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Interviewer, Male Speaker #1, Male Speaker #2, Dmitri Philemonoff

Dmitri Philemonoff:
Okay, my name is Dmitri Philemonoff.  I was born on St. George Island, Alaska, and I work for the Aleutian Pribilof Islands Association.  
Interviewer:
And your position with them?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
CEO/President.  President/CEO I guess you might say.
Interviewer:
Okay.  So good.  
Male Speaker #1:
See the levels?  When everybody’s quiet, we have that noise.  That’s the – 

Interviewer:
Air conditioning?

Male Speaker #1:
 So I think we should come up with the levels a little bit to try and get him to pop out some.  Do you do that one more time for us, Dmitri?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Yeah.
Interviewer:
Just tell us your name.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Yes, my name’s Dmitri Philemonoff.  I was born on St. George Island, Alaska, and I am the president/CEO of the Aleutian Pribilof Islands Association.
Interviewer:
Good. 
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Okay.
Interviewer:
Okay Dmitri, I’m gonna have to remind you, just because of the way we’re set up, this conference table is in the way, I need you to be looking right about here.  This is who you’re talking to.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Okay.  I’ll use the corner there.
Interviewer:
Yeah, the corner right here would be good – let me just check that frame.  Yeah, that looks perfect.  Dmitri – oh, a jet.  
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I hope that’s not an alminaria, okay.  
Interviewer:
It’s loud, geez.  
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Yeah, we have these jets going back and forth here.  It’s just every so often or so.  It’s ___________________________________.
Interviewer:
It’s the first one we’ve heard since we’ve been here for two hours _______________________ been here an hour.  We haven’t heard one.  Figures that you start.  So Dmitri, having grown up in the Pribilof Islands, and you were born in St. George.  Now you’re living – you’ve chosen to live here in Anchorage.  What type of future do you think there is for the people that live in – for instance, in St. George today, that population’s become very small.  Is that a viable community, and do you think that there is a place for those people that have chosen to stay in the islands in the future?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I think it’s viable.  Oops.  
Male Speaker #1:
Sorry.
Interviewer:
That’s all right.  Go ahead.
Male Speaker #1:
You can edit this out.

Interviewer:
Right, so start, and re-phrase the question, because they won’t hear my questions.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Well I think it’s viable, however when I was growing up, we were under the jurisdiction of the federal government, and it was probably all low – the living was not the greatest.  It was steady, and now that the federal government has pulled out, and it’s been so many years now that they are there to fend for themselves, and as the future, I see maybe a great future, however, it depends on many things.  I know that when the federal government pulled out, that their main course, that they were driving towards was with the fisheries, and the harbor was built there, and I know that the village corporation, and the city, and the village council were all working in unity.  
Interviewer:
Is it like the new airport just moved out here or something in the last fifteen minutes.
Male Speaker #2:
I just wanted to let you know that this is really sensitive, so I can even pick out the rustling of the paper, so - 
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Unless you just wanna wait out there, that’d be fine too.
Male Speaker #1:
Yeah.

Male Speaker #2:
You’re gonna take notes and stuff that way _____________________.  Sorry about that.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I might be a little more at ease too, okay, but it may be good for you to hear the questions so that you can – 
Male Speaker #1:
Oh, I’ll try them on a little bit down on that.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Yeah, okay.  So I don’t know if I’m saying the right thing here.
Interviewer:
The way that it really needs to happen, Dmitri, is that if I ask that question about growing up in the Pribilof’s, do they have a future, if you can rephrase it so that we can use it as a continuous piece in terms of you saying, “Well, I think the people in St. George do have a future living in St. George for this reason, or that reason, or it depends on whether the people have a  place, a future living in the little community of St. George or St. George and St. Paul.  Depends on what happens.  They were all wards of the federal government.”  That way it puts it into context, and I can use it as a complete thought.  If you just say – if you just answer the question directly, yes or no, I don’t think they have a future in St. George, it’s hard for me to use that piece without them hearing my voice.  But once you got into it, and you started talking, it was fine.  You were saying – you were explaining what the whole context was, and that is usable, so that’s fine.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
From what I said initially, or just? 
