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Abstract: Drawing from community-based research in the author’s home First 
Nation, Gitxaała, this paper documents an articulation between a First Nations 
economy and the insertion of capitalism within their territories. Voices of 
Gitxaała hereditary leaders, matriarchs, and harvesters are prioritized and 
emphasized. The story that unfolds is of the cultural reliance and persistence 
of Gitxaała people in the face of economic transition. 
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Résumé : À partir d’une recherche communautaire menée dans la Première 
Nation d’origine de l’auteur, Gitxaała, cet article documente le lien entre 
l’économie des Premières Nations et l’insertion du capitalisme sur leurs 
territoires. Les voix des chefs héréditaires, des matriarches et des récoltants 
Gitxaała sont mises en avant et soulignées. L’histoire qui se déroule est celle 
de la dépendance culturelle et de la persévérance du peuple Gitxaała face à la 
transition économique.
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The British Columbia government, through the offices of Land 
Commissioner Peter O’Reilly, reserved fishing stations in 1881 for every 

band O’Reilly encountered, protecting traditional fishing stations and summer 
village sites (Harris 2002).1 Over half of the reserves in the province were 
intended for fisheries. However, the Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) 
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was opposed to exclusive Native fishing rights and instead restricted access to 
these resources (Harris 2002, 202). Within Gitxaała territory2 the majority of 
reserves allocated by O’Reilly were first and foremost for fishing or harvesting 
operations (Menzies 2016, 101).

Reserves were a creation of the Crown to restrict First Nations’ economic 
capacity to fixed locales while simultaneously opening First Nations’ land and 
resources to economic exploitation within a capitalist economy (Harris 2003). 
Since the late 1700s, Gitxaała, the people of the saltwater who live along BC’s 
north coast, have been entangled economically with European and American 
merchant traders. The early relations between traders and First Nations were 
marred by violence on the part of traders (Menzies 2016, 37) and the devastation 
of smallpox (Menzies 2016, 113).

Early ships’ logs, such as that of Charles Bishop on the sailing vessel Ruby, 
document the spread and impact of diseases circa 1795. The following is Bishop’s 
entry for Saturday, 27 July 1795:

In the Afternoon, Shakes [Seax] in a large Cannoe Paddled by 20 men 
with his two wives, his son, and Several Other chiefs, Attended by 2 
Large cannoes full of Amr’d Men, and the Cannoe which had been with 
us in the Morning, came Paddling down to the Ship, Singing, with Great 
Melody. . . . Shakes appear’d to be about 40 years of age and was a 
respectable Figure, but the Small Pox with which he was covered, 
though it appeared to be in the latest stages of the disorder, rendered 
him a Piteous object (Roe 1967, 70–71)

A month later, Captain Bishop again visited Seax. Bishop comments:

The Small Pox is raging among them and altho’ Shakes is quite 
recovered, yet his Family are much affected by it and he has buried one 
of his Wives lately. His Eldest and favourite son is now ill of this terrible 
disease (91–92)

Disease undermined the productive capacity of First Nations. This 
propelled trade to secure needed labour-saving technologies in food 
substitution (sugar, rice, flour) and in production (steel implements, textiles, 
lines, rope, and netting). Disease-induced population collapse altered 
residential patterns. What had been permanent year-round villages in the late 
1700s became seasonal harvesting camps by the mid-1800s. The village of Lach 
Klan on Dolphin Island became the central residential community for well into 
the mid-twentieth century. By the late 1800s, commercial drag seine operations 
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had been established at over a dozen sockeye streams within the central and 
southern areas of Gitxaała’s traditional territory. 

Up until the development of industrial capitalist fisheries, forestry, and 
mining within Laxyuup Gitxaała (late 1800s) Indigenous relations of production 
(despite disruption through disease), were predominant. Even as new 
technologies were adopted, the core social relations governing the production 
of means and ways of life fell within Gitxaała’s longstanding protocols.3 
Economic exchanges with maritime traders from the late 1700s to the 1830s and 
those with the Hudson’s Bay Company from about 1830 to the 1870s disrupted 
but did not alter Gitxaała social relations of production. Despite the Crown’s 
assertion of possession, the core of Gitxaała’s economy remained within 
Gitxaała’s authority and jurisdiction. Yet, by the end of the twentieth century, 
Gitxaała’s economy was essentially subsumed within a capitalist social 
formation. Drag seining was a key part of this process.

Gitxaała have been involved in the capitalist fishery since its inception. As 
participants in fish processing and as labour for the company-controlled fishboats 
Gitxaała did so as individuals selling their labour power to capitalists. As 
operators of drag seines, they retained cultural and economic autonomy. The drag 
seine period provided an economic base for an autonomous Gitxaała lifeway.

Drag seines, also called beach seines, are set from the beach with the use 
of a skiff. One end of the net would be tied onshore, the rest of the net piled in 
the stern of the skiff. On command, the crew in the skiff would start rowing and 
tossing the net in the water behind them as they maneuvered to encircle the 
fish. They set the net in a half-moon shape out to sea and back to the beach. 
When the bow of the skiff returned to shore, the crew in the boat would jump 
out to assist those waiting on the beach and begin hauling the net in to shore 
by both ends. The fish would be gathered together in a section of the net 
designed to hold them, called the bunt. From here, the fish would be loaded 
into the skiff and brought to a waiting boat or scow for transport to the cannery. 
It took about seven to ten people for this operation.

The first four formal permits for drag seining on the north coast were issued 
in 1878 (Stacey n.d., 5). Drag seine permits were issued to canneries, which then 
contracted fishermen to operate the drag seine. In practice, this meant canneries 
negotiated with hereditary titleholders to be able to operate. In People of the 
Saltwater (Menzies 2016), I note the Department of Fisheries and Oceans had 
a policy not to grant seine licenses to First Nations, and this persisted until the 
1920s (Newell 1993, 54). 
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The canneries continued, however, to recognize chiefly authority over 
these operations, if only to ensure a reliable supply of fish and labor 
power. A good example of this is a letter of agreement between Gitxaała 
chief Paul Sebassah and C. S. Windsor in 1877, allowing Windsor 
restricted rights to fish and to establish a cannery within Sebassah’s 
territory for a fixed sum of money. These fishing sites were key to the 
integration [articulation] of the traditional economy with the capitalist 
economy, and chiefly power with industrial interests (Menzies 2016, 99).

Early on, the DFO was aware of the economic importance of drag seining 
to First Nations. DFO staff were antagonistic to drag seines, preferring non-
selective gillnets through most of their mandate, and then, after 1920, highly 
mobile purse seiners that were able to intercept salmon runs indiscriminately 
long before the fish reach their terminal spawning channels. The DFO 
considered that First Nations operated the drag seines in a highly destructive 
manner, though they did not have much direct evidence of this. Yet they 
acknowledged that cancelling drag seines “would create economic hardship for 
the native Indians who fished them and their relatives who worked in the 
canneries that processed the fish caught with drag seines. In an 1889 application 
for a drag seine license at China Hat, [Klemtu] states, ‘The Indian agent Mr. 
Todd will in this connection write to the effect that this industry would be of 
unlimited benefit to the Indians’” (Stacey n.d., 6). The DFO finally shut down 
the drag seine permits in the mid-1960s, thereby ending the economic autonomy 
that had supported the continuation of Gitxaała’s chief economy. 

Gitxaała’s drag seine way of life was articulated to the global capitalist 
economy and rooted in longstanding Gitxaała cultural values and practices. It 
provided a material base from which Gitxaała cultural practices could be 
maintained in ways that held off the assimilationist efforts of the Crown’s agents 
in Victoria and Ottawa. Much of the kin-based system of inheritance, obligation, 
and governance was facilitated through the drag seine camps. At the same time, 
the drag seine camps index a key moment of transition between the kin-ordered 
mode of production of the original chiefly economy and the late capitalist mode 
of production of the industrial resource extraction economy.

James McDonald discusses how this process worked out for the Skeena 
River-based Kitsumkalum, who were economically marginalized without being 
physically displaced: 

new social relations, in the form of property arrangements redefined 
with government intervention, transfer[ed] ownership and control of 
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the factors of production to the industrialists and, in the process 
redefine[d] local resources, technology, and labor in terms consistent 
with the development of capital rather than with the development of 
indigenous Tsimshian goals. … Tsimshian labor was diverted from 
Tsimshian development into the capitalist economy, where it was 
transformed and ultimately incorporated into an imperialist global 
social formation in which the Tsimshian had little or no control. 
(McDonald 1994, 154-155).

McDonald further observes that when the Europeans arrived, the 
Kitsumklam 

had the confidence to take advantage of the new economic 
opportunities. … When the Hudson[’s Bay] Company established Fort 
Simpson in 1832, Tsimshian lineages sold food to the Europeans: game, 
fish, cakes of berries, seaweed, and potatoes. They also harvested logs, 
searched for the minerals the Europeans wanted, and sold various 
manufactures that the Europeans required for their comfort and work. 
In return, the Tsimshians received goods that they could not 
manufacture from their own resources and/or technology and/or goods 
that were cheaper (in terms of labor time to produce or maintain) than 
those the Tsimshian could make themselves. In a short period of time, 
small business developed.

