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Dr. Lydia Black:
I’m Lydia Black.  I am a social anthropologist by profession.  I got my Ph.D. at University of Massachusetts, Amherst after my husband died, and I was left with four children, and that was before equal opportunity legislation.  I was very unusual then, but I – and I did it in two years because with four children, I couldn’t spend the time just prolonging the agony.   
Interviewer:
Okay, I think we’re ready.  One of the first questions I’d like to ask you is what brought the Russian people to the Aleutian chain?  Why did they come here, for what purpose?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, they were marine mammal hunters.
Interviewer:
Could you just start, “The Russians came here because they were marine?”
Dr. Lydia Black:
The Russians came here – the first Russians who came to what is today Alaska and the Aleutian chain were marine mammal hunters, and mostly what attracting them was the sea otter, because sea otters are found in Kamchatka.  It was not something new, and they knew that in China trade, in the Chinese markets, sea otters were – brought exceedingly high prices.  So that was worth the risks.  
Interviewer:
Now I also read that the fox, the black fox was also part of the trade.  Is that -?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Fox was an ancient valued fur that was traded from Russia all over Europe and also to China.  Fox pelts – but fox was not as attractive, except for black foxes, as sea otters, and black foxes were imported into Russia by one of the fur hunters, Stipan Glottove in 1763.  He got them at Kodiak, and he presented them to impress Catherine, and he received a prize of large sum in gold, and a medal for bringing in the black foxes to Siberia.  I understand that now the black foxes live happily in Siberia.  We don’t see them here much.
Interviewer:
So could you maybe briefly describe how the Russian merchants altered the Aleut or the Unangan culture?  What influence did they have on that?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, the culture was altered.  The culture always changed.  Culture is something that people do habitually as they grow up, and learn the customs of their group, what people do as members of that specific group.  One of the things that the Russians brought was the belief – Christian belief in the Orthodox, not the missionaries.  The Aleuts were not missionized the way, for example, in the lower 48 missionaries went out.  Most of the average ship carried icons, and every ship – on every ship, the crew held services, and when I listened to the young men from Synthenisan Academy sing here, I always think about the Russian fur hunter ships’ crews singing the evening prayers, because I believe in the power of music.  Aleuts are very musical people, and I firmly believe in my heart that it was the music of the service that attracted them.  If you can imagine young male voices trained into traditional ancient Russian church and singing, it had to leave a powerful impression.
Interviewer:
Why do you think the Aleut people, the Unangan, adopted Orthodoxy so readily?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, I don’t know where you got this Unangan.  Unangan means persons.  My friend, he’s dead now, Andrew Wornheld, when the politically correct term was introduced, he said, “I guess I’m a person.”  Unangan is plural for persons.  The people had different tribal designations, and they killed each other.  One of my graduate students, who herself is from Atka, she got from an old man, an Unak, who told her that his greatest regret was that he never had the chance to kill an Atkan, and considering that my student was from Atka, she found it quite amusing.
Interviewer:
So the people warred against themselves and took slaves?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Absolutely.  They wiped each other out.  When the Russians came to the near islands, that is Attu, Agattu, and Shemya, there was only one village, and the Aleut tradition is that their neighbors from the east came and wiped them out, and only one woman with two children survived, and then gradually the islands were repopulated.
Interviewer:
So did the – do you know about what size the Aleut population was at contact?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Rosa Lipanova, the late agnographer, the Aleut from Russia, estimated maximum 6,000.
Interviewer:
And - 
Dr. Lydia Black:
This is a reasonable figure.  You have to know the conditions and the environment could not support terribly large populations that one sometimes finds in literature.
Interviewer:
So did the Russian incursion into the Aleutians cause the population to decline further?
Dr. Lydia Black:
This is the – the population declined with the advent of the Russian is accepted canon.  Probably there is some truth in it, but nowhere as much as it is usually accepted.
Interviewer:
Can you speak to as to how the shamans influenced the people, and the priest – with the coming of the priest, even if it was a lay priest, take the role of the shaman?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Where did – you are asking me about the role of the shamans?  Shamans is a code word meaning ca ritual specialist.  We have absolutely no evidence whatsoever about shamans’ roles.  We do have some evidence about religious beliefs of the pre-contact people of the Aleutian chain, but there were no shamanistic practices.  It is accepted that every society that lives from the environment with relatively primitive technology would have a ritual specialist it calls the shaman.  This is a travesty.  They may have had them.  They probably had healers, and they had old man who could predict the weather, but we don’t know what they were called.
