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I’m Father Michael Oleksa.  I’ve been in Alaska now for a little over 36 years and I’m the pastor of Saint Alexis Russian Orthodox Church in Anchorage, Alaska.  I was invited here by an Aleutic village, Old Harbor on Kodiak Island back in 1970.  And my main interest has been almost since then Aleut history and culture, which I teach at the University of Alaska and Alaska Pacific University.

Right, right.  That’s sort of my whole focus.  Well, it’s really interesting to consider the way Russian history and their Wild East compares and contrasts to our American experience of the Wild West.  Our settlement, from Plymouth Rock onward, were colonists coming with wives and kids.  Siberia was explored and settled mostly by freelance bachelor Daniel Boone-Jeremiah Johnson-Grizzly Adams kind of bachelors, who moved across the Ural Mountains and intermarried with Siberian people.

So the concept of Creole, or people who are mixed Slavic and indigenous backgrounds goes back hundreds of years before Alaska was even discovered by the Russians.  And the Russians who came, therefore, were really not blue eyed, blond haired Slavs from Moscow.  They were primarily men themselves of mixed racial and cultural backgrounds who spoke Russian, who were citizen’s of the Russian empire, and who came in very small groups of half dozen to maybe a little bit more, maybe ten, in skin boats that they had to actually sew or lash together.  And came to do trade for the sea otter pelts that were plentiful at that time in the Aleutian Chain.  And they came for a year, did some trapping, did some trading.  It took them another year to get back.  Cashed in big time on the Chinese market.  They made fortunes.  Squandered that, gave it away, partied.  And when their money ran out, did it again, and again, and again.

And eventually, these men settled with the Aleut people, the Unangan people in the Aleutian Chain.  So while there were conflicts, especially the most famous in the 1760s, the aftermath of which is with Ivan Soldiov coming in and taking revenge on Unangan, it’s written in our American history books as if it was a racial divide between Siberian Russians and native Alaskans.  But in fact, the conflicts were between the islands and the villagers.  And they’ve been going on for generations.  And there were Promeshlandiki, as the Russians traders were called, on both sides.

So they themselves, having married into these various clans and feuding factions, fought on both sides for whatever reasons those were.  It’s depicted in our history books as a revolt against the sort of Caucasian overlords.  But these men were coming and going.  There was no enslavement of the Unangan  population until the monopoly of the Russian American Company was established in 1799.  And then you have real oppression.  You have people coming with cannons and guns and pretty much extorting the furs rather than trading.  And very much discouraging people from intermarrying with the locals because they wanted the men to be loyal to the company and not to the indigenous peoples.  So once you married, that puts you more in touch with the locals and less loyal to the company management.  And the company, of course, was more interested in loyalty to them.

So you have real oppression, real exploitation, and what reasonably could be called enslavement.  But not in the initial period of the Promeshlandiki nearly so much as in the 27 years of Alexander Boronov’s rule when he – I often call him in my classes the Joseph Stalin of Alaska, ruled Alaska with an iron hand and scattered native peoples along the entire Pacific rim.  He took Kodiak people, for example, and some were sent off to the Coreal Islands just north of Hokkaido, Japan.  Other were sent as far south as Hawaii and San Francisco Bay area.  And hundreds more on the Alaskan mainland in southeast Alaska.

So the depopulation of Kodiak Island is easy to document.  And these people were rounded up by – some of them by Ivan Kuskov, an interesting character.  He was Boronov’s foreman.  And Aleut people have told me, around Kodiak at least, and also in the Chain, that Kuskov would come with a small cannon mounted on his boat.  And not try to kill them or threaten to kill them.  That would have been counter productive.  But threatened to blow up their food supplies, their smokehouses, their food caches.  Threatening them, therefore, with hardship or even starvation in the winter if they didn’t comply with his order to get out there and hunt right now.

And so the missionaries, of course, took the Unangan and Aleutic side in the conflict and we have their diaries, and reports, and protests about this mistreatment of the natives as a counterbalance to the propaganda that got published by the Russian American Company during these same years.  They actually financed two books, The History of the Russian American Company by Tikhmenev, and the biography of Alexander Boronov by Chebnikov.  And these are just putting the best face on their exploitation and enslavement.  And those are the sources of our English language histories of the early period of Alaska.

In my own opinion, I think we really have to go back and find out exactly who those frontiersmen were, what their ethnic background was.  Interestingly, they had to apply for business licenses to operate in Alaskan waters, which means there’s a record even now, I was told, in Yirkutz of all these applications on the part of these Promeshlandiki, these entrepreneurs, which include their family ancestry, their tribal affiliations or status, their ethnicity.  And a friend of mine, Dr. Lydia Black, told me that she just in a cursory perusal of that archive discovered that at least one third of the traders and trappers who came to Alaska in this early period were themselves Kamchadal, which is code for Creole.  So the Creoles actually were coming, so to speak, out of Siberia, trading with and interacting with Unangan people for the first 50 years of so of Alaska’s history.