For Gitxaała, the process was similar, but the specifics were different. The 
drag seine camps were managed by lineage heads, and those who worked in 
them were members of the lineage heads’ kin groups. A 1927 petition supporting 
the continuation of the Department of Fisheries and Oceans’ permitting drag 
seines provides insight into the linkage between Gitxaała governance and 
engagement in the capitalist economy. The petition lists the lineage heads who 
managed their traditional sites at the time:4

Ben Wilson Cridge Inlet
Joshua Sebasha Curtis Inlet
Peter Robinson Bare Bay
Edward Gamble Lowe Inlet
Amos Collinson Deer Point
Solomon Brown Union Pass
Ruben Moody Gale Point
Mark Spence Mink Trap Bay
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Three of these drag seine camps, Cridge Inlet/Lax k’aootk, Lowe Inlet/
K’moda, and Union Pass/Kt sim t’aa are discussed in detail below. Each of these 
men was a hereditary leader charged with the stewardship of their house 
territories, which included the productive sockeye streams. They organized 
labour through their lineage groups. In the time they spent at the camps, they 
also harvested for home consumption and inter-community trade and exchange. 

Throughout the near-century of commercial drag seining, the federal 
Department of Fisheries and Oceans constantly tried to shut down the drag 
seines, finally succeeding in the 1960s. DFO argued that the drag seines were 
depleting the salmon stocks. However, as Gitxaała leaders and Indian Agent 
Collinson point out, the more likely cause of decline was the growing 
interception of purse seine fishery:

Cannery records, I believe, go to show that during the many years drag 
seines have been operated in these creeks, the run of salmon remained 
practically the same. On the other hand, there seems no doubt that the 
intensive use of purse seines–which are nothing less than floating fish 
traps–is responsible for the depletion in the small salmon creeks. These 
Indians, the majority of whom are old men have a native concern for 
the continuous conservation of salmon in these creeks as they depend 
upon them so much for their food and livelihood, it would work an 
injustice upon them should they now be deprived of the use of the drag 
seines which they have operated for so many years in these creeks.5

The petitioners add:

These creeks are our tribal rights and have been handed down from 
generation to generation and we cannot understand why the 
Government wants to deprive our old men of their seine licenses as we 
consider it is their only means of livelihood.6

Gitxaała drag seine camps thus combined engagement within a capitalist 
economy and the core values of Gitxaała’s own economy.

In the maelstrom of First Nation population collapse and new economic 
opportunities, coastal First Nations experienced a series of economic 
transformations that simultaneously built upon traditional ways and generated 
new practices articulated with the global capitalist economy. This is a story 
about commercial drag seining for salmon, which, within a century of Euro-
American contact and disease, had become an integral aspect of Gitxaała’s 
lifeway. 
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Stone Traps and Drag Seines

It is not clear when drag seines became the preferred gear type for salmon 
fishing within Laxyuup Gitxaała. The technical expertise to make plant fibre 
nets and cordage pre-existed the arrival of early traders to the coast. However, 
all the traditional fishing sites within Laxyuup Gitxaała have clear evidence of 
stone traps and/or wood weirs that had been in place for centuries, suggesting 
this was the longstanding gear of choice, not seines (Menzies 2016, 137). 

I suspect the adoption of drag seines occurred in the first decades of 
American and European traders turning up on the coast (sometime between 
1780 and 1830). This period is marked by several waves of smallpox and 
associated deaths (Boyd 1999; Harris 2003; Roe 1967, 70–71). It is also a period of 
increased social disruption and intensification of inter-nation coastal hostilities. 
In this context, shifting to tools and technologies that required lower labour 
inputs seems reasonable. What is certain is that by the early 1880s, most 
Gitxaała salmon fisheries used drag seines and gillnets.

The early stone trap fishery was a multi-family enterprise that corresponded 
to the social obligations of membership within a walp (intergenerational 
matrilineal kin group vested with ownership of water, land, and intangible 
property rights). In these times, people lived in large plank houses, each housing 
35 to 50. Residents in the house would include a set of brothers, their maternal 
uncle(s), their wives and children, and non-kin g̱a̱xaa̱ (resident but with no 
social claim or status within the walp). Not all who were resident belonged to 
the walp, but they all worked and lived together, sharing in the production and 
life of the walp. 

Some production tasks, such as harvesting and processing salmon, might 
require all residents of the house. Others, only a subset. Operating a stone fish 
trap involved considerably more labour. 

Traps were placed in, or close to, the mouths of salmon creeks. Vagaries of 
weather and stream outflow necessitated repairs and upkeep before the fish 
began to run. Some of the extant stone traps I have observed are seriously 
degraded, others have silted in, and some appear functional to this day. Fishers 
would know the particulars of their fishing site and come prepared to maintain 
the traps pre-fishing season. This would include rebuilding rock walls, removing 
infilling sediment, or replacing wooden stakes and fencing. Such preparation 
would include walking the creek and spawning channels to remove problem 
debris. 
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Traps were set up in a variety of patterns. Some were wide halfmoon-shapes 
up to several hundred feet long set in the intertidal portion of a beach. Others 
were sharp V’s set in and alongside the mouth of a creek. Some were barricades 
set across creek estuaries. In some cases, wooden stakes were used in 
combination with the stone walls to extend the height of the fish trap.

The trap works on the principle of tidal action. The salmon move into the 
mouth of the creek on the incoming tide. When the tide turns to ebb, the water 
drops. The fish behind the stone walls of the trap would be trapped there and 
available for processing. It is not as simple as it sounds. Salmon are cagey fish. 
They don’t “accidentally” end up stuck in the belly of the trap. Instead, people 
needed to be actively engaged in holding the fish in the belly of the trap by 
throwing rocks into the water and hitting the water’s surface with implements 
to distract and hold the fish in the trap as the water level fell. 

It is not directly evident how much fish these stone traps caught. Availability 
of, and access to, salmon places a structural limit on the number of fish that 
might have been caught in the fishing season. Wayne Suttles has referred to the 
salmon as a resource with a punctuated abundance: that is, they arrive in 
relatively large numbers over a short period of time (1987). The key Gitxaała 
sockeye salmon runs start arriving in June. The fish mill about near the mouth 
of the creeks, but don’t start to enter them until late August. Thus, the stone trap 
and wooden weir systems would not have been able to harvest fish until late 
August, when the fish start heading up the streams to spawn. The subsequent 
introduction of drag seines and gillnets extended the effective fishing season to 
June through September. Unlike the fixed trap gear, more mobile net gear 
extended the effective fishing time by allowing fishermen to chase rather than 
wait for the salmon. The duration of the salmon run, in combination with gear 
types, thus places a fixed outer limit upon harvesting opportunity.

Gitxaała fishing gear was designed so that Gitxaała fishers had a fair degree 
of latitude and choice in selecting fish for processing. The limiting factor is the 
capacity to process and store fish and fish products, not the capacity to catch 
the fish. Our archaeological data shows consistent volumes of salmon bones 
(about 30 percent of identifiable fish bones) from the surface depositions to the 
oldest soils (about 5,000 years).This is not an absolute quantity but does indicate 
long-term sustained harvests over millennia. 

The capacity to process and put up salmon is likely the primary limiting 
factor in harvesting. This involves access to necessary labour and to the physical 
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places where the work would take place. In Our Box Was Full (2005), an 
ethnography of the upriver Wet’suwet’en people, there is a reference to Martha 
Brown, Xhliimlaxha,7 who with her mother would “annually process 3,000 
sockeye for the family’s winter needs, usually in a three week period beginning 
in late July, then smoke between 1,000 and 2,000 humpbacks for dog food over 
the winter.” This suggests a potential processing level for two women of about 
1,000 fish a week. From this, we can derive a possible “normal” average daily 
rate of production of 71 fish per day per person. From my own observation of 
fish processing for smoking fish in Gitxaała (and from having worked on a 
commercial fishing vessel for about 25 years), a top limit for cleaning and 
dressing salmon would be about 25 to 30 fish an hour. While a person may well 
work all available hours to dress fish on a profit-driven commercial vessel, it is 
unlikely that the same economic dynamic would apply in the First Nation 
fishery, given the social inhibitions placed on over-accumulation. As we have 
noted in our own research, First Nations’ fisheries operate within an ethic of 
need-based harvesting (Menzies and Butler 2007).8

From the perspective of need-based harvesting, the rationality of a First 
Nations’ fishery would lead community members to restrain their fishing and 
processing efforts in accordance with socially defined needs, rather than in 
accord with maximizing their production.9 Thus, while one might predict that 
a single woman cleaning fish at Kooryet (east coast, Banks Island) in 1795 might 
prepare as many as 300 to 500 fish per day, their more likely maximum output 
might be between 150 and 225 fish per day. This would allow sufficient flexibility 
to respond to days of higher catch and the limitations of space within the 
smokehouse.

