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IN THE BEGINNING

     Most anthropologists believe that people came to North

America from Asia about 30,000 years ago and have lived along

the Northwest Coast for at least 12,000 years. It is thought

that people first settled the interior of North America, then

followed the Columbia River west to the Pacific Coast. Over

hundreds of years, people migrated north and settled along the 

coast of British Columbia.

     There appears to have been a second migration from Asia

during which the people who came to be known as the

Tlingit, the Haida and the Nuu-chah-nulth settled

the coast from north to south.

     We do not know much about the original inhabitants of the

Northwest Coast, as relatively few artifacts have been found.

These include stone tools, harpoons and objects made from cedar

bark that are thousands of years old. From artifacts like

these, anthropologists have tried to reconstruct the

development of the coast peoples.

     What they've learned is that from about 5,000 to 1,500

years ago the coast people developed the culture that we have

come to associate with historic coast tribes. They relied on

fish for food and developed ways to preserve it such as drying

and smoking. They used wood to make everything from houses to

watertight boxes. And they developed a system of trade with

other tribes.

      When the Europeans arrived on the coast there were as

many as 200,000 native people living on the Northwest Coast.

The people occupied the whole coast from Alaska to Oregon.It

was one of the most heavily populated areas in North America.

Some places, such as Vancouver Island and the Queen Charlotte

Islands, had more people living on them than they do today. 

      The Tlingit were one of the northernmost Northwest Coast

groups. They were made up of more than a dozen different tribes

who lived in about fifty separate villages.

     Their neighbors to the south were tribes belonging to the

Tsimshian language group. They occupied a 150-mile section

of the coast and consisted of sixteen tribes. Many of the

Tsimshian lived near the coast, but two tribes, the Nisga'a

and the Gitxsan, lived in villages far inland.

     On the Queen Charlotte Islands, to the west of the Tlingit

and the Tsimshian, were the Haida. They were known for their

long sea voyages and were feared by many other tribes because

of their ferocity in war. They lived in many small villages

which often consisted of little more than large families.

     To the south of the Tsimshian were the Kwakwaka'wakw.

They lived along a 200-mile stretch of the coast and on the

north side of Vancouver Island. The Kwakwaka'wakw were divided

into about 25 tribes living in many different villages.

     The Nuu-chah-nulth lived in the southern part of Vancouver

Island and consisted of more than 20 separate tribes. 

     The Makah lived on the northwest tip of the Olympic

Peninsula in present-day Washington state. 

     Tribes of the Coast Salish language group lived in

what is today southern British Columbia and Washington. They

lived in scattered family groups and there were many small

communities spread over a large area.

     Finally, along the Columbia River and along the coast of

Oregon lived the Chinookans.

ENVIRONMENT

     The warm temperatures and heavy rainfall of the Northwest

Coast produce an environment with an abundance of plants and 

animals. The reason for the warm temperatures and heavy rain is 

the Japanese Current, a current of warm water that flows from 

Asia to North America. As the warm water moves along the Northwest 

Coast, it releases fog which rises over the coastal mountains and 

turns into rain. The Japanese Current produces mild temperatures;

winters are colder in Washington D.C. than in Juneau, Alaska.

     The mild temperatures and the heavy rain enable fir,

spruce, and cedar trees to grow in thick forests along the

coast. These provide shelter for many animals which include

deer, elk, wolves, and bear.

     Most of the shoreline is made of fjords, long narrow

valleys with steep sides. There are few beaches with low, level

areas good for villages. Travel by land is difficult because of

the dense undergrowth. Most travel is done by water. In the

south, from the Puget Sound to the Oregon coast, the land

changes and there are more flat areas on which to build

villages.

     Fish such as salmon, herring, cod and smelt are

plentiful. At certain times of the year, the fish swim up the

rivers in large numbers which enable the people to capture

large numbers of them in a short time. 

     The mild temperatures and abundance of plants and animals

allowed long periods of leisure, which gave the people the time

and energy to develop one of the richest native cultures in

North America.

FISHING

     The ocean and rivers provided the Northwest Coast people

with most of their food. Many different types of fish were

plentiful and easy to catch, but the most important fish was

the salmon, of which there are five species. Salmon are large

fish, sometimes weighing 30 - 40 pounds and even more. During

the spring and summer, they would make their way from the ocean

swimming up river to reach their spawning grounds. It was

during these spawning runs when they were the most vulnerable.