And while it’s depicted as a kind of Rambo invasion, as if these guys were pirates and thieves, that’s not the oral tradition for the most part among the native people.  And it’s not substantiated by the historical record.  The real exploitation and enslavement occurred when you had a monopoly and a governor who had the attitude, “God is in heaven and it’s far, far away, and we can pretty much do as we please.”  What they were doing was blatantly illegal.  It was against imperial laws and decrees issued from St. Petersburg.  But they didn’t care.
No, I think that’s probably true.  The Creoles had an elevated status in Alaska that even those in Siberia did not.  They were the mainstay of the colony.  The colony could not have functioned without them.  They constantly used the men who had intermarried with native Alaskans as the liaison between the company policies and the directors and the local people.  They were used as the main trading post operators because they had both a subsistence lifestyle, but the ability as time went on to communicate effectively with headquarters.

The Orthodox Church established schools in which literacy and the local native language, both Unangan and Aleutic, and later on Eupic and Tlingit, was part of their educational system.  So there wasn’t an assault on native language and culture per se.  But there was the focus on training, especially those of mixed background, to read and write as well as speak in at least two languages.  And then there were Creoles who spoke three and four.  Even into the 20th century, one of my predecessors who was in Juneau who was an Unangan from Unalaska could read, write, and speak English, Russian, Tlingit, and his own Unangan native language.  So that was the goal, to produce this sort of multicultural, multilingual middle class that could serve as a bridge between the Russian Company and its recordkeeping, and its accounting, and its – everything that goes into running a profitable corporation, but could still communicate well and live among the native Alaskans.

There’s even a wonderful story of a Unangan man.  Oh, no, I take that back.  He might have been part Aleutic, who was sent as a spy to find out how many British were coming at Fort Yukon 1,000 miles inland from the Bering Sea.  He was sent up there to reconnoiter.  He dressed as an Indian because his mother was Anabaskan and he could put on his Indian clothes, pose – pretend to be a native Alaskan coming upstream in his birch bark canoe, and reconnoiter the fort and find out there weren’t any soldiers there, and how many personnel there were, and was this a military intrusion or just a commercial competition.  And he could go back all the way down the river and write his reports in Russian and send them to Sitka.  So we have native spies in the Creole population.

Well, these people, all of them, the southing shores of Alaska on Kodiak Island and of course the entire Chain, adapted to a very difficult ecosystem.  They lived in a region with very little wood and very few mineral resources.  They build their houses out of sod and driftwood.  They’d make remarkably adaptive sea craft, kayaks, and bidars, and so forth.  They hunted very efficiently and they thrived in an area where most people today wouldn’t particularly care to live, probably.  The Creoles came out of Siberia.  For them, the Aleutian Islands were the closest thing to Tahiti they had ever seen.  When you live in an area that’s 30, and 40, and 50 below zero half the year, the Aleutian Islands are a paradise.  But for the rest of us, it’s a very difficult place to live with the climate, the rain, the wind, and so forth.  And these people adapted for millennia, for thousands of years, and adapted very well.

They also adapted very quickly after contact to learn, to speak Russian, and from the time of Saint Vincent Vinimin of 1824 and the first Aleut priest, Father Yakov Netseyechov, 1826, they began to read and write not only in Russian, which they spoke for the most part, but also in their own native language.  And they produced books, translations.  Into the 20th century, they were still writing letters to each other and keeping diaries.  At Unalaska, if I recall, they were even publishing a trilingual English-Russian-Unangan magazine early in the 20th century.

So these people adapted very quickly to the new technology of writing.  And then having embraced literacy with such enthusiasm, the population in the Aleutian Chain had a higher literacy rate than European Russia.  They sent their kids on to school, to higher education, and Sitka within the colony and to Irkutzkany in St. Petersburg in the 1820s, ‘30s, and ‘40s.  They produced graduates of the Russian Naval Academy, sea captains who were sailing company ships around the world.  They had navigators and cartographers.  Most of Alaska was mapped by native Alaskans who were trained in this way.  They ran the trading posts, and the schools, and the churches.  They were the most successful missionaries because they went among the native people, maybe their former enemies, maybe their distant relatives or cousins, but they presented the story of the Christian scriptures and people listened to the stories and accepted this new faith which they presented as the fulfillment of what the people already had.

So this continuity with the past was made possible precisely by the Creoles.  The philosophy came out of Siberia.  The philosophy came from Russia.  But its application was made possible only because there were these talented, well educated, highly literate Unangan and Aleutic men and women who were running schools, operating churches, sailing ships.

