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Aquilina Lestenkof

Okay, my name is Aquilina Lestenkof.  I am the co-director for the tribal government of St. Paul’s ecosystem conservation office.  Did you wanna close that door?  Okay.  Oh, okay.  That’s fine.  My father.  Father Michael Lestenkof.  Are you asking questions now, but you still want me to look at her?  Oh, okay.  Okay.  Okay, there you go.  That helps.  Oh yeah, you kind of blocked the light a little bit.  I can see.  

My dad, Father Michael Lestenkof, is a retired priest in the Russian Orthodox Church.  My father is 89 years old.  He was born on St. George Island, and became a Russian Orthodox priest on St. George Island, and then moved over here to St. Paul Island in the early 1960’s.  The times, or my growing up times actually were spent here on St. Paul Island, but every summer we would travel by ship to St. George for my dad to provide services within the church for the parishioners on St. George Island, because there was no priest that was stationed on St. George Island once we moved over here, so I really grew up on St. Paul.  
My dad spent his childhood on St. George Island, and actually was a second generation of Lestenkof’s on St. George Island.  His father, or his grandfather – my dad’s grandfather Father Inikinte Lestenkof was the first priest to be stationed on St. George Island in the 1800’s, and he came to St. George from Unalaska, and when he moved to St. George as a priest, his children were all older, and grown up, and some of his children came with him.  They’re the ones that married people from St. George, and had children, so we actually, the Lestenkof’s, were an early family to the – or the Lestenkof family is more recent than many other families to the Pribilof Islands.  But there’s a lot dang many of them, tons.

Yeah.  Are you picking that up?  That’s the answering – I didn’t even hear the phone ring, though.  Yes.  Okay.  As in the time when he was growing up.  Gosh, there are so many of them, so many different aspects, so he – my dad’s – a lot of – there are times when we have sat down, and he has told me stories just for the sake of telling me stories.  Other times it’s almost like he – I always feel like it’s divine design of some sort, where I might be dealing with a dilemma now, and I may go home for lunch, and he comes out, and he sits, and he starts talking, and within his story, there’s an answer to a problem that I’m dealing with now, and it might’ve been a story from the past, or it might have been just something he was relaying that happened to him a few days before, but it had within it, an answer to some problem that I might have.  Some of the stories he has tell me about the times when he was growing up.  Some of them have to do with the religious practices, and some of them have to do up through World War II, when he was a young parent, and being evacuated.  Some of them have to do with the church, so there’s a multitude.

No, that was in the 1800’s, or even the 1700’s.  Okay, let’s see.  One of the stories that my Dad has told me shows me the availability of natural resources that existed during his time, during his father’s time, and how much it has decreased in my time.  My Dad told me that his father, my grandfather, told him that the leased acquits, and we – and when we talk about leased acquits, we called the choochkeys, which is a Russian word, or chochealan, which is Aleut, and his Dad would tell him that there were so many choochkeys – it’s John.  Let’s get him out of here.  Get out of here right now.  The door’s locked.
We need to all put our hands on her.  So we can start?  I can start where I left off?  Or do you want me to start at the beginning?  One story that my Dad told me had to do, I think basically, to start off with, was looking at the abundance of leased acquits present day.  He told me that when he was younger, when he was a little boy, his father told him that the leased acquits, which we identify nowadays as choochkeys were so abundant, they were thick, like a big, black smoke cloud coming to St. George, and people then were very dependent on the foods, the abundance of foods that are available locally to put on the table, and so they would make, from leased acquits, some soups, little roast, oven roast, and it requires a bunch of them in order to feed a family, but the way that they hunted them at that time was to just lay low near nesting areas, and when they would come, then a person would stand up, and clap their hand, and the birds would bump each other, and they would fall, and then you just go, and get all the birds that you need for that day’s supper.  
If you have a family of four, 20 minimum is probably what you needed with leased acquits to provide a meal for a family of four, minimum, but that was in my grandfather’s time.  My Dad right now is 89 years old, and he remembers when he was a little boy that they still were pretty abundant, but they weren’t thick like smoke, the way that his father described it to him.  When he was younger, they had a pot belly.  We’ll wait ‘til he pulls off.  The busy-ness of the afternoon.
When my father was younger, the store on St. George had a stove, a coal stove, or they would feed wood or coal into it, and they could not use it in springtime because the choochkeys would fly down into the stack, and they would clog it up, so basically they would have to keep the stove off for a certain period of time in spring, when they choochkeys were coming back to St. George Island.  The way – the method that we use for hunting choochkeys presently probably shows how it actually is very symbolic of how the birds have declined in numbers, from a time, my grandfather’s time, when they could stand up, and clap, and birds bumping each other and fell, to present time, when people use bamboos, and actually have to knock ‘em down, and so that’s like one by one, you get a choochkey, and not twenty in one stand and clap.

