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	Drawing 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.
Vancouver Museum 
 



Warfare occurred for a number of reasons: capture of objects of wealth, such as food stores, slaves and ritual prerogatives (like the privilege of wearing masks), revenge for past wrongs, retaliation for encroachment on another's territory. Tsimshian Society and Culture
Shamanism
War Shamans

	


	Slate mirror, used by shamans to aid meditation
Collected by Lord Bossom, ca. 1900
(VII-C-1796) 
 



War shamans were consulted about the best time to launch an attack, and often employed a slate mirror to predict the outcome of the battle. 
 Warfare
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. 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. 


Warrior Cache
	


	a. Goat horn core 
b. Killer whale jaw club 
c. Hammerstone or braining stone 
d. Copper bracelets 
e. Whalebone club 
f. Slate spear point or dagger 
g. Copper-wrapped cedar cylinders 




This is a special discovery of objects that were hidden in a burial ground in the Prince Rupert Harbour area about 1,800 years ago. The clubs, spear point and other objects in this "cache" may have belonged to a warrior. 

The cedar cylinders wrapped with copper may be remnants of rod armour similar to that worn by Tsimshian warriors some 1,500 years later. Other objects likely represent weaponry for hand-to-hand combat. A human female skull and jaw found in the same pit as the artifacts - possibly trophies of war - were partially stained blue-green by copper salts in the soil. The skull and jaw were not directly associated with other human bones or graves in the immediate area, some of which date to about the same time as this cache of artifacts and others which date to about 1,600 years ago. 

This warrior cache is one of the more intricate discoveries of cultural history recorded from the shell middens of Prince Rupert Harbour.
Supernatural etc
Shamanism
Among the Tsimshian, a shaman could be a man or woman endowed with special powers. Shamans specialized in one of the following areas: healing the sick, attracting fish or game, influencing the outcome of warfare, or predicting the weather. Shamans had psychic powers, enabling them to see events happening far away or to bring news of the future. 

	


	A Kispiox shaman. 
 



Shamans usually served an apprenticeship to learn how to manipulate the natural and the supernatural forces that influenced people and events. They might also receive these powers through dreams or encounters with supernatural beings. Some individuals received these powers, even though they did not seek them.
	Curing Shamans




Shaman curing a sick boy, Kitwanga, ca. 1910. 
 

The search for supernatural power is a cultural trait common to most North American Native cultures. Shamans often had survived a serious illness, thereby gaining the power to heal others. 

Shamans were usually called upon for their curing powers after all known herbal remedies and purification rites (sweat-baths) had failed. By this time, the patient could be very ill. After making a preliminary examination, shamans could refuse to treat the patient, saying their spirit power could not handle that particular type of illness. In difficult cases, shamans informed the family that the patient would probably die, but that they were willing to attempt a cure, as long as it was understood that there was no guarantee of success. This protected the shamans if the patient died. 


Tsimshian healing shamans did not usually wear masks while performing curing ceremonies. They wore bearskin robes, aprons, and crowns of grizzly-bear claws. They also used a number of aids, including round rattles, skin drums, and charms. When shamans fell into a trance, they called on supernatural powers to cure the sick. 
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 Tools of the Curing Shaman
1. Charms 
2. The Soul Catcher 
3. The Rattle 
4. The Staff 
5. The Head Scratcher 
6. The Drum 
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	Charms 




Housefront charm, made from slate and used as a medicinal charm
Collected by I.W. Powell, ca. 1879
(VII-C-33) 
 

Shamanic charms were small, carved figurines, as well as natural objects or animal parts. These were worn or carried by the shamans. Some of the shamans' tools - especially their rattles, staffs, and containers for their equipment - were decorated with paint or carvings representing their spirit helpers. 
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	The Soul Catcher 



Soul catcher, a medicinal charm for curing ceremonies, decorated with a figure representing a double-headed serpent
Collected by I.W. Powell, 1879; Tsimshian, Lynn Canal
(VII-X-39) 
 

Personal health depended on the condition of the soul. If the soul became lost while separated from the body during a dream, or was driven out by witchcraft, a curer was hired to find it, capture it in a soul catcher, and restore it. This prevented illness from invading the "empty" body. Loss of soul was not the only cause of illness, however. The introduction of a foreign object into the body, or the casting of an evil spell, could also bring sickness. If the illness could not be cast out, or if the shaman was not strong enough, the sick person would die. 

