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CHAPTER NINE

Very few Inupiat are listed in the census taken in

the winter of 1920, a year after the flu pandemic.
Unangashak, Ilnik, and Bear River were all populated
solely by Alutiiq from Katmai, Kodiak, Ugashik and the
other Peninsula villages. Only Port Heiden was a mixed
village, with ten Alutiiq, seven Euroamericans and

13 Inupiat belonging to two families—Newport and
Aleatuck (Aletuk). The latter had taken in three orphan
children in addition to two of their own. The men in
these families were listed as trappers. All Native people
in Pilot Point are identified only as “Indian” for that
year, so ethnic identity is more difficult to ascertain.
The old Alutiiq names are gone however, and there are
many new Euroamerican names. By 1950 Pilot Point
had more Inupiat residents than Alutiiq. Other Inupiat
family names associated with the Peninsula include
Achayok, Awanuk, Kiglonok, Metigoruk, Nikavik,
Riley, Spoon, Supsook, and Zunganuk.

Like other Peninsula families in the 1920s and

1930s, Inupiat concentrated on trapping for their
winter occupation. They spent their winters on
traplines far away from the cannery villages. Some
families owned reindeer as well. Many families lived
in Eskimo Town during the summer when they fished
Bristol Bay, and in Autumn they packed up their gear
and supplies and moved to trap lines along Ugashik
and Salmon rivers in the Ugashik area and, near Port
Heiden, the Unangashak, Shegong, and North
(Reindeer Creek) rivers.”” The extent of the traplines
is not known, nor is how they negotiated with the
local trappers for trapline and cabin locations. John
Kegluneq and others trapped around Blue Mountain.**
William Zunganuk trapped the Unangashak area.
When prices were high, furs provided a good income.

Sam Supsook brought his father and mother, wife,

and children down to the Port Moller area in 1913.
They stayed in the Port Moller area for four years until
they moved north to Port Heiden where they had their
son, Valentine, in 1917. When Valentine was a child,
the Supsooks lived on North River, on the northwest
side of Aniakchak caldera, where Sam ran a trapline
up North River for several years. The family went to
the Zunganuk’s reindeer roundup on Reindeer Creek,
where the older boys helped with the corralling. In the
summer the family moved to Ugashik and those who
were old enough fished Bristol Bay on drift-gillnet
sailboats. When the children were still small Sam’s wife
passed away and Valentine, the youngest child, was
sent to the orphanage at Dillingham. In the orphanage
he was surrounded by children who spoke Yup'ik and
Sugtestun, although there were a few orphans who
spoke Inupiat. When he was 16 he was released from
the orphanage and the next year he returned to his
family. At that time they and some other Inupiat
families were living at Shegong and trapping the
Cinder River area. Valentine had lived at Shegong as

a child, and later in life he returned with his common-
law wife. Valentine also spent winters trapping near
Pike Lake, and near the upper Ugashik.

The Zunganuk family settled at the site of Unangashak
for many years where Willie ran the store owned by
George Albert.” The families of Willie Zunganuk and
Olaf Matson also spent several winters in a “duplex
barabara” north of Unangashak where the men trapped
together. The site is called Tanganok in Alutiiq, which
means “lots of water.”

These families, who lived together for several years,
represented three very distinct cultures and four or



five languages: Inupiat, Norwegian, Sugtestun, English,
and probably Russian. The Zunganuks had come from
Nome. Olaf Matson, from Larvik, Norway, had married
a “Russian-Aleut” woman from Chignik. Olaf learned
Sugtestun well enough to understand and speak a
little; his wife Annie, whose first language was
Sugtestun, also learned some Inupiat from the
Zunganuks. Willie spoke Inupiat at home with his
wife, Nellie, but they both learned enough Sugtestun
to get by. Nearly everyone spoke at least some English.