     Spearing was a common method of fishing for salmon. A

fisherman stood on the shore over a place where fish gathered

and would then thrust his spear into the water hoping to spear

one of the fish.

     Many native people also used a method called gaffing. In

this type of fishing, a hook was attached to a long pole and

fish were snagged as they swam by.

     Netting fish was also popular. Large nets, called gill

nets, would be stretched across part of a river or let out

between two boats. They were called gill nets because as the

fish swam into the net their heads passed through the holes in

the net but the body could not. As the fish struggled, its

gills got caught in the net and prevented the fish from freeing

itself. The fish would suffocate in a short time.

     Another type of netting was called dip netting. A

fisherman attached a net about the size of a basketball hoop to

a long handle and dipped it into the water to scoop up fish.

     The most common method of trapping fish was with a weir.

Weirs were of many different shapes and sizes, but all of them

consisted of a wooden fence that blocked the fish from swimming

up river. A hole was made in the fence and a basket or trap was

attached to it from the other side. Once the fish swam through

the hole and into the basket it was trapped. Fishermen would

then net the fish or spear them and then threw them into

baskets to be taken to the shore and cleaned.

     In ocean fishing, the people would often use a hook and

line. The hooks they used were nothing like the tiny metal

hooks we're familiar with today. Their hooks were fashioned

from wood and bone and were six to eight inches long. They were

this big so they could catch large ocean fish like the halibut

and cod which could weigh as much as 200 pounds. These fish had

to be clubbed to death before they were brought into the boat.

Fishing line was made out of kelp.

     After cleaning the fish, women sliced the meat and laid it

over wooden racks to dry. The head and tails were cooked by

boiling and steaming and used in stews or soups. After the fish

meat was dried it was smoked. This was done by putting the fish

in a smokehouse where it was laid on racks over a fire. The

smoke from the fire helped preserve the fish. It also gave the

fish a smoky flavor.

     Next to the salmon, the most important fish to the peoples

of the coast was probably the eulachon. This was a small fish

only nine to twelve inches long which swam up the rivers in

large runs, just like salmon. They begin arriving in the middle

of March and continued for about six weeks. They were mostly

netted or caught in fish traps. 

     The eulachon were also valued for their oil. Foods were

dipped into it and it made a sauce to be poured over smoked

meats or dried berries. The oil was traded widely along the

coast and into the interior. Certain trade routes leading into

Canada were called "grease trails" because of the amount of

eulachon oil carried on them. Some tribes bought temporary

fishing rights from other tribes to fish the areas were the

eulachon ran. Eulachon were so oily, that when dried, they

could be threaded with wicks and used as candles. That's why

they are sometimes referred to as candlefish.

SEA MAMMALS

     We think of the coast peoples as fishermen, but they were

also hunters of large sea mammals, such as porpoises, seals,

and sea lions. These animals were hunted not only for food and

their skins, but also as a means to display a man's skill as a

hunter. Unlike fish, sea mammals were difficult to catch

because they were intelligent.

     Porpoises were hunted with harpoons from canoes. The

Kwakwaka'wakw used a special canoe greased with fat to help it

glide silently through the water. They also scented the canoe

with spruce branches so the animals could not smell the

hunters. There were two people in a crew, the harpooner and the

man who steered the canoe. It was very important not to

frighten the animals so they paddled as quietly as possible and

communicated to each other by hand signals. 

     On calm nights, the Indians attracted porpoises by

throwing handfuls of pebbles into the water. This imitated the

sound made by small fish feeding at the surface, causing

porpoises to investigate. When a porpoise came close enough,

the harpooner threw his harpoon. The other man then paddled the

canoe a short distance away to avoid the wounded animal as it

struggled in the water. The men would wait until the porpoise

was exhausted before coming in for the kill. The meat of the

porpoise was eaten and the fat, which was considered a

delicacy, was given to the harpooner. 

     Seals were other mammals hunted by Northwest Coast

tribes. They were usually hunted on rocks where they slept.