Interviewer:
I think it’s in your book, Russian America, you wrote, “The icon became a functional equivalent of the mask, providing a window into the spiritual world,” is that - 
Dr. Lydia Black:
I didn’t write it.  This is my former graduate student, Dr. Sittirius Mousalimas, who wrote his dissertation at Oxford.  In his work From Mask to Icon, he talked about conversion, and that functionally the mask provided a door or window into reality, that not physical reality, and his thesis is that the icon assumed that function because the icon too – it is not a painting.  It is a window into different dimension of reality than the here and now.  
Interviewer:
Okay.  Do you believe – or is the Russian culture still ingrained somehow in the Aleut culture?
Dr. Lydia Black:
You should ask about the ingrained Russian culture among the Aleuts, my former student, Dr. Sven Haakenson director of the Aleutic Museum.  He explained this to a Russian television crew.  He said, “When people call a cat, they say, ‘Kitty, kitty.’  You go to the village and they say, ‘Tsk, tsk, tsk,’ which is – that is Russian culture.”  Also in the names, what always strikes me is that you will find – people go by different names, but they all have the one score Orthodox, what they call church names, and you will find among the church names, ancient Slavic names that do not – that are not used anymore in Russia.  We find Vasilisa, Agafangil, names that have fallen out of use in Russian now.   
Interviewer:
We have to change - 
Dr. Lydia Black:
- call themselves Aleuts.  I don’t know where the legend arose that that was a name invented by the Russians.  Not really.
Interviewer:
I’m curious though, because almost every piece of literature I’ve read says that.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, if you repeat a lie often enough, it becomes truth.
Interviewer:
So perhaps this could be an opportunity to enlighten us in terms of what the people were called, and what the personality was of the Russians that had contact with these people, and the relationship that developed shortly after contact.
Dr. Lydia Black:
I can’t talk – you are asking me about personalities.  This is something that is impossible for me to do, but as far as attitudes is first of all, Russia is a multi-national country, has been since time immemorial.  A foreign tongue is nothing new, and besides since by the time Russians were traveling to the Aleutian chain, Siberia was part of Russian Empire.  An Aleut could have looked as Uncle John, my mother’s brother.  There is nothing special about the person who has dark hair, a high bridged nose, and a kind of Asiatic cast of features.  As I taught my children, we are all mongrels, and one of my daughters on the census marked, “Other,” and then wrote down, “Mongrel.”  
Interviewer:
Okay, that fits that description.  So essentially what you’re saying is that the genetic seed came from the same place.  Is that what you’re saying?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, what I am saying, it was nothing unusual for the Anglo-Americans, a person of Asiatic appearance was something different.  For the Russians, so what?  We live with them.  We live cheek by jowl with them for hundreds of years, so just different place, same people.  Different language.  We know that people speak different language at home.  Russia is multi-religious, multi-ethnic, multi-language country, and so it is nothing surprising, and then about food, the Anglo’s who came over, the native food would be terribly offensive.  To the Russians, we eat raw fish, thank you very much, and the people who came here, they ate seal meat.  They hunted sea birds.  They ate seagull eggs, same food as the Aleuts, and as an anthropologist, if you share food, and you eat the same things, that creates a kind of, “Well, it’s us.”  We had met the enemy, they are us.
Interviewer:
I understand that there was a social hierarchy under the Russian era.  There was Russian, Creole, and Aleut.  Could you describe that?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, I wouldn’t call it hierarchy, because your position in society in terms of authority did not depend on your genetic composition, and what people don’t understand, for example, Russian expedition, the commander would be an Aleut or Aleutic from Kodiak, and subordinates may have been Russians from Russia.
Interviewer:
Could you elaborate on that just a little bit?  
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, beginning with 1811, the entire Pribilof Islands fur sealing operations was under management of an Aleut by the name of Kassencya Yashnikov, who served in his capacity in charge of the Pribilof Island fur seal harvest for forty years, who received an order of St. Anne which made him cavalier and gentleman.  By definition, once you receive the imperial order of St. Anne, he was a cavalier, and therefore, he belonged to the gentry class, even so he was an Aleut from Unalaska.  Incidentally, the medal he received is in the Alaska State Museum in Juneau.  