I remember in 1978, I published my initial findings on this.  And when I reported that there were native Americans, native Alaskans, who had degrees the equivalent of college educations, who were sea captains, and cartographers, and explorers, and such, and they were sailing boats around the world, my colleagues in the history department simply rejected this as pure fiction.  The fiction was the other way around, how thanks to the Russian American Company’s propaganda, all the blame for the previous abuses was projected backward on the Creole Promeshlandiki from Siberia.  And the company was liberty and justice for all, everything good and wonderful, when in fact the story, I would say, is pretty much the reverse.

And the notion that native Alaskans could be educated and had ascended to these levels of leadership was completely rejected because unfortunately we haven’t attained that status even today.  So it reflects badly, some people would think, on our own educational efforts in which we haven’t attained the same level of, like I say, intelligentsia among the Unangan and Aleutic people that they enjoyed 150 years ago.  I think it’s very important to distinguish that there were Promeshlandiki who were Creoles who were socially and intellectually on par with the native Alaskans, came from similar backgrounds, and who easily intermarried with and adapted to Unangan culture.  And then there were the other Russians who came saying, “Let’s get serious about this fur trade.  Let’s make megabucks.  Let’s do whatever we need to do, whether it’s just or unjust, legal or illegal, to exploit the resources at our disposal.”

So you have the first 50 years with intermarriage, and cultural adaptation, and people becoming Christian at the invitation, so to speak, of their own fathers, and uncles, and the rest in the Aleutian Chains.  The priests came through there in the 1790s and were disappointed they had no one to convert.  Everyone was already Christian and they’d already built the first chapel.  So don’t wait for the priests to show up is part of the moral to that.  The people can take care of it on their own fairly well.  But then in the next period, Boronov and his henchmen, and it goes on for almost 30 years, is real enslavement, and oppression, and injustice.  The native point of view is substantiated by the missionaries, by the clergy who witnessed all this and did their best to protest the abuses of the company.

And then the next 50 years is almost completely missing from our history books.  From the Boronov era’s close in 1818 to the sale of Alaska to the United States in 1867, so 49 years, nothing happens.  We skipped that part.  And this is the part where the Unangan, the Creole population, took responsibility and in a sense took back control over their own lives thanks to their embrace of Western education.  They didn’t abandon their language and their culture, but they added to it their literacy, and the Russian language, and their ability to function and to succeed very well in the universities, and schools, and seminaries of Russia and come back with that information, that knowledge to become the real leaders.  When Sitka was transferred to American rule in 1867, two-thirds of the population was Creole or native in the city.  There were never more than 800 ethnic Russians in the entire territory during the Russian period.  So when we say Russians, they were a tiny drop in an indigenous sea of native people.

Now the American situation was radically different.  It comes out of the American story.  A real resistance to native languages and cultures, mostly because at that time and until recently, we embraced as a country the melting pot theory.  If you’re going to be an American, the principle will be that you pretend that the Mayflower is the beginning of your story.  You pretend you came on the Mayflower.  And real Americans came on the Mayflower, which means they should be Caucasian, they should speak English, white Anglo-Saxon, Saxonese in Germany – we use Saxon to mean punctual and clean, tidy, neat, organized – white Anglo-Saxon and Protestant Christians.

This definition of American persists even ‘till today.  And it leads to many of the modern problems or conflicts in the Aleutian Chain.  Because you have well educated and certainly well intentioned leaders, professional people, social workers, schoolteachers, administrators, healthcare providers, who still have that kind of Mayflower Pilgrim identity or idea of what it means to be an American.  And then there’s something wrong with these people who haven’t quite fit in.  But if you look at it from the Unangan point of view, how could you possible pretend you came on the Mayflower?  It’s a ridiculous notion.  And to try to be forced, or urged, or pushed, or coerced into that mold and to say, “I’m only an American to the extent that I can adapt to and accept the Mayflower story as my story,” is simply ludicrous from the point of view of a Native American.

There’s actually another problem that goes deeper, I think.  Immigrant people have accepted that notion.  My own ancestors who came from Eastern Europe at the turn of the last century could say, “Okay, if to be an American means you speak English and you do all these other things like Mayflower Pilgrims, then we’ll do that.  Because we came here to adapt.  We came here to be accepted.  We want to be American.  We want our kids to be accepted as Americans and to live in this country permanently.”

They can do that for two reasons.  First, an immigrant made the choice to come here so it’s up to them.  But more importantly, the survival of their indigenous or national language and culture is not in their hands.  They’re not responsible for it.  If you’re Polish, the Polish language and culture will persist because there are 30 million people in Poland who will take care of that.  If you are Greek, there are 10 million Greeks in Greece.  So the survival of that language and culture is not your responsibility.

For Native Americans, on the other hand, first of all, you didn’t get into a boat and decide to come here.  You were here for thousands of years.  And this other culture has come, overwhelmed them, engulfed you.  It’s not a choice you made.  It’s something that’s been imposed.  But more importantly, the survival of your language and culture is in your hands.  Because if you don’t speak your language and you don’t maintain your culture, since this is the homeland, it becomes extinct.  And then to the extent that you lose it, there’s a level of grief and guilt that no immigrant is forced to bear.

