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The origin of sw[nsk hal~it 

Informant: Helen Clifton, Hartley Bay . 

There were many t ypes of hal~it . Some were dancing hal~its 

used in the reception of visiting chiefs specially invited to a 
, 

feast, and t hese were called xpeg~?wem hal~it. Thia wa s used as a 

direct s ymbol of peace . 

The vis iting chief!i never l anded directly a t a village , but 

sojourned in t h e i mmedi ate vicinity in full view of the h osts until 

a me s senge r came fo r them . Then t h e visiting chiefs prepared 

for t heir r ecept ion . The vis itors h ad t heir own songs and also 

claimed an i magina r y superna t ur a l power which t hrew from t h e ca.noe s 

t o t h ei r host on the shore. Those on shore pretended to catch t h is 
subdued 

power, overcame it after a hard struggle , and began to sing in the ir 

turn . They threw the naxn~x ba ck to the visitors' canoe, who wrestled 

it i nto subjection a nd t h rew it back • This performance went on until 

t he host t hrew~~t up i nto t he woods . 

Next t h e grea t hal.1it drum was hea ten as a signal f or t h e 

guests to l and. and a s t hey d i d so t heir na.rp.ms were announc ed and 

carr ied on int o the house . The gu est s were led up and a s each entered 

gr eeters a nnounced ea ch chief l y name and ca lled ea ch to h is pl ace . 

\Vl1en all t h e invit ed ch iefs had been gr eet ed and were in their 

pl a ce s t he h ost gav e a recepti on dance, wea ring h is danc i ng ga rment 

(gushal~it) and his dancing hat (?amhal~it ) t h e hol lowed c r own of 
' which was f ul l of eagle down (pel kW .1 ) which he sprea d apon his guests 

a s he danc ed . 

The s pr eadi ng of down denot ed peace; and if it was not done t h e 
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guests could and would expect treachery. This performance was the 

form of ha l~it called limg~?awa (to catch). 

Another form of hal~it was membership in the ?nuiim or 

?mi 9 eti~ secret society groups . Initiation was controlled by the 

chiefs of each tribe . A husband and wife never belonged to the same 

halc1it group. /"there never was , tha t both spouses belonged to the 

same hal~it group . "/ 

The initiates were chosen by the chief . Nhere there were 

severa l chiefs in a tribe one chief would be recognized as the 

tribal head of either one of the hal~it groups. 

Vhen a chief noted that aertain individuals were economically 

fit, the parents of the candidate were approached and advised that it 
' was time to make their offspring a memberaf the nuiim or 9mi 9 ti a 

groups. 

The chi ef received tribute for elevating the initiate through 

t he three stages of an initiation . 

Only members of the group were allowed in the house at these 

gatherings . The informant / Heber Clifton/ says these m eetings 

commonly las ted many days and often were sexual orgies, as t hose 

2 

t hat were married were always alone (because thei r spouses were members 

of the opposite group) . 

There wer e specia l groups of hal~it which were exclUllive to those 

of royal rank, such as ludzist~ . Its membership was restricted, 

and initiates were considered to have the power of destroying t h e 

pro perty of any tribesman. They of cour se compensated t h e owner 
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for their loss. To protect h is property, or if the owner is himself 

a member of a ny halait group he can protect self and property by 

placing upon the objects a lu?i or cedar bark ring t hat has been 

used in a halait performance . The lu9 i is also used to safeguard 

everything when it is hung outside a house during t he period of 

a hal~it perforI:1a.nce, for no one not a member of the halaits may 

enter the house until the lu9 i is t aken down , even though they 

may be a member of t hat house . 

There a re many other hal~its (which is the general term f or 

daneing There are the drama hal~its at which the various powers 

or nax.n~xs of each owner a re demonstrated . At such hal~its, 

all the guests having these powers came in dressed as the power or 

being they had the right to repr esent, and as t heir names were 

called they danced t he dance or hal4it of that power. 

Such a naxn~x was ghost (ld?lx) . Th e owner was costumed as 

a ghost with a mask representing death. This dancing was cal led hal~it . 

( ( It may be noted that whenever t h e people dance any of the 

modern white man 's dances this is termed me?os--like dog or influenced 

by dog . This term is applied because they dance in couples, whereas 

I ndi an dances are performed by an individual dancer. The modern 

dances have the appearance of t wo dogs wrestling .)) 

