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Male Speaker #1, Male Speaker #2, John, Sven HaaKanson

Sven HaaKanson:
Sven HaaKanson, and I'm the Executive Director of the Alutiiq Museum.  I went to graduate school at Harvard University and did my Ph.D. in anthropology.  
Male Speaker #1:
Is your ____________ max output, John?  
Male Speaker #2:
You're maxed out?  

John:
Yeah. 

Sven HaaKanson:
Was the __________ what I said?  
[Laughter]

Male Speaker #2: 
Okay.  Forget it.  We'll get it.  
John:
All right.  So we're rolling, Sven, and if can when you start off, start off with prefacing the question because they won't hear questions on this.  They're just gonna hear you talking, so you might say, "What really happened with contact when it came about with the Russians blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. 

Sven HaaKanson:
Okay. 
John:
Okay?  And we're going any time you want.  
Sven HaaKanson:
Okay, well when you're talking about early contact or contact with the Russians, over the last ten years of my own research I've learned that the history is not exactly what's been written.  I've learned to look between the lines and seeing what's happening.  For example, here in Kodiak, the Russians - what I learned - is they would systematically come into the villages - well, they came to Kodiak and what they would do is they would take the children as hostages and from there they would make the men and women do the work that they needed to have done, and this was systematical across Siberia, so by the time they reached Kodiak in 1784 to me they've already decimated the Aleutian Islands.  The people there have already been decimated, and there is no evidence of it because nobody is writing about it and nobody wants to talk about it, and everybody wants to write, "Oh, we were benevolent.  We were very good to them."  The conquerors make the history.  They write the history, but if you back and look at the history, Dr. Rick Knecht has done research on this, looking at refuge sites, where we learned about Kodiak Island here, the Awala refuge site where Shelikov came in in 1784 and basically took over Kodiak, but that was there - for me taking over Kodiak in 1784 was them claiming Alaska, the Russians.  And in that period it wasn't pretty.  
Male Speaker #2:
What happened?

John:
Yeah, what happened to the population?  Is there an estimate of the numbers that went from what to what?  A range? 

Sven HaaKanson:
The numbers we don't know.  Rick can probably give you a better answer on that one, but for example here in Kodiak we lost over I would say 90 percent of the people on Kodiak Island within the first ten years. 
John:
So then could we say that within the first ten years of Russian contact here on Kodiak Island we lost 90 percent of the population? 

Sven HaaKanson:
Okay.  For example, within the first ten years of Russian contact we lost over 90 percent of the population during both Shelikov and Baranov's period, and that's pretty dramatic for the island, just in Kodiak alone, but then if you think about it, if it happened here in the first ten years, what happened in the Aleutians?  You know, that's the puzzle that I think is being figured out and people are realizing that there were a lot of people that died off, not only due to diseases and stuff, but starvation.  When the Russians came, they took the children hostage.  They made the men go out and hunt.  They made them go out and get the furs.  I mean, what were people doing in the Privilofs?  They were getting furs for the Russians.  They were stationed there.  They were getting furs, and you know, it's like everybody is "Oh, they were doing it for the job."  I mean, hell, if anybody took my child I would do anything to keep them alive.  
John: 
So you think that Aleuts and others were forced to go to the Privilofs or did they volunteer? 

Sven HaaKanson:
I think by the time the Russians had figured out the Privilofs did volunteer because to them it was job.  They had steady income and they could have food.  But who knows before?  We don't know. 
John:
So it was the transition between that subsistence-based society and a cash-based society that created the problem? 

Sven HaaKanson:
Yes. 
Male Speaker #2:
Okay, so could you address that just a little bit?  Talk to John.  
Sven HaaKanson:
Well, try and understand how this all happened.  For example, we went from subsistence-based to a cash economy, and you try to look at okay what happened there, and we don't know, we really don't know because you have one part what the archeological record says and then another part what the historical record says, and a lot of times they are completely different.  I'm gonna have to refer back to you should ask Rick this question if you have the time to ask him, ask him, because he'll be able to actually elicit and talk about all these different points and issues to - I think what you need is something that is succinct.  
John:
Right, but what you said previously was that - 
Sven HaaKanson:
Set back for a second.  Well, I can talk from Kodiak and what happened here in Kodiak when the Russians were here, other Shelikov and Baranov.  What they did is they forced the men to go hunt for furs, which is for a cash economy, and then what they would do is while the men were out hunting they had the women collecting berries and all the different foods for their men.  Meanwhile, nobody's putting up food for these larger populations for the winter.  What's gonna happen is there are gonna be large groups of people that are gonna starve to death.  The first people that are gonna die are the children and the elders, and the people in between are the ones who survived.  You know, if you look at the population when Shelikov came to Kodiak, he said, "Fifty thousand people were here," and he marked up the numbers so he could look good to the czars.  He wanted to look good.  He conquered this huge group of people, when maybe between 20,000 and 10,000 people were here.  We don't know the exact numbers, but by 1810 there were 2,000 people.  By 1867 there are 1,200, and if we had 50,000 people, you think about it, by 1810 you've got 2,000, and what happened to the people?  The numbers were exaggerated because they wanted them to high, and they probably did the same thing in the Aleutians, said there were a lot of people when there weren't, but still, you wipe out an entire village, you've destroyed an entire island. 
John: 
I read too that they moved people to different locations to enhance hunting.  People would drown in the moving process or starve when they went to a new place. 
Sven HaaKanson:
Well, when you're forced into relocating to an area where you're not - well, if you step back and look at the precontact.  Every place you had a village.  There was a fishing stream, water stream and good resources, but when the Russians started consolidating, for example, there are over 50,000 something villages here in Kodiak.  Now there are six.  They systematically consolidated them because population numbers are dropping, but if you consolidate the villages you can actually control the people.  
John:
And moving people around to different islands? 
Sven HaaKanson:
Different islands, and especially in the Aleutians.  The Russians, I don't know exactly what they did, but if they moved them to the area where there's no food, what's gonna happen?  They're gonna starve.  They're not gonna have food for the winter. 
John:
Sven, did you say that you were Aleut?  That your - 
Sven HaaKanson:
Well, I grew up thinking that.  I was calling myself Aleut, but most of the people here on the island have mixed ancestry, Aleut, Sugpiat, Russian, Danish, I mean, you name, we've got it in terms of the mixed ancestry, but at the time of contact mainly it was Sugpiat, but then during the Russian period everybody started calling themselves Aleuts, and so we called ourselves Aleuts until 20 years ago until people started realizing then, "No, that's not our ethnic name.  Our real name is Sugpiat or what they linguistically call us is Alutiiq, but I have aunts, I have uncles who are Aleut from the chain.  
[End of Audio]
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