I am assuming that each production group would have at least five women 
available to process fish during the fishing season. If we were to use the mid-
twentieth-century data reported by Daly (2005:142, 149), each production group 
could process about 2,500 fish per week. Daly’s data, however, reflects fishery 
practices well after a century of disruption to the Wet’suwet’en and thus should 
be considered minimums (given the Crown’s surveillance and increasing 
regulatory controls through this period). If we were to use my suggested figures 
for the daily rate of fish processing per woman, we would have a weekly range 
of 5,250 to 7,000 pieces per production group. These estimates would lead to a 
seasonal processing capacity per production group of between 12,425 and 35,000 
pieces, an output that parallels the actual harvest levels during the drag seine 
camp period.
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Changes in productive capacity caused by smallpox introduced by trading 
ships (from 1780 to the mid-1800s) would have contributed to the adoption of 
drag seines as a labour-saving device. The stone traps required 15 to 20 adults 
to harvest and process salmon. Drag seines required about half as much labour 
for harvesting. Trade with ships from the 1780s, and then from the 1830s with 
the land-based Hudson’s Bay Company, brought labour-saving implements and 
technologies into Gitxaała’s own economy without directly undermining chiefly 
controls over the productive core of walp territories and resources. 

Drag Seine Camps

In English language interviews, Gitxaała matriarchs, hereditary leaders, and 
elders often referred to the drag-seining places as camps. In English, there is a 
connotation of a camp as a temporary, transitory, or impermanent place. This 
would be the wrong way to think of the drag seine camps. Many of the older 
generation interviewed (born between 1900 and 1950) grew up in, and spent 
much of their lives in, these camps. The drag seine camps were not occupied 
year-round during the twentieth century. We should not allow that to obscure 
the fact that many of these camps were formerly villages with millennia of 
history.

In Gitxaała English camps are distinguished from villages as seasonal, 
purpose-specific sites.10 Villages are permanent general-purpose sites with 
stable structures. There are several types of camps used by Gitxaała where 
people stayed for varying periods of time. Some examples are simple camps for 
overnight stays, camps used to gather important items on the way to places like 
the Nass River oolichan fishing grounds, or camps where people would harvest 
foods and materials in season. Many of these camping spots were used annually 
for periods from one night to several months. 

Anthropologist James McDonald suggests that the Tsimshian (here 
including the Gitxaała), distributed themselves throughout their territories to 
harvest resources most of the year. They would then consolidate into winter 
villages/towns/tribes (McDonald 1991, 200). He cites Franz Boas’ description of 
the seasonal cycle of territorial movement based on harvesting key resources, 
reconstructed from interviews in the first decade of the twentieth century.

Viola Garfield’s work in the 1930s suggests a more constricted pattern of 
movement (see McDonald 1991, 202). McDonald describes the increasing 
restriction of Tsimshian (using Kitsumkalum as a case study) harvesting due to 
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foreign appropriation and regulation of resources during the twentieth century. 
He suggests that post-contact, there was a decline in the ability of title holders 
and their lineages to enforce rights to territories and resources (McDonald 1991, 
201). The Crown and non-Indigenous enterprises infringed upon Tsimshian 
capacity to use and occupy their territories and thereby contributed to a 
constriction of First Nations’ mobility.

The impact of Euro-American trading, settlement, and industrial 
development in the region considerably altered Tsimshian settlement and 
harvesting patterns. Winter village sites such as Lach Klan, and post-contact 
villages such as Lax Kw’Alaams have become the focus of contemporary 
discussions of tribal territories. Traditional pre-contact territories, however, 
included sites of occupation and use that were much further than areas 
immediately adjacent to core villages. 

Crown intrusions and restrictions impacted the geographic range of 
movement and harvesting and the amount and variety of resources gathered. 
For instance, the Hudson’s Bay Company records reveal that for the first time 
in 1857, some people living near Fort Simpson remained at the fort to log rather 
than travel to the Nass for the Oolichan fishery (see Menzies and Butler 2001), 
suggesting a significant change in the local First Nation economy. Research with 
Gitxaała community members outlines a similar seasonal round to that 
documented by Boas, the core of which persisted until the 1960s (when the DFO 
ended drag seining). Gitxaała people historically moved throughout a large 
expanse of territory, including both the walp (house) territories over which they 
held exclusive ownership, and other areas for which they held various 
customary rights and forms of ownership. 

Richard Spencer (Ganhada) describes the way in which Gitxaała movement 
has changed over time:

Hakhoksgm wila daawła wineeyam. [We follow where all our food runs 
to, our movement is determined by the availability of food, we 
accompany our foods].11 Not like the way we are now. We follow 
wherever there is food. We know exactly when the food starts here, we 
move in from out there to here [Lach Klan to Prince Rupert area].12 

Gitxaała elders remember that during the middle part of the twentieth 
century, only one old man was left in Lach Klan during the summer months to 
caretake the houses and gardens; the entire village was empty as people were 
at their fish camps and canneries. 
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Using the English word “camp” to denote these various types of places 
Gitxaała used runs the risk of diminishing the importance of these places for 
Gitxaała. Like village sites, these camp sites were owned by Gitxaała people and 
contributed to how Gitxaała people understand ownership of the traditional 
territory. The more nuanced Smalgyx13 words for different forms of camping 
reveal the importance of camps in Gitxaała’s use of land and water, as regularly 
used and often long-term sites of residence.14 

Galdoo – where you camp
Wox – stay overnight (not necessarily camping, used in reference to towns, 
villages)
Wil ‘dzox – where we live, reside permanently (plural) 
Wil dzax dzox – people live there, more than one people, more than one 
group
Nigyoo – where I anchor my boat (singular)
Wil ksidzox – looking out the opening of the bay, into the sea
N’dzox – place of residence – refers to places people lived while harvesting 

Gitxaała elders and hereditary leaders describe having campsites that were 
used as community members travelled from Lach Klan to their oolichan fishing 
site on the mouth of the Nass River. Camps were located along the route through 
Ogden Channel, past Kennedy Island, through Prince Rupert Harbour, out 
Metlakatla Pass, and up the coast past what became Port Simpson and then into 
the mouth of the Nass. Camps such as Kennedy Island and others are referred 
to as “N’dzox,” not “wox,” emphasizing the practice of long-term residence there 
on the way to the Nass. 

Once they started travelling, once they left, they knew exactly where 
they were going to stop for overnight and as I was saying, they don’t just 
stop for a couple of hours. No, they dwell there (Richard Spencer, 
Ganhada).15 

Drag seine camps were places to dwell, not temporary visiting spots.

In what follows, I describe and discuss Gitxaała’s twentieth-century drag 
seine camp way of life through the vantage point of camps at four places: 
K’moda (Lowe Inlet), Kt sim t’aa (Union Pass), Lax k’a ootk (Cridge Inlet), and 
Kxenk’aa’wen (Bonilla Arm). Each of these places have their own histories and 
special features that make them unique, while at the same time sharing the 
mid-twentieth century Gitxaała lifeway. I discuss each place individually and 
then the common lifeway. 
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K’moda is the place I know best (Menzies 2016, 82–84, 135–138). I grew up 
hearing stories my father and aunts told about Edward Gamble16 and his drag 
seine camp at K’moda. Edward Gamble was my father’s17 grandfather. Dad 
would talk about being invited down to the drag seine camp as an adolescent—
he never went. As an old man talking with his adult son, he would admit to 
wishing he had gone down, but his own father told him not to go: “They will 
work you too hard.” Dad would tell me these stories while sitting in the 
wheelhouse of his commercial seine boat (FV Miss Georgina) heading through 
Grenville Channel. K’moda (Lowe Inlet) is about halfway through the channel 
and eight hours south of Prince Rupert by fish boat. We would often pull into 
the inlet and anchor at the head by the fish creek where Dad’s grandfather’s fish 
camp had been.

My Aunt Nettie (one of four daughters of Edward Gamble and his first wife, 
Ellen Denis) spoke of hunting trips with her father when she was a child. At the 
time I was too young to pay much account, but my own parents listened and 
told her stories to my sisters and me when we were able to attend to them. Many 
of her stories were about the old times, when Edward himself was a child and 
the times before that. One story stands out. It tells of how Edward survived a 
raid on the Nass River during oolichan fishing season. He was an infant or 
toddler. His own grandmother hid him in a bentwood box in the back of the 
house, thus saving his life while others were taken or killed. Aunt Nettie would 
tell this story as the last of the wars between the people. 

Edward was raised in his stepfather, Paul Sqagwe’t’s house in Lax Kw’laams 
after his father, Charlie Hamdzit, passed away. Edward married Ellen Denis and 
together they had four daughters: Elizabeth, Sarah, Annette, and Alice. Upon 
Ellen’s death, the younger daughters were boarded in the Ridley School for 
Girls. Before answering his uncle Joshia Tsibass’a’s call to return home to 
Gitxaała, Edward worked as a logger and sawyer, residing for several years at a 
cannery at the mouth of the Skeena River and then at Seal Cove, in what came 
to be Prince Rupert. He subsequently married Alice Star from Kitimaat, and 
together they raised three children. The eldest, Russell, was adopted as his 
nephew and lineage heir.

Dad often spoke of his visits as a child to his grandfather’s boat when 
Edward and Alice arrived in Prince Rupert harbour. Dad would bring food and 
things from home to his grandparents. Edward would tell him stories about 
“porcupines and beavers,” Dad said. Dad remembered Edward and Alice’s visits 
to his home on Eighth East (the very one he had been born in). Edward’s three 
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children (Russel, Fred, and Norma) and Dad would sit in their Sunday finest. 
Dad’s mother would serve refreshments and then sit to the side. Dad’s father, 
Harry, and Grandfather Edward were the only ones Dad recalls speaking. The 
men would talk about fishing. Harry was a clerk in a local ship chandlery and 
kept abreast of happenings in the port of Prince Rupert. They would share 
details about catches unloaded in town. Edward would talk about his business 
moving freight back and forth to the village and his fishing at K’moda. Edward 
had been running the drag seine from about 1918. He took up responsibility for 
K’moda upon hosting a series of feasts upon the passing of an uncle. 

