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LEARNING TARGETS
1. Explain what a crest column records and who has the right to raise one.
2. Explain how a potlatch claimed and confirmed standing in front of witnesses.
3. Use Boas's own words to describe how property worked as a record.
4. Name who set a record down, when, and from what standpoint.
5. Judge what these records can and cannot settle about the coast.

SECTION 3
A Coast With No Alphabet
The Coast and the Nations Along It
The Pacific Northwest Coast runs from Alaska south to northwestern California, at its southern end.
The Tlingit, Haida, and Kwakwaka'wakw nations live along that coast.
These nations still kept exact track of rank, family, and story with no alphabet.
 
SECTION 4
Three Words for a Family's Record
Three Words for a Family's Record
Crest - a figure such as a raven, bear, or whale that a clan has the right to display, and that shows which family a person belongs to.
Crest column - a tall carved cedar post, commonly called a totem pole, that displays a family's crests and can be raised to keep alive the memory of a relative who has died.
Clan - a group of families who trace descent from a common ancestor and who share the right to the same crests.
 
SECTION 5
What a Carved Column Holds
One Sentence From 1897, Four Places a Crest Appears
Boas wrote that a crest ornaments objects belonging to a member of the clan.
His phrase is to perpetuate the memory of a deceased relative of the family.
Crests are also painted on the house front, or carved on a column before it.
The same crests are shown as masks in festivals of the clan.
 
SECTION 7
The Potlatch, and What Observers Got Wrong
What Boas Says the Observers Before Him Got Wrong
Boas wrote that this custom has been thoroughly misunderstood by most observers.
He wrote that the underlying principle is that of the interest-bearing investment of property.
The source line under the quotation gives page 341 of the report.
 
SECTION 8
Four Words for Rank and Giving
Four Words for Rank and Giving
Potlatch - a ceremony at which a family gives away large amounts of property in front of witnesses in order to claim or confirm its position.
Rank - a person's standing in the community, which on this coast had to be claimed in public and paid for in property rather than simply inherited quietly.
Distribution of property - the act of handing out goods to guests at a ceremony, which Boas described as an interest-bearing investment of property.
Blanket - the unit of value Boas recorded on this coast: a single blanket was valued at 50 cents, and a double blanket was valued at three single blankets.
 
SECTION 9
Blankets Were the Money
What the Figures Actually Say
Boas recorded the unit of value as a cheap white woolen blanket, nothing fancier.
Every other object was paid for in blankets, or its value was measured by blankets.
 
SECTION 10
A Name You Have to Pay For
Three Names, in Boas's Own Wording
Boas wrote that the child is given the name of the place where it is born.
In his wording, a relative gives a paddle or a mat to each member of the clan, and the child receives its second name.
Boas recorded that at about 10 or 12 a boy must distribute a number of small presents among his own clan or tribe.
In his wording again, when the youth starts out in life he is liberally assisted by the nobility of the tribe.
 
SECTION 11
Wealth Is Not for Keeping
What Made Wealth Worth Having
Boas wrote that possession of wealth is considered honorable on this coast.
What mattered more was the ability to give great festivals to the guests.
A giver's name gained greater weight in the councils of the tribe.
The more he distributed, the greater his renown among the people.
 
SECTION 12
Rivals Fight With Property Only
How a Rivalry Was Settled
Formerly feats of bravery counted as well as distributions of property.
Boys of different clans were pitted against each other by their elders, Boas wrote.
Each boy was urged to outdo his rival, and chiefs and whole clans competed the same way.
 
SECTION 13
A Gift You Cannot Refuse
Why the Guests Had to Pay Attention
Boas wrote that the recipient is not at liberty to refuse the gift.
He calls it nothing but an interest-bearing loan that must be refunded.
Accepting made a guest a witness and a debtor at the same time.
 
SECTION 14
Reading a Crest Column Up Close
What It Takes to Read a Column
Each carved figure on a column is a crest that belongs to a whole clan.
A column faces the village and the water, where visitors arrive.
The claim a column makes holds only if the family paid for it in public.
 
SECTION 16
Three Words for Reading a Record
Three Words for Reading a Record
Ethnography - a written description of a people's customs, put together by someone who studies them and usually published long after the practices began.
Provenance - the record of who set a document down, when, and whose hands it passed through before it reached us.
Co-researcher - a person from inside the community who gathers and records information alongside an outside researcher, and whose notes become part of the published report.
 
SECTION 17
Who Wrote This Down: Boas and Hunt
Two Men, Two Standpoints, One Report
Franz Boas worked on this coast in the 1880s and the 1890s.
Boas was not a member of any of these nations.
George Hunt was raised at Fort Rupert among the Kwakwaka'wakw.
Hunt spoke Kwak'wala, the language of the people described.
The title page credits the notes in the report to him.
 
SECTION 18
What Kind of Book This Is
Where the Passage Was Printed, and by Whom
The account sits in the Report of the U.S. National Museum for 1895, according to its own title page.
The Government Printing Office published it in 1897, which is the date on the printed volume.
That makes it a United States government document, free to reprint for anyone who wants it.
The potlatch pages of the report describe the Kwakwaka'wakw of British Columbia, while the crest pages cover the northern coast.
 
SECTION 19
Banned: 1885 to 1951
What Was Happening While the Record Was Made
Canada made the potlatch illegal, and the ban stayed on the books from 1885 right through to 1951.
Federal assimilation policy in the United States pressed families to give up ceremonies of this kind.
Boas and Hunt were writing down a ceremony that governments were working to stop at the time.
Families kept holding potlatches, and the ceremony is practiced openly in the present day.
 
SECTION 20
What These Records Can and Cannot Settle
The Edge of What Each Record Shows
A carved column cannot settle the year it was carved, unless somebody wrote that down.
A potlatch cannot settle what was said, once the last witness to it has died.
The printed report cannot settle how the system worked in every nation on the coast.
 
SECTION 21
Two Systems, One Job
Two Ways to Store a Claim
In a writing system, marks on paper stand for sounds a reader knows.
On this coast, carved crests stand for families and their stories, not for letters.
The people who were there carry the claim, and the debt keeps them honest.
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