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So my name Ilarion (Larry) Merculief.  My Aleut name is Kuuyux.  Kuuyux was given to me when I was four years old by the last Aleut medicine man left alive amongst our people and that name means “extension” like as if your arm is extending out and it’s given to one person in each lifetime.  That name has gone back thousands of years.  K‑u‑u‑y‑u‑x, Kuuyux.  And I was born and raised out on St. Paul Island in the middle of the Bering Sea.  

My generation was the last generation that had a fully in tact traditional upbringing and from age 5 on literally the entire village raised me.  The men would take me out hunting and fishing.  The women would take me out picnicking and berry picking and the elders would take me out camping.  And to get to know my grandfather, as one of our traditional systems, we had to eat, sleep and live together for two years – 7 days a week, 365 days a year, 24 hours a day – for him to get to know me and for me to get to know him.  
By the time I was 5 years old, I ate my first halibut heart and was taken out by all the fishermen in the village to get halibut.  I caught my first halibut at age 5.  By age 7, I had my first rifle and shotgun and by age 11, my dad gave me the boat motor and says I’m fully capable of going out there in the Bering Sea as a skipper, at 11 years old.  

And it was quite an incredible – incredible – upbringing; very, very rich in understanding in relationship to nature and environment and to the animals in a very profound way that most people could not possibly understand today.  And from age 5 on, I was encouraged by the entire community to go out, get a western education, come back and become a leader.  
Starting at age 5, they started talking to me about that.  So, went out to University of Washington, graduated there, went back the islands, became the first business manager of the village corporation where we started the first business enterprises on the islands since the Russians first brought our people up there in 1786 and ’87.  And we started a tourism operation from scratch and started a “natural resource operation” basically utilizing parts of the seal and then expanded into contracting operations, etc.  
So I was working for the village corporation for about ten years and then went to work for the State of Alaska, came back in 1990 to be city manager for four years overseeing the development of the strategies to create a port out there servicing the Bering Sea crab fleet.  And the idea of where the boat harbor came in from was from my uncle, Iliodor Merculief, who got the Corps of Engineers in the 1960s to do a feasibility assessment.  He had died.  When I came into leadership up there in the 1970s, I decided to pick up where he left off and pushed for the idea of creating a harbor.  And that was – we were able to get the first funds to create the harbor back in the early 1980s.  

I then became the village corporation president where we expanded into developing a small boat fishing fleet.  We had – our people were kept by the federal government from engaging in any commercial enterprises by not allowing us to have the wherewithal to be able money wise to be able to buy or engage in private enterprise operations.  And so no one really had any experience and even though we had fish in our doorstep, I mean abundance of fish in our doorstep, none of our people every commercially fished.  
But we realized that that was a cultural strength, so back in 1981 then, I hired, as the village corporation president, an old salt schooner skipper from Seattle to come up to St. Paul and we created a program where half time in class, half time on two demonstration boats that we developed for small boat fishing and designed to meet the conditions out there on the island.  So we co-designed this particular boat.

That first year in 1983, we had our first “fishing fleet” of three boats – Oregon dories.  I still have my Oregon dory up there and our first year of fishing we caught 4,000 pounds of halibut.  We thought that was really great.  Well, within – I don’t know – six or seven years, that production went up to a million pounds with a fleet starting from three small boats to now over 29 or 30, I think.  

But anyway, oversaw the expansion of the boat harbor in 1990 through 1994 where we actually developed the first contracts with UniSea and Trident Seafoods and set up a few tank farms and worked with the village corporation.  During the government pullout days in the 1980s, we realized we were going to go into fishery service and so I was in charge of negotiating with the federal government, along with our attorney, Tony Smith, the conditions of the government pullout and we wanted to make sure that all the economically viable lands on the island in the village went to the village corporation and that’s exactly what happened. 
But we were very concerned about having a mono-economy.  I mean definitely we saw the effects of a government-run company town in the Pribilofs when the government decides to pull out and in 1983 – or 1982 to ’83 – we had actually negotiated the government pullout and in that one year’s period of time between ’82 and ’83, we had a hundred documented suicide attempts, four suicides, three murders and by contrast the prior 100 hundreds, one murder, no suicides.  