Yeah, leased acquits are still hunted to this day, and probably it varies between St. George and St. Paul.  St. Paul I think has – there’s more concern as to contamination, or the location of the leased acquit nesting areas, of their rookeries, in relation to the location of the outfall, so people in the past would actually go to areas, just walk from the village to get them, but those areas are now affected by human activity, so people actually have to go outside of the village to get leased acquits now.  

I don’t have much stories on egg gathering.  Let me think.  I don’t have any egg gathering stories that I can recall off the top of my head.  Excuse me.  I just took that gulp of water.  The gulp of water I had.  Yeah, well that’s interesting.  During the times that my father – in my father’s childhood days, there weren’t as many cultural celebrations in the sense that we understand cultural celebrations of indigenous peoples nowadays, and largely that is because of the Russian Orthodox faith being introduced, and bringing in celebrations of its own, and therefore a lot of the traditional cultural practices of Aleut people were considered Pagan, but when you look at those times, you have to wonder, so how is it that this group of people embrace orthodoxy if it is something that supposedly wiped out practices that were very meaningful to these people as a group, that were culturally important, and probably my Dad is the one that shared stories with me, not from his own experiences inasmuch as from stories being shared with him from his father, from his mother, and also from reading.
Yeah.  Yeah, and so I think probably the best thing I could say is there was one day when my Dad – it was 1985.  It was October.  I can mark that time because it was very important to me, where my Dad was walking from the dining room to the living room with his hands behind his back, and pursed lips, and as a child growing up with a father that was a priest, I knew that was his meditative time for thinking of what he was going to say in his sermon to the parishioners in church that evening, so Saturday afternoon, this was not an unusual thing in my home.  At that time, I was in my parent’s home, and I was a young adult.  

My parents were actually leaving to move off island, and my Dad was retiring that year, 1985, and so he was walking, and doing his meditative practice of deciding what his sermon was going to be that night, and I was sitting at the dining room table, and he walked in front of me, and looked out the window that was in front of me, and he said, “I really appreciate the orthodox church.  It was a wonderful tool for me to serve my people.  It was something we really needed at the time.  It was a place where we could come together.”  

And when he says that, I believe it’s largely because they were experiencing this – the domination that they experienced with the way the government existed here at the time, that the church was the place for them to come together in community, and not – and kind of breathe easy, whereas when they were outside of the church, it wasn’t so easy to feel that, and he said, “I really respect the orthodox church, but sometimes I do wish I could’ve experienced what it was like when our people really respected, and lived in unison with the Earth, the sea, and the sky,” and for me, it felt like he was giving me permission to look deeper into this when he said that, and I’ve, like many other people, have had a difficult time trying to balance both a religion and spirituality, and how do I embrace what has existed with my people for thousands of years before Russian Orthodoxy was introduced.

And so when I look back, we would have conversations over the years about this, but when I look back at things he shared with me prior to that little incident in 1985, and looked at some other articles, and some other books afterwards, I could see how it was easy for our people to embrace Russian Orthodoxy because so many of the practices of the church, or the practices of the Russian people that brought the religion to the Aleutians and Pribilof Islands, those activities were very similar to what our people did before.  An example is the Russian Orthodox Church, the altar where all the activity, and the prayers by the priest happens, is on the east side.  It faces the east.  

