Pribilof Islands, St. Paul Island, February 24, 2003
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Scenes from winter, although very little snow at this particular time

Letterbox format


06.00.01.26
bars and stripes

06.00.50.11
"Mist Islands, John Lindsay, John Brooks, John Brooks, 006, MI, 02/30/03"

06.00.57.20
Debbie waiting for John's cue to begin storytelling. 

06.01.01.17
John B.: Okay.

06.01.05.011
Okay , the story that I'm going to share right now is a story that belongs to a place as opposed to belonging to any person or belonging to any one people and traditionally when we had a story of this nature it didn't begin with "once upon a time." It began with a phrase "Tanax Nuwah (sound spelling for second word.) and Tanax Nuwah means "our country's work" so Tanax Nuwah, Tanax Amix is the name of this story. Tanax Amix being the name in our language first given to what we now know as St. Paul Island. So Tanax Nuwah, Tanax Amix.  Um,  the first time that our people had any interaction with this island came in the form of an Aleut hunter who lived from what we know at this time, on one of the villages on the islands at the four mountains on the Aleutian Chain and his name is, was Iga-datha (sound spelling). Iga-datha, translates as fear-inspiring so, I don't know if that means he looked scary or he made sure you were afraid of things so that you respected life properly, we don't know. But anyway, Iga-datha was an Aleut Hunter who was out in his single-hatched icky-yuh (sound spell) on his own, probably hunting, when he was swept away in a storm away from the shorelines of his village and he traveled a long period of time on his own and ended up on this island and when he came he came and he stayed long enough to see how life existed here. Long enough to see that there were fur seals here. Long enough to see that there were sea otters here that there were the various sea birds here. So we can assume that he probably stayed a whole year, one whole cycle. While he was here, he was here all alone, he survived. He went to high points on the island trying to see if he could see land so he could go back to where he came from. And he did. He did end up all alone in the single-hatched icky-yuh (sound spelling) going back to his village. And we know this because the story was handed down through the generations and Iga-datha told his relatives and the people in his village that he had been to a place that he had called Tanax Amix and Tanax Amix translates to "land of mother's brother." And in the history of our people the mother's brother hold as much if not more responsibility as fathers do in today's society. The father, it was believed, loved the child so much that love would get in the way of them teaching their children the skills for survival in such harsh environments in the past so was the duty of the mother's brother to rear the children and teach them the skills of survival. So the role of mother's brother is very important to the continuity of our people. For me, that tells me that this place held some type of importance in the eyes of the people at that time, giving it the name Land of Mother's Brother.  Igadatha told his story to his brother, to his son, to his relatives and the story passed down and he said that he always wanted to come back to Tanax Amix. The people then were pretty nomadic in how they lived, they moved from island to island having summer camps or winter camps. Basically if you stayed in one place too long there was some type of impact and also by moving you could take advantage of the natural resources that were available at different seasons. So people moved pretty much. But when you look at the Pribilof Islands there were just a couple island that people could live on and so it wasn't their time. The Pribilof Islands it wasn't their time for people to inhabit them. Now stories whether they were true or not, we don't know. The stories tell of Igadatha or his children or grandchildren coming back occasionally to Tanax Amix. Whether their true or not, it's hard to say. Because some of those stories have phrases in them such as a certain person goes to the top of a hill and he blows blow flies out of his noses and they help to change him into the guise that he needs to change into in order to come back to St. Paul whether it's a seal, whether it's a whale, whether it's some other form of life. We never really new if people came back and I've never come across any stories that said that they did. So when Igadatha came we really don't know. Now our people were brought here by Russian fur trade in the 1700s once Gerassim Pribylov discovered St. George Island and people that worked under him and the fur company discovered St. Paul Island a year later. Our people came to the Pribilof Islands and according to your typical story they came as slaves to the fur trade. But the previous story, being told about Igadatha, tells us that actually, our people probably came to fulfill the needs of our own people. Igadatha wanted to come back and he did through us. By us being here and being that we are people that live generationally  and you carry on what has been passed down from people before you, in a sense we had to come. If not only to fulfill Igadatha's needs but to protect the fur seal. Our people saw what was happening with the sea otter at the hands of the Russian fur trade on the Aleutian Chain, the sea otter were being wiped out and when they came here this started to happen with the fur seal also. But our people had to come here, they did not come here as slaves. They came here in a sense as saviors to make sure that the fur seals continued to exist and that they weren't wiped out as happened to the sea otter in the Aleutian Chain. There are little stories that happened along the way that show that our people stood up for the fur seal they would tell, first the Russian fur traders and then the American fur traders once the United States purchased Alaska that you can't just kill every seal. It was our food and you don't want to destroy your food and so you will lend any rules of sustainability you need to in order to ensure that that particular resource continues to exist. So my father has said that if the seals are not here will won't be either and I think that tells us that we have had to be keepers of the seal and make sure that they continue to live here and I think in balance to that if we're not here, the seals would not be here either. So that kind of completes the whole story and in regards to this particular resource that was commercially taken for it's furs up until the early 1980s.