Interviewer:
Yeah, your opening statement was clipped in the fact that I can’t – you didn’t really restate the question, but then once you started, you expounded enough that I’m able to work with it.  So let’s just keep going.  That’s fine.  So I guess – let’s just go back to the – you started talking about the fact that it depends on a lot of things, that they’ve expanded the harbor, and that the fisheries were supposed to be a continuing thing.  Is there a long term viability for a population in the Pribilof’s?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Yes, I think there’s a long term viability on the Pribilof’s, however, it is going to depend on many issues, such as when the federal government pulled out, the people more or less geared themselves more so for the fisheries after the harbor was being built on both islands, but however, I know that the village corporation, the Tana corporation, city council, village council were all working in unison here to hopefully try to make things happen, and hopefully try to get our people educated in the various areas, such as tourism, and the various trades that there was necessarily to keep the island going, but with the fisheries especially.  
Interviewer:
Okay, in terms of fisheries, given the kinds of things that are happening out there now, the fur seal population is declining rapidly again.  There are some people that would think that that, or saying that that may be because of lack of food.  If that population is dwindling rapidly because of lack of food, is the fishing a long term economic viability for those islands?  Do you think that if there – if that is the case, that it’s in time that something can be done so that that can be turned around for the people of the Pribilof’s?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I think going back to the issue on fisheries, I would hope that it would get better in the future.  However they have had their tough times, and not necessarily being able to meet their quota, and I know on St. George Island, at one point they were selling their boats to St. Paul, and I think that was a great concern, and so it gave us a sense of feeling that maybe fisheries was not really gonna work out on the islands, and I might also add that the village corporation built a plant in St. George at one point, and I think that was also shut down, so it was not as if they were not doing anything, but hopefully to make a go of this after the federal government pulled out.
Interviewer:
Do you yourself feel a cultural identity with the Aleut people, and with the Pribilof’s specifically?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I think first of all I’d like to say that anyone, and I for one, would go back to my roots, and I was born and raised on the island of St. George, and I did not leave until I was about fifteen or sixteen years old.  That was my first experience of leaving the islands, however, I have worked for the association for the Association for the Aleutian Pribilof Islands Association for over 25 years now, and when I took this job back in 1972, I was working for what was called the Aleutian Planning Commission, and then there was a merge the Aleutian Planning Commission and the Aleut League, which then turned into the Association, and I worked my way up, and I have been – the executive director was then – now is the president and CEO of the Aleutian Pribilof Islands Association.  I might want to back off on that one.  I think we can float that one.
Interviewer:
That’s all right.  We got as much time as we want.  What – I don’t get it.  Why did this start now?  
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I guess what I’d say to that is that be proud of who you are.  We are here to help as elders, and I guess I’m seen as an elder these days, but go forward.  Learn.  
Interviewer:
Okay.  If we could just touch on that one bit more just to redo that one in terms of the – ‘cause I think that one’s a really important one, to get that message across.  We saw some young people that were very in touch with that cultural identity, and others that it almost didn’t exist for them.  If you could just make that same statement again in terms of telling me how important it is for those people to be attached to their roots, and what that can do for them going forward in their lives, and maybe relate it to what it’s done for you.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I think it’s vital for our native kids, our Aleut kids to be in touch and to be proud, and to be okay.  I missed that one, and to be proud of who you are, and what you are.  I know that in the past, and even now, even living here in Anchorage, sadly enough we see a lot of discrimination towards our native people, and it’s tough for them to settle down at times, but - 
Interviewer:
Okay.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Did I mess that one up right there?  If I’m not saying it right, just tell me.  
Interviewer:
You had said in a very political manner that you weren’t encouraged to be proud of your Aleut heritage when you were growing up.  We’ve heard other people say in fact you discouraged, that Aleut was not allowed to be spoken, and people ______________________________________.  Were you subjected to any of that at all in your childhood?
Male Speaker #2:
Just wanna dilly jane goes by too.