Hunters would sneak up on them and try to harpoon one before it

dove into the water. If a harpooned seal dove into the water,

it was important to prevent it from swimming through kelp or

seaweed because the harpoon was attached to the canoe by a

line, and the line might become tangled in the kelp. Often, the

hunters tried to drive the seal under water and keep it there

until it was almost drowned. Seals, like all mammals, need air

to breath and can not breathe under water. When the seal was

very weak, the hunters finished it off by hitting it with a

club. Seal meat was highly valued and often used in feasts.

     Sea lions were hunted along the rocks on which they lived.

Hunters often used clubs during these hunts. Sea lion meat was

not only delicious, but its skin was used to make a variety of

items.

     Sea otters were hunted not so much for their meat but for

their fur pelt, which was very soft and used in the making of

clothing. Pelts were highly valued by Europeans who traded with

the coast peoples for the pelts of many fur-bearing mammals.

WHALING

     Whaling was a dangerous activity and few tribes took part

in it. Only the Nuu-chah-nulth of Vancouver Island, the Makah

on the Olympic Peninsula, and a few of their neighbors hunted

live whales at sea.

     The whale hunt was usually led by a chief. Only a wealthy

person such as a chief could afford to build a whaling canoe,

outfit it, and supply a crew. The chief also acted as the lead

harpooner. The methods and practices of harpooning whales were

kept as valuable family secrets by the chiefs and handed down

from father to son. 

     Before the hunt, the people performed rituals to please

the spirits and insure success. The harpooner and his crew

would fast, scrub their bodies with tree bark, and bathe in icy

cold water. During the hunt, the relatives of the whalers also

performed rituals for the hunters' success and safe return. 

The wife of the harpooner was expected to stay in her house 

and lie motionless, neither eating nor drinking until her 

husband returned, which could be days. 

     On the day of the hunt, the whalers carried their canoes

to the beach. Whaling canoes were never dragged because this

would scratch them and the scratches slowed the canoe in the

water. Usually several canoes left at the same time, with the

chief, as lead harpooner, in charge. The expedition left before

sunset and paddled to the whaling grounds during the night. At

dawn, the hunt began. The search for a whale could take days.

When a whale was sighted, all the canoes converged on it,

approaching from behind as silently as possible. The lead

harpooner's crew brought him along the left side of the whale,

just out of its field of vision. The harpooner stood on the bow

and waited until the whale began to submerge. This gave the

harpooner the best chance to thrust his harpoon into the area

behind the whale's left flipper, near the heart. 

     The harpoon had to be thrust into the whale; it was too

heavy to be thrown. The shaft of the harpoon was made from an

18 foot-long wooden pole. The head consisted of a sharpened

mussel shell secured to two large elk horn barbs. For added

strength, all three pieces were tied together with dried whale

tendon. The head was tied to a 600 foot-long rope which had

four inflated sealskin floats tied to it. When a whale was

harpooned, the head would break away from the wooden shaft and

stay in the whale. The sealskin floats would drag along the

surface, exhausting and slowing down the whale as more

harpooners closed in.

     Striking the whale when it was submerging was important.

If the whale were harpooned to quickly, the pain caused by the

harpoon could cause the whale to thrash its tail and capsize or

smash the canoe. One whaler reported a whale jumping out of the

water like a salmon, trying to shake loose the harpoon.

     If the whale did not escape, all the canoes would pull

alongside it and harpoon it, further weakening it. The whalers

would follow the whale until it lay exhausted at the surface,

then cut the tendons to the whale's flukes, leaving it

immobile. Finally, the chief would kill the whale by driving a

lance into its heart. When the men were sure the whale was

dead, the whalers tied its mouth shut to prevent water from

entering the whale and sinking it. Then they tied the whale to

their canoes and towed it home.

      Everybody in the village received a portion of the whale.

Because of his rank, the chief was given the choicest piece of

blubber from the whale's back. Almost every part of the whale

was used. The meat and skin were eaten, the tendons were used

for rope, the intestines were made into containers, the bones

were made into clubs and spear points, and the blubber was used

to make oil.

     While a single whale provided large quantities of food,

fuel, and other goods, whaling was not very rewarding. A

European observer reported that one chief went hunting for 53

days and while he harpooned nine whales, he was successful in

killing only one. The other eight escaped. Furthermore, whaling

was difficult and dangerous and many hunters were injured or

killed during the hunt. Perhaps it was for these reasons that

only the Nuu-chah-nulth and a few of their neighbors chose to

pursue these giant ocean mammals.

