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ABSTRACT.- The Gitksan of northwestern British Columbia are speakers of an
Interior Tsimshianic language. They live in a mountainous, densely forested
environment transitional between the Northwest Coast and the Boreal interior
plateau. Traditionally the Gitksan pursued a mixed fishing /hunting/ gathering
subsistence strategy. The Gitksan have a roughly hierarchical classification of
plants. The general domain ‘plant kingdom’ or ‘floral form’ is recognized but not
overtly labelled. Within this, several broad groupings of the life form sort can be
distinguished. Three of these are large groupings composed of a number of named
subordinate generics: gan ‘trees,” sgan ‘plants,” and maa’y ‘berry’ or ‘fruit plants.’
‘Plants’ include a diverse mixture of forms ranging from small trees to some
perennial herbs, and prostrate sub-shrubs. The ‘plant’ and the ‘berry’ groups
overlap extensively. The remainder are residual taxa which are empty, containing
few or no named subtypes, though encompassing morphological and
taxonomically diverse forms: habasxw ‘grass’ or ‘hay,’ “yens ‘leaves’ or ‘herbaceous
plants,” majagalee ‘flowers,” umhlw ‘moss,” and gayda ts'uuts ‘fungi.” A mixture
of morphologic and utilitarian characters seems to underlie the system of plant
classification. The relationship of partonomy to utility and classification is explored.
Ninety distinct generics have been documented. Eighty-four represent vascular
plants and six represent mosses, fungi and lichens.
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RESUMEN.- Los Gitksan hablan una léngua tsimsiana interior. Viven en una region
montafiosa y de bosques densos. Es una zona de transicién entre la costa noroeste
y la meseta interior sub-boreale de la Coliimbia Britanica. Tradicionalmente, eran
pescadores del salmén, cazeros, y recolectores de diversas plantas. Los Gitksan
tienen una clasificacion de plantas mas o menos jerarquica. El dominio de ‘forma
floral,’ o sea del las plantas, no es marcado. Dentro de ello, véarios agrupaciones
generales se pueden distinguir. Tres son grupos grandes compuestos de genéricos
subordinados numerosos: ‘drboles’ (gan), ‘plantas’ (sgan) y ‘bayeros o fruteros’
(maa'y). ‘Plantas’ incluyen a una mezcla de formas diversas desde drboles
pequefios a hierbas perenias, y arbustos pequefios prostrados. Los grupos de
‘plantas’ y ‘bayas’ coinciden en parte. Los demas son grupos residuos ‘vacios,” de
contener solamente de formas desnombradas, o de pocas formas nombradas,
aunque contienen plantas de una variedad morfolégica y taxonémica. Incluyen:
‘gramineas’ o ‘heno’ (habasxw), ‘hojas’ o “plantas herbéaceas’ ("yens), ‘flores’
(majagalee), ‘musgos’ (umhlw), y ‘hongos’ (gayda ts’uuts). El sistema de
clasificacion de las plantas parece subyacer en una mezcla de caracteres
morfoldgicas y utilitarias. Se exploran las relaciones entre la partonomia y la
utilidad. Noventa genéricos han sido documentado. De ellos, ochenta y cuatro
representan plantas vasculares, y seis representan musgos, hongos y liquenes.
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RESUME.- Les Gitksan du nord ouest de la Colombie britannique appartiennent
a un groupe linguistique Tsimshianique de l'intérieur. Ils habitent un
environnement montaigneuse, couvert de foréts épaisses, dans la région transitoire
entre la cote nord ouest et le plateau boréal de l"intérieur. De tradition, les Gitksan
pratiquaient une stratégie de subsistance mixte basée sur la péche, la chasse, et la
cueillette. Les Gitksan utilisent un systéme de classification végétale plus ou moins
hiérarchique. Le domaine universel ‘régne végétal’ ou ‘forme végétale’ est reconnu
mais des qualifications ne sont pas évidentes. A I'intérieur de ce domaine, on
distingue plusieurs grandes divisions du genre forme vivant. Il s’agit, dans trois
de ceux-ci, d’embranchements étendus regroupant plusieurs espéces secondaires
désignées: gan ‘arbres,” sgan ‘plantes,’ et maa'y ‘baies’ ou ‘plantes fruitieres.’ Le
groupe ‘plantes’ rassemble tout un éventail de formes, allant de petits arbres
jusqu’a certaines herbes vivaces et des sous-arbrisseaux procombants. Les
catégories ‘plantes’ et ‘baies’ se chevauchent beaucoup. Les autres groupements
comprennent des formes résiduelles vides, c‘est-a-dire dénouées de, ou ayant que
peu de, sous-genres nommés, bien qu’elles renferment des formes
morphologiquement et taxonomiquement différentes: habasxw ‘herbes’ ou ‘foins,’
‘yens ‘feuilles’ ou ‘plantes herbacées,’ majagalee ‘fleurs,’ umhlw ‘'mousse,’ et gayda
ts'uuts ‘mycétes.” Un amalgame de caractéres morphologiques et fonctionnels
semble servir de base pour le systéme de classification végétale. Le rapport entre
la partonomie et 1’utilité d"une plante, et sa classification est étudiée. De parmi les
90 genres distincts documentés, 84 représentent des plantes vasculaires et 6
représentent des mousses, des mycetes, et des lichens.