And this happened because we were getting hate mail from all over the world from people who were being misled by certain kinds of animal rights groups in an international coalition fighting against the taking of fur seals for their pelts by the U.S. government and it was an indiscriminate outrage, I think, that was focused primarily on our people and so people heard about these.  They knew the government was pulling out.  We had no plans for an alternative economic base so uncertainty was there.  Depression set in on a community-wide basis and we began to have one series of tragic events after another. 
I’ll never forget the turning point – actually two turning points – that occurred that turned this around where out people actually got things back together again.  One was when three young people, one 16 years old, one 15 and one 11, decided to kill themselves together and they walked out at 4:00 in the morning in the beach adjacent to the village and determined to kill themselves together and they chose that time of morning because they didn’t think anyone would be around.  

Fortunately, a ex-Marine Aleut guy was walking on the beach that morning, saw these kids and had to fight them back and he had scratches and bruises all over him.  They were so determined to kill themselves.  Well, that kind of like galvanized the village.  What are we doing that our young kids are getting to the point that they want to kill themselves?  And so it started to pull the community together.  But still – and that was in the summer of ’83 but we still had several months to go before the government actually pulled out in October of ’83; October 28th – I remember exactly the day.  And that was a very, very dramatic period.  
The community was under tremendous pressure through this depression and our EMT squad was maxed out.  I remember a time when I would help support.  Our city manager then would support – not city manager, village corporation president – help support the EMT squads and we would be called down to some pretty bad stuff.  And the PA, the physician’s assistant, was so maxed out after months and months of this just incredible turmoil on the island that – I watched her – she tried to sew up the head of this person that we had taken to the clinic and that was – she had busted open from alcohol falling on a concrete step and her hands were shaking so much she couldn’t even sew the person up and I had to do it.  That person died two weeks later from subdural hematoma.
And we had – so it was a very tough period of time.  Well, we held a 11th hour meeting of the community leadership – the elders, all the village corporation, city, traditional government representatives got together.  Literally 11th hour.  It was the night before the government pullout.  Tried to – we’re deliberating on what can we do to really restore hope amongst our people because we still didn’t have the hope.  At this point, we didn’t have the boat harbor.  We didn’t have the money for the boat harbor.  And so we didn’t know how it was gonna turn out.  We were literally planning one-way tickets for people off the island.  

And so we were holding this meeting and in walks a group – about six or seven – young men from ages 17; the oldest was 27 – demanding an audience with us.  I was chairing the meeting and we said, “Sure, you know, this is your life, too.”  And so the lead spokesperson, the 27-year‑old, said, “We have a plan we’d like for you to endorse.”  And they were deadly serious.  The plan was to declare war against the United States and secede from the U.S., take over the Coast Guard station by armed force, station armed guards around the island, bulldoze across the runway.  
And we had already gone through a year of horrendous tragedies.  We realized that if we didn’t treat this situation properly, we’d have another tragedy on our hands possibly.  And to make a long story short, we didn’t know how to respond to that.  We just sat there in pregnant silence trying to just figure out how can we deal with this so that we don’t create a worse situation.  
And finally, Mike Zaharoff stood up and said, “Okay, we’ll agree with your plan.”  And of course, we’re sitting there wondering what the heck could Mike be thinking about.  Agree to this plan?  And he says, “Yeah, okay.”  “We’ll agree to your plan but you’re gonna have to do it our way.”  This is what he told the group of young men.  He says, “But I can’t tell you the details until you decide whether or not you agree.  We will support you,” he said, “but you’re gonna have to do it our way.  We will declare war against the United States.”  
And so they caucused and came back and thought it was so cool.  They never expected a community leader to agree with them and so says okay.  Mike said, “Okay.  This is how we’re gonna do it.  We are going to take one rifle with one bullet.  We’re gonna go out to the Coast Guard station, fire one shot up in the air, declare war against the United States and immediately surrender.” 

And, of course, there was this silence and then he said, “That way, we’ll get all the foreign aid in the world we could possibly want.”  And it cracked everybody up including all the young guys and it just broke the ice on the tension that was in that room that was so palpable.  And the young people figured, well, you know, if we’re gonna be that wise, they might as well leave us alone to figure out what to do.  