Many residents of the Bristol Bay coast were multi-
lingual. While most did not understand Inupiat, there
were those who did. Aleck Constantine, an Alutiiq
whose family was from the IInik area, remembers
hearing his father speaking Inupiat as well as English
and Sugtestun.*”

The Inupiat retained not only their language, but
also their culture. Orthodox looked upon them with
suspicion—they did not attend the Russian Orthodox
Church, they danced their traditional dances, and
some of them were believed to be shamans or have
shamanic powers. They were ostracized by both the
Euroamerican and Native communities and, although
there were some marriages between Inupiat and
Alutiiq, the Inupiat tended to marry other Inupiat.
Not everyone however was suspicious. An elder
originally from Pilot Point remembers that

the Eskimos, because they came from out there,
I used to see some of them dance. They used to
dance [their own style]. Yes, in Pilot Point. The
Eskimos danced very well. Perhaps they learned
their dances out there.... It was great to watch
them dance.”™

By the late 1800s, the Russian Orthodox Church
dominated Alutiiq communities. By the time they

had moved south, the Inupiat migrants had been
exposed to Protestantism up north and they did not
join the Russian Orthodox Church. The extent to which
the Inupiat community participated in established
churches is unknown. However, the Seventh-Day
Adventists had a church on Swimming Lake in Pilot
Point as well as a mission across Bristol Bay at Lake
Alegnagik. Pauline Supsook remembers that many of
the peninsular Inupiat were Seventh-Day Adventists,
and they attended church during summers in Pilot
Point. She recalls being baptized at age ten or eleven—
"I was too young, I didn't want to be baptized—I was
too young.”* After marrying her first husband, Charles
Acheyok, in 1939, she sent her daughter to the
Seventh-Day Adventist mission school in Alegnagik.

Reindeer

The history of the early days of the reindeer herds
on the Alaska Peninsula is sketchy. The old herders
are long gone and those who remember the early
herding were born in the second decade of the
reindeer period. Few written documents remain and
the original records may have burned in a school fire
in the 1930s.”” The first Ugashik reindeer herd was
established about 1910. The animals were brought by
a U.S. Revenue Cutter to Naknek or Pilot Point, then
moved down the Peninsula. In 1910, 131 of the 380
deer in the Ugashik herd were government deer and
249 were owned by Natives.”* Four herders had the
majority of the deer; 67 herders each had one deer.
Every owner had an ear mark to identify his deer.
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The history of reindeer on the Peninsula and near
Aniakchak remains, to some extent, in the minds of
people who remember seeing the herds as children and
as young men and women. Oral accounts give some
indication of historic use of lands for reindeer herding
near Aniakchak. In the early years, herds were small
and controlled by chief herders who had individual
areas and corrals. One herd was corralled at Reindeer
Creek, west-northwest of Aniakchak caldera, where
there were corrals at least in the early 1920s. This herd
apparently grazed lands south of Cinder River and
down to Port Heiden. This may have been the furthest
southern extent of the Ugashik area herds (map 9.B).

William Zunganuk, from Mary’ Igloo, became chief
herder of the Port Heiden herd in the early 1920s.
The reindeer were corralled at Reindeer Creek, just
north of North River. Zunganuk’s daughter, Pauline,
who was born in Port Heiden, remembers the tickle
on her hand when she fed the tame reindeer sugar.
She also remembers that her father had sled deer and
deer tame enough to milk, although she was never
fond of reindeer milk. During corrallings, other
Inupiat families would come and help out. Valentine
Supsook, who is married to Pauline, remembers seeing
her as an infant at a corralling shortly after her birth.
The Zunganuks kept herding dogs as well as a team of
huskies. Most of the year, Zunganuk herded, trapped,
and hunted but, like nearly everyone else, he fished
during the commercial salmon season. The reindeer
were not watched during summertime, when the
family sailed to Pilot Point for fishing. When
Zunganuk’ wife, Nellie, passed away, Pauline, still

a young girl, had to quit school to take care of her
sisters, one of whom was still nursing.

Another reindeer herd was corralled near the Cinder
River where the chief herder, Nikavak, had a house
near the Supsook’s. Nikavak had married Sam
Supsooks daughter. During the winter corralling, the
young men—five or six of them—would camp “back
of Cinder River” and move the herd toward the corral.
As the reindeer crossed it, “the whole lagoon would
be filled up with deer.”*”

The reindeer business did not always fit the seasonal
lifestyle of either Inupiat or Alutiigs. In 1930 John
Kiglonok, the chief herder at Ugashik at the time,
could find no reliable apprentices. Kiglonok, who had
herded since he was a young man, apparently gave up
and quit herding that year; the herd, with 500 fawns,
scattered. Another chief herder reported that when he
went out to visit the herd he found a note from the
herders: “Good bye, we are gone. Good Luck!”

