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Martha/Interviewer

Martha:
I’m Martha Malavansky, formerly _______, born and raised on St. George.  And let’s see I’ve been working most of my life and am 46 years old this year, actually in a couple of weeks.  And I’ve held positions ranging from administrator for the federal government to finance director for the city of St. George.  And in 1998, I was elected to the Aleute Corporation, and for the past year have been their president.  I hold a bachelor’s degree in accounting and finance from the University of Alaska in Anchorage.  And that’s pretty much it.
Interviewer:
Okay.  And so you were born on St. George –

Martha:
Yes.

Interviewer:
If I ask you a question too if you’ll kind of rephrase the question too because my questions won’t be on the film.  They’ll be in the archive, but they won’t be on the film.  And so anything that we want to use in the film, we kind of have you say if I ask you what’s the cultural identity of the people in St. George, you would respond with, the cultural identity of the people of St. George stems from – just so we hear the question.


So Martha, if you don’t mind.  Tell us – you said you were born in St. George Island.  If you’re 46, that would have been in like 1959 –

Martha:
’58.

Interviewer:
’58.  And you lived out there till – did you go away to school –

Martha:
Yes I did, I was actually, I lived out on St. George until I was 14, or actually 13, and got sent to high school in southeast Alaska ___ _____, and –

Interviewer:
Tell us what it was like living on St. George those first 13 years of your life.

Martha:
Well, when I look back on it now retrospectively I really enjoyed it.  I grew up in a family where reading was very important so I read as much as I could.  That’s the only form of entertainment that we had besides the outdoors.  In fact I don’t think I ever watched television until I was 13.  And that was something very new to me.  So the kind of impact you get from the media now, I didn’t have when I was younger.  It had zero impact I should say.  A lot of it was reading, and that’s where a lot of similarities between myself and Max come into play is that we both love to read.  


And it was very – it was a small community, very much tied in tradition, the Russian Orthodox religion and belief in God.  And I always remember this, looking out a window, my aunt lived on top of a hill and looking out on the water and telling myself, one of these years I was going to go over the edge, just away I suppose was in my mind.  But I was probably five or six years old when it happened.
Interviewer:
Like in terms of leaving your little world.

Martha:
Exploring probably, finding out what else is out there.

Interviewer:
And obviously you’ve done that somewhat.  You have a college degree from the university.  And having done that, now looking back, does St. George – are those your roots there?  And are they important to you for that reason?

Martha:
Is St. George my roots and is it important to me, yes, very much so.  My mother is an Epian.  She’s _____.  And my father’s from St. George.  I am Aleute.  I consider myself Aleute first because I was born and raised on St. George which is predominantly Aleute.  I’ve always considered it home.  There’s something about being on that island and being from that island that always draws you back.  I’ve been – I haven’t been all over the world, but I’ve been many places.  But when it comes to relaxing in a place you call home, being on St. George I miss it sometimes.
Interviewer:
So you spoke about the community having a strong cultural identity when you were a kid, when you were growing up out there.  Do you think that still exists?

Martha:
I think there’s a lot of – I don’t know about the cultural identity now.  I believe it exists, but it’s not as strong as it used to be.  And when you talk about cultural identity, I’m talking about the Russian Orthodox religion, and how that was so important to all of us growing up, and so important to my parents, and so important to my grandparents.  That in a way, has taken a back door I think to surviving.  A lot of – the youngest person I think that even knows how to speak Aleute and understands it fluently is probably 40, 50 years old.  So that’s fading away.  You’ve got people – it’s just a smaller community.  There’s definitely a chance and it’s not for the best.

Interviewer:
Do you think there’s any way to reverse that?  Do you think there’s any way to get that sense of community and that identity back?

Martha:
Please don’t use that.

Interviewer:
Huh?

Martha:
I said please don’t use that last part I just said.  It’s kind of negative.  Well you can get it back I suppose.  You know, sometimes you’re gonna get a community with very strong leaders like Max who carries the weight – a few leaders.  I’m talking Max.  I’m talking about ___ ___ and Boris and people who put the weight of the community on their shoulders and say, I need to do this so that this community can survive.  

In order for the community to get back its cultural awareness, I think it’s going to take the community as a whole to say that we need to change a few things.  We need to start identifying the things that we need to do to make sure that as we move ahead and look for viability in this community that we maintain, that we bring back some of those things that are important; be it religion, be it community projects, be it – I think there’s just a sense of unity that’s kind of lost with when you see something disappear, and it could be economic.  It could be social.  It’s very hard to try to bring that cohesiveness back again.  It’s gonna take the community to do that.
Interviewer:
Are you really hot?
Martha:
No.

