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Indigenous Fisheries in Asia and America

. Indigenous salmon fisheries developed in Asia perhaps 30,000 years
ago. In North America the earliest fisheries developed perhaps

15,000 years ago.

. Indigenous communities all around the Pacific rim developed
sophisticated societies built around salmon as a primary food
resource.

. The oldest known archeological sites with salmon remains in North
America are 11500 years old along the Tanana River in Central
Alaska. Humans present on BC coast 14000 years ago.

. The oldest known salmon people were the prehistoric “jomon” of
Japan who lived and prospered on Honshu beginning 30,000 years
BP. Salmon remains from Jomon sites are dated 16,000 YBP.



Pre-Contact Salmon Cultures of the Pacific Rim

1. The Jomon culture of Japan was displaced by the Yayoi rice culture
which invaded from Korea about 300 BCE.

2. Salmon culture persisted among the Ainu of Hokkaido and Sakhalin as
well as numerous salmon cultures in the Russian far east.

3. Salmon culture either developed independently or was brought to
North America by the Asian migrants that crossed the Bering land
bridge to populate North America about 15,000 YBP.

4. Ultimately, all cultures of the Pacific rim from northern Japan around
Asia, Alaska, Canada, and western USA south to California expressed an

intricate salmon culture. Cultural details, however, differ considerably
between indigenous groups.



.

Py,
—
A

s

MONGOLIA

.J‘

R

CHINA

L Al ] R

"
‘,"N..'_"K\_
- S
~ 5§ KG
‘n' >, s
pallls 420 ¢
, B
i 4
o v
'§ -
£ I3
‘I
AT
of
I-b

-

AR

e

VUPTKﬁ NG t
/7 TLINGIT

e
-

s

Seaufort

HAIDA

~ KWAKIUTL
SALISH

YUROK
KARUK

™
)

e

Representative Indigénous Groups, Asia & America’ .

€C AIN A D A

ﬁwwo STATES

\
. f‘ "Al
."’r"._\
S NOWMEXICO
l v S
» St
v




The Ainu

1. The Ainu are the indigenous people of Hokkaido. With close links to the

ancient Jomon people of Japan, they
have been dominated by Japan for

more than 250 years. m
2. The Ainu believe that salmon came to il i\ AN
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The Ainu Ceremonies

Once prayers are completed the Ainu go
fishing. Each fisherman carries a willow
stick about 60 cm long used for striking the
salmon on the head to kill them. Ainu
believe that salmon are happy to be killed
with a willow stick and that to do so shows
respect.

The Ainu also take care to keep the river
clear of garbage and waste as to do
otherwise would be to disrespect the
salmon and they might stop coming to the
river.

These prohibitions are enforced by tribal
elders.




First Fish Ceremony

Many Pacific Rim Cultures practice a “first fish” ceremony to honour the first
salmon captured.

Among the Ainu, a small fish from the first few salmon captured is decorated
with wood shavings and placed on a special wood platter.

The fish is passed through a special window into the fisherman’s house and
placed in a position of honour facing the hearth fire.

An elder prays: "Today we went to the river and caught the first salmon.
Please, gods, enjoy the delicious meal."

The fish is given offerings of rice tied up in tiny bundles as well as malt for
Sake making.

The Ainu believe that if the salmon is treated in this very respectful way that
the gods will bless their future catch.



The Ulchi

. The Ulchi are a salmon dependent indigenous group who live along the
Amur River. They depend heavily on chum salmon as a source of food
and they use salmon skin to make clothing.

. To the Ulchi, the water god, Temu, is a powerful and fearsome god.
They take care never to anger him, never to defile the river in any way,
and never to speak harshly when near the river.

. The Ulchi hold water ceremonies spring and fall to appease Temu and
ensure a good salmon harvest.

. The elders push sacred willow sticks into the river bottom about 30 cm
apart. They then float a bark boat filled with gifts for Temu through this
gate. Everyone watches closely to see how the river takes the boat. If
the omens from this ritual are good the Ulchi expect a good salmon
harvest.



The Itelmen

ltelmen live along the Kamchatka peninsula and are the closest genetic
relatives of the Tlingit of SE Alaska.

Archeologists believe the Itelmen and Tlinget may have maintained
connections during last ice age.