In the 1930s, an effort was made to revitalize the
industry, but, by that time few dedicated herders
could be found. By 1931 and 1932. new apprentices
were hired by the Reindeer Service, but it was difficult
to find apprentices who were willing to put in the
time necessary and make the lifestyle changes that
herding required. Young men who had grown up
trapping in the winter received good prices for their
furs. Fishing took precedence over herding because it
provided cash for the winter supplies. Unlike trapping
and fishing, the reindeer industry promised slow
returns on a large investment of time.

In 1937, the Zunganuk family went to Unangashak for
the last time. The previous year, the Eskimo reindeer
herds had been consolidated into the Peninsular
Eskimo Reindeer Company of which Zunganuk was
the chief herder. The idea was to join the herd and



consolidate the work through the company. Zunganuk
moved his family permanently to Pilot Point.

Valentine Supsook remembers when the reindeer
herds on the Peninsula had grown to more than
3,500 animals and all of the herds had joined into
one large herd. At a big roundup “they tried to divide
up the large herd and Eskimos take half and hallf,
take to big lake, chase ‘em down there and take ‘em
across the Ugashik, in winter, hear the ice crackling,
March maybe sometime. [We were] hunting and
trapping to make a living those days. They mixed
back together, after they split the herd—they can't
stay apart.”"*

Poaching by non-owners from Egegik, Kanatak,

and people living around Lake Becharoff, the Ugashik
Lakes, and Dago Creek, was also a problem. Poachers
killed deer for food and for bait to use for trapping.
People were known to camp out near the herds with
their dog teams, fattening the dogs on reindeer meat.
One trapper was rumored to have killed 20 deer for
such uses. Nick Ablama remembers:

We used to travel by dogteam. We would look for
reindeer. We would hunt reindeer. It was the source
of food for the people.... The [domesticated] reindeer
used to be plenty back in those days in the area of
Kuigaaq creek.””

A letter from Samuel C. Hanson, the local reindeer
superintendent in 1937, gives some insight into the

state of the industry and relations between the “Native”

(Alutiiq) and Inupiat herders. By that time, the herd
had expanded to over 4,000 animals and recruiting
dedicated herders was a continuous challenge. The

Alutiiq herders had organized into the Ugashik

Cooperative Reindeer Company as a parallel to the
Peninsular Eskimo Reindeer Company.

The herds harvested through the cooperatives could
be sold or butchered only through the permit system;
permits were issued to local people to butcher 250
reindeer that year. However, Superintendent Hanson
complained that illegal private sales were taking
place, and often the seller owned few or no deer. The
herd was also heavily preyed upon by wolves and
coyotes that year. Since 1932, the last year Hanson
had gotten a herd population estimate, the population
had decreased by about 20%.*

Hanson described that “the corral I built in 1934 was
rotten before the next season. As I have told the Nome
office many times before, we are up against something
different here, with the deer proposition, than you are
up there in the Seward Peninsula. Here this winter, we
had open weather [sic] all winter, water, water
everywhere. There was so much water this winter that
the Natives and Eskimos couldn’t trap, nor visit their
traps for weeks.”

The lifestyle of the reindeer owners was also seen

as a problem; the trapping season overlapped with
corralling which, according to the Range Rules,

must have transpired by the end of February.

In the summer, people were occupied with fishing
and putting up fish and plant foods for the winter.
Hanson reported that liquor was licensed to be sold
even though two thirds of the population had
petitioned against it, and “the boot-legger even going
[sic] around to the Native’s houses soliciting.” He
viewed the increased availability of alcohol, combined
with an unmotivated generation of herders who had
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inherited their herds from their fathers, as a death
knell for reindeer herding in the area. It also appears
that consolidation of the reindeer into herds of 2,000
animals, made a herd impossible for the few
dedicated herders to control.

