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Beynon v. 2 , 1956-57 
CANNIBAL HAUIT 

xgtdem halait(x--partaking of; gcdem--human; 
hal4it--society or g roup ) 

This was the most exc lusive group among t h e tsemsiy~n, 

17 

for only t wo men, sqaqw~t, chief of the git?andj, and saxsa?axt, chief 

of t he gitwel giy~ts, belonged to t he xg{dem hal~it. 

Any mentiom of death in the presence of an xgtdem halait 

would cause t hem to become agitated and crave for human flesh. 

Until thejr craving was satisfied they had to be attended to and 

tied to the attendants. In order to sa tisfy their craving for 

human fle sh very often a volunteer of chiefly rank (one of t he 

hal~it attendants) would offer an arm f r om which t he xg,dam 

hal~it would bite a piece of flesh, a nd the volunteer woulcd be 

immedia tely compensated. 

The real head of t he xg[dem hal~it was t he Kitamat tribe . 

It was here that all t he b ig initiati ons were made. 

The announcement of ahe death of any indiviiual in the 

presence of an xg~dem hal~it would be done t hus: "So and s o has 

b ecome a salmonberry". 

The foll owing a ccount i s of the initiation of sqaqw~t, 

(Alfred Dudoward), laxaklik chief of the g it?and~. ,. 

Informant: Mrs. Hel,eJ( Clifton, a young woman who was a 

lax skik from Kitamat. It was she who volunteered her arm to be bitten ,. 

by t he initiate, sqaqw~t. 

In charge of t he ceremony were: saxaa?~t, ch ief of the 

gi t welgi y~ts t r ive, wis~ks, chief of t h e g itxala, and chief 

?entewiw~lp of the git ga?te. 

This initiation was the las t of it ki nd among the 

tsemsi y~n and took place at Port Si mpson shortly after the arr ival 
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MAP TO . CCOMPANY STORY OF STORY OF 

ALFRED DUDOWARD 'S INITIATION INTO 

THE xg~dem hal4it. 

Key to numbers on map: 

1. 

2. 

3. 
4. 

5. 

gidzaxi4i 

gin?a.d6iks 

gin?ax?ngik 

gitl4n 

git?and:5 

tribe village 
II II 

II II 

II II 

II II 

6. This was a sha ded in grove where several houses were built 

in which initiates into the various hal~its were taken 

while on t heir "voyag e to the skies". 

ISLAND SECTION OF PORT SIMPSON 
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of t he miss ionary 11illiam Duncan to Port Simpson. In fact , at 

t he time of h is initia tion Dudoward was a member of Duncan 's 

Church and because of t h e initiat ion was expe l led from his Church 

standing by Duncan . This so aroused Dudo~ard ' s a i,ge r t hat he and 

his ,v ife ~ent to Victoria and finally got the Methodist Church tb 

est ablish a t Port Simpson . Duncan had moved with his converts to 
' Letlakatla, B .C • 

, 
The attendants or del hal~it were ca refully chosen ~nd could 

attend any ceremonies of t he xgsdem hal~it anywhere . The actual master 
, 

of ceremonies being sa.xa~?axt , chief of the gitwelgiy~ts . 

The initiate was led out , fastened witn heavy braided 

pack straps . The initiate attempted to break away from hi e 

attendants to bite the spectators and only those who were members of 

any hal~it were immune . This was signilied by the wearing of a 

cedar bark ring . Any one not a member of any hal~it group would 

never sho~ themse lves , but would hide away for fear of t h eir l i ves. 

The initiate kept calling the xgtdem hal~it ca ll , y~p 

y~p ••• and a ~peared to be in great agony, snapping at the 

spectators where he was being paraded along in front of the git?and~ 

villag e . 

Finally MrB . Clifton ( l ~x a) , lax.skik from Kitamat , ca llea: 
"' 

"Come here my broth er, come t I off er you myself . " So sayi ng she 

bared her drm, offer i ng it to the initiate, and a a i n she said: 

Come brother, sa tisfy your wants . " The initia te then took a bite of 

her flesh and satisfied himself and was apparently s a tisfied . 

As he was being led back to t he hal~it house the initiate 

,~as aroused again and this time he was led down to the beach, There 

t he initiate began to scent around and t hen began to dig a hole . 
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The people saw t hat h e dug out what appeared to be a child ' s body, 

which h e began to devour in front of them all. He began to call 

out the hal~it cal l y~p y~p • • • Then the master of ceremonies 
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c ame down a nd led t he initiate up /to the house?/ Then the initiate 

was covered with a cedar bark mat , and disappeared. It was then announced 

t hat h e had gone to t he heavens . 

