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Interviewers, Donald W. Clark

Donald W. Clark:
Donald W. Clark, PhD, University of Wisconsin; BA, University of Alaska; Major Professor at Wisconsin with William S. Law Firm.  Now, I live in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada.  Born in Portland, Oregon, USA.  
Interviewer:
Just try and remember to keep your eyes kind of _____.  Forget they exist.

Interviewer:
And forget that we exist and that fuzzy thing is not really in your face or other things.

Interviewer:
But just kind of take a deep breath and relax.

Interviewer:
Okay, John, let’s start with the pre-history type where we give him some questions to –

Interviewer:
Don, can you describe how the Aleut culture developed by way of Asia migrating down to this part of the world and becoming onto itself?

Donald W. Clark:
As Professor Laughlin often put it, “The Aleuts were survivors of the Bering Land Bridge.”  That is a theoretical constrict.  In fact, anything that is known about them before they were settled in Aleutian Islands; it is very theoretical.  It’s all hypothetical.  But as a matter of elimination, they hardly could have gotten here any other way than by gradually shifting their settlement areas around the edge of the Bering Land Bridge.  

As sea levels rose that the end of the Ice Age, they were forced to move farther north inland and southwest.  So those who moved north might have become ancestral Eskimos.  Those who move inland might have become ancestral Indians.  And those who survived ended up find themselves on the Alaska Peninsula and the Aleutian Islands.  And they were the Aleuts.
Interviewer:
Now, I understood there were four, maybe I’m wrong, four kind of migrations passed, migrations to the North American continent, is that correct?

Donald W. Clark:
The number of migrations has been a matter of discussion for a century now.  And that the – usually evolves down to a question of four, as you put it, or three, or whether there were two migrations and groups split after reaching the North American continent.  The alternative is that there was a split along the wistic lines back in eastern Siberia.  These have been matters of discussion that I grew with in school.  But they haven’t been resolved yet.  So there’s nothing new that – nothing to be lost by going to sleep for a decade.  
Interviewer:
The people then, the Unangan people, their origins were in eastern Siberia?  Can you talk about where their origins were in Russia?

Donald W. Clark:
You wouldn’t say that the Unangan originated from Russia because Russian, of course, is a modern political term.  But their blood groups, their genetics, indicate relationships to eastern Siberian peoples.  But linguistically, you can’t say that Aleut is a branch of Chukchi or Yukagir.  Some people tried to link it with, well, with Chukchi, but that has not been all that successful or convincing.  

Interviewer:
And based on your archaeological work at the time of that transition, can you tell us what life might have been like for those people that came down and ended up surviving the Ice Age on the evolution chain?

Donald W. Clark:
Well, on the mainland they would’ve lived by hunting caribou and by netting or trapping fish in the rivers.  There were probably seals homing ashore at the mouths of some of these rivers and even going up the rivers ‘cause seals like to follow salmon away inland.  So the Aleut people would have had an introduction to marine or maritime life ways even before they got to the Alaska Peninsula and the island.  So what they did then was not make a quantum jump, but make changes in extent, not changes in kind, but changes in focus and perfecting what they were good at doing.  

Obviously, if you were up on the ancestral Kuskokwim River, you weren’t hunting octopine.  So when you get down into the islands of the peninsula and the Aleutians, there’s a lot of new things to learn.  And don’t think that these people were primitive, though they probably even sat around discussing what foods to try next, what new technologies to try.  I think they invented and planned purposely culture is not just accidental discoveries.  
Interviewer:
There’s a buzzing somewhere.  I’m trying to figure out what it is.

Interviewer:
_____ some lights maybe.

Donald W. Clark:
Yeah, I can hear it.

Interviewer:
It could be a—

Donald W. Clark:
Unless there’s a transformer outside.

Interviewer:
_____ _____.  Did you hear that?

Interviewer:
Yeah, I heard it.  

Interviewer:
Can you adjust to see if the dimmer does anything to it

Interviewer:
Yeah.

Donald W. Clark:
You can look for a transformer out there.

Interviewer:
Okay, Don, we’re rolling.  If you could just one more time talk to us about the way you started off with.  They don’t think these people were primitive.

Donald W. Clark:
Yeah.  Well, when the ancestral Unangan people were living around the shores of the Bering Sea, the ancestral Bering Sea, they were coming pre-adapted to life in the Aleutian Islands.  They were developing fish trapping and netting techniques for use in rivers.  Undoubtedly, herds of harbor seal were pulling ashore on the sand barns around the mouths of rivers in Bristol Bay and the Kuskokwim and other places.  So when the ancestral Unangan got to the Alaskan Peninsula and the Aleutian Islands, they already had a number of adaptations that they could modify or utilize for life in their new home.  


