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John Ricardo Merculief, Interviewer 1, Interviewer 2

John Ricardo Merculief:
Well name’s, full name is John Ricardo Merculief.  My mom and dad are John R. and Piama Merculief so I’m actually John R. Jr., but I go by Ricardo because there’s too many Johns up here.  And so, yeah, born and raised up here at St. Paul.  I went to high school at Mount Edgecumbe High School in Sitka and then I also went to four years of college there at UAS so I’ve been back and forth here.  I started commercial fishing in, I don’t know, 1996 or something and I was always back and forth between going to school in Sitka and coming back here to do work, construction or whatever in the summer before I started fishing.  So I’ve always been kind of back and forth between going to school and working here or working, I started working at _____ Marine in Seattle and coming back here.  so, I’ve been coming back here every summer all my life and so it’s a big part of, it’s always been a big part of what I do, and now I come up here and I work on the local fishing boats so it’s, yeah, it’s been good.

What else do you want to know?

Interviewer 1:
Okay.  (Laughter)  That’s good.  

Interviewer 2:
That’s perfect.  

John Ricardo Merculief:
Did I ramble a little bit?

Interviewer 1:
No, that’s good, that’s fine.  

John Ricardo Merculief:
Alright.  

Interviewer 1:
What I’d like you to do, Ricardo, is talk a little bit about your experience growing up here.
John Ricardo Merculief:
Okay.

Interviewer 1:
Okay?  And what that means to, and how that’s shaped your life and how you feel about things.  And I’m going to follow that with a question of what you’re thinking, when your thinking got shaped, what is drawing you away to Maui and what pulls you back to here emotionally, okay?  So and when I say the question you kind of need to paraphrase the question to open your answers because we’re not going to hear the questions when I speak.  Okay?

John Ricardo Merculief:
Okay, you’re going, your, oh I can turn that off.  

Interviewer 1:
Sorry.  

John Ricardo Merculief:
Yeah, that radio’s just right on the left as you walk in the door.  It’s kind of head level.  

So just kind of talk about growing up?

Interviewer 1:
Yeah, growing up and what it, how it affected – 

John Ricardo Merculief:
Okay, well as far as growing up here and how it’s affected me in my life, I mean I was, I loved growing up here as a kid because when you grow up – 

Interviewer 1:
If I could just get you to say “Growing up here on St. Paul.”  

John Ricardo Merculief:
Oh, okay.

Interviewer 1:
The audience won’t know where here is.

John Ricardo Merculief:
Right, right, right.  So, well growing up here on St. Paul Island it’s always been, I mean it was amazing as a kid because it’s like growing up in a big playground.  You’re outside all the time and it’s, but at the same time it’s, like, as I got a little bit older I was always really curious about what was happening in the rest of the world and what other places were like and just different experiences I could have.  So when I went to, like when I went to Sitka for high school I mean that just kind of opened up a door for me as far as seeing different things that were out here.  Because growing up here, while it’s fun and I love the environmental aspect of it and just being really close to nature and growing up by the ocean is a huge part of it and fishing with my dad growing up and just doing all those, being kind of close to family, aunties and uncles and grandparents and whatnot is, you know, it’s a big thing for me so that’s kind of what draws me here a lot even now when I live in Seattle or Maui is coming back to my family, coming back to just sort of to the island because it still has a meaning for me that I kind of, I still don’t understand.  


But, yeah when I was young it was really fun, but as I started getting a little bit older and my curiosity started growing more and more so I wanted to see more of what was going on in the rest of the world.  We would take family vacations and visit my grandparents in Seattle sometimes in the summer so when I was there I was just looking around like, wow, this is amazing, I want to see more of what’s going on out here.  so I think it’s my curiosity is what takes me to different places and growing up here, while it’s, like I said, it’s fun being a kid, but sometimes you get older and you’re looking around going, man I can only drive so many laps around this island.  I want to go do something different.  So it’s like I think the island itself couldn’t really contain my curiosity and just wanting to know what’s out there.


So, but yeah, growing up here was, you know, it’s amazing because I still have that love for nature and family and whatnot that I carry everywhere else.