.Another i mportant halait is the swtnsk hal~it. which is acquired 

from supernatura l s ources. Firally this power is inherited, but the 

hal~it in t he making became ill and went into a trance. When he was 

revived to streggth he would change his personality . ·/hile in this 

trance many visions came to instruct him as a swtnsk halait . These 

visions gave him his a ides , 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 t h ese aides ~ and t fiey told him what to do to effect a cure. 

His hal~it song also came to him in visions. 

The paraphernalia of a aw~nsk hal~it was a bear akin robe, 

bea r claw crown, a 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 t h e afflicted area. 

It is said there were several places where some sw[nsk 

halAits acquired powers from the supernatural source. One of these 

was a deep cavern at the head of the gitg .~9 ata river and another 

in the vicinity of Kitam.at whose· whereabouts was known to only a 

few sw~nsk hal~ita. The person who is to acquire swtnsk hal~it 

powers is led to these caverns and t hen lowered down into the caves 

which are in total darkness . 

As he is slowly lowered strange insects cover his body and he 

is aometi~es severely bitten, and there are also lizards in great B 

numbers. Finally he reaches the bottom and foilowa a trail to 

the entrance of another cave. In this cave is a being who seizes the 

initiate and lays him upon a flat board . There the initiate goes 

into a trance and remains there until he has recovered and been 

given power and aides by this being. 

Vhen the initiates return all tributes are given to the 

swtnsk hal~it who led the initiate to t his hole and led him back . 

Before he was able to practise his swtnak powers he was apprenticed 

for some time to an older hal~it who has already established his 

reputation among the people . Then when the initiate feels he can 

t ake a very famous case he is called in and given an opportunity 

to establish himself. If h e has superior aides, that are able to 
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overcome the aides of the other sw[nsk hal~its he is in a powerful 

position, for it is said that both the hal~its and their aides are 

rivals and fight among themselves. 

An account of the making of a sw{nsk hal~it 

5 

A man named s en~sk, who was a hunter, had been acting ,ueerly 

for a _long while: His uncle before him had been a hal~it. 

sen~sk was a very successful hunter and one day he set off from 

his camp alone, intending to be gone only a short hile. w'hen he had 

been gone a number of days his nephews set out io search for him. 

and followed his tracks until they found the place where he lay face 

down in the snow, apparently dead. 

They carried him back to camp and he l ay as one near death, 

unconscious and muttering in a strange tongue. They then carried 

him back to the village at gitg .~?ete, for the uncle saw that 

sen~sk was about to become a sw{nsk hal~it. Here he lay ill for a 

long whi le, attended by many hal~its who came day after day to 

dance over him in an attempt to restore him to his normal condition. 
, 

sen~sk had been born with a caul (p~tk) and haa always been 

considered an extraordinary person. After many months of illness 

he began to gather strength, and he was taken away and kept in 

seclusion. 

(The inform.Bnt remarked: 11 I remember I was a boy at the time 

that this occurred. Then some time after, sen~sk related to me what 

had occurred to him.") 

As sen~sk was walking along the trail he met a huge white bear 

which immediately embraced h im, and sen~sk fell as dead. He had met 

t h e spirit being whi ch was to control him. He felt that he was being 
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engulfed in a hmge river of foam which he could not escape, and 

t hen he became unconacious. Then visi ons came to him. A white owl 

came to sit byllilm and said: 11 You shall become a hal~it and make many 

wonderful cures. You will have a s 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 y ou will be a s great a hal~it as your 

uncle, who was very famous." 

When s en~sk was well again it begame known t hat n e was now 

a hal~it. 
sw[nsk , 

The most famoue/hal~it among t h e tsemsiyc!n was ni•s?ain~ts, 

of the gin?ax?engik, for he was not only a sw[nsk, but he was a 

seer who could foretell coming event s wi th t h e help of his super-

natural a i des. 
, 

Once ni•s?ain~ts was sitting on the bea ch below h is h ouse 

at L!etlakatla . He came up and announced: "Before the sun sets 

several canoes from the :Hnki ts will land here • 11 That same night 
A 

t here did come several canoes of linkits. This man was a lso skilled 
A 

in magic. 
I 

His great competitor was wi deld~l, t he famous gitsel?~se . . 
halc!i t. 

