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Interviewer, George Dirks

George Dirks:
I was born here in Atka on February 19, 1937.  I’m 69 right now.  
Interviewer:
Can you mention your name?

George Dirks:
My name is George Dirks.  At current time, I’m the mayor of Atka.  
Interviewer:
_____ _____.  So you mentioned when you were a child that you had to go off island to work.  So you went to the Pribilofs.  The Pribilofs – could you just explain how the Pribilofs was a place to work for you and others?

George Dirks:
At the time, I trapped them and forced to make a source of income in the summer.  Pribilofs was the only one that had jobs that you knew of.  So I guess we went there.  Most of the friends I met from the other villages – they were all sixteen when I was the same age.  I believe most of us all started there.  And then worked our way elsewhere.  
Interviewer:
What did you do for work up there?

George Dirks:
A little bit of everything.  And during seal harvest time, we’d work  mostly in the blubber shop, salt house, or whatever, with seals.

Interviewer:
Did you like going up there to work?  Was that something you wanted to do?  Or would you rather had stayed here at home during the summer?

George Dirks:
Well, I was brought up – we were all poor.  A dollar was a dollar.  If you earned a dollar, it was worthwhile.  We all went.

Interviewer:
So the government kind of – well, they did own those islands and they provided housing and what not to the people up there.  Did anybody provide housing for you here in Atka or?
George Dirks:
There was bunkhouse where all the temporary people stayed.  And the people in the Pribilofs stayed at home.  People in Akatan, Unalaska, Belkofski, and here, were all in the bunkhouse near.

Interviewer:
What about – the houses that you had in Atka, did you have to build them yourselves?  Or did the government provide houses in Atka?

George Dirks:
They were built here in 1946 when we came back from _____, one two, three houses, or something like that _____ here.  And _____ when they were building them behind yonder.  

Interviewer:
Before that, before the war, what were the houses – did the families have to build their own or did the government build the houses?

George Dirks:
No.  The families had to build their own.  

Interviewer:
We heard from – that the church here that was originally built, was actually burned before you were taken to southeast for the war.  Is that true?  Did that actually happen?  They burned the church in Atka?

George Dirks:
I don't know.  They were supposed to – they were taking us out.  People went up the hill.  I was too small to be running up the hill so.  The village was on fire.  Things was burning.

Interviewer:
Okay.  How’s the economy on Atka today?  It seems – well, you have a fish plant, which seems to be pretty helpful for employment.  Are there any other prospects for more employment or is that sufficient?
George Dirks:
We was busy last year.  The fuel tanks came in.  And we _____ water _____.  Plus the airport and the hydroelectrics coming too so.  We’ll be pretty busy for the next couple of years.  After that, gotta rely on the fish plant to keep going all times.

Interviewer:
Did they just pave the runway?  Is that what you meant about the airport?

George Dirks:
No.  It’s supposed to be extended from what it is now.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  Based on other places, the Orthodox Church played a pretty significant role for the community as a focal point to bring people together.  Do people still rely on the church today for that?

George Dirks:
Yes, still do.  We still have our church.

Interviewer:
How’s the – is the population in Atka stable or is it going down or increasing?

George Dirks:
Well, it seems like it’s going down.  And a lot of people probably want to get back here with this new housing.  That’s expensive.

Interviewer:
Do you see a future here for younger people as far as being able to stay here and maintain the rural life, Alaska life, out here?  Or do you think that they’ll have to leave in order to find work much like you had to do in the summers to go to the Pribilofs?

George Dirks:
Well, it’s gonna employ a few younger people.  They have to – nowadays you got to be qualified for certain tasks to work at certain things.  So you got to have electrical plant operator, hydroelectric operator, and water.  Everything requires a certify – water operator to take care of the water.  
Interviewer:
The phone system’s been down for two weeks.  Is that fairly frequent?

George Dirks:
I think there’s a – last time I heard, there was a breaker _____ _____.  The breaker just went off.  I don't know.  AT&T _____ come and _____.  If it’s not the one of two’s problem, they wouldn’t come out here. 