Hanson described the 1937 roundup:

Two weeks the Native Aleuts and Eskimos were

out hunting for the deer. There had been three
weeks of fine weather to go by, since the trapping
season had close [sic] Feb. 15. After the first day or
so out, the Natives sent back the Russian Priest
after rubber boots. But he had bad luck with his
dogs, and pretty nearly broke his leg on a “Nigger-
head” [tussock]. He had to take the plane to the
hospital at Kanakanak. This delayed the round-up.
But luckily the weather turned again and held. So
we had fine weather until all the deer except about
400 that would not be rounded up, including some
bucks away north-east near Gas Rocks, south shore
of Lake Becharoff.

When all the rest of the deer were together,

Willie Zunganok came in after me with his dog
team. The day was ideal. Fine weather favored us.
A skift of snow had lately fallen which grew deeper
the further we went east, until the dogs, already
weary with two weeks of almost constant going
from morning til night, could scarcely pull the sled.
Finally, after traveling about fifteen miles to the
north-east of Pilot Point Village, we saw the deer
on the knolls to [the] left. Across “Pike Lake” was
the camp, about two miles further.

Willie’s leader, which he had turned loose, broke
and ran after the deer, and “Snowflake”, a reindeer

dog that used to belong to Pete Olimpie, followed
her. Sometime after the five Eskimo dog teams that
had come with us had arrived, Eskimo teams from
Ugashik arrived. (The way these Eskimos can smell
when the others are coming is uncanny).

The Natives kept by themselves and the Eskimos by
themselves, but the Eskimos predominated. Lunch
time was declared. Lunch over, we started out back
tracking to surround the deer and drive them down
on Pike Lake to divide the herd between Eskimo and
Aleut. Willie complained that the Eskimos wouldn’t
“mind” him. Charley (Johnson] complained of the
same about the Natives. I told Willie to take charge,
as he is an old experienced herder. I told the rest to
mind him. But soon I could see that they were not
accomplishing their purpose. The deer were getting
away. I ran over and started directing the natives
where to go, etc., but they minded me about the
same as they do their mothers when they are babies.
(Their mothers always give them their own way).

Finally, however, we had the deer down on Pike
Lake, in spite of the contrary wind. We let them
spread out in a crescent, over the surface of the
lake—a crescent about a mile long. From a knoll
I took pictures in sections of the whole herd—the
only one like it in eight years.

The plan was to see from the “hill” where to divide
the herd. It had been agreed by all that the Eskimos
were to have about 400 deer—over half the herd,
to compensate for the 400 that weren’t rounded
up. I then told the two presidents where to divide
the herd, and Willie Zunganok, the president of
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the UVRCo. [sic] approached the herd from opposite
directions, and the herd was easily divided, the
Aleuts to the north to the range—what I will
hereafter call the “Dago Creek Range”, and the
Eskimos to the south, to cross the Ugashik River

to what I will designate as the Ugashik Range.

Some of the younger Eskimo boys drove the deer
on to cross the river. Their partners brought the dog
teams. By the time we had reached the teams on
foot and “mushed” for several hours we nearly
caught up to the herd. They can travel some,

for just a walk, those reindeer.

When we first arrived at the camp earlier in

the day, I took several pictures of the camp and
assemblage, one of John Kiglonok, our faithful,

old herder from Nome, who retired the year after

I came here. He was strutting around in his Golivan
[sic] squirrel skin Eskimo Parka—the only one in
the bunch of 23 who had a parka on. He had his
plump, old faithful collie reindeer dog posing
against his chest with her front feet—"A’chie”....

Thirteen dog teams make quite a showing together,
all lined up on the lake shore while we were eating
supper. I often wondered what the Eskimos eat. But
I saw on round-ups they “live like kings!”—canned
cheese and other canned goods, cocoa, steaming hot,
doughnuts, bread, butter, and in camp, always
reindeer stew, fried or roast. Some have coffee, of
course, with no cream nor sugar. Why, I looked like
a pauper with my lunch of bread and butter with
raisins and nuts, along side of the Eskimos.

Lunch over on the lake near the corral, by
“Riley Hill”, the sleds were laced up again and ten

dog teams were on their way to Pilot Point, ten or
twelve miles westward. That evening we were home
before dark of the same day we started, and the
Eskimos’ herd of deer were [sic] across the

Ugashik River.