This comes to a key point about our people that I have learned since my childhood.  Like the Jews, we had our holocaust.  Like the African-Americans, we were enslaved and like the Japanese-Americans, we were interned.  What – I used to wonder and ponder – what is at the core of our people that we went through all of that and were still here today and that has to do with humor – humor in times of crisis, humor in times of tough stuff – that it comes in at very strategic moments and really helps like it did that particular night.  

But again, we weren’t – I had suggested that we do a parade and most of the leadership thought that was a bad idea because we had nothing to celebrate.  So then I suggested, “Well, okay.  How about if we commemorate the memory of all of our ancestors who went through horrendous stuff in the past, were still able to get through it.”  And everyone kind of reluctantly agreed.  We’re gonna have a parade that’s gonna commemorate our ancestors and of courage and strength that our people had in the past.

Well, the next day at the appointed hour, at 11:00 in the morning, we were supposed to start the parade down in the machine shop area of the island village on St. Paul.  I’m there with my vehicle at the appointed hour with our attorney, Tony Smith, two reporters – I think one from the Washington Post and the other from the New York Times.  Nobody else showed up and I’m saying, “Oh, shit.  We’re gonna have a one-car parade.”
But we waited for about an hour and nobody showed up and I said, “Okay, we’re gonna go.”  Had a one-car parade.  Somebody’s got to be up there doing this and before I took off in my truck, Anthony Melevedof came down and he’s a guy that lived up on the island at that point in time and got the fire truck out.  Well, I thought, “Okay, here’s hope here.  We’ve got a fire truck.  Maybe if we wait a little bit longer.”  But nobody showed up.  So we started off as a two-car parade that day on October 28th, the day of the government pullout.

And I was very, very apprehensive because I’m still worried that our people didn’t have a feeling that we’re gonna make it through this time and without hope, we couldn’t.  I knew we’d have a heck of a time trying to do anything.  Well, we started off and then about a mile into our two-car parade, the siren going for the fire truck, another car joins us and then another and then a four-wheeler and then a three-wheeler and then another car until about two miles into the parade, we had just about every single thing that could move on wheels.  And everybody was honking their horns and hollering and I said, “Well, you know, this is really good.”

But I knew we were going to make it when the elders did something inexplicable.  Without even talking with each other, every one of the elders in the whole town were outside with white dishcloths, waving it, banging pots and pans and hollering “Homer gone.  Homer gone.”  When I saw that and everybody else saw that, we knew the poignant significance of that.  It was powerful.  The elders couldn’t have done anything better than what they did at that time.  

And that was – in the 1920s when the government agent would leave the island after the end of the sealing season, he left on the motor vessel Homer and people, unbeknownst to the government agent, back in town would celebrate the leaving of the government agent by waving these white dishcloths and banging their pots and pans and saying, “Homer gone.  Homer gone.”  And from that point, I knew we had it.  We were going to get it done.  
Okay.  I kinda rambled on.  The cultural future?  Um-hm.  Okay.  Well, you know, our people, the Aleut people of the Bering Sea, have been profoundly changed by external things or groups of people coming in from the outside, first with the Russians and then with the – in the long Aleutian chain, there are Norwegians and the Scandinavian people and in the Pribilofs, the U.S. government.  And we developed some of the most sophisticated – this is widely acknowledged by anthropologists – some of the most sophisticated complex cultures in the northern hemisphere pre-contact.  
The Aleut people developed – and it’s widely acknowledged by anthropologists and archeologists today – one of the most sophisticated, complex cultures of any group in North America pre-contact and, for example, the height of our civilization occurred 4,000 years or 6,000 years before the peak of the pyramid cultures in Egypt.  There were two cultures in the world at that time that were known to have a word for “billion” in their own language.  One were the Egyptians; the other were the Aleuts.  We had a primitive form of brain surgery pre-contact.  