INTRODUCTION

The Gitksan of northwestern British Columbia are speakers of an Interior
Tsimshianic language. They are in contact both with Coast Tsimshian and Nisga’a
to the west and northwest, and interior Athapaskan peoples to the east and south
north. They live in the drainage of the Skeena River in a mountainous, densely
forested environment, transitional between the mild, wet northwest coast and the
boreal interior forests. Traditional subsistence was a mixed fishing, hunting and
gathering strategy, with summer dispersal and winter aggregation in large, per-
manent villages. Modern residence is primarily six villages along the central portion
of the Skeena River and two of its tributaries, the Kitwanga and Kispiox Rivers
(Figure 1) and in adjacent towns and cities. The modern villages are approximately
in the same areas as precontact winter villages. In the recent past two villages
further north on the Skeena River were also occupied. People of the three western
villages speak a slightly different dialect than the three modern eastern villages.
People of the two northern villages, now largely absorbed in the eastern villages,
had some distinctive features of speech.

The Gitksan are skilled woodworkers. Traditionally they built plank houses
and made dugout canoes as well as totem poles and many smaller wooden items.
Other traditional plant uses included gathering of numerous types of berries, a
few edible root types, a few green vegetable types, and tree inner bark or ‘cam-
bium’ principally from hemlock and lodgepole pine for food; use of a number of
types of roots, barks and other plant parts for medicines; and use of various barks,
roots, and herbaceous plants for cordage, basketry, matting, and clothing.
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METHODS

The data on which this synthesis is based were gathered over a period of thir-
teen years in a series of unstructured interviews with elders and other
knowledgable people regarding healing, medicinal plants and other plant uses,
identification and naming of plants, and landscape classification, and several field
trips to gather medicinal plants and plant foods. In 1996, I undertook a short series
of more directed interviews. From 1985 to 1988, and sporadically in 1992-1995,
some interviews were conducted with the assistance of Beverley Anderson, a
Gitksan public health nurse, who also conducted interviews on her own and con-
tributed a great deal of information to the project. I recorded information relevant
to plant classification from 41 people: 22 men and 19 women. The majority of these
were over 50 years old at the time of interviewing.

I elicited information about plant names and uses by a variety of methods. I
often elicited plant information by bringing fresh specimens to elders and inquir-
ing what specific plants were called, and what, if any, their uses were. I also used
a looseleaf notebook of colour photos of local plants and plant parts such as ber-
ries, stems, petioles or rootstocks during interviews. Some data was obtained during
field trips with elders about plants present in the immediate environment. Other
plant data were volunteered spontaneously. I confirmed the identity of spontane-
ously described plants by reference to fresh plant material collected to confirm
postulated identifications, and to “case” specimens (Bye 1986) of known identity
(e.g. a dried plant rhizome carried as a charm) or by freehand sketches and verbal
descriptions, later verified by showing a plant or specimen to an elder to confirm
the identification. However, some Gitksan plant information may have been missed
as I made no comprehensive attempt to elicit names of all botanical species present
in Gitksan territory.! I also encountered some terms and/or descriptions and uses
for which I could not identify the botanical species referent. I conducted inter-
views in English, or in Gitksan with a bilingual translator, with use of Gitksan
plant names and other botanical terms.