Interviewer:
So while we’re on that subject, can you contrast that reception, and that interaction with the American influence that came later, or is that outside your – ‘cause it seems – we’ve been pointed out a couple of times during our efforts that regardless of what’s written and popular, there are some distinct differences between what happened in the Russian period, and how the Russians and the Aleuts interacted, and what happened with the Americans largely due to a cultural difference between North Americans and Russians, and are you following that at all?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, I don’t like to make grand generalizations about the differences.  Certainly American attitude was different.  For the Russians, the clothes you wear, the food you ate, or the color of your skin, or the shape of your eyes didn’t matter.  It was the position that was inherited by you from your father in the Russian ranked society that – for example, clergy who in great majority, Orthodox clergy in Alaska were native, like the Kryshavarofs.  Now Kryshavarofs come from Kodiak.  The founder of the family came at age fourteen to Alaska with his parents in 1794 on the same ship as the mission, the first official Orthodox mission came here.  
He married locally, and one of his sons became the head of the hydrography department of Russian Imperial Navy, and took his family to St. Petersburg, where he died, and you can find his service record in the Navy archive.  He had divine flag rank.  He – before that, he was commander of the Port of Fian in Siberia, and nobody bothered.  He looked like an Aleut.  He was a Navy officer.  One of his brothers entered the diplomatic core, and became a diplomat, took his Kodiak family to Russia.  We don’t know what happened to him.  The next brother, Nikolai, joined the Russian Navy and he skippered the ships for Russian-American Company.  After 1867, he was transferred to the Navy as commissioned officer.  I have not traced his further career, but the brothers who stayed here were the one who entered the clergy.  There were three brothers who became clergymen, and one of them is buried here in the churchyard of the Orthodox Church.
Interviewer:
So these illustrations are – what’s your point with those illustrations?  What are you trying to show us with those illustrations?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, imperial Russia was a ranked society, but there was incredibly social mobility which depended on achievement, not on genetic endowment.
Interviewer:
I think it was Alexander Nilevidof that was the last manager of the Pribilof Islands.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Yes.
Interviewer:
Do you know much about him?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Ignati Nilevidof, yes I do.  His descendants reside in Old Harbor, still.  He was the manager of a cheeric of island settlement for many, many years.  Then he retired, and when Cansan Shayasikov, the Aleut who managed the Pribilof Islands for forty years, retired with honor, and as a cavalier and gentleman, they had – for one year they had a Russian who made a mess of things, so they removed him and got Nilevidof to move from Kodiak and take over, and his daughter married Henry Elliott.
Interviewer:
I guess he was well liked from what I read.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Oh yes, the Nilevidofs are both in Old Harbor, and on St. Paul, and St. George.
Interviewer:
Would you say that some of the early writings about coming to the Aleutians by hunters, and explorers, and the evangelists, if that’s the right word, were maybe over-exaggerated, so finding the truth about what contact was all about is - 
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well you’re asking about finding the truth.  I don’t want to sound like the pilot, what is truth.  I want to return to the question that we were discussing previously about cultural influence.  The Russians did not demand that the Aleuts would wear European clothing.  For the Anglo’s, wearing European clothes was a sign of “civilization.”  Civilized natives wore European clothing and ate Anglo food, European food.  For the Russians now, the Russian governors of Alaska wore Aleut bird skin and ground squirrel parkas because they were comfortable, warm, and impervious to that moisture that we are experiencing today.  It was not that the Aleuts were forced to wear Russian clothes.  The Russians who lived here said, “Gee, their clothes is just fine for this climate,” and they wore the Aleut clothing.  
Interviewer:
Do you have a question?  How about the influence of the Russians on the Aleut language and their literacy?
Dr. Lydia Black:
You are asking about influence of Russian language and literacy?
Interviewer:
No, the Russians on the Aleut language, bringing it – putting it in writing, and?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, the Aleuts borrowed, which is a universal trait.  A new item comes in, like this machine for making tea cold is some of our what are you going to call it?  Some of our it remains.  I have been just asked by April Licthonine, who is at the Aleutic Museum in charge of the language program because she came across a word, pulga, and the elders were telling her it is snowstorm, and she wanted to know if that was – what did it mean, because she didn’t think it was an Aleutic word.  No, it is a Russian superior word for blizzard.  She said, “Well, that’s what the elders told me.”  I said, “Well, listen to your elders.”  