Traditional Aleut barabara also was – ran east to west with the chief being on the east side of the barabara.  Another example is when our people had masked ceremonies, they really – masks did not stick around very long after they were used.  They were burned, or they were buried with people, maybe people’s deaths that were being celebrated, and so – and one of the reasons is because there was this belief that when you put on a mask, you basically are disguising yourself, and you become something else.  So if the masks has a little bit of the spirit of who you are, you don’t want to put it aside, and make it easier for someone else to capture it.  It holds something, so you need to go through a ceremony to put that to rest, so masks were burned, or they were buried, and then people would go to a living water.  Living water maybe meaning a spring that flows into the ocean, and they would face the east, and they would wash themselves to cleanse any bad spirits from taking over their soul, or who they are, their essence.
The Russian Orthodox Church has a similar practice with making of holy water, and you go, and you get blessed, and you cleanse things, so it was very easy to see how it was, “Oh we do the same thing too, therefore, yeah, I guess we can.”  It might not have been that easy, but you can see how if it’s – you believe one thing, and this other group believes the same thing, then it is very easy to come together, and embrace, and accept that.

I don’t know that.  It seems – in 1983, the government left.  That’s 20 years ago, so really, we’re a community practicing freedom of citizenship like all other Americans, only for 20 years, if we really look at this in that way.  I think that right now, in the same way that dance, traditional dance, traditional storytelling, traditional arts, they didn’t die.  They slept for a while.  People are bringing them back, and that’s only been happening in the last ten, fifteen years or so.  
I think I started to tell this story, because I was going to relate this, and I went way off on the spirituality and religious aspects.  Our communities, with the introduction of Russian Orthodoxy, a lot of the traditional practices stopped.  The masked ceremonies, the dance, the songs, all of those, they stopped, but they didn’t die, because people are bringing them back, and I think in regards to Russian Orthodoxy, probably into the late 70’s is where you started to see people slowly move away, and not be a part of the Russian Orthodox church, and there was a sadness to that, and I think it has been gradually declining ever since then.  
I don’t know what percentage of the people actively participate on a regular basis in the Russian Orthodox Church presently, but it is a very, very small percentage.  People will go to the special services, the Christmas and Easter, but not every Saturday and Sunday like they did 20 years ago.  I don’t know what that means for our community right now.  I don’t see a lot of people trying to replace it with something else.  I don’t know if it’s a phase that we’re going through, and that Russian Orthodoxy will reactive to the level that it existed in our community, or practicing of Russian Orthodoxy spirituality will come back to where it was before.  

Those are interesting questions, and it almost feels like we’re right now in a gray area to see what will happen next.  I wish I could – sometimes I think, “Oh, I wish I could just see the future, and see where this is all going to go.”  I think people do need, in a sense, some way of expressing their spirituality, and we definitely are a community that needs that, but it is a question as to what direction it’ll go in right now.
Television and no telephones, people did visit with one another, and when you went with your parents, and they were visiting with their friends, you basically sat and waited, and your parents may be there for two hours visiting people, and you were a child.  My imagination would just flow sitting and I might – they might have what we call little chuchulala, which are little knickknacks, and I would imagine that I was a little person, and try to climb that particular knickknack, or I might actually go and sit by the bottom of the table, and take my hands, and kind of walk on them, and pretend I’m a little person, but you waited.  You didn’t say, “Oh, can we go now?  When are we gonna go?”  You just sat there and you waited, and you basically were not maybe party to the conversation and everything that was going on, and at the time I remember how uncomfortable it was, and I look back and realize because I went through that, I feel like I developed patience, and the ability to wait for some things to happen versus trying to force them to happen.
Well, that’s interesting.  I think if we were to revive practices of spiritual expression that existed prior to Russian Orthodoxy, I think we would have to combine them at this point, basically because a lot of the elders are very strong practitioners of the Russian Orthodox rituals and practices, and for example, someone may want to get a traditional tattoo, and go through the process of getting a tattoo, which traditionally took – it happened on the face, but they might not want to because their parents are strong Russian Orthodox practitioners, which is really is against the religion, and their beliefs to actually tattoo, so I think – and one of the things that my Dad said too that is – he always says that God is time, and time is God, and I always wondered for years, “What does that mean?”  

