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My name is Jeff Dickerell; I am a high school history teacher in the Alaska City School.  I’ve been teaching here since 1990.  I am originally from Illinois.  I have a BA from Northern Illinois University with a teaching degree and I am a certified librarian.
I started to get into Aleutian history pretty much from the time I came here.  I had a great mentor in Ray Hudson who was the high school history teacher and basically the town historian who came to Alaska in 1964 and stayed for the next 28-odd years.  One of the things I’ve been looking at pretty intensely over the last couple of years is the Aleukayak, ikyak, or bedarka.  The boats themselves and the history of the Aleutians told through the story of the bedarka or ikyak.
We should probably mention the translation problem with the names of the boats and the use of the words.  It’s rather difficult because even today if you ask and Aleut elder what the kayaks were called they’ll use the term bedarkee which is just kind of the evolution of the word.  We don’t really know what the proper use of the word would be.  Whether it would be bedarka, which is the Russian word for small boat, but has come to symbolize or describe the Aleut kayak.  Should we use ikyak, which is the Aleut word (I’m sure I’m pronouncing that poorly) or should we use kayak, which is the generally accepted term worldwide and everybody, knows.

Most of us who are involved in this use the words interchangeably, so you might say bedarka, bedarkee, ikyak, and kayak.  A double- or triple-hole kayak is luktak.  There is no distinction between and three-hole and a two-hole; it just a luktak, so it gets a little bit complicated.  Trickier because there was a very severe change in the design, form, function and cultural use.
[Unrelated conversation]
As far as the Aleut open boat, that’s even more difficult because there was a pretty severe change in the design, the form and function.  We don’t really know a lot about them and traditionally for the past 200-odd years the Russian word baidar or baidara which means riverboat in Ukranian but it has come to be used out here for the open boats.  The Eskimo word or Ubik word of oomiac which everybody knows but we don’t use down here.  The Eastern Inungin word nigala (I’m sure I’m pronouncing it terribly) is starting to be used again, especially up in St. Paul where they’re trying to recreate them.  The western Aleut word which drops the n igala.  If you read some of the popular romance novels (Sue Harrison books) she uses ik for that which is a diminutive of igala, so there’s a lot of discrepancy and a lot of difficulty in just trying to pin down what exactly it’s called.  
Again, most of the native elders today would call it a baidar or bedara but they’re trying to do a resurgence of that.  So language itself is very difficult.  Of course, Captain Cook called them canoes so a lot of the best descriptions we have are canoes, which throws everything off.

The cultural significance of the ikyak basically, in my opinion, you couldn’t have sustained life in the Aleutian Islands without an incredibly seaworthy boat and obviously boats have been used for thousands of years.  If you go up into the northern parts of the Arctic where they didn’t have a lot of wood, they had to rely on driftwood and the kind of created the skin-covered boat.  We have archaeological evidence probably going back 2000 years.  I’m sure with recent developments that probably goes back several thousand more and I would probably suggest that if you ask archeologists, they could infer through what tools they are finding which are boat building tools that they probably had them going back almost 10,000 years (pure speculation, of course).

We know that just to exist in arctic environments on the coast, you need boats.  You could probably survive on the coast itself without boats, but if you are sitting there on the beach looking out at a nice seal or sea lion, you would try very hard to go out and hunt that for your calories versus energy.  There just aren’t a lot of food sources on shore.  One sea lion could sustain 10s of people the natural resources of the skin, the bones, the sinew would all help you survive better.  

We know that probably some of the earliest northern people had skin boats.  They were probably very rudimentary and evolved over time.  If you go up into the northern arctic, they didn’t use the kayak so much to go out hunting and traveling great distances in.  Basically, they used it for retrieval.  You harpoon a seal, it floats offshore, you paddle out 30 or 40 feet and get it.  Their boats are much wider and much taller.  They paddled on their knees as opposed to sitting flat.  Their boats are much less seaworthy and that style of boat comes all the way down to the edge of the Aleutians where everything changes.

In the Aleutians, you don’t have sea ice, so you can be out in all seasons of the year.  You have much more turbulent water; you have passes with tide rips; you have points with tide rips; you have much more severe storms and you have islands so that just to get from one island to the next you need some sort of seaworthy boat.  The Aleut culture was hand-in-hand with seaworthy boats, whether they were kayaks or the open boats.

