The Rope From Heaven: A Native Legend of Knockan Hill

Adapted from The Races of Mankind: being a popular description of the characteristics, manners and customs of the principal varieties of the human family, Volume 1 by Robert Brown (Cassel, Petter & Galpin: London, 1873), pages 131-134.

http://www.archive.org/stream/racesofmankindbe01browuoft/racesofmankindbe01browuoft_djvu.txt
“Tell me the songs of a nation, and I will tell you their history,” is an old truism. It is equally true regarding a savage race, that their traditions are their songs, their history, their metaphysics. Without a written history, historical events soon get into the region of myths, and therefore we find few events which can be distinctly classed as history. Many of their traditions are myths of observation such as the natural features which may have struck a people as peculiar, and accordingly they have set their imagination to work to devise an explanation. 

Another set of traditions have a deeper origin, and may be classed as world-wide, and as pointing to the Asiatic origin of the Indians. All of them are very imaginative, and may serve to “point a moral” while “adorning a tale” in an Indian wigwam. A few of them are local, but the greater number are found widely scattered, under different versions, among the Indian tribes, but in few cases is the disguise so deep as to conceal the original outline of the tale. 

These traditions and myths are so numerous that even was my knowledge sufficient, the space at my disposal would only admit of a few of the more characteristic being given in this place. Nowadays, as the young people affect to despise these idle tales, and only a few of the old people know them, they are dropping fast into oblivion, as the more ignorant class of the whites, who have opportunities of collecting them, look upon them as so many foolish Indian stories, without being aware that they form some of the treasures of that unwrought mine of Indian mythology which, followed out in the same spirit of investigation as that adopted by the Brothers Grimm in studying the European folklore, is capable of yielding so much to the stores of science ....

Our Indian hunter, Toma, was noted for his skill in this style of narrative, and among the many scattered through my notes, I give the following as a specimen of these unedited and unwritten tales.

Once on a time long ago (this was in the days no more remembered, when the heavens were nearer Earth, and the gods were more familiar it never happens nowadays), two Tsongeisth girls were gathering gamass,* at Stummas (near Elk Lake, Vancouver Island), and after the manner of the gamass-gatherers they camped on the ground during the season. 

One night they lay awake, looking up at the bright stars overhead, thinking of their lovers, and such things as girls, Indians or English, will talk about. The Indians suppose the stars to be little people, and the region they live in to be much the same as this world down below. 

* camas; the bulbs of the Oamassia esculentea, Lindl. 

As one of the girls looked up at the little people twinkling overhead, one said to the other, looking at Aldebaran, the red eye of the Bull, “That’s the little man to my liking; how I would like him for my lover!” 

“No,” said the other, “I don’t think I should; he’s too glaring and angry-looking for me. I am afraid he would whip me. I would better like that pale, gentle-looking star, not far from him.” And so the gamass-gatherers of Stummas talked until they fell asleep. 

But as they slumbered under the tall pines, Aldebaran and Sirius took pity on their lovers and came down to Earth, and when the girls awoke in the morning it was in Starland, with their lovers by their sides, in the country up in the sky. 

For a while all went well and happily, until, after the manner of their race, they wearied to see their friends at Quonsung (“The Gorge,” in the Victoria Arm) and Checuth (Equismault), and their gentle husbands grew sad at their melancholy wives. One day one of the sisters came upon the other busily engaged in Starland, and she said, “What are you doing, sister?” 

“I am twisting a rope,” she said, “a rope of cedar bark, by which to get back again to Quonsung. Come, sister, our husbands are asleep, help me.” 

So the sisters fell to work, and while their husbands slept they wrought, until they had twisted a rope long enough, in their opinion, to drop themselves down to Earth again. This they concealed in the woods, and then commenced to dig a hole in the vault of Heaven with a pointed stake. For many days they dug, until they heard a hollow sound, and then they knew that they were nearly through. 

The next day they finished their work (at a fitting time), and saw the clouds beneath, but the Earth was a long way down. All this time their husbands were out hunting, or asleep in the lodge. They then fastened a stick transversely over the hole, and to this they attached the rope, and commenced to slide down. 

For long they slid, but yet did not come to the Earth, and they began to fear for the results, for the rope was nearly ended, but Satitz (the east wind) took pity on them, and blew them to the Earth, and they knew not what had happened, but on recovering their senses they found themselves near the valley of the Colquitz not far from their own home with the rope lying beside them. So they coiled it up, and Hselse made it into a hill as a monument, to remind mortals not to weary for what is not their lot. 

And after this the girls went back to Quonsong, and became great medicine-women, but remained single, all for love of the “little people” above. The stars, however, are gentle little folks, and were not at all angry with their wandering brides, and used often to visit them on Earth again, when Seam Seakum (my Lord, the sun) has ended his travels over the great plain of the Earth.

See Seam, my informant, told me, “don’t you often see at night the stars coming to Earth?” and as he referred to the “falling stars,” I bethought me that the philosophers of King George’s Land, while giving no more sensible explanation of that phenomenon, had given one which appealed not half so well to the imagination. 

If I were to draw a moral from this little Indian story, I should say that it teaches us not to wish for things that are out of our reach. There is, however, a far deeper interest attached to it, and for this reason I have styled it the Indian story of “Jack and the Bean Stalk” for I believe it to be the American analogue of that tale (widely altered, no doubt), which I need not tell my theologists is not, as is vulgarly supposed, a mere childish tale, but a strange myth found among nearly all nations, savage and civilised. 

Among the Indians this story goes up to the Rocky Mountains at least, and, perhaps, further, in one guise or another, but little altered. “Knochan Hill” – the scene of the Tsongeisth adventure, which they describe as the rope coiled up, is an eminence at the head of the “Victoria Arm” and means, in the Tsongeisth language, “coiled up.” It is, probably, this peculiarity that has suggested placing there the locale of the final catastrophe of the damsels. 

Much of the Indian mythology is occupied with strange stories of what young hunters saw who “went out seeking their medicine.” A hunter will wander for a long time, fasting and weary, until he dreams of something which is to be his guardian angel through life. No doubt these men dream strange dreams, and the overstrained nervous system helps to conjure up hobgoblins, suited to the wild scenery around. When the hunter wakes up at night the silent moon looks down upon him, and the stars are watching him with their twinkling eyes. Every wind that sighs through the forest bears the whispers of unseen spirits, and afar off he hears the spirits of the waterfalls. On the mountain-side he is alarmed by the blazing forest, ignited by sparks from his fire, or by two trees rubbing together. Besides, to an Indian, all the world out of sight of his village is an unknown land, full of wonders and wonder-workers, and the Indian traveller is not a little addicted to foster the belief that “cows afar off have long horns.” 

This fasting is called in Chinook “making tomanawas,” and the young man ambitious of this distinction must pass night after night away from his father’s lodge, in some lonely place, without food, and with strict attention to chastity and personal cleanliness, until he dreams of something which is to become his tomanawas. This tomanawas is believed to descend from father to son. It is of much the same nature as “seeking his medicine.”
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