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Abstract: Mainland Comox once used count numbers as ordinal numbers, unlike English, where
count numbers have the same form as cardinal numbers. Counting on the fingers is also described.
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1 Introduction

My first consultant was Bill Galligos (Sliammon, born 1908). In summer 1969, he introduced me
to his father-in-law, Noel George Harry (Homalco, born circa 1890). Noel George Harry (whose
ancestral name was Mowheyalas [mog¢"iyelas]) is to be distinguished from Noel Harry of Church
House (who was known as Nuwa [nuwa]). During the summer of 1969, Noel George Harry
received a letter from the provincial government, a letter meant for Noel Harry; he asked me to
clear up the confusion and explain the difference to the government employee(s) who had sent the
letter.

Bill Galligos said that the Mainland Comox language was called Pay’ajuthem [?ar?ajufom]
‘speaking properly’ and his elders used to call English ‘the difficult language’ xatl’othgin
[xako0qen] {yak-} “difficult’; {-ub-} ‘mouth, lips’; {-gin} ‘inside of the mouth’.

Noel George Harry said that his elders said that even before he was born the language had
changed. He was able to explain many of the changes, but the changes in the number system became
most evident in the way that he used numbers.

2 Count Numbers in Mainland Comox Compared with Sechelt

Mainland Comox Sechelt
pa‘a [pa?a] ‘one’ pala (possibly laryngealized [I])
sa‘a [sa?a] ‘two’ t’ém.shin
(compare Mainland Comox ¢ amshin [tam§in] ‘twin(s)’)
chia’las [¢Yetlas] ‘three’ chalhas
(compare Mainland Comox chialhaya [¢Yeiaye] ‘three people”’)
mos [mos] ‘four’ mus
theyaches  [0iyecis] ‘five’ tsila.chis
t’axam [tayam] ‘six’ t’éxém
z’0o’ches  [t°0°Cs] ‘seven’ ts "ui.chis
ta’aches  [ta?acis] ‘eight’ téra.chis
tegiwh [trgic™] ‘nine’ tawiwh
opan [20pan] ‘ten’ 2dpan

The final syllable -ches of the number ‘five’ and ‘seven’ and ‘eight” appears to be related to the
word for ‘hand’ chiayesh [¢Yeyi§] — Sechelt chalash. See Section 8 below in this paper.

Papers for the International Conference on Salish and Neighboring Languages 57.
D. K. E. Reisinger, Laura Griffin, Gloria Mellesmoen, Sander Nederveen, Bruce Oliver, and Bailey Trotter
(eds.). Vancouver, BC: UBCWPL, 2022.



3 Cardinal Numbers Appear to Have Once Required Lexical Suffixes

In 2006, I observed a Comox language class in an elementary school classroom in Campbell River.
The teacher showed the students a picture of cows with the label mos mushmush ‘four cows’ [mos
mu$mus]. This phrase reflected translation from English.

This presentation contrasted with the way that Noel George Harry had spoken. With cardinal
numbers he consistently used lexical suffixes. For example, he used the lexical suffix -iz’a when

speaking of animals. One example was “four skunks’ mosiz’a p’a’laz’ [moset’a p’a®lat’].

people round things times boats animals
pipa‘a paros nach’iawh nach’iagilh nach’iagiz’a
[pepa?a] [pa?os] [nac¥ec"] [nacYegui] [na®¥eget®s]
‘one person’  ‘one round thing’ ‘once’ ‘one boat’ ‘one animal’
sisara sar’0s tha 'ma tha’'magilh tha’'miz’a
[sesa?a] [sa?0s] [6a°ma] [6a®mag] [0amet®A]
‘two people’  ‘two round things’ ‘twice/ second”  ‘two boats’ ‘two animals’
chialhaya chia’lasos chianawh chianagilh chianagiz’a
[&Yetaye] [¢¥eflAs0S] [¢Yenag™] [¢Yenagrt] [¢Yenaget®a]

‘three people’

‘three round things’

‘thrice / third’

mosalh

‘three boats’

‘three animals’

mosaya Mosos mosagilh mosiz’a
[mosaye] [mosos] [mosad] [mosagrt] [moset’a]
“four people’  “four round things’  “four times’ “four boats’ “four animals’
theyachaya theyachos theyachalh theyachagilh theyachiz’a
[Oiyecaye] [Oiyecos] [Oiyeced] [Oiyet¥egn] [Oiyecit'a]
‘five people’  “five round things’  “five times’ “five boats’ “five animals’

These examples are extremely limited to illustrate a sample of morphologically marked cardinal

numbers. They do not reflect the wide variety of forms that numbers can assume in the language.
4 Nonce Names Using Numbers

In 1969, | asked Noel George Harry and his wife, Christine, the names of the fingers. Neither of
them could remember the name for the ring finger, so Noel George Harry said sa’a xwawigojia
[sa?a y"awiq“oj’e] — ‘number two finger’ (second finger). Another time | asked him the word for
‘Monday’ and he replied paras, which means ‘number one (day) of (the week)’ before he corrected
himself to say yayaw.