Interviewer 1:
Excellent.  If you wanted to say something to, say, somebody, a kid that’s like in elementary school about the kind of choices that they’ll have with this community, you know, where this community can take them as a person, what would you say to them?  What would you say to that person based on your experiences here and you’ve said family was one really, you know, the experience of fishing and that type of thing, what would you say to that kid?

John Ricardo Merculief:
Well if I could say something to the young kids growing up here it’s to, like, when I talked about curiosity, that’s a big thing for me, so I would say to the young kids here, it’s like, I mean you have a really good opportunity here in just growing up and having such close friends and being so close to your family and for me personally I like to share my experiences with my family just what I do in other places that I live.  So I would tell them just to try to have a desire to learn more and not only about the community, but what goes on in the outside world because there’s so many things that happen in the world that affect St. Paul Island: fishing politics and just getting grants and whatnot to help the community.  


So there’s, and there’s a lot, you know, there’s people that have done that, that have left and gone to school and came back and now are doing some good things in the community.  So, I mean for the kids and the younger generation I think it’s important to not just see yourself as being stuck here because even though you live here there’s, now it’s like it almost doesn’t matter where you live because you can communicate with the outside world and see what’s going on, but try to keep reflecting back on where you live.  

Because it’s, you know no matter what you do and any job that you have, it’s like my thing like with building and working on boats just what drove me to do that is I want to know more all the time, I want to learn more, I want to get better, I want to meet people that are better than me at what I do, that do more different things, and learn from them.  And there’s a lot of people in this town that are like that that you can learn a lot from just by talking to them, just by saying, “Hey what’s going on?”  Or just asking questions about the town and how you can help and things like that.  


So I think definitely communication is a big part of that.  Just talking to people and that kind of desire to learn and keeping that going through everything you do in your life.  Because that’s what keeps me going and that’s another thing that is one of the reasons I ended up in Seattle or now I’m in Maui, Hawaii and it’s because I like finding people and learning from different people that are better than me at my trade or just keep kind of advancing, you know?  And I definitely like being able to come back here and help guys fix their boats or do whatever they want to do to help them keep fishing.  

Interviewer 1:
What about your, do you have any feeling about the effort at this point to reach back, way back – 

John Ricardo Merculief:
Oh, yeah.

Interviewer 1:
– pre-contact, and bring some of those cultural values all the way forward to today?  Do you think about that at all?  And if you do, what have you thought about that?

John Ricardo Merculief:
Well thinking back on the Aleut culture is, you know, it’s different, it’s difficult in a way because it’s, you know, there's a lot that I don’t know and a lot has changed since pre-contact times when, maybe when the Aleut culture was isolated in its sort of purest form that way.  Because when you’re influenced by, yeah, by all the technological advancements and what’s going on in the world, it’s hard to balance that out with your culture, and I think that’s what draws me back here a lot of times is that wanting to understand more about that.  It’s like I have this sort of spiritual pull from this place that keeps telling me well, there’s still something here that you need to know to sort of balance out your life and so I mean, I like learning a lot about the history of the Aleut people and just how everything has kind of gotten up to this point, and that, you know, the history helps out a lot and just knowing what happened and having that information to kind of say, “Okay that’s kind of a big part of who I am and a big part of the town and who the people are and how everything just came to be the way that it is now.”  So I mean, that’s, for me, since I kind of lack speaking the language and living in that Aleut culture, it’s like the history becomes a big part of it for me and knowing kind of how things came to be the way that they are.  And I think that’s important for everyone, for the kids, for growing up is know your history and know what happened and how your people came to be where they are in the present time.  So – 
Interviewer 1:
No, that’s great, that’s good – 

John Ricardo Merculief:
Maybe we’ll wait till – 

Interviewer 1:
No, that’s alright, that actually just makes it fit with the environment.

John Ricardo Merculief:
Oh, alright.

Interviewer 1:
That’s wonderful.  Absolutely, that’s exactly what we needed.  John, have you got anything you want to – 

Interviewer 2:
Just to be consistent with that, how does church, religion fit into your – 

Interviewer 1:
Oh yeah.

