous, strife goes
on. That this custom conduces to the liquor trade by creating a fresh incentive to push
1t, and that these two together constitute an almost insuperable barrier to missionary
work, there can be no doubt.

“Very strong feelings”58 (1882)

A few days ago the chiefs representing and speaking for the seventeen tribes
of Indians located at Victoria, Saanich, Cowichan, Somenos, Penelecot, Chemainus,
Hantem, Nanaimo, Comox, New Westminster and Squamish, met in council at the
Nanaimo Camp, for the purpose of taking into consideration the recent order issued
by the Indian Department stopping potlatch feasts after six months from date of
notice. Each chief spoke at some length detailing the views of his tribe, which was in
every instance adverse to discontinuing the potlatch feasts.

It was unanimously decided not to give up the feasts, for it was a long
established custom and they had very strong feelings in regard to the observance of
these feasts. The chiefs argued that their people were enjoying themselves in their
own peculiar way, without doing any injury to the Government or white people, and
they could not see by what right the Government had interfered. If the Government
attempted to stop the feasts by force, it will cause trouble, but if the Government wish
the Indians to stop feasting they should provide schools to teach the young Indians
different views.

The chiefs suggested that the Government, instead of trying to stop the
harmless feasts, should take steps to completely stop the liquor traffic among the
Indians, for the liquor does a great deal more harm among the Indian tribes than the
feasts ever did. The chiefs claim that the feature of the potlatch which gives food and
clothes to the old and infirm Indians is commendable, and very pointedly ask if the
Government are willing to provide necessaries for the old and infirm Indians.

The above are the main points of conference or council, and it will be seen that
the Indians are not inclined to give up their old established custom without a severe
struggle. They argue that the custom will die a natural death with the present
generation, as the younger members of the tribe have got the same strong feelings in
regard to potlatches (give away feasts) that the middle-aged and old men have.

58 From The Feast of Potlatch. (1882, November 15). Nanaimo Free Press, p. 3.
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“A source of misery to them”59 (1882)

Editor Free Press — Will you allow me to take exception to some remarks that
appeared in a recent issue of your valuable paper in regard to the “Indian Potlatch”?

If the Indians are wards of the Government, surely it becomes the Department
to stop any custom that is destructive and demoralizing, and which thwarts all efforts
to improve them as the “Potlatching System” undeniably does. And to leave the
question of whether the feasts shall be discontinued to the Indians themselves — as
you suggest — would be like a wise father submitting important questions to his
untaught children, and being guided by them.

For many years it was thought at Nanaimo that the feasts would die out, but
after a struggle of twenty years it has killed the school out, and has a firmer hold on
the people than it did then, disproving your theory that it would likely die out of itself
in a short time, aided by the teaching of the schools.

But the reasoning of the Indians is very inconsistent with the facts of the case,
and shows much croft, saying “if the Government attempted to stop the feasts by force
1t will cause trouble, but if the Government wish the Indians to stop feasting they
should provide schools to teach the young Indians different views.” Have not the
Government and churches tried that course for many years? But the faithers and
mothers who continued the “potlatching” positively refused to allow their children to
attend school. The suggestion of the Indians that the Government should take steps
to completely stop the liquor traffic is a good one and should be noticed by the
Department.

But does not the potlatch system lead to drinking? Is it not at those gatherings
that most of the whisky troubles have taken place? Cowichan for instance. While I
fully believe that the Department should assist the old and infirm Indians, I deny the
statement of the Indians that the potlatch has any feature about it which helps the
old or infirm — but it is a source of misery to them. Their friends, instead of
administering to their sick, keep all they can get to make a grand show with at a
feast, and go abroad sometimes, leaving their sick to die alone.

But sir, unless you live among them you can scarcely know the amount of
debauchery and degradation which are caused by these feasts. How parents sell their
children, brothers their sisters, and husbands their wives — what for? To make money
to get a “potlatch”!

Whisky is a great curse to those Flat-head tribes. But it is not the only source
of all their misery, which is seen by the facts among the Northern Indian tribes, where
there 1s no whisky — but where the potlatch is still kept up. The Indians are nearly
as miserable and debauched as are the Flatheads. And it 1s impossible to carry on a
school or to elevate them where the potlatching is continued. But in every instance
where the practice has been given up, the people have immediately made rapid
strides toward civilization. But not a single tribe has advanced who have retained it.

59 From Green, A. E. et al. (1883, February 10). Indian Potlatches. Nanaimo Free Press, p. 3. Written
by Alfred Eli Green (1851-1914), from Greenville Mission, Nass River, B.C., Dec. 14th, 1882.
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Having lived among the Indians for nearly nine years; three years of that time
having been spent in teaching the Nanaimo Indian School, and having visited nearly
all those places represented by the chiefs in the meeting reported in your paper of
November 15th, I know from personal experience of what I write.

A. E. GREEN.

[REPLY BY THE EDITOR OF THE FREE PRESS]

Our northern correspondent is somewhat in error. We did not advance any
arguments in favor of a continuance of these potlatch feasts, for it is our firm opinion
they should be done away with. We simply took exception to the arbitrary stature of
the order, 1.e., that no potlatches should be held after six months from the date of the
order. It is just such arbitrary measures that have caused the great troubles among
the Indians of the neighboring Republic. We stated that the practice of “potlatching”
was rapidly dying out, and that by a judicious system of teaching it would die a
natural death in a few years. The effect of the teachings in the Metlakatlah, Fort
Simpson and other missions, is a practical example of our argument. At the Potlatch
held at the Nanaimo camp last summer, not a single case of drunkenness came under
the cognizance of the police — and they were on the alert all the time. We would not
for a moment uphold the system of “Indian potlatches,” and as to what was said at
the meeting of the chiefss, our information was obtained from several of the chiefs
themselves. -Ed. FREE PRESS.

“Second reading of Bill (No. 87)”60 (1884)

Sir JOHN A. MACDONALD in moving the second reading of Bill (No. 87)
further to amend the Indian Act, 1880, said: [...] The third clause provides that
celebrating the “Potlatch” is a misdemeanor. This Indian festival is a debauchery of
the worst kind, and the departmental officers and all clergymen unite in affirming
that it is absolutely necessary to put this practice down. Last year the late Governor
General issued a proclamation on the advice of his Ministers warning Indians against
celebrating this festival. At these gatherings they give way their guns and all their
property in a species of rivalry, and go so far as to give away their wives; in fact, as |
have said, it is a great debauch. Under this Act to celebrate the Potlatch is to be guilty
of a misdemeanor.

60 From Dominion of Canada. (1884). Official report of the debates of the House of Commons of the
Dominion of Canada : second session. Ottawa: Roger MacLean. The following extract is from the
debates of March 24, 1884.
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“This is a new clause”s! (1884)

On section 3 [of Bill (no. 87) further to amend the Indian Act, 1880]62,

Sir JOHN A. MACDONALD: This is a new clause for the purpose of putting
down the Indian festival known as the “potlatch” which is the cause of a great deal of
misery and demoralization in British Columbia. The representations made to the
Government on the subject, not only by the Indian agent, but by the clergy, are very
strong. They say it is utterly useless, especially on Vancouver Island, where the
“potlatch” principally exists, to introduce orderly habits while it is in vogue. They
meet and carry on a sort of mystery; they remain for weeks, and sometimes months,
as long as they can get food, and carry on all kinds of orgies. It is lamentable to read
the accounts given by the clergy of British Columbia, and they urge that some
legislation on the subject should take place. It was suggested by the clergy there that
1t would have some effect if the Governor General should issue a proclamation,
warning the Indians against this unhappy custom, and though it did have some effect,
it was not at all commensurate with the expectations which were founded upon it,
and so it is proposed to introduce this clause. I have here a number of statements
from both the Catholic and the Protestant missionaries, showing the awful effects of
this custom, but I need not trouble the House by reading them.

Mr. BLAKE: I think anybody who has read descriptions of this feast will not
doubt that it has a very demoralizing tendency in a great many ways. I have had
accounts of men of apparently very considerable financial and commercial power
among the Indians of British Columbia, some of whom I believe have accumulated
considerable wealth, and it is all dissipated in the insane exuberance of generosity
which seems to be encouraged by these meetings. But the custom is a very old and a
very inveterate one amongst them; and without at all saying that the case is not ripe
for the passage of such a clause as this, it seems to me that one should be very
cautious in attempting suddenly to stop, by the harsh process of criminal law, the
known customs and habits of these tribes. I would therefore strongly recommend the
hon. gentlemen, with reference to the minimum punishment of two months, to alter
the clause, so that for the first two years an almost nominal punishment might, if the
authorities thought it expedient, be imposed in the first instance. The point to be
attained is to the getting the Indians gradually to see that this practice is contrary to
the law; and by the force of the trial and a very trifling punishment the first time,
with a warning that would spread amongst them that a much severer punishment
might be inflicted on the next occasion, would perhaps repress the practice. But the
necessity of inflicting two months’ punishment might turn out to be a calamitous
necessity.

Sir JOHN A. MACDONALD: I will accept the hon. gentleman’s suggestion and
strike out the words “nor less than two,” leaving the maximum, but not the minimum.

61 From Dominion of Canada. (1884). Official report of the debates of the House of Commons of the
Dominion of Canada : second session. Ottawa: Roger MacLean. The following extract is from the
debates of April 7, 1884.

62 Phrasing copied from elsewhere in the debates.
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Mr. BLAKE: I have another suggestion with reference to the extreme looseness
of the provision making those liable to indictment who directly or indirectly
encourage an Indian to celebrate the festival, and liable to six months’ imprisonment.
This is certainly a very vague offence to bring a man for six months to gaol.

Sir RICHARD CARTWRIGHT: Does the hon. gentleman know whether this
practice prevails universally in British Columbia?

Sir JOHN A. MACDONALD: It pervades some of the tribes — I think not all;
but Vancouver Island is the chief scene of these disorders. Mr. Lomas, who is a very
intelligent agent on the west coast of Vancouver Island, says:

[MR. LOMAS ON THE POTLATCH]

“The two customs are intimately connected, because without a donation
(potlatch) of food, a dance is never held, and these dances have been sadly on the
increase during the present winter, and many young men have impoverished
themselves and their families because they had not the moral courage to oppose the
customs. Indeed, this want of courage or inability to withstand the sneers of the old
people always forms one of the greatest drawbacks in the advancement of the native
races on the coast. But in the event of any law being passed, it would be advisable to
allow a fixed time for its coming into force, as potlatches are in reality a spending of
a certain amount of property which has to be returned at an uncertain date with
Interest, or rather with an additional amount, which at some future date has to be
returned either by the recipient, or if he is dead, by some of his sons. Thus, young
men themselves opposed to the custom are often drawn in it, but besides the expenses
of the potlatch, 1.e., food, firewood, and attendance on the guests, a large amount of
property is always thrown away, to be scrambled for by the invited guests. Local
traders derive a benefit from these gatherings, and often encourage the Indians to
keep them up, forgetting that were these Indians working their lands, they would be
a constant source of profit instead of being, as now, only an occasional one. A few days
ago I called a meeting of all the leading men of [the] Cowichan, Chemainus, and
Saanich bands, on the above subject, and the matter was well discussed, but I regret
to say only a few had the courage to stand up and say they would give up both
customs, and do their best to influence their relatives to do so. Since that time several
others have been to request that their names may be added to this list; and as several
of these have had land allotted to them, I would suggest that they be supplied with
their location tickets at once.”

The clergy are exceedingly strong on this subject. Mr. Donckele, the Catholic
priest at Cowichan, says:

[MR. DONCKELE ON THE POTLATCH]

“For many years I entertained the hope that these heathenish practices would
have disappeared as soon as the young people adopted the habits of the whites, and
applied themselves to the pursuits of various industries; but now I am sorry to state
that many of the young men, who for years had improved their fertile lands, built
houses and barns on them, and made for themselves and their families an almost
independent life, have abandoned their farms and become again the adepts of
superstition and barbarism. The evil reached its climax last winter, when some of the
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most prominent dancers insulted some of their Indian Chiefs, because they insisted
on their subjects assuming the habits of the whites and giving up the savage life of
their ancestors. With a view to ameliorate the condition of the Indians and provide
them with comfort and happiness, I respectfully request you, Sir, in the name of the
civilized Indians, to beg the Indian Department to have a law to stop the disastrous
practice of potlatching, and especially dancing, as it is carried on by the Indians of
Vancouver Island. I am thoroughly convinced that unless stringent measures be
taken, every effort will be fruitless; for parents bring up their children in such a way
that it is impossible for anyone to inculcate in their minds any moral, social, or
industrious knowledge. The only training parents bestow upon their children is
concerning the potlatches and dances. During the whole winter, schools are deserted
by all those children whose parents attend the dances. When the winter is over they
have squandered all their summer earnings, and are compelled to leave their homes
and roam about in their canoes in search of food, and thus neglect cultivating their
lands and sending their children to school. In the summer they leave again for several
months, working abroad to earn a few dollars, in order to give a dance in the winter,
and spend in one winter’s night the earnings of a whole winter. I have lately visited
the Indians residing between Cowichan and Nanaimo, and in every tribe where
dancing is kept up there was general complaint of sickness; and, alas, how could it be
otherwise, when for about two months they hardly take a night’s rest, and when they
indulge whole days in ceaseless vociferations?”

His statements are very grievous with respect to the chief dances, and I think
we must have stringent legislation to put them down.

Mr. SHAKESPEARE: Not only is it the wish of the clergy that these dances
and potlatches should be done away with, but it is the desire of a large number of the
Indians on Vancouver Island. Last year I presented a petition to the right. Hon. the
leader of the Government from several hundred Indians on Vancouver Island,
expressing the wish that the Government would take some steps to do away with
these potlatches, as they were demoralizing in the extreme. [...]

Section, as amended, agreed to.

Bill, as amended, reported.

“Indian Act Amendment Bill”¢3 (1884)

The House resolved itself into a Committee of the Whole on Bill (87), “An Act
further to amend the Indian Act, 1880.”

In the Committee, Hon. Sir ALEX CAMPBELL said [...] that the object of [the
third] clause was to prohibit the celebration of an Indian festival known as the
“potlatch” dance, which was represented as being very demoralizing in its effect on
those who participated in it.

63 From Dominion of Canada. (1884). Debates of the Senate of the Dominion of Canada, 1884: second
session, fifth Parliament. Ottawa: A.S. Woodburn. The following extract is from the session of April
15, 1884.
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Hon. Mr. MACDONALD explained that the word potlatch meant a gift feast.
The Indians, on the invitation of a Chief, gathered together sometimes to the number
of hundreds at those feats at which he and his friends distributed gifts in the shape
of provisions, blankets, furs and other commodities. Sometimes the dances were
conducted in an orderly manner; at other times Indians got drunk, and most
disgraceful scenes ensued. At one place, Metlakatla, the missionary, Mr. Duncan, had
succeeded in abolishing the custom entirely. When he went there some twenty years
ago, the Indians in celebrating the potlatch were in the habit of eating dogs and
human flesh in their feasts, but Mr. Duncan had not only succeeded in inducing the
Indians to abandon these horrid customs, but had abolished the trade in spirits64
along the coast for a distance of some seven hundred miles. The Tom-an-oes dance
was a half religious half Masonic ceremony, at which young men of the tribe are
supposed to be initiated into the mysteries of manhood.

Hon. Sir ALEX CAMPBELL said that the evils which resulted from these
potlatch dances were described in the following letters, which he would read to the
Committee, and which had suggested this legislation:

BRITISH COLUMBIA, Indian Office, Victoria, Feb’y. 27th, 1884

Sir — I have the honor to enclose copies of correspondence from Indian Agent
Lomas and Messrs. Doukele and Bryant, Roman Catholic and Wesleyan
Missionaries, on the subject of “Potlatches” and “Tamanawas” dances.

I agree with Mr. Lomas, that some legal prohibition is necessary before these
habits will cease.

If it be the intention to pass a law for the establishment of Indian councils,
these bodies should have the power of stopping the evils complained of.

It 1s also, in my opinion, desirable that an agent should be empowered by law
to prevent the practice of any barbarous customs upon reserves placed under his
immediate care. Should you concur in this, I trust that something of the kind may be
passed during the present session of the Federal Legislature.

I have the honor to be, sir, your very obedient servant,

J. W. POWELL,

Indian Superintendent

COWICHAN INDIAN AGENCY, Maple Bay, B.C., February 5th, 1884

Sir — After considerable experience, mature consideration, and consultations
with many persons who have the welfare of the native races at heart, I have come to
the conclusion that before the Indians of this coast can be permanently benefited, a
law must be passed for the prevention of the foolish, wasteful, and demoralizing
custom of “potlatching” and for the punishment of any Indian allowing a Tom-an-oes
dance to be held in any house of which he is owner or part owner.

64 He had gone so far as to seize vessels that were engaged in selling to the Indians, and imprisoned
the captain and crew. He first succeeded in Christianizing a number of the Indians, whom he induced
to leave the rest of the band and form a village for themselves at Metlakatla, which was now a thriving
village with a population of one thousand souls, with comfortable houses, good streets lighted with
lamps, and church and schools; but he was sorry to say that a churchman — Bishop Ridley — was now
destroying all this work out of jealousy. [From the main text of the original.]
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A few years ago I thought that these dances were only foolish imitations of
their old savage customs, but now I am convinced they are:

(1) The principal cause of the decrease of populaitons.

(2) Of the destitution and misery of the aged.

(3) Of a great deal of sickness and deaths among the children.

(4) Of the indifference to the advantages of education.

(5) Of the neglect of their farms, cattle and horses during the winter months.

The two customs are intimately connected, because without a donation
“potlatch” of food a dance is never held — and these dances have been sadly on the
increase during the present winter, and many young men have impoverished
themselves, and their families, because they had not the moral courage to oppose the
customs. Indeed, this want of courage, or inability to withstand the sneers of the old
people, always forms one of the greatest drawbacks to the advancement of the native
races of the coast.

But in the event of any law being passed, it would be advisable to allow a fixed
time for its coming into force, as “potlatches” are, in reality, a lending of a certain
amount of property, which has to be returned at an uncertain date, with interest, or
rather with an additional amount, which at some future date has to be returned,
either by the recipient, or if he be dead by some of his sons.

Thus young men, themselves opposed to the custom, are often drawn into it,
but besides the expenses of the “potlatch,” 1.e., food, firewood, and attendance on the
guests, a large amount of property is always thrown away to be scrambled for by the
invited guests.

Local traders derive a benefit from these gatherings, and often encourage the
Indians to keep them up, forgetting that were these Indians working their lands, they
would be a constant source of profit instead of being as now, only an occasional one.

A few days ago I called a meeting of all the leading men of [the] Cowichan,
Chemainus, and Saanich Bands, on the above subject, and the matter was well
discussed, but I regret to say only a few had the courage to stand up and say they
would give up both customs, and do their best to influence their relatives to do so.
Since that time several others have been to request that their names may be added
to this list, and as several of these have had land allotted to them I would suggest
that they be supplied with their Location Tickets at once.

Indeed, it might have a good effect if only those Indians who give up the custom
of “potlatching” receive tickets to their lands.

I have been in correspondence with both the Roman Catholic and Methodist
Missionaries in my Agency. Copies of their letters I herewith enclose, that, in the
event of the Government seeing fit to pass any law on this subject, the views of these
persons who are deeply interested in the welfare of the Indians may be known.

I have the honor to be, Sir, your obedient servant,

W. H. LOMAS,
Indian Agent. |...]
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[Copy of a letter from] COWICHAN, BRITISH COLUMBIA, 2nd February, 1884
[To] W. H. LOMAS, Esquire, Indian Agent, Maple Bay:

Sir — Three years ago a petition signed by the best and most civilized Indians
of Cowichan was forwarded to the Superintendent General of Indian Affairs at
Ottawa, praying him to abolish the heathenish practices of “potlatching” and dancing.

