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My name is Annaliese Jacobs Bateman and I’m a historian for the National Park Service in the Alaska Regional Office.  I got my B.A. in history from the University of Alaska Anchorage where I started out as an archeology student.  I spent some time in Britain studying early medieval archeology – actually early medieval death and burial – which was very interesting.  
But when I came back home, I decided that it was in my best interests to switch and really pursue a career in history but with that anthropological background supporting and informing the study of history.  And through my time at the Park Service, I’ve really tried to learn to tell good human stories that are partially informed by good historic research in the archives but also informed by material culture and by oral histories and traditions of Alaska’s native peoples.    
Well, it’s a little complicated but – well, there a couple of things to keep in mind here.  At the point of Russian contact with the Unangan people in the mid-18th century, the Aleutian Islands were far more densely populated than they are today.  The greatest population concentration was in the eastern Aleutians in the islands around Unalaska so Unalaska – Unimak Island is actually the most densely populated.  But Unimak, Akutan, Unalaska and Umnak were all very densely populated and when you talk about pre-contact populations, you’re really sort of beginning to get into sort of a nebulous area.  
But I believe that the best estimations for the population of the entire chain is from 12 to 15,000 people and for that region, I believe it’s 6 to 8,000 and then the further west that you move along the chain, the less dense the population becomes.  The Central Aleutians are the Andreanof Islands.  Atka and the surrounding islands there had a slightly lesser population density and they were linguistically and culturally affiliated to the people in the Eastern Aleutians.  
And then out in the Western Aleutians around Attu, you had a culturally and linguistically distinct population of the Near Islanders, the so-called Near Islanders, because they’re nearer to Russia.  But that was a much lower population density.  It was only about 2,000 people or so at the time of contact spread around Attu and Agattu Islands and several of the other islands that are out there.  
And they were – being culturally and linguistically distinct, being so remote, they suffered, I think, a great deal at the hands of the people farther to the east because the people to the west of whoever was to the east of them was sort of almost always being invaded or being attacked.  It was a very dynamic region with lots of travel between the islands, between the different regions.  
And so you had Unimak people were coming to Unalaska and there are raids going on there and then Unalaska people were going to Atka and there were raids going on there and then Atka would move west to Attu and there’d be raids going on there.  So – and then there were also alliances in between these villages within these different regions.  
And so it was a very dynamic place to be and then within this picture, of course, the Pribilof Islands are completely uninhabited.  These are a seafaring people, a very adept seafaring people, very skilled seafaring people.  And they were well aware of cultures even further to the east of them and also had relations both peaceful and not so peaceful with those other people.  
So at the time of the Russians, you have the Russians encountering a dense population which is highly adapted to its environment and which is really very – I hesitate to call it a stratified society because then you sort of do get into anthropological questions of what constitutes a stratified society but it was clearly a very advanced society, whether you’re talking about the Eastern or the Western Aleutians.  
And then when the Russians arrived, that all begins to change very quickly.  There had been a period of instability that old men told Russians in the 1820s about that before the Russians had arrived, there had been a period of really severe internecine warfare between the different villages and certainly there were weapons that were adapted for killing people as opposed to killing animals.  And bows and arrows are not of any use in a kayak but they’re of use on land and when you have a place where there is no substantial land animal apart from man, there’s only one conclusion you can really come to.  
There’s a very good article by Mashner on that which, unfortunately, I can’t precisely recall.  But normally, when you have these periods of intertribal – if you want to call it intertribal or internecine or inter-village or inter-island warfare – it’s usually conflicts over territory.  When you have – the Unangan people, the way that their government was structured prior to the arrival of the Russians is that you had these large extended families which inhabited these long houses and there could be several families within one long house but each family had its own head, its own chief, if you will.  
Now, of course, now into this picture of this densely populated and vibrant area, you introduce the Russians in the mid-18th century and at first, there are very few of them – independent promyshlenniki that are sort of going about in their flimsy boats trying to forge alliances with some independent chiefs in the Aleutians and then also trying to kill some of them.  
But almost immediately upon the arrival of the Russians, there’s this initial period from like the 1750s to the 1760s where there’s a real resistance on the part of the Unangan and that culminates in the Unangan Russian War of 1763 to 1765 and that’s when the people of Umnak, Unalaska and Akutan and Unimak Islands all banded together for one last time to beat the Russians back and they succeeded.  They burned four ships.  They killed 200 Russians.  