The names of the week illustrate the use of count numbers to designate the position of the day
within the list of days of the week. Whereas cardinal numbers were marked with lexical suffixes,
the ordinal numbers could be marked with the possessed suffix -s so that pa’as meant ‘number one
of (a list)’. Compare Turkish bir ‘one’ and biri ‘one of them’ opposed to birinci “first’ and birincisi
“first of (a list)’. Here the Turkish suffix -(S)i means the same as the third person -s Mainland
Comox suffix which indicates ‘belonging to’ and can be translated as ‘of.
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5 Ordinal Numbers First, Second, Third in a Text

The most frequent translation for ‘first’” is hihiw [heheu] as in Ambrose Wilson’s story of how the
historical man T’ichewaxanem [teCuwayanam] gained his first power (numbers from the text):

(8a) hihiw martas gaytows kw Payhos hihiw = first/foremost; ma?tas = he took it;
[hehes madtas gertous K" ?arhos] gaytolh = that which was killed; -t = intent
The first (that) he took from the Ayhos he killed -olh “past’ + -s ‘his’ = -ows

(8b) Payhos tl’alhsems tI’alhsem = strong, strength, power; -s = its

[?athos Aatsoms]
(was) the power of Ayhos.

(9) martas kwes xaxgelhs, ?a jiajiats kwekwtem xaxgelh = shaman, doctor
[ma?tas k™1s yaygris, ?a%ej’sts k¥ok“tom] kwes ... -s = subordinate clause
He took being a doctor, to cure the sick kwekwtem = (one who is) being sick

The immortal Payhos allowed T’ichewaxanem to Kill it three times, then filled him with its blood.
The word nach’iawh means ‘once’, but the word for ‘first time’ is higalh [hegat] {hiw + alL}
(compare mosalh in Section 3 above).

(12) ho ga kw pa’a gajey, tha’mas geytas kw Payhos ho = go; ga = concessive particle
[ho ga k" pa?a qajir, 6amas gertas K" ?arhos] kw = ART; pa’a = another; gajey = again
Going to another, the second (time) he killed Ayhos #ha’ma = second; -s = his (subordinate)

(15) ho ga kwes chia’'nawhs qayewhas kw 2ayhos kw = ART; chia 'nawh = third;
[ho ga k"1s &¥e*nag"s gqayougas k" ?arhos] kwes ... -s = subordinate clause
Going to the third (time) he killed Ayhos gayewhas = he killed it; -ewh = result

6  Days of the Week in Mainland Comox

Lemert writes that in 1868 Father Durieu “brought together the five existing Sechelt Tribes” into
one religious community and later made an “abortive attempt to communalize the Homalthko,
Tlahoose and Sliammon near Powell River”. Noel George Harry, Tommy Paul, and Ambrose
Wilson (all born at Homalco) told me about disputes, including hunting rights, which caused the
Homalco and Klahoose to leave the unitary community and return to their home territories.

When the Oblate Fathers gathered the three communities together at Sliammon, the people had
not counted out the days in units of seven. However, the week is essential for European religion,
so the priests worked with the speakers and devised names for the days of the week.

These names did not use any of the words nach iawh [na&’e¢"], hihiw [hehev], higalh [hegat],
tha’ma [0@°mA], chia’nawh [&e'nac¢"], mosalh [mosat], theyachalh [Oiyecet]. Instead, they
consulted the native speakers and came up with words similar to what Noel George Harry gave for
‘ring finger’ = “number two finger”. Their translations for four of the days of the week mean
‘number two/three/four/five of it’ by using the possessed suffix -s ‘of it’. So, for example, the word
for Tuesday is ‘number two of (the week)” — compare Noel George Harry’s nonce names for ‘ring
finger’ and for ‘Monday’ (Section 4 above).
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The days of the week in Mainland Comox are:

yayaw [yeyeu] Monday

sar’as [sa?as] Tuesday ‘number two (day) of (the week)’
chia’lass [¢Yerlass] Wednesday ‘number three (day) of (the week)’
moss [moss] Thursday ‘number four (day) of (the week)’
theyachess [Oiyed¥ess] Friday ‘number five (day) of (the week)’
t’eq ‘wtem [toq“tom] Saturday

xaxalhnat [xayainat] Sunday ‘holy night/evening’

Ambrose Wilson consistently pronounced the double -ss on the end of the names for the days of
the week, as did Mary George of Sliammon (born 1924) when she was enunciating carefully.

7  Days of the Week in Sechelt

The Oblate order also proseletyzed at Sechelt and established a boarding school there for the
children of all four communities (Homalco, Klahoose, Sliammon, Sechelt). The Oblate priest(s)
and their converts created the following words for the Sechelt language:

s.yél.(?)aw.alh.yas Monday
s.tsdm.yas Tuesday
s.chan.awh.yas Wednesday
s.mus Thursday
s.tsila.chis Friday
t’éq’w.dt.em Saturday
s.xaxa.lh.nat Sunday

The root of the Mainland Comox word for ‘yesterday’ sjiasolh [sj¥esof] is cognate with the last
syllable of the Sechelt words for the first three days of the week. However, the Sechelt word for
‘yesterday’ is chél.lagalh.ulh. It may be that the Comox root -jias- refers to the span of night and
day, including both z’ok’w [{%k"] ‘daytime’ and nat [nat] ‘night’ — compare z oz ok ‘Wok’w
[t°ot%k¥ok"] “first glimmer of light’ with C 1V1- imperfective and -V1C 2 inceptive reduplication.
Many languages differentiate the two concepts of ‘day’: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nychthemeron.