But they didn’t stay there. The Ugashik Eskimos
who were to watch the deer laid down on the job.
The deer came back over. Although attempts

were made by all combined again, yet they were
unsuccessful in driving them over back to the south
side of the Ugashik River. The ice was too rotten.
The deer broke through the ice and nearly drowned
some of them.

Now we will have it all to do over next year.

Willie came in telling his troubles just a day or two
ago.... The deer were fawning but he couldn’t

get any one to help. They wouldn’t mind him.

Some want to withdraw from the company. They
are not used to being bossed—their parents never
bossed them from the time they were babies, so why
should anyone do so now. (The Ugashik Eskimos
drink too much Bevock, that’s no doubt why the
deer got away.) ...

What can be done about poaching and illegal killing
of the deer?

And is anything being done about the Eskimos request
for permit to graze south of the Ugashik River?

Can you give me any advice [about] how to stop
poaching by whites, etc.?™"!

The problems with herders and poaching did not
ease. Caribou returned to the Ugashik area for the first
time in many decades in 1945 when 100 caribou were



reported near Eskimo Village. The same year there was
a disputed sighting of 4,000 caribou. In any event, it
did not take long for the caribou to mix in and “steal”
the free-ranging reindeer, because by then the reindeer
were not even corralled every year. A letter in 1950
explained that the reindeer had gone feral and a herd
of 4,000-5,000 mixed caribou and reindeer then
occupied the Peninsula, migrating south in the

winter and north to the Ugashik River in the summer.
This marked the end of reindeer herding on the
Peninsula, although for years after the last corralling
people would continue to see ear-marked reindeer.

In 1950, 30 Inupiat resided at Pilot Point out of a
population of 78, which included “Eskimos, Aleuts
and Euroamericans.” Despite their large proportion
of the population, Hanson, who continued to work
for the reindeer program, wrote to his superiors
complaining about the exploitation of the Inupiat

which he attributed to having three different races

in the village.** Pauline Supsook remembers that
tuberculosis was particularly devastating to the Inupiat
population. The Inupiat continued to live in Eskimo
Village, and, although their children went to school
with the rest of the children, they continued to be
ostracized. Distrust of their lack of Orthodoxy, fear
of shamanic powers, and Inupiaq customs, which
seemed peculiar, continued to create a barrier.
Alutiigs, many of whom identified with their Russian
past, preferred to associate with Euroamericans for
the social and economic benefits it afforded. While
marriages between Inupiat and Alutiigs occurred,

it was unacceptable to marry “Eskimos” with their
different language, culture, and religion. Few Inupiat
descendants still live in the study area. Fewer still
remember the early days of their stay.
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Chapter ten

Conclusion and Recommendations

This project set out to identify, collect, and

evaluate written, oral, and photographic historical

and ethnographic information about groups historically
and culturally affiliated with Aniakchak. A specific
goal was to identify the Alaska Native groups that have
cultural affiliation or direct lineal descent relevant to
potential archaeological discoveries. Although this
overview and assessment only scratches the surface

of the area’ history, it is evident that the indigenous
Alutiiq people have been intimately tied to the land

in and around Aniakchak for centuries, their tenure
reaches far back into prehistoric times, and their rich
and vivid—as well as difficult—history is deeply
interwoven with the natural patterns of the seasons,
the animals, fish, birds of the land and sea, and the
volcanos that grace the horizon of every village. Recent
immigrants to the Peninsula quickly developed a
relationship to the land and relationships to the people
through marriage, partnerships, and friendships. They
too have a viable history with Aniakchak.

As a resource-oriented organization, the National Park
Service is interested in cultural issues pertaining to land,
and [ accordingly attempted to identify cultural uses of
natural resources, traditional use areas, and sacred sites.
This study necessarily fell far short of a comprehensive
identification of culturally significant sites, especially
sacred sites. Because of the sensitivity of this and other
issues, it became apparent through the research and

interview process that investing in long term Aniakchak
employees, who can establish a relationship with local
people, is crucial to understanding, documenting, and
preserving cultural resources.