In that petition the Indians explained to the Superintendent how dancing was
carried on, by their fellow natives, and how utterly incompatible this practice was
with all progress and civilization.

The uncivilized Indians being far more numerous than the civilized prevent
the latter from making any by-law to stop the evil and thus render them entirely
powerless, and subject to their continual and bitter invectives.

Several of these that had signed the petition, not obtaining assistance from the
proper authorities, and being daily harassed and ridiculed by their antagonists, have
of late forsaken their aspirations of becoming civilized and returned to a life of
vagrancy.

For many years I entertained the hope that these heathenish practices would
have disappeared as soon as the young people adopted the habits of the whites, and
applied themselves to the pursuits of various industries, but now I am sorry to state
that many of the young men who for years had improved their fertile lands, built
houses and barns on them, and made for themselves and their families an almost
independent life have abandoned their farms and become again the adepts of
superstition and barbarism.

The evil reached its climax last winter when some of the most prominent
dancers insulted some of heir Indian chiefs, because they insisted on their subjects
assuming the habits of the whites and giving up the savage life of their ancestors.

With a view to ameliorate the condition of the Indians and provide them with
comfort and happiness, I respectfully request you, Sir, in the name of the civilized
Indians, to beg the Indian Department to have a law to stop the disastrous practice
of “potlatching” and especially dancing as it is carried on by the Indians of Vancouver
Island.

I am thoroughly convinced that unless stringent measures be taken, every
effort will be fruitless; for parents bring up their children in such a way that it is
1mpossible for anyone to inculcate in their minds any moral, social, or industrious
knowledge. The only training parents bestow upon their children is concerning the
“potlatches” and dances.

During the whole winter, schools are deserted by all those children whose
parents attend the dances; when the winter is over they have squandered all their
summer earnings and are compelled to leave their homes and roam about in their
canoes in search of food, and thus neglect cultivating their lands and sending their
children to school. In the summer they leave again for several months, working
abroad to earn a few dollars in order to give a dance in the winter, and spend in one
winter’s night the earnings of a whole summer.

I have lately visited the Indians residing between Cowichan and Nanaimo, and
in every tribe where dancing is kept up, there was general complaint of sickness; and,
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alas, how could it be otherwise, when for about two months they hardly take a night’s
rest, and when they indulge whole days in ceaseless vociferations?

The statistics of last year show an astonishing decrease of the population; the
number of births, for instance, was about 20 less than in 1882.

Parents being unwilling to provide their offspring with moral training and
education, children are naturally led to lead a licentious life, especially when parents
are inflamed with a desire of prostituting their girls for the sake of money.

To remedy this evil my humble opinion is that the only means is to check the
above causes obstructive of the education of the children, viz.: the “potlatches” and
dances; for as long as Indians indulge in those heathenish practices it is impossible
for them to remain at home; and thus during the greater part of the year there can
be no school; and whereas the majority of the Indians are determined not to frame
any by-law to counteract the evil, it remains with their supervisors to do so.

It has been thought that clergymen might succeed in abating the evil as they
had succeeded in other places. This might have been easy, perhaps, in former times,
before a host of wicked white advisors had settled amongst them, who for the sake of
a scanty emolument persuaded the Indians to continue their old customs. The fact
that some clergymen who for years labored strenuously to extirpate the evil were
powerless to do so here, but were successful in some more Northern sphere is a
sufficient proof that the blame is not to be laid to their charge.

Knowing, sir, your desire of promoting the welfare of the Indians under your
care, | earnestly hope that you will lend your assistance in obtaining from the Indian
Department the necessary means to destroy the evil.

I have the honor to be, Sir, your humble servant,

G. DONCKELE,
Catholic Priest.

[Copy of a letter from] NANAIMO, B.C., January 30th, 1884

Sir — In reply to your favor of the 24th inst., in which you do me the honor of
asking for any suggestions I may be able to offer, respecting the custom of
“potlatching” among the Indians on this coast, allow me to say that it 1s with pleasure
that I accede to your request, inasmuch as it affords me an opportunity of conveying
through an official channel to the Government the strong and decided opinion, which
I hold, after a personal knowledge of twenty-six years with our Indian tribes (chiefly
on the east coast, and partly on the Fraser River) of what you aptly designate as the
demoralizing custom of “potlatching,” which, as you say, appears to be on the increase
among the Indians of this coast.

My uniform experience, but certainly my experience as a Christian missionary
in this Province for the past thirteen and a half years, sustains your view that the
“potlatching” customs are demoralizing without a redeeming feature.

1st. As to the individuals who, in accordance with the well-known habit of
giving away absolutely all they happen to possess in many cases, thereby reducing
themselves to beggary and distress, but beyond a mere impoverishment, and what is
very much worse, physical misery and evils resulting from exposure to the elements
in traveling to and from these “potlatches,” which they do in their canoes in all kinds

109



of weather, and the debauchery produced by intoxication, in which they often indulge
upon such occasions, leaves no doubt as to the personal demoralization which follows
these native feasts. Indeed, 1t 1s well known that at such times knives and firearms
are freely used in their drunken feuds, and too commonly with deadly effect. So that
what is true of the individual is also true:

2nd. Of the family and the tribe. The impoverishment and dissipation already
referred to have a most deplorable effect upon hapless children and aged people, who,
in their dependent condition, ought to enjoy the comforts of convenient homes and
wholesome food which are denied them, owing to reckless and spendthrift customs
which are maintained at these “potlatches”.

Improvident habits are, of course, too common among the Indians, but they are
fostered sadly too much by the “potlatching” system; indeed, not only the family, but
the whole tribe suffers.

For instance, how many times have I appealed in vain to those who have been
hoarding up their wealth in order to give it away at the next “potlatch,” to assist in
some sanitary improvement such as the repair or renovation of their own dwelling-
house, or the grading or laying out of some street or road, or the fencing of or supply
of conveniences for their local cemetery. What is true in this respect is no less so in
any attempt to elevate the natives, intellectually and rigorously, for:

3rd. The church and school cannot flourish where the “potlatching” holds sway.
In this my experience accords, I doubt not, with others who have had similar facilities
for observation. Thus all the objects or advantages to be secured by good government
are frustrated by this very demoralizing custom; and as the wards of the Government,
the native tribes should be prevented by judicious counsel and Governmental
interference, that is, by some kind of paternal restraint, from indulging in their
potlatching feasts. Of course, my knowledge of the Indian character suggests the
danger of attempting any coercive measures. Added to this, the situation of the
Government in seeking to suppress the “potlatch” is rendered the more critical by the
ill advice and malignant designs of the dissipated class of whites who commonly hover
around Indian camps, and from whom the natives are only too ready to take counsel.
But I have discovered that the Indians have been advised to rebel against the idea of
discontinuing the “potlatch” by respectable traders whose business interests have
been temporarily benefited by the potlatches being held in their neighborhood.

I could hardly have thought it possible that the good intentions of the
Government in seeking to suppress so pernicious a practice would have been
discouraged and opposed simply for the selfish purpose of selling a few hundred
dollars’ worth of goods, had not the names of the white traders (one or two) been
mentioned to me by the Indians themselves. It is hardly necessary to say that such
an adverse opinion to prohibiting “potlatching” was quoted by my Indian informant,
with approval, as sustaining his view of the unnecessary and unjust interference of
the Government, as he termed it, with their long-standing customs.

In the presence, therefore, of such embarrassing difficulties, it is very
perplexing indeed to say just what would be the most advisable course for the
Government to pursue in trying to go down the “potlatching” system.
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In view of the hostility shown to the measure by the chiefs and aged men, who
are principally in favor of retaining their old customs, it might not be wise or safe to
use any legislative restrictions, at last not at first, but it has occurred to me that by
some judicious system of rewards to those chiefs who manage so to influence their
respective tribes as to discontinue the objectionable feasts, it might be possible to
carry out the worthy design of the Government in the matter, so that where coercion
might fail, persuasion might succeed. Possibly such a course may have been already
contemplated by the authorities, for aught I know; at any rate it is, under the
circumstances, worthy of consideration.

I have the honor to be, Sir, yours very respectfully,

CORNELIUS BRYANT,
Methodist Missionary.

[BACK TO THE SENATE]

Hon. Mr. GIRARD said that there were many reforms to be made amongst the
Indians, but the missionaries would do more in that way than could be done by
legislation. He saw that provision was made to punish the Indians who took part in
the potlatch dances, but there was no provision to punish the white men who also
attended those dances and who frequently created a great deal of trouble amongst
the Indians.

Hon. Sir ALEX. CAMPBELL agreed with his hon. friend from St. Boniface that
1t might be desirable to provide a penalty for white men who encouraged those dances
or took part in them, and he would look over the clause and see if he could not amend
it in that direction.

Hon. Mr. PLUMB said if these potlatch celebrations were merely for the
purpose of exchanging goods, he could not see how the Indians were impoverished by
them.

The Hon. Mr. MACDONALD said that the way it was done was, a chief would
invite a number of his friends from another section of the country to a feast, at which
he would make large gifts of provisions and blankets and other goods; the next year
the other chief would invite him and his friends in return and distribute gifts to them,
or some other chief would do so. If a law were enacted to suppress potlatching, and it
could not be carried out, it would do a great deal of harm. Supposing at a feast of this
kind a policeman appeared and undertook to break it up. He would be laughed at by
the Indians, and he could do nothing against such numbers. A gunboat might be sent
to enforce the law, but the result would be serious, and it might lead to the
commencement of an Indian war. He considered that this reform was entirely work
for the missionaries. It was a very curious thing that there was only one missionary
in British Columbia who had been successful in stamping out this kind of vice.

Hon. Mr. ALMON — We should be very careful before we interfere with the
religious rites or even the superstitions of the Savages. We all know very well that
the mutiny in India arose from a very small thing — from the ends of the cartridges
being greased. What would be the effect of a violation in this clause? We would have
to put four or five hundred people in jail in a place where there are neither jails nor
jailers. It seems to me that such legislation could not be carried out. Suppose a savage
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were to go to England, and wvisit Buckingham Palace, and see a number of
Highlanders dancing a sword dance in the garb of old Gaul. Would he not say that
was as crazy as any potlatch he had ever seen? We can imagine him saying, “you
people put down our potlatches, yet you dance in petticoats over naked swords.” I say,
leave these matters to the missionary and let time work any reformation that is
needed. I do not know whether we have had any petitions for the peaceable and
undisturbed enjoyment of the potlatch, but perhaps they are on the way.

Hon. Mr. DICKEY — My hon. friend desires to use in this case moral suasion
instead of coercion.

Hon. Mr. ALMON - Certainly.

Hon. Mr. DICKEY — I think there is a great deal of force in what he says. The
Government ought to consider this question carefully before attempting such
legislation. It may bring the law of the land into contempt and do more harm than
good.

Hon. Mr. GIRARD — I would suggest that an addition might be made to this
clause providing for the punishment of any person who incites the Indians to join
these dances, or participates in them himself.

The clause was allowed to stand.

From An Act to further amend “The Indian Act, 1880765 (1884)

3. Every Indian or other person who engages in or assists in celebrating the
Indian festival known as the “Potlatch” or in the Indian dance known as the
“Tamanawas” is guilty of a misdemeanor, and shall be liable to imprisonment for a
term of not more than six nor less than two months in any gaol or other place of
confinement; and any Indian or other person who encourages, either directly or
indirectly, an Indian or Indians to get up such a festival or dance, or to celebrate the
same, or who shall assist in the celebration of the same is guilty of a like offence, and
shall be liable to the same punishment.

An Indian Agent visits Lacksem, Valdez Islandsé (1884)

In November last [1884] I attended a large “potlatch” held at Lacksem, on
Valdez Island. There were over two thousand Indians present, speaking several
languages. Some liquor was seized, but, on the whole, the Indians at these gatherings
are remarkably peaceable. A very small number of the guests were housed, most of
them living in tents or mat huts, and the weather being severe, they suffered very
much indeed. There was much grumbling amongst themselves about their being
obliged to attend a “potlatch” at such a time of the year and where there was no
protection from the wind and snow. One of the worst features of this potlatch was the
number of [Métis] who were taking part in it, and these, following the example of the

65 S.C. 1884, c. 27. (47 Vict.)
66 From Lomas, W.H. (1885, February 28). Indian Report. Nanaimo Free Press, p. 1. Written by
William H. Lomas, Indian Agent for the Cowichan Agency (d. 1899).
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Indians, gave or threw away the earnings of years. One youth alone gave away over
$400 worth of goods, being the savings of years, and to earn the praise or flattery of
a few old people, who will, no doubt, be themselves entirely destitute in a few years.

The Chief, Ce-who-isiza, gave me an opportunity, on two evenings, of
addressing the chiefs and headmen of the different tribes. I did my best to point out
to them the folly and the injury to themselves in so many ways of these gatherings,
telling them that unless they themselves took measures to stop them, the government
would be compelled to do so. One chief made a long speech, saying how wrong it would
be for the Government to prevent these gatherings, when relatives from a distance
met each other, and the old and the destitute were feasted. Fortunately, on my way
to the potlatch I had called at several villages, and was able to say that this was not
the case, but the old and destitute had been, in every band, left at home to starve,
having neither food nor fuel left them; and being able to give the names of the old
people left in this condition, I had quite the best of the argument; and I afterwards
learned that my word had done considerable good, by causing many to think of the
“potlatches” in a way they had never done before; but the influence of the old men is
very great, and although they cannot help seeing the rapid decrease of their tribes,
they will not take the trouble, or do not wish to look for the cause. [...]

Several of the chiefs have still to hold their final “potlatch,” that the members
of their band may have an opportunity of receiving and paying back blankets and
other property which have formerly been lent. Some of the more enlightened of the
chiefs have long agreed that these should be the last “potlatches” which they should
attend, but I suppose as they are soon to be prohibited by law, nearly all the bands
will be obliged to hold similar gatherings during the year.

“Still having a baneful effect”67 (1885)

The potlatch is still having a baneful effect on the heathen tribes in some
portions of the district. Now that the statute prohibits potlatching and heathen
dances, it 1s thought the government should strictly enforce the law and thus teach
the native that the dignity of the Queen’s authority shall be maintained. Official
notification of the existence of this law should be given the native tribes, both in [the]
interior and on the coast, if this has not already been done, then potlatching, the great
barrier to civilization, will disappear.

67 From N.W. COAST MISSIONS. (1885, May 1). Daily Colonist, p. 2.
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“From the Methodist Missionary Society”¢8 (1889)

STATEMENT OF REV. T. CROSBY

[In the 1880s] I went with Mr. Hopkins and Mr. Green to Judge Elliott, to lay
a complaint before him of the violation of the Potlatch law, and also of the Indians
making and selling whiskey on Queen Charlotte’s Island. He replied that he could do
nothing under the Potlatch law, as a circular issued by Dr. Powell gave the Indians
permission to return the property they had received at previous potlatches, which
really meant keeping up the system of potlatches. [...]

STATEMENT OF REV. A. E. GREEN
METHODIST MISSIONARY AT NAAS RIVER

Dr. Powell [had] sent me a letter to read to the Indians, to the effect that the
potlatch was now unlawful. I read the letter to those Indians who were accustomed
to the holding of potlatch feasts, etc., and the Indians were willing to stop if such was
the law; but a short time after, a further letter was received from Dr. Powell,
informing the Indians that the Government would not prevent them from returning
property which they owed on account of previous potlatches. If Dr. Powell knows
anything about potlatches, he must know that a potlatch means to return property
already received and owing, with a large addition to it. So that the receiver is
immediately indebted to the man he receives the present from. It did not require a
circular to tell the Indians that the Government would not prevent them from paying
their debts.

I represented this matter to Hon. Superintendent-General of Indian Affairs,
and received from Ottawa Dr. Powell’s reply, in which he quotes my allegations that
“Judge Elliott will not take action in the matter, shielding himself with Dr. Powell’s
circular.” Dr. Powell then states that the reason alleged is not a tenable one, and
further says he has no hesitation in pronouncing the statement a very improbable
one.

Now, I affirm that what I wrote is true. I, with Rev. T. Crosby, Rev. D. Jennings
and Rev. G. F. Hopkins, called in a body on Mr. Elliott, asking him to enforce the law
against potlatches, and against the making and selling of whisky to Indians. He
replied he would try and stop the whisky, but could not interfere with the potlatches
on account of Dr. Powell’s circular, a copy of which he read to us. I also declare the
statement made by Dr. Powell to the Department that the potlatch is dying out, is
not correct.

68 From Crosby, T. (1889). Letter from the Methodist Missionary Society to the Superintendent-
General of Indian Affairs respecting British Columbia troubles @ with aftfadavits, declarations, etc.
Canada: Methodist Missionary Society. Written by Thomas Crosby (1840 — 1914) and Alfred Eli Green
(1851 — 1914).
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“In the highest degree in favor of the law®? (1889)

BABINE AGENCY
Hazelton B.C.
October 12th, 1889

Sir, I must apprise the Department of the results after having had a council
with the Kit-au-max tribe on the evening of the 5th inst. The feeling amongst them I
found to be in the highest degree in favor of the law and regulations laid down in my
Instructions.

They conceded to everything, even to giving up the potlatch. But the speaking
of an Indian by the name of Louis, employed by Capt. Fitz-Stubbs S.M. as a constable,
turned the scale in opposition to the abolishing their old custom. He spoke before me
and all assembled as follows:-

“My uncle is the Head Chief of Kits-prioux, the same told me to oppose any
new law that should come to this country. That they had their own laws and that they
wanted no other. I know the law is against stealing, etc. I am an officer of the law,
myself. We do not want anyone to come to Kits-prioux with any new laws from the
Govt. How would the Government like to have their laws locked up, as they do ours?”

Then I told him, it was for those under oath to uphold the law, to help to enforce
and not to obstruct it. Furthermore that his remarks were uncalled for, as I was
addressing the Kit-au-max tribe and intended to visit his village in a few days or so.

Wednesday the 9th inst. I started for Kits-prioux. On arriving we were told
that the Ind. Constable Louis had sent them advice, to oppose whatever I should have
to say.

I assembled the tribe in council, was eagerly listened to, as the presence of my
wife inspired them with confidence, despite the alarm given. They consented to send
their children to school, stop eating dogs and everything else mentioned, but to give
up the potlatch they could not, as they were advised by Capt. Fitzstubb’s Constable
that the law had no power to punish it as an offence, and that they could go on as
they had been doing. This same Constable is kept on under pay, even after Capt. Fitz-
Stubb’s departure from here to the coast.

The Indians asked me to write to the Govt. to be allowed to retain the custom
of potlatching for a year or so more, and I promised to do so. I ask for the privilege to
use discretion in this matter, as to enforce the law would cause trouble and expense.

I hope the Dep’t. will coincide in my views and be lenient yet for the present,
as the custom has the tendency to die out in the course of 2 or 3 years. [...]

I have the honor to remain, Sir, your ob’t. servant,

(Signed) R. E. Loring
Ind. Agent.

69 From Loring, R. E. (1889, October 12). Letter to H. Moffat, Esq., Acting Supt. of Indian Affairs.
Library and Archives Canada: RG10, Volume number: 3831, Microfilm reel number: C-10145, File
number: 62977, Item ID 2060813. Written by Richard Ernest Loring (1849 — 1934).
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[ENCLOSURE: STATEMENT OF WILLIAM HOLLAND]
William Holland says:-

I am an Indian, have been to School and can read and write English. I was
present at the meeting last night; I heard Louis speak as follows:-

You are working for the Government, so am I. I will tell you what my own
chiefs at Kispyox say. These words are not spoken for myself. These words were sent
to me to give to you when you came. They do not want you to go up to Kispyox and
open another law up there: a new law. One law came here nearly two years ago, that
1s all right, and they will obey that law. That law told them not to steal, not to kill,
not to quarrel with anyone, and that law they will obey. Why do the Government send
you up here to lock them up with a key, and keep them in prison? It is not right to
lose people in prison when they have done no wrong. It is exactly the same now
because you want to stop the potlatches. It is their duty to have them. They are going
to have them. They do not want you to go up there and open a new law.