K’moda heads easterly off the narrowest point of Grenville Channel, an 
80-kilometre-long portion of the inside passage. The favoured anchorage is 
about three kilometres in from the channel, just off the old village and drag 
seine camp. High coastal mountains rise up from the inlet to heights between 
800 to 1200 metres. Stories are told of how Edward Gamble would sit on a chair 
carved from a stump and holler up to the young men who had been dispatched 
to hunt mountain goats—he would be letting them know of the goats’ location 
on the mountain cliffs. The stone trap site at K’moda is right in front of where 
the twentieth-century houses were built, just to the north of the creek mouth. 
Behind and above these is the old village, which dates back at least two 
thousand years. Behind the fish camp is a network of four large lakes that drain 
via K’moda River. The river empties into Nettle Basin over an impressive 
waterfall. Even at high tide, the drop from the river to the inlet is several metres. 

Annabel Woods spent time at K’moda as a child:

During summer, we’d go to Lowe Inlet. My mother [worked in the 
cannery], but I don’t remember that part because we were all small…
One brother was born there, in Lowe Inlet. He died there. Every summer 
we’d go there for drag seining: my grandfather, the chief, Edward 
Gambell, my grandfather’s brother. We call him grandfather, too. Others 
besides my own grandfather, grandfather on my mum’s side, was Henry 
Nelson and his brother was Edward Gambell. He had another brother 
named John Nelson. Our village, when they put him up to be the chief 
of the village, they had to give him, not give it to him, but, you know…
these things are passed on. Everything that’s in our tradition is always 
passed down. So they passed this Lowe Inlet creek over to him to run. 
… My dad, he hired my family, my dad, my mom and dad to work with 
him. They would harvest fish. They would put up a lot of fish. And their 
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meat. Porcupine and mountain goat, all from in that area. My dad used 
to go up to the mountains [with] the mountain goats.

Alan Brown, who was born in a drag seine camp, said: 

The Europeans built a cannery at [K’moda] Lowe Inlet. That was the 
first salmon processing [cannery] in our territory. In the late 1800s they 
came and set at the mouth of the river. They commercialized the fishing 
at that time. The fish packer would take fish from all the drag seine 
camps to the cannery at Lowe Inlet. It was Kitkatla people manning the 
drag seines.

Kt sim t’aa (Union Pass) is located at the southeast tip of Pitt Island, about 40 
km south of K’moda. The drag seine camp was located at an ancient village site 
in a narrow pass off of Grenville Channel, running between the northern tip of 
Farrant Island and the southeast edge of Pitt Island. Alan Brown (Laxsgiik) was 
born in Kt sim t’aa.18 He describes the area:

There are four lakes from the mouth of the river—lake, one is a 
saltwater lake. The second lake is strictly freshwater, [as are the third 
and fourth lakes]. These are off the main creek in Union Pass. The third 
and fourth lakes are where the fish spawn. It’s beautiful up there, just 
like a garden. There is a petroglyph at the first lake. If the tide is at the 
right level, you can see a person swimming there. The third lake, there 
is a huge mountain there. You can see mountain goats. People hunt 
them in the fall—that is a good time for them. There are deer at the lake 
in an abundance. They are huge, mountain deer–different from what 
we see around here [Lach Klan]. There are bears of abundance. They 
feed on the berries and the salmon, of course. There are a variety of 
berries. Huckleberries, salal, blueberries, salmonberries, wild apples 
(crab apples).

Alan said the people lived at Kt sim t’aa year-round until about 1900, after which 
they only returned seasonally from June through September. “I was there at the 
last part of the settlement,” said Alan. “There were two longhouses I can 
remember. My Dad [Ambrose Brown] said there were up to 10 longhouses 
there.” 

Industrial resource extraction has had a strongly negative impact on Kt sim 
t’aa. In the late 1990s, Alan visited the drag seine camp in Union Pass with a 
team from the David Suzuki Foundation to look at the effects of logging in the 
area. “There has been logging there. My grandfather, in the early days, he 
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collected $2/log from the logging company for each log they took. This was in 
the early 1900s.” 

Early twentieth-century hand logging was quite different from mid-
twentieth-century industrial logging. Alan described the impacts on marine life 
of the logging practices:

When the logging came [in the 1960s], it destroyed the seafood. The 
bark of the trees goes to the bottom and kills the shellfish—it’s like a 
poison. It killed the clams, cockles. It doesn’t mix with the shellfish, it 
destroys the crabs, cucumbers. They were gone for a while. The fish 
didn’t come back for a few years. The steam donkey got left there. In 
1964, they logged the first lake. They managed to get their A-frame into 
the second lake. All the trees from the first lake went into the main river. 
They just about did away with the salmon. When they left, when they 
had their quota, they went through the slough to get their donkey down, 
and somehow it got stuck there. It created a dam and all the logs got 
stuck in the river. Fish couldn’t go past the dam in the river for a few 
years. But later it broke loose and there’s a space now. The fish started 
to come back. There are parts of the donkey still there.”

Kt sim t’aa has a long history as a Gitxaała community. Before the Euro-
American traders came, there was lots of salmon. The old people would smoke 
and dry it. There are flats there, below the village. The old people built a rock 
wall by the river, and when the tide went down, the fish was trapped. Then it 
would be taken up the beach to the smokehouses to be dried for winter storage. 
Alan says:

There are five creeks in Union Pass—they all have fish traps. The main 
creek is sockeye. That’s why I’m so amazed at nature. The sockeye go to 
one creek, the pinks to another, coho to another, dogs, spring, each to 
their own creek. In my grandfather’s time, after contact, they fished 
salmon with nets. 

Lax k’a ootk is located at the southwest tip of Pitt Island. The village site is 
at the head of an inlet that leads into a salt lagoon (Cridge Inlet). Behind is a 
series of large lowland lakes. This was the place Thelma Hill (Gispuwada) and 
Bertha Lewis (Gispuwada) described to the research team in a joint interview 
in March 2002.19

In the spring we moved to the drag seine camp at the tip of Pitt Island, 
at Cridge Inlet. Our grandmother was Killerwhale, that’s where we all 
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belong. Our father was Raven. We caught all kinds of salmon at the 
camp. Each fish have their own area where they go up the river. Sockeye, 
coho, dogs, humps. Steelhead—there were lots of those. They came in 
the early spring, then the sockeye, then Coho. There were three or four 
families there. Us, the Wrights, the Duncans, the Spencers. Four 
families living there, working together. Some people were paid to fish 
with Dad. We sold the fish to Carlisle Cannery—Canadian Fish. What 
they do during those times of living—they live right off the land and 
water, they put up canned fish and other food. 

Thelma Hill described practices of stewardship and respect:

At certain times, Dad and others would walk up the creek and see if 
anything was in the way for the fish to go up. We used to love watching 
them go up in September. We could see them jump at the waterfall. 
They made sure that there was no dead branch in the way where they 
travel up. When we used to live at the drag seine camp, when my mom 
cleaned the heads that they didn’t want to keep because they were too 
small, they would put them in a big galvanized tub. They told us to drag 
it down to the beach, not to throw it in the bushes. It has to go back in 
the water in order that more will come when we need them. I make sure 
to put fish in a pail and then in the water rather than in the garbage. 
That’s the belief I have from my grandmother’s teachings. We go by the 
laws of the older people. 

As part of a decade of coastal archaeology research in Laxyuup Gitxaała, I 
had several occasions to visit Lax k’a ootk. Our research team was based south 
of the drag seine camp at Siti Yeets, a large village site that, in the late 1700s, had 
five large longhouses lining the shorefront, with two additional terraces rising 
behind the first row of houses. At Siti Yeets, we used auguring to collect soil 
samples for faunal analysis and percussion coring to reconstruct the soil 
stratigraphy. C14 dates from Siti Yeets place its occupation from the late 1700s, 
back at least five millennia. From our base there we would visit the adjoining 
places by small boat.

On one trip to Lax k’a ootk, Ken Innes (Ganhada) talked about the sound 
of thunder that would reverberate off the mountains and hills that held Lax k’a 
ootk as though in a barrel. “The thunder rolls from side to side,” he said. “The 
word for it, g̱a̱lipliip, is the same as our drum and dance group,” he said. On a 
warm summer day, it was hard to imagine the thunder rolling around the 
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hillsides. It was so calm and still. When we arrived at Lax k’a ootks the water 
was glass-smooth. Traces of the mid-twentieth-century homes were visible in 
the landscape.

