
LOVE AND LONESOME SONGS OF THE 
SKEENA RIVER

E L L E N  K A R P  M O S E S

The speakers o f the three dialects o f Tsimshian, the Coast 
Tsimshian, the N ishka, and the G itksan, inhabit the coastal regions 
and valleys o f the Nass and Skeena Rivers in northern British 
Colum bia. While they share m any ceremonial practices with other 
northern coastal tribes, particularly the neighbouring H aida and 
Tlingit, the language Tsimshian is unrelated to any other in C anada. 
Archaeologists have dated the C oast Tsimshian in their present 
locale back some 9,000 years; during their long period o f residency 
in this area, the Tsim shian developed one o f the most sophisticated 
indigenous cultures o f the Americas. In their songs, dances, pageant­
ry, and verbal and plastic arts, which reached their fullest expres­
sion in the feasts popularly know n as potlatches, the Tsimshian 
clans and lineages celebrated a long history and rich cultural heri­
tage.

My study o f Tsim shian songs was based upon some sixty hours 
o f interviews and song recordings made during a field trip  in 1977, 
sponsored by an Urgent E thnology G rant o f the N ational M useum 
of M an .1 In addition, I had access to the tapes and papers m ade by 
M arius Barbeau during his eight field trips to the area in the 1920s,2 
recordings o f 35 Coast Tsim shian and G itksan songs m ade by 
Laura Boulton in 1942 for the N ational Film Board, and smaller 
collections recorded at the Coast by Viola Garfield in 1932 and in 
the G itksan village o f Kitwancool by W ilson D uff in I960.3

Exam ination o f the ethnographic literature, discussions with 
Tsimshian elders, and analysis o f the recorded collections point to 
an extremely wide spectrum  o f pre-contact Tsimshian song types. 
Musical and contextual analysis indicate tha t the total corpus can 
be divided in to  three broad groups, which correspond to chrono­
logical stages in Tsimshian historical /cu ltural development. These 
groups may be summarized as follows:4
1. Ancient songs said to  have been given to or created by the clan 

ancestors during prehistoric m igrations and perform ed (usually 
at feasts) by a clan elder in an  ancient language. These are the 
most highly valued songs in the repertoire, and can only be 
perform ed at prescribed times by prescribed individuals.

2. Old songs usually commissioned by a chief from  a professional 
com poser prior to  a m ajor feast and perform ed by the alisxw  
or village choir to accom pany ceremonial protocol.

3. Newer “ love”  songs which m ight have originated in the post­
contract period and usually lam ent the absence o f a loved one 
or describe a lighthearted dom estic situation.



Like m ost musical systems o f  the Northw est Coast, a funda­
m ental line o f distinction may be draw n between ceremonial reper­
toires (the first and second groups) and non-cerem onial songs (the 
th ird  group). In the Tsimshian case, the ceremonial songs may be 
likened to  a “ classical”  musical repertoire. This paper concerns the 
songs o f the th ird  type: popular songs perform ed outside o f the 
cerem onial context and belonging to  the w idespread group o f senti­
m ental lam entations known variously throughout N orth America 
as “ love songs”  or “ lonesome songs.” 5

The Tsim shian refer to these songs by a num ber o f names, 
depending upon the circumstances under which they were created 
or the them e o f  their texts: “ goodbye, sw eetheart”  songs, “ hello, 
sw eetheart”  songs, C hinook songs, riding or pack-train songs, 
parting songs, lonesome songs, o r hilin, m erry-m aking songs, lim x  
leyadit or love songs, “ com plaintes”  (after the French), “ steam- 
b o a t’m ”  songs, homesick songs and  so forth . The riding or pack 
train  songs, for example, originated with the Yukon gold rush pack 
trains, while the “ steam boat’m ”  songs, like the “ Crazy Steam ­
b o a t”  song below, lam ent the absence o f lovers away working the 
Skeena River steam ships.6
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A lthough the Tsim shian consider these songs to  be low in musical 
status (since they fall beyond the realm  o f the ceremonial context), 
they are, and presum ably have always been, extremely popu lar.7 
W om en were o f  particular im portance in their creation and trans­
mission. A t one time, for example, they sang the songs to each 
o ther in the berry-picking fields; although the songs certainly helped 
the tim e pass m ore quickly, singing had a purely practical function 
as they kept m ore itinerant pickers from  straying too far from  ear­
shot.



