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The origin of swfnsk haldit -
Informant: Hebem Clifton, Hartley Baye.

There were many types of halfit, GSome were dancing haldits
used in the reception of visiting chiefs specially invited to a
feast, and tlese were called xieat9uam haldit. This was used as &
direct symbol of peace.

The visiting chid® never landed directly at a village, but
sojourned in the immediate vicinity in full view of the hosts until
a messenger came for them, Then the visiting chiefs prepared
for their reception, The visitors had their own songs and also
elaimed an imaginary supernatural power which threw from the canoes
to their hoat on the shores Those on shore pretended to catch this
power, :::g:::o it after a2 nard struggle, and began to sing in their
turn. They threw the naxnfx back to the visitors' canoe, who wrestled
it into eubjection and threw it backs This performance went on until
the host threw it up into the woods.

Next the great haldit drum was beaten as a signal for tho
gueate to land, and as they did so their napas were announced and
carried on into the house. 7The gueste were led up and as each entered
greeters announced each chiefly name and called each to his place.

vhen all the invited chiefs had been greeted and were in their
Placez the host gave a reception dance, wearing his dancing garment
(gushaldit) and his dancing hat (®amhalfit) the hollowed crown of
which was full of eagle doan(éelkwl) which he spread wpon his guests
a8 he danced,

The spreading of down denoted peacej and if it was not done the
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gueste could and would expect treachery., This performance was the
form of haldit called 2img&”awa (to cateh).

Another form of halfit wag membership in the *nudim or
*mi?ctdd secret society groupss. Initiation was controlled by the
chiefs of each trive., A husband and wife never belonged to the same
halfit groupe /"there never was, that both spouses belonged to the
same haldit group."/

The initiates were chosen by the chief, #here there were
severa)l chiefs in a tribe one chief would be recognized as the
tribal head of either one of the haldit groups.

W¥hen a chief noted that eertain individuals were economically
fit, the parents of the cafididate were approached and advieed that it
was time to make their offspring a memberof the nuikim or ?mi*ii a
Eroups .

The chief received tribute for elevating the initiate through
the three stages of an initiation,

Only members of the group were allowed in the house at these
gatueringe. The informant [Heber Clifton/ says these m eetings
conmonly lasted many days and often were sexual orgies, as those
that were married were always alone (because their spouses were members

of the opposite group).
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There were special groups of halfit which were exclusive to those
of royal rank, such as ludzistd. Its membership was restricted,
and initiates were considered to have the power of destroying the
property of any tribesman. They of course compensated the owner
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for their loses. To protect his property, or if the cwner is himself
a member of any halfit group he can protect self and property by
placing upon the objects a lu’i or cedar bark ring that has been
uged in & halfit performance, The lu®i is also used to nattéaard
everything when it is hung outside a house during the period @f

a halfit performance, for no one not a member of the haldits

! |
enter the house until the lu”i is taken down, even though they | / }
nay be a member of tihat houases \ i :é

There are many other halfits (which is the general temm £y
danéing. There are the drama haldite at which the various powers |
or naxndxs of each owner are demonstrated. At such haldits, |
all the guests having these powers came in dressed as the pouét or |
being they had the right to represent, and ap their names were
called they danced the dance or nalfit of that power.

Such & naxndx was ghost (18°lx). The owner wae costumed as
a ghost with a mask repregsenting death. This danecing was called haltit; ks

(( It mey be noted that whenever the people dance any of the Q&g
modern white man's dances this is termed me®ose-like dog or influenced
by dog. Thig term ie applied because they dance in couples, whereas

Indian dances are performed by an individual dancer. The modern

dances have the appearance of two dogs wrestling.))
Another important halfit is the swfnek haldit, which is acquired

from supernatural sources. Firelly this power is innerited, but thue

haldit in the making became ill and went into a trance. ¢hen he was
revived to streggth he would change his perscnality. #hile in thie
trance many visions came to instruct him as a swfnsk halfit. These
visions gave him his aides, which often took animal forms such as the
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white mink, white marten, white owl or otter., His power was believed

to come from these aides, and they told him what to do to effect a cures

His haldit song also came to him in visions,

The paraphernalia of a swfnsk halfit was a bear skin robe,
bear claw crown, & round rattle, and an amulet suspended around
his neck which represented his animal aide. The amulet was used
in curing by placing it upon the patient in the afflicted area.