8 Counting on the Fingers

Counting on our fingers seems to be a universal human behavior. For example, Zaslavsky (2001)
compared finger counting methods in several cultures and Tomkins (1929) includes an illustration
of finger counting among Plains Indian tribes. However, this latter is different from the method
used among the Coast Salish of British Columbia and Washington, even though both cultures start
with the little finger of the right hand.

In November 1886, Franz Boas used the North American way of counting when he wrote down
the words for fingers as he was interviewing Pentlatch speakers on Vancouver Island, British
Columbia. He called the index finger the “first finger’, the middle finger the ‘second finger’, the
ring finger the ‘third finger’, and the little finger the ‘fourth finger’. He was not describing how the
Pentlatch people themselves counted on their fingers.
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In the 1970s, | asked Mary George to count on her fingers. She held up both hands in front of
her, the palms facing her and the backs of the hands facing toward me, the person she was talking
to. Her hands were closed. For the number ‘one’ she raised the little finger of her right hand. Then
she raised one finger at a time until all five were raised. She continued with the little finger of her
left hand for ‘six’, then the ring finger of her left hand, and so forth. The Plains Indian method of
counting as illustrated in Tomkins’s book shows the palms of the hands turned toward the listener.
Number six is indicated by the five fingers of the right hand along with the thumb of the left hand,
which is different from the count as demonstrated by Mary George. In Tomkins’s illustration, the
two thumbs are adjacent. Mary George held her little fingers adjacent.

The suffix -ches in ‘five’ and ‘seven’ and ‘eight’ can be seen as being an ancient suffix meaning
‘hand” — you’re crossing from one hand to the other (see Section 2 above in this paper).

In the summer of 2016, | was at table with members of the Homalco band. One young man in
his early twenties was there who was a raised in Duncan, British Columbia. He was describing an
event where three items were significant. At the same time that he said ‘three’ he held his right
hand out to the side and held up the little finger, the ring finger, and the middle finger. Even though
we were all speaking English, he used a gesture which would be recognized by his Cowichan
ancestors. This is different from the larger society. When we wish to indicate the number three in
North America, we hold up the index finger, the middle finger, and the ring finger. In Germany
they hold up the thumb, the index finger, and the middle finger.

Noel George Harry and his wife, Christine, called the ring finger sa’a xwawiqojia [sa?a
yVawiqoj’e] ‘number two finger’ (second finger) — a reference to its use in counting. This name
reflects the fact that counting started with the little finger and progressed toward the thumb, in the
opposite direction of German (which starts with the thumb) or English (which starts with the index
finger). In addition, when counting in Mainland Comox the back of the hand is facing the
interlocutor, not the palm of the hand — an action which might be less confrontational.

The significance of these observations might be considered to belong more to the realm of
social anthropology rather than to the realm of linguistic anthropology. But these gestures are
correlated with language behavior and are part of the realm of communication.

References Consulted

Beaumont, Ronald C. 2011. Sechelt Dictionary. Sechelt: Sechelt Indian Band.

Boas, Franz. [1886]. [Pentlatch Vocabulary]. Ms #711-a, National Anthropological Archives,
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.

Jagatia, Anand. 2021. How finger counting gives away your nationality.
<bbc.com/future/article/20210902-how-finger-counting-gives-away-your-nationality>

Lemert, Edwin M. 1954. The Life and Death of an Indian State. Human Organization 13(3):23—
27.

Tomkins, William A. 1929. Indian Sign Language. Illus. by J. Stover. San Diego, CA: Frye &
Smith.

Yampolsky, Helene Boas. 1958. Excerpts from the Letter Diary of Franz Boas on His First Field
Trip to the Northwest Coast. International Journal of American Linguistics 24(4).

Zaslavsky, Claudia. 2001. Developing Number Sense: What Can Other Cultures Tell Us? Teaching
Children Mathematics 7(6):312-319.

45



Srale
A r:1500.000

are 1ag” e Jaxe

M AT
SHOWING THE DISTRIBUTION OF INDIAN LANGUAGES
ON THE COAST CF

BRITISH COLUMBIA

RY
DR. F. BOAS

1. Tsiwesitan Faminy 1V. SeLisa Faminy

+. Bilhula

2. Coast Selish
Qomoks Simiamo  11TIH]
Pentlatsh B Tlalam =
Sishiatl E—— Lummi
Skoarish [} Skagie  EeHd
Qauitsin E=1 Sashomish
Lqungenm

II. Kwaxiort Famrny
Heiltsuk RN
Kwakiut!
Lekwiltok

111. WesT Vancouver FaurLy

46

SCIENCE, March 25, 1837,