So a lot of new terminology was introduced, but – and then writing was created for the Aleuts of the chain, Aleutic of the Coigit Koija Caripelaga, including the Chewgits of Prince William Sound, and Clingit in the southeast, and Upic of central western Alaska, and people took to writing.  The schools were introduced quite early, and I remember I watched on a public channel a television program about Chicago, and it’s changed from French possession to American possession, and they were saying, “There were no school, no hospital, no church, but there were so many grog shops and brothels,” and so on, and that was 1810, and I said, “Well, in Kodiak, there was a church, a school, and a hospital.  No grog shops, and no brothels.”  
Interviewer:
I guess one of the positive, if you will, contributions was I think the Russian influence on developing a written language.  Is that correct, for the Aleuts?
Dr. Lydia Black:
I would recommend for you to read Dr. Richard Dauenhauer’s book.  It’s available at Monk’s Rock.  It’s called The Conflicting Visions in Education, because Russian created schools that were bilingual, sometimes trilingual, and they created written systems for the native languages, and you didn’t need to abandon native language to go to school, which contrasts very differently with the Anglo system introduced by Sheldon Jackson, English only.  Children were punished.  
I don’t know if Risa is here, but there are people here in town who remember being beaten for speaking their language in school, and I had – I know that in Fort Yukon, a teacher several years – maybe thirty years ago kicked a student to death for speaking his language in school.  English only.  English was the civilized language.  As a matter of fact, the Presbyterian missionary by the name of Hall, or Young, they wrote that the Klingut language was the tongue of the devil, and has to be exterminated.  Russians, as we say, since time immemorial, we were multilingual nation.  So what?  People speak different tongues.  As long as you can communicate, this is fine.
Interviewer:
So Lydia, just to sum some of this up, am I hearing you say that Russian contact really didn’t have some of the negative things that is popular in the books and so forth towards the Aleut culture.  It didn’t really take anything from it.  It gave to it.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, no, this is not what I am saying, because what they lost was self-determination, the right of making decisions of state, like declaring war.
Interviewer:
Could you say what the Aleuts lost, if they lost something with the Russian interaction was self determination, so we get the whole statement.  
Dr. Lydia Black:
With Russian taking possessions, and gaining the upper hand, what Aleuts and other native peoples lost was the right to political self-determination.  They could not make war anymore on each other, because there was pax ricea.  
Interviewer:
Did they also lose – they went from a subsistence, to a bartering system, to a currency system, and therefore, did that change their - 
Dr. Lydia Black:
Not currency, but very gradually they were incorporated into cash economy, not necessarily for coinage, or paper money, but - 
Interviewer:
So could you just say that gradually the Aleut system of subsistence moved to currency, and how did that change the way they lived?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Under the Russian-American company role, with the barter system, it was very difficult to get an equivalency in goods, and the management of Russian-American company that was supervised by the government said there has to be some equivalence, and cash is a means of currency, is a means of providing this economy equalization in valuation of things.
Interviewer:
Now I’ve read that with the – prior to contact, an Aleut family might only need one change of clothes.  They only really had what they needed.  If they needed it, they’d go and made another one, but if you go to the currency system, like Americans live today, you end up acquiring much more than you would actually need to survive.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, because they also brought in new goods like tea and sugar, which were very popular, and tobacco.
Interviewer:
So did the Russians bring that, is that what you’re saying?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Yeah.
Interviewer:
And I think they picked up on tea.  They liked tea.  What about alcohol?  Did the Russians also bring the alcohol?
Dr. Lydia Black:
No, alcohol was forbidden.  Barana, who is the manager from 1792 until 1818, he had his own stock, but importation of alcohol was forbidden.  Alcohol was very scarce, and if it was given out, it was as in the 18th century in the Navy sailing ships, just one ration of grog per day.
Interviewer:
So the popular myth that exists that Pribilof actually got an Aleut elder inebriated to find out where the fur islands were is pure myth, or do you think there’s any truth to that?
Dr. Lydia Black:
If you were asking me if Pribilof got somebody inebriated for an Aleut to show him the way, where did you hear that story?
Interviewer:
In some of the literature that we read.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Probably slaves of the harvest or some such.  No.  I am sorry, Pribilof watched – fur seals are migratory animals, and they move along certain sea routes at certain seasons.  Usually first come the beach masters, the adult males, then come the females, and then come the bachelors, and Pribilof – I remember that the second to the Pribilof’s fur seal rookery is in Commander Islands and in Chantar Islands in the Okhotsk sea in the Russian territory.  