A kayak is a great hunting vehicle but in order to move your village and move your possessions from one place to the other, you’re going to need a larger boat, a cargo ship and that was the nigala or the open boat, the bidar.  However, one of the cool things about those boats os that they were built very much along the kayak lines; long, narrow; 35-40 feet long, four feet wide.  Not like the traditional open boats of the Eskimo peoples which were much shorter and squatter.  They were out in calmer waters, hunting whales where you needed a lot of stability.  Here you needed a lot of efficiency and seaworthiness but you needed that speed to get you from point A to point B safely and efficiently.  The bidars here and the kayaks here were absolutely intrinsic to survival out here.  They both evolved very differently than anywhere else in the artic (those skin boats did).

In regards to the Aleut open boat, the nigala or the bidar.  When the Russians came out here in the med 1700s, they were really astounded at the speed, cargo capacity and mobility of the Aleut boats.  I’ve collected probably between 10 and 15, maybe even 20 different quotes from Russian sources.  One of their jobs when they first came out here was to count the number of people so that the authorities would know (since they’re bringing these people into the empire) a rough estimate of the population.  I must have 15 quotes where the Russians say, “We can’t get an accurate count because these people are moving everyday all over the place.”  They talk about looking out on the horizon and just seeing—there’s always a boat going from this island to that island and of course as hunter/gatherer people, the Aleuts would always be moving with the resource; moving with the season; moving from the salmon stream to the sea lion rookeries.

s and from the place where the plants were growing to the place where the storms wouldn’t affect them so much.  

They needed these large-scale open boats.  You’re taking grandma and grandpa; you’re taking the children; you’re taking all the women and all of your gear that you’d bring with you.  Your tools, your basketry, your driftwood that you were going to use in the next place, your stone lamps—all of that stuff needed to be carried in a boat.  One of the things the kayak is not very good at is carrying a lot of weight—large cargo capacity.  So they had these open boats and some references are made to them being called ‘women’s boats;’ although not a lot.  Most of them were used by the men for hunting and warfare expeditions when you’re going after the bigger, faster animals.  The Russians were very impressed with the design of these and in the 1760s when the Aleuts revolted; the Russians discovered (to their dismay) that these boats allowed the native people to move an entire village away from the Russians who were coming to punish them.

There is a fantastic reference by Saloviah where he is bringing his sailing ship up to a beach and they’re off loading the men into their rowboats to go basically wipe out the village.  They went through a period of punishing the natives for revolting and he says, “As we’re climbing into our boats, the entire village jumped out of their houses, raced to the beach, got put in their open boats and took off and we couldn’t catch them.”  So they were bobbing around in their wooden rowboats while the whole village took off.  These boats obviously were incredibly efficient and incredibly well designed and something that the Russians could not tolerate if they were going to control the people, they couldn’t tolerate their existence.
Over the next ten years—and this is very undocumented—there are allusions to the destruction of these open boats.  There is no real good documentation about the direct destruction.  We do have a few quotes of  Saloviah says that he destroyed all the weapons and bedarkas which we look at as kayaks, but that was a word they could have used for either open boats and kayaks.  What we do know without a doubt is that before the Aleut revolt and the Russian reprisals, the Aleuts had incredibly well designed, incredibly seaworthy open, skin boats.  After the Aleut revolt and the Russian reprisals, those boats did not exist.

Captain Cook, who visited Alaska in 1778, noticed that there were no large open boats and in his journal he makes reference to the point saying, (paraphrased) it was impossible to believe that a culture could survive out here without large cargo-carrying boats.  I believe they were removed here for political reasons.  He is echoed a few years later by another American who says he believes the boats were removed from the Aleut population for political reasons.  
Saloviah has a great one where they filled seal intestines full of gunpowder, chased everybody into a house, dropped these seal intestines inside, blew it up so the house kind of collapsed and then they went and jumped up and down on top of the house to make sure everybody was dead, but Lydia would never translate that.

