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Haida villages consisted of one or two rows of houses strung
along the beach. Double-row villages were common, and there may
have been villages with up to five rows of houses in ancient times.
Generally, the chief owned the largest house, which stood in the
middle of the village.

Their complex society was hierarchical, with classes of com-
moners and nobles, slaves and skaggy, or medicine men. Upper
classes, or nobles, owned hunting and gathering rights near Haida
villages. Commoners had to pay to hunt, fish, or gather in these
places. Some commoners enjoyed prestige as artists, mask and canoe
makers, shamans, and as relatives of the chief. Other commoners
were simply considered lower-class citizens, while slaves, with no
rights, were scarcely considered part of Haida society. Captured in
raids and warfare with other tribes, slaves were always men or boys.
They were forced to do the most menial chores around the village. Yet
if they proved themselves skilled as craftsmen, hunters, and fish-
ermen they might someday be freed and honored for their ability.

Eventually, the Canadian government outlawed slavery among the

Haida and other coastal peoples.
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needed a new house, the Eagles arranged to build it. In return, they

received presents from the Ravens when the house was dedicated.

The head of the most wealthy or populous lineage in the com-
munity became the town chief. He remained in charge only so long
as he won respect and his lineage kept its wealth. The competition
for this position could become fierce. Over the last century, for
example, there was intense rivalry between two leaders—Chiel
Ninsingwas . and Chief Skidegate. According to Newton H.
Chittenden, the nineteenth century surveyor, “They quarreled bit-
terly over their rank for a long time, Ning-Ging-Wash (Ninsingwas),

by means of his more liberal potlatches finally prevailing, but not
until two of their adherents had been killed.”

To this day, Haida society depends upon leadership by a chief and

the division into clans. Relationships shift between conflict and reso-

lution. All Haida are either Raven or Eagle and trace their descent
through their mother.



