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My name is Rick Knecht and I’m currently with the Department of Alaska Native and Rural Development, University of Alaska Fairbanks.  I am a former director of the Museum of the Aleutians, founding director, as well as former director of the Aleutic Museum, Kodiak.  I’m an archeologist that started work in this part of Alaska in 1983.  I worked in Kodiak for about ten years and then went out and worked in the Aleutians for ten years, and have worked in both early prehistoric as well as contact period sites. 
Did my undergraduate work at Michigan State University and my graduate work at Bryn Mawr College out in Philadelphia.  

Well a conventional view is that there were somewhere between ten and 15,000 people living on the Aleutians before the Russians came, but after a few more years of archeological research we’ve concluded that there were in fact maybe three times that.  There is a lot of sites out there.  They’re large, granted they represent a very longtime scale of about 9,000 years, but to my mind numbers approaching 25 to 30,000 are not unreasonable and probably still low.

Now that number may have, you know, varied over time as there may have been periods in pre-history where that number dropped, but I think that it’s safe to say that there was about 25, 30,000 people at least by the time the Russians arrived and what happened was typical of contact situations throughout the world where people were exposed to unfamiliar pathogens in the form of diseases and typically the casualty rate in a situation like that is 75 to 90 percent, and that’s what happened on the Aleutians.  Most of the deaths were due to diseases.  Others were due to dislocation of and disturbance of subsistence rounds and some outright massacres and so on, but by and large it was a case of diseases unintentionally introduced by the Russians.  

Right anyone from the outside, and it’s possible they had some experience with diseases in the past, but the Europeans are bringing a disease history that includes both Africa and Asia as well as Europe and so a lot of unfamiliar diseases for the new world.

Well when people in the Aleutians came in contact with the Russians for the first time they were irrevocably linked into the world economy and market forces in other continents would directly affect their lives through the Russian fur trade in terms of the availability and types of trade goods that were entering their material culture.  
At first they would take things, everything, it’s not like they dropped their own material culture and took up Russian things, it’s that the Russian objects or European objects became part of their material culture inventory in a very seamless way.  In other words beads, glass beads took the place of some stone beads they already had.  Metal tools were just another cutting implement, but gradually these things took on more and more importance to people and like in other experiences where indigenous people encountered these trading situations in America, they became necessities and pretty soon people were locked into these trading relationships and their whole seasonal round could be affected and was affected, we know that because men, for example, were out hunting furs instead of food.  

You know along with the cash economy comes a gradual erosion of traditional values and ways of looking at material things and ways of looking at property and ownership.  And that would have gradually crept into society and eroded some of these social structures which had held people together.  So being part of a market economy was a very corrosive influence on a traditional culture.

Well contact and as people became involved in market economies and these social structures changed, people became less and less involved with their extended families and kinship networks and had more and more to do with the nuclear family.  And settlements were broken up and relationships that crossed kinship boundaries were broken and people had a tendency to retreat back into their nuclear families and so houses shrank and settlement patterns changed toward a more European model.  

Well in the Aleutians there wasn’t, there was always a problem with the availability of wood and so drift wood, of course, was used in making traditional semi-subterranean structures to support the roof and line the interior.  But of course the European style structures took a good deal more of wood and I think that limited that availability of wood would’ve affected the timing of that switch to above ground housing which started taking place in the 1880’s during the American time period when there was a lot more dimensional timber available.

Well a little of each.  People were concerned about the health conditions inside semi-subterranean houses and often times health officials would urge the Unungan people to live above ground thinking that was healthier.  In fact it wasn’t and people became more susceptible to diseases of certain kinds like tuberculosis and so on because these above ground houses were a lot harder to heat.  

Well the Russians were in search of furs.  They’d been pushing their way all the way across Asia looking for furs, first sable and then when they got to the coast, of course, they saw the sea otter which have incredible fur and in huge demand by the Chinese who in turn had objects that the Russians wanted very badly: ceramics and tea and fabrics and so on.  And so the Russians were primarily looking for sea otters and they didn’t have the technology to get them themselves and so they were able to take advantage of existing native technology that had been developed over thousands of years in the Aleutians as well as the know how and traditional knowledge to get the sea otters.
No, the Black Fox was actually brought in by the Russians.  Wasn’t that the Siberian Fox you’re talking about?  

Well the only Unalaska and Umnak had foxes, that’s why they’re called the Fox Islands and we think that they came out there probably during the neo-glacial when there was mid-winter ice that actually linked those islands with the mainland, and there may have been no foxes there before that.  They don’t show up in any of the earlier _____ collections and so they only got as far out as Umnak.  All the rest of the fox in the Aleutians were planted and I know it’s the Russians brought a dark Siberian fox that was, actually still stayed as an independent breeding population from the red fox which is the native fox.  

Yeah, typically an Unungan person would be wearing kind of a loose fitting parka that would kind of hang loose like a robe and often times made of feathers or furs and that was reversible and on cold weather you could turn the feathers inside and in warmer weather you could turn them out and that would be an every day parka.  And of course they would have had fancier garments for festive occasions.  And the men and women from a distance would look very much the same, wearing the same kind of parkas.