[ENCLOSURE: STATEMENT OF MOTHE]
Mothe says:-

I am an unconverted Indian. Last night I heard Louis say: I want to tell you
what is the tune of my own Chiefs at Kispyox. All my friends know that I am working
for the Government. I speak for my Chiefs, not for myself. My Chiefs told me to give
you these words if you came; they do not want you to have any new law in their town.
There is a law there now; it is good.

It teaches them not to steal, not to lie, not to kill, not to quarrel. That law they
will obey, but they do not understand new laws. Why does the Government send you
up here to lock us up? It is not fair to put anyone under lock and key, if we have
broken no laws. It is with the potlatches they have done them, for years and years
past. They must do them, and they are going to do them. They do not want you to go
up and talk new laws.

X Mothe, his mark
October, 1889.
Witnesss N. Fitzstubbs.

“A great deal of discussion”7° (1895)

Oct. 21st — In camp by the great Alberni Canal. A good blazing fire of driftwood,
a log for a seat, and a knee for a table — thus we write. We left Alberni to-day, at about
2 p.m., for Ucluelet, Clayoquot and Ahousaht. A strong headwind made progress slow,
and we only covered five miles before evening drew on and we decided to have supper
and wait for the wind to fall.

During the meal the conversation turned upon the new law for putting a stop
to the potlatches, and my Indian — Kay-hai-ce-tin, by the whites called Charley
Hayricks — an intelligent fellow, told me that some of his people sarcastically
proposed to stop potlatching of their own account if the white men would stop

70 From Swartout, M. (1895). On the West Coast of Vancouver Island. The Presbyterian Review, 12X25),
pp. 595-597. Written by Presbyterian Missionary Melvin Swartout (1851 — 1938).
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drinking whiskey! He drew a comparison between the whiskey habit and the customs
of giving “potlatches,” and remarked that it was the whiskey that was killing the
Indian — not the potlatch. One of the Alberni chiefs, last Saturday, spoke to me in the
same strain. “Don’t come to me,” he said, in a tone of withering scorn, “about whiskey.
Indians don’t make whiskey; Indians make dry salmon. Burn the whiskey houses if
you want us to stop drinking.”

As to the recent “Potlatch Prohibition Law,” there is a great deal of discussion
among the Indians. The old men, in especial, are very bitter at the interference with
their customs. They have “cast their bread upon the waters” in former days and now,
in old age, look for the return from the potlatches given by younger men. One old man
counted up some twenty or thirty dollars he annually received through the potlatches
— and he did not suppose the great queen would compensate him to that extent if she
prohibited the give-away feasts. Instead of being “only an Indian,” had he been a
white liquor dealer, he might have some hope of success in protesting against the
“Prohibitiion” — and, at least, claim compensation.

“Subversive to fruitful industry”7! (1895)

Just beyond Fort Rupert Feast House stood a rude wooden swelling, over the
doorway of which was a legend painted on a piece of board by a Victoria sign artist,
in these suggestive words:

“Wa-ki-tish gave away property to the amount of 2,000 blankets in 1875, and
has taken the place of Fat Joe as Chief.”

A blanket is the unit of value all along the coast, and bears about the same
relationship to the commerce of the mountains as the beaver skin did for many years
at the more easterly posts of the Hudson’s Bay Company. Therefore, every Indian on
the coast has a clear notion of the sacrifice involved in the purchase of this particular
chief-ship, when he is told what this inscription sets forth.

It 1s not likely that Wa-ki-tish gave away more than 100 blankets, the balance
of his gift consisting of rifles, fishing tackle, boots and shoes, soda biscuits, pickles,
patent medicines and other store-bought luxuries, the value of which has been
calculated into bed coverings.

Apart from the reward which his generosity merited, I think it was eminently
proper that a man with such a distinguished Indian cognomen should supercede any
chief with the plebeian name of Fat Joe.

This giving away of blankets and other articles of use and ornament is called
a “potlatch,” and is at once the chief social characteristic of the coast Indians, and the
curse of that country. An ambitious Indian will slave and starve himself for years, he
will carry his wife and daughter into open prostitution, he will consider no hardship
or deprivation too great, in order that he may accumulate enough money to give a big
“potlatch”. Then he is voted a chief, a great man, and a “hyas tyee”. The most exalted

1 From AMONG COAST INDIANS. (1895, October 30). Daily World (Vancouver), p. 6.

117



object in life has been achieved. Henceforth, he has nothing to live for but the
enjoyment of his great honors and the memory of his triumph.

The potlatch is really a remarkable custom, and all the more so when it is borne
in mind that the coast Indians are exceedingly grasping and selfish. On the day fixed
for the event, the would-be chief gathers all his friends about him, and, mounting a
high rostrum, begins a speech. This oration has been known to last as long as five
hours, but, with a lively expectation of the joyful termination, his auditors exhibit
great attention and patience. They raise no objection to the sickening egotism of the
speaker, who talks for the most part about his own accomplishments and the heroic
deeds of his ancestors — all of which must be taken with a liberal discount for cash.
They listen, with one eye on the speaker and the other on the presents.

At the end of the harangue, the blankets, shotguns, clothing and soda biscuits
are scattered among the multitude. Everybody comes in for something. I know not
why it 1s, but it is true that all modern potlatches have been marked by generous
showers of soda biscuits. In the last demonstration of this kind at Alert Bay, 25 large
wooden boxes of this staple were used. [...]

It is not known that any other Indians in the world have a custom like this,
and it will probably soon be unknown in British Columbia; for at the last session of
the Dominion Parliament a law was passed making the potlatch an illegal act,
punishable by fine or imprisonment. It should be suppressed, as being subversive to
fruitful industry, a course of immorality, and woeful waste of means. To pass the law,
however, is very easy; but in that vast territory it cannot be carried into full effect for
years to come.

“A dead letter”"2 (1895)

Hon. Sir MACKENZIE BOWELL moved the second reading of Bill (G) “An Act
further to amend the Indian Act”. He said: I have a minute of the amendments, and
perhaps it would be just as well that I should give them to the House now. [...] It has
been found that section 114 of the Act as it stands is insufficient to prevent the
holding of Indian festivals such as the Potlatch or Tamanawas. The late Chief Justice
of British Columbia expressed the opinion that it would be difficult to convict under
it. It has been held that the mere designation of the festival or dance, such as the
Potlatch or Tamanawas, 1s not sufficient for the conviction of an Indian or other
person engaging or assisting in celebrating it, but that what is done thereat, which
constitutes the offence, must likewise be described. As there 1s a similar dance to the
Potlatch celebrated by the Indian bands in the Northwest Territories, known as
Omas-ko-sim-moo-work or “grass dance,” commonly known as [the] “Giving away
dance,” and there are, no doubt, Indian celebrations of the same character elsewhere,
all of which consist of the giving away, parting with, or exchanging of large quantities
of personal effects, sometimes all that the participants own, and it is considered

72 From Dominion of Canada. (1895). Debates of the Senate of the Dominion of Canada, 1895 : fifth
session, seventh Parliament. Ottawa: S. E. Dawson. The extract transcribed is from a debate on May
27, 1895, regarding amendments to the Indian Act.
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better to prohibit all giving-away festivals, as they are conducive of extravagance,
and cause much loss of time and the assemblage of large numbers of Indians, with all
the usual attendant evils. [...]

Hon. Mr. MACDONALD (B.C.) — [...] With regard to the Potlatch and the
Tamanawas, the government cannot possibly stop these, for this reason: that all
around the coast the Indians at the villages have these dances, and the government
have not police all over the country, and they will never have police at these points.
The Act will be, in a great measure, a dead letter in British Columbia, where those
dances are held. Even in Victoria it will be difficult to stop them, but out in the
country it will be impossible to prevent them. I think the government should not pass
a bill which will be a dead letter.

“A troublesome question”?3 (1895)

MONTHLY REPORT, SEPTEMBER 1895
[Tol A. W. Vowell Esq., Superintendent of Indian Affairs, Victoria.

Sir — Suring this month I have traveled 883 miles whilst visiting the Indians
of a part of this [North-West Coast Indian] Agency. [...]

On this trip I visited the Bella Coola Indian settlement and found the people
well and seemingly contented. I explained to them the amendment of the Indian Act
respecting the potlatch &c.

There are four bands at the south end of this Agency which cling to the practice
of potlatching; these are [the] Bella Coola, Kunsquet, Tallion and [illegible]. These
four bands meet at one place or another and practice the potlatch, and as they claim
have a good time together during the winter months, and do no harm.

These Indians beg hard for the continued privilege of celebrating what they
call the “modern potlatch,” differing from the old style potlatch in that the wild
heathen dances of old time are left out of it, and only such dancing as conduces to
their amusement is indulged in.

They argue that they have already given up all their ancient customs except
the simple potlatch, and claim that until we can give them some other popular kind
of amusement, we should not punish them for practicing the only amusement that is
left to them.

They also claim that as yet the Indian has no other incentive to hard work and
saving habit except the ambition to potlatch to the people, and thus gain distinction,
and at the same time help the old and destitute members of those tribes with food
and clothing.

There is much truth in this last claim. I have instructed them in accordance
with the views expressed by your letters upon the subject of the potlatch. [...]

73 From Todd, C. (1895). In GENERAL CORRESPONDENCE REGARDING STEPS TO CURTAIL
POTLATCH AMONG THE INDIANS OF BRITISH COLUMBIA. RG10, Volume number: 3631,
Microfilm reel number: C-10110, File number: 6244-G. Item ID number 2060800. Ottawa: Library and
Archives Canada. Charles Todd, Indian Agent, was dead by 1949, when his niece published an article
about him in a B.C. newspaper.
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MONTHLY REPORT, OCTOBER 1895
[To] A. W. Vowell Esq., Superintendent of Indian Affairs, Victoria.

Sir — On the first day of this month I started from Echo Cove by canoe up the
Naas River and continued as far as any Indians reside, about fifty miles. [...] Upon
visiting Kitlach-damax, the furthest up and largest settlement, I called together the
Indians at the house of Chief Scolam and explained to them the meaning of the law
respecting the potlatch. The chief and all the people expressed disappointment at my
words and at the law, having, they stated, been informed by Government officers at
Victoria very recently that the law was good and the Indians may continue the
potlatch. The same statement was made to me at Kitwint-shelth meetings at
Kitangalaa meeting and at Kilax meeting.

Certain Indians, late delegates to Victoria who attended each of these
meetings, called by me, certified to the correctness of this statement.

The chiefs and people told me that they desired friendliness and lawfulness
and the protection of Government, but that the law against their potlatch was wrong
and would not be obeyed by them, that they had all prepared themselves as usual for
giving potlatches this next winter, and would do so even with a certainty of
imprisonment for it.

They argued as others elsewhere have that the custom i1s good for the Indian
and their only amusement, that it is the only old custom practiced by them now and
will do no harm to anyone if they are let alone. At each village the speakers asked me
to kindly send their words to the Government and then, they thought, all would be
well, that if the Missionaries and Christian Indians would let them alone, there would
be no trouble. They also assured me that the chiefs would see to it that no trouble
arose at any of their potlatch festivals, which would not take place until the month of
February.

These Naas River heathens claim for the potlatch all the virtues that the
Tallion nation claims for it, but they are much more defiant and determined in their
own ways than the Tallion people.

This is the most difficult part of the district in which to carry out the law
against the potlatch, by reason of its inaccessibility at the time this law will be set at
defiance. These Indians know the difficulties of enforcing law amongst them during
the winter months, and would be sure to resist law officers going in there at that time
of the year, or lese refuse and neglect to obey a summons to attend a court elsewhere
until the winter is over.

This is a troublesome question on the upper Naas River, and [it] will be difficult
to handle unless the provincial authorities sanction an attempt to enforce this law.

It would be folly for the Justices of the Peace at the river to try to enforce the
law against the potlatch during the winter months, further than to receive
information against breaches of the law.
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“An irresponsible party”74 (1895)

COWICHAN AGENCY, INDIAN OFFICE
Quamichan, B.C., October 21, 1895

Sir, I beg to acknowledge the receipt of your letter of the 17th inst. enclosing a
copy of a letter from the Reverend C. M. Tate to several clauses in which I take
exception, as they are palpable misstatements of facts.

In clause 1 the rev. gentleman states that “before these social gatherings come
to an end there is quarreling ... or whiskey is introduced and there is fighting”. I have
seen more of these gatherings than Mr. Tate has ever done, and I never saw or heard
of this quarreling; indeed it is constantly remarked by parties visiting a potlatch that
no other people could meet in such numbers as these Indians do with less friction
occurring, and whiskey is scarcely ever introduced; occasionally some young Indian
may get liquor outside from a white man, but the public feeling of the whole gathering
1s against him, and he is invariably given up to the authorities.

The aged and infirm are not always left out, as articles are often lent to them
when they cannot attend, and anything owing to a deceased person is given to his or
[her] nearest relatives.

With regard to the “destruction of property,” Mr. Tate is quite aware, if he
knows anything of a potlatch, that the “shreds of blankets” of which he speaks are all
used by the women, being woven by them with the hair of the mountain goat into the
large and heavy rugs or quilts so much [valued] by Indians.

With regard to “All manner of evil perpetrated under cover of the potlatch,
especially immorality of the worst kind,” I would suggest that the reverend gentleman
ought at least to define what some of these evils and immorality are, as he seems to
be so well posted on this subject, of which others know little or nothing.

I would also remind you that wherever the missionaries have been most
successful in their self-denying efforts, it has not been by appealing to the arm of the
law to “stamp out” the old Indian customs, giving them nothing in return. It would
appear from Mr. Tate’s’ letter that his mission labors will prove of no avail unless
assisted by the law to stamp out an “abomination” which in other missions has been
successfully done away with by the teaching of the missionaries before there was any
law on the subject.

Mr. Tate, being an irresponsible party, advises putting the law in force “firmly
& kindly” with the further advice to the Indians to go and pay their debts, as he calls
them, like white men. He knows perfectly well that Indians do this for anything
purchased, but that these debts (if so called) were contracted in public, and according
to all Indian customs they must be paid in public, or not at all.

After this advice the reverend gentleman goes on to make a statement which
is utterly false. He states that I told the Indians to go on with their potlatch “and no

74 From Lomas, W. H. (1895). In GENERAL CORRESPONDENCE REGARDING STEPS TO
CURTAIL POTLATCH AMONG THE INDIANS OF BRITISH COLUMBIA. RG10, Volume number:
3631, Microfilm reel number: C-10110, File number: 6244-G. Item ID number 2060800. Ottawa:
Library and Archives Canada. William Henry Lomas died in 1899.
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one would interfere with them,” and that “before going to Lomas the same Indians
went to Mr. Bate, J.P. Nanaimo”. I beg to state that the Indians who went to Mr. Bate
were not the same who came to me, also that I yesterday showed the copy of Mr.
Tate’s letter to Mr. Bate, and that Mr. Bate assures me that he never advised the
Indians to put their blankets &c., into a canoe and deliver them to the parties to
whom they belonged, knowing that according to all Indian custom they had to be
returned in public, but that he did advise Chief Jim to go to Victoria and see you,
asking that the Nanaimo Band might eb allowed to have one last potlatch to wind up
their affairs. On Mr. Bates’ advice I showed the letter to Chief Constable Stewart,
who has had over thirty years’ experience with Indians, that I might have his opinion
on what I consider Mr. Tate’s hasty and thoughtless memento, as to quarreling,
drinking, immorality &c. at potlatches.

Mr. Stewart states that the letter is full of misstatements — “That there is no
quarreling at potlatches as stated,” “That there is less immorality at them than might
occur in any village where there was no potlatch,” “That there is less drinking at a
potlatch than at other times,” “That in his opinion the Tamanawas gatherings where
wounding of living, and mutilation of dead bodies takes place ought to be at once
stopped, but that to suddenly interfere with the simple dances and potlatches of this
Agency was very unwise,” particularly as they are now dying out.

With regard to Mr. Tate’s formal and personal charge against myself, I would
state that some days before his letter was written I assured him that I had not told
the Nanaimo Indians to “go on with their potlatch and no one would interfere with
them”. I must therefore decline to have, in future, any communication with the
reverend gentleman unless it is in writing.

I beg also to state that years before Mr. Tate did anything for Indians, I had in
public and private advised the young men to avoid getting entangled in the meshes
of the potlatch, which I believed then, as I do now, does not tend to their advancement,
and I claim to have done my utmost to elevate the people under my care, possibly not
in the manner which Mr. Tate would wish, since I am proud to see that my efforts
have not been entirely unsuccessful; I do not claim credit myself, for I have always
been strongly supported by my white neighbors and by the Roman Catholic
Missionaries of the Agency, and today the majority of them will compare favorably
with those of any other [Agency].

I would strongly endorse your circular letter of the 4th ult. [...] as I consider
that great care should be taken in enforcing the provisions of the Act, and I quite
agree with the remarks of Chief Constable Stewart when he says it would be unwise
to strictly enforce the law preventing these gatherings until something has been
devised to take their place, as actions of this kind must result in bringing about a bad
feeling against the authorities, particularly as the potlatch is dying out, and there
are only one or two to take place, and the custom will be over.

I think I need not assure you that I did not make the statement which Mr. Tate
put in my mouth when the Indians were at my office. I again explained the law to
them, and explained to them that even if I did not prosecute, the Provincial Police
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might do so, and that should I hear of any serious sickness, or epidemic of any kind,
I should take steps at once to stop or break up the gathering.

I yesterday saw Chief Jim Sit-Kah-met, and he assured me that when his
friends had arrived the whole gathering would be over in four days, and that his
young men would assist the authorities in preventing the introduction of intoxicants,
or anything likely to cause trouble.

With regard to these gatherings in general, any person acquainted with the
Indians would assure you that Mr. Tate’s remarks are, to say the least, untrue. The
chief fear I always have is not the drinking, fighting, or immorality, but that when a
large number stop for a length of time in one village, some epidemic might break out
and be spread over the whole Agency..

I ought also to state that the Nanaimo Indians assured me that this was the
last gathering of the kind they wished to hold, that the old man “Jim” had been
accumulating blankets for years, which according to customs of the natives have to
be returned in public, that the young men have no idea of continuing the custom.

I propose to be in Nanaimo and neighborhood while the meeting is going on,
and will report further on the subject.

I have the honor to be, Sir, your obedient servant,

W. H. Lomas, Indian Agent.
[To] A. W. Vowell, Esquire, Indian Supt., Victoria.

The arrest of Bill Uslick? (1896)

INDIAN OFFICE, NEW WESTMINSTER, B.C., 24 JANUARY 1896
[To] A. W. Vowell Esq., Indian Superintendent, Victoria

Sir, I have the honor to acknowledge receipt of your letter, [...] [and] also [your]
telegram, rel[garding the] potlatch. I intend going to Chilliwack on Tuesday next, and
will make inquiry into Potlatch given by Bill Uslick. Should I find the circumstances
warrant, I will take the necessary steps to have him presented.

Referring to [your] telegram, when in Vancouver yesterday, Andrew, a False
Creek Indian, told me they were making arrangements to have a potlatch and dance
at False Creek. I told Andrew that Potlatching and dancing was contrary to law, and
that if they held it that I would punish them. I presume it was after this conversation
that the Chief wired to you.