Kxenk’aa’wen (Bonilla Arm) on the west coast of Banks Island means place 
of special fish trap. It is a much-storied place well noted for its impressive array 
of stone fish traps and history of Gitxaała drag seining (Menzies 2016, 142–146). 
It remains a well-visited place for harvesting, most especially seaweed in May. 
A great deal of our archeological research involved extended visits to 
Kxenk’aa’wen. UBC Archaeology student Naomi Smethurst worked with our 
Gitxaała/UBC research team and wrote her MA thesis on the amazing complex 
of fish traps in Kxenk’aa’wen (Smethurst 2014). Smethurst’s thesis documents 
the longstanding and intricate world of Gitxaała resource use in Kxenk’aa’wen. 
The thesis tells an archaeological story of the material record of life in 
Kxenl’aa’wen, informed by interviews with Gitxaała elders conducted by the 
Gitxaała/UBC research team.

In separate interviews conducted in 2002 and 2003 with sisters Charlotte 
Aggie Brown, Agnes Shaw, Violet Skog, and their cousin, Martha Lewis, they 
spoke about their lives at Kxenk’aa’wen. 

Charlotte recalled staying nearly half the year at the drag seine camp when 
she was young:

Summertime, we went to the west coast of Banks to get some fish. We 
would stay until October. Then come home and dry some fish. My dad, 
William Lewis, me, and all the kids. James Lewis and his family (my 
dad’s brother). We worked on the seine boat—my mom and sisters. And 
other people fishing with Dad—Uncle Ernie Bolton, Simon, Albert 
Gordon. Coho, sockeye, dogs. We dried herring eggs on a wood 
structure. Then we soak them when we cook them. We would dry the 
branches and shake the eggs off to eat them with grease and potatoes. 
We got deer—smoked it and dried it. Berries—salal, salmonberries, 
cranberries—we’d fix them with grease. 

Agnes Shaw said:

My dad had a seine boat, and a drag seine before that. … Dad built his 
own seine boat. When he quit fishing, he would go and get lots of 
groceries in Rupert: flour, potatoes, onions, baking powder. He’d go 
again when he started trapping. There was no welfare, no family 
allowance. We stayed out at Banks after quit fishing. We would dry the 
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fish, my mom and me. Hundreds of fish in the big smokehouse. When 
they were dry, we put them higher up, to make them really dry. In the 
winter, to eat them, we soak it overnight to get the salt out and then boil 
it. We did that for halibut, too. Seal we would dry it really dry, sea lion 
too.

Violet Skog said:

My Uncle James and my dad had big boats—for the big fishing creek. 
They both had houses on the camp. The packer used to come around 
and take the fish to Claxton. There were lots of fish. … We also sold fish 
to the Lowe Inlet cannery—Mr. [Edward] Gamble’s. Auntie Dorothy 
worked there when her husband died. Hartley Bay people worked there. 
My Dad went out there to visit my aunt. People worked there before 
Claxton was open. When Lowe Inlet closed, they went to Claxton. 

Martha Lewis said:

My uncle took us around there when my father died. They don’t want 
us to stay behind here [Lach Klan], and they all take us around Banks 
Island. They got two houses in there, that place there. My other uncle’s 
got his own house. And that’s where we live, all together. We’re all happy 
together there. And they go out, the men go out and get some fish, and 
the ladies, when they come back, and they go down the beach and 
started to slice the fish. We have to get ready for the smoking. … My 
mother had to get ready for, you know, how to smoke the fish, ’cause 
they got a big smokehouse there. Certain young ladies that climb up 
there. They’re the ones that hang fish up when you start. … when 
everything’s finished, you know, and then they put these together and 
they wrapped it up. 

Kxenk’aa’wen remains a very active, much-visited and -used place today. 
The drag seine days live on in the stories the old people told and passed on. 
These stories and wisdom inform and inspire ongoing connection to the place 
Gitxaała used to fish salmon with drag seines and stone traps.

A Way of Life

The drag seine camps were more than just a work site—they were central to a 
core Gitxaała lifeway that persisted from the late 1800s through to the 1960s. 
People lived their lives here. There were deaths and funerals, marriages and 
births. People learned and taught and told stories and jokes. It was hard work 
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and, as Fran Brown said to me once, “We didn’t have a lot. But we didn’t feel 
poor.” Many of the elders we interviewed fondly recalled their drag seine days. 

Sampson Collinson (Ganhada) worked his entire life in the fishery:

When I was 15 years old, I started fishing in drag seine camps. I fished 
with Reuben Moody first in the drag seine camps. The next year, I fished 
in Union Pass. There was a lot of fish in those days. … When I was 17, I 
fished with my father on a seine boat. … In 1961 I was a Captain of a 
Seine boat. There were good and bad years. … In 1991, I started gill 
netting. I was forced to gill net because the Company wouldn’t give me 
another Seine boat. I was forced out of the fishing industry.

Sampson outlined the scope of drag seining, starting with a reference to his 
family’s involvement:

My Dad stayed in Deer Point at Chief Amos Collinson’s drag seine 
camp. Ganhada. He was my grandfather. It was at the bottom end of 
Banks—inside Principe. … There were four drag seines on the west 
coast of Banks. Three inside on Principe, two across from there. One at 
Union Pass, one to the west of there and one at K’moda—Lowe Inlet. 
There were four to five people on each boat drag seining. There were 
about 10 adults at each camp—and all the children. The women fished 
too.

Sampson talked about cultural protocols in support of fishing:

[At the drag seine camp], before the fish comes, people would go up the 
river and gather all the leaves from the berry bushes. They would throw 
them in the river, and they would drift down. When they do this, they 
say this is what the fish are going to look like when they come up the 
river. The leaves represent the fins of the fish. We’ll see them on top of 
the water. Next thing they would do is to get Devil’s Club. They would 
scrape the outside—the thorns off. They would put water in a bucket 
and throw the chips in there. They would pour all this on the boat—
inside the boat, on top of the net. This is so they would have good luck. 

Clarence Innes outlined stewardship practices and Gitxaała’s coastal territory:

At the drag seine camps, they cleaned their streams. They walked the 
streams and anything harmful, they cleaned it up before the season. 
The person who held my position used to go and look at his territory 
from time to time. They used to do a ceremonial cleansing thing, too. 
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They always let fish go up the river. They just took what they needed. 
The leader started the discussion among the tribe, got advice from the 
people about how many fish to take. If they saw a species was in trouble, 
they wouldn’t make it extinct. They were responsible. You couldn’t go 
into another tribe’s territory unless they consented. They respected that. 
A lot of our culture is sharing. We’ve just been too generous. The 
Gitxaała territory tells me a lot about our history. Our claim runs 
coastwide. That means we’re the first people. The inland people just 
come out to use the resources seasonally—they just have small slivers 
of coast.

Several elders described being born at their family drag seine camp. “I was 
born there, a born hunter,” Jeffrey Spencer said. One of Annabel Wood’s 
brothers was born at K’moda. Alan Brown was born at Kt sim t’aa. Charlotte 
Brown was born on the west coast of Banks: “October 1916—they put it on the 
first, but that’s not right. We lost the date because the priest came out once a 
month, so we weren’t baptized right away.” Birth and death are part of a life lived 
in place and contribute substantially to the sense of home and connection to 
place.

There are graveyards near the drag seine camps. Allan Brown describes the 
graveyard at Kt smi t’aa: “There’s a graveyard there—it’s inside of a hill. There 
are large boulders and boxes that the deceased are crouched into.” Graveyards 
also exist along the entrance to the drag seine camp at Mink Trap and on a 
nearby islet. On an islet near Koryeet, enclosed in an old-growth tree. Ancestors 
were put to rest near where they lived and worked and played for generations.

Rites of passage—coming into adulthood and marriage rites—were 
performed. Alan Brown spoke of “halaayt—medicine men, as Europeans would 
call them. When I was a boy,” Alan said, “we found a cave where they practiced 
their rituals. There are human bones there from when they failed in their 
achievements to heal the sick. The bones are prevalent. That’s where they 
performed dancing, marriages.”

The production of food was central to the drag seine lifeway. Clarence Innes 
(Gispuwada) explained the seasonality of his parents’ generation:

…during the salmon runs, they went to tribal fish camps to gather 
resources. Each tribe was designated stewardship of a certain area. To 
sustain it, sustain it for making a living on. We used it for food, 
ceremonial and trade. And trade was not always with other food, but 
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for money too. All the resources were traded. My parents went to a fish 
camp at the bottom of Banks. There were tribal traplines at Campagna, 
Trutch Island and Petrel. They weren’t called traplines then. They were 
just a place to get our food. Trapline—that’s a white man’s word. The 
last time I went to the fish camp to stay, I was 14—1964. We would go to 
do our early fishing. It’s different now—we’re so mobile. When I went 
with my grandfather, we would row and sail there. 

With this seasonality came an intimate knowledge of land and water and 
the creatures living there. In the drag seine camp interviews, people spoke about 
salmon fishing, but they mostly spoke about working together to harvest and 
process a wide variety of foods and materials. Almost everyone began by talking 
about seaweed harvesting in May. 

Charlotte Brown said:

May at Banks—we got seaweed, abalone—there was lots of it. They 
were too big to cook in the stove, so we would dig in the sand and put 
leaves inside. Then we put hot rocks on top with a hole in the top. We’d 
pour in water and steam them. Then we’d hang them to dry after they 
were cooked. We used skunk cabbage leaves. After the fishing was done, 
we’d stay and dry fish. Sometimes 700 fish. We’d hang them up and dry 
them. We got halibut woks [thin, dried slices of halibut] when we got 
seaweed. We would move into a small camp with just two houses to dry 
the halibut. 