One of the things that we should mention is that both of the Americans who made that statement that the Aleut boats were taken away for political reasons.  When they were here, they did not speak Russian and the Russians did not speak English, so there were not really able to ask directly what happened to these boats, so it was an inference.  Cook does say that these people would have to have a large cargo-carrying boat.  What the Russians ended up doing was allowing these skin boats to be recreated but along Russian designs, so instead of paddles, they used oars.  They had rudders or a steering oar on them.  They changed the bow design to a much more blunt and rounded design.  They made it wider and more flared so they could carry more cargo and they also made them—well, we don’t know if they made them bigger because there are some oral traditions that have the pre-contact boats up to 100 feet long, which I completely believe.  I think they were easily able to do it and by necessity almost have to do it to move what they did. 

The Russians changed the boats so that they became workhorse boats.  They’re not made for going from point A to point B.  The Russians, instead of letting the people wander about to go to their different resource-gathering areas, tried to consolidate villages; put them in the back of the bay where sailing ships could come.  The native people out here—we would look at a village site and think, ‘well, I’d want it in the back of the bay.  I’d want it in the most protected place that there could be.’  The nungins thought the complete opposite.  They wanted to be where the action was.  They wanted to be near the passes, near the points; they wanted to be in places where the water was a little rougher because that changed the food column in the water so that more animals came.  Most of the village sites that the native people had were in very poor sites for Russian uses; so the Russians started consolidating, started to force people to live there year round and there fore the change in the boats and boat design wasn’t as devastating to the culture because they were changing toward a cash economy.

Those boats continued to evolve to where we see the ones up in the Pribilofs up until the 1970s that were able to carry automobiles and lighter them from ships to shore.  Those are designed specifically to carry huge amounts of weight short distances.  They are not super seaworthy (I wouldn’t want to cross a pass in one) but they are so flared and so large that the more weight that’s put on the boat, the wider the boat becomes on the water line.  It’s very well designed and very well put together, but a long ways from where they were 100 years – 250 years ago.  We have very few clues.  

One of the most important clues we have of this is a pair of drawings (watercolor paintings) by a Russian ship captain named Levischev who came to Alaska in 1768 and he was part of a “secret” mission from the government to come and check out the stories of atrocities being committed by the Russians.  He came out and wintered over on Alaska and did a series of ethnographic sketches and writings and journal entries, which are incredibly valuable to us today.  In 1768, he was able to paint a watercolor of a pre-contact Aleut open skin boat and a post-contact Russian style one.  He doesn’t come right out and say that all of these styles were destroyed and these were the replacements, but instinctually you can look and think, why else would he have painted the two?  He wanted to show the before and after—or at least he wanted to document the two styles of boats which ten years later when Captain Cook came, the Aleut pre-contact style did not exist anymore.  Obviously, a very powerful change occurred—whether it was force on the locals at gunpoint or something that they changed because the situation changed; we just don’t know.  We’d love to know more about it. 

My favorite story about the change in design in the Aleut boats is from a kind of detached observer.  A doctor, Dr. Langsdorf who was sailing with Prince Resonoff out here in 1805 and he kind of was brought along just as an observer, a recorder.  He wasn’t part of the government; therefore he was a little more open to speak and to write and he went to Kodiak from here and from Kodiak they paddled in a Russian style open skin boat from Kodiak across the Schellicoff Straits to the peninsula.  Where on the peninsula he doesn’t exactly tell us but they pull into a bay and they find a pre-contact Aleut skin boat on the beach.  Langsdorff looks at this boat and looked at the one he had made this very dangerous crossing in and has a half a page long diatribe, ‘why in the world are the Russians using these big wide crazy designed boats when they have these incredibly well designed, very seaworthy boats sitting right here?’
He was a great recorder of information and he did a scale drawing of it which is our only kind of professionally done drawing with an eye toward design as opposed to Levescheff who just painted it as he saw it.  This is a scale drawing and the only catch with that particular drawing is because we don’t know where on the peninsula he stumbled on it.  We don’t know if it was a Kodiak style specific Eskimo boat or a true Aleut boat.  We just don’t know.  The Russians did not go on the peninsula for their reprisal so it could easily have survived that.  It does tell us, however, that the technology of building those boats existed into 1805, which is 50 years after Levescheff, and Saloviah said they were getting destroyed and that they could have been reused if they wanted them to be.
You would have to ask yourself the question of why were these more efficient, better boats not being built.  Was it because of the Russians’ fear of having the Aleuts more mobile or was it just tradition had changed and the use of the boats had changed.  We don’t know.  It’s an intriguing mystery that we’re still trying to find that secret puzzle piece to answer that question.

