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Interviewer, Mike Zaharof

Mike Zaharof:
Yeah, my name’s Mike Zaharof and I live here on St. Paul Island and _____ nineteen.  I was born in St. George.  But during the evacuation of the Aleut people from the Pribilofs and the Aleutian Chain, my folks decided to stay here in St. Paul and not to move out to St. George, so I’m a St. Paul resident now.  

Interviewer:
Okay, does that sound okay?  

Interviewer:
Yeah, it sounds great.  I’m just thinking I don’t think we have another tape.  Okay, Mike, you were telling us a story about back when the fur sealing stopped, you were mayor of the town of St. Paul.  I know that that had a major impact on the island psychologically and everything, as it was the economic base.  Could you kind of relay that story to us about that time?  Take us back to that time and tell us what was going on and how people felt about that.  

Mike Zaharof:
Well the federal government announced that they were leaving St. Paul.  They were terminating the harvest commercially because the original pelts weren’t bringing in enough money to keep that going.  There was a budget that the federal government had.  They wasn’t _________ that.  So when they announced they were leaving St. Paul, there was a big turmoil.  We depended on the fur seal harvest for many, many generations.  And when they announced they were terminating the harvest except for subsistence, we had a rash of suicides.  


Twenty-four-year-old young men with children, wondering where their next job was gonna come from and so they shot themselves.  And there was four in a row.  It was very devastating to St. Paul.  Not only the fact that the feds were leaving, but the four suicides left a real, real low blow here on St. Paul Island.  It took a long time for us to recover from that.  So in lieu of that, they decided to build a harbor here in St. Paul.  


They were transferring us from fur seal harvesters to fishermen.  Well, the fish are gone.  The seals are declining.  One of the most devastating experiments I’ve ever seen in my lifetime was when the federal government listened to the fishermen outside of St. Paul that the fish were competing – the seals were competing, eating the fish, and the fishermen couldn’t catch.  So one of the experiments was over a ten-year period of – ten years period of ten years, they harvested 10,000 females a year.  So they harvested 100,000 females.  


And when that was done, the experiment was a big _____ to the meeting bulls who are 8, 9, 10 years old.  And amongst other things the first few population had not recovered from that devastation.  And I don’t know if it will in my lifetime.  Along with that we have the very people, the fishermen, who said the seals were eating too much fish now they’re taking too much fish, and the seals had to go further and further to eat.  


What used to be a half a day trip for a female now is almost a week probably.  And in the meantime, the poor pup is there all by itself waiting for its mother.  And it’s charting into unchartered territory to where the beach ____ are.  And many of them get trampled that way.  So that experiment was very, very bad.  And they didn’t consult the people here in St. Paul when they were gonna do that.  I think our elders would have told the feds that “You can’t do it that way, you’ll do more harm than any good.”  But they never did consult us.  

Interviewer:
So Mike, what do you see for the future of St. Paul and the community?  Do you see a long-time viability here?  Or do you see a continued migration of people off the island back to the mainland and, if so, why and do you think that’s a good or bad thing?  And if it’s bad, how could you go about stopping it?  

Mike Zaharof:
Well I think that in the long-term, the people will stay and the population will grow.  I think it’s about time that the local people meet with the fisheries people and work out a plan.  For example, ask the trawlers not to trawl in the Pribilof area during the – while the seals are here.  And they could do all their trawling in the wintertime that they want.  I think it’s worth a try to try to discuss this with the trawlers and the powers that be.  I think we could do it.  

Interviewer:
And do you think that the people of St. Paul are getting a fair shake in terms of their share of the natural resources that are available to them here in the Bering Sea?  

Mike Zaharof:
No, I don’t think they are.  

Interviewer:
Can you kind of repeat the question, ’cause they won’t hear my questions to you.  

Mike Zaharof:
Oh.  

Interviewer:
Just say –  

Mike Zaharof:
Well, the people here are not getting a fair shake over the resources that are on the island.  Those are being taken by boats that are much bigger than our 30-footers.  Which would probably force us to go into bigger boats, but my fear of that is when you go into bigger boats, there won’t be any fish left.  So you’re stuck paying off a $2 million boat and there’s no fish.  


So I think we need to sit down with the fleet, the trawlers, North Pacific Fisheries Management Council, and those people who know about fish and maybe we experiment to have a no-trawl zone during the migration of the seals to St. Paul.  Coming in and going out, so they won’t be caught in the nets.  

Interviewer:
I’ve heard people say here on the islands, people we’ve interviewed that if the seals go away, if the seals end their existence here, that the people will also go away.  That they came here with the seals, and they’ll go with the seals if it comes to that.  How do you feel about that?  

Mike Zaharof:
The seal population is declining for sure, but I don’t think that the seals will ever be extinct.  They came pretty close when they overharvested during the 1910, 11 and 12.  And we created a treaty with Japan and Russia, Canada and the United States.  Now that was a good treaty.  I wish we could bring that treaty back again.  Because we allowed Japanese to take 15% _______, but then the Japanese would have a written document of what the seals are eating.  How far they had to go to eat squid.  


And like that, but I think we need to create that treaty again so we’ll know exactly how far the seals are migrating to feed and stuff like that.  And share information with the four countries.  It was a good treaty.  And I think it should come back.  

Interviewer:
Do you think that a young person that’s growing up out here today has an opportunity to stay here on St. Paul and raise a family, have a way to make a viable living?  