Songs o f this type are often associated with the circumstances 
under which they are created. M ary Johnson, for example, one o f 
the principal singers in the region, responded to  a question about 
how songs were created with reference to a particular com position:

I ’ve seen an elderly m an tha t composed this song. And he went 
out trapping, he said, and he got two dogs with him, and they 
were out o f food on their way home to  the village, and the 
dogs got nothing to  eat. So he sat down to rest, and he heard 
tha t other dog howling behind him, and the other one howl 
before him. W ent on ahead, and he just sat in between and he 
composed this song. He said his heart felt bad, his heart is in 
half, he d idn’t know which way to  go. . .” 8

She later referred in a similar vein to  the circumstances under which 
the infam ous Simon G unanoot com posed a love/crem ation song.9

W hile the professional songm akers were required to  adhere to 
musical and textual standards in preparing songs for ceremonial 
presentation, the makers o f love songs could take inspiration from 
a wider range o f sources. In a letter to the missionary Crosby dated 
18 July 1910 a colleague nam ed E. Odium  wrote:

One noted singer was asked how  he came to learn to sing be­
fore he was taught by the white man. He answered in a m anner 
thus: “ I went into the m ountains and heard the torrents singing 
their war songs and I learned to im itate them . I went out into 
the ocean in my canoe and heard  the hissing noise o f the wind 
as it tore the heads o ff  the wild billows, and I tried to  do like­
wise. I walked by the sea, heard  the gentle lapping o f the quiet 
water and felt that I could sing a love song. When the birds 
were m ating and chirping their songs o f sweetness, my voice 
would break out in strains o f  praise. All nature and her child­
ren sing, cry, talk , chant and voice the G reat Spirit: so I tried 
to do as they did. I got time from  my paddle stroke and from 
the swinging o f the tall trees. . ,” 10

The authorship o f the love songs in the present repertoire is as- 
scribed to three sources:

(i) T raditional lyric songs which, like the European popular 
ballads, have fallen into the realm  o f the anonym ous.

(ii) Those said to  have been com posed com m unally. It is not un­
usual, for example, to  hear th a t a particular lyrical song was 
composed by “ the wom ens”  (as Laura B oulton’s singer Abel 
O aks put it). The berry-picking fields, referred to earlier, were 
presum ably ‘fertile grounds’ for both  the rapid dissemination 
o f these songs, and collective com position. In addition, this 
situation lends itself easily to  “ com m unal recreation”  — the 
adding o f verses, changing lines, and so forth .



(iii) Those w ith known com posers.

Since the creation o f this m aterial was not restricted to  profes­
sional songm akers, m any individuals took as great a delight in the 
m aking as in the singing o f them . George W ilson o f Kispiox, for 
example, the com poser o f “ The Owl and the G rouse”  (given later), 
was so fond o f  songs o f  this type tha t he requested that a particu­
larly com fortable gravehouse be built after his demise so tha t his 
friends might sing his songs and  rem em ber him in luxurious sur­
roundings. (U nfortunately, this gravehouse burn t down in a fire 
which swept through the cemetery several years ago.)

Generally these songs are perform ed solo, or occasionally by a 
group o f women, and a drum  usually accom panies the vocal per­
form ance. Songs which originated with the Carrier often have a 
duple drum beat; the Tsim shian songs m ake use o f  the so-called 
“ love song”  beat, a triple heart beat rhythm . Melodic ranges are 
often  an  octave o r greater and the songs are perform ed in a fairly 
high tessitura. Tsim shian songs tend to  have undulating contours 
and wide intervals in their melodies; the A thabascan songs des­
cending phrase contours. Delivery is straightforw ard with few 
melismatic or ornam ental effects. M ost songs are strophic with 
four-part phrases in verse and refrain .