Reverent Sam Lewis said:

All the old people would share what they harvest. Some camps got the 
benefit of seagull eggs, some didn’t because they couldn’t go far enough. 
So they would share with others when they went visiting. … I grew up 
on Banks Island. My parents lived there. When people come, they 
would welcome them. … When my mum was alive, she harvested lots 
of seaweed. The first she picked went to Alice Gamble, the chief ’s 
[Edward Gamble] wife. Everyone did that. The Chief was really well 
respected. Then, if someone was in need, he would give them anything.

Martha Lewis describes preparing seaweed:

When [I was] staying with my mother and she taught me how to work, 
to go out with her on the rowboat. We don’t use a speed boat or a gas 
boat, nothing. We just go out and row, and we get some clams in 
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wintertime and my sisters, and then…In spring, then we had to go and 
row, row out and get some seaweed, and we dry them in the sun. 
Sometimes we just dry them on the rocks. When they dry, then we soak 
them again with saltwater. We have to get saltwater from down out in 
the water, and then we spray [them] on the seaweed, square seaweed, 
and leave it over night. And in the morning, then we starts chopping it, 
chop seaweed. My mother had two big blocks of wood, you know, and 
you had big ax for chopping seaweed. And then before the seaweed is 
off, and the old seaweed, and then we picked them off, too. And that’s 
the one we use for toasted seaweed, toasted seaweed. We dry them and 
then we soak it, again, with saltwater. Then we go out somewhere in the 
shore and we toasted it, toasted seaweed. And everybody likes that. We 
had to trade it with Nass River food, you know, and up the line food—
soapberries and blueberries, the one they got up the line. And we trade 
with the Nass River [people] for oolichan grease and oolichans, smoked 
oolichans. But I don’t remember since my mother died and I started to 
work by myself ’cause she taught me how to work on food, Indian food…
And I’m still working on it now, still working on seaweed, still working 
on clams. That’s why we never get hungry. We always had mostly Indian 
food. Indian food is more better than the one we bought in town.

Agnes Shaw described how each pick of seaweed was used:

In May when we picked seaweed, we got seal, sea lion and halibut. 
When the seaweed was over the first one we would chop. The other one, 
we made just like a cake. Then the seaweed would grow again, and we 
used it for toasted seaweed. 

Seaweed was typically harvested from the outer, seaward-facing drag seines 
along the south and west coast of Banks Island.

Terrestrial mammals like deer, bear, and mountain goat were also harvested, 
but usually in the fall, when their fat content would be higher. Jeffrey Spencer 
(Ganhada) listed the fish and animals they smoked at the drag seine camps: 
“smoked salmon—smoked salmon, smoked halibut, smoked seal, smoked sea 
lion, bear, and deer and mountain goat and everything. That’s what, that’s what 
we do in the camp.”
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Cecil Lewis (born 1912) said:

The old people, I saw it when I was young, they hardly stay home. They 
always move out to get every kind of food. They use everything. Deer, 
mountain goat, bear, beavers, wild geese, swan, everything. Everywhere. 
We used to climb the mountain and go after them, dry them (mountain 
goat). That’s how they kept the meat a long time ago, before jars. They 
smoked mountain goat. I was tough when I was young. One time, me 
and my uncle went up the mountain. We walked up part ways and saw 
a lot of wolf tracks. I told my uncle we wouldn’t see the goats, they had 
gone to a tough place, away from the wolf. But we shot two big ones. 
They were nothing but bones and meat, no fat. I said to Silas, I would 
pack the big one. I could hardly get up, it was so big on my back, but I 
got used to it.

Martha Lewis:

Always stay out [Martha and her husband Dwyer Lewis], around Banks, 
go out somewhere, hardly stay home. Go out and get seafood, go out 
and pick wood for ourselves. We hardly stay home. He always hunt deer 
and I jar them, I jar the deer meat. And when he shot the seal, you know, 
and I smoke it. I just slice it really good, with the ones that’s good and 
fat. And then I smoke it, full dry for 10 days, and it tastes really good. 
When we start eating it, boil it and boil it for quite a while, boil it for 
quite a while and have it with potatoes. Tastes really good. 

Many of those interviewed spoke with relish about the taste of and desire 
they had for Gitxaała’s own food. Foods that were restricted by government 
regulations (like abalone) or no longer harvested (aho, a burrow-nesting seabird) 
elicited some of the stronger responses. 

I recall Jeffrey Spencer explaining how to catch, cook, and eat aho. 

We lit a fire when the sun goes down,” Jeffrey said. “The birds came in. 
We had torches we waved around when the birds flew in. Thump, 
thump, thump, they hit the ground. You had to grab them and twist 
their necks. We roasted them on the fire.” Jeffrey licked his lips, “real 
good, fat ran down your face.” He smiled at the memory.

They live in the ground. Maybe foot down where they live, these birds, 
the sea birds out in the ocean. When they come back in at night time 
they, they go in a hole in the ground. Aho, we call them. They don’t live 
in the woods like those other birds. 
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You want to know what lives in a trap line? Well, not every trapline. Not 
every. Just out in the coast, like Banks Island, Bonilla Island. Oh, yeah. 
Around there, and way around Aristazabal Island. That’s where they 
are. That they’re staying, millions of them. They only stay in some area, 
but not the whole world. But like in west coast of Banks Island, all 
around, way down to Estevan Island, way down to where there’s lots 
around. Outside Bella Bella, I think. And that’s where they live, but not 
on the inland, you might say.

Ben Hill, speaking of his time as a young person living in a drag seine camp 
had this to say about aho and other foods:

When I went trapping, it used to be in that camp with my grandparents. 
We go out hunting for seal pups in the summer. At the same time, we’d 
get aho and seagull eggs. Late in the fall, in October, we’d go to Estevan. 
I would camp with my grandparents, Uncle Eddie and others. They 
fished the last species of dogs, pinks. They would really dry them, not 
half-smoked. Then toast them over the fire. You cut potatoes up and put 
them in the oven. You cut them up and soak them in salt water. We 
would pick our crab apples there. They were smaller than cherries. 
That’s one we don’t have anymore—they are getting scarce. They still 
get some in Hartley Bay. It’s moolks. We would jar them, make jam, mix 
them with grease.

Cecil Lewis called aho: 

the best little birds. They catch them at night—at Moore Island. During 
the day, they are on the ocean, and they come back at night. You use a 
flashlight, and when they come to it, you twist their necks. At Kinahan too. 

Agnes Shaw talked about cooking aho: 

Burn them on a fire, clean them and then hang them over the fire. They 
get them at night, twist their necks.

Reverend Sam Lewis and Ben Hill, who were interviewed together, spoke of 
aho:

Sam: We’d get geese eggs in May—at Telegraph Point, at the creeks and 
islands. Then seagull eggs in June. From the rocks on Banks, Aristazabal, 
Greentops. And ducks—aho.

Ben: We used to hunt those on Estevan Island. At nighttime, we’d have 
a flashlight, and they came down, and we’d twist their necks. 
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Abalone—bilhaa—is another food that brings strong memories. I’ve written 
about bilhaa several times. The first paper I wrote came to be in the form of an 
expert opinion in support of a Gitxaała member charged with illegal abalone 
possession (Menzies 2010). Based on archaeological research we did on Banks 
Island, we were able to show that Gitxaała have used abalone for at least the 
past 2,500 years (Menzies 2015). More recently, I focused on the sense of grief 
and loss expressed by Gitxaała in the face of the prohibition on harvesting 
bilhaa imposed by DFO (Menzies 2022).

Martha Lewis spoke of abalone picking:

Well, it’s a big tide, zero tide, then we went out to get abalone. Abalone 
is the main thing that we always get on the zero tide, you know, when 
the tide is way down, that’s zero tide. We went out to get abalone. I jar 
mine, but my mother used to dry them before, in the sun. She dries 
them in the sun, and it tastes good, too. Sometimes, she just give it to 
her friends in Nass River and up the line, and these people just gave her 
food, too. You know, they just traded like that.

We gathered abalone in October or November. That’s before we knew 
how to jar them. In the 1940s, we’d cook them on the beach and the 
women would dry them after they were cooked. It was not long ago that 
someone came up with jarring them.

Agnes Shaw said: 

When Dad was trapping, Mom would gather abalone. She boiled it and 
then dried it. They are real small when dried. 

Jeffrey Spencer said:

Abalone, we used to boil them and then string them. Hang them in the 
smokehouse. When you want to cook it, soak in saltwater you get from 
the ocean. Seaweed and abalone and…ooh, I want to talk about abalone. 
[chew it] in my mouth. I never taste that for a long time. Pretty hard to 
get. Don’t allowed to get it. Don’t allowed to get it. 

Violet Skog said: 

Abalone was the first to go. We used to have lots. My mom used to dry 
them at Banks. Now we can’t find anything. It’s so hard to get the seafood 
now. Everything is just gone. 
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Each of our conversations with hereditary leaders, matriarchs, and elders 
flowed within and around topics of food—harvesting, processing, storing, 
preparing, and then eating. Life in and around the drag seine camps was filled 
with the ongoing acts of doing things in place in intergenerational family 
groups. The economic act of selling sockeye salmon to the canneries was simply 
one plank in the house of Gitxaała. While interviews with those born before 
1940 centred on sharing the stories of fishing salmon, they always spoke of all 
the other things that were done; things ultimately more culturally relevant than 
just catching salmon for the canneries.