WOODWORKING

     Woodworking skills were developed to a higher degree by

the Northwest Coast peoples than by any other tribe in North

America.

     The coast peoples primarily used the red cedar tree. It

was plentiful in the coastal forests and grew long and

straight. It was also soft enough to cut with stone tools and

split easily into boards or planks. Cedar resisted rot, and

objects made from it lasted a long time, often one hundred

years or more, even when exposed to the elements. 

     Other trees, such as the yew, fir, spruce and hemlock

trees were also used for a variety of objects.

     The native peoples had no axes or saws but used other

tools to work the wood, including adzes, chisels, wedges,

hammers, drills, and knives.

     For cutting blades they used stone, seashell, antler,

beaver teeth, bone, and small pieces of iron. Metal was rare

among the native peoples although small amounts had been traded

and used for hundreds of years. After European ships started

sailing the North Pacific, the coast peoples were able to use

metal obtained in trade and also from shipwrecks that washed

ashore.

     Large cedar trees were used to make canoes, totem poles,

and to build houses.

     Before a tree could be felled, the man responsible for

cutting it down addressed the spirit of the tree and asked it

to prevent the tree from splitting when it fell, and to fall in

the desired direction. The native people felled a tree by

splitting away wood from the trunk using a wedge and a hammer.

They also felled trees by burning the trunk so that the tree

would weaken and fall over.

     Once on the ground, the top of the tree and the large

branches were removed. The log was then pulled to water and

towed by canoe back to the village.

     If the woodworkers wanted to make boards for a house, they

used wedges to split the log into wide, thin sections. The

planks were finished with chisels, small adzes, and with knives

made from beaver teeth or metal. If the woodworkers wanted the

wood to feel very smooth, they sanded it with shark skin.

CANOES

     The Pacific Ocean and its numerous inlets were both

hunting grounds and highways. Because they depended so heavily

on the ocean for food, travel, and communication, the people of

the coast became expert canoe makers. 

     The canoes that they made were called dugouts because they

were dug out of a solid log. They varied in size and design. 

     The Haida, the Tsimshian, the Kwakwaka'wakw, and the

Nuxalk used a canoe with a high projecting bow and stern, sides

that rose straight up, and a round bottom. 

     The Haida dugouts were sometimes more than fifty feet long

and eight feet wide. They were often used in war to raid enemy

villages and could carry as many as fifty warriors. The

workmanship and beauty of their canoes were highly valued by

other tribes who used them as ceremonial or war canoes. To own

a Haida canoe was a mark of status and wealth. A chief would

often use a Haida canoe to transport him to a potlatch. 

     The Nuu-chah-nulth developed another style of canoe. It

was different in that it had a low stern, a flat bottom, and

rounded sides that made it easier to cut through ocean waves.

The design and sturdiness of the Nuu-chah-nulth canoe made it

one of the finest ocean-going canoes made by native peoples

anywhere. The Nuu-chah-nulth canoes were as highly valued by

other tribes as the Haida canoes because of their stability in

the ocean. They were often used for hunting sea mammals such as

porpoises, sea otter, and whales. They were traded as far south

as the Oregon coast.

     The Salish tribes used a type of canoe similar to the

Haida but with lower sides. They did not need the large ocean

going canoes because they traveled primarily in the calm waters

and shallow inlets of Puget Sound in present-day Washington

state.

     The canoe maker was believed to be inspired by spirit

helpers, usually the woodpecker. The canoe maker was seldom a

noble, but, like the shamans or the pole carvers, he acquired

great respect and received good payment for his skilled work. 

     The canoe maker usually felled the tree for a canoe in the

autumn or winter and finished it in the spring or the summer.

After selecting a large cedar or redwood tree, he chopped it

down by chipping away wood from its trunk. Once on the ground,

he cleared the tree of its branches and split it down the

middle using wedges. Then he chose the best half for his canoe.

     Using a tool called an adze, the canoe maker shaped the

underside of the canoe, then turned it over and hollowed it

out. He was careful to see that the thickness of the bottom was

approximately two fingers thick and the sides one finger thick.

The canoe maker then filled the canoe with fresh water and

heated it by throwing in hot stones. The hot water softened the

wood which allowed the sides of the canoe to be spread open and

curved. Braces were placed every four feet to shape the wood.

When the canoe dried, the sides kept their curved shape.     

