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Bill Ermeloff:
I was born on Alaska here.  Lived here for twelve years, then I was adopted by a couple from Nikolski.  The lady just lost about a three or four year old boy and she wanted a boy and so I was it I guess.  The man came over from Nikolski and asked my aunt Katie Galada, if he could stop me because I didn’t have any parents.  Both my parents died during the flu here in ____ Alaska.  My mother died here.  My dad died over at Eketa and he was worked at the whaling station when he passed away.  So I was – me and my sister and my two brothers were orphaned in 1919.
Interviewer:
Could you say your name.  I am – 

Bill Ermeloff:
My name is William Raseely.  Raseely Sikornicoff was my family name - Sikornicoff.  And Ermeloff is the – my adopted name.  Man that adopt – family that adopted me is the Ermeloff.

Interviewer:
Okay.  Great.  So we understand that you – from our previous conversation, that you worked on the Pribilof Islands.  Could you just tell us when you did that and what you did?

Bill Ermeloff:
Oh yeah.  My first year up there was in 1934.  I worked at the first seal saltery.  The first year I was up there, where they used dry salt on blubbered skins and you had to be careful salting them down because they rolled easily and when you cover them with sale you can’t – sometimes you can’t tell whether there’s salt there.  And if you left the ones be salted they’d roll and then they’d – that’d affect the other skins there.  So we had to be very careful.


But later on in the operation, the superintendent, he experimented in different ways to cure the skins and he finally thought he – he finally had a solution for that because it had a roller, you know, paddles, the big tank and then put about 88 to 100 percent sale brine and a really big wheel and, you know, to turn the skins.  And they had to do a – somebody had to go down to the salt house and straighten, flatten out the skins that had rolled.  You know, because they rolled pretty easy.  
It’s – but as time went on, they perfected the solution.  It worked pretty good.  Just like they built a blubbering machine.  It’s just a big tank with iron cleats like, you know, and it puts seal skins on those and it turns and then it – it also rolled the blubber off of the first seal skins.  But actually had to be finished off by hand.


When I first came up there, they were using a dry saw and big kenches, about, oh, like twelve feet by eight, I guess or more.  Eight – twelve feet by nine I think it was.  About – with loose boards.  You could pull the boards out and make them higher or lower or whatever you wanted to.  And as you put more in, you put more salt in the – all of us came up in the ceiling.  So that’s where I worked my first year.


And eventually, the third year, I was up there, I started blubbering.  I showed an interest in that.  I was interested in blubbering.  I knew it was hard work, but I actually asked to try it out.  And it worked okay for me.  It’s a little hard, but I was younger then – about 20 years old.  Eventually – well last year of blubbering, it was 19 – I took my wife up that year.  I forgot what year it was – ’68, about that – towards ’68.  It was ’58 I think it was, might have been.

Interviewer:
So they let you take your wife up with you?

Bill Ermeloff:
Oh yeah.  If somebody was – somebody was gonna put you – keep you – like I had relatives up there and there were a couple there, wanted us to stay with them.  So we stayed with them.  She had a good time so ______ be for her because I had to leave her home a lot of the time to go to St. Paul.

Interviewer:
Now that was from Nikolski, right? 
Bill Ermeloff:
Yeah, from Nikolski, yeah.

Interviewer:
So how many men would go up from Nikolski?

Bill Ermeloff:
Well they used to – they used quite a bit of men.  The St. Paul people – the crew – the killing crew, they used a different operation.  It takes a lot of operations to produce a coat or a jacket.  Early in the morning, when they start sealing, early in the morning, the whole crew after breakfast, they go out to the fields about two, three or four o’clock in the morning.  And they get down below – between the sea and the seals.  And as they go along, they ____ out the older ones that they wouldn’t use.  And sometimes a sea lion gets mixed up in there.  Provides a little fun for the seals.

Those guys are nervy up there.  They only have about a six foot club.  And that’s the club they use to stun the animals.  After they’re stunned, they’ll cut the throats and split them down the middle.  And then they cut a ____ on each side so the grippers could be put in there.  And about three men get on there and just jerk the hide off.  


I remember 19 – when was World War II?

Interviewer:
1941-42.

Bill Ermeloff:
Yeah, 1943 I think it was, I went up to Saint Paul with a Pockfer crew.  They took young men from their parents where that company was operating.  And these people were pretty steady workers.  They came through year after year.  And they were young men.  I had sharps – what do you call those things?

Interviewer:
The what?

Bill Ermeloff:
The boards – those things that they blubber on.