Out hunting the men would wear kamleikas which are gut skin raincoats that are breathable just like Gore-Tex, they’ve got pores in them and so they don’t get to warm, and up until actually the invention of Gore-Tex, they were the best rain gear in the world and a lot of skippers from New England and whalers and so on would have these garments made for them by Unungan seamstresses and – 

Unungan culture was shaped by a tremendous range of both challenges as well as opportunities and responding to an extraordinarily dynamic environment over the space of 9,000 years led Unungan people to develop an amazing array of technological adaptations to that environment including, of course, the famous kayak which was the fastest vessel in the world up until the invention of square rigger clippers.  I mean those things could do 12 knots, a two man kayak.  Beautifully engineered to respond to the marine environment, tied together to be flexible, made of parts that were designed to flex over the waves and increase that speed of the boat, and make it a very safe as well as fast ride.
Also the gut skin clothing sewed together with bone needles so fine that some of the holes were barely as big as a human hair in these bone needles we find, and a waterproof stitch that was developed to hold these gut skin garments together.  As well as weaponry superbly adapted to getting sea mammals.  Interchangeable parts, for example a harpoon could be made of as many as 18 component parts, the shaft as well as the saka piece and the harpoon all could be interchanged if one piece was broken.  

Points, a different style of point was designed for every type of sea mammal and those could be exchanged at sea depending on what sort of opportunity was presented to the hunter.  So an amazing array of gadgetry is reflected in the archeological record.  

Throwing board extends the length of the hunter’s arm, extends the radius of the throw and gives a throw a great deal more power and makes it possible to launch a projectile from a kayak, sitting down in a kayak high enough and with no force to penetrate sea mammal height.

So what the Russians found were 30,000 highly organized, superbly adapted marine hunters living on the Aleutians Islands and they were able to take advantage of those technological skills and that no how to form the foundation of their fur trade empire.  

The Russians found a very hierarchical society on the Aleutians with ruling clans and very powerful chiefs and so on and they were able to take advantage of that and very quickly control that population and they had learned how to do that encountering similar cultures on the Asian side.  And so what they would typically do is ask for hostages, children of the ruling clans that they would actually hold hostage and return for cooperative behavior.  And very quickly they were able to subvert the system to their own ends by recognizing and rewarding people inside the indigenous political system that would play ball with the Russians. 

And so very quickly and through surprisingly little military action the Russians came, were able to control a very large indigenous population that far outnumbered the Russians that were actually in Alaska.  

Promyshlenniki.  
The Russian Promyshlenniki or fur hunters were able to control a population that far outnumbered them by taking advantage of existing indigenous political structures and to do this they would typically ask for hostages from the ruling families and hold those hostages in return for good behavior.  And later on they recognized their own headman in villages that were willing to play ball with the Promyshlenniki’s and the Russian-American fur companies.  

They did, they requested them.  They asked for them, but the understanding was that – 

Yeah, and they understood that system to some degree.  

You know you can’t enslave a culture that doesn’t have slaves themselves and that’s true across North America.  That’s why North American Indians in the lower 48 weren’t held as slaves because they didn’t have slaves of their own, they didn’t understand the system.  So if you took them hostage and tried to force them to work, they would just whither and die.  But cultures that are a few steps up in terms of political organization that do have salves, that do have a hierarchy, understand that and so when they’re conquered, they fall into that relationship a lot easier.  

And the Unungan were that type of society that were hierarchical to the degree that they actually fit in to the Russian system fairly seamlessly.

Yes, the Unungan took war captives probably for thousands of years from neighboring villages, from neighboring cultures like the Sugpiat where people become hostages and second class citizens for the rest of their lives.  And so they had a pre-existing system that they understood when they were conquered by the Russians, they understood that they would become, in effect, was hostages in their own land.
New things became a staple in Aleut households.  Things like sugar, things like tea, things like tobacco and all sort of addictive substances, if you will, along with the material culture that went along with those.  There’s a whole tea serving ceremony that has a lot to do with supporting yourself in terms of your status in a society.  You would offer someone tea, they had samilars, they had ceramics from Europe, and the whole equipage of the Russian tea ceremony became part of the Aleut households.  

Actually the Americans really brought in booze.

Okay you want to talk about alcohol?

The Russians were a long way from home and things like bread and butter and alcohol were not shared freely with the local population.  Alcohol really became imported into Alaska during the American period and became problematic after the 1870’s far more than it did during the Russian period.

I don’t think much of it, what do you have to say to a sailor to get him to share booze, you know?  

Well the Russian orthodox priests very quickly suppressed the native religion, but somehow elements of that religion survived in almost an underground fashion.  Other elements were incorporated into existing Russian orthodox rituals and so the two were celebrated side by side, but in the Aleutians perhaps more than other places in Alaska native religion was suppressed to the point where it’s almost irrecoverable.