Soul catchers were usually made of hollowed bear leg-bones, carved at each end to resemble the shape of an open-mouthed creature. Large soul catchers were sometimes mounted in the smokeholes of the houses to prevent souls from leaving prematurely. 
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	The Rattle 




Johnny Laknitz of Kitwanga holding a staff and rattle, ca. 1924. 
 

The shaman's rattle was used to call up power from other worlds. The rattle was round and usually plain. Carvings or decorations made the world of supernatural beings visible. 
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	The Staff 



Charles Mark, shaman, ca. 1923. 
 

The shaman's staff was representative of the spirit helper, and was a visualization of the world axis that joined the upper world and the underworld. 
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	The Head Scratcher 

Head scratchers were usually made of bone, and were sometimes carved with figures representing the shaman. They were used for scratching the shaman's head, since a shaman's hair is thought to contain power and must not be touched. 
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	The Drum 



                                                                                                
Johnny Laknitz singing with drum, Kitwanga, ca. 1924. 
 

The drum was used to mark rhythm in shamanic chants. 



	
	


Fishing Shamans

	


	A Gitksan woman shaman. 
 



Fishing shamans ritually welcomed the first fish of the season at the annual First Salmon ceremony. Salmon were regarded as immortal beings who voluntarily sacrificed themselves for the benefit of humans. It was important not to offend them, or they might not return the following year. 

As well, fishing shamans encouraged the salmon by chants and ceremonies if spawning runs were late. 
 





War Shamans

	


	Slate mirror, used by shamans to aid meditation
Collected by Lord Bossom, ca. 1900
(VII-C-1796) 
 



War shamans were consulted about the best time to launch an attack, and often employed a slate mirror to predict the outcome of the battle. 
 Witches

	


	Tlingit shaman tying up a witch, Sitka, Alaska. 
 



In Tsimshian society, witches were described as people who worked to harm their neighbours through mysterious ways. They did not go through fasts or purifications, nor did they have contact with spiritual helpers, as shamans did. When shamans were called upon to expel sickness due to witchcraft, they tried to convince the sick person that his or her spirit was stronger than that of the witch's, in order to cast out the spell. 
 
 

Trade and Transportation
Trade
	


	Furs, Hazelton, ca. 1923. 
 



Trade between Native groups across North America and Asia has existed for thousands of years. Dozens of overland trails linked Native villages with navigable waterways, forming a network between the villages and the resource areas used for fishing, hunting, plant- and food-gathering. Trade on the north coast of British Columbia has been traced back more than 10,000 years through the dating of archaeological finds. Trade items included rare stones, such as obsidian, jade and quartz crystal, as well as earth pigments, medicinal substances, rare woods, furs, preserved meats, shellfish and berries. 

Eulachon oil from the Nass River was the Tsimshian's main trade commodity. Used as a condiment and medicine, it was in great demand among the peoples of the interior. 

Their woven goat-hair blankets and beautifully carved raven rattles were highly prized by their trading partners. Trade Routes

	


	The village of Git'ilaasu, strategically located at Kitselas Canyon to control canoe traffic on the Upper Skeena River.
(Gordon Miller, 1983) 
 



Ocean trade routes were open to everyone, but inland trade routes were controlled by those who owned the territories near the waterways. 
	


	Goods being transported by canoe, ca. 1898. 
 


I am now planning to have a picture of myself painted in some prominent place, together with all my copper shields. This must be a spot where all canoes pass and see.

Head Chief Legaic, ca. 1860 

Legaic's face and copper shields were painted at the mouths of both the Nass and Skeena rivers to proclaim his absolute trading monopoly, which all Tsimshian tribes, as well as the Hudson's Bay Company, had to acknowledge through tribute payments. 
 Transporting Trade Goods

	


	Boy using a tump-line to carry a woven cedar backpack, ca. 1920. 
 



Trade goods were carried overland by people and pack-dogs. A man could pack approximately 136 kg on his back in wooden boxes with a tump-line to his forehead, while a woman could pack about half that amount. 

Horses used to transport goods were acquired through trade with other communities. 

Sturdy bridges constructed over canyons and rapids along the trails made it easier to cross over these troublesome spots. 
	


	A Native-built suspension bridge at Hagwilget, near Hazelton, ca. 1924. 
 



In winter weather, dogsleds were used to transport trade goods.
	Goods obtained in trade
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 Pre-contact Trade Goods
In pre-contact times, the Tsimshian exchanged their goods for items such as jade, obsidian, amber, pigments, copper, furs, and shells. 
[image: image108.jpg]


 European Trade Goods
European trade goods included woollen and cotton cloth, buttons and beads, tobacco, guns, ammunition, iron and steel, metal pots and pans, and sheets of copper. 