I don’t know much about the Pribilofs and the use of those skin boats.  I know that they were used to lighter cargo off the ships because they don’t have a good dock there because of the cliffs.  The Aleut kayak which was without a doubt the pinnacle of form and function in a seagoing skin on wood frame boat.  It achieved a sophistication in the Aleutians that was not matched anywhere else in arctic conditions.  The only people (culture) that came close to this were the Greenlandic Eskimo people who had very efficient boats but not designed for open rough water.  They were designed for hunting out of and they were designed for paddling into the open ocean but only the Aleut culture designed boats that were made for the open ocean, crossing passes, and going out into storms and into sea conditions that no other arctic culture would even think of going in.  That was one of those questions about the evolution of the design of the kayak; when and where did those forms and functions change and how did they change.  

For instance, if you look at an Eskimo, or any other kayak, the stern of the boat is pointed, just like a traditional canoe shape that comes to a point in the back end and this is most likely because if you are paddling your kayak in the ice, you need to back out.  You might go into a narrow crack in the ice a lead to get somewhere but you might need to back out.  It’s just if you’re designing a boat, that seems to be the simplest way.  Well, somewhere down the line, the Unungin boat builders figured out that if they put more of a scallop or a shoulder on the stern; so instead of coming to a point, it came to a more blunt end with two concave sections to it that the boat became more efficient.  Now, we don’t know exactly what they thought, but people have done water tank tests on these boats and found that yes, the water line changes and the current eddying changes, which means the friction changes which means all that hydrodynamic stuff will be very scientifically more efficient.  Did they feel that or did they just realize the boats were going faster?  Today, all modern racing sailboats have a shoulder stern.  They have that same design that the Aleuts probably had thousands of years ago.  

If you read the earlier literature when people were trying to figure out why they were designed that way, they said well, in a following sea it gave you a little push, which it does, but George Dyson and others have done the water tank tests and found out that this is actually hydrodynamically a much more efficient design.  The front (bow) of the boat is what makes an Aleut boat—it’s the characteristic that makes the Aleut boat an Aleut boat.  If you ask most people to choose a bedarka out of a lineup of different boats they would look at the front end and this front end has design features on it that modern boat builders discovered post World War II.  We know the Aleuts had it at least 2000 years ago if not longer.  We just don’t have the evidence for it.     
There are several characteristics of the front end of the bow.  One of them that’s the most dominant visually is the split in the bow.  The bifid bow or the open-jawed bow and what this allowed the boat to do was have a very narrow water line at the bottom so that it entered the water very sharply.  If your boat hits a wave or the front end starts sinking, you want to have as much mass as possible; so you want it wider at the top than at the bottom.  If you just make a T shape and cover that with skin, you get a triangle.  If you look at modern cruise ships or modern cargo ships, they have a flare, a nice graceful curve to the bow where it gets skinny at the bottom and wider towards the top.  

The Aleuts, in order to create this design put a slot in the bottom of that T so that they could sew the skin together at the bottom to keep it narrow; and then carved a piece that would make that nice flare shape.  When you’re sewing your skin, if you just have a T-shape, it will form a triangle, so that was what they did.   

As I’ve said, that was discovered in modern shipbuilding sometime around World War II.  If you look at World War I battleships they have just a straight bow (there is no flare), it’s just a big point whereas the Aleut Unungin people had figured this out thousands of years ago.  The other thing, if you look at a modern ship, they have something called a bulbous bow, which is a large protrusion (a giant bulb) under the water line that reaches out in front of the boat.  What they discovered was that if you start pushing water out of the way, as a boat does—pushes the water to the sides—it creates a little wave in the front of the boat that your boat now has to climb up that wave.  You’re going to be using energy that should be used pushing you forward; you’re going to have to climb up that wave.  If you put that wave in front of your boat—if you make the water get pushed out of the way in front of the boat as opposed to at your boat—instead of climbing up that wave, you’ll actually be surfing down the trough of the wave.