Interviewer:
No, okay.  I’m starting to get a little reflection on your face.

Martha:
Oh.  Do you have a blotter or something?

Interviewer:
I have a towel here ___ ____.  It’s right on this cheek and right across the nose right there and then on the chin.

Martha:
There?

Interviewer:
Yeah, that’s much better.  Do your chin too.

Martha:
Moisturizer, important.

Interviewer:
Huh?

Martha:
Moisturizer, it’s important.  [Says something quietly]
Interviewer:
What’s that?

Martha:
I said, I think I had too much coffee.

Interviewer:
Ah, okay.  So we were talking earlier and you went on a nice kind of description about small communities in Alaska and how St. George really isn’t any different than the others except that because of its being more isolated in that it’s in the middle of the Behring Sea in an island.  Things may be happening faster there than other places were first in terms of the viability of a community like that.  If you could think about that and come back and talk about that again, comparing and contrasting St. George to other small native villages in Alaska and the kinds of problems that they face, and what the outlook is for them as a community into the future.

Martha:
Well, like we were discussing earlier when I was talking to you about how St. George is not too much different than other communities, other smaller villages in Alaska.  I think we’re at a stage that’s a little bit further ahead than communities along the coast.  I think a lot of the communities along the coast are facing this very same type of impacts that we are, and it’s all based on fisheries.  We just happen to be hit first with it because we happen to be, like you said, to be sitting in the middle of the Behring Sea.  

And I’ve had a lot of conversations with ___ ___ who’s the president of ____ operations.  And a lot of it centers around the changes that we’re seeing in our regions.  And I think we all realize that it’s bound to happen, and that there’s going to be a shift in the economy.  And Julie Kitka I think ____ very well when she said we need to start looking at other ways of developing economies in our region, whether it be knowledge based or otherwise.  I think we all have the responsibility to make sure that communities like St. George don’t disappear and go by the wayside just because there isn’t fish in the Behring Sea.
Interviewer:
Okay, let’s – when you were growing up, obviously the first ____ was like a very important part of the community.  Can you take yourself back to that time and kind of describe that level of importance and the type of the relationship that the Aleute people had with the fur seal?

Martha:
Well, the only way I remember it, the relationship with the fur seals and the Aleutes, and it’s not a very happy one, and it wasn’t until years later that I realized the impact it’d have.  It’s the treatment that my grandmother and grandfather got when they were asked to harvest fur seals.  They were paid to do it.  It wasn’t something that – they would go out and hunt for seal and eat it for subsistency.  But every summer we had to – my grandfather had to go out and round up the men and go out and take them to the fields and harvest all these fur seals.  


And their lives were very much dictated by the federal government.  You couldn’t leave the island without permission.  Your homes were inspected by the federal government who would come in to make sure that you were clean.  And the term that I remember them using quite a bit was guzna, which actually is a Russian term for government.  


So when I look back on it now, it’s not a good memory.  It’s not something that any one of us should be proud of.  I don’t take special pride in even recalling it.  When your whole lives are dictated by either the government or religion, and those were the two main powers on that island when I was growing up, and you have no freedoms whatsoever.  My aunt wanted to go to finish high school and she wasn’t allowed to.  Or she did, she eventually did.  But she wasn’t allowed to initially.  My husband’s father didn’t finish the 6th grade only because he had to provide for his family.  And it’s just different things like that.  

So the correlation between the ____ and my people, the Aleute people on St. George is not a very good correlation for me sometimes.  It’s always been a part of our history.  We’ve always utilized it for seal meat and seal skins I think in history to live.  But it’s become kind of one of these – it’s been correlated to the federal government, not to the Aleute people.
Interviewer:
Okay, so it’s the attachment with the federal government during your childhood, the American federal government, and the past of your grandparents both with the Russian and the federal government.  It’s that relationship that kind of spoiled that memory for you.

Martha:
Yeah, I would say so.