 

	[image: image29.png]



	Jade 




Adze Blade
Nephrite
Collected by I.W. Powell, 1900; Nass River
(XII-B-530) 
 

Revered among the high cultures of the Americas (particularly the Maya) as well as in China, jade was an important trade item on the Northwest Coast. Major sources of jade were found on the Fraser River and in the interior of northern British Columbia. 

Jade is a hard stone used to make war clubs and adze blades. 
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	Obsidian 




Obsidian Trade Item
Ca. 2000 B.C.
Dodge Island site, Digby Island, excavated 1967
(GbTo-18-876, core fragment) 
 

Obsidian, a black volcanic glass, was used to make spear-points and knives. Trade in this choice material can be traced by modern scientific "finger printing" techniques to more than 10,000 years ago in British Columbia. Prince Rupert Harbour benefited from obsidian sources in the central and northern interior of British Columbia. 
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	Amber 



Amber beads obtained from the interior in trade
Ca. A.D. 1
Boardwalk site, excavated 1969
(GbTo-31-2268) 
 

Amber beads and pendants have been recovered in cemeteries in the Prince Rupert Harbour area dating to the first millennium B.C. The source of amber seems to be the coal deposit in the vicinity of Prince George, about 400 km from the Harbour. 
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	Pigments 

Red and black are the dominant pigments in North Coast art. They are derived from iron oxide and charcoal, then mixed with fish oils to produce a durable paint. The iron oxide for red pigment was imported from the interior. Copper oxide from the Queen Charlotte Islands was used for green pigment. 




The stone mask of The Thief (Raven) was originally painted with iron and copper oxides.

The mask is thought to have been worn by a dancer during performances re-enacting the cultural hero, Raven, who stole Light (the sun, the moon and the stars) from the house of the Chief of Heaven and brought it into this world.
(VII-C-329) 
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	Copper 




Copper Bracelet
This provides evidence of the early penetration of copper metallurgy from Siberia to the northwest coast.
Ca. A.D. 1
Boardwalk site, excavated 1968
(GbTo-31-524) 
 

Copper metallurgy, which evolved during the Bronze Age of China, spread to the Northwest Coast about 1000 B.C. (via Siberia and Alaska) through intertribal trade. At first the exclusive prerogative of shamans who traded magical techniques among themselves, metallurgy became important for weapons and markers of chiefly wealth. 

In prehistoric times, cold hammering of copper was commonly practised, and smelting and annealing were unknown. The major source of copper was on the Eyak River, just below the Aleutian Peninsula in Alaska. 
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	Shell 



Chief Minisk of Gitlakdamix Nass River, wearing a garment with a double-headed eagle motif made with dentalia shells. 
 

Dentalium was the prince of shells among coastal peoples, favoured as the basis of wealth in prehistoric times. It was present in the Prince Rupert Harbour sites in the first millennium B.C. 



Pecten shell from the south coast obtained in trade
late 18th century
Kitandach site, excavated 1972
(GbTo-34-2042 b) 
 

Pecten shells appeared in the Prince Rupert area in the period after contact with Europeans. In other areas, they are associated with Secret Society dances that spread along the coast immediately after contact. 

Dentalia and abalone shells were used for clothing and ceremonial objects, as well as for earrings, necklaces and pendants. 
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	Buttons and Beads 


Glass beads became the currency of trade throughout North America from the time of Columbus. Shell and bone buttons were manufactured in the Philippines and elsewhere for the fur trade. They were used as decorative items in personal adornment, including the elaborate dance blankets of the period of contact. The buttons and beads may have symbolized the souls of individuals who form the lineages represented by the crests on the blankets. 
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	Iron and Steel 



Strike-a-light
A wrought-iron fire-making tool, procured in trade with the Russians in the early 19th century
Collected by G.T. Emmons for Lord Bossom, before 1900
(VII-X-927) 
 

The strategic advantage of steel created long-distance trade from Siberia to the Northwest Coast, via Alaska, even before contact with Europeans. Throughout the eighteenth century, knives and guns were eagerly sought from European fur traders. The trade in weapons increased warfare on the coast at the end of the century, until British gunboats imposed peace and encouraged trade to prevail. Steel "strike-a-lights" for fire making as well as chisels and adze blades were popular trade items in the 1800s. 