And this is the real emotional issue of the use of language and culture in the American schools of today.  Because when it comes to an indigenous people, it’s their very survival of who they are into the future for future generations.  An immigrant can get into a plane and fly home.  This is home for the Unangan, for the Aleutic, for the Tlingit, for the Eupic.  And if the language is suppressed or lost, if the culture evaporates, so to speak, into the American melting pot, then it becomes extinct.  And then the level of guilt and grief over that is much greater than any immigrant would sense.

The issues today, therefore, reflect a long historical process in which from the East, there was respect for the languages, cultures, and traditions and really an effort to enhance and continue them.  And from the West, meaning Western Europe, a real suspicion of anything that’s different from the way we do it at headquarters.  And the Aleut people today are then faced with as a majority still in most of their own communities, but statewide and nationally as a tiny minority, what aspects of the traditional language and culture can and should be preserved?  That’s the first question.  And then who does it?  Who’s responsible for that?

The rather disappointing results of bilingual education funded by the federal government, I would say, lead me to conclude, although I was an advocate and a participant in that process for almost 30 years, leads me to conclude that having an Aleut lesson, or Eupic lesson, or a Tlinket lesson 15 minutes a day in the elementary school isn’t going to make the difference.  It’s going to take a community wide effort at all levels.  The elders have to embrace this notion, the parents, and the kids themselves have to be accepting of it.

The agency for that in the Unangan community can certainly be the public school and school board, especially since many of the regions, like the Pribilofs, are their own district.  But I think it has to go beyond that.  You need to have the Unangan day of the week when everybody speaks Unangan.  Or the community simply switches from one language to the other and we immerse – everyone uses it.  It becomes the way of life, the language of the community, at least for that day or for that part of the day.

The church can certainly play a role in this to the extent that the clergy – well, the church still does in the sense that the church sings in Unangan.  The services are conducted here at my own parish in Anchorage, we do a good bit of the service in Unangan.  The texts are there.  They’re written in the old Aleut alphabet from the 19th century based on the Cyrillic alphabet of Russia.  But that’s another part of the culture.

I don’t think we can skip the last 200 years and try to go back to the 1740s as if the last 250 years didn’t happen.  That’s impossible.  But we can use that legacy, that heritage, to our advantage.  Unangan is a written language.  People have been writing it for centuries now.  There are books in Unangan.  Books have been written in Unangan and published in Unangan.  So this is a way in which we can take in a very serious academic way, take the language and culture seriously, give it the status that it deserves.  And using the school, using the church, using the native organizations and corporations, do whatever we can to encourage the use of, the daily use, not just as an academic exercise, but the daily use, the functional use of the Unangan language in the Aleutian Chain in the Pribilof Islands.  It has to get out of the classroom.

My experience, even teaching Eupic, for example, in Southwest Alaska, was you could teach kids sentences and phrases and they can memorize them by rote Berlitz style.  But unless they go home and use it with their grandmother whose language it actually is, it’s simply an academic exercise.  The same is true for reading.  If all the books in the language are in the classroom and there aren’t any in the community, then reading the language becomes simply something you do at school but it doesn’t relate to real life.  So the real effort somehow has to be to bring the language back to life in the community at large and not just as a classroom exercise for which the kids all get As because who can flunk Unangan if you’re Unangan.  So everybody does well in the class, but it doesn’t leap from the classroom into the life of the community unless the whole community can somehow be involved in that effort.

I think the Unangan situation is, in many respects, the same as the global situation we all face.  It’s like a microcosm of it.  We all face this globalization.  And it’s predominately an economic situation where multinational corporations increasingly control the economies of the world.  They’re bigger than most governments.

So the pressure for schools to train people to function within those corporations and become a teacher who can teach in Alaska, Alabama, or Afghanistan.  You need the same qualifications.  You need the same background.  And once you get those certificates and licenses, you can function almost anywhere on the planet, whether it’s in teaching, or in engineering, or in chemistry, or biology, whatever, pick a field.  Once you’ve achieved a certain level of competence within that field, you can function almost anywhere on the planet.  So it becomes a globalized thing.  We’re all pushed in that direction, everybody.

At the same time, we don’t want to become simply cogs in an international apparatus.  We have our identity, our humanity.  It’s the fight between Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader.  Darth is the system.  Give yourself over to the system and there’s power there.  Yes, there’s power there.  There’s money there.  There’s comfort there.  There’s convenience there.  But what about your humanity?  Can you be a caring, loving person with integrity, a sense of identity, a sense of purpose that’s uniquely yours and that we share with your own culture and your own – this is a global situation.