They left only a small handful alive and they pursued them through the mountains of Unalaska and Umnak for months until they were finally rescued by Soloviev, whose name has gone down in infamy because of his reprisals.  When this really – Soloviev’s reprisals in the 1760s really signaled the beginning of the end of the Unangan and it begins this period of dramatic population decline.  
Soloviev goes through all these villages and in reprisals for the killings of the Russians, he not only kills all of the warriors that he can find but he enacts these surprise attacks in which he and his men would climb up on the top of barabaras and light them on fire from inside or blow them up and then he’ll destroy all the hunting equipment and he’ll destroy kayaks.  He destroyed atlatl, the throwing boards, everything that people needed to make a living and so he sentenced everyone that survived to starvation and that’s really when you begin to see this dramatic decline in the Aleutians.  
Within the first 80 years or so of Russian occupation in the Aleutians, there’s an 80 percent population decline.  And if you think about that – you know, we remember the Black Death in the 1340s as this dramatic event which really shaped the course of Western Civilization but what are you talking about there?  I mean you’re talking about 30 percent?  A third?  A quarter?  This is 80 percent.  I mean it’s an Armageddon.  
It’s unimaginable and it’s partially because of Russian brutality and it’s partially because it introduced disease and it’s partially because extended families get split up and young men, able-bodied men, are taken away from hunting for their families and they’re taken to different parts of the Aleutians.  They’re taken to Kodiak Island to fight the people there.  They’re taken to Southeast Alaska to fight the Tlingit.  They’re taken down to California.  They’re taken around to hunt sea otters and then ultimately, in the 1780s, they start being taken to the Pribilofs.  
And then you have resettlement of whole villages, villages being split up as the population dwindles to a point at which it’s no longer supportable.  And the people from all these different islands, from different linguistic groups, from different cultural groups being swept up and carried together to new places.  So, for example, on Attu, you have people from Amchitka and people from Atka being swept up together and taken and just sort of artificially transplanted in this place where none of them have any kind of kin relationship with the people there.  
People on Attu are taken to the Bering and Myedni Islands.  People from Unalaska are taken to the Pribilofs and that is symptomatic of this long sort of Unangan Diaspora in which people are resettled and villages die partially because of – I mean I’m not sure you can call them natural causes because they’re all introduced causes – but partially because elders are dying, partially because young people are dying in these terrible epidemics but also partially because they were being resettled for commercial purposes to suit the needs of first the Russian promyshlenniki and then the Russian American Company.  
You know, what’s interesting though is that it does seem like it’s a unique moment here but, in a sense, you do see this throughout this entire period.  Attrition doesn’t stop when the Americans come.  There’s still no medical care in the villages apart from traditional medical care and it’s good for not having penicillin, for not having sulfa drugs.  It’s as good as you’re gonna get and it’s innovative, but it’s still not a doctor onsite so you still have elders dying off.  You always have young people that are pulled to Unalaska, that are pulled to the center of things, that are pulled away from their villages.  
But really, I think the critical breaking point here, if you want to sort of put bookends around Unangan history for the last 250 years, there are two big breaking points where you really start to see elders dying off and young people leaving.  And those are the arrival of the Russians, elders dying off and young people being forced to leave, and then there’s the World War II evacuation which is the death knell for the last of the independent Aleutian villages that had survived 200 years of this attrition and that’s when you have the evacuation – the forced evacuation again of whole families, of whole communities, of a whole Aleutian chain.  
And you have elders dying in camps.  You have young people trying to make a living, trying to support their families, going to Ketchikan, going to southeastern communities to try to find a living and then ultimately saying, “I can’t make it at home.  I can’t make it in this economy that it has nothing for me.”  And so I think that’s – I mean it’s one of the great tragedies of this place which is so special and of these people who have survived so much.  
Yeah, yeah.  Oh, I mean I absolutely agree with you.  I mean it is – right.  Well, I mean and that’s the same thing that you’ve – you’re right.  It’s exactly the same phenomenon being played out on the modern stage.  We live in a global economy.  We live in a cash economy.  We live in an economy which values the acquisition of technology and of manufactured goods and it’s really very, very difficult to make a living in remote areas when fuel costs are ridiculously high, when there isn’t an industry onsite that can attract young people.  
It’s ridiculously difficult and it surprises me and it awes me that people are able to make a living the way that they are and that so many young people are so interested in their heritage and in making a go of it in their communities.  But it is remarkably difficult and I wouldn’t wish that on anybody.  