Interviewer:
A blubber board?

Bill Ermeloff:
Huh?

Interviewer:
A blubber board?

Bill Ermeloff:
Well it’s something – 

Interviewer:

Blubbering beam.

Bill Ermeloff:
Beam, yeah beam.  Yeah, it’s – yeah.  The beam had to be slanted just so much so it suits you.  Yeah, suits you and then you – it’s just covered with a galvanized iron – sheet iron.  They put that on with a machine too because it had to be real – it wouldn’t be any lumps or anything in them ___ straight.
Interviewer:
So, Bill, when you were working up there – 

Bill Ermeloff:
Yeah?

Interviewer:
What did you speak Aleut or English in the – while you were working?

Bill Ermeloff:
Well you had to sit down.  You had to bend down a lot of the time too.  You had – first seal, like from the beginning, there’s a crew that – there’s a crew – the whole crew surrounds the herd and drives them up and _____ then we’re driving up.  They kick out the older females and the bulls and stuff until they get to the three, four years old.  Surrounded in what they call a herd.  
And then when they get them to the killing grounds they start cutting them off in what they call pods.  And those pods, they run them through a lane of what – four guys – four or three guys on each side and a row about eight feet apart.  And these seals – they drive those seals up that bank _____ open spots between these two crews.  As they go around, they stun the seals that they kill for.  They just hit them on the nose, you know, and not hard, just – the club itself was heavy.  
So they stun them and then the stickers come along and they stick a knife in their heart and kill them.  And then they cut them here and around the neck below the eyes, all around.  And then they – then they skin them back a little bit so that the pullers could get their grippers on them.  
And three men – a crew of three men just jerks the hide off.  They cut the arms around on each side, legs and – 

Interviewer:
When you were living on Saint Paul, what was life like other than sealing?  When you were done with the day, what did you do?

Bill Ermeloff:
Well, there were a lot of things you could do.  You could go hiking on the beaches, beach combing, a lot of ways.  It gets pretty – you get tired of seeing the same faces every day like in the bunkhouse, you know.

Interviewer:
Did you make good money by going up there for the time?

Bill Ermeloff:
Well, the first year that I went up there, I was making $75 a month.  That’s almost like, you know, wasn’t paying much.

Interviewer:
Did you volunteer to go up there or were you forced to go up there?  Why did you go to the sealing?

Bill Ermeloff:
Well it’s the only job that some people could get.  So, I went up there pretty steady every year and I got into the preparations for the sealing – putting up the machinery and stuff where the rollers, that roll the skins out after they’re blubbered.  It rolls oil and the water out of them.  And then they’re put in piles of about a hundred or two hundred _____ _____ _____.  
So, skins piled that high make it pretty heavy.  They get drained on each side and all around.  Water runs out of them and dries up in the – first when I was up there, they used to use just a dry salt and they used to put them in what they call kenches.  They put in about – about 16 in that – in one row.  Sixteen in each up until they gets as high as they can get.
Interviewer:
Did you – what did people down in Nikolski or other parts of the chain think about the people that lived on the Pribilof?  Did they think they were well off or better off?

Bill Ermeloff:
What?

Interviewer:
Did people feel that the people that lived on the Pribilofs all year long – were they better off than people that lived down on the chain?

Bill Ermeloff:
Well, I guess they were.  They were better off than a lot of people on the chain then.  We had to pay for our food, but actually, we got paid with food I guess.  They – the money we earned was during sealing.  And that was a lump sum and it was divided amongst the sealers.  And each man got what his family, you know, enough to feed his family.  They didn’t pay for their food they issued to them.

Interviewer:
What about houses?  When you had a home in Nikolski or on Alaska, did you have to buy a house or did the government provide it for you or – 

Bill Ermeloff:
Yeah, the provided a bunk house, yeah.

Interviewer:
On – in Nikolski?

Bill Ermeloff:
Yeah, for the outsiders that got us – 

Interviewer:
Good, tell _____ about the bar chain.

Interviewer: 
Saint Paul.  Right.  What about when you were at home, in Nikolski?

Bill Ermeloff:
Oh.

Interviewer:
Did you have to have your own house?  Did you have to pay for it?

Bill Ermeloff:
Oh yeah.  Yeah.

Interviewer:
Did you have to pay for it?

