WARFARE,
	WARFARE  
There were a variety of reasons that tribes clashed from time to time. Much like all cultures since the beginning of time, disagreements over territory, stores of food, ritual privileges all combined to cause the occasional war. The Pacific Northwest coast was particularly sensitive to righting past wrongs, and so the taking of slaves because part of the mix as well.
The term "Warfare" is a bit of misnomer. There never was all out full-scale warfare but more a series of skirmishes and raids. Just as serious they caused loss of life and the taking of slaves, among other things.  The Tsimshian were always on alert for raids from interior tribes who were driven by hunger. Also, the Haida and the Tlingit also routinely tried to raid Tsimshian trading routes, for example.  
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During the times of invasions much like the Haudensaunne who built fortess-like palisades around their communities, Tsimshian men also built enclosures to protect their families. The Tsimshian were more creative however, and warriors such as Nekt, a highly feared Kitwanga warrior built spiked palisades around his houses. At opportune moments these logs would be released to roll down and crush the enemy. Ouch! That has to smart!
Drawing is of a warrior, by Tsimshian artist Fred Alexcee, based on his memories of battles at Fort Simpson. The warrior is wearing leather armour and using a bow and arrows.
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As noted, at times raids were intense, particularly after European contact because of increased competition over trade routes; Raiding was commonplace and frequently were in the form of revenge responses to insults or injury, or to take slaves. Pacific Northwest coast tribes were very sensitive in this regard.  Shaming was often used in the form of carving 'Shaming Totem Poles' or hold a 'shaming feast'. 
 

Warriors wore 'armour' made from dried animal hide smeared with pitch to make it as hard as[image: image19.jpg]


 rock. Post-European contact saw the acquisition of metal, and so headpieces that covered the face were also fashioned. Upon first glance the clothing looks like it is straight out of the middle ages, doesn't it?
There were also elaborate carved war canoes, Nothing like showing up to[image: image20.jpg]



 skirmish in style!  The canoes were huge as you can see, some of which could carry up to fifty warriors and all their gear.
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Warfare
Instruments of War

Instruments of war included bows and arrows, spears, daggers, clubs, fist clubs, canoe breakers, and atlatls (boards that add propulsive force in throwing a spear). 

A whale-bone club found at an ancient Tsimshian village site, near Prince Rupert. It has been dated at approximately 2,000 years old. 
(GbTo-31-522) 
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	Bows and Arrows 




Yew-wood bow decorated with Raven-head design
Collected by W.E. Gordon, 1853; Fort Simpson
(VII-C-2088) 

Bows used in war were made of yew wood and decorated with the owner's crests. Ceremonial versions of these bows were inset with abalone shell. War arrows were made of Saskatoon berry branches obtained from the interior. Quivers consisted of tubes of red cedar, often elaborately decorated. 
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	Daggers 




Steel war dagger with an eagle crest on the pommel
Collected by A. Mackenzie, 1884; Haida, Masset, Queen Charlotte Islands
(VII-B-944) 
 

Copper and steel daggers were obtained from Siberian fur traders for hundreds of years. Some were double-bladed like the knives of Siberian bear hunters. A steel dagger was as valuable as a slave and was the prized possession of a chief. The pommels of daggers provided a special field for artistic decoration. 







 

	[image: image6.png]



	Clubs 




Stone war club in the "Skeena River" style, decorated with a fantastic monster combining fish and mammal elements
18th century
Collected by I.W. Powell, 1879; Metlakatla village
(XII-B-556) 
 

Hand-to-hand fighting favoured the use of clubs. One ancient form that can be traced to Siberia and Shang China was made from caribou antlers armed with stone tips and decorated with geometric or zoomorphic designs. These clubs came to symbolize power among the Tsimshian, in particular, and miniature varieties were made as non-functional badges of achievement. 

Tsimshian stone clubs were the most elaborately carved on the coast, a tradition that developed during a period of intense warfare in the first millennium B.C. The animal and human figures that decorate them are unlike any known crests produced later. Whalebone clubs, which could be very large, were sometimes carved with delicate designs and inlaid with shell. 
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	Fist Clubs 




Stone Fist Club
ca. A.D. 1
Lachane site, excavated 1973
(GbTo-33-4160) 
 

The witnessed histories (adawk) mention that warriors concealed pointed stones in their fists for surprise attacks on their enemies. 
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	Canoe Breakers 




Canoe Breaker
Collected by C.F. Newcombe, 1895-1900, Haida, Queen Charlotte Islands
(XII-B-281) 
 

According to the witnessed histories (adawk), large boulders were thrown at attacking canoes, then retrieved for reuse by means of a rope run through a hole in them. Straight-grained cedar canoes split easily if large boulders were thrown at them with great force. The enemy could also throw the boulders back, with destructive results. 
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	Atlatls 




Atlatl of yew wood
Collected from the Tlingit in the late 18th century
(VII-A-362) 
 

An atlatl (an Aztec word) is a throwing board that served to extend the arm and add propulsive force to spears. Used throughout North and South America before the introduction of the bow, it was retained on the Northwest Coast until the introduction of the gun. 
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War Canoes

	


	War canoe, Kitwancool.
British Columbia Archives
(19155) 
 



The Coast Tsimshian went to war in large, seagoing canoes that could carry up to 50 warriors. Campaign supplies were stored in the canoes, so that there was no need to stop for food. The canoes were 12 to 15 metres long and about 2 metres across at the beam. All canoes had a name, and were painted with crest designs. After contact with European sailing ships, masts and sails were also added to the large canoes.
Warfare
Fortification

Raids by small groups of tribes from the interior driven by hunger posed a constant threat to the Tsimshian, as did major, but infrequent, raids by Haida and Tlingit from their islands to the west and north. 
	


	Model of Kitwanga Fort, by Arthur Price and Dr. G.F. MacDonald. 
 



Tsimshian men built fort-like enclosures to protect their clans during times of invasion. The original Kitwanga Fort was built by the ancient warrior, Nekt, on a hill about 3 km north of the present village of Kitwanga. Nekt was a highly feared warrior who led raids against villages on the coast and on the Nass River. To defend against enemy raids, a fence of spiked logs was built around the five houses of his tribe. The logs could be released to roll down onto the invaders. The "man-crushing log" became a crest that was put on totem poles by some Kitwanga and Gitsegyukla families.

Tsimshian Society and Culture
Warfare
The Warrior


Warriors before 1830 (when muskets were introduced) wore protective clothing when going into battle. Leather jackets and tunics made of sea-lion or bear skin protected their bodies, while helmets and visors made of wood protected their heads and necks. These items of clothing were usually decorated with crest images that identified their owner's clan affiliation. 

The warrior Nekt fashioned himself a suit of armour made of grizzly-bear skin lined with pitch and slate. During raids, his enemies mistook him for the mythical Grizzly Bear, who was invincible because of his impenetrable armour and his magical war club called "Strike Only Once". The story of Nekt and his fort is often portrayed in art. Today, many Nisga'a and Gitksan still claim him as their illustrious ancestor. 

	


	Man-crushing log-pole, portraying Nekt and his trophies. 
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