We had names for every single part, not only of the physical body of people and animals, but the entire tiny parts to the point of drops of blood and arteries and capillaries – Aleut words for these kinds of things.  And we could navigate for thousands of miles in ____ and iqax, we call it, the Aleut version of the kayak, high seas kayak, going down to as far south as southern California, the South Pacific Islands to Kamchatka.  My great-great-great grandmother was from Kamchatka.  Out to Point Barrow.  On 17-foot craft that’s like 22 to 23 inches wide in the high seas.  
Now the University of London conducted research.  They were doing a project with National Geographic in the 1970s to have an expedition coming – of kayaks, open sea kayaks, going from Vancouver, B.C. to the ____ Aleutian chain and they wanted to figure out what was the best high seas kayak in the world and without equivocation, Aleut kayaks were determined to be the most sophisticated.  So we had very sophisticated cultures.
That continued pretty much uninterrupted until the arrival of the Russians in the 1740s.  And we still have stories of tremendous atrocities that went around during that time.  Basically, we lost 80 percent of our population in a 50-year period of time.  That was our holocaust and stories go things like, for example, two Russians were betting how many Aleuts could a musket ball kill and they lined them up back to back, fired pointblank and the answer is nine.  

On Umnak Island, we have stories of Aleut women and girls who had heard that they were gonna be sex slaves of the Russians – word had gotten to that island – and they decide to jump en masse off the cliff together.  There’s another story where in Akutan – it takes a year to build these ____ and iqaxs, these meat boats, the kayaks.  And I built one myself.  It took me nine months with modern tools.  They didn’t have any modern tools.  And that was the basis for getting big food supplies like whale and walrus and sea lion and fur seal.

And so the Russians found out about it and snuck into the village in Akutan, on Akutan Island, destroyed all of their kayaks.  The entire village starved to death because of that.  They were trying to break the resistance.  Then in the 1760s, 1763, there was a big uprising by Aleut people in the Central Aleutians where my people from the Pribilofs come from – Umnak Island and Unalaska Island and Akutan Island – and killed a lot of Russians and there was a Russian by the name of Soloviev, who was a Russian captain, that wanted to have revenge.  He said we couldn’t have Aleuts having uprisings without repercussions.  It sets a bad example.
So in 1769, he and a group of other Russian skippers bring their canons to bear and the muskets in several ships and with a plan to decimate – kill – every single Aleut on the three largest islands in the Aleutian – Akutan, Umnak and Unalaska.  They killed thousands and there were several who escaped to this one island.  It’s the Aleut Masada, we call it – the island of the last stand of the Aleut people.  It was the last resistance that we had according to our stories.  Three thousand men – mostly women, children and elders went to this island from these three big islands to escape the massacres that were occurring.
And 3,000 men, women and children were killed in a matter of four hours.  When we went to that island – I mean there’s still human bones sticking out from that place.  None of them were buried at all; horrendous time.  Well, it broke the back of the resistance and the survivors from this holocaust then, the Russians hand-picked the best hunters and their families once they found the – uncovered the Pribilof Islands which we call ____ amiq, Land of Mother’s Uncle.  This island was known to our people a long time before the Russians came because we have the story about ____ who was the son of a chief that got blown in a storm and went north and he found the island and then subsequently would go back there for hunting parties.  

And the Russians found out about this story and led expeditions for the north and finally uncovered the Pribilof Island and with them, they took the hunters, the survivors from our holocaust, and placed them on those islands and it was very, very, very harsh conditions for them at that time.  How our people even survived through that is beyond me because we know in the wintertime, there’s no seals around.  You can’t get out in the water because the seas are way too rough and there’s no cliff nesting birds to feed off of.  They had to have been near starvation to survive until the replenishments would come the following year after their initial uncovery in 1786 and ’87.  

But still, during that period of time, until the – through the 1960s, early part of 70s, a lot of the Aleut cultural ways were still in tact and the cultural practices and the social protocols and the hunting and fishing knowledge and the wisdom about relationship to environment which I was so glad I was able to learn as I grew up.  Stayed very, very in tact despite the fact that in the 1800s when the U.S. finally assumed jurisdiction over Alaska, they had two 20-year contracts with these private companies that basically maintained or – according to our stories, the situation of Aleut people start to worsen when the American companies took over from the latter part of the Russian era where people are starting to be treated in a more civilized manner.  
And by that time, of course, many of our people were Russian Orthodox.  You were given better treatment under the Russian rules by joining the Orthodox Church.  If you did that, you would be treated much more civilly, so a lot of people did and when they did, they had to take on Russian names, when you’re baptized in the Russian Orthodox Church.  This is why most Aleuts have Russian names today.  