And because the drift into a cash economy comes in bits and starts.  I mean you start getting people being paid a salary by the Russians.  Chiefs are paid a salary under the – I believe it’s the Second Charter of the Russian American Company beginning in the 1820s.  But what that can buy is really very limited.  It really is limited to luxuries and, you know, flour, sugar, very basic things, you know, clothes, shawls for women, icons.  And so it’s enough to give people sort of the trappings of western dress and western elements in their homes or eastern if you’re talking about Russia.  
But you really start to get this shift into what I call a cash-based economy after the end of sea otter hunting in 1911 because up till then, you really have all commerce in the Aleutians is really being controlled by one company or another, the Russian American Company or the Alaskan Commercial Company or the North American Commercial Company or it’s a big trader somewhere and all commerce gets funneled through that person and that person exchanges goods for services.  
So he might pay you a couple of dollars for your sea otter skins but at the same time, he’s gonna give you sea lion hides to cover your kayak and you need those in order to be able to go back out and hunt more sea otters so you’re sort of enthralled to that person.  But it’s when fox farming and fox trapping really takes off in the 19 teens and people in the villages begin to patent their own fox trapping islands that all of a sudden there is cash becoming available in villages.

And it’s substantially different from what you have with the sea otter hunting because trapping fox and hunting fox doesn’t require the use of a kayak, for example.  You can get by with a dory.  In fact, it’s better to get by with a dory, so some people have said, or a motor boat or something like that.  
So that’s when you begin to see this falling off of traditional arts like the building and covering of kayaks and they give way to commercial goods like dories and that’s really where – I mean people are still living a subsistence way of life because they have to.  I mean there’s really no other choice in remote villages.  But by the 1950s, anthropologists in Nikolski, for example, are beginning to lament the end, the sort of irretrievable end, of these arts of kayak construction and the art of using the throwing spear and creating a throwing spear.  
It does still rely on cash.  I mean I think making those distinctions between the subsistence of yesterday and the subsistence today, I mean you would never want to put a value judgment on those things because they’re different.  They’re different technologies.  I mean in the 1930s, you had to make your own waterproof gear because Unangan waterproof gear is simply superior to anything that’s on the western market and those kamleikas are great.  They’re lightweight.  They’re durable.  They can be easily repaired.  Well, sure it’s different.  Everything is different.  
Yeah, it really is – it’s interesting.  There are a couple of interesting points here.  The first is that when the Unangan villagers from the Unalaska area, from Makushin, from Kashega, from Chernofsky – from Makushin, Kashega and Chernofsky – and surrounding villages – Biorka, Unalaska, Nikolski – when those people originally go to settle the Pribilofs, that’s not the end.  There’s a continuing relationship between the Pribilofs and these villages.  
And partially it’s because men get either rounded up and forced to go there as laborers but then eventually it does meld into and men desire to go to the Pribilofs because you can get paid a decent wage to go and work in the fur seal harvest.  But in addition to earning a decent wage, there are other benefits that come along with that.  Firstly, you get paid in goods – goods like sea lion hides which you have to have to cover kayaks and which were by the mid-19th century practically unavailable in the Aleutian Islands because they’d been so badly depleted.  
The sea lion harvest from the Pribilof Islands was critical to facilitate the sea otter harvest because you needed those hides to cover kayaks so that you could pursue the sea otters.  Another element in this is that fur seal throats, for example, were a really important thing to get in exchange for your labor in the Pribilofs because you could use those to create both your spray skirt for your kayak and also your waterproof gear, your kamleika.  And that was going on well into the 1940s.  
But then there’s another interesting element here.  Well, there are two more really.  There are continuing family connections between the Aleutians and the Pribilof Islands where there are men from the Aleutians that go up to the Pribilofs to work and they meet women and they marry them and they either stay in the Pribilofs or they come back to the islands, to the Aleutian Islands.  
But then there’s sort of an even bigger idea here, which is that in order to make a living in the 19th century and the mid-20th century in the Aleutian Islands, men had to leave home for long periods of time.  They had to leave home to go on the sea otter hunt and they had to leave home to go on the fur seal harvest and they had to leave home in the 20th century to go fox hunting, the fox trapping and all of these enterprises required a great deal of time.

And so what you found in these Aleutian villages was that there was a certain ebb and flow of the rhythm of life where all of the able-bodied men left the village for long periods of time, for months at a time, and they left all these women behind to continue the sort of day-to-day operations of the village.  They had to see to their own medical care.  They had to see to their spiritual care.  Some of them acted as readers in the church, at least so the oral histories tell us.  They had to see to the subsistence harvest of salmon.  