But I really understand it now in that it doesn’t matter whether you believe in God or not, and it doesn’t matter who your God is, or what your God is, but time is definitely the means for spirituality as we may want something to happen now, but if it’s not the right time, then it’s not gonna work.  If it’s not its time, then it’s not gonna work, and the more he said that, the more I understood you do have to have things happen at their time.  When he talked about Russian Orthodox faith, and the Russian Orthodox Church being a tool for him, it happened in its time.  It doesn’t mean it needs to happen right now, but it doesn’t mean it’s not gonna happen later.  So I think that time and timing is very important in the whole picture.

Got a dry eyeball.  It’s really hard to watch you guys over there.  Probably another five, ten minutes.  Oh, my favorite subject.  The first seal is again, another one of – the first seal is a creature that – whose role has changed in importance depending on where we were in our history.  Before Pribilof Aleuts were brought to the Pribilof Islands, the first seal was just one of many food sources that passed through the Aleutian chain, because historically, we lived on the Aleutian chain before being brought here to the Pribilof Islands.  

The Pribilof Islands don’t have the same food sources available, and at the same time as it was when our people lived on the Aleutian chain, so I think maybe a good way of putting that is that we have developed traditional dance in regards to harvesting northern fur seals, but it’s not traditional to our people pre-Pribilof times, so some people have said, “Well, in that case then, is it a traditional dance?”  Yes it is for us, because there was a severing of what we were when we were on the Aleutian chain, and the birth of something else when we came to the Pribilof Islands, and so we can definitely mark the ending and beginning of traditions just by being geographically dislocated.  

I think the first seal – we’ve had tales that have been told of the first seal being our brother in a sense, being a relative in the same way we have tales of the sea otter, sea otters that were actually an Aleut brother and sister that fell in love with each other, which is against human nature, and so they fell into the sea, and became sea otters, and so our people don’t eat sea otter.  Is that blinking for a reason?  A brother and sister to fall in love, yeah.  Right.  So -?  
These Aleut tales and narratives, these stories that were collected at the turn of the last century, early 1900’s on wax cylinders, and they were kind of removed, and taken away to the east coast United States, and twenty years ago they were brought back, and we had some Aleut people that have translated them into English the best that they could, but it’s really interesting to see how some of those stories are very raw, very abrupt, almost abusive, and you realize, geez, for a hundred years, they did not change over time.  They kinda got stuck in this certain time period, yet if we had them, and we kept them on as a people, we probably would’ve changed them to make them more easy on our ears as time went on.  

Okay, the story that I’m going to share right now is a story that belongs to our place, as opposed to belonging to any one person, or belonging to people, and traditionally when we had a story of this nature, it didn’t begin with, “Once upon a time.”  It began with the phrase Tanam Awaa, and Tanam Awaa means, “Our country’s work.”  So Tanam Awaa, 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 Tanam Awaa, Tanax Amix, 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, in one of the villages on the Islands of the Four Mountain in the Aleutian chain, and his name is – was Igadaga.  Igadaga 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, Igadaga was an Aleut hunter who was out in his single hatched iqyax, on his own, probably hunting when he was swept away in a storm, away from the shorelines of the islands of his village, and he traveled a long period of time on his own, and ended up on this island that we know now as St. Paul 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, that there were sea otters here, that there were the very sea birds that lived 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 back to where he came from, and he did.  He did end up, all alone, in a single hatched iqyax, going back to his village, and we know this because the story was handed down through generations, and Igadaga told his relatives and the people in his village that he had been to a place that he called Tanax Amix, and Tanax Amix translates as “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 they – that love would get in the way of them teaching their children the skills of survival in such harsh environments in the past, so it was the duty of the mother’s brother to rear the children, to 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.  Igadaga told the 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, moving from island to island, they had summer camps, or fish camps, or winter camps.  Basically 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 islands that probably people could live on, and so it wasn’t its 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 Igadaga or his children, or grandchildren coming back occasionally to Tanax Amix.  Whether they are 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 blowflies out of his noses, and they become – 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.  So we never really knew if people came back, and I’ve never come across any stories saying that they did.  
So when Igadaga came, we really don’t know.  Now, our people were brought here by Russian fur trade in the 1700’s.  Once Geras and Pribilof discovered St. George Island, people that worked under him in 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 Igadaga tells us that actually our people probably came to fulfill the needs of our own people.  Igadaga wanted to come back, and he did through us, by us being here, and being that we are a 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 Igadaga’s needs, but also 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 I think our people had to come here.  They did not come here as slaves.  They actually came here in a sense as saviors to make sure that the fur seal continued to exist, and that they weren’t wiped as they saw happening to the sea otter in the Aleutian chain, and there are little stories that have happened along the way that show that our people stood up for the fur seal.  