Mike Zaharof:
I think there are people who complete high school, college, and come – they can come back to St. Paul and make a pretty decent living.  For example, we have a new travel building.  We have need for people who are expert in accounting.  We have millions of dollars that are sitting in a bank right now for the clinic.  And those dollars have to be managed properly because it’s the federal government’s money.  And we just completed a tribal building, which we’re very, very proud of.  


There’s opportunities here for young people.  There’s the weather service, for example.  Somebody could tell you meteorology.  That weather service will always be here, you know?  So there’s opportunities like that.  

Interviewer:
Culturally, do you think that the Aleut people that were brought here so long ago by the Russians to work the seals, do you think that they’ve been robbed of their culture?  Or do you think it still is here and what do you think the state of that is and do you think it’s important to maintain it?  

Mike Zaharof:
I think the culture of the Aleut people is critical.  It’s critical that it be taught to the younger generation.  For example, one of the greatest things that we did is working with the school district here in St. Paul.  That the Aleut language will never be forgotten.  It’s taught every day during school for a couple hours.  But that’s a start.  And you see young children speaking Aleut, it makes you feel good.  


When I was going to school here in St. Paul, as a young man, Aleut language was forbidden.  You couldn’t speak it in school.  And if you did, you had a ruler on the back of your hand.  So they tried and discouraged you from speaking your own language, which gave us more determination that we were gonna learn it.  So I speak Aleut very fluently, even though I was forbidden to do it in school, I still did it.  And now I’m glad that it’s being taught in school.  


The culture needs to be handed down to the younger generation.  I noticed that the younger generation is not going to our church anymore.  The church was the big thing for me when I was their age growing up.  If the men and women here who wanted to talk about something about the federal government, the island manager would forbid them to congregate together, so they would go to church and make plans on how they were gonna run this island.  So church played a very important role in this community.  

Interviewer:
If you were going to – and we could let you think about this and move on – you were gonna say something to a younger person, just a pearl of wisdom _____ of how to live their life to bring more meaning into it as an Aleut, could you say that to them in the Aleut tongue?  Can you think of something that you could say on camera in the Aleut tongue that would be a good pearl of wisdom for the young people?  And then give us a translation on that.  

Mike Zaharof:
Let me think about that for a minute.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  Yeah, and we could just – you want it just quiet while you think or do you –  

Mike Zaharof:
Oh, I gotta take a minute, yeah.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  

Mike Zaharof:
__________________________.  I’m asking the young generation to listen to their parents.  Their parents have a lot of wisdom.  Their aunts and their uncles have a lot of wisdom.  And the elderly people have a lot of wisdom.  So if you listen to ’em, the younger generation needs to remember – or realize that this generation is a real fast-paced generation.  I mean, they have everything.  They have TV, they have cars, they have almost everything.  


When we were growing up, we didn’t have those.  We had to walk everywhere we went.  We didn’t have TV, we had radio.  But the younger generation sometimes I think that’s our biggest problem, is that there’s too much TV.  

Interviewer:
________________.  

Interviewer:
Yeah, I think I was still right on the end of a sentence when you started, and I –  

Mike Zaharof:
Okay.  

Interviewer:
And so we’d like to really make sure we get that.  

Mike Zaharof:
Okay.  Do the Aleut again?  

Interviewer:
Uh-huh.  

Mike Zaharof:
Yeah.  _________________________.  Young generation, please listen to your parents, your grandparents, your uncles and aunts.  They’re very knowledgeable about culture in this community.  The elders have been through a lot in this community.  Everything you see built here prior to this building or the new building were built without trucks.  Everything was hand-carried.  So they worked very, very hard to make this community survive.  The problem today is I think that the younger generation just has too much TV.  No socializing.  


The younger generation needs to listen to the elders and the parents.  And I think with that, this would be a viable community, if you just listen.  

Interviewer:
Good.  Okay.  Is there anything else that you can think of that you’d like to address?  

Mike Zaharof:
This is documented, gonna be shown around, right?  I mean it’s gonna be?  

Interviewer:
It is.  

Mike Zaharof:
Okay.  

Interviewer:
It’ll be airing –  

Mike Zaharof:
I would like to reemphasize the need for communications with the fleet, the fishery, the fishing fleet.  I think it’s important that communications are open here.  We know that the fur seal population is declining.  We know that the sea lion population is declining.  We know other species are declining.  But I think the problem here is that we’re not talking to the people who are – there’s many factors.  


We can’t just blame the fishery trawlers for example.  There’s weather.  And the experiment I mentioned to you about 100,00 females years ago.  And it just never recovered.  So I think it’s important that the Aleut communities of St. Paul, St. George, the community of the Aleutian region, sit down with the North Pacific Fisheries Management Council and devise a plan that during the seals return to St. Paul, there’d be a no trawl and during the – while they’re here, there’d be a no trawl.  


And after the seals have left in December, they can do all the trawling they want.  But I think if we can work with them, we’ll see the population come back.  

Interviewer:
Let’s do it one more time, if you could, do the sentence where you started “I’d like to see the community of St. Paul come together with the” and, you know, talking to the fisheries.  

Mike Zaharof:
Okay.  I’d like to see the community of St. Paul, St. George, work with the fisheries fishing industry.  I think there’s room for a compromise.  I think we could ask them not to do a trawl zone while the seals are here.  Once the seals have left St. Paul, I think that they could go back to trawling all they want.  But let’s experiment.  Let’s talk to them and see if it’ll work.  I don’t know if it’ll work, but we need to start compromising somewhere before everything is gone in a hand basket.  

[End of Audio]
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