NOAA
Tape T003E & T004E Martin Stepetin
Page 1 of 7
Interviewer, Martin Stepetin

Martin Stepetin:
My name is Martin Stepetin.  I’m from Saint Paul Island.  I’m currently in high school, working on finishing my last year of school.  In the summertime, I halibut fish – fishing for halibut.  Fishing’s kind of slow right now, but hopefully things will pick up.  We like to think that the halibut come in at this time of the year, so – this time of the summer, so we’ll just see if we can’t find some halibut.  That good?
Interviewer:
Yep, that’s good.  So let’s just start about your feelings about growing up here and what it means to you to be from you and being an Aleut from Saint Paul.
Martin Stepetin:
My feelings for being here, or –

Interviewer:
Well, your feelings about the place, about Saint Paul and about your own ancestral heritage as an Aleut.  Any thoughts that you have about that?
Martin Stepetin:
Okay, well for one thing, I know I’m proud to be an Aleut.  This is the largest Aleut community in the world.  The art of Aleut is very very nice stuff.  I’ve seen some old stuff, and I’ve seen some new stuff.  And just that’d be the most proud thing I’m proud of is the art and the religion.  The religion is, yeah, just – I don’t know what to say.  

Interviewer:
Okay, that’s all right.  When you say “the religion,” are you talking about the Russian Orthodox or _____________?

Martin Stepetin:
Yeah, the Russian Orthodox, yeah.

Interviewer:
Yeah, can you explain that to me?

Martin Stepetin:
What do you?

Interviewer:
Well, can you tell me – you know, you say you’re proud of the religion of the people.   Tell us what that – what is the religion of the people?  And you know, how has that affected your life?

Martin Stepetin:
The religion of our people has been very important.  It’s certainly brought us through some hard times, and it’s kind of always been there.  It’s always been there for me.  I can’t explain it.  It’s just – it’s brought the Aleuts to where we are today.  The religion and the church is kind of the center of everything here, up here.  When times are hard, you could always go to the church, and you could always – people always seemed to – whenever they’re in trouble, if they’re scared, they pray to God.  We turn to God whenever we’re in trouble, and we turn to God, and we thank him whenever we’re not in trouble.  He’s kind of the anchor of everything we do.  
Interviewer:
And what type of religion is that?  Where did it come from?

Martin Stepetin:
Russian Orthodox, it came from the Russians.  Before the Russians came to Saint Paul, before that, the Aleuts didn’t really have a religion, or they did.  It was just that they had – it was in everything.  It was in the grass.  They had spirits for the water, spirits for the seals, that sort of thing.  They didn’t really have a very religious life, I guess you could say.  It’s definitely more – way more religious nowadays now with the Russian Orthodox.  

Interviewer:
So has the Russian Orthodox Church then replaced that spirituality of nature, or does that spirituality still embed itself in your feelings?

Martin Stepetin:
It does, to me.  It definitely does to me.  I mean, if it wasn’t for the water, if it wasn’t for the seals, halibut, mostly for me, I still think everything has a spirit to me.  For instance, whenever we do catch a halibut when we’re out fishing, I’ll thank the halibut.  I thank him for giving his life to me, and that sort of thing because that’s the thing.  I’ll kind of pray, say a prayer, yeah.  But I think it’s in Russian Orthodox all around, though.  It’s not really just a nature religion, so.  

Interviewer:
Is Saint Paul a special place for you?

Martin Stepetin:
Yeah, it is.  It’s a very special place.  It’s home to me.  It’s where I grow up.  It’s where all my family and friends are.  It’s home, and it’s just a very relaxing place.  Time out here moves slow.  Everything moves at a slower pace out here.  You could – it’s a good place to relax.  You don’t have to lock your door.  Neighbors, everybody watches out for everybody around here.  Nobody goes hungry.  Everybody watches after everybody, so that’s what I really like about Saint Paul.  That’s what’s most important to me.  
Interviewer:
And is that something that you think can continue into the future?

Martin Stepetin:
That’s something that will continue into the future.  I don’t see that changing any time soon, yeah.

Interviewer:
And so you think that sense of community is so strong that it will prevail.

Martin Stepetin:
Yeah, yeah, it’s – Saint Paul is in a bad way politically, but we’re kind of going through a harsh stage between the corporations up here, but I think it’s something that has to be dealt with right now, just to get it out of the way.  But yeah, we’re kind of struggling right now, but – the crab crash, halibut are going down.  Seals are going down.  Saint Paul’s in a hard way right now, but it’s not – we’ve been here before.  The Aleuts have been here before.  We’ve struggled through hard times plenty of times, and we’ve always come through.  So I think we’ll always be here.  We’re having a hard time right now, but I think we’ll be okay.  