About a week ago the Chief at Capilano informed me that one of his Indians
was getting ready to hold a potlatch in February, and requested me to assist him to
prevent it. I sent the Chief a letter the following day explaining the law on

7 Devlin, F.. and Reed, H. (1896). In GENERAL CORRESPONDENCE REGARDING
STEPS TO CURTAIL POTLATCH AMONG THE INDIANS OF BRITISH
COLUMBIA. RG10, Volume number: 3631, Microfilm reel number: C-10110, File
number: 6244-G. Item ID number 2060800. Ottawa: Library and Archives Canada.
Written by Hayter Reed (1849 — 1936) and Frank Devlin, who died in May, 1903.
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potlatching, and requested him to have it explained to all his people, and to inform
them that if any of them disobeyed the law they would be punished. The False Creek
Indians were also informed of the contents of this letter.

It is not my intention to deal too strict[ly] with these Indians under this head,
but I feel no opportunity should be missed to discourage and prevent the holding of
potlatches, and if one or two of the ringleaders who persist in still celebrating the
potlatch are punished, I feel certain that the practice will be stopped.

I have the honor to be, Sir, your obedient servant,

Frank Devlin, Indian Agent.

[RESPONSE FROM HAYTER REED]
Ottawa, 31st January 1896
Sir, with reference to the letter addressed you by Mr. Agent Devlin on the 22nd
instant, and to that part of his letter of the 18th ultimo, forwarded by you to the
Department on the 22nd ultimo, in regard to the holding of potlatches, &c., I have to
inform you that the Department agrees with Mr. Devlin’s opinion that the conviction
and punishment of Bill Uslick would have a good effect and deter others from
following his example; and if therefore Mr. Devlin is tolerably certain of securing a
conviction it would, I think, be well to take proceedings against Uslick, unless he
promises to obey the law in the future.
Your obedient servant,
Hayter Reed
Deputy Superintendent General of Indian Affairs.
[UPDATE BY FRANK DEVLIN]

INDIAN OFFICE, NEW WESTMINSTER, B.C., 3 FEBRUARY 1896
[To]l A. W. Vowell Esq., Indian Superintendent, Victoria

Sir, I have the honor to report for your information that I returned from
Chilliwack yesterday. I made inquiry into the reported celebration of potlatch and
dance given by Bill Uslick, an Indian residing on Teachtew [?] Reserve. The festival
lasted three days, [the] 11th, 12th and 13th of Jan., and was participated in by a large
number of Indians, a large quantity of blankets, provisions, and in a few cases money
having been given by Uslick to the Indians assembled, leaving himself and his wife
positively destitute.

I issued a warrant for Uslick’s arrest, and tried him on Saturday 1st inst., and
sentenced him to two months imprisonment in the Provincial Jail. All the Indians in
the District were at the Court, and with a very few exceptions feel that Uslick should
not be interfered with for giving a potlatch. I explained to them that every Indian
who went to the potlatch was liable to the same punishment as Uslick but as he was
the principal offender, I would only punish him this time, but should a repetition
occur, I would punish every Indian who was guilty. I feel certain the steps taken will
have the effect of stopping the potlatch in Chilliwack. Bill Uslick is a bad Indian. It
is he whom [illegible] Breed arrested, at the time Collinson was shot.

I have the honor to be, sir, your obedient servant,

Frank Devlin,
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Indian Agent.

“The Indians would not stop it”7¢ (1896)

New Westminster, B.C., 3 March 1896
MONTHLY REPORT OF FRANK DEVLIN, AGENT
For month ending 25th February 1896
[To] A. W. Vowell, Esq., Indian Superintendent, Victoria.

Sir, I have the honor to report for your information that during the past month
I have been engaged in the usual routine work connected with this Agency. The
potlatch question has been very much discussed by the Indians of this District during
the past two months. The great majority of Indians of this Agency are opposed to
potlatching, and I feel certain that if they are dealt with firmly, potlatching will soon
be a thing of the past.

When inquiring into the potlatch given by Bill Uslick at Chilliwack recently,
an Indian named Commodore [?], of Kultus Lake, and who is one of the most
intelligent Indians on that Reserve, told me I could not stop potlatching, that the
Indians would not stop it. I gave him, and all the other Indians present, to understand
that they would have to stop it; otherwise that they would be punished severely.

After Bill Uslick was tried and sentenced to two months’ imprisonment,
Commodore came to me and said he did not believe before it was against the law to
give a potlatch, that he only thought it was the priests who were trying to put it down,
but now that he knew it was against the law, that potlatching would cease.

I have the honor to be, sir, your obedient servant,

Frank Devlin,
Indian Agent.

“A plea for potlatches™7 (1896)

Amos Gosnell, William Jeffrey and Billy Williams, three intelligent and
representative chiefs of the Naas River Indians, reached Victoria yesterday by the
arrival of the Boscowitz on business fraught with peculiar importance to not only
their important tribe, but to all the native races of British Columbia. Their mission
1s to place before the public the Indians’ side of the story so far as potlatches in
particular are concerned, and — such action being necessary — to test in the highest
courts of the land the constitutionality of that portion of the Dominion statute
relating to Indian affairs wherein the holding of “potlatches” or “gift feasts” is
declared illegal and prohibited under heavy penalties. It is the intention of the
delegation, who come as the accredited representatives of 153 chiefs of the northern

76 From Devlin, F.. (1896). In GENERAL CORRESPONDENCE REGARDING STEPS TO CURTAIL
POTLATCH AMONG THE INDIANS OF BRITISH COLUMBIA. RG10, Volume number: 3631,
Microfilm reel number: C-10110, File number: 6244-G. Item ID number 2060800. Ottawa: Library and
Archives Canada. Frank Devlin died in May, 1903.

77 From A PLEA FOR POTLATCHES. (1896, February 20). Daily Colonist, p. 2.
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river nations, to retain legal advice this morning and forthwith wait upon Mr. A. W.
Vowell, Superintendent of Indian Affairs for British Columbia, with the object of
presenting the following petition:

“We your humble petitioners, being a deputation from our people living on the
Naas River, beg that you will take such steps as will prevent clergymen and
missionaries from interfering with our people in the holding of potlatches, as Rev. J.
A. McCullough, of Naas River, has, we believe, unduly interfered with us in our
holding or giving of potlatches. The holding of potlatches has been a custom prevalent
among our people for many generations, and a method we have of showing our good
will toward one another, and we believe that it is our just right just as much as it is
the right of our white brethren to make presents to each other.

“We assure you that our potlatches are conducted in the most orderly manner,
and we expect to keep and to observe the laws of our great and good mother, Queen
Victoria, whom we all love. We not only feel very keenly this interference, but we
know that it is the opinion of many intelligent and good white men that the
clergymen’s meddling in our affairs is very often uncalled for, and creates a feeling
against them among us which prevents the accomplishment of any amount of good
that might be realized to our advantage. By answering our supplications we, as in
duty bound, will ever pray.”

This statement of the case was drafted as long ago as the 30th of last August,
when the Northern tribes were notified of the changes in the Indian Act prohibiting
the potlatch. Since then, however, the authorities of the North have been energetic
in the enforcement of the new law, hence the presence of Amos Jeffrey and his two
companions in Victoria. Matters were brought to an issue so far as the Naas men are
concerned, a little more than a month ago, when a potlatch was held about one mile
above Rev. Mr. McCullough’s place. The clergyman, who is also a justice of the peace,
promptly summoned six of the tribe including Scotteen, the head chief. The latter
with Stephen Light, Stephen Gransey and Nis-kit-iskh, was according to the story of
Amos and the two Williams, held prisoner in a dark cabin for four days prior to any
court being held, and each of the Indians summoned was then fined $70 and costs.
The reverend magistrate, as they understood him, gave the option to the prisoners of
paying these fines or going to jail at Nanaimo for one year, the tribe at the same time
to pay $1,000 for each man. It is a result of the apprehension, trial and sentence
referred to, that the lead men of the northern tribes gathered in council and decided
to send their representatives to Victoria to invoke the aid of the law. The tribes
interested have plenty of money at [their] command, and their delegates have
authority to spend liberally in order to accomplish the object of their mission.

It was in the spring of last year that the Dominion government decided that
the potlatch must follow its contemporaneous festival, “the tamanawas,” into the list
of aboriginal celebrations proscribed by Canadian law, and the agents of the Indian
department lost no time in notifying their wards in British Columbia accordingly.
From the first it has been questioned whether the prohibition would be or could be
enforced, for the potlatch has ever been the joy and delight of the Western Indian’s
soul, and the prospect that he would relinquish its pleasures without a struggle were
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not of the brightest hue. The “tamanawas” is still practiced far up North, at the heads
of the rivers, in the interior mountains — anywhere remote from civilization and
beyond the reach of the officers of the law. And so doubtless it will be with the potlatch
— less barbarous by far.

“In reply to the plausible article”’8 (1896)

In reply to the plausible article in yesterday’s Colonist on the above named
subject [of potlatches], I beg leave to state that the potlatch is by far the most
degrading heathen rite known to the Indians of the Pacific coast. I make the above
assertion after having lived over a quarter of a century almost exclusively among the
Indians, and covering a territory from Alaska to and within the bounds of Washington
State.

In the first place I can say, without fear of contradiction, that the Indians will
never become trustworthy citizens, so long as they are allied to the potlatch.

In the second place, the nice plots of land which they hold as reserves
throughout the country will remain dormant so long as the potlatch exists. Ask the
agents who are the most civilized, and who are the best people in every sense of the
word, and they will not point out the men who clamor for the continuance of the
potlatch.

As far as the white men are concerned who are friendly to the potlatch, they
are either ignorant of the evils connected with it, or are receiving a revenue from it
through sales of goods to the Indians.

PIONEER.

“A letter on the other side of the question”?? (1896)

Victoria, B.C., Feb. 25th, 1896.
[70]l G. E. Corbould, Esq., M.P. Ottawa:

Dear Sir — Noticing in the Colonistthat a petition by three Naas River Indians,
and headed “A Plea for Potlatches,” had been forwarded to you, I beg leave to call
your attention to a letter on the other side of the question, which also appeared in the
above-named paper on the 21st inst., not, however, before the editor had taken the
liberty of cutting out the most important clause. Now, it is a well-known fact that the
potlatch has an inherent principle which is antagonistic to civilization, and under its
cover deeds of darkness and shame are perpetrated which would be an astonishment
to the civilized world were they brought to light.

Let me give you a few pointers:

8 From PIONEER. (1896, February 21). INDIAN POTLATCHES. Daily Colonist, p. 4. Missionary C.
M. Tate (1852 — 1933) appears to have outed himself as the author of this letter in a letter published
in The Province on Feb. 29, 1896.

7 From Tate, C. M. (1896, February 29). At the request. The Province, p. 4. Written by C. M. Tate
(1852 — 1933).
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There are in and about our cities, mining camps, sawmills, logging camps, and
other places, a number of Indian women who are either voluntarily playing the harlot,
or worse still, who have been coerced into that horrible position by their own fathers
and husbands. The object has been the accumulation of money for the perpetuation
of the “potlatch”.

Many times we have seen those people returning to their villages with bales of
blankets, tons of flour and biscuit and sugar. But they carried something else back
with the, besides these thousands of dollars’ worth of goods; and that which has done
more than all other forces combined, to devastate the Indian villages of this land, viz.
— disease.

We do not wonder at the traders taking the part of the Indians in their “plea
for the potlatch,” because there is money in it. Neither do we wonder at the
missionaries seeking for its abolition, for it is they, who have to nurse these masses
of corruption, and wash their purifying sores, in order to alleviate their awful
sufferings.

Nor is it confined to the women; for, having played the harlot among the
whites, they continue their profligacy among their own people, and God only knows
where the matter will end.

What has become of the thousands of stalwart Hydahs, who once populated the
Queen Charlotte Islands? Where are the large tribes of Bella Coolas, the Kimsquits
and Tallioms, whose villages nestled amid the mountains on the Bentinck Arms?

In taking the census of the Government a few years ago, we found very few
children indeed, and many of them were full of scrofulous disease. The very men who
are sending this petition know that in one of the tribes on the Naas, a few years ago,
there was not a single woman left. The Fort Ruperts and Laquiltos are going the same
road.

Even now they are but a fraction of what they used to be. Then look at the
Bella Bellas, the Tsimpsheans and the Kits-a-maats, who long ago gave up the
potlatch. They have built up well-ordered villages and are making comfortable homes
for themselves and their families, and are becoming an educated, law-abiding, self-
supporting people. There are missionaries at villages where the potlatch is still kept
up, and what 1s the record? All kinds of barbarous practices, drunkenness and
1mmorality, no desire to improve their homes or cultivate their lands, schools closed
on account of the non-attendance of the children, general disorganization of mission
work, and a spirit of enmity to the missionary who, after all, is their best friend.
Besides all this we know of cases where they have squandered their all at a potlatch
and are now being supported by the Government, whereas [previously] they had
sufficient to keep them in independent comfort. The law is all right; the only fault we
have to find is with its non-enforcement.

We would very much like to know the reason why it has not been enforced.
There have been potlatches in all the coast agencies since the law was enacted, but
all the agents — except Mr. F. Devlin of the Fraser Agency — have shown the utmost
indifference. In fact, reports from the mission field assure us that the Indians have
gone to greater extremes than ever since the potlatch law was passed, as though they
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would defy the Government. In fact, some of them have said that the Government
cannot stop them.
Trusting that the Department will issue definite instructions for the vigorous
enforcement of the law, and the suppression of this monster evil, I am, dear Sir,
Yours in behalf of civilization for the Indians,
C. M. TATE. Methodist Missionary.

“Utter folly”s° (1896)

To the Editor — In your issue of the 29th ult., an open letter appears from, and
at the request of, the Rev. C. M. Tate to Mr. G. E. Corbould, M.P., on the subject of
Indian potlatches. On reading the letter an outsider might think that it would have
been better had it been a private communication, but as the reverend gentleman
wishes to be before the public, I suppose his letter is open to criticism.

The reverend gentleman wishes to make Mr. Corbould and the public believe
that he 1s well-acquainted with the worst features of Indian life and of the “deeds of
darkness and shame perpetrated under cover of an Indian potlatch;” that the potlatch
1s alone answerable for the decrease of the Indian population.

Anyone acquainted with the history of the aborigines of any country will see
the utter folly of a statement of this kind. Will Mr. Tate, for the benefit of the public,
answer any of the following questions?

1. What was the origin of the potlatch? Did it not originate after the Hudson’s
Bay Co. came to the coast, and was it not suggested by them to take the place of a
worse evil?

2. Will the reverend gentleman give the public some idea what he would
propose to offer the Indians in exchange for the pleasure they all experience at these
gatherings?

3. Can he conscientiously say that the state of things of which he speaks forms
any feature of the potlatch of to-day?

4. Will he contradict the police when they say that there is seldom a case of
drunkenness at a potlatch?

5. Can he claim that we have any just right to prevent Indians meeting
together, even if it does interfere with “mission work”?

6. Will he state that the givers of the last two potlatches in this neighborhood
(viz. on Songhees and Nanaimo) impoverished themselves or are left dependent on
the Government for support?

7. Do not white people give weddings and Christmas presents often to an extent
that they can ill-afford?

Now, Mr. Editor, I am not writing this in favor of the potlatch, for I believe
Indians could put their time to better use, and in these large gatherings there is
always a fear of contagious disease being spread, but I am opposed to statements

80 From Dwyer, W. (1896, March 21). THE INDIAN POTLATCH. The Province, p. 14. Written by
William Dwyer (1870 — 1948).
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which are not true and to humbug generally, especially when written over the name
of a missionary.

I have seen a few potlatches, and I must say that I have come to the conclusion
that the same number of white people could not live together for a week or two and
settle up their affairs in a more peaceable and orderly manner than the Indians of
this coast do. The potlatches of the present day seem to take more the part of a
country fair. Friends and relatives living far apart meet together — debts are paid and
presents made, besides which boats, canoes, [and] cattle are bought and sold, and
store debts of deceased relatives are often provided for.

Visitors constantly remark about the orderly manner in which these
gatherings are conducted, but of course they are not like Mr. Tate behind the scenes,
and do not see the “barbarous practices, drunkenness and immorality” which he does.

In conclusion, I would say that I believe the majority of the people of this
province are opposed to any forcible interference with the harmless customs of the
natives, knowing as we all do that these customs are rapidly dying out.

Cowichan, B.C. WILLIAM DWYER.

“Scandalous and untruthful”s! (1896)

To the Editor — In your issue of February 28th, you publish a letter from Rev.
C. M. Tate, who signs himself Methodist Missionary, and as from the position that
gentleman holds, what he says may have weight with those who are ignorant of the
nature of “potlatches,” I trust that you will, in the interests of liberty and truth, give
me space to criticize his statements.

I have probably as much experience as Mr. Tate in Indian life, and I have seen
many “potlatches,” but when he states “the potlatch has an inherent principle which
1s antagonistic to civilization, and under its cover deeds of darkness and shame are
perpetrated which would be an astonishment to the civilized world were they brought
to light,” he gives utterance to a scandalous and untruthful libel.

He states that around our mining camps, etc., there are Indian women
prostituting themselves for the accumulation of money for the perpetuation of the
“potlatch”. I am living where a few years ago there was little else in the shape of
humanity than Indians, and where now there are many mining camps, and I say that
there is no truth in this statement. By what method of reasoning Mr. Tate comes to
the conclusion that diseases are the result of the “potlatch,” I know not. I know that
they exist, but always attributed them to the immorality of the whites.

Mr. Tate enquires what has become of the Hydahs, the Bella Coolas, etc. This
would take too much space to answer, but just to show how uopinions differ, I heard
Chief Tonasket, of the Colvilles, at a potlatch held at the foot of Osoyoos Lake about
eleven years ago attribute the decay of the Okanagans to the fact that Chief

81 From Sidley, R. G. (1896, March 21). THE INDIAN POTLATCH. The Province, p. 14. Written by
Richard Graves Sidley (1855 — 1924), a rancher perhaps best known today for naming Anarchist
Mountain.
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Scoolatkin had adopted Methodism. It is, however, a demonstrable fact that the decay
of the tribes mentioned is not due to the “potlatch”.

When Mr. Tate closed his letter hoping the Government will use force to
suppress the potlatch (an Indian meeting harmless in practice and Christian in
principle), he evidently forgot two things. One was, that it is not so very long ago that
Methodists and other nonconformists were forcibly prevented from gathering
together. The other is that the whole spirit of Christianity as taught by its founder is
opposed to compulsion.

Now, Mr. Editor, as I am aware that the only mead given to those who take the
part of the ignorant and oppressed is unmitigated abuse, I will conclude with
expressing the wish that those who think with Mr. Tate will act like St. Paul, who at
one time was very bitter against the truth.

Osoyoos, B.C. R. G. SIDLEY.

“Misleading, mischievous and dangerous”s2 (1896)

Victoria, B.C., Monday, March 2, 1896.
Mr. Helmcken — Last Saturday, we, your clients, discovered that Mr. Tate,
Methodist minister, had written something about the potlatch in The Province. From
what we understand of it, Mr. Tate’s words are based on assumptions. Assumptions
are the weapons of busybodies, and may be misleading, mischievous and dangerous.
Mr. Tate assumes that the property taken by Indian women from the cities to their
home are the proceeds of immorality, whereas they are mainly the earnings of these
women at canneries, for sewing, and gained at trading. He also assumes that all this
property thus acquired is wasted in potlatching, whereas most of it is used by the
families of the women who earned it, and only what can well be spared is given away
to be returned hereafter with usury. The potlatch is in no way responsible for
immorality.
Mr. Tate asks where certain stalwart Haidas are. We answer, they are dead.
They died of small-pox and measles. They did not die of potlatch®3. The other Indians
mentioned by Mr. Tate went the same way. We might readily assume, from the
opposition which some missionaries make to the potlatch, and the eagerness with
which they collect money from us when opportunity occurs, that the main object of
all missionaries is to acquire control of our property and to apply it to suit their own
views; but our experience with other missionaries who are obviously sincere in the
doctrines which they teach, lead us to conclude such an assumption would be
mischievous.
A minister in our country, who is also a Justice of the Peace, punished with
imprisonment and penance some Indians who had been at a potlatch. We are told
here that he had assumed jurisdiction which did not belong to his office. His action

82 From Gosnell, A. (1896, March 14). We give the same prominence. The Province, p. 3. I've been
unable to find a date of death for Amos Gosnell, or mentions of him past 1915.