Interviewer:
Just the afternoon flying for the air force base.  Just another one going by here.  God.  Is that one coming around?  All right, yeah.  So in fact we’ve heard that you were discouraged.  Did you experience any of that growing up as a kid, and if so, does that make you wanna just go counter to that now, and would you encourage younger people coming up to go counter that, and really work on developing the Aleut language, and maintaining it and Aleut customs?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I think at one point we saw a massive drop on the – that the language portion of the Aleut people, the cultural portion, and I think times have changed now, and I’m seeing an upswing of maybe of our kids maybe going back to being interested in their culture, and being proud, and even speaking on it.  I know as a child growing up in a school, we were not able to speak our language in the school.  Maybe they were a little paranoid I think, maybe they talking about them.  I don’t know at this point, but I know that - 
Interviewer:
Do you see economic possibilities for those people beyond that – this period of time, now that the fur seal harvest has stopped, and if so, what would those opportunities be?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Like I said earlier, we’re looking at various options.  I know that the village corporation, Tana Corporation is working on some projects, and they’ve also formed some subsidiaries to generate funds, but it’s not only necessary to generate funds here in Anchorage, or wherever, but it’s to do – so hopefully to maybe take some of that back, and maybe utilize that for things such as tourism.  I think that as we speak, there are a lot of what I would call A&A programs under the federal government, which I think that we’re able to get, and are getting, and I know on some of my trips even back to Washington, DC, when I’ve talked to several people about maybe generating some sort of so called economy maybe on the islands, I think a lot of this can be done through the error servers, whether it be data processing and all.  I don’t know how far that they’ve gotten on that, but that was one of my missions here in working for the region, so – but with St. George, I know that they’re working on various projects, and I hopefully see a future, but when I look at the fisheries we have, it frightens me, because like what they lead down the downspin that we’re seeing out in the Bering Sea, and I think some may see it as being over-fished, and so that naturally makes it tougher for our people to reach their quota.
Interviewer:
Okay, good.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I don’t know if I said that right.
Interviewer:
I think a good follow up to that, do you think that the people in the Pribilof’s are getting a fair shake in their quest for self determination with the resources that were really in a sense theirs by geographical possession?  They’re the only people that live out there, and they depend on those resources for a living, and have all these years.  Do you think they’re getting a fair part of the resources that are out there?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I don’t know if that’d be fair for me to say since I don’t live on the islands, but I think what they now have are various quotas that they can meet, and I think that they’ve achieved those sometimes, but at times with the limitation of weather and time, and not being able to fish, that that also creates some difficulties.
Interviewer:
Yeah, they get given these arbitrary quotas, and then – but they’re fishing on small boats in a small area, and they don’t get to control what else goes on in that area, who else fishes in there, and so forth.  So it almost seems like to me they’re asked to play ball on a team that has far more physical resources to bring to the game than they have and their quotas are based on that, and then said, “Well hey, if you can’t reach these quotas, it’s not our fault.  So here we’re giving you as a group a fair shake in the quotas, but at the same time, we’re gonna fish this area just as heavily with our own equipment, and you can’t go other places that we can go, so good luck.”  Is that an accurate assessment, or am I just not seeing the whole hand of cards there.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
No, I think you’re right on target on that, and it’s not fair – well, when one looks back – I think when the federal government pulled out, that I think the transition was maybe too rapid, first of all, and maybe not enough time given for the people to be able to formulate themselves into another economy, and so I wonder at times, although there was some monetary compensation, which one might say was of great amount, I think you have to look at the value once again of the time that we’re looking at for the transition, and I don’t know if it’s necessarily the monetary values again, but it’s the period of these people could, and should, and maybe can move forward, and that may take – I think when the federal government pulled out, it was back in 1983, I wanna say.  Is that correct?
Interviewer:
Mm hmm.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Yeah.  So they pulled out in 1983, and here it is, 2003, and for many years, since the Russians were with us, that’s all we knew, and now they come back, and the federal government comes back, and the government themselves, back in Washington DC say, “We expect you to transcend within this next number of years, and I think it’s short, and I’ve always questioned that.
Interviewer:
Okay.  Do you have any feelings about the Russian time in the Pribilof’s and how it compares to the American time, or is your knowledge of that mostly from what your parents told you about, or – does that contrast even come into play in your mind when you think about your history and so forth?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I think that the contrast would come in – let me start over on that one again.  Well, I think the contrast would come into play if one gives it a lot of thought.  Maybe have some good background, and I am not a specialist in this field, however, I know that how we got out to the islands, and then how we were treated by the Russian people, and I think it was through the grace of God, what their priests out there – maybe that was a blessing to us, but as far as the Russian people, we were relocated from the Aleutian Islands, and naturally I think – our names were changed, and they married into the Aleut society, maybe if you wanna say, if you look at my name, Dmitri Philemonoff, that’s certainly not Aleut, and – but I think the church also had a lot to play with how we got our first names, but I think on the others, maybe we were just named as such.  