Those guys knew the habits of the sea animals.  You see them migrating.  They’re not going to go to the North Pole.  They have to have a howling out ground.  What Pribilof did, he watched the route of the fur seal herds, because they move en masse.  They used to, not anymore, but when they migrated, they migrate in great numbers, and he followed the migration route of the fur seals until he saw land, landed the crew on St. George, and lo and behold, there was the howling out ground.  
Interviewer:
Where did the – the Russians relied on the Aleuts to harvest the fur seals?  
Dr. Lydia Black:
That came much later than the 18th century.  When the Russians were pulled off the Pribilof Islands under Barana’s regime, Barana needed every Russian man that he can collect to find the klingots in 1804, and he – so that’s when the harvesting the fur seals in the Pribilof’s became an Aleut enterprise.
Interviewer:
And where did – did people willingly go there, or were they forced to go there?
Dr. Lydia Black:
I imagine that a lot of them went willingly.  One of the problems, there was an “uprising” that the old men put down themselves because the Russians neglected to bring an appropriate contingent of females to the Pribilof’s, but in the beginning, it was voluntary.  It was only have Shellyhof’s regime after 1786, when Shellyhof’s foreman brought to St. Paul thirty women and fifty young men.  I think it’s fifty.  I may be wrong, about the end result.
Interviewer:
Let’s see.  
Dr. Lydia Black:
The thing that I would like to mention is that when Pribilof left the crew on St. George, the head of the crew was a Russian who established familial ties an Atka Island, which is in central Aleutians, and to this day, the Aleut people from the Pribilof’s maintain that the people from St. George speak with the Atkan accent.  
Interviewer:
Backing up to contact, and again, I understand you don’t wanna do generalization, so I’m not looking for that, and so many times in history, events are recorded, substantial events, whether they be horrific or exuberant events, and they become – they’re thrown over a huge period of time in history as that’s the way it was, and so I don’t wanna do that, and in fact maybe can take the opportunity to prevent that from being furthered.  In the literature that we’ve read, and I’m not gonna get into the American time period, but during the Russian contact period, there are reports of several, and maybe even more than that, atrocities to the Aleut people, and vice versa, the Aleut’s to the Russians as well.  Could you talk about that a little bit, and what it really means in context, what the reality of it is?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, the reality is you have foreigners coming into your home and making themselves free with fish, and seals, and so on, and you don’t like it, and between 1762, and 1764, in the eastern Aleutians, from Unak to Unamak, the Aleuts took four Russian ships.  In the books you’ve probably read, they say they were four survivors.  There were actually ten survivors.  The six that are not mentioned in English literature were Kamchitel, because a lot of the crew members and Russian ships were from Kamchatka, Kamchitel, or Koyer, and so there were four Russian survivors and six Kamchitel, but in English literature, only the four Russians are mentioned.  
Interviewer:
Okay, so can you elaborate on the overall thing?  The popular man – we’ve had an Aleut on camera, they said, “We were enslaved first by the Russians, and then by the Americans, and the Russians, when they came, would line up our people and see how many a bullet could pass through,” which is something that’s written in the literature.  I understand it may be myth and story that’s elaborated and passed down, but it has taken on that context of the whole period, and I’d like to try to set that straight.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, this story about people being lined up, one after another, and then being shot, it allegedly happened here on Kodiak under Shellyhof regime too, and incidentally, it also allegedly happened in Belgian Congo.  I don’t remember under which.  This is a European story.  How it entered the Aleut and Aleutic folklore, I don’t know, but somewhere – it is a very common story, and if you think 18th century, think about muskets.  Have you ever tried to shoot a musket, and put it up six people with musket bullet?  No.  Can’t be done.  
Interviewer:
Unless they’re real thin.
Dr. Lydia Black:
It’s not a grenade.  You have to think about the quality of weapons when you hear stories like that.  
Interviewer:
So just to – but there are stories, like I said, on both sides of atrocities committed by the Aleuts to the Russians, and the Russians to the Aleuts, and it has become a fixture in popular literature, and it is in fact, a fixture in many Aleut’s minds, and so you and I both know that over the whole time period the Russians were here, and all the good things that you see, that are still in effect today from that mixing of the two cultures wouldn’t have survived if it was such a horrible thing, so is there – are there specific incidences that you can talk about, and say, “Look, this happened because of this one person this one time,” and you could think that that should color the - 
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, the reasons for conflict, as I say, the first reason is intrusion of foreigners in your own land, and you get angry, and you say, “Let’s get rid of them.”  The other thing is that Russians very often blame the Kamchitel crew members who would start the conflict.  Then also there are stories about people from one Aleut tribe starting a conflict because, “Gee, we are going to use those Russian guys to get rid of our ancient enemies.”  I think in the lore of ’48 among the Indians, some tribes used the European intruders to get rid of their ancient, inconvenient neighbors.  So it varies from case to case.