Steel war dagger with abalone inlay, designed to represent a dogfish
Collected by A. Mackenzie, 1884
Haida, Masset, Queen Charlotte Islands
(VII-B-948) 
 

Iron was probably traded with tribes from Siberia within the past 2,000 years. Double-bladed iron war daggers were identical on both sides of the Bering Strait well before the 1700s. Cast iron was also traded from an early date in the form of kettles and pots. 

Since iron and steel corrode quickly in the damp conditions of the area, little trace of them has been found in the archaeological sites. 



	
	


Jewellry and Feasts

Wealth and Rank
	


	Kitwankool mother and daughter wearing high-status regalia. 
 



Tsimshian society had three main classes: nobles, commoners, and slaves. 

The nobility included the immediate families of the chiefs of each tribe. Among the privileged individuals were the chiefs and the chieftainesses, and their children. 

The majority of people were commoners who offered their labour in support of their chief and whose own prestige depended on the success of the chief in feasting and warfare. 

Slaves were owned by the chiefs. They were war captives who were first offered to their own tribes for a ransom. Those not ransomed and their offspring became hereditary slaves. 

There was little social mobility through intermarriage between the classes. 

	Chief Skagwait's house in Fort Simpson, 1879, with a mythical bird called Rotten Gibelk painted on its front. A totem pole of Beaver, which displays a ringed potlatch hat and canoes, can be seen on the beach. 
 
	





Extended families, or lineages claiming descent from a common ancestor, lived in several large wooden houses. The highest-ranking chief's house was generally the largest, and was located in the centre of the village, with the houses of lesser rank chiefs ranged on either side. Families prominently displayed their crests on interior house posts, totem poles, housefront paintings, clothing and many other household and ceremonial objects. 

	


	Drawing of Guraklh "Small Rat" (Johnny Laknitz) of the Wolf lineage, Kitwanga. Around his head and shoulders, he is wearing woven cedar bands that were believed to protect the body from loss of soul.
(Drawing by W. Langdon Kihn, 1924) 
 



Tsimshian society was based on a matrilineal line of descent: all children would inherit their lineage, or clan affiliation, from their mothers. Inheritance and status were passed on to the oldest son of the father's oldest sister. Boys would live with their biological fathers until the age of nine or ten, when they would go to live with their maternal uncles. Girls continued to live with their parents until they married and moved to their husbands' homes. It was forbidden to marry someone from the same lineage. There were four lineages: Raven, Wolf, Eagle, and Fireweed (for the Gitksan) or Blackfish/Killer Whale (for the Coast and Southern Tsimshian and the Nisga'a). 

	A drawing of Mawlaken, female chief of the Raven lineage in Gitsegyukla. On her head, she is wearing a headdress with a bird image on the frontlet and ermine skins on the side. On the top, a circle of sea-lion whiskers hold eagle down, which she sprinkled over guests while she danced at festivities.
(Drawing by W. Langdon Kihn, 1924) 
 
	





Each lineage held territories that included a mix of economic resources, namely salmon streams, intertidal fish-trap sites, clam-digging flats, cod and halibut fishing grounds, and tracts of land for timber and bark harvesting. They also held the rights to family crests, myths, dances and songs. 

	


	A drawing of Simedeek of the Eagle lineage, head Chief of Kitwanga. He is wearing a Chilkat blanket and a headdress with an Eagle frontlet.
(Drawing by W. Langdon Kihn, 1924) 
 



At potlatches, each person was seated according to rank. The order in which they received invitations and gifts was determined by their position within the hierarchy. 

	A drawing of "Grouse with Closed Eyes," Fireweed Chief, Gitsegyukla. He is wearing a button blanket.
(Drawing by W. Langdon Kihn, 1924) 
 


To Honour the Ancestors

Walk on, walk on, on the breath of our grandfathers . . . 
- The People of 'Ksan 
	


	Food dish of cedar, depicting a "Grizzly Bear of the Sea" and a human soul.
Collected by I.W. Powell, 1879; Fort Simpson
(VII-C-78) 
 



Power in Tsimshian society was derived from encounters between the ancestors and spiritual beings that controlled all resources. Depicted on totem poles, clothing and personal items, this link to the primordial source of power was displayed with pride. The encounters were the common element in myth, witnessed histories (adawk) and dramatic performances at feasts. In addition, encounters with the supernatural owners of valuable territories gave families privileged access to economic resources, as well as spiritual power and prestige. 