Interviewer:
In some places, there are very few people that speak – still speak Aleut.  And in other places, there is a still fair number of people that speak Aleut.  How many people – do a lot of people here still speak Aleut?

George Dirks:
Oh, yes.  Most all the older people.  And they teach the younger ones how speak and write Aleut in school.  

Interviewer:
Is that a good thing?  

George Dirks:
Yeah, I think so.  I can speak it, but I can’t read a word they write on it.

Interviewer:
Why do you think that speaking Aleut is good to bring to the younger people?

George Dirks:
Well, I, myself, try to talk to them in Aleut.  Just look at me and (Laughter) _____ surprise _____.  _____ _____ to speak Aleut sometimes.  

Interviewer:
So do you think it’s pretty important to maintain the Aleut culture on Atka or not?

George Dirks:
Yeah, I guess that’s what most people think.  That’s why you’re having a language class in school and writing the language.  It won’t be lost.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  Do you have anything else you want – George, do you feel like the – that there’s – the younger people are learning enough about subsistence living and how to do it in order to be successful out here?  Are they interested in learning how to hunt and trap and fish?  Or are they spending too much time in the house watching TV or on the computer?  
George Dirks:
I got a 14-year-old who spends most of the time in the house or out some place _____.  But he wants to go hunting and I can’t anymore so.  Since my operation, I’m sort of grounded here.  And I used to have him go out with my brother, but he’s gone now.  
Interviewer:
He left to find work or?

George Dirks:
No.  He passed away last – _____ last summer, last year, spring.  

Interviewer:
But there are people that still hunt and fish, and they make it a point to take the young people with them and teach them those things?

George Dirks:
Yeah.  _____ _____.  Most of the time they’re in school.  Summertime it’s – they don’t get home ‘til late.  I think they’ll catch on.

Interviewer:
Okay, okay.  If you had to – there’ll be a lot of people watching this film, a lot of younger people watch this film.  If you had anything that you would give as advice to somebody Jeff’s age or younger, about their heritage and culture and their way of life, what advice would you give them going out into the world today, as a person that’s seen a lot?  

George Dirks:
Do what’s best for – in your culture and elsewhere.  And try to live a good life.  And I think what’s needed most is discipline.  In earlier days that I know, the parents were real strict.  And now, it’s sort of eased off.  
Interviewer:
Yeah.  Most parents don’t understand.  Most parents today have eased off I think.  

George Dirks:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
You think that’s a bad thing, huh?

George Dirks:
I don’t think that’s a bad thing, but if the younger people get to understanding they want to be treated like we’ve been treated, they would understand.  

Interviewer:
When you say, “Like we’ve been treated,” how exactly do you mean?  

George Dirks:
Well, we want to play, but we have to work.  And we had to pack wood, chop wood, cut wood.  Just a daily service now.  _____ just go home, turn on – throw something in the microwave and have dinner in five minutes.  

Interviewer:
And you think that discipline is what gives you the edge to be able to survive where you can’t do that, where you can’t just pop something in the microwave and have dinner in five minutes.  You got to get in the boat, go out and catch a fish, bring it back.

George Dirks:
Oh yeah.  And start doing that you have to learn how to clean them and preserve them, whatever you have to do.

Interviewer:
So you said you used to have to cut wood.  And there’s not a lot of trees here.  Was it driftwood?

George Dirks:
It was driftwood, yeah.  

Interviewer:
And you heated your homes with wood?  

George Dirks:
Uh huh.  

Interviewer:
Did you always have that?  Was it _____ _____?

George Dirks:
Well, let’s see in 1946 when we came back, the army was here and there was lots of coal over on the side.  We used to go over there and sack it and bring it over and use it.  
Interviewer:
Prior to that, how did people heat their homes?  Prior to the army.

George Dirks:
Wood.  We used to go out and get driftwood.
Interviewer:
So nobody – the government didn’t bring coal hear for the people.

George Dirks:
No.  I guess whoever can afford it get coal.  My dad used to say that they had coal after school.

[End of Audio]
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