Interviewer:
What about the 1764 – was it a revolution or revolt?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, it was not a revolt.  It was (tape skipped) – shortly before he died, published an article on Aleut names.
Interviewer:
What is that now?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Kneut Baracksland, the Swedish linguist, a specialist in Aleut language.  I gave him a lot of information and names, and he published an essay on Aleut names.
Male Speaker #1:
Okay, we’re ready, so if you wanna pick up where we were.
Interviewer:
The Aleut – how the Aleut people within a family group named – gave names to individuals and then how that may have changed or built upon when the Russians were intermarrying.
Dr. Lydia Black:
No, not when the Russians were intermarrying.  It is when the – well, maybe when they were intermarrying too, because the fathers then would give a Russian name to the child, so the child probably had both names because even today, people have what they call church name, like Dr. Sven Haakenson, whose church name is Simon.  His sister, Phyllis, is Vasilisa, things like that, so even today there is an econ that your church name is your real name, but you don’t use it loosely.  
Interviewer:
If that’s the case, if you – you said that your real name is something that you hold for yourself?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Yeah, because your real – what are you without a name?  
Interviewer:
So following that, what are you without a name, the – and I’d also like to get from you what, if the people were not Unangan, what were they?  They weren’t Aleuts when the Russians came here.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, they were Aleuts in the near islands, then they were the quarun in the Rat Islands.  Then they were nimigos in the outer andreanov.  The larger and the anav islands were nueros, and they still are nueros.  They don’t call themselves Unangan.  We are nueros, okay?  Then there are the coalangan, that is Umnak and Unalaska, and I am a coalangan.  I get lost a little bit when we move farther east, because the information out there is not as secure, but they had different tribal names.
Interviewer:
But they spoke similar languages?  A similar tongue?
Dr. Lydia Black:
No.  Attuan is very different, and Knut Bergsland who – I hope nobody’s Swedish, because I am going to – those Scandinavians are not very tactful people, and Knut was very pushy, and some of the old survivor from Attu just wouldn’t work with him.  They said, “No, go away,” and so the Attuan language is now lost.  It was very different, but the Russian skippers carried usually an interpreter from the near islands, and they could manage in the Rat Islands, but once they got to the Andreanof Islands, the Attuans could not communicate with the nueros people.  
They just couldn’t do it, and if you ever talk to Alice Petroveli that she was bought Alexandra Snegorov, she is fluent speaker of nueros language.  She will tell you all about it.  There were linguistic differences where it was not a dialect, because during the American period, with all the movement of the people, people moved and they resettled, and the languages became mixed.  When the Russians came, there were several linguistic areas.
Interviewer:
Jumping to another theme here, there are a lot of people today that are trying to recapture the Aleut culture by picking up dance, song, crafts.  Do you think it’s possible for them to recapture that which they never experienced?
Dr. Lydia Black:
No, it is not possible to recapture something they never experienced, but you can recreate a cultural mythology.  There is anthropological ritual on the teams.  There are people who invent or re-invent a culture, and in terms of dancing, the Atkan dancers do beautiful performances.  They dance very well, but guess what?  They imported a quoric teacher from Kamchatka to tell them the dances, and I remember there was a delegation from Yacochia, and the Atka dancers were dancing, and the minister of education was sitting next to me, and he said, “I can dance that,” and his interpreter, a young girl, got up and joined the dancers because they were dancing a quarter dance, which is quite common in Yacochia, but in the Pribilof’s, Mrs. Mary Bridgukofsy, have you spoken to her?
Interviewer:
Mm mmm.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, Mary Bridgukofsy is teaching dancing, but when I attend the annual ball, and Mary brings out her charges, I can’t help but laugh because you said, “All right, ladushky, ladushky,” a children’s rhyme, and they dance to that.  They sing the Russian children’s rhyme, and dance to that.
Interviewer:
Rather than an Aleut.
Dr. Lydia Black:
But Mary is one of the few surviving, very good native language speakers.  We call her mother Mary.