Everyone wore personal adornments, although what people could wear was regulated by daily activity and social rank. Chiefs and their wives and children wore bracelets, labrets (lip plugs), earrings, pendants, and elaborately decorated clothing, as visible symbols of spiritual power and prestige. Certain furs such as ermine and sea otter were only worn by chiefs. 

Nobles wore elaborate headdresses and helmets with crest images carved or painted on them. Their ceremonial clothing included woven Chilkat blankets, aprons and leggings. Following the introduction of European woollen cloth, a new type of clothing was made from blue trade blankets, decorated with red-flannel crest designs and pearl buttons. 

	


	Wolf Clan Headdress
Purchased from Robert William by C.V. Smith, 1925; Gitwangak village, Skeena River
(VII-C-1196) 


Labrets

	


	Labret (stone)
Garden Island site, excavated 1967
(GbTo-23-1548) 
 



Labrets were a mark of social status worn by men until about A.D. 1. After that, they were worn by women, as in the period of contact with Europeans. 

Girls had their lips pierced at puberty and wore slender pieces of bone or walrus ivory. The size of the labret was increased as a girl matured, until it was the size of an egg. 
	


	A Haida woman from the Queen Charlotte Islands wearing a labret, 1884. 
 


Coppers

	


	Painted in the mid-1800s by a resident of Fort Simpson, Fred Alexcee.

A man in a bear costume displays a copper shield, while performing at a feast. The bear probably was the crest of the chief holding the feast. 
 



Coppers denoted the high rank of their owners and were the most highly prized symbol of wealth. Faces were often engraved on the upper half of a copper, and there was always a horizontal and a vertical line forming a "T" shape on the lower half. This "T" shape represented the "bones" of the copper. Totems

	


	Kitwancool, ca. 1915. 
 



Totem poles were usually carved with human, bird, animal and mythical figures that displayed family crests and myths of ancestral achievements. The same figures were repeated on clothing and on household items. Feasts and Potlatches

	


	In a Chief's Dance, the host welcomes his guests to the event. As a sign of peace, eagle down was released from the headgear by his movements and sprinkled down upon the guests.

(Painted by Fred Alexcee) 
 



The purpose of both feast and potlatch was to announce a significant social event: the birth, marriage or death of a person of high rank, or inheritance and ascension to a title, such as the naming of a new chief. During a feast, only food was distributed; during a potlatch, objects of wealth were distributed as well. All members of the lineage hosting a potlatch would contribute to the wealth that was given away by their chief. The prestige accorded the host chief depended on the amount of wealth he displayed and gave away. In return, the host expected to get back more wealth than he disbursed at the next potlatch given by a rival chief. 
	


	One side of a rattle, shaped as a copper
Collected by C.F. Newcombe, 1895-1901; Haida, Cumshewa, Queen Charlotte Islands
(VII-B-280) 
 



Potlatch guests were important because they acted as witnesses to the event. The ascension of the new chief took place during the memorial potlatch, where coppers and other objects of wealth were prominently displayed. 

The songs and dances performed during feasts and potlatches celebrated a family's crests and the history of their ancestors. 

Tsimshian communities today continue to hold potlatches to mark important events such as the raising of a totem pole, the naming of children or a new house, or the marriage of an important person. 
 
Woodworking

Men's Activities
	


	Hafted Adze
Collected by I.W. Powell, 1879; Fort Simpson
(VII-C-448) 
 



Tsimshian men performed a variety of essential activities, including fishing, hunting and woodworking. Most of the tools necessary to accomplish these tasks were handmade. 
 Woodworking

Household objects were usually made from the wood or bark of the red cedar tree. The wood split easily into boards, from which boxes were made to satisfy every need from cradle to grave. Harder woods, like yellow cedar, spruce and maple, were used for tools and weapons. 
	


	Hafted maul with the stone head carved to represent a bird's head
Collected by Rev. Thomas Crosby, 1874-1897; Fort Simpson
(VII-C-2094) 
 



The red cedar, with its remarkable qualities, was essential for houses, canoes, ceremonial screens and masks. Several large planks could be split from standing trees without felling them. They were then split again with wedges and mauls, and planed with stone adzes into the desired size and shape. With jade and shell chisels, and bone drills it was possible to make complex joints and fasten the boards together securely. 
	


	Men hollowing out a canoe with adzes at Metlakatla, B.C., near Prince Rupert. 
 



The ocean-going war and trading canoes, made of giant red-cedar logs, were a testament to the woodworking skills of the Tsimshian. Only traces of these achievements (like canoe paddles) are preserved in the bog-like deposits adjacent to ancient village sites. 