I identified vascular plant specimens by reference to Hultén (1968), and
Hitchcock and Cronquist (1973), supplemented by various publications by the
Royal British Columbia Museum, and other more recent field guides. The Botany
Division of the Royal British Columbia Museum assisted with identification of
difficult vascular plant specimens. Bryophytes and fungi were identified with the
assistance of the staff of the Cryptogamic Herbarium in the Biological Sciences
Department of the University of Alberta. Vouchers are on deposit with the her-
barium of the Royal British Columbia Museum (V) and the Vascular Plant
Herbarium of the University of Alberta (ALTA), and in my personal collection.

CLASSIFICATION

Overview of Gitksan Plant Classification.— The Gitksan have a roughly hierarchical
classification of plants (Figure 2). The general domain of “plant kingdom” or “flo-
ral form” is unlabelled. Within this, several broad groupings of the life form sort
can be distinguished. The classic definition of life form includes plant groupings





















Winter 1999 JOURNAL OF ETHNOBIOLOGY 189

passing a relatively large contrast set of generics, or few to none. I consider these
groups to contrast at the level of Berlin’s life form rank (1992).

Three of the Gitksan major plant groups are large groupings encompassing a
number of named subordinate generics: gan ‘trees’ (approximately 15 types),? sgan
‘plants’ (approximately 26 types), and maa’y ‘fruit plants’ (approximately 26 types)
(see Table 2). The remainder are residual taxa which are empty in the sense of
Turner (1974), containing few or no named subtypes (ranging from 4 to 0), though
comprising forms of morphological and taxonomic diversity: habasxw ‘grass’ or
‘hay,’ ‘yans/'yens ‘leaves’ or ‘herbaceous plants,” majagalee ‘flowers,” umhlw
‘moss,” and gayda ts‘uuts ‘fungi’. The precise nature of these groupings is open to
debate; one could also perhaps consider them unaffiliated generics of distinctive
habit (cf. Berlin 1992), or small intermediate groupings. As indicated in Figure 2,
fungi seem to be peripheral to the concept of ‘plant’ and are not similar to any
other types of plants,® which indeed reflects their fundamentally distinct biology
and is paralleled by the modern scientific classification of fungi as a separate king-
dom, of equal rank with ‘plant’ and ‘animal.” Lichens may form an unaffiliated
intermediate; no overall term linking the several named classes was offered by
consultants, and no mention of similarity to other types of plants was made.

Within the major plant groups are found numerous generics, or basic kinds,
which roughly correspond to the species and/or genera of the scientific botanical
classification system (see Table 1). A smaller number of covert intermediate group-
ings of generics are also found (see discussion below). Some generics, and some
intermediate groupings may not be subsumed in major plant groups, and may in
fact be unaffiliated, a situation reported by other authors (Berlin 1992; Taller de
Tradiccion Oral and Beaucage 1987).

Major Plant Groups.— Gan, Gitksan trees, (see Table 2) comprise forms that are tall and
woody, which are used for their wood and / or bark for technological purposes and for
medicine or food. Height relative to people, large size and woodiness appear to be the
primary diagnostic characters. The word gan is employed to indicate forest, ‘among
the trees’ (spagaytgan). It is also the term for the tissue wood. Many tree names are of
the formula ‘good for___’ (am___). Three examples are am ‘mal (cottonwood, ‘good
for canoe’), am k’ooxst (aspen, ‘good for maple’), and amgiikw (hemlock, ‘good for
hemlock’). Other names of this type can be found in Tables 1 and 2. This type of name
is only found for tree species, though not every tree has a name of this type.