Like most original research, this effort has raised as
many—indeed more—questions than it has answered.
For example, prior to this project, Aniakchak lands
were thought to have been rarely used by indigenous
peoples or immigrants—this project found them to
have been extensively used and the full extent of that
use is still not known. At the outset of the research,

I had heard comments from the general population
that the people who live in the Chigniks, Port Heiden,
and Pilot Point are not Natives, or are Natives only
since the passage of Alaska Native Claims Settlement
Act. Instead, I found a group of people living a rich,
unique culture that weaves together their past and the
contemporary world. Theirs is a common history and
ancestry lived out on a landscape rich in beauty and
natural resources. Their tapestry is highly textured and
complex—remarkable and intriguing to examine.
Threads of many cultures—Russian, Scandinavian,
German, Italian, and Japanese—have been intricately
interwoven with threads of Sugpiat ancestors.

The information gathered for this report from people
met and interviewed and the various other sources has
profound implications for the future of the area as well

Opposite:

Formed during a catastrophic
ashflow-producing eruption about
3400 years ago, Aniakchak
caldera is about 6 miles

(10 kilometers) across and
averages 1,640 feet (500 meters)
in depth. Voluminous postcaldera
eruptive activity has produced

a wide variety of volcanic
landforms and deposits

within the caldera.

Photo by M. Wiliams, 1977.
Courtesy National Park Service.
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In contrast to the American
period the sale or distribution
of alcohol to Native peoples
was forbidden during the
Russian period. Indeed, because
supplies that could be harvested
from the land were imported
from Russian, they were a
valuable commodity, and
generally scarce. What alcohol
was available was primarily
found in Sitka, the center

of Russian activity. Home
brewing, considered illegal

by the Russians, was no doubt
attempted, but again prime
ingredients, such as sugar or
molasses, were difficult

to obtain.*"’
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as for the cultural revitalization movement underway
today. Many themes emerged during the research
which have only been touched upon, for example,
deaths and village depopulation from the influenza
pandemic and tuberculosis, the repercussions of which
are neither discussed or analyzed in the text. It is not
too late to gather oral history about these relatively
recent events. Alcohol continues to cause hardship and
pain to many elders, adults, and children. Both
amusing and tragic tales are told about the effects of
and responses to alcohol—few of these were added to
this report. The role of the U.S. government in both
the treatment and lack of treatment of illness and
disease might be explored as well.

Perhaps of greatest relevance to people working in
the area is the central question of the project: who
are the peoples who occupied these lands and what
has been their fate? Given the influences of Russian
and U.S. occupations of the land, as well as those of
the trapping, hunting, and fishing economies, it
remains a difficult question to answer. Perhaps one of
the most salient findings of this study is—and this is
important for the National Park Service and other
government entities to be aware of in the dealings with
area’s inhabitants—that ethnic boundaries are not
clear-cut, nor are neat reifying categories of “Native
Culture,” “Native,” “Euroamerican”. Culture is a
process and is constantly changing as a group’s
physical and social environments change. For the
outsider looking for distinct groups of people, it is a
confusing place to work; for the local resident the
outsider’s attempts to define and categorize are
amusing, but met with twinkling eyes and friendly
attempts to clarify and explain.

” «

The issue of who is Native is complex in areas

having experienced extensive acculturation and
admixture such as the Alaska Peninsula. After over two
centuries of cultural change, the old pre-contact Sugpiaq
culture is gone—eliminated by contact with the Russian
fur traders, conversion by Russian Orthodox
missionaries, marriage of young women to Russian

then Euroamerican men, forced assimilation by U.S.
institutions, and two centuries of debilitating and often
fatal illnesses, deprivation, and epidemics. While in
parts of Alaska Native people have physical features
similar to their ancestors who met the first explorers,
Alutiiq people today are as likely to “look” Russian,
Scandinavian, or Italian. Their present way of life is
contemporary, and for the last decade they have
experienced a cultural revitalization. Their present
condition is aptly described with the words of a noted
anthropologist: “Each people knows their own kind of
happiness: the culture that is the legacy of the ancestral
tradition, transmitted in the distinctive concepts of their
language, and adapted to their specific life conditions.”*