83 As seen in another report in this collection, at least one of the episodes of smallpox is thought to
have been contracted at a government “potlatch”.
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might have caused disturbance, hurt, and even death to the Indians concerned. His
was a dangerous assumption. We like people who are sure of their words before they
speak, and who are sure of their powers before they act.

We have to leave by the steamer Danube to-day, with great disappointment
and heavy hearts, as there may be trouble ahead of us.

We want you to put our words in the same paper which published Mr. Tate’s

letter, and let the white people know our minds.
(Signed) AMOS GOSNELL, for himself and associates.

“An undue infringement by the State”8¢ (1896)

To the Editor — Through your instrumentality, many abuses, many grievances
of the weak, much oppression and many infringements of individual rights have been
exposed, public sympathy enlisted, and at least to that degree the burdens lightened.
This may have cost you some “thirty’ subscribers, but what is that in comparison to
having earned public esteem and confidence, and the yet greater reward, the
satisfaction of having done your duty?

I desire to draw attention to what I believe [is] an undue infringement by the
State of the rights of the individual. We have, I believe, a law prohibiting “potlatch,”
and the first conviction under the Act has been recorded from the Fraser River
country. Now, the word “potlatch” simply means “to give,” to “grant”; and it has been
a custom, and in the opinion of nearly all who have seen and witnessed this practice,
a most beautiful custom, handed down from immemorial times, among the
aboriginals of this country. Why was this right of giving, what rightfully belonged to
them, taken from them?

Is there any power on earth that can interfere in such a question? Yet we have
legal cobblers in our midst who seem not to have shrunk from such a task. We sound
our praise to the “Giver of all good things,” we have even got so far as to have this
thanksgiving made on a national holiday, but woe betide the Indian, who in a
practical way gives thanks “to the giver of all good things,” by helping his less
fortunate brother. It would, indeed, be interesting, Mr. Editor, to learn at whose
Instigation, by what pressure this legislation was enacted; perhaps correspondence
between the Department, Indian Agents and missionaries and any others who might
have been busying themselves on behalf of the Indians could be laid before the House.
Or perhaps the aboriginal himself has petitioned that a fatherly guard be placed on
his charitable propensities.

The last potlatch of this district took place sometime in the beginning of
November last. The chiefs from the southern part of Vancouver Island were here with
many of their followers, and by the way, a fine-looking lot of men they were, stout,
well-clad, and with a very comfortable-looking appearance; most liberal in their gifts
to the poorer Indians of Nanaimo; food, clothing, blankets and money were freely
given and most graciously received. One poor Nanaimo Indian, who has a very

84 From POTLATCH. (1896, February 22). A LAW PROHIBITING “POTLATCH”. The Province, p. 16.
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consumptive appearance and a large family to support, received quite a large roll of
notes; 1t must have been considerably over one hundred dollars. What harm, what
criminality can there be in thus cultivating the best element in their nature?

It seems to me as if here was an undue interference with the right of the
individual which some of our law makers may, with advantage to themselves, credit
to the community at large and profit as well as happiness to the Indian population,

well have amended or expunged.
Nanaimo, B.C. POTLATCH.

“To obtain our natural rights”85 (1896)

Having interviewed the Superintendent of Indian Affairs, Mr. A. W. Vowell,
and also consulted with a city lawyer in regard to their complaint, the delegates of
the Naas River Indians — Amos Gosnell, William Jeffrey and “Billy” Williams — have
forwarded to Mr. G. E. Corbould, M.P., at Ottawa, the following petition:

“The undersigned, a delegation of Indian chiefs, in view of the hereditary right
of our ancestry, would respectfully represent: That we were at the Indian Department
in the city of Victoria this day at 11 o’clock. In an interview with Mr. Vowell, Indian
Commissioner, we were informed by an explanation of how that any person giving a
potlatch would be imprisoned for six months. It is the desire of the Indian department
to civilize us, which meets with our approbation; but we were born Indians, educated
according to the laws of our ancestry, and, as nature dictates to us, we enjoy their
vested rights as an inheritance. We came to Victoria to obtain our natural rights.

“We see in this a contradictory state of affairs adorning your civilization.
Churches are numerous; theatres are located in the various sections of the town; and
saloons multiply in numbers; all of which are in conformity with your laws,
consequently we wish to know whether the ministers of the gospel have annihilated
the rights of white men in these pleasures leading to heaven and hell exactly in
different directions. They have kindly forced us out, as we are ‘not in it’.

“In the difference of your wisdom, have we committed any offence against the
Almighty God or civilized humanity by bestowing on our poor Indian brethren the
pleasure of our hearts by donation of charity in token of friendship? If it is a sin
against nature, or a damage to government, society or otherwise, we will yield with
the kindliest feeling to your imperial mandate.

“You have your Christmases, Fourths of July and 24th’s of May, all of which
you celebrate without interference — sine qua non. Money is spent in squandrous
profusion with no benefit to the poor of your race.

“We go to the entertainments of your theaters, and you charge us money for
the privilege. We give our dances at which our guests are welcomed by the testimonial
of donations, according to our custom — the inheritance of our fathers.

“If we wish to perform an act moral in its nature, with no injury or damage,
and pay for it, no law in equity can divest us of such right.

8 From A PLEA FOR THE POTLATCH. (1896, February 23). Daily Colonist, p. 7.
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“We see the Salvation Army parade the streets of your city with music and
drum; enchanting the down, leading wanderers, and helping the poor — by making
him pay for all he gets.

“We are puzzled to know whether in the estimation of civilization we are
human or fish on the tributaries of the Naas River, that the felicities of our ancestors
should be denied us.

“Our lands and our fishing grounds are converted to other hands; licenses are
imposed for fishing the waters of the White Crest Mountains, which we pay with
pleasure, for such is your law, and we only ask in connection that our potlatches may
meet with your approbation.

“We see 1n your graveyards the white marble and granite monuments which
cost you money in testimony of your grief for the dead. When our people die we erect
a large pole, call our people together, distribute our personal property with them in
payment for their sympathy and condolence; comfort to us in the sad hours of our
affliction. This is what is called a potlatch — the privilege denied us.

“It 1s a chimera that under the British flag slavery does not exist.

(Signed) WISE-AS-YOU.
SIMH-SAM.
NAAS-QUAH-SO.

Delegation of Naas River tribes who claim for the injunction on three towns

$15,000 yearly; a pro rata of $5,000 to each town, payable every twelve months.

“From the inside”86 (1896)

As an Indian who loves fair play and justice, I feel it my duty to place before
the public, through the columns of your widely circulated newspaper, a few words on
the question of the potlatch; and who is as capable of judging the custom or thoroughly
understanding its features, good and bad, as [an] Indian who looks at it from the
inside?

In the first place, writers argue that the government has no right to interfere
with the ancestral rights of the Indian. That may be true so far as those rights and
habits are innocent and harmless, but farther than that it is not true.

These writers do not know that the principle of the potlatch is unjust to many
of our own race, and, at that, the very portion which is trying to adopt the customs of
the white man, and respect our Queen and Government.

What would these men think of a custom that deprived city aldermen of their
seal of office, power and influence because they would not profess themselves of a
certain sect, or a custom that would unseat and forever bar out an influential member
of government because he does not believe a certain creed? And yet this outrage we,
who try to benefit by the civilization of the white man, are forced to bear as long as
the potlatch exists. I might be the highest and most respected chief of this river, or

86 From Derrick, T. (1896, May 29). THE POTLACH. Daily Colonist, p. 7. Written by Timothy Derrick,
chief of Gitlaxt’aamiks. I find no mention of Chief Derrick after 1931 and believe him to have died
prior to 1970.
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this coast, and yet all my influence and honor, as dear to me as the birthright of any
nobleman, [may] be snatched from me by the bribes of a potlatch, or series of
potlatches. In the same way might go the hereditary title to my hunting and fishing
grounds and my name, of which I am justly and pardonably proud, simply because I
wish to live in civilization and law-abiding citizenship. Why, I ask, in the name of
justice and British fair-play, should such a practice be tolerated, not to say defended,
and how long shall we suffer this injustice?

The writers who have defended the potlatch will see that we complain not of
what seems to them as an act of charity, but of the motive of this act. I say seems, for
it is charitable only in appearance; in reality, it is a bribe. The Indian is paid so many
blankets or guns simply to shut his mouth against the wrongs to be perpetrated by
the usurper, and not by any means as an act of charity. We have no word for charity
or benevolence in our language; these ideas come from the whites. If the thousands
of dollars were really given away to needy Indians, with the idea only of helping them,
who would not applaud it? But who dare applaud bribery?

Then, too, many think the potlatcher is a rich man, and by his gifts keeps the
poor from starving. Thus is has been represented by deputations from our river, but
such representations are utterly false, as are also the suppositions. The potlatcher is
not necessarily a rich man; true, he sometimes accumulates hundreds of dollars’
worth of goods, but at the same time he runs into debt to his friends, to the
neighboring stores, and that for years, but why not, when he can capture a prize so
much esteemed? The Indian would stake life itself on this attempt, and all sense of
morality too often vanishes before it. He does not give goods to the poor unless first
their fees have been paid, and in event of failure to do this they are simply dropped,
and, if a chief, subjected to public ridicule, to avoid which the old chief would sacrifice
even the purity of his daughters. If unable to raise the money, it only remains for a
younger, thriftless, and often meaner man, by bribery to take his place.

In the excitement of the potlatch season, the poor and indigent are often left
behind, in the dead of winter, to look after fuel and fire as best they can, or to become
objects of charity for the nearest civilized village. On the contrary, I challenge anyone
to produce an instance of this negligence among Christianized Indians. Potlatchers
are not wealthy philanthropists or public benefactors by any means. I have often seen
them come into the store after the potlatch is over to beg food for their suffering
families. They had hundreds a few days before, now all are gone, but what of it, if
now they are but accounted great? No wonder, then, that we who have relatives in
such bondage are more than anxious to see them liberated by the enforcement of the
present law.

Our personal safety is also bound up in this question. The readers of your paper
know that at different times gunboats and forces have been called at the government’s
expense to suppress the riots of the potlatch. The danger is not over until the evil is
prohibited. The merest oversight on the part of the potlatcher when giving property
according to the grade of chieftainship is almost sure to cause a tribal feud.

One of your writers asks, “who instituted the petition against the potlatch?” If
he will write me I can give and will give the particulars. Suffice it to say, it originated
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among the Indians on this river, and two of the deputation now so active in waiting
upon the government officials to remove the present legislation, were then active in
suppressing the potlatch.

In conclusion I beg to ask — How in the name of common sense are we to save
our race as long as the potlatch exists? Only in civilized villages where we imitate the
habits of the white man are there any signs of permanency. Only about the modern
homes where matrimony and motherhood are respected do we see happy, healthy
children sporting in the streets — the hope and joy of the Indian. In the interests of
five hundred Christianized Indians, sixty per cent., at least, of the population on this
river; in the name of justice to those of us who try to advance; in the name of fair play
to those of us who are robbed of their birthright, lands and hunting grounds, and in
the name of mercy and hope for a race still striving for existence, I ask that every
lover of humanity not only leave the law as it is, but use all their power and influence
to enforce it.

TIMOTHY DERRICK.

Naas River, B.C.

“The greatest hindrance to his work”s? (1896)

This custom [of the potlatch] peculiarly belongs to the native tribes of the North
Pacific Coast. Viewed outwardly it has the appearance of a harmless mode of
entertainment, but only those who are acquainted with its inward features can tell
how predominant is the evil. As a relic of heathenism it holds a determined front
against all civilizing and Christianizing influences. Before the coming of the white
man to these Western shores, it existed with the many other savage practices, itself
being the medium for the operation of the various crafts upon the superstitious minds
of the people, and at the present time the missionary meets in it the greatest
hindrance to his work of evangelizing.

To enlist the sympathy of public opinion, the Indian of to-day clothes it with a
sort of civilized garb by introducing games and amusements indulged in by our own
race, and in this way endeavors to point out to us his claim to like privileges with
ourselves. Then again, the usage i1s accepted in the simple definition of the term,
which means “to give,” and that it is nothing more than the expression of generosity
on the part of the giver to his tribe; but were the public more acquainted with what
lies back of this giving, and understood the motive of the potlatcher and the end in
view, the right kind of sympathy would be shown by putting down the evil.

It might be well to say here that potlatching is a violation of our Canadian law,
and in some instances the offence has been followed up and the offender punished. In
one case the Indian rebelled, and his so-called grievance was taken up by a few
pretending to guard the rights and liberties of the red man. Denunciation followed,
and our missionaries have been subjected to unwise and undue criticism. Reference
1s made particularly to Rev. J. B. McCullogh, a devoted worker of the Church

87 From Stone, W. J. (1896, August 22). HOME MISSION WORK. Daily Colonist, p. 8. Written by
William J. Stone (c. 1863 - 1937), Methodist missionary.
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missionary society among the Naas River Indians, and to Rev. C. M. Tate, the
Methodist missionary to the East Coast tribes of Vancouver Island. Further, it has
been charged to missionaries in general that they have been seeking the filthy lucre.
It is almost needless to add that these apparently interested ones in the freedom for
the potlatches belong to a class themselves who derive no small gain thereby, and it
is to be expected these followers of Demetrius will use every effort to declaim this
Diana among the Indians.

As missionaries we have treated with silence the several newspaper articles
on this supposed grievance, relying upon the sound judgment of better-disposed
minds, to whom we appeal for confidence in our endeavors to instruct in the Truth.
We also look to such for assistance in breaking down this greatest barrier to
knowledge and advancement for the Indians of British Columbia.

We will now take up the question itself and will try to show:

First — its effect among the Indians, socially, morally, and intellectually. First,
we have the social aspect. It is the potlatch which maintains the present social
condition of the Indian as it was in the past. Each tribe has its hereditary chief, but
there are numerous sub-chiefs who hold their positions or rank by the number of
potlatches they give. Were it not for the feeling of pride that it fosters, it would not
be long before this custom would cease too exist. But the spirit of rivalry encouraged,
by which one vies with the other to gain the highest point of favor in the estimation
of the tribe, makes up in interest for any material loss to the potlatcher, even though
he be beggared and also compelled to borrow money from his friends who will have to
wait his leisure or his pleasure, as the case may be, in refunding the loan.

It is held that no better means can be employed by the natives to maintain
peace and friendship among the several tribes and families, but this is an open
question, for we have noticed that although there is a general mingling of minds and
sympathies, yet no sooner is the event over than the old animosities invariably
return.

There is another way we might view this social side of the question. It
encourages indolence. It has been observed that only the thrifty, industrious Indian
will give a potlatch. By using every economy he gathers in $200, $300, $400 and even
$500, which he, no doubt freely on his part, presents to his, or it may be some other
tribe that he has called. Then gather in this indolent class who live upon his bounty
for a week or more and in the end have divided among them the hard earnings of the
poor native. We know of one Indian in our own experience who has given away over
$2,000 in this manner.

Then the plea comes to us that the Indian money is round, but it is also noted
that this circle of exchange contracts with every series of potlatches. Of the $1,600 or
$1,800 potlatched by one of the tribes on the West Coast last winter there is nothing
to show. The money was squandered, and provisions and property destroyed, not
mentioning many other excesses indulged in. The tribe is suffering from these effects
already, and if continued there will be no further means and the Indian will turn to
the government for support. We can readily see what an abuse this practice has been
on the social life of the Indian.
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But there is yet another way by which its effects are shown. I refer to its
influence in deterring the well-disposed native from adopting civilized modes of
living. The Indian who refuses to potlatch is ostracized. Every missionary knows
somewhat of the persecution, not only contempt, to be borne by the Christian natives
for their refusal to engage with the tribe in its heathen festivals. And these have come
to us during the year asking why the law did not protect them under the existing
conditions of the case at present.

We now take a view of the moral side of this question. Potlatching incites to
bribery; in fact, it is a form of bribery itself. The main object in giving a feast of this
kind is to curry favor with the tribe, and who gives the most wins the greatest respect.
We can cite instances where hereditary chiefs have had their power usurped by rivals
who outdid them in potlatching. Then it is the Indians of the higher class who receive
the highest amounts, while the poor, old and forsaken receive the passing four-bits.
The writer offered to join in with the tribe to which he ministers if they would adopt
the policy of giving for charitable purposes, but they could not see the point. In the
exact sense of the term, only from a worldly point of view, it was the expression of
honor to whom honor is due.

Again, the tendency to being dishonest is encouraged. As was stated before,
large sums of money are borrowed by many with no intention of paying back. Only
let the end in view be achieved, and any means is considered proper. This also
explains the worst and most dangerous feature, which is the disposition tending to
immorality. Not only at their feasts is licentiousness given full sway, but in order to
secure money for the potlatch nothing is too impure. Men will sell their wives and
daughters, and women sell themselves, body and soul, in the most nefarious traffic,
that this desire to emulation may be satisfied. Look to the noblest nation of Indians
on the coast, the Haidas. Not twenty-five years ago there were thousands, where now
there are but hundreds. These have gone down to darkness and everlasting death,
having met their untimely end through the sore disease of sin and immorality, and
all because of the demands of the potlatch. And the other tribes are not behind in the
same sinful practice.

We now turn to the event itself. It is on this occasion the baser appetites are
freely indulged. Their ideas of virtue are confined in general, but here no line of purity
1s drawn. And it goes to show that these and various other defilements would not
have such full scope, were the potlatch system prohibited.

The representative of the press who lately attended one of these potlatches and
who certified to the innocent amusement afforded by them, must have attended only
the one. But could he witness them in their true light, he would not so freely express
himself, and act justly to the public mind.

And now we inquire how the mind of the Indian is affected by these heathen
feasts. In a word, they debase him. He may be raised to an assumption of false pride,
but more surely does it degrade his nature and condition and render the mind less
susceptible to the influence of light and truth. And because of its own influence it
enslaves the mind, exacting homage from even those who are looked upon as civilized.
This was particularly emphasized to the mind of the writer only last winter. Young

138



men who are respected by those of Victoria who know them, and who conduct
themselves with due propriety in this town on their visits to it, were compelled to
honor one of the potlaches by feasting on a dog which had just been killed in a most
cruel manner. At another time a cat was dispensed with in the same way. To think
that this occurred in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and ninety-six,
and within seventy miles from civilized Victoria, should convince us of the deep
barbarism the potlatch exercises on the mind of the Indian.

There is a wolf dance, held chiefly to terrorize the minds of the women and
children, and which is generally carried on successfully. Again, in many instances
[Indians] are subjected to torture, such as cutting with knives and biting, the biter
giving a handsome sum for a piece of human flesh.

Superstition holds its sway through the influence of the potlatch, the Indian
doctor celebrating a feast of this kind on his initiation to the secrets of the medicine
art, and with which he is again honored on the completion of his course.

Summing up all the evidence before us, we find the potlatch is the great
stronghold of heathenism. Destroy it and all other forms will fall with it; encourage
it and the way of missionary enterprise is barred to a great extent.

And now, in conclusion, we will endeavor briefly to state our relation with the
Indians to this and other evils prevalent among them. As a people we owe to them
protection and support in the right. Look at it as we will, we must acknowledge we
have taken their land from them, and this intrusion has greatly straitened their
means of subsistence. We can now best reward them by using every effort to induce
them to adopt our mode of living.

But the potlatch sternly opposes this, therefore in the interest of the Indian
the potlatch must go, that they may be free to be educated, to rightfully use their
gains and earnings in dealing with us.