Sgan ‘plants,” seems to be a more heterogenous grouping; I have included
plants in this group for which consultants spontaneously used the ‘plant’ term
sgan as part of the name when discussing the plant. Morphologically, these range
from small trees and large shrubs, to small shrubs and evergreen perenniel sub-
shrubs, to large herbs, including at least one fern species. The boundaries between
sgan ‘plant,” and ‘yans/‘yens ‘leaves,” may be somewhat fuzzy, and some smaller
herbaceous forms such as Cornus canadensis (sgangapk’oyp) are included in sgan
(see Table 1 for a complete listing of Gitksan, English and scientific names of spe-
cies). Taxonomically, gymnosperms, dicotyledonous and monocotyledonous
angiosperms and ferns are included in this diverse class. Although consultants
consistently offer ‘plant’ as the translation of the term sgan, Tarpent has analysed
/sgan/ to mean ‘support’ (Compton ef al. 1997). On deeper probing, some con-
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bers drawn from different botanical families. The nomenclatural uniting of two bo-
tanical species of juniper, Juniperus communis, a prostrate shrub, and J. scopulorum, a
slow-growing tree, often with multiple stems, as laxsa laxnok is an example of two
related species united as one generic. (Sometimes the tree form J. scopulorum may
also be called “bow plant” and conceptually united instead with yew, Taxus brevifolia,
which does not occur in Gitksan territory, though yew wood was obtained by trade).
Two other pairs of scientific species united as single generics are the herbaceous
flowering generics, ihlee’em ts’ak ‘bleeding nose,” and xsneenauntwxt. As noted
previously, ‘bleeding nose’ denotes red columbine (Aquilegia formosa: Ranunculaceae),
and Indian paintbrush,(Castilleja miniata : Scrophulariaceae), two species classified
scientifically in different plant families, but which share the feature of striking scar-
let flowers. The nectaries of the first are sucked by children, while the paintbrush
may have been used medicinally in the past (Smith 1926:181).16 Xsneenauntwxt com-
prises yarrow (Achillea millaefolium) and pearly everlasting (Anaphalis margaritacea),
two common white flowered herbaceous plants in different subfamilies of the
Asteraceae. The two subtypes have different uses, yarrow as a medicinal, and ever-
lasting traditionally used for grave offerings. As discussed above, damtx ‘inedible
fern rootstock,’ is defined by an economic character, lack of harvestable rhizomes. It
comprises two Linnean species and part of a third (see Table 1) and is differentiated
from ax , an edible fern rootstock, part of Dryopertis expansa, by either small size of
rhizomes or woody, inedible texture. Another generic defined by disutility is
xsduu'lixs (Figure 7). Xsduu'lixs ‘tears’ are large leaved herbaceous plants of ap-
proximately 30 cm height with leafy stems and red, inedible red fruits. The scientific
genera include monocotyledonous forms of the lily family (Streptopus and Disporum)
and a dicotyledonous form from the buttercup family, the poisonous Actaea. An-
other liliaceous herb of very similar appearance to Disporum and Streptopus, but
with edible fruit, the false Solomon'’s seal (Smilacina racemosa) has a distinct name,
k’ots.7 If habit and morphology were the primary diagnostic characters of k’ots,
rather than the edibility of its fruits, I would expect it to be included in xsduu’lixs
rather than given a distinct name.

The exact boundaries of generics may be rather fuzzy, making it a judgement
call whether a given cluster of forms should be considered one generic with a
prototype and various satellite types of variable distance from the center (cf. Ber-
lin 1992), or an intermediate composed of a focal type and a cluster of other generics
related by coordination (cf. Hunn and French 1984). The naming and recognition
of smaller and less perceptually salient plants is more variable than that of large,
salient species like the common tree species, important berry plants, or significant
shrubs. In particular, I noted variability in the referents of maawin ‘scouring rush’
and hismaawintxw. All apply to species of Equisetum, both of ‘horsetail’ and ‘scour-
ing rush” form. For one consultant, both the northern scouring rush Equisetum
hyemale, and the meadow horsetail, E. pratense, were maawin, the prototype of
this group, while common horsetail, E. arvense, and the small scouring rush, E.
scirpoides, were peripheral, being designated by hismaawintxw. For other infor-
mants, E. hyemale and the woodland horsetail E. sylvaticum were also designated
by hismaawintxw.