We’re down to maybe seven languages in which people can get a full education.  You see, if you don’t know English, French, Spanish, Russian, German, Arabic, or Chinese, the databank of the world isn’t open to you.  Everything is not published in every language.  When you go to the university, you have to know one of those seven languages to pass the tests, to get qualified to get the job.  So the pressure everywhere, not just in rural Alaska, but everywhere is to enter into one of those seven major cultural linguistic groups, learn that language, master that language, become competent in that language, even use that language professionally for the rest of your life.  And that’s a Nigerian kid in Enugu as much as it is a Nebraskan kid in Lincoln, Nebraska.

We’re all pushed in that direction to conform to what are now global standards and global ways of doing things.  That’s not just an Unangan problem.  And it’s almost always the economic forces that push us in that direction.  But then to be a human being means to know who you are.  Where do you fit in the cosmic scheme of things?  How do you appropriately and respectfully relate to the world around you, to other people, to nature?  These are deeper questions that, in fact, Unangan people answered successfully centuries ago.  And those answers, that identity can’t be lost.  The Unangan aren’t the only ones struggling with this.  In a sense, we all are.  Unangan means the people.  And all people are struggling with these same issues today on the planet Earth.

Personally, I don’t have a prognosis one way or the other how this will all turn out.  I don’t think we can predict very well.  It depends on the tenacity of the people.  I believe that to lose language, culture, and identity ultimately causes one’s humanity to implode.  We’ve had communities in Alaska that actually renounce their native heritage and culture, trying to assimilate for rapidly into the dominant world.  And in the end, within three or four decades, they realized this was a terrible mistake and had to reverse that decision.

You have to deal with the modern world.  You have to be successful economically, and politically, and socially because it overwhelms you.  There’s no way to escape it.  You can’t run from it.  At the same time, to some extent, everyone needs a positive notion of their own identity.  To the extent that language plays an important part in that, that’s critical.

The Unangan have been multilingual.  So to some extent, at least two of their three languages will survive indefinitely into the future because two of them are Russian and English.  It’s the third one, the original one, the Unangan one that may or may not survive another century.  But thousands of languages have gone extinct over the years and the people still identify as people.  The Swiss speak three or four different languages and are still Swiss.  So the language could be lost, but the identity need not be.

Because the identity is in the story.  Your culture is essentially the story into which you were born.  And the Unangan were born into a remarkable story, a story of tenacity and resilience, a story of oppression, and enslavement, exploitation, and massacre.  And they responded time and again and survived against all odds.  So I have no doubt that as a kind of innate ability of Unangan people themselves, they can and will persevere and survive.  In what form that will take, I can’t predict.  How much the early language and maybe songs and dances survive – there’s been a renaissance, a revival of many of them in recent years.  But whether that’s just a kind of blip on the radar screen and things go back, we don’t know.

But the story will go on.  The story of the Unangan people will go on forever.  And it’s an heroic story.  And I hold it up to the people, other people in especially Alaska, as a model.  Because what they taught all of us, and this is true for everyone on the planet, is you can always add to what you have.  The core of your values, language, and culture is there and it’s there pretty much indestructible, at least for a long, long time.  But you can expand outward from that.  You can be a Unangan speaker who also marries a Russian Creole and have children who speak Russian and Unangan.  And in the next century, you can become a citizen of the United States and be going to school, and reading, and writing, and speaking in English.  And you can be an Unangan who speaks Russian and English.  And that’s the kind of people I met when I first went to the Aleutian Chain.

Now if in the end the Unangan part in the middle becomes weakened, we’ve still got the other two and we can still expand.  And given the fact that the language has been well documented, there are dictionaries, there are books, it can always be revived.  Maybe not in this generation, but in the next, or the one after that.  Who’s to say?  We may feel that the culture and language are in decline now, but I have no doubt that this culture, this language, and this story will go on indefinitely.

When the United States assumed control of Alaska in 1867, the country in the lower 48 was undergoing a major political shift or social shift in Indian policy.  For 300 years, we had extermination as policy.  From the 15, 16, 1700s, the only good Indian, dead Indian.  So that’s one way to solve an intercultural problem.  You wipe out the other culture and there’s no problem.

Then we move to a policy under Thomas Jefferson of relocation.  We’ll get the Native Americans out of the way.  We’ll put them on reservations.  We won’t have to deal with them.  They won’t have to deal with us.  And then again, there’s no problem because we never even see each other.

By the end of the Civil War, those weren’t going to work anymore.  Because the immigrants were coming in to make up for the labor shortage caused by the many casualties and disabled young men who were the result of the American Civil War.  So with thousands, well, millions of injured or deceased workers, the Statue of Liberty welcomed millions of people from Southern and Eastern Europe into the United States.

And the policy had to change.  Here were people who were racially and culturally different.  We can’t kill them.  We can’t enslave them.  We can’t kick them out.  In fact, we’re inviting them in.  But how are we going to create an e pluribus unum?  How are we going to create an unum with that?  And the public schools were then devised to assimilate those immigrants into the Mayflower melting pot.  And for the immigrants, it worked.