Tlinget and Itelmen share a god, Kutkh (the raven) who gifted them salmon
and created their land (Kamchatka) from a Chinook salmon.

Kutkh taught people to hunt and fish. A male Itelmen's whole concept of
self-worth is built around his ability to catch fish to provide for his family.

The Itelmen practice an ancient ritual of the “First Fish”, in which an Elder
weaves a braid from herbs and the caviar from the first salmon caught and
puts it into the water while saying spells for a rich fishing season.



Yup’ic

1. The Yup’ic live in western Alaska from
Bristol Bay to Norton Sound. They depend
heavily on the abundant salmon of the Bristol
Bay, Kuskokwim, and Yukon Rivers.

2. Yup'ik believe that fish present themselves
to be harvested and that these fish must be
taken, otherwise they will be insulted and will
stop coming.

3. If the people fail to provide respectful, clean, safe conditions for the
processing and storage of salmon the fish will be insulted and stop coming.

4. The Yup’ik learned to respect salmon through the story of Salmon Boy
who lived and travelled with the salmon and showed his people how to
behave respectfully toward salmon when he returned to his family.




he Tena’ina

. The Tena’ina of Cook Inlet and the Susitna River in Alaska practice an

elaborate first fish ceremony to honour the salmon.

. At the beginning of the Chinook salmon run each year, when the first fish
are caught, the Tena’ina lay down fresh grass in front of their houses and
carefully spread the salmon on them. The fish are never brought into the
house.

. The people take a sweat bath and put on their best clothes, paint and
decorate their hair. They burn a “lucky” weed found near the timber line.

. After these preparations, the people gather on the fresh grass. They clean
and cook the fish without breaking their backbones and throw the entrails
back into the river.

. Lastly, the people eat together. By honouring the first fish in this way the
Tena’ina hope to ensure good harvests



Kwakiutle First Fish Ceremony

1. The Kwakiutle celebrate the annual arrival of salmon by donning salmon
masks in which they leap and dance just as salmon leap as they return to the
river. The dance takes them on a spiritual journey to the salmon peoples’
undersea world where they renew their relationship with and dependence on
salmon. The salmon spirits respond by sending abundant salmon upstream for
harvest.

2. The Kwakiutle also hold a First Salmon Ceremony. A shaman takes the first
fish and separates its head, bones, and entrails. Twins, (which the Kwakiutle
consider lucky) carry the offal to the river’s edge where the chief thanks the
Salmon People and returns the remains to the water.

3. After this ceremony, the people gather in the big house to feast and perform a
traditional salmon dance.



Karuk First Fish Ceremony

One of the most elaborate first fish ceremonies was performed by the Karuk
people of the Klamath River in California.

A shaman and his designated helper go to live in shelters beside the river in
spring where they fast and bathe and pray waiting for the first Spring salmon
of the year to arrive.

Once salmon begin to move upstream one is captured and delivered to the
ceremonial site on the opposite bank of the river. At this point all the people
of the village go to the hills away from the river as it is forbidden to view the
ceremony or the smoke from the sacred fire.

The shaman and his helper paint themselves with red ochre and black bands
for the ceremony. They then paddle to the ceremony site.

The shaman lights the sacred fire. His helper cuts the salmon up and cooks
and eats as much as he can. The shaman burns the uneaten fish in the sacred
fire and covers the ashes with stones. He and his helper then return to their
huts on other side of the river.



Karuk First Fish Ceremon

Once the first salmon is burned, fishing can begin.
No fish are permitted to be eaten for five days after
the ceremony although they can be dried and
smoked for later use.

The shaman and his helper continue their vigil in a
sweat lodge for a full ten days after the ceremony
but no longer have to fast. Once the ten days have
passed, the villagers have a big party, and fishing
begins in earnest.

Colonial administrations tried hard to eradicate
indigenous first fish and other ceremonies but failed.

Indigenous peoples are working to reestablish
traditional ways of honouring and managing salmon
but the fish are disappearing as fast as the
ceremonies can be reestablished.




Pause for Questions




Indigenous Salmon Harvest

. Indigenous fishers harvested salmon by means of a wide variety of
fishing gear.

. Around the Pacific rim, weirs, traps, gaffs, spears, and dipnets were
common types of fishing gear. North American indigenous fishers
also used seines, and reef nets to capture salmon as well as trolling
for them with hook and line.