Not only this, but our government is pledged to protect the interests of the
Indian, and as his guardian instruct him. The wisdom of this legislature is shown by
enacting a law condemning the potlatch in all its forms, and we are assured by the
Indian department that the act will remain despite the efforts of some to repeal it.
We look for a speedy enforcement of the same, believing it to be for the best good for
the Indian.

And as members of the Body, the Church, of which Christ is the Head, we view
this question with no other feeling than that of true sympathy and interest in our
Indian brother’s welfare. And our Lord, who has sent us forth to preach the gospel to
every creature, has also enjoined us to teach them to observe all things commanded
by him. With this command, which is also a prerogative of the Christian teacher, we
appeal to a Christian nation for help to carry out God’s purpose of salvation for the
heathen tribes of British Columbia by stamping out such evil customs from their
midst. And of the church we ask her prayers that God’s spirit may convince the Indian
of the wrong and lead him to understand that in our opposing the evil we are simply
seeking not only his temporal good, but the welfare of his soul. The church has many
trophies of divine grace in the persons and lives of many from the Indian tribe — men
and women — who are enjoying blessed experiences in the Christian life. It is not
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strange to relate that these all know of and shun the contaminating influence of the
potlatch. May she in defending and encouraging these brethren show to them her
earnestness in endeavoring to make this evil a thing of the past.

“Slurs and slander”ss (1896)

To the Editor — In your semi-weekly edition of August 24 you publish a paper
read at the Union Missionary Conference by Rev. Mr. Stone of Comox, in which he
states:

“Young men who are respected by those of Victoria who know them, and who
conduct themselves with due propriety in this town, on their visits to it were
compelled to honor one of the potlatches by feasting on a dog which had just been
killed in a most cruel manner.”

When Mr. Stone says “young men,” does he mean white men? [I wish to know,]
as I have been asked by several people who the parties are. If so, will he be man
enough to give names? I can account for all the young white men within twenty miles,
at the time of the occurrence. One — my son — was in Victoria. Another, my assistant,
was not far away from his station. Another, one of the government linemen, can
answer for himself — I don’t know where he was, but I hardly think he [ate] dog — if
present. The fourth person was present on his own business — he will answer for
himself.

Mr. Stone leaves it to be inferred that they were young white men; at least
everyone who has spoken to me on the subject thinks so. Mr. Stone may possibly mean
young Indians who are respected, etc., etc.; but in part of his speech he says of the
potlatch, “it enslaves the mind, exacting homage from even those who are looked upon
as civilized.”

Mr. Stone does not say how the dog was killed. The live dog was torn to pieces
by the Indians with their teeth, a thing which had not happened in the Nitinat tribe
for 17 years previously, and was done on this occasion principally to show their dislike
and contempt for Mr. Stone and his ways.

I shall be glad if you will insert this, that people may know there are no young
white men eating dog down here. Anyone who will cast slurs and slander [at] young
white men (always behind their backs), and then eat his own words and send others
to deny his words and actions, is, in my opinion, more likely to eat dog or worse than
anyone in this part of the country.

I am, respectfully,
[W.] PHILIP DAYKIN®?, Keeper Carmanah Light Station

88 From Daykin, W. P. (1869, September 19). THE POTLATCH QUESTION. Daily Colonist, p. 6.
Written by William Phillip Daykin (c. 1843 — 1916).

89 “William Philip Daykin, one of the pioneer marine men of the North Pacific Coast, and one well and
favorably, passed away last evening [November 20, 1916[, following an attack of pneumonia. He was
73 years of age and a native of Doncaster, Yorkshire, England, and had been in British Columbia for
the last thirty years, during most of which period he was employed as keeper of the lighthouse in
Carmanah, west coast of Vancouver Island. Retiring from the position some years ago, he had latterly
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Rev. Stone’s rebuttal®® (1896)

To the Editor — In the issue of your daily for the 19th inst. is a request from
Mr. Daykin, of Carmanah lighthouse, for explanation of a certain passage taken from
the paper on the potlatch which was read by me at the Union Missionary Conference.
On first reading it I decided to let the article pass for what it was worth; but in
deference to his wish I make this statement, although such contumely as he
endeavors to heap upon missionary work deserves no return but its treatment with
silence.

In the first place Mr. Daykin is asked to replace the extracted quotation in its
former position in the paragraph from which it was taken, and, reading the
paragraph throughout, he will find no reference to any but Indians. Or, may I ask
you, Mr. Editor, to have the whole paragraph inserted here? It reads as follows:

“And now we inquire how the mind of the Indian is affected by these heathen
feasts. In a word, they debase him. He may be raised to an assumption of false pride,
but more surely does it degrade his nature and condition and render the mind less
susceptible to the influence of light and truth. And because of its own influence it
enslaves the mind, exacting homage from even those who are looked upon as civilized.
This was particularly emphasized to the mind of the writer only last winter. Young
men who are respected by those of Victoria who know them, and who conduct
themselves with due propriety in this town on their visits to it, were compelled to
honor one of the potlaches by feasting on a dog which had just been killed in a most
cruel manner. At another time a cat was dispensed with in the same way. To think
that this occurred in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and ninety-six,
and within seventy miles from civilized Victoria, should convince us of the deep
barbarism the potlatch exercises on the mind of the Indian.”

Nothing more need be said, as the above explains itself.

Further — Mr. Daykin’s statement referring to the young white men is
sufficient inference itself as to their probable connection with the several potlatches
held here. Such reference was indeed remote from my mind. Section 114 of the Indian
Act as now enacted prohibits white men from having anything whatever to do with
the potlatch. It is to be presumed the law-abiding citizens within twenty miles of
Carmanah will observe this and act accordingly.

With reference to the other intimations of the letter published, as they are
given to show a particular antipathy, we had better, Mr. Editor, let them run their
course. Thanking you for the space afforded for this, and desiring no further
correspondence on my part,

WM. STONE.

Methodist Missionary, Nitinat, West Coast

Kla-oos Mission, Sept. 26, 1896.

been keeper of the foghorn at McLaughlin Point. Mr. Daykin is survived by his widow and two sons.”
WILLIAM P. DAYKIN DEAD. (1916, November 21). The Province, p. 18.

9 From Stone, W. J. (1896, August 22). THE POTLACH. Daily Colonist, p. 8. Written by William J.
Stone (c. 1863 - 1937), Methodist missionary.
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“Tt takes very little to fan those feelings”9! (1896)

COWICHAN AGENCY, INDIAN OFFICE, QUAMICHAN, B.C., MARCH 18, 1896

Sir, I have the honor to acknowledge the receipt of your letter of the 17th inst.
with enclosures related to potlatches, and in reply beg to say that the subject of
potlatches in this Agency was treated in my letter of Oct. 21st [...]. With regard to
the one held in Nanaimo in October last, I would state that it was given by an old
chief named Jim Sil-kah-met, assisted in the work of entertaining the visitors by
others of the Nanaimo Band.

Before the potlatch took place, the Indians came to me and promised that this
should be the last one in their village, and that they would do their utmost to prevent
the introduction of liquor.

Owing to a delay in the arrival of the Musqueam Band, the gathering was not
over for about 12 days, but the whole affair passed off without any friction. There was
no drunkenness, quarreling, or fighting, and being held close to the city of Nanaimo,
the Indians were visited every day by hundreds of white people, both ladies and
gentlemen, and even little children, which would not have been the case had there
been drunkenness and [the] barbarous practices we hear so much about taking place.

I was present on several occasions and can bear testimony to the orderly
manner in which the whole potlatch was conducted.

I can also say that the popular feeling in this part of the province is that we
have no moral right to interfere with these harmless Indian customs; of course in this
I speak of my Agency, and although I know there is a waste of time, and a fear of
spreading contagious diseases attending any potlatch unless well watched, which I
am sure by the present Act I have sufficient power, and influence amongst the Indians
to enforce if necessary, I am at the same time sure that by doing so I should at once
weaken the influence of the missionaries on the bulk of the natives, and at the same
time add to the steadily increasing strain which is now being felt against both the
Dominion and Provincial Governments caused by “Fishery Regulations,” “Game
Acts,” and the general hard times which are at present really oppressing the Indians.

The newspaper telegram enclosed alludes, I presume, to a proposed potlatch to
be held at the Penelakut Village (about 20 miles from Nanaimo) sometime next
month. I heard of this, and on the 20th of February last sent my constable with notices
explaining the provisions of the present Act, that none might plead ignorance.

In two days, every male member of the Penelakut Band came to my office and
explained that old Pierre (Hul-kah-lats-tun) was the only one calling the potlatch,
although others who owed articles were joining him to invite their creditors to be paid
off at the same time.

9 From Lomas, W. H. (1896). In GENERAL CORRESPONDENCE REGARDING STEPS TO
CURTAIL POTLATCH AMONG THE INDIANS OF BRITISH COLUMBIA. RG10, Volume number:
3631, Microfilm reel number: C-10110, File number: 6244-G. Item ID number 2060800. Ottawa:
Library and Archives Canada. William Henry Lomas died in 1899.
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They one and all pledged themselves that this should be the last gathering of
the kind that should be held in their village, stating that Victoria (Songhees) and
Nanaimo had made the same pledges which all understood and intended to keep.

Pierre Hul-kah-lats-tun is an old man, the only son of a chief who entertained
the first Roman Catholic missionary who came to the coast. He has had gifts of
blankets & other property, many of the donors (or rather lenders) of which are now
dead, but according to the Indian custom he should pay these debts in public, i.e. at
a gathering such as a potlatch is, to the heirs or relatives of the donors who are his
visitors for the occasion, and whom he and his friends have to feed while in their
village. In the providing food he is assisted by his friends and relatives from far or
near who bring, or send, food of all kinds, in the same way that the old man has done
when any of them gave a potlatch.

In this Agency the giver of a potlatch does not impoverish himself — his farm-
stock, boats or canoes are not thrown away, merely what he owes, and some few
dollars’ worth of goods or cash to promote excitement or to encourage sports among
the younger members present — whose only interest in a potlatch is in the meeting of
friends seldom seen, and in the sports which may occur.

When in my office the words of the old man Pierre were really pathetic. He
stated that to numerous people he owed blankets and other property, but that if I
would assure him the feelings of Her Majesty the Queen would be hurt by his having
a potlatch, he would give it up, although he had been waiting to do so the best years
of his life, but that he would be more ashamed of not paying what he owed to the
living and the dead, than he would be of dying in jail, as he was told he was liable to.

On this he produced from many coverings an engraving of Her Majesty, taken,
I would say, thirty years ago, and a Union Jack of about the same age. I answered
the old man that the action of the Government was not to oppress them, but to
endeavor to keep the young men free from the ties of the potlatch, that they might
make their farms and fishing profitable to their children. I also pointed out to the
younger men that they would be in a better position to meet the hard times if they
had milk, and garden produce for their families, as they had before they began to go
to hop-fields and canneries for the high wages paid there for a few weeks’ work.

I would respectfully state to the Department that the action I have taken in
not interfering with a Band holding a potlatch when they pledge themselves that it
should be their last, is not hasty, but has had long consideration, and that I am sure
it is in the interests both of the public and the Indians.

I would also state that although there is not likely to be any Indian rising as
we see in the United States, still when a general feeling of dissatisfaction against the
law occurs amongst an ignorant population, it takes very little to fan those feelings
into a determination to screen the breakers of the law, whether for murder or minor
offences.

Submitting this views on the potlatch subject, I have the honor to be, Sir, your
obedient servant,

W. H. Lomas,
Indian Agent.
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The arrest of Johnny Moon?2 (1897)

The Indians in the vicinity of Cape Mudge are in a state of great excitement
just now over the arrest on Tuesday last of Johnny Moon and his father, the chief of
the Cape Mudge tribe. In consequence, Mr. Edward Wilson, storekeeper and hotel
proprietor, came to the city yesterday in post haste, in quest of Mr. A. W. Vowell, the
Superintendent of Indian Affairs. He says the Indians are making no threats nor
resorting to violence, but they are in the sulks and are so thoroughly aroused that,
unless diplomacy is displayed in dealing with them, trouble may be looked for.

But this 1s not the dangerous aspect of affairs that confronts Mr. Wilson. He
knows that most of the Indians possess some kind of a fire arm, and that their number
is daily being increased through the arrival from all parts of the coast of cousins,
brothers and visitors to participate in the festivities of a long-heralded potlatch. Once
maddened by whisky the festive company might make things very interesting for the
civilized community.

What happened to bring about the present agitated feelings of the natives does
not seem altogether clear. The Johnny Moon arrested had issued numerous
invitations for a potlatch, to come off about this time or a little later, and had, either
in this or some other way, aroused suspicion, of which Constable Manson, Cortez
Island, sought corroboration of. Whereupon the officer visited Cape Mudge last
Tuesday and placed under arrest the father and son, Mr. Wilson says, giving no
explanation for his action. The old man resisted arrest and so attracted a crowd of
blanketed and husky natives to the beach, where just prior to the steamer’s departure
with the two prisoners, a contest took place, resulting in the hoary-headed chief being
taken from the authorities, and the latter being hurriedly driven away, the young
prisoner going with little objection.

This story Mr. Wilson reluctantly related as he was, he said, desirous of seeing
the authorities before having the news published.

“A trifle too hasty”?3 (1897)

Johnnie Moon, the Cape Mudge Indian who was brought down from Comox [to
Nanaimo] last week for trial on a charge of taking part in an Indian feast at which
gifts were bestowed, came up for hearing before Judge Harrison this evening. C. H.
Barker appeared for the crown and stated that he was instructed on behalf of the
Attorney-General to enter a nolie prosequi, as the depositions contained no proof of
the potlatch having taken place. The prisoner was accordingly discharged. It appears
that the complainant, Rev. J. Walker, has been too hasty in laying the information,
the arrest having been made before any illegal ceremony had taken place.

The prosecution of Johnnie Moon and his associates possesses peculiar interest
as being the first case of the kind under the new Dominion statute of two years ago,
by which it was decreed that the potlatch, or “gift-feast,” must follow its

92 From ANGRY ABORIGINES. (1897, January 10). Daily Colonist, p. 8.
93 From A TRIFLE TOO HASTY. (1897, January 20). Daily Colonist, p. 6.
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contemporaneous festival, the “tamanawas,” into the list of aboriginal celebrations
proscribed by Canadian law. Whether the prohibition would be or could be enforced,
has from the first, been a matter of very considerable doubt among those who best
know the native character, for the potlatch is the joy and delight of the native Indian’s
soul, and it was not to be expected that he would relinquish its pleasures without a
struggle. The tamanawas is still practiced far up North, at the head of the rivers, in
the interior mountains — anywhere remote from civilization and beyond the reach of
the officers of the law and the missionary. And so doubtless it will be with the
potlatch, less barbarous by far.

For the benefit of the unenlightened ones, it may be explained that a potlatch
1s just what the word means in Chinook jargon — a gift feast — and there is little if
anything wrong in the potlatch itself. It is in the attendant ceremonies that the
mischief lies — whiskey drinking, quarreling and fighting, reviving the old and
barbarous rites of savage days, and too often setting every principle of law and order
at defiance. The potlatch, too, frequently bankrupts the giver of it, and those who
profit by his generosity in turn rob themselves of the savings of years in order to repay
the compliment and themselves enjoy the distinction of bidding the tribes from far
and near to their potlatch.

This potlatch, gift-feast, or blanket feast, is a social event more than anything
else. Some chief or prominent tribesman decides that the time has come for him to
“potlatch” his friends, and after months and sometimes years of preparation, he sends
his invitations to all the tribes that can be reached by mail or messenger, bidding
them to attend the celebration as his guests. These invitations are always accepted,
and by canoes and boats, and wagons or afoot, the guests arrive, generally several
days before the festivities are scheduled to commence — a motley and picturesque
assemblage, uniform only in the common insignia of dirt. Dancing, feasting and story
telling are the side features of the carnival — the main attraction is the distribution
of presents by the host of the occasion, who is supposed to “potlatch” to his friends the
proceeds of his total possessions.

Franz Boas on the potlatch ban?% (1897)

NEW YORK AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY
February 11th, 1897

Dear Sir — With much regret I have seen in recent newspapers that the
enforcement of the provincial law forbidding potlatches has led to serious
disturbances among certain Indian tribes.

It might have been expected that the attempt to enforce such a law among
tribes who still adhere to the old custom would lead to disaffection and discontent.
Unfortunately, the meaning of the potlatch has been much misunderstood by the
whites; else, I believe, the attempt would not have been made to abolish it by law

94 From Boas, F. (1897, March 6). THE INDIAN POTLATCH. The Province (Commercial Supplement),
p. xi. Written by Franz Boas (1858 — 1942).
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without making provision for the gradual transition of the old system to a new one.
Let me explain briefly what the potlatch is.

The economic system of the Indians of British Columbia is largely based on
credit, just as much as that of civilized communities. In all his undertakings the
Indian relies on the help of his friends. He promises to pay them for this help at a
later date. If the help furnished consisted in valuables — which are measured by the
Indians by blankets, as we measure them by money — he promises to repay the
amount so loaned, with interest. The Indian has no system of writing, and, therefore,
in order to give security to the transaction, it is performed publicly. The contracting
of debts on the one hand, and the paying of debts on the other, is the potlatch. This
economic system has developed to such an extent that the capital possessed by all the
individuals of the tribe combined exceeds many times the actual amount of cash that
exists. That is to say, the conditions are quite analogous to those prevailing in our
community: if we want to call in all our outstanding debts, it is found that there is
not by any means money enough in existence to pay them, and the result of an
attempt of all the creditors to call in their loans results in disastrous panic from which
it takes the community a long time to recover.

It must be clearly understood that an Indian who invites all his friends and
neighbors to a great potlatch, and apparently squanders all the accumulated results
of long years of labor, has two things in his mind which we cannot but acknowledge
as wise and worthy of praise. His first object is to pay his debts. This is done publicly
and with much ceremony, as a matter of record. His second object is to invest the
fruits of his labor so that the greatest benefit will accrue from them for his own
benefit, as well as for his children. The recipients of gifts at this festival receive these
as loans, which they utilize in their present undertakings. But after the lapse of
several years, they must repay them with interest to the giver or to his heir. Thus the
potlatch comes to be considered by the Indians as a means of insuring the well-being
of their children if they would be left orphans while still young; it is, we might say,
his life insurance.

The sudden abolition of this system, which in all its intricacies is very difficult
to understand, but the main points of which were set forth in the preceding remarks,
destroys, therefore, all the accumulated capital of the Indians. It undoes the carefully
planned life work of the present generations, exposes them to need in their old age,
and leaves the orphans unprovided. What wonder, when it is resisted with vigor by
the best class of Indians, and when only the lazy ones support it because it relieves
them of the duty to pay their debts?

But it will be said, that the cruel ceremonies connected with some of the
festivals make their discontinuance necessary. From an intimate knowledge of the
Indian character and of these very ceremonials I consider any interference with them
unadvisable. They are so intimately connected with all that is sacred to the Indian
that their forced discontinuation will tend to destroy what moral steadiness is left to
him. It was during these ceremonies that I heard the old men of the tribe exhort the
young to mend their ways, that they held up to shame the young women who had
gone to Victoria to lead a life of shame, and that they earnestly discussed the question
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of requesting the Indian Agents to help them in their endeavor to bring the young
back to the good, moral life of old.

And the cruelty of the ceremonial exists alone in the fancy of those who know
of it only by the exaggerated descriptions of travelers. In olden times it was a war
ceremony, and captives were killed and even devoured. But with the encroachment
of civilization, the horrors of the old ceremonies have died out. I heard an old chief
addressing his people thus: “How lovely is our time. No longer is there the strife of
battle; we only try to outdo each other in the potlatch,” meaning that each tries to
invest his property in the most profitable manner, and particularly that they vie with
each other in honorably repaying their debts.