Yany days later t h e people hea rd t he halait call of the 

xg~dem hal~it "y:1p )(:1p h~p h~p". They knew the initia te was to 

return from the h eavens . gain only those who had been members in 

any hal~it ~secret society g roup) donned t h eir ceda r b ark ring s and 

h eaddresses . They t hen gat h ered nea r t h e place nhere the initia te 

would be taken . The others who were not members of any ha l~i t 

g roup would h ide away and not appear , as it would be dang erous for 

them t o be attacked by the initia te . 

This initiate was fas t ened knitted pack straps and led 

by t h e mas ter hal~it . All t h e while, as if in a frenzy, he would 

try to break away from t h ose wh o were leading him . He continua~ly 

moaned and appea red in a very ferocious state , calling out y~p 

. . 
In this way he ~as paraded along the front of t h e villag e 

continually try ing to break away to appease his hunger for human 

flesh . ,ihen he had called out many times a nd appeared in an exhausted 

state a woman stepped forwa rd and cal led out: Come great supernatural 

(ha lc!it), come satisfy your hunger from my arm ." She t hen approached 

h i m, offer i ng her bare arm, The initiate bit her fl esh a nd swall owed 

t h i s , then appearing satisfied he was led int o the halc!it house in 

a s ubdued state . 

The woman ~ho had t wice g iven .hne initiate her a rm was 

again compensat ed a nd sh e herself t hen was a member of the Canniba l 
(xg-!det ) gr oup. 
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The ini tia te t h en was led to a secret chamber so that he 

mi ght gradually work off the hal~it influence and the cr3ving for 

human flesh. There were many tabus to be observed. At no time 

must the death of any one be announced in the hearing o~ an xgtdem 

haliit , as this would arose h is de s ire for human flesh . Ifl 

making a dea th announcement the messenger would always say that so 

and so had become a salmon berry . 

The announcement of a death to the chief was a formal 

procedure which was necessa ry when any of his tribesmen diad. 

fhe gift of g r ound hog skins accompanied such an announcement . 

In the case of other tribal chiefs the gift increased in va l ue 

according to .lllile rank.of t h e deceased chief. If no announcement 

was made then no attention is paid to the death . 

But it is taboo to mention death to an xgtdem hal~it , 

as it rouses him to a frenzy. 

20 

This particula r initiation was the last among the tsemsiytn 

at Port Simpson . There does not se em to have been any among t h e 

nisgt nor have I been able to record any among the gitksi!n . Among 
' the gitsel?~se and gitaemg~l em, we nave two mentioned: wideld~l and 

• 
ni• s4.~1. There was one among the gitxtla and also among the 

g itg .~?ete. It is said tnere were many among the git~wn~t and wetct~ 

and leXdd. 
m 

llembership was very restricted. For instance: among the 

gitx~la people wis~ks , although not the head chief of the gitxalas, 
' was the xg~dem hal~it, whereas tsibas~, who waa the recognized 

head chief of the gitx~la tribe~aa the head of the majority group ) 

had endeavoured to make an entry into the xgtdem hal~it but was 

never able to do so . He attempted to crash one of his neph ews into 

this group but wa s never able to do so. 
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At this t ime his nephew was an initia te into the nuiim 

group and was away on his progationary trip to the skies to acquire 

supernatural powers. It so happened t hat the xgidem hal~it group 

were all gathered at git?am~t holding their dances, and among t h em 

was wis~ks, t h e gitx~la chief who was an xgldem hal4it. Knowing 
' they were all gathered at Kitamat, tsibas~ euddenly called his own 

headmen toge t her s aying "I want my nephew gunaxmi•tk, who is now 

away in his own initiation to make h is reappearanc e at Kitamat. 

Thia must be done at once as all the ceremonies there will be over 

in a very few days. You must gat h er the fastest paddlers we have 

a s he must aa.ke his reappearna ce a t Kitama.t and must do t he same 

h ere t he next day. Thus I will out-do the xg~dem hal4it." 

' tsibas~ was a very strong and t yrannical chief who 

expected everyone to bow to his wishes. He was warned that his plans 

would end in disaster both for hi~self and his nephew but he was 

determined to carry them out. 

Very early the next morning while it was still dark he 

took his strongest young men and his f astest long canoe and went to 

where his neph ew was hiding to t ake him on board. A lighter canoe 

had gone ahead to contact some of the gitxila who were with wis~ks, 
' ' in order to enlist their aid in tsibas~'s plans. It was night when 

they approached the Kitamat village. 
' It was tsibas~'s plan t hat his nephew should make his 

reappearance from the skies very ea rly t n e next morni ng in tha 

x g{dem hal~it h ouse at Kitamat, and then disappear and amke a second 

reappear ance a t g itx~ia. Thus his reappearanc e at both plaves would 

be more spectacula r than that of any other hal~it initiate, and so 

it was hoped t hat he would get recognition into t he xgldem haliit ---,. 
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group. 