Now resources were different where they went.  There was codfish to catch, halibut to catch, reef animals.  Most shores of the Bering Sea and Bristol Bay region were very sandy.  I doubt if they were all that great, for instance, for catching octopine.  But the ancestral Aleuts were very quick to catch on to utilizing many and varied marine resources.  


Culture was not just something that randomly fell into our lap.  They didn’t just accidentally develop and discover techniques for their life ways.  I’m quite sure they intentionally thought about what they were doing and thought about modifying and perfecting weapons.  They might even have designed some of their weapon system and even their social organization by what you might jokingly think as by committee.  Now culture isn’t supposed work that way.  And they joke about two humped camels being designed by committee.  But a lot went on in small society.  


A book came about four years ago called The Tipping Point.  And I was – I’d been struggling with the invention of ground slate techniques.  As one of my colleagues said, “Any damn fool can grind a point out of slate.”  But the idea was to convince everybody else that instead of chipping a point laboriously out of flint or churt using techniques that many people could not master.  You had to convince the whole tribe, the whole community, “Hey, grind it out of slate.” 


And The Tipping Point talked about the magic of the number 100.  These communities were small, like maybe 100 persons.  And everybody knew what everybody else was doing.  And if one person was down on the beach grinding away making slate spearhead, everybody knew it.  And then if you went out and cast the spear into an animal and retracted it, retrieved it, the quarry plus the weapon unbroken, everybody could see that. 

Now, if you’re on the mainland hunting along a rocky river bar, you throw a slate-tipped spearhead at a caribou and miss, the slate shattered, it’s gone.  But here on the coast, plunks into the water, it pops back up.  It’s undamaged so you can use it again.  So there are a lot of things about technology in a maritime environment that is different from living on the mainland or on an ancestral coastal plain, as ancestral Unangan must have done.  
Interviewer:
So you would consider them a, by our terms, an advanced society at that point in their evolution?

Donald W. Clark:
People like to talk about complex societies.  They probably were even moderately have complex and advanced then as well as now.  There’s so many sites and villages.  They had to develop ways to get along with one another.  Well, they didn’t have to, but life would have been pretty bloody if they didn’t.   Even here, in Kodiak, they’re Livdec people, not Aleut proper.  In many cases, lived in little communities of just one or two houses at least seasonally.  Now, if you didn’t get along your neighbors, you had a small chance of survival living in a small community like that.  

Interviewer:
Well, the Aleuts lived in a large _____ house.  Is that correct?

Donald W. Clark:
In later times – that was shortly before historic times.  There’re several styles of Aleut houses over time.  On Kodiak and parts of the mainland, there are rivers that are – the shores are literally dotted with a continuous line of settlements.  Now, it strikes me that each settlement may have been an autonomous or semi-autonomous village and they may represent the coastal villages. 

The coastal people go onto the rivers when it’s salmon fishing season.  But this would have required some kind of complex social understanding so that the villages were able to partition the shores of the river.  One from the Akiak, maybe they had a certain stretch of the Ayakulik River.  In villages just from near Old Harbor, may have had other reaches of that river.  This must of required some political understanding among these people.
Interviewer:
So how – was that different on the Aleutian chain, that structure?

Donald W. Clark:
It was probably the same, but less for the concerning rivers.  Actually, not less concerning rivers because the Unangan also lived up the Alaska Peninsula towards Kakan, that was quite a distance.  So there they would have been partitioning the use of rivers like the Ugashik River, for instance.  So there you have – again, many situations and they did have to develop some understanding for the sharing or the partitioning of the coastline, coastal resources.  There’re good areas where seal _____, good reefs with sea otters and clam beds, all kinds of resources.  But they undoubtedly were controlled by tribal village, village tribal groups.  But there would have been a need for political astuteness; otherwise, they’d always be at war.
Interviewer:
Okay.  Talking about war, did they have war a lot among their groups or was that – can you tell that from the archeological record or not?

Donald W. Clark:
The Unangan people and their neighbors such as the ancestral Alutiiq or Koniak here did have wars, not only amongst themselves, but also between the tribal groups or regional groups.  So war is –
Interviewer:
_____ _____.