But then the American companies took over and instituted their own systems.  Both the Russians and Americans had outlawed basically speaking the language, our own language, Aleut, and certainly from practicing any spiritual traditions that we may have had.  So much of that was wiped out but a lot of our stories and songs are still in tact.  

Then the U.S. government assumed direct jurisdiction of the islands in 1910, 1911 when the International Treaty was formed for the Fur Seal Treaty and we became in a state of servitude to the U.S. government until the early 60s, as the only captive labor force of the American government in the entire history of the United States, where people were actually earning a profit.  Our people were earning a profit for the U.S. government.  We were the only people in the entire U.S. that earned a profit for the U.S. government as a function.  

And now we’ve got the introduction of the fishing industry on the island.  We have got a lot of – much more modernization.  I think that culturally the biggest – outside of the destruction of our people that occurred – the next historically, in my opinion, biggest event that occurred that damaged our culture was the introduction of television in 1976, I think it was.  As soon as the TV was introduced, people stopped socializing and would be stuck in front of the boob tube and that meant stop visiting other people.  Families stopped interacting with each other inside the household and community social gatherings just went flat.  I mean there were virtually no community social gatherings that occurred for a long period of time.  It’s now starting to come back again which is really heartening to see that happen.  But that profoundly changed everything.  
Now the role models for our young men, for example, comes from television where you see the worst aspects of masculinity – macho, aggressive, impatient, assertive, arrogant.  And compared to my role models of a man – patient, kind, caring, nurturing, cooperative, not assertive, with lots of humility.  And so you see a real dramatic change in our young men today, I think because of that.

And at the same time, we’ve got all kinds of bird species and sea lions are going down.  Qawalangin Unangan – our people are known as people of the sea lion.  We consume more sea lion than any other village in Alaska up until fairly recently, just like the last ten years ago.  And we developed a highly sophisticated important relationship with sea lions as well as fur seals over this period of time and sea lion hunting was a way for younger hunters to go out with older ones so that we began to see the role models.  We began to see proper relationship to wildlife.  We began to see respect and reciprocity.  We began to see how men cooperate with each other.  All these things are learned through that kind of socialization process with hunting.  

Sea lions are now down by between 80 to 90 percent.  Hunters are not going out and I went out one time and watched four young men, all in their teens.  They’re hunting sea lion without the proper weather conditions where wind is blowing towards the shore.  There were no waves and they were using the wrong caliber rifles.  They were talking and loud and boisterous which is totally not what you’re supposed to do as a good sea lion hunter.  
And they didn’t synchronize their shooting and that’s really important for making sure that the animal, number one, is killed quickly and, number two, doesn’t suffer.  And because they didn’t synchronize their shooting, the animal moves very quickly and the back – as soon as the first shot is done, the sea lion starts going down.  If a shot comes off one second off of the first shot, you hit the back and that’s the exactly what happened with this sea lion.  And it was very, very sad to see.