It is said there were several places where some swinsk
halfite acquired powers from the supernatural source. One of these
was a deep cavern at the head of the gitg.4%ef%e river and another
in the vicinity of Iitamat whose whereabouts was known to only a
few swfnsk haldits. The person whe is to acquire swfnek haldit
powers is led to these caverns and then lowered down into the caves
which are in total darkness.

As he ies slowly lowered strange insects cover his body and he
is sometires severely bitten, and there are also lizards in great =
numbers. Finally he reaches the bottom and fodlows a trail to
the entrance of another cave., In this cave is & being who seizes the
initiate and lays him upon a flat boards There the initiate goes
into a trance and remains there until he has recovered and been
given power and aides by this being.

#hen the initiates return all tributes are given to the
sufnek haldit who led the initiate to this hole and led him back,
Before he wag able to practise his swfnek powers he was apprenticed
for some time to an older halfit who has already established his
reputation among the people. Then when the initiate feels he ¢an
take a very famous case he is called in and given an opportunity
to establish himself. If he has superior aides, that are able to
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overcome the aides of the other swfnsk haldits he is in & powerful
position, for it is said that both the halfits and their aides are
rivals and fight among themaselves.

An account of the making of a swfnsk haldit

A man named senfsk, who was a hunter, had been acting wgueerly
for a long while; His uncle before him had been a halfit. |

senfsk was a very successful hunter and one day he set off from
his camp alone, intending to be gone only a short while. Wwhen he had
been gone & number of days his nephews set out %0 search fer him,
and followed his tracks until they found the place where he lay face
down in the snow, apparently dead. 7

They carried him back to camp and he lay as one ne&r death,
unconscious and muttering in a strange tongue. They then carried
him back to the village at gitg.f%ete, for the uncle saw that
sondsk was about to become a swifnsk haldit. Here he lay ill for a
long while, attended by many haldits who came day after day to
dance over him in an attempt to restore him to his normal condition.

sendsk had been born with a caul (;dtk) and had always been
gonsidered an extraordinary person, after many months of illness
he began to gatiher strength, and he was taken away and kept in
seclusione.

(The informant remarked: " 1 remember I was a boy at the time
that this occurred. Then some time after, senfsk related to me what
had oceurred to him.")

As senfsk was walking along the trail he met a huge white bear
which immediately embraced him, and senffsk fell as dead. He had met
the spirit being which was to control him, lHe felt that he was being

e N e
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engulfed in a huge river of foam which he could not escape, and
then he became unconscious, Then visions came to him., & white owl
came to sit byhim and said: "You shall become a halfit and make many
wonderful cures. You will have as your aides a white owl and a
white grizzly bear, to come to your assistance and tell you how
to cure the people who call upon you, There will be many coming
from afar to see you, for you will be as great a haldit as your
uncle, who was very famous."

When senfsk was well again it begame known tnat Le was now
a haldit.

The most famou:;gziiit among the tsemsiy&n was ni'l’ninlia.
of the gin”ax®engik, for Le was not only a swfnsk, but he was &
geer who could foretell coming events with the help of his puper=
natural aides.

Unce ni's”ain&in was 8itting on the beach below his house
at Yetlakatla. He came up and announced: "Before the sun sets
several cances from the #inkits will land here.” That zame night
there did come several canoces of tingits. This man wag also skilled
in magic. !
' His great competitor was wideoldfl, the famous giilel”ﬂag>
haldit.