The men felled the trees, then split them into planks for building houses. 
	


	Artisans installing facade panels. 

This picture was taken during construction of the Tsimshian House in the Grand Hall of the Canadian Museum of Civilization in Hull, Quebec. All of the work on the house was carried out by Tsimshian artisans. 
 



Master carvers and their apprentices produced beautifully sculpted wooden objects, including masks, rattles, headdresses and boxes. 
	


	Carved cedar bentwood box with opercula inlay on lid, used for holding objects of wealth and rank
Collected by I.W. Powell, 1879; Fort Simpson
(VII-C-99) 
 


Petroglyphs

Petroglyphs and Pictographs
	


	Images of a face and seven coppers, painted in red ochre on a vertical rock wall were an "advertisement" for a local chief from the Tyee area of the lower Skeena River.
 



Images carved and painted on rocks anchored the rich mythology of the Tsimshian people to the landscape of Prince Rupert harbour. The petroglyphs (carved images) and pictographs (painted images) will forever bear witness to the teachings and triumphs of the culture heroes of the Tsimshian. 

Shamans often carved images of supernatural beings or themselves on vertical rock faces at secluded spots in the forest. This was done by slowly pecking away the bedrock with a pointed pebble of harder stone. 
	The images shown here include scenes of shamans communing with grizzly bears, who represented the messengers to the spirit masters of fish and game. The bears enticed the spirits to release more fish and game for the shaman's people to hunt and trap.
 
	









Fishing

	Fishing
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 To Respect the Fish



This picture is of a Nass River fishing village, ca. 1903, with numerous smokehouses and fish-drying racks used for preserving fish. Salmon and eulachon were the most prized catches, but many other kinds of fish and seafood were consumed as well.
British Columbia Provincial Museum (4279) 
 

According to the Tsimshian, fish and people shared the same universal pool of souls. Schools of fish were villages of people in another world. Salmon people migrated yearly from their father's house at the mouth of the river to their mother's house at the headwaters. In the form of fish, they were appropriate food for people, who reciprocated the favour in the next incarnation. Lack of respect could sever this soul exchange and result in human starvation. 
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 The Story of the Salmon Prince
A chieftainess at Kitselas Village kept a dog salmon folded in a box for more than a year. The fish run did not occur on schedule that year, and the people went hungry. Her nephew, a prince, was enticed into a canoe and taken to the house of the Salmon Chief at the mouth of the Skeena River. Each day, after a meal of salmon, he disposed of the bones in the fire. The next morning, he noted a child with an eye or a rib missing. To restore the child to health, it was necessary to find and burn the corresponding piece of the fish that had been missed the night before. The Salmon people returned the prince to his home to teach his people how to respect the remains of the salmon by cremating them. This would ensure their reincarnation into new schools of fish each year. Salmon could thus be caught easily in traps and nets in the rivers. 



Salmon trap 
Families owned specific fishing grounds that were known and respected by everyone. 
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Salmon Fishing 

Eulachon Fishing 

Halibut Fishing 
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	Salmon Fishing 



Salmon-trap fence 
 

During their annual migration upriver to spawn, salmon were caught using traps, spears, lines and nets. A wooden trap was placed in the river, and a wooden fence was attached to the trap on either side, forcing fish to enter the trap. 



A man wearing cedar bark clothing stands on a rocky shore poised to spear salmon. His two-pronged spear is designed so that the tips detach from the shaft when they pierce a salmon. A line attached to the spear tips allows the speared fish to be recovered. 
 

Salmon were also caught by gaff hooks, spears and harpoons in clear streams and rivers, bays and inlets. 


The use of hand nets was another method of catching salmon. Fishermen usually stood on a rock platform and dipped their nets repeatedly into the water in order to catch fish. 
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	Eulachon Fishing 

Eulachon were caught by men in canoes using nets and rakes. The fish were scooped out of the water and dumped into the canoe. 



This picture shows a canoe full of eulachon, as well as a second canoe in which two men are standing with nets in hand, as they would when fishing for eulachon. 
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 Herring and Eulachon Raking 

Herring and eulachon were so plentiful that they were easily harvested by men who ran a rake through the water to impale the fish. 
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	Halibut Fishing 

Deep-sea fishing for cod and halibut required extra-long lines of dried kelp and hooks that were effectively designed for the feeding habits of the fish. Rituals ensured the success of the fishing expedition. 



