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To the Gitxsan people of 
Northwestern British Columbia, the 
sockeye salmon is more than just a 
source of food. Over its life cycle, it 
nourishes the very land and forests 
that the Skeena River runs through 
and where the Gitxsan make their 
home. The Sockeye Mother explores 
how the animals, water, soil, and 
seasons are all intertwined.

A map of Gitxsan territory is  
included at the back of the book.

A video pronunciation  
guide is available at  
www.portageandmainpress.com/
product/the-sockeye-mother 
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SMall Fry 
There’s a strong undertow today. The turbulent waters caress 
the backs of the little semelparous life forms emerging from 
their gravel nests.1 A small free-swimming fry2 bears witness to 
the currents of spring, after spending weeks developing and 
using up its nutritious yolk sac. It’s one of few remaining fry 
leaving its long winter’s home to seek out nursing waters. 

1 Semelparous 
means ‘breeding 
only once in a 
lifetime.’



2 A fry is a recently hatched 
fish that has reached the 
stage where it can feed 
itself. The yolk sac that 
they fed off has almost 
disappeared.





This is the time of Wihlaxs (the Black Bear’s Walking Moon), 
which is early spring to the Gitxsan people of the Pacific 
Northwest Interior. Change is in the air as the days grow 
longer. Renewal is the life force that guides the world around 
the little fry’s waterways. All flora begin to stir, preparing 
to bud and bring green to the landscape. Stores of food for 
the people along Xsan (River of Mists) are running low, but 
preparations for the new seasons of fishing and gathering 
have begun. New snow, which the Gitxsan call dalugwa, falls 
to take away the old snow.



Miso’o, or sockeye, are one of many species of salmon that call 
Xsan home. Although all species are valued, the Gitxsan prefer 
the flavour and number of sockeye that return to their spawning 
grounds every year. The cultures along Xsan, otherwise known as 
the Skeena River, flourish and shape their existence around the 
life cycle of this keystone species3. Little does this small sockeye 
fry know that its life cycle not only nourishes the people and other 
beings along the watersheds, it is the whole reason the forests 
and landscapes exist. 



3 A keystone species is 
a one on which other 
species in an ecosystem 
depend.



TiMe To Grow
After a couple of years of schooling in the deeper parts of the nursing 
lake, this sockeye has become a smolt.4 Its little silvery body begins 
taking the shape of its blue-backed future self. The smolt is outgrowing 
the lake. This signals Lasa ya’a (the Spring Salmon’s Returning Moon), 
so the little sockeye begins its treacherous journey down the Skeena. 



4 A smolt is a young fish 
that is undergoing the 
changes needed to go 
from living in fresh water 
to living in salt water.



The GiTxsan
The Gitxsan Nation are indigenous peoples from 
their unceded territories of the Northwest Interior 
of British Columbia, 35,000 square kilometres of 
land that cradles the headwaters of Xsan or “the 
River of Mist,” also known by its colonial name the 
Skeena River. The land defines who they are.

The Nation follows a matrilineal line, and all rights, 
privileges, names, and stories come from the mothers.  
The fireweed, frog, eagle and wolf are the four clans of the  
people. It is taboo to marry a fellow clan member, even when  
there are no blood ties. 

The four clans are divided among the territories by way of the Wilp 
system. A Wilp, or “house group,” is a group comprising one or more 
families. Each has a head chief and wing chiefs, who are guided by the 
members and Elders within the Wilp. Currently, there are 62 house 
groups, and each governs their portion of the Gitxsan Territories. 
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