06.09.50.11
John: Good. That's excellent. The stories that are told with dance that has been brought back now - can you tell me about some of those stories?

06.10.25.16
Debbie: One of the methods for our people to tell stories was not only through artistic portrayal as in artwork on an Aleut hat, or by sitting down by a fire at the end of the day, telling a story, but actually singing and dancing incidences that have happened or a piece of one's history and, um, dance slept for a couple hundred years with our people with the introduction of the Russian Orthodox faith and only in the last 10-12 years or so has it been brought back, um the dances that we see happening right now tell stories of fishing. One of the important means for our community right now is halibut fishing. Both for subsistence and commercial reasons so one of the dances tells the story of halibut jigging. Another dance actually portrays a gambling game that played in the past it's not played now but it is portrayed and the movements and the actions continued to be known through dance. Some of the dances are for children. There is one dance that is particularly Russian and it's sung in Russian and there's a little Russian peek-a-boo song that was made into a dance. Another one is actually made into a little thumb and hand movement that basically was done to try and get a baby to stop crying. When you have a crying baby you put your thumb up in front and then it stops them and gets their attention and from that came the words to the song and then from that it became a dance afterwards. Probably one of the most questioned dances is the one that portrays the fur seal harvest. The furs seal harvest does not exist in other Aleut communities other than St. Paul and St. George Islands. Both have developed dances that portrays the aspects of the fur seal harvest. So that particular dance is not tradition -  long-standing tradition as in thousands of years old - but is only portraying a story that has happened to Aleut people for a couple hundred years. 

06.13.34.26
John: Okay. Good.  Um is there anything that you would want to talk about in terms of either contrasting it to - we did this yesterday with regard to the number of resources for dwindling but  in terms of culturally relating to your upbringing here either in contrast to your father's and stories of your grandparent's upbringing. It sounds to me like most of the culture of the time when you were a small child was totally centered around the Russian Orthodox Church and so you really didn't experience any of the pure Aleut traditions of way back.

06.14.39.23
Debbie: I didn't experience the very visible portrayals of our culture. They were there subtlety. For example, I don't speak fluent oonalumptanoo (sound spelling) or Aleut, the Aleut language. But the way that I speak English as I'm speaking to you right now is actually different than the way that I speak English to my dad. I shift it so it's easier for him to understand. I might use different speeds or different tones for whether I speak to someone from St. George vs. someone from St. Paul.  You use English but you use Aleut aspects of the language, even if you're not using the words directly. And I think that existed throughout many things whether it was the way that you ate food, the way that, I think that our actions, the persona existed even if there weren't direct expressions of the culture, but in regards to your asking before, oh let me see, I think that western society has many good things to offer. I think that what we need to do right now is balance the best of both worlds and I think timing is right, that means that god is on your side in a sense. For example, western science brings researchers and they really take in-depth look at the environment but what they walk away with is this document that really nobody reads but them. They need us. They need us to use, in a sense, the arts. The arts were our way of communicating song, dance, stories, artistic portrayal if we use those and deliver these messages to your ordinary citizens throughout the world, then people are going to listen better. So, really our means of communication are very important right now to conservation. And I think that is something we're going to start looking at. We have already started to look at this we just have to fine-tune it and decide how do we best approach this. Do we show up at scientific conferences, consortiums, and we actually bring our means of communication and then invite the public to attend to listen to what's happening with declines in wildlife and unhealthy oceans and unhealthy peoples as a result of what they eat or what they breath. So I think we're going to balance the both of best worlds and that's going to be the next era. 