Song texts m ost often lam ent the absence o f  a loved one or 
describe hum orous domestic situations. M ost contain alternating 
stanzas o f  sem ye ’e, or m eaningful text, and tlahandit, o r vocable 
refrains. Texts are often in English, Tsim shian, Chinook, Carrier, 
or any com bination o f the above, as will be shown later.

Musically these songs speak m ost clearly o f  cultural contact. 
The intervals and pitches o f  the  diatonic m ajor triad are most 
im portan t, melodic rhythm s tend  to  be regular, and songs often 
m ake use o f a recognizably “ w hite”  diatonic scale structure. It has 
been suggested tha t m any o f the songs attem pt to approxim ate a 
white sense o f  musicality since they were created by native women 
in honour o f white lovers, who tried to  em ulate the popular white 
m usical style o f the period .11

N ative/w hite contact came relatively late to  this region. While 
Fort Connelly at Bear Lake was built in 1826 and was accessible to 
the m ost northerly  Gitksan, the first H udson Bay fort actually situ­
ated within Tsim shian territory  was constructed at Fort Simpson, 
on the m outh  o f  the Nass, in 1833. Five years later another fort was 
built in the interior at Lake Babine and the renowned Coast Tsim­
shian tribal chieftain Legaic began his fierce m onopoly o f the 
Skeena River trade. During the second half o f the nineteenth cen­
tury  and the early part o f the tw entieth, settlers were attracted to 
the region by the Omenica gold rush , and also by the possibilities o f  
obtaining jobs with the W estern U nion Telegraph Com pany and 
the G rand T runk  Pacific R ailroad. The town o f  H azelton was 
founded in 1867, largely to  service the telegraph and railroad



workers, and later became a transfer station for supplies taken from  
the steam boats which plied the Skeena in the early part o f  the 
present century.

The love songs in the present repertoire are o f  several types 
and are said to  have originated in a variety o f  ways. Some can be 
dated, through textual language and textual allusions, back to 
about 1850. A num ber o f songs, for example (like the hauntingly 
beautiful “ How M any D ays,” 12 below, recorded by Barbeau and 
B oulton, and the popular “ G oing To Q uesnel” 13 recorded by 
Barbeau) were brought into the region from  the south by natives 
employed on pack trains heading for the Yukon gold fields. M rs. 
Vicky Simms, an early resident o f  the H azelton area, described 
these trains as follows:

Then in the spring — M arch, the miners headed for the gold 
grounds. A nd we’d always accom pany them  to  Two Mile, such 
a group, and they all carried great poles, you know, for w alk­
ing, to  support them  in walking. . . . And we w ouldn’t see them  
again till the autum n. They had  Indian packers. The Indians 
were w onderful packers in those days. They carried everything 
on their backs, the women to o , you know. There was an  old 
m an, they used to  nam e him ‘Chickens’. He carried a stove on 
his back. He was a little o f  a  shrim p, you know, but O h such 
power. . .  , 14

Since these songs, unlike the  ceremonial songs, were not re­
stricted to  a particular region or privilege-sharing group, they were 
subject to considerable inter-tribal trade. A nother popular group o f 
inter-tribal songs brought into the  area are the so-called “ C hinook 
songs”  m ost aptly described by Boas in 1888:

The Indians are at present in the habit o f living part o f the year 
in Victoria, Vancouver, or New W estm inster, working in vari­
ous trades: in saw-mills and canneries, on wharves, as sailors, 
etc. In the fall they go to  Puget Sound hop-picking. A t these 
places members o f num erous tribes gather, who use C hinook



as a means o f com m unication. They have their own quarter in 
every city. . . .  It is at such feasts in the Indian shanties that 
songs frequently originate. If  they happen to strike the fancy 
o f the listening crowd, they are taken up and after a lapse o f a 
few years known all over the country. These songs convey a 
better idea o f the character and life o f the Indians living in the 
cities o f British Colum bia than a long description could do. It 
is a rem arkable fact that these ditties, though frequently al­
luding to  a  single event, and notwithstanding their insignifi­
cance, rem ain in use for m any years. The greater part o f those
I have collected was composed by women. . . .  It is worth re­
m arking that songs in the native language are also conveyed 
from  tribe to  tribe. Thus the Tsimshian sing m any H aida songs, 
although they do not understand the meaning o f the words, 
and the same songs are found still farther south. . . ,15
Love songs are immensely popular with the G itksan’s nearest 