One winter the Skeena was frozen and impassable, and 
I 

ni•sa l n~ts was sitting by his fire a t Metlakatla (on t h e coast) 

thinking of h is friend wideld,1 at gitsel ?as~ (canyon) on the 

Skeena . Speaking aloud, he said: 11 1 wish t hat my brothe r 

wideld~l would send me down s ome t em!·t.11 (This was a cluster 

berry that only g eew i n early summer on the interior plateaus, 

and was preserved in oolichan oil for future consumption.) ~oon 
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after he expressed this wish a huge quantity of fr esh tem!·t began 
, 

to come d own t h rough the smoke ho~e . Thia ni•s ?aln~ta served to 

everyone in the house. I t was almost unb elievable. 
I 

Then wideld~l , the gr eat gitsel~se hal~it sat before his • 
f' ire and expressed the wish: "Oh, I wish my brother nia?aim1ts on 

the coast would remember me and send me some cock ies. 11 

7 

This was in midwinter when the river was frozen over and 

i mpassable and moreover it was the tabu season when no one travelled 

or hunted. Yet while wideldc1.l was sitting at the canyon (Skeena) 

village a great quantity of fresh cockles came through the smoke 

hole of his house. This was served to t h e people, e.nd thus the 

hal~its demonstrated to all t h eir superna tural powers . 

' Another great swtnsk hal~it was ts4k, of the gitwelgig~ts 

tribe '5f the ts emsi yc!n. He was an orphan cared f or by hie maternal 

grandmother, but he had an uncle who was very powerful and wealtbyA 
, 
ts~k wa s a very bright young man and he took good care of his old 

g r a ndmother. 

Thia was the time of a great famine and food was very scar~e 
' among the people. ts~ came upon a grizzl y bear that had raided 

his g r andmother's small store of food and in anger began to taunt 
, 

t he grizzly. It became angry and gobbled ts4k in one gulp. But 
I 

in the grizzly's stomach ts~ took out his fire drills and made 

a f ire in the beast's stomach which killed it. Thereupon he took 

the huge carcass and with his grandmother's help cut up the meat and 

dried i t . The kept this store of food secret . 
) 

Suddenly a strange being came to tsiilc and said: "I am hungry , 
' can you give me food?" tsc!k took him• to the little shelter he h ad made 
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and told his garndmother: "Give my friend some food, for he ia hungry." 
' When the being had finished eating he turned to tac1k and 

said: Now tha t 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 swsnsk hal~it. When you wish to cause anyone to be 

ill , just place this pebble on any portion of your own pody, and 

it will cause pain or illness in that same porti on of your victim's body." 

' ts~k tried this on various people and when t hey fell ill 
J 

he sent his g randmother to tell them that her g randson tsak could 

cure them. In this way he s oon became widely known . 
' Now t hat he had become famous as a hal~it tsak wi shed to 

marry his cross-cousin, the daughter of his uncle. This uncle 

was very haughty a nd wealthy, and his daughter was very beautiful. 

He told his g randmother: 11You must go and ask my uncle, for 

I wish to marry his daughter . " The old woman knew it would be useless 
' to go, but on ts~k's insistence she went. Her bDother refused. 

, 
So tsc1k went past the g irlfs hou.se and touched h is magic 

pebble to his back while wi shing : "llay many pains come to your back." 

His uncle's daughter at once became ill and none of the hal~ats 

ca lled to a ttend her could cure her . His sister, the grandmother 
J 

of tsak, t hen called on the g irl's father and told him: "I am 
' sure that ts~k can cure your duaghter." The father then sent gifts 

to the young hal~it but he would not bother to come. Finally, 

since his daughter seemed to be dying the chief sent his spokesman 
' ' to tsak saying: "Tell ts~k that if he cures my duaghter he may 

t ake her as his wife." 
' ts~k came at once to the place where the young woman lay. He 

placed his mat over h er and began to dance and sing his nal~it song . 

He waved the magic pebble over t h e reg ion where the woman ailed and 



t 
almost immediately she was oured. Later tsttk took her a a h ie 

wife . 
'l'here were many other ha.141ts t hat were famous in t he tsem-

a1y4n groups . All ewlnek ha.1,1ta were hereditary. and all had the 

s ame pattern. 

i I I 
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