06.18.08.26
John: I was pretty astounded of those series of photographs you had 

06.18.15.10
Debbie: Great grandparents on my father's side were the first generation of Lestenkofs on St. George and I say Lestenkofs because I believe that my grandmother was more Russian than she was Aleut, if she was Aleut at all. And my great-grandfather was half Russian, half Aleut and he, his father worked for the Russian Fur Company and actually was dropped off with a group of men on the Bering Island   the Commander Islands and the ship never came back for like 7 years. Didn't bother to check on them. and then they decided "we better go check on these guys to see if their still alive." and they were and they had actually married the native women which were Aleut and actually - so that's my great-great grandfather - and he was Russian. He married a creole and I believe she was the daughter of the Russian that transplanted Aleuts from Atka to the Commander Islands in the same way that Aleuts were transplanted from the Aleutian Islands to the Pribilof Islands. So that was happening on the Commander Islands when that was happening here. And they had children and they ended up moving down to Atka and from there the family moved from Unalaska and ended up on St. George Island. From other sides of my family, I do have my Grandfather, who married a woman from St. Paul and she was Aleut and I don't know too much about her family history. Then on my mom's side of the family there's a lot of Russian mixture in both my parents sides of the family.  My mom had red hair and green eyes and her family history was actually connected to one of the people that worked for the federal government and in a sense she was his partner when he was out in the lonely Bering Sea  on St. George Island for extended periods of time with no woman to keep him warm probably. He never married her and they had children and when he left and never came back, when he passed on, he did leave some money and goods for his children and for the woman that he had a relationship with out on the St. George Island and so my parents always have this story - my dad would tease about how he came, about how his family came to St. George and they were very poor, you know, priest and it's not like he made a whole lot of money and that he married a woman who came from the well-to-do family on St. George who had money and they had goods, they had cameras, and a dark room and pretty dresses and fine things so they were both from the extreme ends of the community. 
 
06.21.51.28
Black Bluffs boulders on beach striations visible; blue sky, nice contrast of blue sky with brown craggy cliffs.

06.22.11.16
full view of Black Bluffs down shoreline; great audio - can hear waves lapping up on shore; birds flying overhead; 

06.22.39.24
close up of Black Bluffs cliff; erosion clearly visible; pan out to include all of bluffs; 

06.23.42.27
Seagull or kittiwake flying overhead in blue sky; 

06.25.03.11
seagulls flying in air; zoom out to encompass all of Black Bluffs, very nice shot and would be a good "passage of time" shot or bridge shot. Zoom in to close up of visible erosion on side of bluff. pan down to chunks of cliff that have fallen off; 

06.26.06.21
shoreline scenic; blue Bering waves in foreground; dark craggy rocky cliff in middleground; brown tundra shoreline in background; nice colors; birds flying over waves; 

06.27.47.29
close up of eroding Black Bluff side;  pan to left and back to right; adjustment of camera; pan to top of cliff; 

06.29.17.10
interview, Simeon Swetzof, Jr. Mayor of SNP, fisherman;  My name is Simeon Swetzof Junior and I was born in 1956 on Saint George Island and we moved over here in 1964 to Saint Paul and I'm also the Mayor here today. I'm the Mayor of the City of St. Paul and I've been the Mayor here for about five years, something like that. I've been on City Council for x a number of years before that so I've kind of been in politics for quite a long time. 

06.30.12.01
John B: And would you just do me a favor and spell your last name for me? 

06.30.15.05
Simeon: S-W-E-T-Z-O-F

John L: So there's still a Swetzof family still on St. George. But the old records talk about Swetzoffs on St. George. 

06.30.33.04
Simeon: No there isn't a Swetzoff family there but I have relatives there, the Lukanoffs, their my first cousins from my dad's from St. George. I got an aunts and uncles that were over there so. 

06.30.50.09
John L: What was your dad's name and your mom's name? 

06.30.52.09
Simeon: My dad's name was Simeon and my mother's name is Justina and she's still alive today, she lives here. 

06.31.04.01
John L: When did you move here I guess in terms of your childhood, what did you do on St. George that you can recall as a child?

06.31.14.18
Simeon: St. George I don't remember very much about St. George other than going chuchke hunting. That's the littlest auklet, or the least auklet. I remember doing that with my dad when I was a boy. By the store over there and a number of other things that kids do - getting in trouble and we moved over here in 1964 from St. George. 