Male Speaker #2:
Heard a couple of elevator beeps in that one.  Can you talk about the name - changing names?

Interviewer:
Do you feel resentful at all?  You think of your roots as an Aleut that you – are you even able to know what your Aleut name was?  Is there a traceable path, and do you feel any animosity towards the Russians for having taken that from you?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Yeah, I think it hurts when another culture comes in, and more or less overrun your culture, or your tribe.  Being resentful, at this point I think life goes on.  I don’t know if I have – I really didn’t live the tough times that my great great grandfolks lived, and so on, and so I – it’s something that I’m stuck with, and I live with, and I move forward.  But as far as the treatment now, when you’re asking me the treatment of Russians versus the Americans and so on, I think what many of the stories that I’ve heard through my dad, and my mother’s dad, and so on, times were tough.  
There was a lot of heavy duty stuff going on here, and – but I think things got better.  They progressed, and the so-called servitude more or less than what – semi-vanished if you might say, like I know in the old years where – with the Aleut people that were working for the fur seal processing is they got paid a minimal amount, but they were rationed with their food, their homes, their heat, their fuel, and then once, I believe it was 1960, when the civil service was formed, that we then started to pay for our fuel, our homes, the food, but prior to that, even the food was rationed.  Clothing was rationed.  I know that – I think we were issued jackets, and boots, and so on maybe twice a year, and we’d wear these boots ‘til they had a massive hole in them, but we had to make due.  
Now that was during my time, however, during my parents’ time, things were obviously twice as bad.  Things moved on better, and I think one has said that maybe being under the wings of the federal government might have played some positive role towards the end as far as leadership, and I think it was structured living.  Maybe that was good for me, and perhaps I’m not speaking for the whole group of people from the islands, but I think I’ve talked to many people about this, but I think I messed that one up, so.  I don’t even know if I wanna use that one, but I think once again, as I said, I think that maybe being under the federal wings had its mixed messages, and some good and some bad, but that was during my time, and I cannot speak for the olden days.
Interviewer:
Okay.  If you were going to talk to a young person today, and give them some advice that was born out there, a young Aleut person that was living out there, and would be in high school, finishing high school, what kind of advice would you give them about going forward with their life, and their roots in terms of where they came from, their heritage, and if you could just give them, as an elder, some direction, what would that direction be?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I think one of the first things I would say is be proud of who you are, and that you certainly can achieve anything that you wanted to be, and that – although we were discouraged during our time, maybe to even go on to further our education.  If you have the opportunity, do it.  I did not maximize my schooling like I probably should have, and but then again, I’ve been blessed to have this job, and it’s not everyone that can have a job that I have, ‘cause of the numbers of people that can have this job.  I don’t know if I wanna say that.  I think that’s not good.
Interviewer:
That’s fine.  You could – if you wanna tie that up a little bit and start one more time with what you would say to a younger person.
Dmitri Philemonoff:
I think that would I would say to our younger people is that be proud of who you are, and I think we all know now that we can be anything that we wanna be, and that we can go forward, and maybe I’d stress schooling as to have various options, because if one fails, such as fisheries, at least you have got another – come on, I can’t think here, but – that you would have another trade of some sort to move forward, and I know that many of us are not geared necessarily to do the administrative work, or also do the technical work, and a lot of us fit into various categories, so I – boy I don’t know if I said that right.
Interviewer:
There were a couple of good pieces in there.  Okay, I think that’s – is there anything that you would wanna add to those questions, things that you think are important to this project that you would want to say to somebody about the current situation, about the youth, about the economics, anything that you’d think about?
Dmitri Philemonoff:
Well, it’s no secret that times are rough now on both islands, and the economy is tough, and hopefully through the workmanship of the city councils, the city, the village corporations, the parishional corporations, through the Aleutian Pribilof Island Association, which is here to help, that we try to maximize on that.
[End of Audio]
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