Three distinct species of clubmoss (Lycopodium species) are designated as belena
“watsy, ‘otter belt’, by modern consultants (see Table 1). A fourth species of Lyco-
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same botanical species, but not to be identical in meaning. Laxsa laxnok /
sgannaxnok was given above for juniper (usually referring to Juniperus commu-
nis). An unrelated term, ts’ex, is also glossed as ‘juniper’. However, there is evidence
that, for at least some informants, ts’ex and laxsa laxnok may represent different
ecotypes, and that only the latter is ‘supernatural’ and spiritually powerful in
medicinal contexts (Tribal Convention Notes October 16, 1986).20 Other consult-
ants appear to lump all juniper as laxsa laxnok. Should these be considered two
generics? One generic with two species? One generic with three synonyms? An-
other case where two related forms appear to designate different portions of the
named entity is with ‘waasan and am"waasan. "'Waasan “willow” is the more
common term, and applies broadly to shrubby or tree Salix species;?! the consult-
ant Jeff Harris Sr. who provided the term am’waasan apparently meant to contrast
large, lowland tree-sized willows from shrubby species we encountered on a for-
ested mountain slope. The tree sized willows have economic value for their tough
and durable inner bark, used for tying and lashing. Shrubby willows are not uti-
lized. Are these one generic with two species? Or two generics? I would prefer to
regard them as prototype and extension of one broad generic.

A third area of uncertainty is whether the terms postulated for “empty life
forms” are also generic concepts. There has been quite a bit of discussion of this
issue in the literature (Atran 1990; Berlin 1992). Berlin (1992:175) rejects monogeneric
life forms, and the idea that the same term can contrast both at the life form and at
the generic level; he prefers to think of these as unaffiliated generics. I have tallied
majagalee ‘flower,” habasxw ‘grass,” umhlw ‘moss,” and gayda ts’uuts’ ‘mush-
room, fungus’ as generics as well as major plant groups, because they are used in
conversation to designate specific plants, contrasting with other (botanically) more
restricted names at the generic level. However, I am uncertain if “yans/‘yens can
be considered a generic rather than an ecological term, and catch-all for things not
important or salient enough to distinguish with individual names. Taylor’s dis-
tinction between residual taxa and residues would suggest that, at the generic
level, “yens would not be a residual taxon, but would simply be a residue of un-
named forms (Taylor 1990: 64-65), with the possible exception of the use of the
term to designate lettuce.

Reviewing the Gitksan terms on Table 1, Gitksan Generics, there are 85 clearly
distinct generics. When synonyms are reviewed to see if the concept apparently
named is identical, that is, if the different consultants who gave the names would
likely recognize the named entities as the same, five more distinct generics can be
counted, for a total of ninety. Two forms may be subgeneric categories, (gadimis,
the black fruited form of the black huckleberry, which is contrasted with simmaa’y
proper, the large, succulent, dark bronze fruited form), and ‘waasan/’waasen,
which appears to represent either the total category ‘willow’, or the non-proto-
typical upland forms), and several forms appear to describe ecological variants
which might also be subgeneric categories (hlguugan, timberline mountain hem-
lock; habaasxum t’ax ‘lake grass,’ cattail, sedge and bullrush; and umhlxum miinhl
gan and umhlxum "yip, ‘moss under trees’ and ‘moss on soil,’ respectively). Of
these 90 types (excluding the subgeneric and ecological types), 84 represent vas-
cular plants and 6 represent mosses, fungi and lichens. This is not an exhaustive
list of Gitksan floral terms; a few terms have been omitted from the potential list
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because their referents were not identified, and the terms were from secondary
sources. Neither have I included terms elicited by Smith in the 1920s in my tally
unless I have obtained modern confirmation of their referents.

The fuzzy boundaries of the poorly differentiated less salient taxa makes ex-
act determination of the proportion of the flora named difficult. If the more difficult
and less salient fungi and mosses are eliminated, it becomes somewhat more man-
ageable to compare the boundaries of indigenous taxa with those of botanical taxa
and to arrive at a rough proportion of the total vascular flora named. However,
general “catchall” terms like majagalee ‘flower” and habasxw ‘grass’ or ‘hay’ still
make closure difficult. Excluding these problematic terms, the 87 Gitksan vascular
plant generics designate in total at least 103 different botanical species. As with
the neighbouring Witsuwit’en (Johnson-Gottesfeld and Hargus 1998), this accounts
for only about 10% of the vascular plant species occurring in Gitksan territory.?2
The majority of these generics correspond with single biological species, but some
forms encompass two or more distantly related species, as discussed previously.
For woody species, different members of the same botanical genus present in the
local flora are usually classified as distinct Gitksan generics. Many herbaceous
plants are not differentiated, but are unnamed or subsumed in broad categories
such as the mentioned two above, ‘flower’ and ‘grass’ or ‘hay.’