Bill Ermeloff:
Um hmm.  Well, I just got through paying for – my house is all paid up there – they’re turning it over to me at the end of this month.  There last meeting in May – 152 was close to, but not getting as far as those big guys like him, tall, you know, long arms, long legs.  And you’d get, you know, big beam about high, you know, and they’d reach way down.  Me, I got short arms, short legs and I can make little strokes.  But I kept in there.  I blubbered for 18 seasons.  That’s a lot of work.

Interviewer:
A lot of work.  

Bill Ermeloff:
I think I’m the only person that’s blubbered that many years.

Interviewer:
Oh.  So did the people that lived – the men that lived on the Pribilof Islands, did they blubber as well or just people from off the island?

Bill Ermeloff:
Just people that came in from the outside.  And that’s the beginning.  After the skins are taken out of salt, they’re – they deliver them in piles of about 200.  And then they start putting them in Ketches.  You’ve got to spread them out, _____ throw salt on them, you’ve got to be careful about the edges or they’ll roll up.  I guess I told you that before.

Interviewer:
Did – it went through my head, it went out of my head.

Bill Ermeloff:
What?

Interviewer:
Did you speak your native language when you worked up there?

Bill Ermeloff:
Oh yeah.  Yeah.  I think the Pribilofs a – Pribilof people were the only ones that kept the Aleut language going.

Interviewer:
Interesting.

Bill Ermeloff:
Even had little kids running around talking Aleut.\

Interviewer:
Did the people that lived there year round – you had – think you had different freedoms.  You could come and go, but the people that lived there, did they have any complaints about living there?  Did they express those to you?

Bill Ermeloff:
Will you repeat that?

Interviewer:
Did the Aleut people that lived year round on the Pribilofs, did they tell you about problems that they had by living there, such as they could not come and go when they wanted to or get a better education or marry who they wanted to?

Bill Ermeloff:
Well I heard a few complain about their situation, but I think everybody’s pretty happy with what they were until after World War II I guess they – people started – they were getting more freedom to come and go.  And – 

Interviewer:
Well that’s what I understood.

Interviewer 2:
How about – hey Bill, did you look forward to going to the Pribilofs every summer?
Bill Ermeloff:
What?

Interviewer 2:
Did you look forward to going up to the Pribilofs every year?

Interviewer:
Did you look forward to going to the Pribilofs to work?

Bill Ermeloff:
Yeah, I did because that’s the only job available up here.

Interviewer:
Yeah.  Could you just say that?  “I looked forward – I looked forward to going to the Pribilofs because it was the only job?”  Could you say that?  “I looked forward.”

Bill Ermeloff:
What?

Interviewer:
Could you say, “I looked forward to going to the Pribilofs?”

Bill Ermeloff:
Well, I sort of in the first yeah.  Yeah, I stuck it out for eighteen seasons up there.  That’s how many years – that’s how many years I blubbered – 22 years, I think it was that I worked up there.  The last years – the last year I blubbered, my wrists gave out.  I had to quit.  I blubbered about three weeks and they took me off.  I used this bandage that stick together.  You know what that like a – 

Interviewer:
Ace bandage.

Bill Ermeloff:
Yeah.  Still, my wrists bad.

Interviewer:
Many one – if I can only think of one more question – what did the women do that were left while the men were gone?

Bill Ermeloff:
What?

Interviewer:
What did the wives – your wife and what did other men’s wives do when you were gone for the sealing season?  Did they run businesses and – 

Bill Ermeloff:
Oh yeah.  They visit and everything.  But also, the put up fish and stuff for the winter.

Interviewer:
They went fishing and _____ and planned – 

Bill Ermeloff:
They were making – salt fish, dried fish.

Interviewer:
Okay.  Were there any native dances?  Did you have dances like in Nikolski? 

Interviewer 3:
(Speaks Aleutian)
Bill Ermeloff:
(Speaks Aleutian)

Interviewer 3:
(Speaks Aleutian)

Bill Ermeloff:
Yeah.

Interviewer 3:
(Speaks Aleutian)
Bill Ermeloff:
Oh, I never saw actual native dancing – very seldom.  I don’t know if I’ve seen – truly seen one.  But I saw a picture of a old – what the heck was his name?  


Interviewer:
McCain?  Somebody told me, I think it was you, that saw people in their bidockers role.

Interviewer 3:
Bidar.

Interviewer:
Bidar?

Interviewer 3: 
Ikeuk?

Bill Ermeloff:
Oh yeah.  My adoptive father, Finnegan Ermeloff, told me that my dad was the only person to do that besides the Eskimos.  _____ the Eskimos do that.  I think most – every Eskimo ____ learns to do that, but turn over.
[End of Audio] 
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