     Most canoes had a projecting bow and stern to make them

more seaworthy. These were made separately and fitted so

perfectly to the canoe that the seam was barely noticeable.

Usually, family crests were carved on them.

     Once finished, the bow and the stern were often painted

red. Red was also the favorite color for the inside of the

canoe. It was made by mixing tree resin with oil and urine. War

canoes were often painted yellow, black, and white. The outside

of the canoe was blackened, by charring it with fire, and then

rubbed with oil. If  the canoe were to be used for whaling or

seal hunting, then the outside would be sanded smooth by

rubbing it with shark skin. 

     Depending on the methods used, a canoe could take three

weeks to six months to make.

     The people of the Northwest Coast were also known to use

sails made of bark fiber on some of their canoes. It is not

known whether they got this idea after seeing European ships or

developed it on their own.

TRADE

     The people of the Northwest traded up and down the coast.

They usually traded for things that were not available in their

own area.     

     The Haida, who did not have mountain goats on their

island, traded red cedar logs to the Tlingit for mountain goat

horns. The Nuu-chah-nulth, one of the few tribes to hunt

whales, traded whale bones and oil to the Tlingit for copper,

which they then made into knives and valuable ceremonial

coppers. The Makah traded whale oil they got from the

Nuu-chah-nulth for canoes made by the Haida, who were expert

canoe makers. Slaves were also traded widely. People wanted

slaves because they were expensive. If a person owned one, it

showed other people that he was wealthy. 

     Sometimes tribes traveled long distances to trade. The

Tlingit, for example, paddled over one thousand miles from

Alaska to Puget Sound in their trading journeys. 

     Some tribes didn't have to travel at all. At a place now

called Dalles on the Columbia River in Oregon, the Chinook

acted as go-betweens for the Northwest Coast tribes and other

tribes to the south and east. Because the Columbia River flowed

into the Pacific Ocean from the interior, inland tribes came to

Dalles to trade with the Chinook, who in turn traded with the

coastal tribes.

     Since all the tribes spoke different languages, the

Chinook invented a language so they could communicate and trade

with each other. It was a mixture of over one thousand Chinook,

Nuu-chah-nulth, French and English words.

POTLATCHES

     The potlatch was one of the most important ceremonies in

Northwest Coast culture. It was a large gift-giving feast which

lasted up to twelve days and could involve hundreds of people.

The word potlatch comes from the Nuu-chah-nulth word

"pa-chitle" which means "to give".

     Potlatches were timed with important event in a family's

life. They marked such things as births, deaths, the raising of

totem poles, the declaring of a new chief, the building of

houses, the repayment of debt, the claiming of fishing rights,

and even the restoring of the status of a high ranking person

who had suffered a humiliation. Most of the village was present

because it was also a good time to settle community matters. In

addition, a potlatch was the time that names of children were

announced publicly, families could decide questions of property

rights, and marriages were arranged. 

     If a person wanted to increase his importance in the

village, he would host an unusually large and expensive

potlatch. The host gave away gifts and the guests recognized

the status and power of their host by attending the feast and

receiving the gifts. 

     The decision to hold a potlatch was usually made by the

highest ranking members of a family. A potlatch was a family

event with the family chief acting as the host. Once the

decision was made, invitations were sent and the family

prepared special masks and clothing while they rehearsed their

ceremonial dances and songs.

     The guests also prepared for the potlatch by rehearsing

their dances and songs, and sometimes composing a new one for

the occasion. The Tlingit invited guests from two different

clans in hope that each would try to outdo the other in singing

and dancing.

     The guests arrived often by water. The highest ranking

chief among the guests was the first to arrive surrounded by

his close relatives. As he approached in his highly decorated

war canoe, the guests began singing a special song. The hosts,

dressed in their finest clothing, met them on the beach and

welcomed them with speeches. 

      The first days of the potlatch were taken up by feasting

and dancing. The guests sat along the sides of the host's house

in order of importance. They watched as their hosts or other

guests sang and performed dances that reenacted myths or family

stories. 

     At the feast, the host family would serve salmon stew in

large wooden containers, sometimes fourteen feet long. The host

family also served salmon or herring eggs, seaweed, as well as

seal, porpoise and whale meat. For dessert they mixed

strawberries or raspberries with fish oil. The guests were

expected to eat as much as they could, sometimes to the point

of getting sick. It was an insult to the hosts if they didn't.

