
Bahlats Ada Dene Huyinla - Potlatch in the Beginning

The Bahlats has its roots in the distance past, a time when our Carrier ancestors lived in 
large family groupings, scattered throughout the winter or summer fish camps and hunting 
territories, where they could survive. Our ancestors saw that when two or more families got 
together “there were problems, and sometimes they did not get along.”

Disputes between families were easily triggered. It didn’t take much. Even if one or two 
persons talked about each other then there was a problem. If that happened, where 
would they to go to resolve it? The people felt the need of a system whereby they could 
settle disputes and reconcile antagonistic families. In particular, they wished to avoid the 
customary practice of exiling those who had broken rules and hurt other family members.

According to the elders, the very first Bahlats was 
called by the cultural hero “Ustas.”
Ustas wanted to help settle the people on the 
land. The families were scattered across the 
Carrier territory, they established their homes at 
rivers, lakeshore and creek sides.

They were told to take care of the fish and the 
animals: to always leave enough of each species 
to provide for the next generation to come.

They did not allow fires, if they burned their land 
and the animals went else where, what would they do? So they were careful to prevent 
forest fires as it would kill all the inhabitants for a whole generation. People can not survive on 
burned areas.

In the beginning, at the time of Ustas, the Bahlats was not yet known by this name. Instead 
the people spoke of the “big gathering” du’ghe’telh-dulh, to describe the congregation of 
several families at an important meeting. At these meetings you would have talks to settle 
problems in the village and were given food afterwards .The du’ghe’hu’telhdulh became 
the way to settle important disputes between families. In this way they governed the people 
and the land. As well as a method of the government, it was the time for the leaders to 
make plans for the people as well as to “put up a big give away.” 

There is no clear history of how the Dughehu’telh-dulh became the Bahlats as it is now 
known to have been practiced in the recent past and as it is carried on today. It seems 
that the clan system may be more recent. What is clear is that Bahlats and before it the 
degelhdu’telh dulh were the government of the people. However, today it is through the 
clans that the business of the Bahlats is conducted.



If there was any dispute with one another in that group, this head person settled it. (today it is 
the clan leader). If someone committed murder then, this spokesperson was one to deal with 
it. It was up to this head person to find out why it happened.

Even now as poor as we were, we took care of 
whatever belongs to us. Whatever we lost, we could 
not replace right way, and things were scarce. For 
this reason, a sentence of exilement had severe 
consequences. If that sentence was received, a person 
was required to leave all their possessions behind and 
walk away in any direction. They were not to come 
back and not to be amongst people any more. 
(Banishment was the most severe law of our people) 
Whatever was left behind was distributed to the family 
he had hurt. That person had to suffer hard to make up 
for what he left behind, to suffer and to start all over 
again.

The difficulty in replacing items or food made stealing a severe crime also. Stealing was next 
to murder, so thieves received a severe penalty for it.  The whole victim family could starve 
during winter, stealing winter food is worse than killing one person.

The leaders were known as the “first persons” however, a “first person” de tsa’shu dilh zulh-
un, was not a chief in the way one can be hereditary or elected chief today. Rather, the 
detsa’whudilhzulh-un was a spoksperson or head man of a small settlement or village. How 
the first person came to be selected for this position is not clear, beyond the knowledge that 
each detsa’shu dilh zuklh-un would be the head of the family which was in charge of each 
settlement. In addition, it is also said that each family had two “bosses” the clan mother and 
clan father.

This segment could not be possible not for the wisdom of Elder Angeline Patrick (Stellat’en), 
Mary John Sr. (Saikuz), Tommy George (Nadleh Whut’en), Cecil Patrick (Saikuz) and 
the diligence of Eleanor Lowe SFN researcher. Note the Bahlats we practice today has 
changed due to the influence of current socioeconomic conditions. We no longer prepare 
for an entire year hunting and trapping to gather materials for pay out. With the current 
environment goods and materials are bought for the payout.