Interviewer:
So if you were talking to a kid that was six or seven years old, would tell him to be concerned about the future on this island, or would you tell him that he’s got a bright future here?

Martin Stepetin:
I would tell he’s got a bright future here if he could go out and get training, because there’s not much – there’s a lot of stuff going on here, construction and stuff, but that’s only going to last about a few years.  And if he could – if I were tell a kid that he’s got a bright future here, I’d be kind of lying to him.  I mean, there’s not too much high-paying jobs around here.  For instance, my plan is to go out, get a job, get a trade.  If my trade – if I’m a carpenter and they’ve got carpentry up here, I’ll come up here, and I’ll work here.  But if not, then I guess I won’t.  But it’s just – there’s not too much jobs around here right now, and that has to tie in with Saint Paul having a hard time again.  Just jobs are down right now, and just because you can’t hire people that much, yeah.  
Interviewer:
What’s your feeling about the – you mentioned the resources are less and going down, the seals, the halibut.  You have any ideas about that on your own, why that’s happening and what might be done to stop it?

Martin Stepetin:
Yeah, I mean there’s one way to stop it.  You could stop sealing.  You could stop halibut fishing, but it’s not – you can’t just stop it, you know.  I mean, we need this.  We need the halibut.  We need the seals.  You know, we can’t stop.  We need that.  So that’s the only way I could think of to have the halibut come back up, yeah.  

Interviewer:
But do you think it’s the locals that are causing that, or do you think it’s something else bigger that’s causing that depletion?
Martin Stepetin:
I have no idea.  I have no idea.  Nobody knows.  I don’t think anybody knows.  Everybody has their own theory on what it is, but nobody actually knows what’s going on, you know, so.

Interviewer:
When I ask you a question, if you can kind of re-ask the question in a statement.
Martin Stepetin:
Okay.

Interviewer:
So that the people watching this will know what you’re talking about it when you say “nobody knows.”  And just as an example, “Yeah, nobody knows, really knows, why the resources are going down here.”

Martin Stepetin:
Oh, okay, _________.

Interviewer:
Otherwise, it’s hard for anybody to understand what –

Martin Stepetin:
Okay.

Interviewer:
It puts it back into context.

Martin Stepetin:
I see.

Interviewer:
Because you wont’ hear my voice on the film.

Martin Stepetin:
Oh, you won’t?

Interviewer:
No, you won’t hear my voice at all.

Martin Stepetin:
Oh, okay.

Interviewer:
So once again, I’ll ask that same question.  You know, do you have any ideas about what’s going on here with the resources and why, you know, why they’re depleting?

Martin Stepetin:
Why are the resources going down around here?  I don’t know.  Nobody really knows why the resources, why the halibut, why the seals have gone down, why the crab has gone down.  The only thing I could think of is – that’s what I don’t understand.  The resources are going down, and we don’t even hunt them as hard as we used to.  We used to kill 10,000 seals in a day.  Now, we probably get 70 a day.  I don’t understand why they’re going down.  The first thing that comes to mind is pollution.  Just recently, we’ve had trollers, so that could interfere with – trollers, that could interfere with our halibut catch.  I don’t know.  I don’t know what to blame it on, yeah.  I don’t know.  
Interviewer:
What, culturally, you know speaking of culturally, do you give any thought to how your ancestors lived out here in the past and how different it is then from the way it is now in terms of the tradition?  Does that play an important role in the peoples’ lives, and is it gone now?
Martin Stepetin:
Tradition, no, I don’t know.  I don’t – I can’t really answer that because I don’t really know too much of the traditions of a long time ago back when.  I know my traditions, and you know, they should be – I know it came from that, from the past.  So I wouldn’t know if it’s different, or I wouldn’t know if it’s the same, so.

Interviewer:
And what kind of traditions are we talking about that are your traditions?

Martin Stepetin:
Traditions, to me, is halibut fishing, sealing, hunting, Aleut dancing, art, Aleut art, yeah.

Interviewer:
Do you think that those traditions are an important part or should be an important part of all the peoples’ lives?

Martin Stepetin:
Oh, yes, it is.  I think it is and always will be.  It plays a big role.  It’s – I wouldn’t know how to say it.  It just – it does play a big role in who we are.  It shows who we are.  