neighbours, the A thabascan-speaking C arrier, who are pleased to 
share their songs with their Tsimshian cohorts. Thus, in the Tsim­
shian love song repertoire, songs in Tsimshian dialects are inter­
spersed among others in Chinook, Carrier, English, and other 
native tongues. The “ Gasoline Boat Love Song” , for example, is 
perform ed in a mixture o f C arrier and English. In it the women ex­
press their fears o f the dangers facing their men while fishing in gas 
boats in Lake M oricetown, several miles east o f H azelton .16

Other love songs are perform ed in Tsimshian dialects. These 
tend to be m ore sophisticated in textual and musical terms than the 
others; their texts m ake effective use o f the witticisms, wordplays, 
and satire th a t characterize m uch Tsimshian verbal lore. In the 
“ Owl and the G rouse”  love song for example, two lovers (an owl 
and a grouse, possibly referring to  the lovers’ clan affiliations) pre­
tend to  have a fight so that the elders will not realize that they are 
continuing their love a ffa ir:17

Listen to  the owl, she changes her voice. Listen to the grouse 
m aking sounds in the m ountains. I am going to  bite you in the 
neck, my love. I t ’s long since we were together and the old



people think it’s just a while ago. Look at them kissing, i t ’s 
because they are drinking wine from  the keg. Looks like they 
pretend to be m ad, and I believe it. Pretend tha t and nobody 
will know w hat’s going on.

A nother favourite is the so-called “ Ghost Love Song,”  or lim x  
leyadit mluldg. The text was explained to me as follows: “ A m an 
was wandering in a garden. All his children were dead. A fter he 
finished digging, he was wandering around, and heard singing. This 
is the way he sang it. . . . He just heard (the children) singing, but 
d idn’t see them . A t the end o f the song, they began to laugh. . ,” 18

O ther songs o f this type describe the joys o f imbibing, or feel­
ings o f longing for an absent loved one to come and share a bottle. 
These were sung for am usem ent when people gathered to dance or 
to enjoy home brew. The song below was recorded by M ary Johnson 
o f Kispiox, who remembered it after hearing it on one o f B arbeau’s 
barely intelligible cylinder recordings. The singer demands “ that 
bottle with the home brew in it so my heart will be m erry”  and asks 
for “ the great big barn  where they fix the home brew .” 19
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O f all the songs in the vast Tsim shian repertoire, M arius 
B arbeau loved these best, and described them  in the m ost enthusi­
astic o f  terms:

The m ountain  songs are swaying and ethereal. The voices of 
the singers, especially the wom en, are beautifully lofty and 
lyrical in character. Like the songs o f  M ongolia and Siberia, 
they are im bued with color; color and expressiveness o f the 
voice are an essential feature with native singing on both sides 
o f  the Pacific Ocean. These songs often rise to  a high pitch and 
vibrate with longing and passion; then they descend from  the 
heights like cascades o f sweet and rem ote sound. . . . Yvette 
G uilbert, the fam ous French “ diseuse,”  who heard some o f 
our phonograph records, exclaimed, “ I feel as if I stood on a 
m ountain  top and looked at the deep blue sky!” 20
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Résumé: Ellen Moses décrit les chants Tsimshian non-solennels lesquels 
sont généralement des lamentations sentimentales ou d ’égayantes descrip­
tions de la vie domestique. Ils sont moins formels et moins en vogue que les 
chants rituels, mais continuent d ’être populaire. La plupart datent du dix- 
neuvième siècle et sont considérablement influencés par la musique des 
Blancs.

(continued from  p. 30)

Résumé: Jean Dunsiger décrit comment un immigrant Asiatique du Kenya,
— un musicien amateur, — participe à deux form es de festivités pour 
répondre à un appel de changement dans son milieu. Elle parle également 
de changements survenus dans les rites traditionnels en raison de modifica­
tions apportées dans l ’entourage.
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