Interviewer:
Right, mother Mary.  Anything else?  Let me ask you just one question.  If you, as an anthropologist, you’d call yourself a cultural anthropologist or?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Social.
Interviewer:
A social anthropologist.  As a social anthropologist, if you had to describe from all of your studies, describe the Aleut people as a people, you can make some generalizations especially when there aren’t that many, when it’s a small group.  If you wanna make a generalization about the Russian people, it would be impossible because it’s such a huge thing, so multi-ethnic, but when you look at a small population like the Aleuts were when the Russians arrived, could you socially give us a description of those people in a few sentences, things that would stick in your mind as, “This is what I would see as those people,” you personally, and hang on – if you’re gonna lean forward, I gotta (Laughter) – okay, go ahead, any time now.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well let me tell you, when an anthropologist goes somewhere, the biggest problem is what we would call the entry.  How are you being accepted?  I had with me my eight year old – seven year old daughter, and we went to church, and she stood with the Aleut girls, and they laughed, and then the time came for the Communion, she marched with the Aleut girls, turned around, bowed before the congregation, took Communion, and I did not move.  We were coming out of the church, everybody’s hugging us, and kissing us, and I said, “I told you I was Orthodox.”  He said, “So many people come and tell us that, and they are not, but we watched your girl.  You didn’t say a thing.  She knew all that needed to be done in church,” and this past summer, she went on the ferry to visit her friends in Unalaska, so she had her Orthodox cross out, and she said it was like at every stop of the ferry, somebody, “Oh, you are Orthodox.  You are one of us.  What’s your name,” and then she would say, “Well, I’m Zoya Black.”  
She wouldn’t use her married name, and so, “Oh, wonderful,” but it was – and she got to Aquatan, and the harbor master got her and her husband off the ferry, and gave them the tour, and complained about the incursions of fisheries, canneries and moonies who have a big sports center that overshadows the church and the churchyard, but her Orthodox cross was like a passport for her.  It is the Orthodox religion that bound us, and – but also it is very difficult.  You have to gain trust, and one of my friends, he couldn’t speak English.  He couldn’t understand English.  Five years later, I stayed in his house overnight, and he was an illiterate Aleut.  “I am a dumb Aleut,” that’s what he said to me.  Five years later, I stayed in his house, and we went through his library, and he asked me, “Is Yucalsan a good scholar?”  
Interviewer:
Is he?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Yeah, he was.  
Interviewer:
I have that question too.
Dr. Lydia Black:
Except for where history’s concerned, but he was a good archaeologist.  
Interviewer:
Okay, so aside from the – so could you describe the people from what you know?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, it’s very difficult because I lived with them since 1975, and as I say, I am officially enrolled in the coalangan tribe.  
Interviewer:
So what you’re saying is you can’t – since you’ve spent so much time currently with those people, you can’t reflect back academically on pre-history, pre-what your own personal experience is.
Dr. Lydia Black:
No, this is difficult except that most of the people I made friends with when I went there in ’75 – ’74 and ’75, they are all gone, and very few are left.  One of them is in the old folks’ home in Unalaska.  He calls me - 
Interviewer:
Bill Yarmalov?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Bill Yarmalov.  He calls me on a regular basis.  The first call I got on Easter saying, (Speaks Russian)” was Vasily.  His name was Vasily, calling me from - 
Interviewer:
We spoke with him about a month ago.  We’re gonna speak with him again, so if there’s any one or two things that irks you about what has happened with popular literature as an anthropologist, the pollution of the truth, if you will, what would they be?  How would you try to correct that in a conversation with somebody?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, I would say put the political correctness away.  Try to look at real thing, and talk to real people, and not in a – you know there are professional speakers?  I have learned about this from an Nespers Indian, M.D., Harvard graduate in Toronto at a meeting.  I was sitting, he come sat this, “You look sane.  May I sit with you,” and he said, “I am Nespers.  I am a Harvard graduate, and I am sick and tired of those professional Indians.”  
So there are people, because especially now, there was time when admitting to native heritage put you down at the bottom.  You were poor, you were the dumb Aleut, as Niekiefer Yakanov said to me, and turned out he had a marvelous scholarly library in his house.  To date, with Alaskan Native Claim Settlement Act, it is full of warts, and it is not an ideal document, but things have changed.  The native people have some economic and political clout now in Alaska, and so there’s different, and all of a sudden, there is a younger generation who doesn’t have any notion how it was forty years ago.  They don’t know that forty years ago, admitting to being an Aleut was admitting to being an untermensch, if you know what I mean.