They would tell first the Russian fur traders, and the American fur trade, 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 whatever rules of sustainability you need to in order to ensure that particular resource continue to exist.  So my father has said that if the seals are not here, we won’t be either, and I think that tells us that we have had to be keepers of the seals, and make sure that they continue to live here.  I think in balance to that, if we are not here, and if we were not here, the seals would not be here either, so that completes the whole story, and in regards to this particular resource, that was commercially taken for its furs up until the early 1980’s.

Hmm, let me see.  Excuse me.  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 around 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 dance slept for a couple hundred years with our people, with the introduction of the Russian Orthodox faith, and only in the last ten to twelve years or so has it been brought back.  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 was played in the past that’s not really played now, but it is portrayed, and the movements, and the actions continue 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 it was a little Russian peek-a-boo song that was made into a dance.  Another one is actually a little thumb in 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.  It stops them, and gets their attention, and with that came this song, and then from the words to the song, it became dance afterwards.  Probably one of the most questioned dances is the one that portrays the fur seal harvest.  The fur seal harvest does not exist in other Aleut communities other than on St. Paul and St. George Island, and both have developed dances that portray certain aspects of the fur seal harvest, so that particular dance is not tradition – longstanding tradition, as in thousands of years old, but is only portraying a story that has happened to Aleut people for a couple hundred years.

And the American way of life.  Yeah, not the very – I didn’t experience the very visible portrayals of our culture.  They were there subtly.  Like for example, I don’t speak fluent Unangam Tunuu, or the Aleut language, but the way that I speak English as I’m speaking to you right now is actually different than the way I speak English to my Dad.  I shift it so that it’s easier for him to understand.  I might use different speeds, or different tones for whether I speak to someone from St. George versus 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 your – our actions and the persona existed even if there weren’t direct expressions of the culture.  

But in regards to what you were 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, and if timing is right that means God is on your side in a sense.  For example, western science brings researchers, and they really take in depth look at what’s going in 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 need to fine tune it and decide how do we best approach this?  Do we show up at scientific consortiums, conferences, and we actually bring our means of communication, and 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 breathe.  So I think we’re going to balance the best of both worlds, and that’s going to be the next era.  

Great grandparents on my father’s side were the first generation of Lestenkof’s on St. George, and I say Lestenkof’s because they were – I believe my grandmother was more Russian than she was Aleut, even 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 Bering Island in the Commander Islands, and the ship never came back for like seven years.  Didn’t bother to check on them, and then they decided they better go and check on these guys, and see if they’re still alive, and they were, and they had actually married into – married the native women, which were Aleut, and actually my – 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 Attica 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 over here, and they had children, and they ended up moving down to Attica, and from there, the family moved to 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, and then on my mom’s side of the family, there was a lot of Russian mixture in both of 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, and he never married her.  They had children, and when he left, and never came back, when he passed on, he did leave some money, and some goods for his children, and his – the woman that he had a relationship with out on St. George Island, and so my parents always have this story.  My Dad would tease about he came – his family came to St. George, and they were very poor, a priest, and it’s not like he worked for a whole lot of money, and that he married a woman who came from the well to do family in 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.
[End of Audio]
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