Modern shipbuilders discovered if you put a giant bow bulb on there you can push the wave in front of your boat so that the bow of your boat sinks down instead of climbs that wave.  Modern boat builders figured it out in the last 60 years; we know that the Aleuts figured it out probably 2000 years ago if not more than that.  Did one man figure it out and it quickly went everywhere else?  We don’t know.  We don’t know the evolution.  There’s no oral history as to why it was a split-bow design?  We don’t know.  Archeologically we have some evidence.  Tool making capabilities we have some evidence; but it’s one of the great mysteries.  All we know is that at the contact period and going back in the archeological record we know for a fact that 2000 years ago they had that split bow.

We know that when the Russians came, the Aleut culture revolved around basically skin-on-frame boats, mainly the kayak.  I like to equate it with a teenager getting a car.  In fact, in the 1880 census, the census taker uses that same analogy (30 years before cars) is that a teenager, when he got his first kayak, was a changed man because he could go to the other village and hang out with the girls over there and it allowed these kids this freedom.  You have this analogy of the whole culture revolving around the kayak.  At eight or ten or twelve years old you get trained in kayaking and then you’re allowed to play in your dad’s and then you’re allowed to actually go out and there’s a lot of Aleut mythology and oral stories about allowing a child—OK, I want you to go out in a kayak, but don’t go beyond this point.  Of course they always go beyond that point, just like a teenager today,  I want you to drive to the store, but don’t go any further and you come back and he has 35 miles on the odometer.  All those stories were once you crossed around that point, usually a giant using a whale shoulder blade as a paddle, would kill the boy; which is a good way to teach your kid to not go beyond that point.  Listen to dad.  

The Aleuts pre-contact and at-contact, one of the interesting things is that we think of summertime as being the time to kayak; in the good weather.  The reality is that summertime was a good time to go sit and get salmon and so you would go to your salmon camp.  The best time to get sea mammals is December.  Their fat is more pure; so you have the kayaking culture here using these boats for winter hunting.  They use them all year around, but that was kind of something that we would never consider was to go out in the middle of winter.  I’ve kayaked in December here.  Sometimes it’s beautiful.  

When the Russians come, several things start changing in the design, the form, the function of the boat and the uses of the boat.  The Russians wanted the Aleuts to do one thing—hunt sea otters—and you did not need to go out and hunt for food.  The Russians would provide you with food so that you could go hunt sea otters.  Sea otters are best hunted in the summertime.  The sea otter doesn’t rely on fat to keep it warm in the cold weather; it relies on its fur.  Its fur stays luxuriant all year around.  Most animals shed in the summer because they rely on fat and their fur needs to get shed.  The sea otter has a luxurious coat all year around; so you would hunt it in the better weather.  Obviously, you can use your time more efficiently.  You have more paddling days.  So the form of the kayak starts to change.  

Kayaks have always had different forms and functions.  There is oral history in which two Atkin cousins are fleeing the eastern Aleuts and they steal two kayaks.  One kayak is made for staying inside the kelp, near the beach and the other kayak is made for beginning in the open ocean.  The story goes that one brother, when they are inside the kelp, takes off like a feather on the water and the other one is falling behind.  When they get outside the kelp, the roles switch and the boats change.  Bill Irmaloff, an elder here, told me he remembers the elders telling him that if your boat was designed to go in the open ocean you would tie it much more loosely.  The lashings would be looser so you had more flexibility and if you were using a boat close to shore, you would tie it much more rigidly so that you had more strength to it.

When the Russians came, the kayaks that they had these amazing designs for; the kayaks to go across oceans paths or to go out hunting; all of a sudden become for one use only—hunting sea otters.   Where do you go hunt sea otter?  Sea otters like to hang out in the kelp.  So one of the first changes that we noticed to the front end is the bow piece bends up.  Now, if you have two very sharp points on the end of your boat, it tends to gather seaweed, sticks, anything gets caught in there, so they would tie a block (a twig or a twisted baleen) to keep seaweed out of there, but it still gets stuck on there.  They would solve that problem by not going in the seaweed, but now the Russians forced them to go into the seaweed to get sea otters.  So the bow starts to change.  It bends up.  Also, with sea otter hunting, you need to be able to turn on a dime, so the front end of the boat; the whole front third, comes out of the water; what’s called rocker.  So the boats become much more like the bottom of a rocking chair, which slows you down.  You don’t get to go as fast and as straight, but you can turn much easier.  That was a design change that the Russians, whether they forced it on the native people or the native people said, “Oh, we have a new job, we probably need to change the boat design.”  Obviously, the Unungin knew how to design a boat. 