The ceremony of the present day is no more and no less than a time of general
amusement which is expected with much pleasure by young and old. But enough of
its old sacredness remains to give the Indian during the time of the celebration an
aspect of dignity which he lacks at other times. The lingering survivals of the old
ceremonies will die out quickly, and the remainder is a harmless amusement that we
should be slow to take away from the native who is struggling against the over-
powerful influence of civilization.

Yours very truly,

FRANZ BOAS.
“As will result in the immediate repeal”?5 (1897)

Monday, April 12, 1897.

The speaker took the chair at 2 o’clock.

Prayers were read by the Rev. J. F. Betts. [...]

Mr. Helmcken moved and Mr. Braden seconded the following resolution:

“Whereas by virtue of 58 and 59 Vict., ch. 35, s. 6, the Indian custom known as
the potlatch was prohibited; and whereas the Indians have thereby become greatly
disaffected, and the enforcement of such law is likely to cause serious trouble; be it
therefore resolved, that an humble address be presented to his honor the Lieutenant-
Governor, requesting him to make such representation to the government of the
Dominion of Canada as will result in the immediate repeal of so much of the said
section of the said statute as prohibits the said custom and will allow the Indians to
enjoy such custom unmolested.”

Mr. Helmcken in moving the resolution said he felt that each member took
peculiar interest in the welfare of the Indians. The question was one that needed to
be seriously, and he thought favorably, considered by every hon. member. The law as
it originally stood in 1886 said that any Indian or person who participated in the
celebration of the potlatch was a misdemeanant and could be imprisoned. One Indian
who was arrested on this charge was freed, a magistrate declaring that no offence
was committed. The Dominion government therefore made the law stronger in 1895.

9% From PROVINCIAL LEGISLATURE. (1897, April 15). Semi-Weekly Colonist, p. 3.
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Last year he had deputations from chiefs on the matter, who were much
dissatisfied and disheartened over the matter. He could only advise them to keep with
the Dominion government on the subject. He had again had visits this year from
chiefs, and they pointed out that unless they were allowed to enjoy themselves, there
might be trouble.

The policy of the government had always been to treat the Indians as rational
beings, and we ought to give them proper consideration. No one would attempt to
interfere with our enjoyment of Christmas, or the 24th May or 1st July, and the
Indians should be allowed to enjoy themselves in their own way. He claimed that a
certain reverend gentleman, who had got Indians heavily fined for celebrating a
potlatch, had a little more zeal than discretion.

Hon. Mr. Turner said that the matter had a great deal of consideration, but it
was quite a Dominion matter. The federal authorities had the regulation of the
Indians, and it had been thought wise, on the advice of missionaries, to check the
potlatch. He personally knew that potlatches on the Northern rivers had been
prejudicial to the community. The trouble had arisen from the indiscriminate supply
of liquor. If liquor was kept away, the potlatch would be no trouble at all.

Hon. Col. Baker said the Indians were entirely under the Dominion
government. If this resolution passed and the law altered, the Dominion government
might turn round later, should any irregularities occur, and throw the onus upon the
province.

Mr. Booth was heartily in accord with the spirit of the resolution. He could not
sympathize at all with the action of the missionaries in getting the potlatch stopped.

Dr. Walkem did not think the potlatches were stopped because of excesses, but
because of the action of those who were Christianizing the Indians, who claimed that
the celebrations were not compatible with the creeds they were trying to inculcate.
Potlatches had been handed down among the Indians from generation to generation,
and the practice was just as natural to them as migration was to the swallow. It was
with the object of putting a stop to potlatches as associated with heathenism that the
missionaries moved in the subject. His feeling was that these potlatches were not
good, but Justices of the Peace should not have so much power in punishment
entrusted to them.

Hon. Mr. Eberts had made many inquiries as to whether potlatches were a
menace to the peace. He referred to the last trouble at Salmon River, and he felt that
there was a good deal in the claim of the hon. member for South Nanaimo (Dr.
Walkem) that these potlatches were very demoralizing. The matter was a difficult
one to make laws on, but he had no doubt that the Dominion government had not
dealt with the matter in the way they did until they had taken a very careful opinion
from the Indian agents. He saw no reason why the Dominion government should not
amend the law so that the actual potlatch could be carried on, but the law should,
however, step in and prevent anything demoralizing. The missionaries among the
Indians were a band of men who had done a great good, and we could point with pride
to a large number of men who were giving their time and undergoing privation to
alleviate the condition of the Indians.
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Mr. Sword felt that there was much in what was urged by the Provincial
Secretary. He also felt that there was much in the resolution and that careful inquiry
should be made into this matter. He therefore moved an amendment, seconded by
Mr. Kidd, to the effect that an inquiry should first be held into the meaning of the
custom.

Major Mutter objected to the amendment, as he thought it might cause delay.
He believed the Indians had great cause for delay. The missionaries had done a great
deal of good, but they had done much harm in interfering with native customs.

Mr. Helmcken, in closing the debate, gave the hon. member credit for moving
what he considered was for the good of all concerned. He did not, however, think there
was anything in the Provincial Secretary’s objections, as he believed the provincial
government had just as much a matter of duty in looking after the Indians as the
Dominion government. The Federal parliament was now in session, and he asked
that the resolution might be passed intact, so that it might at once come before them
at Ottawa.

Hon. Mr. Martin remarked that in his district, before the white men came in
the Indians never did any harm. The Indian had the right to have a jolly good time,
just as much as the white men, and he would heartily support the motion of the
member for Victoria.

The amendment was carried by 14 votes to 13, and the resolution as amended
was then carried.

“Give them a potlatch of amity”?6 (1897)

To the Editor — Indians have said that a potlatch means that a chief, in order
to keep up his dignity and return hospitality, heaps up riches for this occasion. He
invites, on a day fixed, neighboring friendly tribes, generally allies, in order to keep
alliances or make additional ones, for defense or offence, or amity, and for this
purpose gives a feast and makes presents, in fact so numerous that he himself
becomes beggared. Other chiefs have done the same to him and his tribe, so it is
merely an exchange of courtesy and property.

The guests usually arrive a day or two earlier — they, in their canoes, advance
in proper order and array, singing some tune in time of the paddles. The spokesman
of the chief on land welcomes them with an oration, and then provides them with a
place to encamp. All are treated in the same manner on arriving. Swan’s down, the
sign of peace, is distributed. On the days of the potlatch, there is plenty of the best
and most dainty provender — music, dancing, and other amusement. The people are
most polite and friendly together, and care is taken that order be kept. Spiritous
liquors are not on the card. Speaking generally, the visitors go peaceably away —
alliances have been renewed, and friendship sworn to.

9 From WHAT PEOPLE SAY. (1897, April 20). Daily Colonist, p. 2.
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In all these things there is much that resembles the customs of civilized
countries — the meeting of monarchs — the presents — the grand displays attendant
thereon — the pomps and vanities of this wicked world and the glorification of the
chiefs. The intention, no doubt, in some instances of potlatches has fallen from its
original signification, owing to the Indian having become debased through contact
with civilized!!! men [who] introduced their vices, but for all this, it will be well in the
interests of peace for the government to deal gently with the Indians, and rather give
them a potlatch of amity than by forcibly suppressing what to the Indians is the test
of friendship, convert it into animosity against their trustees.

“Discretion should be allowed”®? (1898)

A very interesting return has been presented to the Legislature with regard to
the enforcement of the clauses of the Indian Act which prohibit the holding of the
Indian festival known as the potlatch. The return consists of an extract from a report
of the Committee of the Canadian Privy Council, approved by His Excellency, on
February 22nd, 1898.

In that report, the Superintendent-General of Indian Affairs, referring to the
Order-in-Council of May 21st, 1897, respecting the representations made by the
Legislative Assembly of British Columbia, through the Executive Council of that
Province, that the Indians have become greatly dissatisfied through the enforcement
of the clauses of the Indian Act prohibiting the holding of the Indian festival known
as the potlatch, states that he has caused inquiry to be made into the origin, nature
and meaning of the said festival, with a view to the repeal of the clauses referred to,
in the event of its being ascertained that the prohibition of the potlatch is a well-
founded grievance; and he finds that the festival has a most demoralizing effect upon
the Indians who participate in it; that, through the efforts of the missionaries and
Indian agents, it has, in the Williams Lake agency entirely, and in the Fraser River
agency almost entirely, disappeared; that in the Babine and West Coast agencies it
still exists, but without the degrading features of mutilation and dog-eating, and not
to the same extent, in any way, as formerly; that in other agencies it can also be
suppressed without much opposition from the Indians, if the law is administered with
prudence and good judgment.

The Minister further states that the general consensus of opinion held by the
Indian agents, missionaries and others interested in the welfare of the Indians, is
that the law should not be repealed, but that discretion should be allowed, and great
care exercised by the Indian agents in its enforcement. In this way it is believed that,
as the young and progressive Indians, who are, for the most part, opposed to the
potlatch, obtain greater influence in their tribes, and take the places of the chiefs and
older Indians who favor its continuance, the custom will gradually die out.

97 From THE INDIAN POTLATCH. (1898, March 27). Daily News-Advertiser, p. 5.
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The Minister believes that the repeal of the law would be viewed by the Indians
as an evidence on the part of the Government to weakness and vacillation, and would
produce disrespect and want of confidence in the source from which it emanates.

The Minister, therefore, recommends that the law not be repealed, but that
Indian agents be instructed to continue their efforts for the suppression of the custom,
with great care and moderation, and that the Provincial Government be requested to
Instruct its magistrates to use their very best discretion in dealing with any cases of
infraction of the law which may come before them.

“Oppose the potlatch”8 (1899)

To potlatch or not to potlatch is a question which is agitating the minds of the
Indians of Naas River district, and it is a question which appears to involve the great
principle of right and wrong, and upon which depends very much more of importance
to the natives than is generally believed. It will be remembered by readers of the
Times that in recent years there have been several deputations to Victoria from
northern tribes asking that the customs of the Indians be not interfered with in this
regard, and that the old established custom of potlatching be allowed to continue; and
there has grown up a feeling that the opposition to the custom exists only among the
white people. This impression will probably be removed when the utterances of a
deputation of prominent natives from the Naas, which arrived here on Saturday for
the purpose of interviewing the Attorney-General, are read. These chiefs constitute
the first deputation of natives appointed for the purpose of protesting against the
continuance of the custom, and they certainly made out a very strong case against it.

The members of the deputation were Luke Nelson, of Kinkolith, chief of the
government-appointed council in that settlement; Andrew Mercer, of Aiyansh, a
member of the council; and David McKay, of Lake Kalzap, also a member of the
council there. They are highly intelligent and educated Indians, who have imbibed
the teachings of civilization and awakened to the harm which is resulting, and will
continue to result, from the perpetuation in their midst of the heathen customs of the
aborigines.

Rev. S. S. Osterhout, being in the city, kindly undertook to introduce the
deputation to the Attorney-General, but the natives are anxious for it to be
understood that their mission was undertaken solely at the instigation of the people
whom they represent. Mr. Osterhout’s services in connection therewith being limited
to the interpretation of their speeches, which was necessary owing to their not
conversing very readily in the English tongue, although they read it and understand
1t when spoken to them.

The deputation represents a very large number of natives, and their visit to
the capital was caused by the expectation of a general rising among the Nishgas,
whom they represent, in regard to the non-enforcement of the law prohibiting
potlatching passed by the Dominion government some years ago. That law was

98 From Oppose the Potlatch. (1899, May 2). Victoria Times, p. 3.
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passed, and during the occupancy of the chief justiceship by the late Sir Matthew
Baillie Begbie, a potlatcher was brought down to Victoria for trial, being dismissed,
as the chief justice considered the law as it stood did not sufficiently define the crime
1t was intended to prohibit. Subsequently the government did define the crime in the
most praiseworthy fashion, but since then no prosecutions have been undertaken,
and the law has practically been disregarded.

The members of the deputation made out a very strong case in addressing the
Attorney-General, and their statements will give a better idea of the position of affairs
of which they complain than something else could possibly do. The chief spokesman
was Luke Nelson, who 1s a son of the head chief of the Naas River tribes. His father,
Skaden, has only this winter forsaken the heathen and taken up his residence with
his son.

The following is the substance of the arguments addressed to the Attorney-
General at the conference on Saturday afternoon.

Speaking on behalf of the natives by whom they were sent to press upon the
authorities the necessity of enforcing the law as it stands, the deputation said that in
the interests of civilization and for the welfare of the Indians, both socially and
physically, to say nothing from the moral standpoint, potlatching should be
discontinued. Great wrong has been done them, they say, by the mis-representation
of what potlatching is, by those who are unacquainted with its workings. Speaking
on behalf of six hundred civilized natives who have long since forsaken the thralldom
of heathenism with its potlatching and belief in the “evil eye,” the members of the
deputation said potlatching is not potlatching in the sense that people in this locality
think of it. Here the custom may be very amusing and very innocent, but there, in the
northern districts, it is very serious and very discouraging to those who are anxious
to promote the welfare of the Indians. Here it is a potlatch — a gift; there it is a system
of bribery. Here it is done for the amusement of the onlooker and the benefit of the
people; there it is generally for self-aggrandizement, to advance personal interests,
and in many cases to rob and to wrong the innocent.

About 1868 Governor Seymour visited the Naas River and proclaimed that
there should be no more intoxicants used among the natives of that region. The
immediate cause of his visit was a tribal feud between the Nishgas and the
Tsimsheans, arising from the too free use of liquor, in which conflict many lives were
lost. For many years the law of Governor Seymour was respected, and the
consumption, manufacture and sale of liquor was suppressed. Later, some years ago,
the then Premier of the Dominion, Sir MacKenzie Bowell, visited the Naas and
proclaimed that the potlatch should cease. Immediately afterwards, several of the
Indians visited Victoria as a deputation, to complain of the suppression of the
potlatch, saying how innocent the custom was among the natives, and that it was
only their system f helping the poor and those unable to work. The white men upon
whom they waited apparently believed them, and as a result they were encouraged
to continue the custom. The Indians, seeing they were thus enabled to set aside the

99 Since I cannot always tell where paraphrase ends and direct quotation begins, I have followed the
original in not using quotation marks below.
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law regarding the potlatch, and not being able to discern between one law and
another, considered that they might ignore all other laws, and the whisky law
particularly. Consequently, for the last few years whisky has been flowing as freely
as water, fights have occurred, and deaths have resulted.

“It 1s very painful to us,” continued the delegation, to see the young men who
have forsaken heathenism and the customs of their forefathers and adopted the
beliefs and manners of white men, deprived of their natural birthright, their
chieftainships, their rights, by those who by a system of potlatching, persuade their
fellows to bestow upon the usurper the standing and authority among the tribes
which ought to belong to the civilized. No wonder that many a promising young man
who has lived with us and promised well for success, has cast aside the blessings of
civilization and gone back to heathenism, sacrificed his home, his fishing grounds,
his all, seeing someone [who] has no right nor title to them securing positions by the
use of this system of bribery. This is the system we ask the government to obliterate,
not by passing a law, but [by] enforcing a law already passed and well-defined.

It may be that some of our white brothers look upon potlatching as they look
upon legitimate businesses, store-keeping, hotel-keeping and the like, but there is a
great difference. The legitimate business affords benefit and the means of sustenance,
but the custom of which we complain robs the Indian of his physical strength;
sacrifices scores of lives annually, as the natives are compelled to travel from village
to village in winter, subject to the cold and wet, and it consumes, instead of supplying
the necessaries of life. All the money that is earned in the canning industry, by
hunting, by fishing and the other various occupations of the Indian, is consumed by
this great giant, the potlatch, whose mouth is forever open and whose appetite is
never satisfied, all prompted by the selfishness and the ambition of a few chiefs. Many
of the white men on the coast defend this evil custom from selfish motives. They know
that so soon as our people are free of their barbarous customs, they will not then be
able to infringe upon the rights of the natives and to trifle with their social relations.
We know of many instances of poor women in our settlements who have been led
astray by this class of white men, who would not have been sacrificed thus if there
were no potlatching, which still keeps the people in their benighted condition. We are
in a position to judge of the evil tendencies of the potlatch; the white man is not. The
white man sees it from the outside; we see it from within. He sees some of the results;
we see the causes, and so we have been sent, this, the first time anyone has been sent
on behalf of civilization, law and order, and justice and mercy, to represent this
abominable system as it is. We were born in it, reared in it, and only of recent years
have we been free from its influence, and so we speak from personal knowledge and
not from hearsay, and we are prepared to substantiate every statement we make.

Our white brethren, whom we believe are interested in the welfare of the
Indian, have been deceived long enough. Deputations have come here almost
annually from those who are interested in the potlatch system, mis-representing the
system as we have stated. They say potlatches help the poor, the indigent and the
infirm. We are prepared to refute this statement and say that never have the poor,
the indigent or the infirm been assisted in this way. As soon as an Indian, although
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a chief, becomes infirm and is unable to reciprocate with his potlatch, in turn, he is
cast aside, a poor subject of neglect, and must seek help from those more kindly
disposed than the potlatchers. They even ridicule the man who is too poor or too old
to give a potlatch in his turn, and sing songs proclaiming his poverty, much to his
shame. So it is very evident there is no mercy in the potlatch.

Luke Nelson added a personal statement regarding the young men of his own
village who have been called away by this authority of the potlatch, and in obeying it
have contracted colds and disease, which have resulted in death. No less than four
cases could be mentioned of this kind, and this winter when a chief of the village,
George Kinsadak, died, the heathens came and imposed their obnoxious custom upon
the people of the village, by potlatching in their midst. As a representative of law and
order Nelson did his best to interfere, but was powerless. This makes it evident that
in the potlatch, so called, there is concentrated considerable authority, and it’s
denominated a “heathen government”. We wish further to say, added Nelson, it is a
government in opposition to all that would tend to the furtherance of our best
interests.

We spoke of whisky just now. It came to us also in the case just referred to, and
that is one reason which prompted me to come with my friends McKay and Mercer
and give the government the rights of this matter. We wish the white men to remove
this great cloud and give us freedom. This is not a trifling matter to us. It will require
firm and decisive action. This authority of the potlatch has even arrested magistrates
proceeding quietly down the river and has imprisoned them. It has withstood
provincial constables, and local constables do not presume to interfere.

The members of the deputation said they did not wish the government to think
that as the old chiefs died off this custom would cease. Young chiefs are being reared
in the custom, and it becomes necessary that the law shall be enforced if the natives
are to be freed of the evil consequences.

They referred very clearly and convincingly to the evils that result from the
system, the loss of life and the misery entailed, concluding with an earnest appeal
that the Attorney-General would help them to rid themselves of the curse.

Hon. Mr. Martin promised that he would write the Dominion government
immediately and use his influence to have the law enforced. He assured them of his
sympathy in the state of affairs of which they complained, and expressed the hope
that the Dominion government would be able to carry out their wishes.

The chiefs were highly pleased with their reception and will leave for home to-
night, strong in the hope that much good will result from their visit to the capital.
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“It is the duty of the Indian Department”100 (1899)

Chief McKay, of the Naas Indians, has to-day received the following letter: [...]
Victoria, B.C., May 1, 1899.
Chief David McKay, Lak Kalzap, Naas:

Sir — I listened to-day with great interest to what you had to say with regard
to measures being taken to stop the potlatch on the Naas River. As I explained to you,
this matter is dealt with by section 114 of the Indian Act, and it seems to me that it
is the duty of the Indian Department at Ottawa to enforce the law. I have written to
the Superintendent General of Indian Affairs at Ottawa, informing him that you have
presented this matter to me, and urging upon him the desirability of instructing the
Indian agent at Metlakatla, Mr. Todd, to take proceedings against those Indians who
have violated the said law. I have every sympathy with you in your wish to have
these evil practices put an end to, and will be glad to assist you in any way in my
power. I have the honor to be, sir, your obedient servant,

(Signed) JOSEPH MARTIN, Attorney-General.