The End of the Drag Seines Camps

People stopped going to the camps when they cut the drag seining. We 
needed to make some kind of living on it. When they stopped, there was 
no point in going there for long. We would just go for winter food. We 
had to move into commercial gill netting and make of living 
elsewhere.—Clarence Innis.

We just never went back, after. I know Mr. Gamble went back a few 
times. But did not live there [K’moda].—Annabel Woods.

The DFO cancellation of drag seine permits brought to a close an 
autonomous Gitxaała economy governed by Gitxaała protocols. Many Gitxaała 
people worked on company fishing boats and in canneries, since the industrial 
fishery had started in the late 1800s. However, they did so as individual 
labourers, selling their labour power outside of the social realm of Gitxaała.

The DFO justified shutting down the drag seines by claiming they were 
responsible for declining stocks in the small coastal watersheds. The DFO 
ignored the effects of the corporate interception fishery that rapidly expanded 
between 1940 and 1960. Fishermen like my father told stories about their lives 
fishing that provide a different view of which gear was responsible for declining 
fish stocks.

My father started working in the fishery as a teenager in the 1940s. He had 
the opportunity to join his grandfather on the drag seine camp at K’moda, but 
his own father discouraged him. Instead, he first worked in a cold storage facility 
in Prince Rupert. Then he ran a small packer out of Butedale, collecting fish 
from gill netters around Gill Island. Shortly thereafter, he got a job working on 
the larger packer, Cape Perry. Here, he found himself working all around the 
north coast. After working at Cape Perry, he started working on the 

“Live right off the Land and Water”    27Anthropologica 67.2 (2025)



company-owned seiners and longliners, firsts as a deckhand, then as a skipper. 
While the drag seine camps were operated by First Nations, the mobile purse 
seine fleet where mostly controlled by the canneries, which hired skippers to 
run their boats; the skippers, in turn, hired men to work as crew. This was a 
multi-racial sector of the industry. Some skippers (like my father in 1967) were 
able to leverage their experience and buy their own seine boats.

Dad’s tales of 1950s salmon fishing are shocking from an ecological 
standpoint. Despite the DFO having a network of fish guardians in the 1950s, 
the company-owned purse seine boats regularly “knocked over” creeks to load 
their boats. That is, they would run their nets right into the mouth of the creek, 
encircle the fish waiting there to go up to spawn, and then brail them on board. 
These were not unusual practices, but part of a common approach to the fishery. 
While sometimes crews of skippers hailed from the places they were fishing, 
the post-World War Two commercial fishery had developed a highly mobile 
approach. Skippers not willing to be dispatched by the companies found 
themselves fired right off the boat, a new skipper standing in their place. 

It wasn’t just my father who told these stories. I recall many times sitting in 
the galley of his boat or the lunchroom at the net loft as my father and his fellow 
skippers swapped tales of creek robbing—fishing inside a boundary at the 
mouth of a salmon creek. They talked about skippers who bribed creek 
guardians, used the cover of fog, or just did not know or care where the 
boundary was. This was, for them, part of the 1950s coastal salmon seine fishery, 
and they normalized the practice in their thinking. By the 1970s, when I was 
hearing these stories, they had come to appreciate that it wasn’t the best way to 
fish salmon. Journalist Terry Glavin (1996) once described the seine fleet as a 
wall of death given its highly effective capacity to intercept salmon runs 
indiscriminately far from their terminal creeks. The practice of creek robbing 
had ended by the 1960s, as the DFO realized that salmon was not inexhaustible 
and more stringent conservation measures were required. Nonetheless, the 
DFO considered First Nations’ drag seines inherently destructive and by 1964 
had shut them all down. 

Canneries and drag seines went hand and hand. The canneries bought the 
fish produced by the drag seine work groups. The comments that follow discuss 
the role of cannery work in the lives of Gitxaała people through to the late 
twentieth century. While the drag seines continued, people had their choice of 
working opportunities. However, as the drag seines were shut down, Gitxaała 
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options became more restrictive. It is worth noting that by the 1990s, a series of 
DFO licensing changes led to buybacks and fleet reductions that 
disproportionately and negatively affected First Nations commercial fishermen. 
Corresponding changes in the processing sector reduced the number of 
canneries until there was only one major BC cannery left in Prince Rupert 
(subsequently, that cannery was mothballed). The net effect for Gitxaała has 
been several decades of declining employment in the commercial fishing and 
processing sector. Aspects of an autonomous Gitxaała economy that had been 
enabled by the drag seines disappeared as Gitxaała’s former economy was 
subsumed within the capitalist economy, leaving only a marginal food, social, 
and ceremonial fishery in which any trade or trafficking of fish had been 
criminalized. 

Charlotte Brown, whose family fished at Kxenk’aa’wen, describes how purse 
seining became part of their economic strategy:

We were drag seining when Albert Argyle was alive. He was the owner 
of the river before, the Killerwhale clan. Last time we drag seined when 
I was small. They went into the salt lake and were fishing inside it. They 
got the boat in on a strong tide. Sold to BC Packers at Lowe Inlet. My 
mom didn’t work in the cannery—on the seine boat instead. There were 
lots of seine boats on the west coast of Banks.

Emsily Bolton described the boom and bust of coastal canneries:

The companies in the early years owned all the gillnetters, packers. 
When there was too much fish, they towed scows around. They took all 
the fish. Inverness was the first cannery. Claxton and Carlisle were put 
up together. Balmoral was at the corner, at Tyee. Biltmore was near 
Ridley Island, right up in the Inlet. The cannery was built right there—
they were trying to get into the business. When the canneries got big, 
they bought the others out. There was a cannery way up the river, before 
our time. Whonnock. Where the geese always land—the grassy place. 
The canneries were like teepees—built fast and come down fast. It’s like 
the fast food industry now—they pop up everywhere trying to make a 
buck. The Porcher Island cannery, Canadian Fish owned it. Good 
fishermen and tendermen went to the companies who would help 
them. Workers were like that too—when we were single men, we went 
from cannery to cannery. The pay was always different at each cannery 
then. In Port Ed at Nelson Brothers, it was piecework.
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Martha Lewis worked most of her life gill netting and in the canneries:

…there’s a lot of canneries up Skeena, around Skeena, Skeena River. 
There’s Claxton there, that’s an old cannery, Carlisle. Claxton, that’s 
where I used to work. I used to work, filet the fish, put the fish in the 
cans.

Violet Skog, like her sisters Charlotte and Agnes, spent her earlier years at 
Kxenk’aa’wen: 

After Dad passed away in 1943, we worked at Claxton. The packers were 
lined up there. There were 75,000 [fish] on some. I worked in the 
warehouse. The Chinamen would make boxes, and the kids put the 
cans in them. There was one old lady working with us. We got ten cents 
an hour. The Nisga’a people came down to work there, too. We used to 
trade with them. Mom used to trade seaweed for grease and for 
soapberries, potatoes, dried berries, and jam. We got dried soapberries 
in a block, just like we do in seaweed. I moved to town after my Mom 
passed on. I was working in the cannery—when Claxton closed I went 
to Port Ed. When I was in town, my sisters sent food to me, or I went to 
Kitkatla to get it. 

Cecil Lewis worked drag seines until the DFO closed them:

I switched over to gillnetting when the drag seine was stopped. For BC 
Packers. And the American cannery in Port Ed. I did really good with 
my boat. We drag seined sockeye June, July, August. One set a day. 
Sometimes two low waters in one day.

Emma Lewis b. 1937. (Laxgibu) said: 

My Dad had a seine boat—the Florence G. He fished for Claxton 
Cannery, and Mom worked in the cannery. We would leave Kitkatla in 
June. Everybody left Kitkatla in June. Claxton and Carlisle were the 
main canneries people went to from there. I remember working there 
too when I was eight years old. The women… there were no machines 
there. Everything was done by hand. The Chinese people made the 
one-pound cans by hand. I took the cans from a big basket and put them 
on the table for Mom, so she wouldn’t have to waste time. Lots of us kids 
were doing it, standing on boxes, helping our moms. It was mostly 
Native women and Chinese men in the cannery. It’s the Native people, 
the Chinese, and the Japanese who made these canneries. Because we 
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worked for peanuts. When I started working in Port Ed. In the 1960s 
was when I started to see Native men working in the canneries. Japanese 
women worked in the cannery; the men were fishing. When Claxton 
closed, Dad moved to Sunnyside cannery. Again, people from Kitkatla 
moved there in June. 

The 1970s marked a decisive change in the structure of BC’s fish processing 
industry. It was, in some sense, the high point of the canning industry. Fish 
plant towns like Prince Rupert bustled with activity during the spring herring 
fishery and summer salmon season. The town would swell with workers coming 
in from the surrounding villages and down the Skeena and Nass Rivers to work 
in the canneries. Many Gitxaała families have stories about spending time at 
the canneries. While preparing fish to smoke at his sister Alberta Jackson’s 
smokehouse, Ernie Bolton told me that his mother would put up 500 pieces of 
dried salmon every year, and they would take it with them to the cannery in the 
summer to trade for moose meat and soapberries. The canneries were social 
spaces, not just for work but for sociability and trade.