     At the end of the potlatch it was expected that there

would still be plenty of food left over. This was given to the

guests who took it home.

     Gift giving was the most important part of the potlatch.

Each guest received gifts according to his rank. The most

honored guests might receive a copper. Coppers were valuable

because copper was expensive and rare. Guests of high rank

might also receive a canoe or a robe made from pelts. Low

ranking guests would get a cedar bark blanket or something of

equal value. If a guest felt he had not been given a gift that

recognized his importance, he gave a gift to the host, who was

expected to give a better one in return.

     Hosting a potlatch was a very expensive thing to do. It

often took years of work for a family to accumulate the

necessary food and gifts. Sometimes they had to borrow from

relatives or other villagers to get all of the supplies. A host

family might even temporarily make themselves poor. Later they

would regain much of their wealth by attending other families'

potlatches and receiving expensive gifts from them.

     In the second half of the 19th century, disease brought by

Europeans killed many native peoples, including many chiefs.

This left an abundance of wealth as well as opportunities for

lower ranking people to become chiefs. In some areas, a fierce

competition for rank began which resulted in many large

potlatches. The Canadian government felt the potlatches were

getting out of hand and destructive (some hosts destroyed their

own property in attempt to impress the guests with their

wealth).and Christian missionaries felt they were pagan rituals

which were anti-Christian. As a result, the Canadian government

outlawed potlatches in 1884. Even though they were outlawed,

many tribes conducted secret potlatches. It was not until 1951

that the Canadian government changed its law and allowed the

native peoples of the Northwest Coast to openly take part in

one of the most distinctive and interesting aspects of their

culture.

LEADERS

     Chiefs were the wealthiest and highest ranking members of

a lineage or village. 

     The chief's position was hereditary. He was usually the

oldest and most directly descended from the person who started

the lineage. Among the Coast Salish, a younger, more able

relative was sometimes made chief, but this was rare. 

     Each lineage in a village had its own chief. Each chief

was ranked in comparison to the other chiefs and, in some

tribes, the highest one became the village chief. He was

usually given a special title such as "village master",

"village mother", or the "village owner" even though he did not

own the village.

     The chief's younger brothers were next to him in rank and

often became chiefs if he died. Rank was determined by how

close a person was related to the chief. Those closely related

to him were ranked higher than those distantly related.

     A chief usually directed the large group activities of a

village, such as the construction of a fishing weir on a

stream. Among those tribes that hunted whales, only a chief

could own the whaling equipment, lead the hunt, and throw the

harpoon. In war, chiefs usually had command, although it was

not uncommon for the head chief to appoint war chiefs who

actually led their men into battle.

     A chief was not an absolute ruler. Among the

Nuu-chah-nulth, chiefs would sometimes call a general council

of all the people. Everyone could attend except slaves. In

these meetings, all the villagers gave their opinions before a

decision was made. In this way the Nuu-chah-nulth and other

tribes were very democratic. 

     Because the chief's position was hereditary, a young

person began preparing to become a chief at an early age. He

was taught the history of his clan and the traditional dances

and songs belonging to it. He was also taught how to treat

others, how to lead, and how to endure pain.

     If a chief became too old to lead his people, his heirs

would take on the chief's responsibilities. As long as the

chief was alive, the people gave him respect.     

     Among the Nuu-chah-nulth, families owned the fishing,

berry picking, and hunting rights, not the chief. The same was

true for the family's songs and dances. The chief could trade

them, but only with the family's consent. The chief was the

caretaker of the wealth of the family group and was entitled to

use it only for the good of the group. The personal property of

the villagers, such as clothes, tools, and fishing equipment,

belonged to them. The chief could not use it without their

permission.

     While hereditary rank was important, it did not produce a

class of nobles who oppressed those below them as in Europe.

The common people were not the subjects of a chief; they were

his relatives, and so he always tried to treat them fairly and

with respect.

RULES

     Many of the things we consider illegal, such as murder and

theft, the people of the Northwest Coast considered illegal

too. But, the native peoples had no police and no judges like

we do. Their rules of behavior were enforced by all members of

the clan who made decisions as a group. 