Interviewer:
Okay, but your remembrances of the fur seal as a subsistent species that your people have used for thousands of years, that in itself is not an unpleasant –

Martha:
No, not at all.  No, no.  I remember sea otters being on the island when I was younger.  You don’t see them very often any more.  If we’re talking about wildlife out on St. George, I mean I remember being 18 years old and hiking up to this place called the high bluffs.  And they’re 1,000 feet just of sheer bluffs, and looking down and you couldn’t see the beach because of all the birds that were flying to and from the cliffs and out to the sea.  You don’t see that anymore.  You don’t see that many fur seals anymore.  In fact my son, who’s 25, he’s my little brainy.  I call him my naturalist – has taken a very strong stance on the Behring Sea and how – he works with _____, in fact she’s my cousin.  But their focus is on the Behring Sea and how it has provided our people with ____ for years, and years, and years.  And if that goes away, so do we.  And that’s so true.  What she said is true.
Interviewer:
And you’re politically savvy enough to know the intricacies of that politically in terms of all the commercial fishing interests and so forth.  Do you feel like the Aleute people are getting a fair shake in that breadbasket?  Or do you think they should have a stronger say so in what actually goes on there?

Martha:
You gotta strike a – that’s a very fine line to cross.  And I know some people that would say hey, ___ ____ at least 90% say of what goes on here.  However, for us to revive the economy and to find a way to do it, it’s going to take a little bit of outside interest coming in.  And so we’re going to have to look at industry to provide some of the backing and developing a shore based plant on St. George.  If you don’t have that, then you don’t have all the – it’s like earlier I said we can’t bring a model and apply it to St. George.  Well you really can.  But in any business model, if you don’t have revenue to provide social services like with any community, then you’re not gonna be able to provide services period.  

And I think that’s where St. George is at now.  So I’m all for let’s bring someone in.  But we can draw the parameters on how far this goes.  So there’s going to be a medium somewhere.  We need to start it.  I think we tried for 20 years to strike that balance.  And we didn’t get there quick enough.  I think what’s happened is the Behring Sea is overfished and we’re still left way back over here without having benefited from it at all period.
Interviewer:
Alright.  So what I wanna try to do is a couple of the things that you’ve mentioned I think are critical and that I’d like to try to get them instilled into what we call a sound byte.  And what I’d like you to do if you can is touch on the relationship of the Aleute people and the fur seal and how that’s a two-edged sword.  It has an attachment for you with the federal government.  And that’s not a great attachment.  That doesn’t give you a lot of pleasant memories.  It also has the attachment culturally as a subsistence food that is important to you and does have a good memory from your childhood and growing up out there.  Can you do that do you think?

Martha:
Do you just want me to recap __ ____?

Interviewer:
Yeah, I want you to recap.  I also don’t want to put words into your mouth.  I’m just trying to capsulate what you said earlier and distill it just a little bit.

Martha:
Okay.  

Interviewer:
And you can start something and stop and say I want to start over again.  That’s fine if we’re not live.

Martha:
Well I suppose it’s like walking parallel in two worlds.  I mean you’re going to have pros and cons with everything.  And because the federal government had been out there harvesting fur seals every year for 40 or 50, 60 years; the memories of them coming in and controlling the harvest, and controlling the people that lived in the community to the point to where they couldn’t leave are bad memories.  If you’re talking about ____ relationship of the fur seals and how it correlates to the Aleute people, that’s not a good memory.  It never will be.

However, on the other side of the coin you’ve got all the memories of ______ fur seal and eating _____.  And in the summer always having the ability to eat hearts and liver and friend seal meat.  Those were – that’s what sustained the people.  Otherwise they would not have had any food to eat.

Interviewer:
And those are good memories.  Those are good memories of using the fur seal as your people had done for –

Martha:
Yes, those were good memories, mm-hmm.

Interviewer:
If I asked you, and somehow you, through divine providence or whatever, you were given the mandate and the tools to do it; what you would do at this point in time for the Aleute community or the Pribolof Islands to solidify its future, what would you do?  And how would you do it?

Martha:
Now if I were God or goddess I should say –
Interviewer:
We don’t know for sure that He was a man or is a man.

Martha:
No you don’t, not at all.  If the world were perfect, I suppose we would have had the harbor built much quicker than we did.  It probably would have been built in the 70’s.  Okay what was your question ago?  Are you talking about what would I do now to change it?

Interviewer:
What would you do right now if you were given that mandate and whatever tools you needed to do it, what would you do?

Martha:
Hmm.  Well I’d probably build a shore based fish farm.  But I would also tie it into research, a research facility that was owned and operated by the Aleute people.  The best way to know what the outcomes are going to be is if you’re in charge of it.  If you leave it to someone else to do, it’s either not gonna get done correctly or done to your liking.