Interviewer:
Under doc under river?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, this is the German term used in Hitler’s times against the Slavic people who were subhuman.  
Interviewer:
So okay, that’s great, but are there a couple of specific things that stick out of your mind that really irk you about what’s happened with popular literature?  If you had to think, and go, “God, that really gets me that they said that, and it’s not accurate.”  Is there a reason - 
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, it does when the professional, politically correct, young Aleuts who don’t know what they are talking about become authorities.
Interviewer:
Can you give me an example?
Dr. Lydia Black:
I’m not going to name names.
Interviewer:
No, I don’t want names.
Male Speaker #2:
How about subject?

Interviewer:
Subject, exactly.
Dr. Lydia Black:
That we were one nation indivisible, etc., but when as I say, my former graduate student, who is an Aleut from Atka, he – in the recent issue of artic anthropologies here, article in which she talks about the old man that she interviewed who said that his one regret is that he’ll never is going to have a chance to kill an Atka, so when I hear this, “We were one nation under God, etc.” 
Interviewer:
They do that on the Pribilof’s when they’re together, the St. George and St. Paul, “We are one people.”  When they’re apart, “We don’t want anything to do with the people in St. Paul,”  “We don’t want anything to do with the people in St. George.”  
Dr. Lydia Black:
Well, St. George claims Atkan heritage.  St. Paul is coalangan heritage.  
Interviewer:
So the one thing that really bugs you is this notion that the fact that they were one Unangan people, but that is not correct.
Dr. Lydia Black:
No.  That is not correct, but that is not – what irks me is the real history, if you try to look at it, really and truly of the evidence, as in the court evidence, it’s much more interesting than the politically correctly legends that are being created.
Interviewer:
Could you say, going back a little bit, it’s the Orthodox faith that binds the Aleuts.  Is that what you had said basically?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Basically yes.
Interviewer:
Could you just say that?  Just repeat it?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Majority – overwhelming majority of the Aleuts are Orthodox.  There in Unalaska, where there was a Methodist mission, they didn’t convert too many.  There may be a couple of recently converted Baptists, and there may be a Baha’i, or two, because there was a Baha’i mission there, and the man who run the Baha’i mission was very sensitive to Aleut culture.  He got along very well, and learned to make baskets, made friends with the Aleut people, so there may be two or three families who have converted to Baha’i faiths.
Interviewer:
Could you say that the Orthodox faith binds the Aleuts today – is what binds the Aleuts together?  
Dr. Lydia Black:
That would be my impression.  It may be wrong.
Interviewer:
I know, but you could say that though?
Male Speaker #2:
My impression.

Interviewer:
Yeah, just give us what your impression, that the Orthodox Church is what – if there was such a thing as one people, it was the Orthodox Church that created that.
Dr. Lydia Black:
That’s right.
Interviewer:
Okay, but I need – I can’t be in the film.  If that’s right, could you say it for us?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Okay.  The Orthodox faith is a unifying factor among the Aleut people as I know it.
Interviewer:
Does she need to say it again, because you were talking?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Because there are very few people who don’t acknowledge themselves Orthodox, and those are – this is a new phenomenon, because again, even forty years ago, Orthodox Church was the only forum where the Aleut people could have leadership positions.  Now, there are many opportunities, and in good times, church is forgotten.  We remember God when we need him.  
Interviewer:
Okay, so if there’s a – for instance, and if there’s a person that has said to us that there was a time and place for the Orthodox church, and that time and place served the Aleut people well, but now we need to go back to our roots as Unangan.  What would you say to that person in a conversation?
Dr. Lydia Black:
Would they want to go out – most of them don’t know how to build a qayaq.  Would they want to go after a whale in a qayaq with a stone spear, come within five feet of a whale, and throw that stone spear?  No.  It’s the same in the Point Hope area, the Inupiat.  Inupiat are whale hunting, but they use modern weaponry.  You can’t go back.  If there is any constant in culture which is something that people do or learn to do as members of a group, they do what is the correct thing to do.  You can’t really turn the clock back, because the only constant in culture is that it is a process, and it is always changing.  New things are adopted.  Old things are discarded.  You can’t hold onto something that happened 2,000 years ago.  It is humanly impossible.
[End of Audio]
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