06.31.52.11
John B.: When you talk to us, because there's no context there and the question won't be there in the final product, for example if I ask you, "Simeon, tell me about your childhood on St. George, what did you do, what did you do with a group of kids?" you would say "Well, when we were kids we'd go out and go chuchke hunting. . . ."  so that we have the context instead of directly answering the question. Do you follow what I'm saying? So if we could just back up for a second and tell us - how old were you when you moved over here? 

06.32.31.07
Simeon: Oh boy - about eight. 

06.32.37.
John B.:So do you have any remembrances of friends that you hung out with. Most peoples memories go back to around four five. 

06.32.46.24
Simeon: Ya, no there was all my cousins, I have a number of cousins that I hung out with so. You know John R. - his is brothers, his younger brothers - Alexis and Dosey (sound spelling) I used to play with them all the time; right below their house, there was a road there and we'd all play with our trucks and we'd have tonka toys and that was the thing there we'd have tonka trucks and made roads along the banks there and just. . . 

06.33.29.23
John L.: Like play baseball or football?

06.33.34.26
Simeon: No, I don't remember, on St. George I don't remember playing baseball to much. 

06.33.39.19
John B.: was there any excitement that came about for kids during the seal harvest that you remember?

06.33.47.01
Simeon: Yeah , well that would be here on St. Paul, for me remembering the fur seal harvest because I wouldn't be able to go to the rookery with my dad there on St. George and here (SNP) uh, fur sealing was picking seal sticks, the penises of the fur seal and um the people that were getting them at that time, you go up to the person that was selling them at that time, you know, foreign countries, Taiwan, whoever was taking the seal sticks at the time. You go up to them and tell them that you wanted to work for them and tell them you wanted to pick seal sticks when the fur sealing was on. I think when I was doing it it was like .09 cents a stick I think. 

06.34..48.14
John B.: A story about the penis bones and the fur seals and collecting them that's a great story.

06.34.51.07
John L: Nobody else has told us about that one. Even the buyers and. 

06.35.00.28
John B.: A lot of people don't even, you know, non-biologists don't even know that marine mammals have penis bones. It's something that's interesting to me because I grew up in rural Florida and raccoons have the same thing. Just growing up - you weren't anybody unless you had a raccoon penis bone in your pocket sharpened and you used it as a toothpick. And it was a big deal for kids to go out and get them. 

06.35.36.01
Simeon: I don't know what else to say about.

06.35.40.13
John L.: Who were you offering the service to of going out and picking them up for? Was it government agents? 

06.35.44.02
Simeon: No. There were local guys here on the island like for instance Myron Melovidov's dad, he use to buy - we used to pick seal sticks for him, Father Michael Lestenkof also we'd work for him and those are the only two guys right now I think that I remember picking seal sticks for. 

06.36.13.17
John L.: And that would occur when the men were done harvesting the seals, you would go out into the killing fields.

06.36.25.04
Simeon: Yes. You know the start of the fur seal harvest was running down to the rookery and herding the seals along the rookery and getting them up to higher ground, we call it the killing field, a nice flat area that's out there, you know they don't have to work the fur seals too hard away from the rookery and then they take a break from it and let the seals cool down for a bit so they don't overheat, that was a big deal and the guys would just get ready to get organized, what the game plan was for the harvesting of the fur seals and they'd go at it and start with clubbing the seals. Like a 6' baseball bat would be what the fur seal clubs looked like. Then they'd line up all the fur seals into nice neat rows, they would make rows of fur seals after they were clubbed and the guys would come along and stick them in the heart and make sure that they were dead and bleed them, they were bled. and then the skinners would come along and skin them. They'd cut around the flippers and right down the center of the fur seal, flip it over and expose-they'd make a flap and flap over from the head part and flip it over and then they have these uh - the pullers, the rippers we called them and they'd come along and they'd put the clamps on them and then rip the skin off and that would be the extent of that seal and then they take the skin and lay it flat on the ground and after that people, whoever wanted seal meat back then would be able to go and get the hearts out of the seals or the flippers or just the meat or whatever part of the fur seal that they wanted - a person can go and get that and not worry about the rest of it.  