Interviewer 2:
– I know you come from a religious kind of background with your family, so – 

John Ricardo Merculief:
Yeah, that’s a  tough one.  Well I mean talking about the religion and the church, you know, religion, the Russian Orthodox religion is a big part, you know, even going back to what I was saying about the history of the island.  I mean I thought in doing a lot of reading when I was in school and still I do a lot of reading about it today, you know, the Russian Orthodox religion is a huge part of our culture.  It was all, you know, it was all part of how the people progressed.  When the Russians came here after those, you know those were difficult times for the Aleut people and I think the Orthodox religion played a big part in just keeping people together and giving them something to focus on, something to keep them in contact, to sort of tie them together because maybe they couldn’t speak their language or couldn’t dance or couldn’t do, you know they weren’t allowed to do all the cultural activities that they had before.  So religion became a big part of it.  


I grew up, my grandfather was a Russian Orthodox priest, you know, on my mom’s side and my uncle Ishmael was a Russian Orthodox priest and so it’s really big in my family and I grew up as an altar boy in the church and that was a huge thing for me.  And so just learning about the church and knowing the history and even having that sort of faith and just how that still ties me to the people and to the island and it always, you know it means a lot to me even though it’s, you know, I might not have the sort of, the devotion of, the religious devotion of some others, but it kind of, it’s all what it means to you and yourself, so it’s important to kind of think about that and think about what the culture, the religion, the island, the ocean, the hills, walking on the beach for me sometimes feels like a religious experience because I can feel the energy coming out of the rocks and I can feel it when the waves hit the rocks and that just, it’s like it kind of cleanses me, you know?  And so it’s not only the church, it’s kind of everything that’s kind of enclosed in the island and how it affects you and so it’s, I think it’s important to figure that out for an individual is how, what all these different things mean to you: the history , the church, your, you know, having a connection to the environment is really important because you’re on a small island so it’s like everything you can do to help keep the place clean and beautiful and nice for the rest of the kids that are ever going to grow up here is huge.  

So – 

Interviewer 1:
What do you think about the future St. Paul Island as a community with the economic base, what it takes to exist in today’s world?  And that plays into some of the reasons you look for other opportunities.  What do you think about this community as you look forward, I know you always want to come back here, but it has to have some type of economy in order to keep people here.  Do you have any thoughts about that?  Have you thought, given much thought to that?  

John Ricardo Merculief:
Well it’s, I think about the future of St. Paul Island and its economy more when I come back here.  You know when I’m away in Hawaii and I’m working and doing my own thing, it kind of, it’s harder for me to think about what’s going on here and that’s part of the reason I like to come back is I get into conversations with my friends and my dad and people about, just about what’s happening up, you know?  And where the island is going, and I think it’s, the island’s going through a big transition right now as far as the economy goes and I hope that, my hope for the island is that people will learn to just kind of realize again that they’re, we’re all on the same island, we’re all the same people, you know?  

And it takes, I think for this place to be successful it’s going to take people really learning how to work together, you know?  Learning how to overcome differences between individuals or whatever, you know?  Even almost getting over things that have happened in the past and more, not kind of having so much emotion about it, but learning and using that information to say, “Alright, what can we do from today on to make this place work?”  Because it takes a big effort to make 500, even a small community make it successful and I just hope that the people kind of make that happen or maybe the culture itself kind of reemerges as something that brings people together and makes it, this could be, I mean it is a great town and that’s why I like coming back here.  But it can always be better, you know, and people can always learn more and do more.  Even just whatever your trade is and whatever you do in your job and just figuring out, alright, what can I do to make something happen?  

So – 

Interviewer 2:
The batteries just died in the mixer.

Interviewer 1:
One of the batteries died for the mixer?

Interviewer 2:
Yeah.

Interviewer 1:
Okay, did it just happen?

Interviewer 2:
Yeah, just that very last few seconds.

Interviewer 1:
Okay.

John Ricardo Merculief:
Is that good or – 

Interviewer 1:
Okay, anytime.  Go ahead.