They were the ones who were responsible for making sure that the village continued working in the absence of the men.  And so every single time that you read the Coast Guard cutter reports of Coast Guard – or revenue cutter reports of Coast Guards when their were revenue cutter men going out to the islands, inevitably they say, “Well, we came upon the village but there are no men there.  It was just women.”  And so I mean I think that it’s easy to forget that.  That’s another key element, an intangible element almost.  
Oh, the villages that survived the war.  Well, it’s an interesting problem.  After the war was over in 1945, the surviving Attuans – there were only 27 that survived – 42 left Attu; 27 came back from Japan.  And the surviving Attuans and then the people of Makushin, Kashega and Biorka – or Borka as it’s traditionally – Biorka was the name that it had at the time of the evacuation – the Department of the Interior decided that there were too few people to repopulate the villages and that they were too remote and it would be too expensive to resettle them.  
So they told the Attuans that they couldn’t go home and that’s partially because their village had been bombed into oblivion and had had one of the most terrible battles of the war fought on it and so they told the Attuans that they had to go to Atka and they told the people of Makushin and Kashega and Biorka to resettle in Unalaska and then some Biorka people also went to Akutan.  And they told them they wouldn’t support them.  They wouldn’t give them mail service if they went back home.  They wouldn’t get medical service.  They wouldn’t get visits from the Coast Guard.  
But despite all of that, there were some people who tried to go back home and in Kashega and in Biorka, there was sort of a core of people who really tried to make a go of it and they tried very, very hard.  But by the mid-1950s, it was becoming apparent that they’re spending part of the time in their old villages and part of the time in Unalaska and it was just made impossible for them by the government.  
And so the last man that I’m aware of who was still living in one of those villages was the chief of Kashega.  His name was George Borne and he was the reader in the church at Kashega.  And in 1954, nine years after the war was over, he was still living there by himself to protect the chapel because so many chapels had been vandalized during the war and had their icons stolen.  So in 1954, an anthropologist, Ted Bank, went to Kashega to visit George Borne and he did this incredible series of photographs of this old man who was still – well, he wasn’t old old; he was very, very fit.

But he was just walking around the village alone and he was in this beautiful chapel, beautifully ornamented chapel, holding the book from which he would have read to the congregation but there was nobody there and two years later – I think it was in 1956 but I could be wrong – he was forced to go back to Unalaska because of his ill health, at least that’s the story that I’d heard.  
He was still alive when Ray Hudson went to Unalaska as a school teacher in the early 1960s and Ray met him and wrote in his memoir about what a remarkable man he was, but also how he and all the men from those abandoned villages had an aura of loss around them.  But the only villages that were left after the war were Akutan, Unalaska, Nikolski and Atka.  
Oh, those are certainly Unangan villages but they weren’t evacuated.  Yeah, they didn’t evacuate anything east of Akutan.  Well, it was lucrative.  Well, the Pribilofs are – the Pribilofs are always unlike the chain because they have this local economy.  I mean they have the fur seals which is just critical.  The Bering Sea Patrol, their whole point and purpose from the 1880s up to the 1940s is to protect the fur seal population.  In the 1880s and the 1890s, protecting the Unangan in the chain is secondary if not tertiary.  I mean it’s lower on the chain of interest than the fur seals are.  
So, yeah, I mean the Pribilofs have a lot of government interest in them because they have a lucrative local economy and also because they have assigned this status to the people there as wards of the state – for good or for ill – are wards of the government.  I’ve seen that term bandied around a couple of time with people in the Aleutians but it’s not used as consistently, I don’t think.  And that concept is not as consistently applied in the Aleutians as it is in the Pribilofs.  But, yeah, there is a federal interest in the Pribilofs for good reason.  
Well, traditionally – and by traditionally, I mean in the pre-Russian era – well, at least what old men told Veniaminov in the 1820s.  Now whether that is a perfect reflection of what happened before the Russians came is certainly open to debate.  But Veniaminov wrote in the 1820s was that when there was an orphaned child, that orphaned child would be taken on by a chief, if he or she was lucky, and would live in their house and was not of the greatest status.  Sometimes, they’re referred to as slaves and sometimes they aren’t.  Sometimes they’re just unfortunates that live really a truly marginal existence.  I think that Veniaminov talks about them being forced to scrape a living from the inter-tidal zone.  