      They didn't have jails either. If a person murdered

someone from another clan, a person of equal rank from the

murderer's clan would be killed in exchange. If a person stole

from another clan he could be killed or forced to pay them

back. If the person could not afford to pay, the thief might

have to become a slave. Another form of punishment was

banishment in which a murderer or thief might be forced to

leave the village and never be allowed to return. This was

greatly feared because it was very difficult to survive by

oneself.

     Most of the rules of the Northwest Coast peoples were

concerned with honor and shame. It was shameful, for instance,

to publicly argue with an older man or to break rules relating

to hunting and fishing. It was also shameful for a man to be

seen near his mother-in-law.

     People of high rank could be shamed in many ways. They

were shamed if a person of low rank saw them naked, if they

fell down in public, if they did menial labor such as cleaning

fish, or if they laid about in a sprawled position. 

     If a person did a shameful act he might be ridiculed by

his clan. This was done by his fellow clan members singing

insulting songs or telling insulting stories about him. 

     The way to recover honor or prevent shame was to give a

feast and invite all the people who saw the shameful behavior.

This forced them to be respectful because it was shameful to

ridicule one's host.

MARRIAGE

     Today, most people get married because they love each

other. But for the people of the Northwest Coast, marriage was

a way to achieve greater rank and wealth and to strengthen clan

relationships. Marriages were usually arranged by young

people's families, sometimes when the bride and groom were

still children. Equality in age was not important. A young man

could marry an older woman, or an older woman a younger man. 

     Only people of equal wealth and rank were allowed to

marry. Sometimes, choices were so limited that a man or woman

could only choose from a few people. Among the higher classes,

some families constantly married into one another to preserve

their wealth. Often a person married his or her cousin. 

     Marriages were arranged by the boy's family who offered

the girl's family as many valuable gifts as it could afford. If

the girl's family accepted the gifts, they gave gifts to the

boy's family, and the marriage was agreed to.

     The wedding took place in the house of the bride's father.

The bride hid until the groom and the guests arrived. Then,

singing and dancing, the guests spread a bridal path of fur.

The bride emerged and sat next to her husband-to be. They sat

quietly through the wedding ceremony and were not allowed to

share in the feast that followed. 

     A few weeks later the groom's family gave a feast for the

bride's family. The newly married couple then went to live in

the husband's village. 

     Among some groups, if the couple ever wanted a divorce,

the bride's father gave the husband five times the value of the

gifts he had received from the husband at the time of the

marriage.

RANK AND WEALTH

     There were four classes of people among many Northwest

Coast tribes: chiefs, nobles, commoners, and slaves. The chief

was usually the oldest member of a lineage and was the most

direct descendant of the founder of the lineage. The chief's

younger brothers were next to him in rank and usually became

chiefs if he died. Rank was determined by how close a person

was related to the chief. Those relatives closely related to

the chief were ranked higher than those more distantly related.

     The chiefs brothers and other close relatives were

considered nobles and were regarded as persons of wealth and

influence. Commoners were the average people. Slaves, were

usually people captured from other tribes. 

     While every person was a member of one of these four

groups, no two people were equal. Every person was ranked in

relation to every other person. Each person had their own place

in the village on a scale of highest to lowest. Even a husband

and wife were ranked, one higher than the other. 

     Differences in rank were most noticeable during festivals.

Those of noble rank wore the finest clothing and played the

most important roles in ceremonies. Even in daily life, people

of high rank received special treatment. In large houses where

several families lived, the highest ranking family occupied the

most comfortable portion of the house, usually along the back

wall. Commoners occupied the less comfortable places, for

example near drafty doors. The daily clothing of nobles and

commoners also showed their differences. Nobles wore special

clothing and ornaments such as chief's hats, necklaces, and ear

pendants.  Commoners wore plain clothing and few ornaments.

     Along with heredity, wealth also gave a person their rank

in society. A man could increase his wealth by being victorious

in war, by trading successfully, or by learning a valuable

skill such as canoe building or totem pole making. A man was

considered wealthy when he owned objects that were regarded as

valuable. Sea otter and marmot pelts were considered valuable

because of their soft fur. Robes made from mountain goat wool,

called Chilkat blankets, were also considered valuable because

of their beauty and warmth. 

     The only valuables used by the native peoples that can be

compared to modern money were shells called dentalia. These

white shells were several inches long and shaped like an

elephant's tusk. They were considered valuable because they

came from deep water and were hard to get. They were arranged

according to size, each size having a fixed value, just like

modern coins.

