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Interviewer, George Pletnikoff

George Pletnikoff:
George Pletnikoff.  I was born on Saint George Island.  That’s who I am, I guess.

Interviewer:
Since we’ve been talking, you hit upon this slaves of the harvest thing.  In telling a story about the Aleut people, 100 years of servitude and slaves of the harvest have kind of brought forward information other than what government documents bring forward about the way that the government or the way that the people lived on Pribilofs.  How important do you think that is in telling an overall story about the Aleut culture including the people of the Pribilof Islands?  I don’t know if that’s clear or not.

George Pletnikoff:
Well, I think it’s very important.  I think it’s very important simply because the Pribilof Islands contributed so much to the economy of the U.S. and the states’ treasuries.  And I don’t know that we really have an accounting yet.  The first fields were the pipeline of – the oil pipeline of the state of Alaska and the federal government.  But I think it’s important from the standpoint if we don’t know history, we’re doomed to repeat it again.


And it seems like amongst the Aleut people, we might be doing some of that repetitiveness now.  We may be doing those things that the government did back in the ‘50s, ‘60s, ‘70s, and ‘80s unknowingly to ourselves.  But that’s a whole dissertation.  I can get my Ph.D. on that.  But it’s important, I think, from the standpoint of how that period has helped to define the people of today.

Interviewer:
I’m sorry to interrupt, but what we’ve failed to do – I don’t know if I’m making myself –

George Pletnikoff:
Yeah.  If I’m going in the right direction of what you said here, the period of the slaves of the harvest, the early – late 1800s, early 1900s, up to 1950 and literally almost up to 1980, I was thinking about it today, where how the people were being managed, if you will, how the community was being managed helped to shape the psyche of the community, of the individuals of the community, whether that help was positive or negative.  You only grew up under a one set of dictates, if you will.  One set of rules.  One set of how to behave, what to think, and so on and so forth.


Earlier in the ‘30s, ‘40s, and ‘50s, of course, that was much more profound, I think, of the government.  But that’s what the parents and the grandparents passed on to the people, to the children, to the younger people.


And the younger people hearing that from their parents believed that to be God’s law.  This is the way it is and so it was stifling to any kind of human development, any kind of sense of individuality or sense of freedom.  I kind of relate that a little bit to my experience in the Orthodox Church, having been a priest for 25 years or so and a pastor on Saint Paul and Saint George.


When my wife and I visited Russia for about a month tour, I saw and we celebrated the Millennium, the thousand year celebration of the Russian people being Christians in ’88, 1988.  And I saw how the church then is a part of their ethos, part of their life.


And the church in Alaska is only 200 years old.  We’re only 200 years old as Christians.  We haven’t had the time to make that part of us, to make the church a part of us.  We haven’t had the time to develop a relationship with God or with God the way the Orthodox Church has taught us.  And neither did our parents.  Our parents grew up under very strict rules and circumstances, not only from the government, but more profoundly from the church.


Because in the Orthodox Church, too, back then and even maybe sometimes today, it’s hellfire brimstone.  If you don’t behave yourself, you’re gonna go to hell.  If you don’t behave yourself, God is gonna punish you.  And that impacted all facets of life.  When you go hunting, when you go fishing, when you go to your job, if bad karma or circumstances happen to you, you’re punished because of something you did in the past.  So you’re always under a feeling of being dominated by someone.  And in the case of the church, being dominated and controlled by God.


In the case of the federal government, being dominated and controlled by the federal government, who given the situation, was like God.  They hired you.  They gave you food.  They gave you shelter.  They gave you all these things.  And so if you upset them, you’re gonna get punished.  So you stayed in line and you tried not to go too far on the envelope.  I don’t know if that’s clear or not.

Interviewer:
It’s good.  That’s very clear.

George Pletnikoff:
I don’t if that –

Interviewer:
But interesting.  The more we talk to people, the more I end up learning more and thinking boy, am I fortunate in life.  But pre-contact, from what I’ve read, the Aleuts’ believed in sort of the same thing.  They were controlled by certain beliefs.  If you spoke negatively about the weather or the wind before you went hunting or whatever –

George Pletnikoff:
The weather would get you.

Interviewer:
– it prophesized there would be a storm.  Or if you did this, if you didn’t fast for a certain number of days before you went hunting, you might not catch –

George Pletnikoff:
Be successful.

Interviewer:
And wash your hands before you went _____ fishing.

Interviewer:
You were punished if you didn’t stay in line even under the old system.