Chief McKay expressed himself to a Times reporter as highly delighted with
the assurance given him by Mr. Martin, and said that his fellow chiefs, Nelson and
Mercer, who left for home last night, will convey the glad news to their people with
considerable satisfaction. In addition to the facts [...] contained in the statement of
the deputation to the Attorney-General, McKay says that the very men who have
been in the habit of coming to the Capital almost annually, to explain the innocence
of the “potlatch” as it is practiced among the tribes of the north, have now given very
decisive evidence of the error of their previous representations and attitude, and have
abandoned the evils of the “potlatch” and adopted the customs of the white man.

“This speaks volumes for our cause,” said McKay, “especially when it is
remembered that one of the most influential members of these deputations, Moses
Oxidan, has sent by me a personal letter to the Attorney-General, stating the fact
above referred to, and asking that the law be vigorously enforced. Amos Gosnell,
[who] also has been in the city many times in this connection, has been convicted for
selling liquor during the winter, but has now forsaken the heathen custom. I also
bring letters from William Hymas, Nathaniel Lal Robinson and Peter Kis-a-yu
Calder, all of whom have abandoned their belief in the heathen custom.”

McKay was particularly anxious to impress upon the reporter that the
enforcement of the law will not entail any great expenditure upon the government.
There is a general expectation among the Indians that the law will be made operative,
and it requires only a stern notification to that effect for it to be observed.

It would seem from the assurances given the Indian by the Attorney-General
that the matter will now be brought to the attention of the proper authorities and the
custom be prohibited, and this assurance is a source of great satisfaction to McKay
and his colleagues.

100 From THE POTLATCH QUESTION. (1899, May 5). Victoria Times, p. 8.
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A letter from Clifford Siftono! (1899)

It will be remembered that a delegation of natives waited upon the government
a few weeks ago asking that the law prohibiting potlatching be enforced. Attorney-
General Martin communicated with the Dominion authorities, and Senator
Templeman laid the facts before the ministers. The following letter addressed to
Senator Templeman from Hon. Clifford Sifton will be of interest:

Ottawa, 19th May, 1899

In reply to your letter, enclosing a clipping from the Times regarding the desire
of the Naas Indians that the law be enforced to suppress the donation feast known as
the “potlatch”. I beg to say that representations in this matter were recently made by
the Attorney-General for the province, and he requested that proceedings be taken
under the provisions of the Indian Act against the Indians who have engaged in this
festival: but before authorizing proceedings in the direction indicated, it was
considered necessary to obtain a report from Indian Superintendent Vowell as to the
advisability of such being done.

I may say with regard to this and other festivals practiced by the Indians, that
the department has felt it to be peculiarly incumbent upon it to proceed with the
utmost caution, because the religious belief of the Indians and their economic system
are more or less involved. Moreover, strong sympathy has been expressed with those
who desire to continue to celebrate these festivals — and, to go no further for an
example, I may refer to the resolution of the Legislative Assembly of the province of
British Columbia communicated to His Excellency the Governor-General by the
Lieutenant-Governor on the 28th of April, 1897, stating that the Indians had become
greatly disaffected in consequence of the prohibition of the potlatch, and that the
enforcement of the above law was likely to cause serious trouble, and asking that the
Dominion government make a full enquiry, with a view, in the event of the grievance
complained of proving well-founded, to the immediate repeal of so much of the
legislation referred to as prohibited the custom. An enquiry was accordingly made,
but it was found inadvisable to make any changes.

I may add that reports from our agents go to show that the policy of patience
in the education of the Indian has been successful, and the festivals, when h eld, are
gradually assuming a character of harmless social gatherings from which the most
objectionable features have disappeared, and the giving away of articles ahs been, in
the main, confined to the relief of the aged and destitute.

There may, of course, have been something so objectionable at the potlatches
referred to by the petitioners as to call for interference, or the time may have arrived
in their district when public opinion would justify the strict enforcement of the law.

As soon, however, as Mr. Vowell’s report has been received, I shall be in a
position to determine as to the action which should be taken.

Yours faithfully,
CLIFFORD SIFTON.

101 From THE POTLATCH. (1899, June 2). Victoria Times, p. 6.
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“Indians state their case”102 (1899)

Two dusky tribesmen of the Naas River Nation — the nation against which Rev.
Mr. Osterhout not so many months ago pressed charges of cruelty in tribal practices,
before then Attorney-General Martin — have reached Victoria to present their reply
to the statements of the missionary and the Christianized Indians with whom he was
associated in the filing of his complaint.

Nes-les-yan and Ste-yah-wn are the unpronounceable names proudly borne by
these late-arrived champions of aboriginal customs, although for purposes of
convenience, white residents of the North prefer to know them as Tom and Samuel.

Although they have been characterized by the Christianized natives of the
Naas as “ignorant and utterly depraved savages,” there are certain elements of the
case that show the description to be not altogether fitting. In the first place, they
show considerable diplomacy in declining to consider in the matter of their rights and
regulations any intermediary department — going with their defense direct to the
Indian Department.

“Why should we lay our grievances before the law man of the colony?” said Ste-
yah-wn, in discussing their mission. “Only a childish one would do that. He has not
our care in his hands. We are wards of the Dominion of Canada, and all that concerns
us 1s the business of the Indian Department. The law man of the province could only
tell what he has been told, to the Dominion people. Mr. Osterhout and these
Christianized Indians knew this. They only wanted to make notoriety for themselves.
These Indians are not the only ones who are fit to live, simply because they are
learning to imitate the white men, and laugh at the religion and the customs of their
forefathers. If white men do the same things, what would the white men think of
them?”

The special business of the two delegates in behalf of less interference with the
Indian at home, is to interview Superintendent Vowell, replying to the complaint
forwarded to Ottawa through the late Attorney-General. Mr. Vowell not being at
home just now, they will await his return, while at the same time they have presented
to the department the following unique letter, as embodying what they wish to say —
in their own language. It is interesting as the production of “totally ignorant and
utterly depraved savages”:

[A UNIQUE LETTER]
Victoria, B.C., Sept. 13, 1890.
To Mr. A. W. Vowell, Superintendent of Indian Affairs in British Columbia.
Esteemed Sir — We have been delegated by the chiefs and head men of the
tribes Ki-ha-ten, Kit-la-tomic and Kit-Win-Chilco, residents of Naas River and its
tributaries, to express to you our heartfelt thanks for your condoling kindness in thus
far protecting us from the threatening attitude of tribes amalgamated with
Christianity.

102 From Indians State Their Case. (1899, September 15). Daily Colonist, p. 8.
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In the treaty on the concession of our lands, all our former rights in the usages
and customs of the tribes are to be respected. Notwithstanding these are vested
rights, which according to the great law-writers cannot be divested even by
parliamentary enactment. A delegation of our Christian cousins in the month of April
last made application to you to have this treaty stipulation abrogated, on the grounds
that the potlatch and other customs were consummated with drunkenness,
prostitution and murder. Now, if this is the case, it 1s in violation of the statue laws
of British Columbia, and there is a strong force of Indian provincial police. Yet but
few arrests have been made, and we regret to say that they were all Christians. The
last one was fined $6 and allowed to escape. You kindly ignored their application, and
your fostering protection has secured us a few months’ peace.

On leaving the river a few days since we were again confronted by a more
serious aspect of hostile demonstration. The Bishop and Mr. Todd, forming a
Christian alliance (of course with no selfish ends in view) are to jump the
jurisprudence of British Columbia and bring the powers of Ottawa on the defenseless
and friendless in condoling kindness,, because they cannot convince us that for
thousands of years our people all went to hell and still abide in that uncomfortable
atmosphere, and we contribute nothing to support the dynasty.

The Christian Indians are in the conglomerate army arrayed against us, and
the sympathy of “peace and love” of former missionaries are to be the victims of a
general slaughter.

In consideration of “peace and love,” we have relinquished the Medicine
Tomanawas doctrine, the Black Tomanawas, the sacred dances, potlatches, our
former mode of intercourse and peace-making with other tribes.

The only rites which we still celebrate area the invitations to our funerals of
friends as mourners, which we donate to in behalf of the deceased, erecting a
monument over the graves of relatives, and gifts are bestowed. We still have dances
for amusement, with no potlatch.

In our feeble effort to show the wrongs imposed on us for want of
representation in a joint council, we would respectfully ask, as a matter of equity,
that you appoint a provincial force of police from the tribes which we have the honor
to represent, equal to the Christian police force, that the many drinks in the dark
may be brought to light and recorded in the dockets of your criminal courts.

In conclusion we would say a word of consolation to our persecutors: Turn not
the course of the mighty river’s pure waters from the mountain’s white-capped
creation, kissed by the Great Monarch of all living things in his noon-day’s love and
affection to the little fish that play on its pebbly bottom and smile the welcome advent
of the morning Aurora; the parent of their heritage; the divinity of their affections,
for he is the noble functionary in evidence of the Great Spirit; our Almighty
Providence; an Immaculate and Affectionate God. Darken not the horizon with
mysterious delusions of nimbus clouds in the vanity of ostensible civilization, for on
the placid bosom of the waters were the happy days of our ancestors spent.
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We have the honor to be Her Majesty’s most humble subjects, and for the kind
regard you have for our welfare we tender in behalf of our people their love and
gratitude.

Very respectfully,

(Signed) NES-LES-YAN.
STE-YAH-WN.

“Indians debarred holding potlatches”103 (1913)

If the policy of the Department of Indian Affairs, as disclosed in instructions
received from Ottawa by the superintendent of Indian Agencies in British Columbia,
1s successfully enforced, the “potlatch,” which is the most treasured of the natives’
traditional feasts, will be a thing of the past before long. Orders have been issued that
these gatherings, that is, the functions the principal feature of which is the giving
and receiving of presents, must be discontinued forthwith. Already the first step in
this direction has been taken and the matter, it is expected, will be ventilated in the
courts of Vancouver at an early date.

Having been notified of the department’s wishes, Indian Agent Halliday, of
Alert Bay, in whose district are the Kaawkewith Indians, took the necessary steps to
apprize his wards of the situation. They were told, it is authoritatively reported, that
the “potlatch” must be abandoned. However, the season for such affairs was at hand,
and the Indians could not resist the temptation. The usual arrangements were made,
and soon the tribe was engaged in one of the long-drawn-out celebrations, at which
the presentation of gifts by one or more of their number was an outstanding feature.
As a result, Indian Agent Halliday swore out information under section 149 of the
Indian Act, which specifically makes participation in such an event an indictable
offence, and two of the leaders were placed under arrest. Their prosecution is to take
place in Vancouver, to which city they have been removed. It is understood that
several of their tribesmen have followed and that their purpose is to engage counsel
to fight the charge. Probably the ground taken will be based on the plea that what is
being done is an unwarranted interference with the rights of the subject.

IN INDIANS INTERESTS

Mr. W. E. Ditchburn, Inspector of Indian Agencies, explains that the
department’s policy with respect to the time-honored potlatch is in the best interests
of the Indians of British Columbia for a number of important reasons. In the first
place, he declares, the form the celebration takes, namely, the giving away of goods
and chattels, inspiring in one man a feverish desire to outdo the other in generosity,
results in impoverishing many. Men who have been working all Summer and saving
the money return in the Winter and, instead of spending their earnings to good
purpose in obtaining necessaries and comforts for their families, squander everything
at a potlatch. He mentions also the time lost. Some of the festivals last months, and
throughout them there is little, if any, work done. Besides, it tends to bring in large

103 From INDIANS DEBARRED HOLDING POTLATCHES. (1913, November 28). Daily Colonist, p.
3.
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numbers together in windowless houses, where they remain for days, which is
unsanitary, as well as harmful in other respects.

But Mr. Ditchburn lays special emphasis on the barbaric aspect of the historic
Indian celebration. He points out that through the potlatch the Indian practically
buys the young klootchman who has agreed to become his bride. It is the custom of
his people, and he is forced to do so. In recent years, Mr. Ditchburn explains, the
special schools for Indians, which have been established at all centers and are being
largely attended by the younger generations, have turned out young men and women
of a different turn of mind from their parents — men and women whose minds have
been cultured and who would prefer to cast behind them the objectionable elements
of the festivals that have become a part of the life of their progenitors. But when they
leave school they go back to their homes and immediately are swept off their feet by
the traditional customs that have grown out of years. The result is that a great part
of the effect of the work of the institutions referred to is lost.

For these reasons, and especially for the latter, Mr. Ditchburn is convinced
that, hard as it may be considered by the Indians at the outset, it is for their ultimate
welfare that it now is proposed to enforce the particular section of the Indian Act in
question.

AN INDICTABLE OFFENCE

The section of this law under which it is the intention to take action, follows:

Section 149 — Every Indian or other person who engages in or assists in
celebrating or encourages either directly or indirectly another to celebrate any Indian
festival, dance or other ceremony of which the giving away or paying or giving back
of money, goods or articles of any sort, forms a part, or is a feature, whether such gift
of money, goods or articles takes place before, at, or after the celebration of the same,
or who engages or assists in any celebration or dance of which the wounding or
mutilation of the dead or living body of any human being or animal forms a part or is
a feature, is guilty of an indictable offence and is liable to imprisonment for a term
now exceeding six months and not less than two months; provided, that nothing in
this section shall be construed to prevent the holding of any agricultural show or
exhibition or the giving of prizes for exhibits thereat.

“Indians protest at Department’s action”104 (1914)

A protest signed by the chiefs of the various tribes of Indians which recently
held a potlatch at Duncan, against the action of the Dominion Indian Department in
enforcing legislation prohibiting the holding of these Indian celebrations, will be
forwarded to Ottawa. On the last day of the potlatch, Indian Agent W. R. Robertson
announced to the assembled chiefs and Indians that hereafter no further celebrations
of the kind would be permitted. Mr. Robertson quoted from the regulations to show
that the holding of potlatches was now illegal, and he warned the Indians that the
one just completed would be the last.

104 From INDIANS PROTEST AT DEPARTMENT’S ACTION. (1914, June 17). Daily Colonist, p. 6.
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Following the completion of the celebration, the chiefs gathered, and after a
lengthy discussion, determined to protest to Ottawa. They claimed that there was
nothing in the nature of the potlatch, as held, to warrant prohibitory action on the
part of the Government. There was no unseemly behavior by the Indians, the occasion
was properly celebrated, and they profess to see no reason why the Indians must be
compelled to dispense with their annual celebration any more than the whites must
give up their Christmas, New Year or other festivity. The protest points out that the
Indians who participated in the potlatch at Duncan were well off and equipped with
lands and houses as well as stock and other property. The Government, they say, has
put a stop to their catching fish or hunting game on their lands, and they desire to
know what will be the next step to be taken by the Government to limit their liberties.

MANY CHIEFS SIGN

The protest was signed by the following chiefs: Chiefs Seaholton and Big Bill,
of the Quamichan tribe; Chiefs George Thin, Louis Underwood and Peter Joe, of the
Thinalitch tribe; Chiefs Tom Seymuir and Jimmy Quyabuck, of Chemainus Bay;
Chiefs Charley Joe and Norris Taligh, of Valdez Island; Chief Charley, of Koksilah;
Chief Charley Tsulpemult, of Kenapson; Chief Charley, of Someons; Chiefs Billy
Yakthum and Elie Teanholt, of Nanaimo; Chiefs Edward and Charley Sekulotut, of
Kuper Island; Chief David, of Saanich, and Chief Copper and William Roberts, of the
Songhees, Esquimalt.

Last year the Indian Department took steps to bring into effect the regulation
prohibiting the holding of potlatches. Two Indians of the Kwakewith Agency were
prosecuted for participating in a potlatch held at that point. They were convicted, but
allowed to go under suspended sentence, as the department did not then wish to go
further, and thought that the conviction would serve as notice to the rest of the tribes
that the old practice must cease.

The provision of the Act under which the agents throughout the Province have
been instructed to act is as follows:

“Every Indian or other person who engages in, or assists in celebrating or
encourages either directly or indirectly, another to celebrate any Indian festival,
dance or other ceremony of which the giving away or paying or giving back of money,
goods or articles of any sort forms a part, or is a feature, whether such gift or article
takes place before, at, or after the celebration of the same, or who engages or assists
in any celebration or dance of which the wounding or mutilation of the dead or living
body of any human being or animal forms a part or is a feature, is guilty of an
indictable offence, and is liable to imprisonment for a term not exceeding six months
and not less than two months. Provided, that nothing in this section shall be
construed to prevent the holding of any agricultural show or exhibition, or the giving
of prizes for exhibits thereat.”

INFLUENCE OF POTLATCHES

Mr. W. E. Ditchburn, inspector of the Department of Indian Affairs, stated
yesterday that the regulation prohibiting potlatches had been in force for a number
of years. The Department had been endeavoring to end the custom by moral suasion,
in the hope that the Indians would gradually be weaned from the practice as they
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became more civilized. No attempt had been made to force the Indians into a
compliance with the regulations if persuasion would answer the purpose, but the fact
was that of late years the practice had been increasing among some tribes.

There had been a tremendous waste of money, which the Indians should have
saved and used in developing their holdings. The physical and moral effect of such
celebrations had been shown beyond a doubt to be pernicious. The practice had had
a degrading influence, which, among some tribes, had proved a serious matter.
Statistics showed that, in the past twenty years, among those tribes in which the
practice of holding potlatches had been most prevalent, the Indian population had
seriously declined. While this might not be wholly due to the practice, it was certain
that it was, to a great extent, the outcome of the custom.

Mr. Ditchburn stated he had not yet seen the protest signed by the Indian
chiefs, though he understood that such a complaint had been prepared and would be
forwarded to the Department.

“The passing of the potlatch”105 (1915)

This historic annual event among the British Columbia Indians has now lost
its popularity amongst a number of the sages of the tribes and particularly on the
North Shore, where Chief Jimmy Harry of Seymour, No. 2, is instituting a campaign
against the ancient custom.

THE AWAKING

Chief Jimmy Harry, backed up by Chief George of No. 3 and Chiefs Harry,
Tom, Charley Joseph and Edward of the No. 1 reserve, and all members of the big
Squamish family, in an interview with the North Shore Press yesterday, said it was
time the Indians were doing away with this wasteful indulgence and paying more
attention to improving themselves in learning and modern methods and in the saving
of their money. This almost barbarious [sic.] custom, which takes the form of revelry
and dancing, had been responsible for much squandering of good hard cash, bodily
injury and a general degradation which does not make for the uplifting of the race.
Chief Jimmy Harry has always held this view, and when he became the head and
adviser of the Seymour reserve he ventured to air this view and send his cry broadcast
for a discontinuance of the old, out-of-date potlatch and dance, and the revival of a
spirit of thrift and industry which should be the object of the Indians today.

HELD SAME VIEW

When Governor-General Earl Grey visited Vancouver during the lifetime of the
late Chief Joe, Chief Jimmy was standing no less than three feet from him, when he
advised Joe to encourage his people to save their money, to be industrious and to put
aside old customs of waste and perfunctoriness.

105 From THE PASSING OF THE POTLATCH. (1915, January 19). North Shore Press (North
Vancouver), p. 2.
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WASTEFUL PRACTICE

The potlatch which was observed on Vancouver Island this month, served as
an example of the harm resulting from this obsolete joy-maker. A certain Indian who
had a big bank account distributed a lot of money amongst the Indians, and afterward
scattered silver coins to the four winds for the Indians to grovel and fight over. In
more ancient times, and possibly at the present in the more uncivilized districts, the
custom 1is to exchange blankets and every manner of possessions, and the honor goes
to him who can give the most away and comes out the poorest.

Chief Jimmy Harry firmly denounces this and wants the Indians to awake to
their opportunities and to the betterment of the rising generations, to provide
themselves with better comforts and their children with education, so that they may
take their places in the world with their white brothers.

No advancement or development towards this new era c