And many of our young men now, they’re pretty lost.  We’ve lost a lot of young men due to incarceration for felony crimes – murder, suicide, accidental death due to alcohol – and alcoholism has become a major, major problem.  All of these are manifestations of the loss of our cultural foundations in so many ways – loss of language, loss of the hunting and fishing practice, loss of the social structures that we used to practice all the time and the introduction of all these modern ways – the private ownership of land, of use of telephones instead of a CB or BHF or – that would at least be a way we can keep in track of what was happening with everybody in the village.  Now it’s become so private with telephones.  
And everybody owning their own home so this is my property.  The evolution of it has been very sad in some ways.  Even our connection with halibut is gone.  Halibut, for example, I would know the winds, the tides, the currents, feeding habits, feeding location of the halibut.  I could tell when I’d catch a halibut on a hand line or I’m jigging, as soon as the halibut is on my line, I can tell if it’s hooked by the lip or the jaw.  I can tell if it’s female or male.  I can tell how it’s gonna fight when it comes up.  And I could tell what size it is.  
Now today, with commercial long-line fishing, these young kids are not learning any of that.  And instead of learning about weather, we get weather reports and instead of learning about – like I learned how to navigate in pea soup thick fog without the aid of having navigation aids by relating, by feeling, by watching, by observing everything that’s going on and now you have the radar.  So these kids ain’t learning anything.
Well, I think originally when our people were first brought up there there was really no difference culturally between our people and the people on the Aleutians – the Central Aleutians.  Let’s make that distinction because the Eastern and Western Aleutians are very different culturally and the language and the dialects are also different.  Their practices are different.  
But in the Central Aleutians, they were identical until the evolution of being under the thumbs of the government.  I remember as a child when people in the Aleutians would call us the rich Aleuts.  Yeah, “those rich Aleuts.”  The Pribilof Aleuts were rich Aleuts.  And relatively speaking, in their eyes, we were because we had a government house and we eventually had running water.  I remember when that was first introduced in 1950s.  
And we had medical care and we had food rations and people in the Aleutians didn’t have any of that and they were pretty much subsistence oriented or commercial fishing oriented so they were very different in a lot of ways to the point that today, if you talk to Aleuts from the Aleutians, they still see us as different kinds of Aleuts and vice versa.  But still, there’s still strong connections.  We relate more – as a Pribilof Aleut – we relate more to Aleuts in the Central Aleutians because they act like us.  They even use the same kind of accent in our talk and when they talk Aleut, we can understand them and they can understand us.  
I think the prognosis for sustaining Aleut culture and cultural practices is in question right now because there’s no doubt in my mind and if you talk to any native person who’s had close relationship with environment that we have a saying in Aleut.  We say _____, the work of the land.  Everything that I know, everything that I say, all wisdom that I have, the things that I do are the work of the land and the land also means the animals, the seals, the birds and the water, nature and everything else that comes with it.  

We’re in a situation now when these wildlife are declining dramatically.  We have possibly the introduction of global climate change which is changing everything in the Bering Sea to the point that elders think that in the next 10 to 20 years, we’re not going to recognize the Bering Sea anymore and that we ought to be prepared for real hardship, not just in the Bering Sea but all across the world.  This is what the elders are saying.  We’ve got to prepare for real hardship.  
Well, if my cultural basis is based on relationship to land, is based on relationship to seals and sea lions and birds and from that I derive my language, from that I derive my world view, when those animals are gone, we’re gone.  The Aleut culture will not exist.  The hopeful thing is that we are growing – raising – young generation people who are really wanting to have that back.  They recognize that there is value in that, that the western systems doesn’t provide the answers to how to be a real human being.  The western system gives us the answers on how to make a living but not how to live and I think these young people are beginning to recognize this so we’re beginning to see that being restored and that’s hopeful.  But whether or not they succeed is gonna depend on whether or not these animals survive and thrive again.  

Well, to deal with the problems and issues, western society focuses on goal.  The Aleut way is to focus on process with the understanding that how we get to where we’re going is more important than getting there and so I think the – if we put together a process of bringing people together to deliberate and explore their truths about what they see happening and what kind of solutions might be out there, if the process is done right, we are going to come out with a plan that will far exceed individual expectations if we’re just doing it one way or our way.  
I guess what I’m saying is that to get to the solutions, we’ve got to go back to some of the traditional ways.  We’ve got to get rid of the one person/one vote system and go back to consensus decision making.  We’ve got to use talking circles where everybody in the circle are equal in their deliberation and contribution to solutions and then out of that will come incredible solutions.  

We did this back in the ninth – people wonder how the Pribilofs survived the government pulling out in 1983 and we accomplished something that no other city in the United States has ever accomplished.  We retooled our economy from a government-run company town to private enterprise in half a generation, went from zero per capita income in 1983 to $34,000.00 per capita in ten years.  Now what community in the entire United States has ever accomplished that?  

How did we do it?  We went back to traditional ways.  We got rid of one person/one vote so that it was a majority rule.  We went to consensus decision making.  We went to traditional ways of relating to each other with the respect and reciprocity and restored the talking circle forum for deliberation of critical decision making and we came out with the answers and I think the same is gonna be true and it definitely will be true for restoring culture.  Conventional modern day approaches will not work.  I’m convinced of that.  