Donald W. Clark:
No.  War is often a matter of raid.  Sometimes villages were at each other’s throats.  And this would have been for booty or avenge in perceived insults.  There was also wars that were more expeditionary against other people like a flotilla of Aleut warriors coming to Kodiak.  And war was sufficiently developed that people had wooden slat armor and shields and they had signal system of fires running up and down the coast of Kodiak Island.  So they would build a signal fire at a cape out here and it would pick up the signal from a headland 40 miles farther down the coast, “The Aleuts are coming!  The Aleuts are coming!”  So there was very good communication along the coastline.   

Interviewer:
Did they – and part of these wars or raids, did they take people and make them slaves?  Did the Aleuts bring them back as slaves and wives?
Donald W. Clark:
Yeah.  Slaves were taken both ways.  The Alutiiq took the Aleuts.  And the Aleuts took the Alutiiq people.  This was useful to the Russians when the Russians came ‘cause they could obtain translators that way.  Captives from one tribe that they found in the other area were put to service as translators.  Other people did not fair so well.  The Aleuts and the Alutiiq people were not exempt from torturing their captives to death.  There was a – basically, it was a good idea not to be captured in war.  
Interviewer:
Why would they be tortured?  Just as – for fun or was it for information or _____?
Donald W. Clark:
Well, I guess that’s the way humans work.  I was just reading a National Geographic article about the Germanic tribe that had ambushed the 20% of the Roman armed forces in the – be about central Germany.  And the Romans were really ambushed and tricked.  So the article said the Roman generals fell on their swords rather than being captured and tortured to death by the Germans.  And the Germans were not primitives.  They were advanced Iron Age people.  
Interviewer:
So anyway, the Aleuts and the Alutiiqs did get some basic pleasures torturing.  Is that what you’re saying?

Donald W. Clark:
Well, I don’t know if they got pleasure, but that’s what the did.  Now, war is an aspect of culture that is romanticized.  Whereas, intermarriage and trade is less romanticized.  Probably for each person killed in the war there might have been ten women exchanged as wives though.  When the Russians came though, they left descriptions, the historical ethnographers left descriptions of these cultures.  But what is described tends to be strange and primitive customs.  You’ll find page after page about people wearing lip ornaments and tattoos, but almost nothing about the real organization of the cultures of the social and political organizations.  
Interviewer:
Which was pretty – it was not primitive by any means.

Donald W. Clark:
No.  There apparently were chiefs and the type of class system.  Some people romanticized this to the extent of saying there were chiefs, nobles, and commanders, as well as slaves, and the Alutiiq here as well.  So that is an aspect of history that people are interested in and they play it up, but it may be an exaggerated aspect.  

Interviewer:
Now in the script, one other thing that we’d like to cover just probably briefly, how did the Aleut people rely on the natural resources for their clothing, their food?  Could you just kind of describe how they relied on and what they relied on?  

Donald W. Clark:
Well, the natural resources were everything.  That’s essentially all they had.  Very little was traded in from outside.  We should start at the point that the coastline was a foot hole for settlement.  People really didn’t settle or occupy the land.  They used the coast as a platform for exploiting the sea.  So from the sea they got hides and furs, which are different in some cases.  And other times, a fur _____ or _____ hide can be _____.  


They obtained the bones, bones for tools.  Now, some bones were better than others.  Bear bones are good, but they only had bear on the Alaska Peninsula.  Whale bones were usable for tools.  They used the intestines of animals like sea lions for waterproof garments, from membranes, _____ _____.  Now, this was very important ‘cause when you’re paddling out on the ocean trying to make a living by harpooning a seal or catching fish, you may be subject to frequent and constant spray, especially if the wind is blowing a little bit.  


You probably heard of hypothermia.  People die from hypothermia frequently here.  The one way to keep from getting hypothermia is to have excellent raingear.  And that, the Aleuts sewed from sea lion intestines and also from bear intestines.  So it was probably the raingear that made extensive use of their skin boats possible.  
Interviewer:
So if you were to look at the Aleut, or let’s call it Unangan ‘cause they didn’t become Aleuts until contact with the Russians, people, and you had to characterize them as archeologist, could you give us a characterization of them as a people in terms of – you’ve mentioned their political structure.  You’ve mentioned their structured technology and you haven’t mentioned anything about the arts, but you have about those other things.  So with all of your work in the field, all the stuff you that you’ve looked at, if you had to sit back and just characterize those people, what would you say about them?
Donald W. Clark:
The Unangan people were people that utilized every opportunity to make a living and they adapted to the places they had to go to to make that living.  So they had – and the times when they made a living.  So they had winter house construction that was almost below the ground.  Now you get fierce weather here; cyclonic storms that blow well over 100 miles an hour.  Their houses were superbly adapted to surviving under that weather.  In the summertime, they evidently lived in some form of tent structure though.  And their clothing probably helped them survive as well, especially in the summer.  So it might have been a bit airy in their tents, but if you wore a second tent on your back, that would have helped you considerably.  
Interviewer:
Yeah.  So as a people, as a general people, to characterize them would you – how would characterize – you characterized them as resourceful, you just did that.  What else would you characterize them as if you – from what you’ve learned by digging up the _____.