A final area of difficulty is the degree of uniformity of cultural knowledge of
plants; clearly, in all societies, some people know more about a given area of cul-
tural knowledge than others. For most of the names recorded in Table 1, at least
two consultants confirmed the validity and referent of the term; usually this was
two living consultants, but in a few cases, living elders confirmed or offered terms
recorded by Smith in 1925-26. In a minority of instances, only one consultant pro-
vided the name. In these instances, a few especially knowledgable people knew
the names and uses of plants no longer remembered by others. These elders were
recognized in the community as the people to consult about unusual or difficult
plants or terms. Sixteen terms given in Table 1 were provided by these elders.??
Where one is dealing with a small speech community and memory ethnography,
the possibility of idiosyncratic terms or referents cannot be ruled out, but I have
chosen to accept them as valid names and count them as part of the Gitksan bo-
tanical lexicon.

NAMING

Gitksan plant names fall into several groups. Some names are simple,
unanalysable lexemes such as seeks ‘spruce,” which signify only the plant in ques-
tion and have no other meaning in the language. Other names may be descriptive,
indicate utility, be metaphoric, or refer to animals or to legend. Plant names may
also refer to other plant species in coordinate fashion. Also, some names are evi-
dently borrowed from other languages. Two names of important economic plants,
ax (spiny woodfern) and gahldaats (yellow pondlily), have an Athapaskan origin
(Gottesfeld 1993). A third term, ts’ex, (designating a form of juniper/ krumholz
conifer growth) is shared with Witsuwit'en and Sekani (Johnson-Gottesfeld and
Hargus 1998).

Plant names may reflect utility, such as am’mel, ‘good for canoe,’ the name for
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black cottonwood. One of the two alder classes, amluux, means ‘good for neckring’
and refers to the red dye which can be made from alder bark, which was used to
dye cedarbark red for ceremonial items such as Secret Society neckrings. The bark
of the other named alder category, giist, cannot be used for red dye. One of the
names of western red cedar, amh’a’tal, means ‘good for cedar bark’, one of the
main uses of the cedar tree. The name for western yew, Taxus brevifolia, is haxwdakw
‘bow plant,’?* because of its dense, hard, springy wood, ideally suited to bow con-
struction. Sometimes a sapling sized Rocky mountain juniper, Juniperus scopulorum,
is also called sganhaxwdakw ‘bow plant,” because it too was utilized for bow con-
struction. Perhaps allied in concept to utility are the names of the junipers, ‘boughs
of the supernatural,” or ‘supernatural plant.” Juniper can be used for smudges, as
well as having other medicinal uses.

Descriptive plant names may indicate form or colour. Maa'y hagwilhuxw ‘rope-
berry’ is the term for strawberry bramble, Rubus pedatus, a trailing vine with small
tart fruit. Maa'ya gaak ‘crow berry’ is the word for black twinberry, which has
inedible glossy purple-black fruit. Gesgsan ‘tree-hair’ and ligimtxgan ‘tree-fur,’
referring to black hairlike arboreal lichens, are also clearly named descriptively.
The name for soapberry, is, means ‘urine,” and refers to the foam which develops
as the soapberry whip yal’is is prepared, which resembles that which develops
when a person urinates on the ground. One of the names for birch fungus, mihlxw,
refers particularly to the appearance of cinder conk, Inonotus obliquus, and means
‘charred.” The term for the rootstock of Veratrum viride, malgwasxw, means ‘some-
thing burnt.” I am uncertain if this refers to the dark colour of the dried rhizome,
or to the fact that the rhizomes are commonly burned for purification.