     The purpose of having wealth was to be able to show it to

others and increase one's rank in society. The best way for a

person to show they had wealth was to give away or destroy

large amounts of valuable property. This proved to their

neighbors that they were rich enough to be wasteful.

CLANS

     Families and clans were important to the people of the

Northwest Coast. They were just as important as the tribe a

person belonged to or the language a person spoke. People

identified as much with their clan as with their tribe. 

     Clans usually took their names from animals or

supernatural beings that helped the clan in the past. Some of

the more popular clan names were Eagle, Raven, Wolf, Frog,

Crow, Beaver, Blackfish, and Salmon. 

     In the north, the Tlingit and the Haida divided themselves

into two clans. The Haida clans were called the Eagles and the

Ravens. The Tlingit clans were the Ravens and the Wolves. Some

peoples, such as the Kwakwaka'wakw and the Tsimshian, had three

to six clans. Some of their members belonged to the same clans

as the Tlingit and the Haida and considered themselves more

closely related to them than to the people who spoke their own

language. 

     People who belonged to a clan had the right to perform the

dances, sing the songs, and use the crests of the clan to which

they belonged. Clans also had their own fishing, hunting and

gathering areas.  Clans usually lived in one or more houses

with other families that belonged to the same clan.

SPIRITUALISM

     To the people of the Northwest Coast spiritualism was an

important part of daily life. The people believed that plants

and animals, even inanimate objects, had a spirit and that it

was important not to offend them. Salmon, for example, were

thought to be a race of salmon people who lived under the sea

in human form in houses during the winter. They were said to

change themselves into fish in the spring so that people could

eat them. 

     It was important to perform rituals to please salmon

people, otherwise they might not return as fish in the spring.

When the first salmon of the year was caught, the "First Salmon

Ceremony" was performed to please the salmon people. Often a

fish was addressed as though it were a visiting chief and given

presents. Then it was cooked and eaten. The Nuxalk placed it on

a mat with its head on a pillow and offered it a piece of cedar

bark. Then eagle feathers were sprinkled over it and it was

carried to a house and roasted. 

     The rituals necessary for a fishing or hunting trip were

thought to be as important as the equipment. The natives

believed a person's success depended on how well they performed

the rituals.

     There was widespread belief in monsters and witchcraft

along the Northwest Coast. Monsters were thought to be huge

cave dwelling birds with sharp beaks that ate people. They were

also thought to be ogres and evil dwarfs who lived in the

forests. Witches were men and women who were supposed to be

able to make people sick or kill them magically. When witches

wanted to harm a person, they obtained a hair, a finger nail,

or a piece of clothing from the person, wrapped it with a piece

of human bone, and buried it. Within a short time the victim

would supposedly fall ill and possibly die. Witchcraft was

considered a very serious crime. People who were thought to be

witches were killed. 

     Along with the plant and animal spirits, people also

believed in spirit guardians. A spirit guardian was a friendly

spirit that might give a person the power to cure the sick, to

become a great warrior, or to become rich. If the spirit

guardian gave some of his power to an individual then that

person could become a shaman. People believed shamans could

cure the sick, change the weather, discover who was a witch, or

bring victory in war. In the northern part of the coast,

shamans were both men and women. In the southern part, they

were mostly women. Shamans supposedly cured people by summoning

spirit guardians through singing and dancing. As part of their

treatment, shamans would swallow sticks or knives. Sometimes

they even stepped into a fire pit and walked across hot coals.

     Shamans usually wore special clothes. Kwakwaka'wakw,

Nuxalk, and Nuu-chah-nulth shamans wore carved necklaces of

bone or neck rings of shredded cedar bark. The Tlingit and the

Haida shamans allowed their hair to grow very long and never

combed it. 

     The native peoples believed that after death many souls

went to the Land of the Dead. Some tribes believed this land was

across a distant river, while others thought it was in the sky,

and others thought it was under the ground. Life there was

thought to be similar to this life but more difficult. Dead

people were said to need the help of the living for food and

clothing. These things could be sent to the dead only by

burning them. Some tribes believed that the spirits of the dead

stayed near the place of death. Others believed spirits turned

into little owls that lived in the forests and hooted at night.