The capitalist salmon fishery has always been global. As a cheap 
transportable food, canned salmon was tied to a European marketplace. During 
the 1970s, Japanese markets became more important to BC’s capitalist fishery, 
and processing shifted away from canned products to frozen exports. This, 
combined with the rationalization and concentration of the fish processing 
industry, undermined the need for a large seasonal cannery workforce. By the 
end of the 1980s, employment in canneries was severely restricted, contributing 
to high regional unemployment in First Nations communities on the north 
coast. 

Reflections on Drag Seine Camps

When the research project this paper is based on was conceived in 2000, the 
objective was to research Gitxaała ecological knowledge with an eye toward 
how best to include Gitxaała knowledge and wisdom into current-day resource 
management plans. Based on my family history, I was aware of the drag seine 
camps but didn’t fully appreciate how much this moment in Gitxaała history 
shaped at least three generations of community members’ sense of what it is/
was to be Gitxaała. Spending time with those who spent their lives at the drag 
seine camps shaped how I came to think about where I am from. It added 
nuance to the stories I grew up hearing. It provided details that informed my 
writing.
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Many of the people I came to know through my research had lives that 
intersected with my own family; some I had known already through working 
with my father on his seine boat since the early 1970s. Each of these lives 
transected the world of the capitalist fishery in ways unique to themselves, but 
also grounded in the common history of the expansion of capitalism across the 
BC coastline. Many of these people, like my father and mother, have now passed 
away and are no longer with us. As I reread and listened to their words while 
writing this paper, I was brought back to their lives and memories. What I see 
and then write is inflected through my own particular experience growing up 
in Laxyuup Gitxaała and my ongoing professionalization as a university-based 
academic. I cannot claim to represent their voices, but I see and hear them as I 
write. 

Drag seine camps were living, breathing places, articulated to a global 
capitalism and a chiefly economy rooted in Laxyuup Gitxaała. People knew 
their fish creeks well. They understood the needs of the salmon, and took care 
to maintain their creeks. People spoke with fervour of the plants and animals 
they harvested, processed, ate, shared, and traded. At the same time, they 
appreciated the fragility of the capitalist relations of production, as Emsily 
Bolton indicated. Fishermen tracked and compared the prices the companies 
paid them, held opinions about the canning pack year to year, and took note of 
how others were doing while fishing. This was an intensely local but also global 
lifeway.

Cultures and economies are animated by people. We do so in ways rooted 
in our past (our culture and life experience), often facing into the future through 
aspiration and desire, but tied to a strong sense of the present. In my university 
teachings, I draw from my life as a person from Laxyuup Gitxaała to highlight 
and illuminate how our world works. In a class, sometime around 2012, I was 
talking about my life in commercial fishing from 1972 to 1998. As I was speaking, 
it dawned on me that I was talking about a world that no longer existed. In the 
few short years since leaving commercial fishing to work in the university, the 
world that even now seems so familiar and present had ended. My own world 
was even less like the one my father grew up within. The stories of the drag 
seine camps are also memories of a past told by individuals about living their 
lives as Gitxaala. It is a past that shaped multiple generations of Gitxaała lives 
and continues to do so. 

The camps articulated Gitxaała to the capitalist economy. The camps 
provided the economic means for continuing a community of practice that 

Anthropologica 67.2 (2025)32    hagwil-hayetsk / Charles Menzies



brought Gitxaała culture into the twenty-first century. The ecological knowledge 
I was researching in 2000–2004 had been supported by lives lived in the drag 
seine camps (Menzies and Butler 2007, Menzies 2016). The foundation of today’s 
ecological teachings was built in the camps. People continue harvesting and 
processing. The ways and means have changed, the economic base has shifted, 
yet the places remain in our sense of home as they have been for millennia. As 
today’s Gitxaała strives to rebuild an autonomous Gitxaała economy, the drag 
seine way of life reminds us that autonomy and self-sufficiency are Gitxaała 
values.

hagwil-hayetsk / Charles Menzies 
University of British Columbia 
charles.menzies@ubc.ca 

Notes

1	 The title, “Live right off the Land and Water,” comes from the words of Gitxaała 
matriarchs Bertha Lewis and Thelma Hill. This paper is based on research conducted 
from 2001 to 2004 as part of a Forest Renewal of BC funded project. The primary 
objective was to document First Nations’ ecological knowledge as related to improv-
ing natural resource management. In addition to returning the full transcripts of 
interviews to Gitxaała, a series of articles was published, mostly focused on methods, 
and two films were produced. See Canadian Journal of Native Education, Volume 
28(1/2), 2004. Films: The View from Gitxaała, and Returning to Gitxaała. The UBC/
Gitxaała research team included: Caroline Butler, John Lewis, Sam Lewis, and me. 
Videographer Jen Rashleigh worked on the two films with Caroline and me. This 
paper draws from the following interviews with Gitxaała community members con-
ducted via this project: Alan and Fran Brown (11 December 2001), Martha Lewis (11 
December 2001), Clarence and Pearl Innes (13 December 2001), Charlotte Aggie 
Brown (14 December 2001), George and Annabel Woods (December 2001), Jeffery 
Spencer (24 November 2001, 14 February 2002, 28 January 2003), Emma Lewis, 
Annette Lewis Bolton, Emsily Bolton (15 January 2002), Cecil Lewis (26 January 2002), 
Sampson Collinson (10 February 2002), Agnes Shaw (11 February 2002), Kenneth 
Innes (13 February 2002), Bertha Lewis, Sam Lewis, Ben Hill, Thelma Hill (23 March 
2002), Violet Skog (31 March 2002). Also shaping my reflections on this paper are 
many conversations over the years with Teddy Gamble (1952–2024) and my father, 
Harry Basil (Basso) Menzies (1929–2024).
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2	 Laxyuup Gitxaała (Gitxaała territory) includes that part of the north coast of British 
Columbia from around Prince Rupert Harbour south to Aristazabal Island, a region 
known to outsiders as the Great Bear Rainforest. Within this space, four specific 
Gitxaała places are discussed: K’moda (Lowe Inlet), Kt sim t’aa (Union Pass), Lax k’a 
ootk (Cridge Inlet), and Kxenk’aa’wen (Bonilla Arm). Gitxaała is anthropologically 
considered part of the wider cultural group-Tsimshian. Internally, community mem-
bers prefer to identify as Gitxaała. More details can be found in People of the Saltwater, 
Menzies 2016.

3	 This references the Marxian concept, modes of production: “a specific, historically 
occurring set of social relations through which labor is deployed to wrest energy from 
nature by means of tools, skills, organization, and knowledge” (Wolf 1982:75). 

4	 Not listed are lineage heads operating any of the drag seines on the west coast of 
Banks Island. From a letter written by Indian Agent, W.E. Collinson, 7 October 1927.

5	 W.E. Collinson, 7 October 1927.

6	 W.E. Collinson, 7 October 1927.

7	 Martha Brown is Gitksan from Kispiox (Daly 2005:142, 149).

8	 “Need-based resource use—harvesting the minimum required for food, trade, and 
sale for a reasonable livelihood—has allowed the Gitxaała people to sustain them-
selves in their territory for millennia. Community members do not approach a har-
vesting activity without first estimating their required amount of that particular 
resource. They do not harvest everything that is available at a particular moment but 
fulfill their minimum needs” Menzies and Butler, 2007, 456.

9	 Milne, 1948, notes that “it would appear that the Indian catch may be maintained at 
a more constant number of fish each year and less influenced by the size of the run 
than either the commercial catch or the escapement.” This point would tend to cor-
roborate the idea that the First Nation catch was more likely regulated by social 
notions of appropriate catch than either a principle of maximization or the dynamic 
of the fish run itself.

10	 The information on camps discussed in this section was gathered as part of a 2008 
expert opinion on Gitxaała rights and title in Prince Rupert Harbour. McIlwraith’s 
2012 paper on Tahltan hunting camps shares similar observations and analysis on 
the meaning and phenomenology of camps for First Nations peoples.

11	 Translation by Doug Brown (Laxsgiit, smalgyax teacher in Prince Rupert) and Ernie 
Bolton (Gispuwada). 9 August 2008.
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12	 Community meeting at the Highliner Inn, Prince Rupert, 16 June 2008.

13	 Smalgyax is the language spoken by Gitxaała. The language is shared with Ts’msyen 
peoples, but there are important dialect and usage differences between the two First 
Nations.

14	 This list of words was compiled 16 June 2008 in Prince Rupert at a community meet-
ing. Subsequently, Dr. Caroline Butler, Mr. Ernie Bolton and Mr. Doug Brown trans-
lated and clarified the orthography.

15	 Richard Spencer (Ganhada), born 1936, died 2014. Community research workshop, 
North West Community College, January 2008.

16	 Edward Gamble - Tsibassa and He:l (Gispuwada). Born 1869, died 1946.

17	 Harry Basil Menzies (Laxsgiik), also known as Basso and Teddy. Born 1929, died 2024.

18	 Born 1935.

19	 Thelma Hill, born 1932, died 2023. Bertha Lewis, born 1929, died 2016.
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