Now after the arrival of the Russians, and in the context of this 80 percent population decline, you all of a sudden have a lot more orphans than a society can handle and what you see is this institution of the chief caring for orphans – for good or for ill in the pre-contact period, whatever connotation it may have had – it became interpreted, at least by people whose oral histories I’ve read or heard, it became largely a positive phenomenon because there were so many orphans, so many widows that had to be cared for, the chief would decide where they got to go or sometimes they were just given to close relatives or to relatives in another village.  
And in some notable cases, you know, particularly like, for example, after the 1918 flu epidemic, which actually happened in 1919 in Unalaska, there were again so many orphans created and some of marriageable age that Chief Alexis Yatchmeneff, who was one of the most highly respected if not the most highly respected chief in the Aleutians, arranged marriages between orphans who would have been engaged anyway but just so that they would have mutual support for each other.  
So there are references in documents in Unalaska that say so and so is a slave but whether that reflects the attitude of the white school teacher towards this relationship between the orphan and the family they’re hosting or that’s hosting them, whether that reflects reality is really very nebulous.  
Sure.  You know, remember – you know, but you just can’t really assign a formal status to it.  You know, like there are young women who say, “When I was young, my father died and so I went and I took care of these old people.”  And the instances I’ve read of that is that they see it as a positive experience because the elders they’re working for took care of them, fed them, clothed them, told them stories, told them important things they needed to know and helped them get on with their lives.  
Well, you know, it was a terrible shock to the system, I think, when the Alaska Purchase was made because under the later years of the Russian Empire, particularly 1840s, 1850s, 1860s, there was a special status that was assigned to the Creoles.  You know, there are people who are classified as Creoles, you know, meaning people who had American parents, Unangan parents or Kodiak parents or ____ parents and then Russians.  And those people had special benefits under the charter of the company.  They were educated at the company’s expense, both within the colonies and in Russia, and they were given choice posts within the colonial administration because the idea was that, you know, the Russian Empire wanted to have a population in its colonies that had cultural and ethnic ties, both to the American colonies and to Russia.  
And so these people had an elevated status and, of course, you know, one of the most famous of these people is Yakov Netsvetov, who has become St. Yakov, and he was a man from – I’ve seen it – it’s always said that he was from Atka; that his mother was from Atka.  I’ve seen it also said that his mother was from ____ or that he was born on St. George and so I’m not gonna – I’ve seen it so many different times, I’m not gonna say anything about it.  But he had a Russian father and he was educated in Siberia or in Irkutsk and then brought back to the Aleutians and served as the priest on Atka and he’s overlapped with Veniaminov’s time in Alaska at the same time.  
But then when the Americans come along in 1867, these are people that are fresh from this old war.  They’re fresh the Native American wars in the west.  They don’t have a high opinion of people with a European background and a native background and so these people who had had privileged lives, who had received an education, who were literate in their own language and in Russian, and who really – I mean some of them self-identified as Russians and then self-identified as an Unangan.  I mean it was sort of or just as Creoles.  
It was a shock to the system.  Some of them maintained posts with – they have a post of importance with the Alaska Commercial Company.  I’m not saying that it was sort of blanket discrimination but there was certainly a substantial shift in attitude and it was one that I think had long-lasting consequences for how people thought of themselves.  They were no longer people to be envied.  They were being treated so poorly.  They were being despised for who they were.  
Sure.  With the North Pacific Fur Seal Treaty in – was it 1911 or 1912?  Nineteen eleven.  Eleven, yeah.  I always get it mixed up.  With the North Pacific Fur Seal Treaty of 1911, you had a sea change shift in the Aleutian economy.  Sea otters had been very scarce for a number of years but because they were so scarce, they were highly valuable and with the Fur Seal Treaty, which regimented the harvest of fur seals and other marine mammals, including sea otters, all of a sudden, that forced a diversification of the Aleutian economy.  
They legislated a diversification so you could no longer depend on the very valuable sea otter pelts.  You had to look closer to home.  You had to continue to depend on your subsistence economy.  You had to continue to depend on fish.  But to get cash, you had to go to the Pribilofs to do fur sealing under the auspices of the federal government after the grounds were arrested.  You had later on, starting around 1916, enter into fox farming.  You had to work in canneries.  You had to work in, for example, sheep herding or cattle herding, which were industries that were beginning to develop in the 19 teens, the 1920s in Unalaska and on Umnak.  You had no other choice.  
[End of Audio]
www.escriptionist.com

Page 1 of 9