John Ricardo Merculief:
Alright, well in talking about the seals and how they, what that means to me as far as, well, in my life, well I think it’s not only the seals, it’s everything on the island: the birds, the reindeer, the whole sort of ecosystem as a whole, I kind of look at it all and I always try to imagine what this place was like 1,000 years ago in pre-contact times when there was just so many animals it just must have been amazing to see.  

So I think it all goes into having an understanding of what’s going on, why there aren’t as much halibut here as there used to be and why the seal populations are dropping because it’s hard, I think, to maintain a sort of, the purity of the island because it’s being affected by everything outside of it.  So I kind of like to know what’s going on outside of these shores that is affecting the animals here.  And it’s not only affecting the animals, it affects the people on the island.  You know?  So I think it’s important to, like I was talking about earlier, to try to have an understanding of, okay, what’s going on?  How is this affecting us and I think there’s some people here that are in the process of doing that and I think it’s important for everybody to see that because no matter what you do on the island and no matter who you are, it’s the seals, the birds, the whole, the life of the island basically is going to affect you, it’s going to affect your livelihood.  So I think anything we can do, anything everybody from the kids to the elders, anything that you can do to contribute to kind of trying to keep this place, the conservation and just keep it to where we don’t have a day where there’s not seals on the beach and we don’t have a day where there’s not birds flying around in the air because that would be really sad to me and I think it would be for a lot of other people too.  Because whether we realized it or not it’s a huge part of us.  You know?  And that’s part of that understanding that I think I try to achieve when I’m out here is just I like to go hiking and I like to just sit up on the hills in the wind and just kind of feel it out and try to understand what this place and everything about it from the people to the birds and the ocean, what it means to me and how it affects me because that’s one of the reasons I live in Maui and I’ve discovered a love for surfing is I just love being on the water.  When I’m sitting on my surfboard and a monk seal comes up and just kind of looks at me, it kind of makes me feel at home.  And even in Hawaii we have, there’s the same volcanic rocks, the same cliffs, there’s the same scoria in Hawaii so it kind of, I feel more at home there than I have any place other than here.  So that kind of environmental connection with the land and the water and the animals, it means a lot to me because when I’m there, it’s, that’s what makes me feel comfortable.  

Yeah, I mean like I was saying the kids, anything you can do, just try to understand that, try to feel it out for yourself and have it mean something to you and spread that around to other people because it’ll, I think it’ll make a big difference in the future.

Interviewer 1:
Excellent.  

Interviewer 2: 
One more thing, I just came from some conversations where people said the reason that they keep coming back is because they think it’s easy here, easy (crosstalk) is that a way of – 

John Ricardo Merculief:
Well I think, well for a person coming back here I think it’s, I don’t know if it’s so much easy as it is comfortable, you know?  I think it’s a comfort level in having that family support because it’s tough being an individual and moving to the city and just having to do everything on your own and figure out what you’re going to do without having your brothers or your sisters or your mom and dad to be there to help you out.  So it’s a big individual struggle, and because living up here it’s not easy at all for me just because I’m, part of my personality is that I’m really strong individually like that and I like to do things on my own, you know?  So it’s harder for me to be up here a lot of times than other places just because it’s, well it just, I kind of run out things to do, but I think if people think it’s easy to come back here and live then they need to make it a little harder on themselves and do more.  You know?  Figure out, alright what can I do?  Where, you know, keep asking questions, keep being curious, you know?  Keep trying to figure out what more you can do and not just ever thing that, not ever say you’re bored.  


I always used to say, “If I say I’m bored and I’m sitting around then I must be a really boring person because I should have something to do.”  You know?  And I think that’s part of just what keeps me going.  And like I said, St. Paul’s not an easy place to live, staying here for a winter, that’s hard.  I mean it’s cold, it’s gloomy, it’s difficult, so anybody that can stay here and make a good life for themselves up here and be happy and kind of make other people around you happy, that’s, I mean my hat’s off to them because that’s a difficult thing to do.  I don’t think it’s easy to live here at all.  

Interviewer:
That’s great.
John Ricardo Merculief:
Yeah.

[End of audio]
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