In fact in Kodiak, now in Kodiak there’s a few traces of the old religion and there are people who maintain part of that, but it’s very hush hush.  In the Aleutians I’m not sure that’s true anymore.  

Yeah, there was Shamanism.  There was a lot of animistic beliefs.  Charms were curated.  There was a fairly complex system of belief in spiritual beings and you had to balance various powers of these spiritual beings to get by in life and some of that was recorded by some of the ethno-historical observers, but the details of it remain a mystery.  Religion is archeologically invisible and without living practitioners to explain it to you, it’s difficult to interpret.  

It’s regional too, folks in the Privs really like Aleut, but there’s ruling clan out there in Alaska that really like the Unungan. 
In Kodiak I went from an Aleut to Aleutic now to Sugpiat, I’m like oh boy, ____ Eskimo.

I think people have found that their identities are so wrapped up with traditional culture that as it became in danger of slipping away they looked into the abyss and decided that no, they needed to retain their traditional culture in order to address social problems, in order to address the way they felt about themselves and their place in society, and that movement is gaining a lot of strength and things that were considered lost weren’t really lost so much as they were misplaced and that cultural landscape throughout the area that the Russians once occupied is becoming restored against all odds.  

Well beginning in the 1760’s there was a lot of resistance to the Russian occupation and to some of the crimes perpetuated by various bands of Promyshlenniki on the Aleutians and the Unungan Aleut population banded together and decided to attack a number of Russian fur hunting parties at the same time and several Russian crews and their ships were overwhelmed by attackers up and down the Aleutians Islands and the Alaska peninsula.  In retaliation the Russians struck hard especially on the Fox Islands, Unalaska and Umnak, and one skipper even known today is Soliev the Destroyer converged on villages, wiped them out wholesale, packed gunpowder around ____ that people had retreated into and blew them up.  

They surround sea stacks or refuge rocks where people had tried to take refuge from the attackers and killed people and so that really put and end to the organized military resistance.  It was so overwhelming and so cruel to the point that people just did not want to go there again, and that broke the back of the resistance and from that time that part of Alaska became part of Russia.

That’s when Russia and America, yeah, in the 1760’s in the Aleutians and in the 1784 in Kodiak.  When Shelikov stormed the refuge rock on Sutkalitik, on that afternoon that became Russia because that really broke the back of the resistance and people voluntarily then began surrendering their families, imagine that.  Surrendering your family to an alien invading power as hostages.  Imagine what it would do, what it would take to get you to do that. 
The Russian-American company was declared a monopoly in some sense to put an end to squabbling between the various for hunting companies and to give at least a semblance of organization out there to prevent some of the worst atrocities as well as to prevent combat, actual armed combat between fur hunting parties.  And so once that was organization things began to take, at least a little bit, turn for the better for the Aleut population.  Some of the worst things stopped happening, but there was still a lot of displacement.  By that time the population had already dramatically receded to the point where there was just a fraction of the people left and villages became abandoned and people began settling around places where they could be controlled by the company and people were impressed into forced labor for the company, all adults, men, women, and even elders.  Whatever they could contribute to the company, they were forced to contribute and so people were taken all throughout the Russian fur trading empire to Kodiak, to Fort Ross in California.  They were taken to Hawaii where they built a fort call St. Elizabeth.  They were taken to the Kurile Islands between Japan and Komchatka where three Aleut settlements existed for most of the 19th century and so wherever the Russians sought to extend their empire, they took the Aleuts as their main labor force.

As Aleut culture began to change in the wake of contact, certain things began to fall away, gradually, but with every generation certain skills were lost and certain bases of knowledge were lost and even today every time an elder dies, a great body of information is lost forever.  
The things that survive the best are things like food ways, religion, the types of technology that women do, basketry, some of the sewing because women tend to, for whatever reason, preserve those cultural elements within the household.  Things that the men participated in tended to disappear the first.  The warfare went out right away.  Some of the status items that men used to show their place in the hierarchy disappeared and finally the hunting implements disappeared along with the sea otters.  When there was no more sea otter to hunt, then the kayak finally fell into disuse.  But the parts of Aleut culture perpetuated primarily by women have survived the best.  

There weren’t very many people who ever wrote in Aleut.  There are very few Aleut texts.  That’s why the St. Paul document’s kind of neat because there weren’t very many people that were literate and if you were literate a lot of times they wrote in English or Church Slavonic.  

In St. Paul there was an organization called the Alaska Aid Brotherhood formed in the early 20th century and there’s actually a text that’s been preserved and is today in the Museum of the Aleutians in Unalaska that has written Aleut in it and that’s very rare.  Most people that were literate wrote in English or Church Slavonic and in those days someone who was very literate and had a beautiful hand and was able to write in Aleut so an Aleut text is a rare thing and we’re happy to have that preserved there.

Most knowledge, of course, was perpetuated through oral history and in a culture as technologically advanced as Aleut culture was, or Unungan culture, the price that they paid when they lost population was this loss of knowledge of all these, this skill base because it’s like their entire intellectual life was decapitated with the loss of elders who tend to die first in times of stress and disease.  

[End of audio]
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