George Pletnikoff:
Yeah.  I love the Orthodox Church, obviously, but it could be that it was very easily brought into the contact days, people learning the language, learning the customs, learning the culture of the Aleut people and finding out some similarities.  And it was a resource. “ I have to get all the sea otters I can.  I have to get all the fur seals I can.  And I can’t do it unless I baptize this young man over here.  ‘Cause once I’m his godfather, then he has to work for me,” according to the tradition and culture, I think, of the Russians at that time.


So sure, people manipulated everyone.  But in the situation, I think, of the Aleuts on the Aleutians and the Aleuts on the Pribilofs, we haven’t had the time even though when we made the transition – and this is what I was thinking that you wanted to talk about – from the commercial first seal harvest days to becoming independent self-sustaining people.  It goes to my mind back to the old adage of give a man to fish, teach a man to fish.  Give a man fish, they’ll always go hungry.  Teach a man to fish and he’ll never go hungry.


Somehow from the 200-year history that we’ve had, I don’t think anyone has really taken the time to teach the Aleut people to fish in the Western cultural mentality.  You understand?  The Aleutians and Pribilofs, it seems like it was a boom and a bust industry all the time.  We have two million seals.  Let’s get as many as we can.  We have 80,000 seals.  Let’s cut down on the amount of fur seals we harvest.


The same thing is true, it seems like, in the Aleutians today.  We have a lot of fish.  Get as many as we can.  Build up industries and so on.  We don’t have very many fish.  Let’s start cutting back.  So the people who lived in the Aleutians for at least 9,000 years, but especially for the last 200 years, contact days, have just lived their lives in a boom and a bust mentality.

Interviewer:
Someone suggested to us that the Aleuts have had to learn how to live in a Western style business, basically.  And with the passage of ANGSA, they were really forced to kind of abandon most of their traditional ways to learn to function in a business model, a Western business model and the corporations.  And that was something that they never had to really face before.  And here you have all this land.  You have all these rights and things.  But we’ve never taught you how to run a business.  But here you must run a business.

George Pletnikoff:
You never taught us how to fish.  We can put the bait on the hook, but we may not know how to clean the fish and prepare it.  But all of these issues, I think, are very complicated.  And your example about ANGSA and so on and about your traditions and culture, essentially for 200 years we didn’t have one from the contact days.  And it seems like about 20 years we slowly started to try to revive some sense of culture and some sense of our ancestry.


And because our culture and ancestry and ancestral ways were not recorded by our people, somewhat recorded by some people in the contact days, we don’t know what those were and what they are.  So we try to revive what we think our culture is and our traditions are without knowing what they were.  And so we sometimes, unfortunately, create, romanticize, make up things to try to fill in those gaps that are lacking in our spirit, in our heart, in our minds about our ancestry and our culture.


And my thinking about that is that it creates a lot of confusion because just to dance and sing a song in Aleut or do a dance and it’s empty of meaning, it doesn’t bring any satisfaction.  And so we, I think, somehow have to try to say, oh, this is really satisfying when maybe it’s not because it doesn’t mean anything anymore.  But somebody is teaching us it’s very important and so we have to try to fill that importance.  Does that make any sense?

Interviewer:
What would you do?  What would your plan be then?  You have a young person that says differently how would you get back on some –

George Pletnikoff:
Ground?  Level ground or something?

Interviewer:
Right.

George Pletnikoff:
I think it has to develop out of a subsistence way of life.  And I think, unfortunately, we don’t have that option right now because as I understand it, cultures develop out of subsistence activities.  And if we don’t have any subsistence activities, how can you develop a culture because your tools, your language, your knowledge of the weather, the environment, the animals, yada yada, all are developed out of trying to feed the family.


That’s why I kind of think that Saint Paul and Saint George, even as a pastor of Saint Paul and Saint George, I would make the statement that maybe it is true that we’re not supposed to live here, that the Pribilofs were not created for human habitation because we can’t subsist there.  Okay, food for thought.  Something to think about.  But we’re there.  Now what do we do?


Well, we have to try to develop, I think, if this even answers that question, and I don’t have that kind of thinking or wisdom, as much as we can, as much as we’re able, a subsistence way of living.  If a culture is devoid of the environment and subsistence life, then we’ll do dances about going to cars and getting a pound of hamburger.  Or do dances about some story or something.


This maybe could be one of the reasons why the languages is dying off as quickly as it is.  Because there’s really no reason to carry on a meaningful conversation with one another in our language.  We can talk about oh, how you feel.  I can say that in Aleut.  “How do you feel?  Oh, I’m fine.  How’s the weather?  Oh, it’s great.  What do your parents do?  I don’t know.”


I can say all those things in the Aleut language.  But I can’t have a meaningful conversation about what life is.  What is the meaning of life?  What are those sort of deeper issues about life that we talk about in English, as well?  Why do we have all these conversations?  What do you think about this?  What do you think about that?