But the same policy and the same attitude came north to Alaska with Dr. Sheldon Jackson and the first schools funded by the federal government in the 1870s.  And the policy was the same.  “We’re gonna teach you how to be real Americans.  And that means you have to learn to read and write in English and you have to become Christian.”  Now when they came to the Unangan, the Unangan were willing to read and write in English, but they were already reading and writing in Unangan and Russian.  And the schoolteachers took a very hostile view to that.  “No, you have to renounce that.  You have to abandon those languages and use English and only English.”  And the problem was the “only,” “only English.”  And to really want to be American, you can’t be Russian Orthodox.  You have to be Protestants.  Because there were no Russian Orthodox on the Mayflower.

So there was immediate cultural clash between the local teachers and the community and the newly arrived federal teachers whose attitude was, “We came to Christianize you.”  And the Unangan said, “Thank you, but we already are.  We have our own clergy.  We built our own churches.  We have our own schools.”  “Well, but that’s the wrong religion.  That’s the wrong language.  Those are the wrong schools.”  That was the response.  “And we came to Christianize you.”  “Well, we’re already Christians.  Thank you very much.  We have our own priests.  We have our own seminary.  We publish our own bible.  We don’t need you guys.  Thank you very much.  Go away.”

Well, the federal marshals got involved.  They arrested parents.  They closed schools forcibly.  The Unangan were basically a persecuted minority in their own homeland where they were the vast majority of the population.  So this went on for at least 50 years, real clashes between federal authorities on one hand and the Unangan leadership on the other.  And we have letters, and protests, and petitions even to the White House written by Unangan people saying, “We were not handed over as slaves to the U.S. government.  We were supposed to be awarded citizenship and we want our rights respected.”  Of course, none of this carried much water in D.C. and they had  very little impact on federal policy.  But at least they were there.  They were literate.  They were competent.  They were intelligent.  And they were standing up for themselves.

So unfortunately, you see, when the government comes in and says even implicitly, “What you know already doesn’t count.  What we have to give you is what really matters.”  It introduces into the community a lot of confusion and frustration.  And when the children are taken away and sent, as they were in many cases, to boarding schools, it introduces into that same community a high level of anxiety.  What are they doing to us?  What are they doing to our children?  Where are they going?

The next generation comes back somewhat better educated in a formal way.  They speak English better.  They read and write in English.  They’ve forgotten, in many cases, or are no longer fluent in their indigenous language.  And they were told, “If you go off and get a better education, you’ll have a happier, healthier, economically more prosperous life for the rest of your years.”  Well, they come back to their village and there’s no economic base.  They feel like they’ve been sold a bill of goods.  That they went off and struggled to get these diplomas and degrees and how does it relate?  How possibly is this relevant?  So they come home angry, a little bit embittered by this.  But worse, alienated from home, alienated from their community.  And then there’s that level of grief and guilt that they feel for not being able to perpetuate and embrace their indigenous culture.

It doesn’t take too long, maybe another ten years, for the population to doubt its own abilities.  How many times I’ve heard native Alaskans say, “We can’t do that.  We never have done that.  We are incapable of doing that.  We can be teacher aides, but not teachers.  We can be health aides, but not nurses and doctors.  We can be legal aides or VPSOs.  We can’t be troopers, or judges, or lawyers.  White people succeed in those professions.  We’re always the assistant, the guy on the –” not knowing that the Unangan were already in those higher positions 100 years ago.  So to not know the history is a kind of tragedy.  Because if people only knew, not just Unangan, but native Alaskans in general, if they only knew the accomplishments of the Unangan from the 1840s, ‘50s, and ‘60s, this notion that “we can’t” could be erased, or at least we could assault it head on.

But in the next generation, this, “We can’t.  We don’t measure up.  We’re not as good as attitude,” erupts under the influence of drugs and alcohol, in an epidemic of antisocial and self-destructive behaviors.  And once that happens, once there’s crime, and violence, and suicide, and drug and alcohol abuse, and domestic violence, and the long list of those social ills, the government reintroduces itself with programs, and experts, and more imported expertise to address those problems, which completes the cycle.  Because now that population is confused and frustrated all over again, no longer capable of running their own communities and controlling their own lives.  So we have confusion, and frustration, and anxiety leading to anger, and bitterness, and grief, and guilt, and then the “we can’t” attitude, erupting under the influence of drugs and alcohol, into antisocial and self-destructive behavior which produces more programs and more people to come in and again tell the people, “You don’t measure up.  You’re not smart enough to do this on your own.  You need us.”

So the only way out of this it seems is for the people to face what I call the evil, or the great lie.  It’s not true we can’t.  That’s not true.  Unangan history proves we can.  People were oppressed.  People were exploited.  People were enslaved.  And using education precisely, they were able to rise above that and reassume control and take responsibility for their own community and their own lives once again.  So as it was in the 1830s and ‘40s with education, so education is critical now for the survival of the Unangan people.