This project identified those people who are culturally
and traditionally affiliated with Aniakchak. Historically,
three cultural groups have been associated with the
Aniakchak lands. One group’s connections originate in
the nineteenth century when men hunted sea otter
near Sutwik Island and lived on the nearby shore; this
group comprises descendants of the old Sugpiat and
Yup'ik populations on and near Kodiak Island
(Sugpiat) and the Ugashik River (Ugaassarmiut). The
second group comprises Euroamerican trappers, their
Native or part-Native wives, and their families who
lived along the Aniakchak coast in the twentieth
century. The third group comprises Seward Peninsula



Inupiat who migrated to the north side of the

Alaska Peninsula around 1913 and engaged in various
occupations, including reindeer herding. Descendants
of all three groups live in the study villages and most
are Alaska Natives. Of those, many did not think of
themselves as Natives until the Alaska Native Claims
Settlement Act passed; they were raised as the sons
and daughters of Euroamericans. A comment not
infrequently heard in communities on the Peninsula
is “we weren't Native until land claims.”

During the present study, questions of culture,
ethnicity, and identity constantly arose. The issue

of self-ascription and identity became one of the
more intriguing problems. Who is Native, or for what
reasons people identified themselves as Aleut, Russian
Aleut, Alutiiq, Native or non-Native was not always
apparent. The 1990 U.S. Census reported the
percentage of Alaska Natives in each study village

as: Chignik Bay-45%, Chignik Lagoon-57%, Chignik
Lake-92%, Port Heiden-72% and Pilot Point-85%,
but these figures are not illuminating.* People living
in the study area who identify a particular village as
their home, identify to different degrees with their
Alutiiq or Euroamerican ancestors. This phenomenon
poses significant issues of identity for study of the
area and its historical and cultural antecedents.

Enrollment as an Alaska Native is determined in the
legal system by blood quantum or social acceptance,
but alleged percentage of Native “blood” and Alutiiq
identity do not necessarily correlate. Some people of
Native ancestry are neither comfortable with a Native
designation nor knowledgeable about Native culture.
There are historical reasons for this. As a group of
people well aware of their own relatives, people

often point to their Russian heritage by referring
to their ancestors as Russian Aleuts, and they are
equally versed in their more recent connections
to European ancestors—most often Scandinavian
or German. People remain acutely aware of the
racism that accompanied the influx of new
people; in the late 1800s and early 1900s, it was
advantageous to align one’ self and family with
Euroamerican culture. Many outsiders who came
to Alaska considered the indigenous people
ignorant, dirty, lazy savages. Some of the men
who married Native women would not allow
their wives to attend the Russian Orthodox
Church or continue Native traditions they
viewed as uncivilized. The women learned

to deny their past and raised their children as
Euroamericans. Denial of Native heritage became
another part of the history of Alutiiq people.

So a pivotal question arises: What makes these
fisherfolk Natives? Is it that one is Russian-Aleut
(Alutiiq) by blood, or by participation in the
Native political processes in place since the Alaska
Native Claims Settlement Act, or “by virtue of
believing and calling himself (Alutiiq) and in
acting in ways that validate his (Alutiigness).”

Partnow suggests that ethnic identity, once
developed, is “internalized in the individual but
held in common among all of a given ethnicity,”
and that a group with a sense of identity have
“strategies involved in the maintenance of this
ethnic identification.”** These strategies, as
identified by Partnow, include maintaining ties
to a common history, religion, and language.
People today explain that Alutiigness is an

Understanding American and

Russian “occupation” of Alaska can

be confusing at times. The Russians did
not so much “occupy” the land as they
participated in and controlled events and
people. They did not “own” property,
and Native peoples continued their time-
honored tenure of the land. Russian
relationships with the people of the
Alaska Peninsula involved trade and
other related activities. Trading posts
themselves, such as the one at Lake
[lliamna, were run by Native peoples.
The Americans, on the other hand,
acquired land through a variety of means
and were granted title to that land.
Residents who had lived and used the
land for generations did not have a valid
claim to the land. The Russians
recognizeda “customary occupation” in
which those who lived and used the land
had valid rights to continue to do so,
whereas the Americans recognized “land
ownership” through title. The other
difference between Russian and American
land use involves a differing view of how
things ought to be: the Russian concept
of land tenure and use was by
community, whereas the American

concept involved the individual. "
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