This hook is carved with an image of Sea-Lion swallowing a fish.
(VII-C-697) 
 

Spirit helpers were often carved on the hooks to lure fish to the line. 

Halibut and salmon are large fish. Salmon can weigh up to 13 kilograms, and halibut frequently exceed 88 kilograms. Before pulling these fish into a boat, clubs are used to kill them quickly in order to prevent them from upsetting the canoe. 



Fish club for halibut
Collected by Rev. Thomas Crosby, 1886; Fort Simpson
(VII-C-68) 
 

These fish clubs were often shaped and decorated to show respect for the fish who willingly gave their flesh to feed humans. 



	
	


Hunting

	Hunting

[image: image112.jpg]


 To Respect the Animals
From time immemorial, a pact has existed between hunters and the animals that become their food. The witnessed histories (adawk) taught that the hunter must show respect to the animals by singing a dirge song to them after their death. Weapons for hunting land and sea mammals, as well as birds were carefully designed to bring death cleanly and quickly. 
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 The Mountain Goats of Temlaham



Mountain goat horn core; traded along the north coast of British Columbia over 2,000 years ago
Lachane site, excavated 1973
(GbTo-33-518) 
 

In ancient times, a young goat was captured by a hunter on Stikyadin Mountain (on the upper Skeena River). The boys in the hunter's village teased it remorselessly. Soon after, a messenger appeared inviting the chiefs to a feast in a village up the mountain. They were welcomed by a chief wearing a one-horned mountain goat headdress and entertained with dances that made the house tremble. Suddenly, after the dancers covered every corner of the floor, the house plunged down the mountain, killing all the chiefs. The desolate survivors of the landslide searched for a new village and eventually reached the Prince Rupert Harbour. 
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	The Hunter 


In the interior, hunters wore a fur cloak and hat during winter. On the coast, they wore a long cape of shredded cedar bark to repel the rain and provide warmth. 
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	Hunting Sea Mammals 



This picture shows a man using a bow and arrow to hunt sea otters. 
 

Sea otters were the most heavily hunted sea mammal, but seals, sea lions and porpoises were also taken. Whales were not hunted by the Tsimshian, but the carcasses were salvaged when washed ashore. 
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	Hunting Land Mammals 




Chief Guxsan from Gitsegyukla wearing winter hunting clothing, ca. 1880. 
 

Of all the animals that were hunted, deer were by far the most important as a source of food and of skins for clothing. Mountain goat, caribou, porcupine, beaver, groundhog, lynx and rabbit were also hunted. 


Meats were usually dried on the hunting ground, then packed home by people and dogs. 

The animals that were most highly prized for their furs were bear, marten, ermine, fox, wolf, mink, coyote, otter and weasel. 
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	Hunting Birds 

The birds taken for food were grouse, goose, duck, ptarmigan and swan. Bird bones were used for such items as drinking tubes (used in puberty rites for young women), whistles, and beads. 

	
	


Gathering and preserving

Women's Activities

Women contributed to the welfare of the family in many ways: raising children, tending the fire, cooking, making clothing, and weaving baskets. They collected shellfish, and dried wild fruits and vegetables as well as plants used for dyes and medicines. Processing and drying fish for winter meals was a major activity. Women also harvested cedar bark to make mats, hats, capes, skirts, and ornaments. 


Children helped by collecting firewood, looking after younger children, and gathering a variety of foods. 

	Gathering and Preserving


The main economic contribution made by women was the collecting and processing of food for long-term storage. A large supply of preserved food ensured that village populations could survive the winter. 

Fish was the dietary staple. Large quantities of it were split or filleted to be dried in the sun or smoked in sheds. The fish could then be stored for up to twelve months (depending on the fat content of particular species). Mammals and birds were also important sources of food. Their meat was usually smoked and dried. Berries, roots, bark and greens supplemented the diet. 

Wild vegetable roots were collected for food and spruce roots gathered for weaving into hats and baskets. 
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	Preserving Berries 




Maul for pounding roots and berries
Provenance unknown
(XII-B-1820) 
 

The berries were picked, crushed, and cooked. 

They were then spread on a rack covered with leaves (usually salmonberry leaves) and smoked over a smudge fire until they no longer felt sticky. 

The sheets of berries were rolled up and a stick threaded through each roll, which was placed upright or hung up until completely dry. The sheets were then unwound, sliced into cakes, and stored in boxes for future consumption. Other berries preserved by drying included huckleberries, saskatoon, and soapberries. Berries such as cranberries and crabapples were too juicy to dry; these were preserved in eulachon oil instead. 