Interviewer:
Can you tell me what plays a big role?  What plays a big role?

Martin Stepetin:
I think just the religion.  The religion plays a big role in our life, yeah.  That’s tradition, and so that would play the biggest role in my life.  

Interviewer:
Is Saint Paul a place that you’d like to mature here and raise a – maybe find a wife and raise a family, or do you see yourself moving on to somewhere else?

Martin Stepetin:
I would like to stay here in Saint Paul.  This is a place I would like to mature.  I’d like to settle down here.  I wouldn’t necessarily say I’d want to – I don’t know.  I want to find another lady from out of here.  That’s all I got to say.  I mean, the ladies here are nice, but there’s just not much of them, so.  Yeah, I would like to get out for a few years, maybe get an education, and hopefully come back one of these days.  I can’t say what I’m going to do right now.  I just don’t know right now.  There’s so much stuff to do right now.  Right now, my plans are to join the Navy.  I’m going to take it from there.  

Interviewer:
Do you feel like the world holds a lot of opportunity for you?

Martin Stepetin:
Yeah, yes I do, lots of opportunity.  There’s so much stuff I’d like to do right now.  I could – oh man, it’s just – there’s so much I want to do, but I can’t.  I’m going to just choose the Navy right now and see where that takes me.  There’s just so much stuff I want to do, but you know, all at once.  I’m 18.  There’s, you know, I have to first – my priorities are to get an education, get a job, and start a family.  So that’s what I’m going to circle my life around.

Interviewer:
Okay, good.  Do you have anything that – if you were going to give advice to somebody, some younger person, about growing up here and what they might do and how they might live their lives, what would you tell them?

Martin Stepetin:
If I were to give advice to the younger ones from here, I would tell them to stay away from alcohol, stay away from drugs, and keep – or just get involved and to always believe in God.  
Interviewer:
Okay, good.  Thanks, man.  

Martin Stepetin:
Yeah.  

Interviewer:
Does the culture – is that just sort of a native-wide?

Martin Stepetin:
It’s old.  It’s just kind of all of Alaska, yeah.  So yeah, it does – it plays a big role in my life.  I got a lot of goals in NYO right now.  I’ve set a lot of goals in NYO, so it’s my last year to kind of achieve them.  I got to hopefully work my hardest, and my goal is to break the record at NYO before I graduate.  This will be my last year there to try to do that, yeah.  

Interviewer:
What event in the Olympics are you looking to break that record?  

Martin Stepetin:
I was looking to break the record in the kneel jump.  The kneel jump record is 64 inches right now, and I could kneel jump 55 inches, so if I could just keep working at it.  Who knows, maybe I will.

Interviewer:
Okay, and where did that event come from, the kneel jump?  What was it used for?

Martin Stepetin:
Kneel jump was used for breaking ice.  If ice is breaking around you and you are fishing, you could kneel jump to the piece that’s not broken, yeah.  That’s where it comes from.  

Interviewer:
A good skill to have if you’re fishing on the ice.

Martin Stepetin:
Yes, yeah, it is.  (Laughter)   
Interviewer:
Because if it were me, I’d still be sitting on that little piece of ice.

Martin Stepetin:
Yeah, yep, so – all the events in NYO come from something like that.  

Interviewer:
Can you say all of the events instead of using the initials NYO?  Say what that is.  

Martin Stepetin:
Native Youth Olympics.

Interviewer:
Yeah, say it that way.

Martin Stepetin:
Okay, all right.  

Interviewer:
Go ahead.

Martin Stepetin:
The Native – are you guys asking me a question?

Interviewer:
Yeah, yeah, yeah.

Martin Stepetin:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
I just want you to talk a little bit about the Native Youth – the Native Youth Olympics and you know, your involvement with them.  

Martin Stepetin:
Okay.

Interviewer:
And what they’re used for and where they came from.  

Martin Stepetin:
The Native Youth Olympics comes from – it comes from – each event has a – is made up from something, is the kneel jump.  Like I said, it was used to jump from one broken piece of ice to the other piece that’s not broken, and like the seal hop.  The seal hop, that was used for walking around in the – just kind of moving around in the grass so that the seals couldn’t see you, I guess, or just creep up on the seals.  And that’s what the seal hop is from, and there’s – they all have their own thing they come from, but I don’t know them all.  I don’t know them.  I just do them.  (Laughter)  

[End of Audio]
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