Cne winter the Skeena was frozen and impassable, and
ni’asin&iu was sitting by hig fire at letlakatla (on the coast)
thinking of his friend widelddl at gitsel’as¢ (canyon) on the
Skeena. Speaking aloud, he said: "Il wish that my brotuer
wide1d4l would eend me down some temf*t.,” (This was a cluster
berry that only geew in early summer on the interior plateaus,

and was preserved in oolichan oil for future consumption.) Soon
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after he expressed this wish a huge quantity of fresh tenf*t began
to come down through the smoke hole. Thie ni*s’adndts served to
everyone in the house. It was almoat unbelievable.

Then widelddl, tne great gitsoldse naldit sat before his
-fire and expressed the wish: "Ch, I wish my brother nis”azndts on
the coast would remember me and send me some cockjles."

This was in midwinter when the river was frcacﬁ over and
impagesable and moreover it was the tabu season Wwhen no one travelled
or hunted. Yet while widelddl ué‘ sitting at the canyon (Skeena)
village & great quantity of fresh cockles came through the smoke
hole of his house. Thin'naa served tc the people, and thus the

halfits demonstrated to all their supernatural powers.

another great swfnsk haldit was ie&k, ol the gitwelgiyfts
trive of the tsemsiy&n. He was an orphan cared for by his maternal
grandmother, but he had an uncle who was very powerful and wealthy.
iaﬁk wes a very bright young man and he tock good care of his o0ld
grandmother,

This was the time of a great famine and food wWas very scarve
among the people. todk came upon a grizzly bear that had raided
his grandmother's small store of food and in anger began to taunt
the grizazly. It became angry and gobbled %s&k in one guip. But
in the grizzly's stomach %aﬁk took out his fire drills and made
a fire dn the beast*s stomach which killed it. Thereupon he took
the huge carcass and with his grandmother's help ocul up the meat and
dried it., The kept this store of food secret. _

Suddenly a strange being came to ;aﬂk and said: "I am hungry,
can you give me food?" inik took him to the little shelier he had made
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and told his garndmother: "Give my friend some food, for he is hungry."
¥hen the being had finished eating he turned to ;atk and

gaid: Now that you have given me food I will repay your kindness.

I will give you this pebble which will be your power., You will

make a great swfmsk haldit. <hen you wish to cause anyone to be

ill, Jjust place this pebble on any portion of your own body, and

i

!

it will cause pain or illness in that same portion of your vietim's hody.J

tolk tried this on various people and when they fell ill
he sent his grandmother to tell them that her grandson tsdk could
cure them. In this way he scon became widely knowne
Now that he had become famous as a halfit tedk wished to
marry his oross-cousin, the daughter of his uncle. This uncle
wag very haughty and wealthy, and his daughter was very beautiful.
He told his grandmother: "You must go and ask my uncle, for
1 wish to marry his daughter.” The old woman knew it would be useless
to go, but on inﬁk'a insistence she went, lier bpother refused,
So tedk went past the girl?s house and touched his magiec
pebtble to his back while wishing: “lay many pafine come to your back."
His uncle's daughter &t once became ill and none of the haldits
called to attend her could cure her. His sister, the grandmother
of inlk. then called on the girl'e father and told him: "1 am
sure that {adk can cure your duaghter.,” The father then sent gifts
to the young hal#fit but he would not bother to come. Finally,
gince his daughter seemed to be dying ilhe chiefl sent his apokounﬁn
to tedk saying: "Tell ;-ik that if he cures my duaghter he may
take her as his wife."
;:Ak came at once to the place where the young woman lay. IHe
placed his mat over her and began to dance and sing his haldit song.
He waved the magic pebble over the region where the woman ailed and

|
{
|
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almost immediately she was cured. later ;lﬂ took her as his

wife.

There were many other halfits that were famous in the taeme )
siyédn groups. All swfnsk haldits were hereditary, and all had the

game pattern.
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