 

	[image: image89.png]



	Preserving Eulachon 


After the fish were netted, they were left to decompose in bins, pits, or canoes. As the fish softened, oil began to ooze out. 

Next, the fish were boiled until the oil rose to the surface and was skimmed off. The residue was scooped up and the remaining oil pressed out by putting the fish remains into a basket. 

Long kelp stems were used as storage containers for the oil. The tubes of oil-filled kelp were either coiled into a box or hung on the wall for storage. 

Eulachon oil was a necessary dietary supplement for the Tsimshian people; it contained fat, iodine, and many essential vitamins and trace elements. The oil was used to preserve fruit, was eaten with fresh fruit as a dessert, and was also served as a sauce. 



Eulachon were also dried and smoked. 
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	Smoking Salmon 




Split salmon drying on racks, ca. 1920. 
 

Women cleaned the fish, removed the heads, and hung the fish by the tails until the slime evaporated. 

The fish were filleted flesh-side-up into 3/8-inch-thick slices so that the salmon dried evenly and efficiently. 




Smokehouse for salmon, Kitwanga, 1925. 
 

The fish were then hung on cedar racks in the smokehouse to dry over a smudge fire. 

Once the fish were dried, they were tied into bundles and hung on storage racks high in the smokehouse. 
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	Cooking 

There were three basic methods of cooking: 
1. grilling over an open fire 
2. steaming or baking in a pit 
3. boiling (the cook dropped red-hot stones into the container of water to bring it to the boil before adding food). 



Ladle of red cedar, for stirring food being cooked in bentwood boxes
Ca. A.D. 1
Lachane site, excavated 1973
(GbTo-33-c545) 
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	The Clam Digger 



Clams, dug from the mud flats at low tide, were a village staple in winter, and their shells make up the bulk of the Prince Rupert middens. 
 


As the tide receded, women and girls headed for their family collecting areas on the intertidal flats. The women wore skirts and capes of shredded cedar bark, with hats of woven cedar bark or spruce root. They used a digging stick to pry out the clams, which were collected in open-work spruce-root baskets that allowed the clams to drain on the way home. Cockles, mussels, urchins and abalone provided a reliable food supply that could be dried and stored for use throughout the winter. 
 




	


	


Basketry and Clothing

	Basketry and Clothing




Fragments of a cedar-bark basket used for collecting berries
Ca. A.D. 1
Lachane site, excavated 1973
(GbTo-33-c [2001866]) 
 

The use of cedar-bark fibre for clothing and baskets distinguishes the Tsimshian from the Haida and the Tlingit, who favoured spruce-root fibre. This characteristic also allows archaeologists to trace the occupancy of Prince Rupert Harbour village sites to Tsimshian populations dating back to at least the first millennium B.C. 
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	Clothing 
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 Cedar Clothing




Raw cedar bark, stripped from a tree in spring, folded and bound for later use
Collected by G.T. Emmons for Lord Bossom, ca. 1900
(VII-X-92) 
 

Before European cloth became readily available in the 1820s, everyday clothing was woven from cedar bark. Women removed only a small amount of bark from each tree. A bark shredder and pounder made the inner bark pliable (the outer bark was discarded). Cedar clothing was warm and waterproof, ideal wear for a damp climate. 
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 Ceremonial Clothing




Chilkat Blanket
(VII-C-2098) 
 

Chilkat blankets, aprons, and leggings were woven from yellow cedar bark and mountain-goat wool. Men were responsible for the design, women for the weaving. Leather clothing made from animal skins and furs was sewn together with sinew and leather thongs. 

With the introduction of European wool blankets, button-blanket clothing became popular. Button blankets are usually identified by a crest design and mother-of-pearl buttons. Contemporary Tsimshian people continue to wear this garment on ceremonial occasions. 
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	Basketry 

All women learned to weave cedar and spruce-root baskets, but those who were especially adept were excused from household chores to practise their craft. 

Used for storing and transporting goods, baskets came in various sizes, both decorated and plain. Men carried fishing, hunting, and woodworking tools in baskets. Women used them for gathering wild fruits, berries, and other materials such as moss, shellfish, and seaweed. 

Woven hats served as protection against the sun and rain. Ropes, belts, necklaces, and mats were also woven from cedar bark. 




Cedar-bark basket for collecting berries
Collected by Marius Barbeau, 1915; Fort Simpson
(VII-C-606) 
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