Animal Reading: Northern River Otter
Yurok Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK)

Did you know there are over 550 tribes across the United States? The Yurok tribe’s
ancestral lands are in the northwestern part of California. Do you see this area on the
map? Today, there are thousands of Yurok people who live in their ancestral lands and
also all over the world.
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means “to take care of the Earth.”
A core belief in both Yurok culture
and Yurok TEK is that the purpose
of Yurok people is to take care of L
the Earth. To fulfill this purpose,
they need to have a connection with the environment. For example, some Yurok people

might hunt animals for food or harvest plants for making baskets. It is important in Yurok
TEK that interactions with the Earth are done in a sustainable way. For example, one
guiding principle is to not overhunt so that animal populations do not decline.

Animals are an important part of Yurok life and of Yurok TEK. Animals are not only
important as a food source but are also important cultural and spiritual elements in the
Yurok tribe. Some mammals that are important to the Yurok tribe are the 1. Roosevelt
elk 2. river otter 3. North American porcupine and 4. brush (cottontail) rabbit. (Many
other animals and mammals are important too; however, these four are being
highlighted in these lessons).

Below is information about the Northern River Otter, and the relationship of this animal
to the Yurok tribe. Your classmates might read about a different animal on the list!
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Animal Reading: Northern River Otter
The Northern River Otter

The Northernriver otteris an animal thatisat homein
water and land! They are strong swimmers and travel
over snow or ice by trotting, galloping, or sliding. They
sometimes create a hole close to the water’s edge to
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sleep in (a burrow) or sleep under roots or brush.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index php?curid=297924
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The main part of the Northern river otter’'s dietis fish,
butitis known to eat frogs, snails, small turtles, and

Northern River Otter

more! Because of it’s high-fish diet, sometimes its scat is just a pile of fish bones and
fish scales. The Yurok name for the Northern river otter is “Nepe’'weeshneg,” which
translates to “fish eater.” The fact that the otter's name in Yurok describes a feature of
the animal is a great example of TEK!

Otters stay warm from their thick, “water-proof” coat of fur. They are most active at
twilight but can also be seen during the day or night.

Relationship to the Yurok

The Northernriver otter is an important animal to the Yurok tribe. Community
members value the otter for it's good-naturedness and playfulness. Its hide can also be
made into a quiver (sraach in Yurok), which is a container that can hold arrows used for
hunting or ceremony. You can see an illustration of such a quiver on your “Otter Animal
Card.” The otter isimportant for both cultural and spiritual components of Yurok
ceremonies.

Remember, the Yurok name for Otter is Nepe’'weeshneg.
If you wanted to talk about the otter using the Yurok language you could say:

Nepe'weeshneg ‘ue-mer’erh mehl hohkue’ kue sraach - “The quiver is made with otter
hide”
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