But it has to be a spiritual education, not just a secular one.  It has to include the job skills that people need to survive in the modern world.  But it also has to address those critical attitudes or questions of who are we?  What does it mean to be Unangan?  What does it mean to be Native American?  What does it mean to be whatever ethnicity or background it is?  What’s the story there?  What’s our story?  How does that story inform us to be in a good relationship with each other and our environment?  And what does that story have to say about the higher questions in life?  What is life all about?  What are its goals and values?  How do we conduct ourselves in order to be the very name we claim, Unangan, the human beings?

An education has to embrace both.  And that’s not just an Unangan question, that’s a question for us all.  How to get our kids through school, pass those standardized tests, get into college, get the right scores, on one hand, and how to be human beings on the other?

I was mystified when I first came to Alaska over 35 years ago why if the “Russians” from Siberia and that entire period was such an oppressive and negative era, why did the people in the Aleutian Chain, and for that matter the southwestern quadrant of Alaska, so fervently hold on to this alien faith that had been introduced to them from Siberia, namely the Russian Orthodox Church?  If this is the religion of their enemies and their oppressors, why wasn’t it all abandoned as soon as the Russians were gone?

And the answer to that question is somewhat complex, but it seems that there was a way in which Eastern Christianity resonated with the ancient tribal beliefs of the Unangan and Aleutic peoples.  The missionaries took the time to listen to the stories, analyze those stories, and build on that foundation.  And the people embraced this faith, not only through intermarriage, but in the 1920s and ‘30s, as they came to study it from books in their schools.  They came to understand it in their own language and adapt it to their own lives as it became the very center of Aleut cultural identity and Aleut life.

And when it was oppressed and attacked, when it was discriminated against by federal authorities – and especially in the Pribilofs.  This is probably the worst-case scenario where the federal government introduced another group in as they put it, “For the religious diversification of the Aleuts.”  Well, the Aleuts didn’t want to be religiously diversified.  They kind of resented the federal government taking a role in that process which was actually blatantly unconstitutional.  But we had that on St. Paul Island for I don’t know how many years.

So in those days, when the church was the center of village spiritual and social life, and when it was under attack, people tended to protect it, gather around it.  Even in the interment camps, every interment camp had a chapel.  And the Unangan people themselves built those chapels and conducted services as best they could in them.

But in the intervening years, now it’s been over 50 years since that time, there’s been an increased secularization of cultures around the world.  Some people go with the flow, become themselves more secular, less religious, less spiritual, and less focused on religious and spiritual issues.  Others respond to that decline with not only alarm, but even violence.  So much fundamentalism we have in the religious traditions all over the world is the negative reaction to that secular process.

In my experience, it wasn’t so much the secularizing influence of the public school, which was always viewed as somewhat alien and suspicious anyway, that ultimately has impacted rural Alaskan cultures nearly so much as the introduction of telecommunications.  The coming of the TV presents images and stories of an outside world that is held up probably only by inference as normal.  So that normal people behave that way, the way we see on TV.  When of course in the modern society, fortunately people actually don’t behave that way.

But we’re in a small isolated village, the things that people do and the way the people talk become the way they do it in the rest of the world.  And you have no local criterion against which to discern that.  So kids begin talking that way.  They use the same profanity they hear on TV when their parents and grandparents are shocked.  “Well, that’s what they do in the rest of the world and we’re just a tiny village.”  So there’s a kind of capitulation to those stories, to those norms, to that language, to that behavior.

Now to counterbalance that, a community needs a very strong spiritual center to say, “That’s just stories on television.  That pornography, that profanity, or whatever it is, that’s not normal.  It’s not condoned.  The rest of the world does not behave that way.  And in fact even if it did, that’s not the way we live because we’re Unangan.”  You see?  And to have that voice in the communities, I believe, is absolutely essential.  And tragically, we don’t have it.

In the Aleutian Chain today, there are only two functioning itinerant pastors, one on St. Paul Island and another one at Unalaska.  And neither one of them are Unangan.  The previous pastor, who tragically got very sick during his ministry conducting funerals in very difficult, inclement weather, caught pneumonia and died a year ago.  He was Unangan, originally from the Pribilof Islands and resident at Unalaska.  He was in a sense with his whole family the icon, so to speak, the very image of a healthy, strong Unangan family.  And he himself be able to purvey that because he personified that.  With his death, there’s no one really to replace him.  We’ve had a seminary in Kodiak for almost 30 years now and we have only one or two Unangan graduates.

So in a sense, the spiritual malaise goes back further because the Unangan people from their communities have not been sending their young men to train for ministry to return to those villages.  The Eupics, on the other hand, who were the product of Unangan evangelization – it was Unangan people who evangelized the Eupics.  They’re the ones who have produced the vast majority of our graduates.  And consequently, we have Eupic priests now in the Aleutian Chain.  But the hope is from then to turn things around, from the Pribilofs and from Unalaska, from these two main centers, to in the next decade, or maybe two, it may take that long, to produce the spiritual leaders, again indigenously from those communities and have them return to their homelands and we hope spark a renaissance in spiritual life.