Okay.  This gets into a very interesting point.  World history is replete with information about what happens to oppressed peoples and that is that we internalize our oppressors and we internalize the oppression unless there are healing processes that are engaged to not go to that place but there is no oppressed people in the world or people who have experienced oppression in their history in the world that has been able to avoid internalizing that oppression so that I then start to become my own oppressor.
For example, as a child then or a teenager saying, “I’m not good enough,” because the way that the government agents used to treat us is that we were less than second-class citizens.  They didn’t treat us like human beings at all and they would talk to us like we were animals.  I remember this so clearly; like we’re a dog to be commanded.  “Go do this,” and would do it always in a stern voice and with stern faces – the government agents would.  And so eventually what happens is we begin to internalize that self talk or that external talk and make it self talk.  “I’m not good enough and I’m not smart enough,” and whatever it is.  “Oh, that was stupid to do.”  I start to use language that pushes down my own essence.

And so in terms of – I don’t think there’s any community in Alaska, for example, that I’ve gone to – and I’ve been to over 80 of them in the last 15 years or so – that I don’t see internecine warfare, that there’s battles going on in small communities between the leadership of the corporation and leadership of the tribe and leadership of the city with their region, blah, blah, blah and internally between families.  
And as formerly oppressed people, we’ve internalized the worst that our oppressors brought to us – power and control, for example.  And so now we manifest those in the actions that we take today so we start to wield power and figure out how we’re going to control and we start to manipulate things in certain ways and so we might concentrate in factions or in families in the community as a result of that.  Still too long, right?  In 1973.  Got it.
Beginning in 1969, Friends of Animals started to focus in on the commercial take, the government’s operation of a commercial take of seals, killing of seals for their pelts, as part of this international treaty and to the point that the government thought in 1973 they’d make a concession to these animal rights groups by stopping the killing of seals on St. George.  
And so they just by fiat made a decision to do that and I’ll never forget that particular year, 1973.  And at that time, we were using boats to go back and forth between St. George and St. Paul and I decided I’ll go over there with them, with the government agent, who is going to announce to the people on St. George that this decision is a fait accompli.  It’s done.  And they had no part in it.  
And it’s very difficult for Americans or people who grew up in democracies to know what it’s like to be an American and an aboriginal person in a situation where you’ve got no control over your life and that certainly was the case here where a decision was made 4 or 5,000 miles away by an impersonal government that affected our lives so dramatically.  
Well, the government agent went over to St. George.  They called the community meeting and he announces in front of everybody that they can no longer kill seals commercially.  And then somebody asked, “Well, how about our food?  Where are we gonna get our seal meat from?”  Our people have been eating seal meat for 10,000 years and it didn’t change just because we moved to the Pribilofs.  And the government agent, you could tell, was a little bit dumbfounded by that question, that he had not even entertained the possibility that people would – that they should be thinking about seal meat for food.
And so they put together, as a result of that – he apologized to the people and said, “Well, we’ll figure out something.”  Well, what they figured out was that they were still killing seals on St. Paul so they’re gonna take seals from St. Paul that they kill and move them over there for St. George for human consumption.  Oh, forget about FDA standards.  Forget about quality control.  Forget about any of the kind of stuff you would consider if you were going to give meat to any community in the United States.  

And they were put in discarded toilet paper cartons, into dirty cargo nets onboard the boat, and by the time it got to St. George, they were maggot infested and thrown away.  And then so we went back to Washington, D.C. along with the St. George people to fight for our rights to eat seal for food.  And what American group has had to fight for their traditional foods like we have, to say that we have no right to eat that which we have eaten for 10,000 years, that there are very few alternatives out there and we don’t have very much money and seal meat is 98 percent lean meat.  It’s protein and we have to have that protein in that cold weather.

But when we went back to D.C. – I remember this – a congressional staffer looked at me and said, “Why do you want to eat seal for food?  Why don’t you go to the store and buy fish or chicken or hamburger?”  And I thought how arrogant that person is to say that we should divorce ourselves from something we’ve eaten for 10,000 years and I thought how strange it is that I live in this democracy where this group in which I have absolutely voice can dictate what I eat and how I eat it.  It’s outrageous and it’s still that situation today.  