The first canoe, which had arrived secretly at Kitamat 

ea rlie r i n the ni ght had contacted on e of t he gitx4la g roup who 

were with wis~ks and told him t hat when he h ea rd t h e prearranged 

signal (when all were asleep in the hal~it house at Kitamat) 

he was to come out and lead them into the hal~it house. Once t hey 
' were in t h e house gunaxnrttk, t he nephew of tsib~sa, would g o in 

a nd make a fast appearnace and then come out again. //hen he had done 
' ' so he would make a fast return to gitx~la with taib~sa 1 s group 

and make his reappearance t here. 

\Vhen a ll were asleep in the Kitamat hal~it house that 
' night chief tsib~sa, accompanied by h i s initiate nephew gunaxnlftk, 

so 
l anded t h ere and gave t h e signal/that t h e gitx~la man would come 

out and lead t he initiate into the hal~it house. 

They waited but no one ca.me in answer to t h e signal. The 
' gitxila man nisxts!s had fall en asleep and did not hear. Finally one 

I 

of tsib~sa 1 s mead men entered t he hal~it h ouse ( even t nough it was 
' taboo for him to do so) and walked to where he t h ought the gitx~la 

people were sleeping . He went to the wrong place and awaoke a 

Kitamat man and said to him: "We have been waiting for you to 

come, it is now nearing 4aylight." When the Kitarnat replied the 
' gitx~la man realized h e had made a mistake and a t once escaped. 

The Kitamat man immediately gave the alarm, announcing that 

someone had come into the h ouse, and tha t thi s was a tab~ which was 
I 

punishable by death . But in the confusion the gitx~la group of 
' ?sib~sa got away . Travelling very swiftly t h ey soon landed a t 

I 

gitx~la, a lthough t h e dis t ance between t he t wo villages was about 

100 miles. 
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When the hal~its in session at Kita.mat learned that 
, 
tsibisa had planned to have his nephew make h is appearance t h ere and 

that someone had broken the tabu on entering the hal~it house, the 

Kitamat xgtdem haliit house announced: " fuen that initiat e appears 

at gitx~~a he will drop dead before e has made one circle around 

his house, and whoever it was that came in here and broke out 

tabu shall also fall dead. 11 

, 
All this was unknown to t sib~sa and his gitx~ia compani ons. 

He was very much angered that h is plans had misvarried and that h e had 
sacred 

also broken the/tabus of the hal~it. He Baa aware t hat if it ever 

became known that it was he who had planned t h is breaking of t he 

hal~it tabus he would be put to death. So he planned that his 

nephew, t h e initiat e whom he had taken to Kitamat, should reappear 

to his g itx~ia people i mmediately on his arrival so t hat npne should 

know they had travelled to Kitamat with the initiate. 

I t was very early in the morning when they landed at 

' g itx~la and immedi a tely plans were made to have tsib~sa'a nephew 

land as if he had just returned from the heavens. 

The people of the village were suddenly awakened by 

the blowi ng of the naxn~x (supernatural) whistles, and those 

belonging to the nulim gr oup immediately recognized them and got 

up and went to the beach where they knew the initiate would land. 

TheY saw a huge canoe coming in and the initiate sat in the middle 

on a n elevated pl a tform. Vb.en the initiate landed hw was led 

around t he village and t hen to t he hal~it house where he was attended 

by the ma s te r of ceremonies. 

There he was first to be led around t he house in front 

---- of t he gue s ts, followed by his attendants. One of these attendants 
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was t h e man who had entered t h e ha.lAi t hous e a t Ki tam.at. ,/hen 

t he initiate had made one complete round of t h e hal~i t house and 

reached the pl ace h e started from he suddenly dropped dead. vfhen 

the at tendant who had broken the Kitam.a t hal~it house tabu had 

completed bhe round he also fell dead . , 
There was g reat mourning in the house of taib~sa 

, 
tsib~sa had himself brought on t he curse of the Kitamat hal~it 

when h e broke the tabu by entering the wutahal,it (great hal,it 

or xgedem hal~it) sa cred i nitiation house. 

When the gitx4la people returned from t he xgedem hal~it 

ceremonies a t Kita.mat they h eard what had happened to t he initiatw 

and knew t ha t t hese were the ones who had broken t h e hal~it tabu . 
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