. On the Asian coast indigenous groups used generally similar fishing
technology, although the Ainu employed a unique rotating gaff ( a
“marek”) that once a fish was hooked could be turned to prevent it
wriggling free. Seine nets were used less by Asian fishers.

In general, fishing was man’s work while processing the fish was
woman’s work.
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The Ainu of Japan frequently
Fished with spears although
They sometimes used trained

Dogs to help them catch
Salmon.

Ainu Couple Fishing Salmon



Kamchatka Salmon Fishing
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Traditional Fish Storage structures

; and Fishing Hut, Kamchatka
Salmon Drying Kamchatka
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| Preserving Salmon for Winter Food
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e Salmon were cleaned, the
head removed, and split to
remove the backbone and
ribs.

* They were then hung on
racks to dry

* Sometimes they were
smoked as well

e Dried and/or smoked
salmon were soaked in
water or dipped in oil
before eating.




Indigenous Ways of Preparing Salmon to Eat

Fresh caught salmon were generally
roasted but sometimes eaten raw.

Internal organs are generally not eaten
except for roe and sometimes testes.

Backbones removed from fish prepared
for drying and smoking were sometimes
eaten or fed to dogs.

Pectoral and anal fins were sometimes
dried and eaten like chips.

Heads and salmon roe are sometimes
fermented before being eaten.




1.

Indigenous Management of Salmon

Indigenous societies around the Pacific rim were (and are) highly
stratified socially. They were also socially integrated in that band
and communities worked together to support the band. The group
was more important than the individual.

Sustainable salmon management was built into the fabric of society.
There were many taboos concerning treatment of salmon habitat;
treatment of salmon before and after capture; when where and
how to capture salmon; and disposal of waste from catching and

eating salmon.

Although specific rules and traditions varied from tribe to tribe, the
human/samon relationship was orchestrated to ensure that salmon
were honoured and respected and that sufficient salmon to sustain

the populations were allowed to spawn.



Indigenous Management of Salmon

. One key to successful sustainable salmon management by

indigenous people was social stratification and the respect and
obedience shown to people of rank and authority.

. Salmon fishing did not begin until a respected elder, the person

designated as “fish boss” said that fishing could begin.

First salmon ceremonies and other celebrations marking the arrival
of a salmon run could delay the start of fishing and allow a lot of
fish to get upstream past the fishing area.

. Although traps and weirs and other sorts of barricades were used
to block the upstream movement of fish, these were designed to be
opened to allow fish free passage for part of the time.



Indigenous Management of Salmon

1. Another key to successful salmon management by indigenous
people was their deep knowledge of the natural history of salmon.

2. Indigenous people knew, for example, that salmon returned to their
river of birth, an aspect of salmon ecology that colonial experts did
not understand and accept until early 1900s.

3. Indigenous people understood salmon reproduction, how female
salmon constructed a redd, and how males fertilized the eggs. They
used this knowledge in management, sometimes catching only
males or females that had already spawned, leaving all unspawned
females to deposit their eggs and enough males to ensure
fertilization.




1.

Indigenous Management of Salmon

Indigenous people also understood that different populations of
salmon entered the spawning rivers at different times and so could
target their harvest at the strongest runs.

On large rivers, indigenous people understood that communities
living all along the river depended on the salmon run as a critical
food resource. Indigenous people harvesting near the river mouth
would restrict their harvest of upstream migrating populations to
ensure upstream communities had sufficient access to salmon.

Salmon runs occasionally fail but indigenous communities had a
strong culture of sharing so that failure of a major food resource
seldom led to serious conflict.



Indigenous Management of Salmon

1. Another key to successful long term indigenous management of
salmon was their relatively small population size.

2. No one knows exactly the population of indigenous people on the
Pacific coast of Canada pre-contact. The indigenous corporate
training institute reports populations ranging from 200,000 to 1
million (www.ictinc.ca) without stating how these numbers were
derived. A census of indigenous people across Canada conducted in
1871 reported an indigenous population in BC of only 23 to 26
thousand. This census post-dates the first devastating smallpox
epidemics.

3. These populations are small enough not to pose a serious threat to
the abundance of salmon.


http://www.ictinc.ca/
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