Okay.  It’s frequently said that when the tide is out, the table is set and also said that the Bering Sea is our grocery store, if you will, in some ways.  It’s far more than that but that’s one aspect of it, where we get our essentials foods from the Bering Sea.  It’s like people going to Safeway and they get their foods that are culturally appropriate to them from their grocery store.  But ours happens to be the Bering Sea and in that Bering Sea, all these animals are starting to face problems now.  Everything that we eat is going down in population, including the fur seals and the sea lions.  
And the reasons for that – and I’m gonna get longwinded about this – but it’s very frustrating to native peoples and certainly to Aleuts that western scientists and policymakers don’t listen to native observations of people who’ve been out there for 10,000 years as to why these animals are going down and so basically, all of our information is considered anecdotal and it’s ignored to this day.  

But we are frustrated because when these animals go down, we disappear.  There’s a direct correlation between what happens to these animals and native peoples and shouldn’t we have a voice in it.  We don’t and we’re losing our food and we’re losing – I would say we’re losing our soul when these animals go.
Hah!  There’s some parts of me that would love to go back there again because of sense of community, of being on an island, of being next to the sea and next to the wildness and the beauty that’s there.  But there’s a part of me that says I can never really go back because if these animals don’t return, the island is not the same.  The people are not the same.  I lose a piece of my soul.

I mean the last time I was out there and looked at the fur seal rookery, when I remember as a child was teeming – teeming – with millions of seals and it’s almost empty and just tears came to my eyes.  I mean I just choked up.  And seeing the bird cliffs in the same way.  That I guess I can never really go back and maybe one day, I hope that somehow humankind has got enough wisdom that they start listening to native peoples and they begin to understand how to relate to creation so that we contribute to the survival of our species and wildlife and environment so that we have the abundance we used to have out there.  
That’s very good.  I think about wisdom of place.  In every place where there are indigenous groups tied to place, they have an understanding about how to nurture and steward that particular area.  There’s a lot of life wisdom about caring for Mother Earth by people who have an intimate contact with their immediate environment.  
So I would argue for staying there on those islands, protecting the seals like our people always talked about protecting.  We are the protectors.  They don’t have a voice.  We can be the voice for them and we need to be the voice for them and we need to stay tied to the immediacy of the wildness of life that is existent out there that very few people in the world today can experience, particularly those who live in the cities.  And besides that, it’s that connection with that land in that area that makes us who we are.  

That was 1983 and it was like the perfect storm where we had a pileup of particular events that came together.  One is the government is pulling out so we’re losing 80 percent of our wage base.  We’re losing all government subsidies for marine transportation, operation of our power plant, maintaining the runway.  Everything was gonna be eliminated literally overnight.  
And then this outside pressure from people who don’t understand our ways attacking us, attacking who we are as Aleut people, and that had a dramatic effect on our people to the point that we had community-wide depression and the community, if I would put a word to it, we tanked.  And we had then a hundred documented suicide attempts, four suicides, three murders in a period of one year when in the prior 100 years, one murder, no suicides.  Tremendous, dramatic, negative effects that we experienced then. 
I think one of the single most important cultural negative effects that has occurred in recent history is the advent of TV.  As soon as TV got introduced in the 1970s, within a day almost, families stopped interacting with each other.  People stopped visiting each other from door to door.  Social functions stopped.  Basically, the fabric of the community became individualized by this boob tube and it also became a source of our role models for young kids, particularly young men, which is why we have a lot of trouble with young men, I think, from that point forward.  And we had – the threads of the community started to come apart.  

Excuse me.  I’ve got to get this out of my mouth.  We had effectively planned and succeeded in the alternative economic base out there so that on St. Paul anyway, we got to the point of being a $34,000.00 per capita income, but what we missed as leaders was what were we doing about the spiritual aspect of the community and I watched as people with their newfound wealth would buy two or three TV sets and two or three cars and nice furniture and things – material things – but yet the soul, the heart of the community, was not tended to.  
So economics and money definitely was only part of the answer but yet our total focus as leaders was on the economic aspects.  And I think if I were to do it over again, that would be an equal part of our decision making process is what do we do with heart and soul of the Aleut people as a group.  
And I think there’s lessons to be learned here that is applicable to the entire world and that is when we focus simply on material stuff, we feed our souls from an external source.  Eventually, we’re going to suffer big time.  We’re gonna see destruction – more and more destruction of environment.  We’re going to see greed.  We’re going to see loss of human beings and destruction of our young people and cultural ways.  
[End of Audio]
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