You have that change with the Russians of the bow shape.  It also gets wider, the cockpits get bigger because you’re having to stuff your sea otters down inside the boat and they get slower and much more stable, which means the tip of your kayak is, the faster it goes.  So, they start to become less tippy, more stable.  Sometime around this point, the two-man kayak starts to become the norm.  When the Russians first came, they noted that the Aleut people did not like to have—it was almost an insult to have—a two-hole kayak.  They were used for old men who couldn’t quite paddle anymore and they were used to train boys.  You would put an old man in the back hole and a young man in the front and you would take the two-hole out.  

Who would want to go out in a two-hole boat when you had a sports car?  And so, a two-hole boat, because it is not twice as long as a one-hole boat is much faster.  You can get amazing speed.  You can go for longer periods because you’re using less energy to go faster; you can carry much more cargo in them and so, soon after the Russians started going longer distances for sea otters, the two-hole boat starts to get pre-eminent.

During the American period, all sea otter hunting was done in two-hole boats, so you’d bring your one-hole boat with you to wherever you were going and then they would sail you off, drop you off in your two-hole boat and you would go (kind of a mother ship) and look around for the sea otters.  Fleets of hundreds of boats sometimes.  So, you have this subtle change—not very subtle—from a one-hole boat to a two-hole boat.  You have a subtle change from the bow design; you have a subtle change from the bottom design.  All these things are evolving because the boats were now being used only to hunt sea otters.  Very little for hunting anything else.  Because of the discovery of the Pribilofs and the setup of a seal and Sea Lion harvesting community up there, you didn’t have to hunt sea lions or seals for the skins.  You could just go whack ‘em on the head because they came up there to breed.  So, getting the raw material to build the kayak—you didn’t need to do it anymore.  Food wasn’t a problem because the Russian system came into play.  The sole function of the kayaks became to hunt sea otters.

Up in the Pribilofs you didn’t need a boat to go hunt anything because they came ashore there.  There are a few offshore islands out there that you would paddle out to, but you don’t quite see the necessity for that.  It was almost purely a cash economy up there and especially in the American period, they just harvested the seals; they had government housing; they had government food sources; they had government schools; it was a government colony.  And so the impetus to go out in your kayak wasn’t there.  The other thing about the Privilofs that you don’t find in the Aleutians are there is not a lot of landing beaches there, so to go out there, your skill level needs to be incredibly high.  Probably in the Pribilofs before anywhere else, the kayak lost its necessity as part of the culture.

The kayak survives in the Aleutians.  Sea otter hunting was banned in 1911, so the kayak starts to kind of peter out here.  They stopped really building them; they stopped using them for their economic base.  They still use them for subsistence hunting and fishing; they still use them for long-distance travel.  We have women who are still alive today who were brought from other islands inside the middle of a two-hole kayak to come and get married here.  You’re talking 60, 70, 80 years ago.

As the 1920s hit and fox farming hit the Aleutians, you have a huge influx of cash capital right at the same time as outboard motors start to get invented.  Just as the economic necessity of a kayak is starting to peter out, you have the influx of a new technology and quite frankly, who would paddle a kayak when you can sit in your rather large dory and use a motor?  I was asking Bill Irmaloff about that transition period and asked him how fast his boat went and he said, “Oh, about four or five knots,” and I said, “My God, how did you like going so slow?”  He looked at me and said, “Well, that was pretty fast for those days—four knots constantly.  If you’re paddling (rowing) a dory, four knots would be pretty fast.”  We look at it from our culture where it would be going very slow, but for their culture, four knots consistently for mile after mile would be a fantastic accomplishment.
As the kayak peters out in its use they were still used for seal hunting because they were quiet.  So you would throw your kayak into your dory, you’d motor out to where you were going to hunt seals, you’d anchor your dory and then jump in the kayak and look for the seals and use a gun to do that.

In the 1930s with the great depression, there was a small resurgence in skin boats because people didn’t have the money for the outboard motors and after World War II they pretty much were gone from the culture in the chain.  The Privilofs had pretty much lost them probably around the turn of the century when the Americans really kicked in up there.  I’m sure there were one or two used up there but they had pretty much disappeared out of economic necessity.  There was really no reason to have them up there.

[End of Audio]
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