Interviewer:
So what is the future of the Aleut people?

George Pletnikoff:
I have five children, six grandchildren.  I’ve been working on the spiritual lives and the environmental issues.  I majored in biology when I went to college for 30 years.  And I wonder while we may be spending a lot of time trying to develop some kind of industry or economy, we may not have paid attention to the health of the environment.


Saint George is on  the verge of losing three families by September, I understand.  Three families out of Saint George is a big deal.  Saint Paul, the last I read in the news, The Anchorage Daily News, had a population of 488 people in 2004 estimates by the State Community of Development of whatever they are.  And I remember back when I was a priest there, there were 650 to 700 people there in Saint Paul.


So it seems like we’re going to do what the economy and the environment is forcing us to do.  We’re going to move to the cities.  We’re gonna move to Anchorage or some other city in Alaska, which is unfortunate because as Aleut people, we don’t belong there and we develop little ghettoes in Anchorage.  We have a ghetto of values and ghetto of eubics and so on.


And we try to carry on some kind of a semblance of home, and relationship, and culture.  But it’s all, it seems like, a memory.  We used to do this at home.  We used to do that at home.  And we’re forced to not live at home any longer.


So not to want to be a pessimist or anything.  I have to tell my children the future looks great and so on.  But realities seem to dictate that we’re gonna have to move.  The health of the Bering Sea is not doing well.  The resources are not well.

Interviewer:
Would you say kind of encapsulating that environment, as a symbol at least, but if the seal goes, the Aleut people go?  Would you go that far?

George Pletnikoff:
I went to a conference last March and I was, although I live in Alaska, I was invited to participate with the group of Pribilovians.  I am from there.  And I made the comment that if it weren’t for the seals, we would not have such a difficult life.  At which I was quickly admonished.  “How could you say that?  We love the seals.”  “Well, no, no, no.  I understand that.  I understand that.  But imagine if it weren’t for the fur seals.  We could still be living on the Aleutians and having a relatively healthy, good life.”


My father’s from Nikolski and he moved up to Saint George to work in the fur seal industry.  Okay.  It changed his whole life.  He was never really comfortable and he was, as I am sometimes, considered even though he was born on Saint George, “You’re an outsider.  You’re from the Aleutians.”  When I was the parish priest on Saint Paul, I was told, maybe in anger, “Go back to Saint George.  This is not your church.”


So okay, there’s those big picture things.  But there’s also there’s daily living things.  If it weren’t for the seal, I think we would have had a good life.  Even today, the fur seal dictate what the Aleuts can and can’t do on the Pribilofs in one way or another.


The federal government, which has not been very kind – given a lot of money.  They always gave us fish.  But you never helped us back in the ‘80s and the transition period from commercial harvest to subsistence harvest, never helped in the transition of how to clean the fish, and prepare it, and eat it well, with that analogy.  But the federal government is still intrusive.


Even here, I started working for the tribe here in Onalaska six years ago.  And one summer I said, “Let’s go get a sea lion.”  “Oh, we can’t do that.”  I said, “Why not?”  The local Aleut people here said, “You got to get a permit.”  “From who?”  “I don’t know.  But we can’t do it.”  I said, “You can do it.  You can go and harvest sea lion any time you want to.”


In order for them to believe that, I had to call Hatchery and Fishery Service in Juneau and say, “Please write me a letter and tell me it’s okay for us to get a sea lion any time we want.”  Finally they did and oh, finally, “I guess it is okay.”


So there is that constant intrusiveness, not only by the federal government, but yeah, by the state government.  I have to have my driver’s license to go for a four-wheel ride on Saint Paul.  Why?  And they have police there to enforce that.  Hey.  But these people are only doing their job.

Interviewer:
Great.  I feel that way, too, about my own life.

George Pletnikoff:
I don’t know whether we continue to teach our kids to dance, and teach them how to count in Aleut up to ten, teach them what a nose, and eye, and ear is.  I don’t know what the simple solution is or the solution is to that.  But I think the economy dictates.  And maybe we are at our final throes.  It’s sad to think about.  But I don’t know how to revive it.  Too many of us are getting older.  We’re moving for health reasons.  We’re getting a little bit more comfortable with the Western culture style of living.  And it’s harsh out here.  It’s harsh to live out here.  Back in the day, maybe it wasn’t.  We didn’t live in houses that had oil furnaces and other things like this.  So we didn’t know any different.  Today we do.  And so I don’t know what the future holds for us.

Interviewer:
That’s good.

George Pletnikoff:
It’s a hard one.

Interviewer:
Thanks.

Interviewer:
Yes, it is

[End of Audio]
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