Interviewer:
And okay, so that kind of answers the physical end of it.  But it takes people to make that happen.  Would you have an idea of a plan for continuing to develop and actually increase the strength of the community side, the people side of it?

Martha:
In terms of population?

Interviewer:
Well population, numbers are one way to put it.  The other is just the spirit of the community so that young people want to stay there.  They want to work there.  They want to raise a family there.  They want to build a community there and keep a community there.

Martha:
So how would I do that.

Interviewer:
How would you do that?

Martha:
By exactly what I’m saying.  You get them involved.  My son’s involved, and he’s 25.  And he wants to stay there and live there.  He also wants to get educated.  He’s also very cognizant of the fact that once he does and he comes back, he wants to know that he’s got a job there.  So if he’s doing research in say the Behring Sea, whatever research.  He can go from very green to just interest in changes in the Behring Sea.  Then that can provide young people with the ability to come back and either do that, or work in small businesses.  It’s like any small business plan.  You have to have the revenue coming in to develop more business.  If you don’t have the money coming in, you’re not going to have the need for the resource.  You’re not going to have the need for small businesses.  You’re not going to have the need to bring in more people to live.  It’s a cash based economy.  So you’ve gotta have that.
Interviewer:
Okay.  Is there anything that you from your own personal perspective think it’s important to let the outside community hear?  This film’s going to have an outside audience.  It’s not being done to show in the Pribolofs.  It’s done to be shown in other places.  But is there anything else from your own heart that you think needs to be said so that outside people have a better perspective of what that kind of community and that culture is all about.
Martha:
Yeah, that’s a beautiful place.  It’ll always have a place in my heart no matter where I am, where I’m at.  St. George is very unique.  It always has been unique.  It has kind of a spirit about it that draws people to it.  I’ve known people, many of my friends that have gone there only once and dream about going back consistently.  I don’t think that spirit will ever die.  It’s never going to go away.  You’re always going to find somebody that remembers that community and wants to make it grow and stay.  


You don’t want too much change at a place like that.  And I think Max and I have always been very much aware of that.  You want it to maintain its uniqueness.  And I think it’ll always be there no matter what.

Interviewer:
Do you ever see yourself going back out there on a full time basis, living out there?

Martha:
No.  My ____- won’t allow it.

Interviewer:
Okay.  I think that’s it.  Great.
Martha:
Yeah.  I must be a little tired today or something.

[Rustling around and speakers speaking away from microphone]


____ little markers on the floor or something.

Interviewer:
Yeah, they’re called blocking markers.  And we don’t have any.

[Audio continues to run & they’re speaking in the background]

Interviewer:
If you could just repeat what you just said to me about the pathway is not through government handout and what kind of effect that pathway would have on people.

Martha:
Well when the federal government ____ down in 1983, I think it left the community with a lot of fear and anxiety.  And when you do that, when you take away people’s identity, which the federal government did, and we’ve spent the last 20 years trying to find that I think.  It could be cultural identity.  It could be identity of the community, whatever you want to call it, I think the spirit of the community is we’re trying to find it.  Like Max said, we don’t want the federal government here now because it does strip you of who you are.  It makes you dependent on other people for things that you shouldn’t be, especially the direction of the community, in terms of the economy, the economy.  People get lost when you do that.  It’s like a child without parents.  You’ve had parents for years and year, your foster parents or parents.  And if they’re taken away from you too young, you’re lost.  And I think that’s where St. George was for several years ___ ____.
Interviewer:
Excellent.  And is there any way that you can relate that dependence to some of the social ills that occur in these communities, like alcoholism?

Martha:
Oh yeah.  It became – it’s very prevalent and it still is –
Interviewer:
Can you say what because you won’t hear my question.

Martha:
Okay.

Interviewer:
On the tape.

Martha:
What was the question again?

Interviewer:
Well in terms of relating the federal with the dependence and the stripping of identity, and the social ills that occur in communities where that’s happened with alcoholism.

Martha:
Right.  Well when you’ve got too many handouts, you’re going to see a lot of probably abuse of the handout to begin with.  But on the flip side of it, when it’s taken away from you and you lose your identity, and you’re struggling to gain it back again; you’re going to see a lot of substance abuse.  And I think St. George has had their fair share.  And it’s a growing community.  I think they’re very much aware of the social problems that we’ve encountered over the last 20 years.  And they’re slowly becoming a little more proactive in trying to stop the alcohol abuse, the drug abuse, and all the ills that go on with a community that’s in turmoil that’s struggling to survive.

[End of Audio]
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