Donald W. Clark:
Well, it’s not just digging, but it’s the lower past down from earliest times by the old time – they’re extremely intelligent.  They knew a lot about medical cures.  And they even were able to perform some surgery.  And they were able to learn an alphabet that they Russians produced.  They learned literacy when the Russian culture came along.  
Interviewer:
I guess what I’m looking for is kind of a general characterization.  If I were to characterize – say, I was to characterized Americans, I would say that they were domineering and aggressive and resourceful.  They had a high intelligence of developing a pretty good political system.  That type of thing.  So I’m looking for a general characterization of the Unangan people, kind of summing it up rather than all the individual pieces that you’ve talked about.  

Interviewer:
Somebody just started a lawnmower or something outside.  Let’s see if _____ _____. 

Interviewer:
And we’re rolling.  

Donald W. Clark:
The Unangan were stoic and persistent.  Look at their fine weaving.  Very few people in today’s society would have the patience to weave fabrics out of grass.  The Peruvians did.  They somehow persevered through the Russian colonization and apparently kept the strong outlook on life up to the time that the Americans arrived.  Then the Americans sort of debased their culture; did not want to give them much credit for anything.  The only thing that they really get great credit for is their skin boats, which those boats are a remarkable invention and did allow the conquest of the Aleutian chain.
Interviewer:
But the Russians did respect their knowledge and their abilities and gave them more credence than –

Donald W. Clark:
To a considerable degree.  Now, the Russians were – had to live in this country and live off the country.  They were, to some extent, actually at the mercy of the native people who products the Russians used for their food and building materials.

Interviewer:
You had described that earlier before we started filming, about the Russian’s first kind decimated the population, but realized that they needed them more to make a go of it.
Donald W. Clark:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
And then the Americans came along with this attitude you said, so if you can try to touch on those again.

Donald W. Clark:
After the initial colonization by Russia in which the native people were brutalized and slaved, the Russian-American colony realized that the people were its primary resource.  They depended on the people for laborers, for an army, so to speak, and for – even for store clerks and craftsmen, if you take it to the level of the Maytee or mixed population.  So in Russia-America there were very few Russians, but there were many trained and intelligent mixed Creole or Maytee and native people who worked for the Russian Company.

Interviewer:
All right.  We’d like to get just the – the way that the Americans – could you just kind of expand on that a little bit more, the way the Americans treated their perception of them?  They’ve got this view of American-Indians with them or whatever they _____ –

Donald W. Clark:
Yeah.  When the Americans came, the indigenous people were just plain natives.  There were actually two groups.  There were those who essentially pure.  And then there was the other group, the other portion, which the Russians called Creoles, an adaptation of the term used in the Caribbean area.  And they also would be called Maytice in Canada.  And derogatory term “breeds,” also is used by some Americans.  


I didn’t know that breeds was derogatory ‘til I found out that apparently it just means there’s a much stronger implication than the loss of genetically mixed.  So if you were a breed, you were kind of shiftless, useless, nobody, understandably, a drunkard.  Well, some of them become inebriants because of the way they were treated.  

Many of the Creole families held important positions in the Russian-American Company.  At least, they were local post managers, storekeepers, ship builders.  But they kind of lost their pride and dignity in the late 1800s when the Americans took over.  

Interviewer:
Do you know how that – how – I don't know if you know this or not, how that American effect influenced the Aleut villages in the Aleutian chain, versus the American effect as an American Company out of Privelas Islands.  

Donald W. Clark:
No, I don’t.

Interviewer:
_____ manifested _____?

Donald W. Clark:
Mmm mmm.  I think the company in the Privelas exercised a rather – I don’t – I wouldn’t say they were patriarchal, but they certainly micromanaged the people.  They couldn’t go any place or do anything without the company.  
Interviewer:
What about _____ said there was no company like that on the Aleutian Islands?

Donald W. Clark:
There was the Russian-American Company.

Interviewer:
But during the American period.

Donald W. Clark:
The Alaska Commercial Company succeeded the Russian-American Company.

Interviewer:
On the Privelas they had a lease.

Donald W. Clark:
The Aleutians, they just had a trading post. 

Interviewer:
Yeah, on the Privelas, they had people under their thumb.  

[End of Audio]
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