Inedible berries may be named by reference to animals, as in in ‘crowberry’
above, and the various fruits grouped as ‘bear’s berries’(maa’ytwhl smex).?”> Names
of inedible or unused plants may also be metaphoric or refer to legends. Clintonia
uniflora, Queen’s cup, an understory lily which has a single inedible blue berry,
has been called by three different names: hoobixs ‘wiigat ‘Wiget’s spoon,’ a refer-
ence to a story in which the legendary trickster/creator figure uses the spatulate
leaves as a spoon; maa‘yhl litsxw ‘blue grouse’s berry’; and maaya smex ‘bear’s
berry.” The inedible and unusual appearing white-fruited snowberry is called
sgantya'ytxw (E), which means ‘thunder plant,’ or maa’ya luulak’(W) ‘ghost berry.’
The names for mushroom, ‘bird hat’ or ‘penis’ (gayda ts’uuts’) and puffball
(masxwa luulak’ ‘ghost fart’) are metaphoric descriptions. The picturesque name
for the nodding onion is ts’anksa gaak, translates as ‘raven’s underarm-odour’
(People of Ksan 1980). The name of the lichen species known in English as lung-
wort (Lobaria pulmonaria and L. linita) is gwilalh ganaaw, ‘frog blankets,” conveying
the similarity in texture and appearance of the hydrated lichen thallus to the back
of a frog or toad. This species was used medicinally. Two large herbs, Angelica
genuflexa and Delphinium Brownii [sic] are reported in Smith (1926) to be named
‘frog parsnip.’ These are plants which in some wise resemble the important edible
and medicinal herb cow parsnip or ‘wild rthubarb’ (ha’mook), but are smaller and
not edible. In some sense, this is a type of coordinate naming (see below), naming
by reference to another plant, as well as indicating lack of edibility by reference to
an animal. However, the cloudberry Rubus chamaemorus (People of Ksan 1980),
and/or possibly the dewberry, Rubus pubescens (Smith 1926) and strawberry
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bramble, Rubus pedatus, which have been called ‘miiganaa’w (frogberry), may be
an exception to this generalization. None of these types of berry is large or abun-
dant, and the cloudberry grows in wetlands, which might be metaphorically
associated with frogs, but they are edible and palatable berries.

Names may also be given in reference to other plants, as in the common prac-
tice of calling something his___‘resembling " as in hissgant'imi’yt ‘resembling
kinnikinnick.” Table 6 shows five such present day names and ten collected by
Smith in the 1920s. Three of Smith’s terms are the same as terms collected in the
1980s and 1990s. I have interpreted these terms as coordinate (Hunn and French
1984), or as peripheral members of a loose grouping named in reference to a spe-
cific prototype, usually a plant which is either more salient or of higher utility.
Some descriptive terms or ‘resembling’ names may be more spontaneous inven-
tions and may not be stable names.? The temporal stability of such terms, or their
use by consultants from different families or villages can serve as indications these
terms can be taken as names.

Lending credence to the reality of his___ names is the fact that not all plants
are instantly dubbed with such terms; some plants are said to have no name. Of-
ten these are plants which have not been noticed by the consultant prior to
questioning, although they certainly occur in the region. Table 7 lists 13 plant spe-
cies presented to Gitksan consultants which were not named. Harlan Smith (n.d.)
reports a number of plants, usually small herbaceous forms, which were said to

TABLE 7.— Plants Unnamed in Gitksan

English Name Scientific Name Consultant
alpine willow Salix arcticus ssp. crassujulis OR
rattlesnake plantain Goodyera oblongifolia OR, DG
northern bedstraw Galium boreale OR

sweet cicely Osmorhiza sp. OR, DG
heartleaved twayblade Listera cordata OR

river beauty Epilobium latifolium OR

wild mint! Mentha arvensis OR, DG?, PM
alpine clubmoss Lycopodium cf. sitchense DG

fir clubmoss? Huperzia selago DG
one-sided wintergreen Orthilia secunda DG

green winte;%‘reen Pyrola chlorantha OR
Prince’s pin Chimaphila umbellata OR

oak fern Gymnocarpium dryopteris OR

'DG'’s first reaction was to begin talking about isxumsgan’isxw, ‘smelly plant’? Valeriana
sitchensis. He seemed confused when I sad the specimen was mint.

2Fir clubmoss was lumped with moss by OR, and likened to xaadax by DG, who did not
give it a name.

3This was called hissgant’imi‘yt by DG.
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