06.38.36.10
John Lindsay: The children did that, or the women did that? 


06.38.36.29
Simeon: Anyone that wanted. . . it would be the wife  or the mother , the lady of the house, the husband or one of the kids if the parents want to pick some fur seal meat they'd be the ones to go out and do it. And then of course the fur seal, the seal sticks - they'd wait until they'd get a whole bunch lined up in rows there and they'd tell, us, okay, you can start picking the seal sticks now, you know, it was kind of like a little race because you'd have to run a long as fast as you can with a sharp knife and get that seal stick off you know and you have a little coffee can and you just throw it in the coffee can and jump over to the next one and you just go as fast as you can go and you just pick as many seal sticks as you can before you got up to the guys that were harvesting the seals and then you'd have to stop and wait until they said you can go again and it just kind of went like that.

06.39.36.26
John Lindsay: Was there a competition among the boys for that job or to get as many as they could? 

06.39.44.14
Simeon: Yes. Yes. To us it was very competitive and it was a lot of fun. It was lots of fun. And it was good competition for us amongst ourselves. I enjoyed it. 

06.40.02.12
John Brooks: Did any of the kids today still do it? 

06.40.05.19
Simeon: No. They don't harvest the fur seals commercially like they used to and everything is done soley on subsistence harvest now and the regulations are different now than they used to be. Like when the government was harvesting fur seals it was  -  I could go and pick nothing of hearts if I wanted to or lustin, which is the seal flipper, and whatever part of the fur seal I wanted, if I wanted the whole thing I could take the whole thing if I wanted. I had a choice of doing what I wanted to do back then. The fur seals were harvested commercially for the federal government but the way the regs are written today subsistence harvest is - we get to go subsistence harvest , uh fur sealing, I can't just take the heart out of the fur seal like we used to before. When I call the tribal office and I tell that that I want X amount of seals, I have to take the whole seal and nothing goes to waste so things are very different than they used to be. Totally.

06.41.20.14
John Lindsay: As a boy were you kind of, was your father kind of directing you to some kind of job in fur sealing? In your mind were you developing yourself with the anticipation of entering in the fur sealing industry? 

06.41.34.27
Simeon: Yes. When I was a boy growing up here, when you turn 16 years old, you started working for the government, that's when I started working for the government, when I turned 16 and you can try to work in different spots doing different things and I chose to work at the fur seal processing plant that processed the fur seal skins and I was a skin boy down there, I'm just labor. I would have to take the fur seal skins and hang them over the racks for the blubber boys to start taking the fat off the seal skin and then of course clean up after the day was done, you know I'd, we'd have to do that and worked there for quite a long time. I don't know how many years I was working down there. I worked at the brine shop, where they cured the fur seal skins. I worked there for a few years. Yeah I worked for quite a few years there. 

06.42.54.03
John Lindsay: You don't have to say anything but did you have a vision of your dad and the pride of what your dad's job was and how you wanted to emulate that? Was that part of the drive that you had in the culture of the island?

06.43.08.05
Simeon: Sure. My dad participated in the fur seal harvest too. I think all of our fathers actually did and when I was a little boy here they used to drive these trucks, their called Diamond-T (?) and you could roll up the front window on it. I'd love to get up at 3 O'clock in the morning when they'd have to get up and go fur seal harvesting; they'd go down to the bunkhouse down there and eat breakfast and my thing was that I always wanted to drive with my dad because I always got to roll up the front window on the truck  going out to the rookery  and my dad was a clubber out there. That was one of the things that guys wanted to be. They wanted to be clubbers, you kind of looked up upon them, that's the way I thought of was you looked up to those guys, their the clubbers. And then my dad was also a mechanic, crane operator, heavy equipment operator  That's what he did for the government when he was working (telephone ringing in background) was doing just that. Sorry about the phone. Yeah, I wanted to be like my dad. That's me. 

06.44.37.25
John Brooks: Culturally, did, uh, were there any cultural traditions that were brought along that had manage to survive the generational gaps beyond the Russian Orthodox Church from the Aleut people when you were a kid? 

06.44.56.13
Simeon: Culturally, I  . . 

06.44.59.18
John Brooks: Culturally,  I mean in terms of spiritually, you had the church and that was it. Were there dancing and crafts? 

06.45.11.04
Simeon: No. Not during my time; There were no cultural, Aleut dancing and things that were done during the time that I was a kid growing up. My mom and dad were - my mother is 82 now and they were punished when they spoke Aleut. 

06.45.54.07
John Lindsay: There is nothing wrong with saying that.  Tape ends. 





 