There’s the interest in Unangan culture and language going back to the pre-contact era.  But if Unangan spirituality is going to be revived, it’s going to come through the church that has been their mainstay for the last 200 years.  And I think there’s a kind of bias, an anthropological, a secular anthropological professional bias against Christianity in general, and so people want to talk about Unangan as if the last 200 years didn’t happen.  We can somehow revive our spirits and feel good about who we are looking back on the kayaks we made in the 1730s or the technologies that we developed 100 or 1,000 years ago.

But spiritual life has to be grounded on moral and ethical teachers, teachings in the modern world.  It can’t just be an ecological view of our environment and a sociological framework.  It’s going to have to give the children, the young people, a moral and ethical code by which to operate, a story they can embrace.  And therefore, the future of the Unangan people is tied intimately with the future and the health of the Russian Orthodox Church in Alaska.

Yeah, I could comment on the, first of all, the very derivation of Aleut.  It’s an interesting controversy, in a way.  Because we’re not even quite sure where the name Aleut came from.  People call themselves Aleut who speak Unangan.  Pretty much the two of them have been equated by linguists and anthropologists.  Aleut equals Unangan.

But if you live on Kodiak Island, the people there call themselves Aleut, too, although they know they’re not Unangan.  They call themselves Ukyak, or Aleutic, and they call the Unangan, Tayot, which I don’t know what Tayot means, but it probably isn’t complimentary.  And the Unangan call the people on Kodiak Island, Koniaga.  And I don’t know what Koniaga means, either, but it’s probably not complimentary, as well, because they were each other’s traditional enemies.  Like the French and the German must have derogatory terms for each other, as well, ‘cause they fought with each other, enslaved each other, raided each other’s villages for generations.  But even more, there are Eupic people, people who speak Eupic, an Eskimo dialect – language on the mainland, who also call themselves Aleut when you ask them in English about their ethnic background.  They identify as Aleut.

So there are some Eupics, all Aleutics, and all Unangan call themselves Aleut.  So the term Aleut is bigger than any one of them.  And I would use as a reference or comparison the term Swiss, where you could speak German and be Swiss, French and be Swiss, Italian and be Swiss.  You’re Swiss because you have a common story, not because you have a common language.

And Aleut, therefore, is something bigger than Unangan, or Aleutic, or Eupic.  It encompasses these people who are mostly the Creoles who say, “We intermarried with Promeshlandiki, with Russian settlers and traders in the early 1700s.  We were oppressed by the Russian American Company, but we learned to read and write and such in our own language, and in Russian, and later on in even other languages during that period.  We ascended to positions of leadership in the Alaskan colony during the Russian era.  We were subjected to persecution and discrimination during the first 50 years of American rule.  And we’re still here.”  Anyone who can claim those elements in their story, I think can legitimately call themselves Aleut.  But not all Aleuts are Unangan.

And if people want to go back to their original name for themselves, it’s like a Frenchman saying, “I am not French.  Je suis Francais.”  Well, French is what the English call them.  But they can call themselves in their own language by their own name, and that makes them Francais and not French.  And a German can just say the same thing.  “I’m not a German, I’m Deutch.”  Right.  Because that’s German in the German language.  So if they want to call themselves by their own name in their own language, I think totally legitimate.  Everybody should have that right.

Probably the biggest obstacle that the church faces, and not just the Russian Orthodox Church in the Aleutian Island, but any religious tradition today almost anywhere, is that spirituality requires effort.  You have to want to be a different person than the one you are.  And that means you have to work at it.  All the spiritual disciplines of prayer, and fasting, and worship, and meditation, and whatever other practices a given religious tradition have require commitment and effort.  It’s work to grow spiritually.

And the modern world says, “Take it easy.  Enjoy yourself.  Eat, drink, and be merry.  Chances are there’s no God anyway, so make the best of it.  Enjoy yourself.  Whatever gives you pleasure, whatever turns you on, have it your way.”  And there’s God saying, “Your way is not my way.  Your way should change.  Your way should be better.  I challenge you to a higher standard.”  It’s easier to blow the whole thing off and say, “Well, I have my doubts about theism, the belief that there is a God in the first place.  And if I simply choose not to believe, then I’m off the hook.  I don’t have to pray.  I don’t have to fast.  I don’t have to go to church.  Sacraments become irrelevant and so forth.”

So to challenge this attitude is very difficult.  It’s another one of those dichotomies between the global world, which not only preaches economic development, but it preaches economic development in the name of comfort and ease.  So to become aesthetic, to say comfort and ease is not the purpose of life; that work, especially work done for others is much more central to our humanity.  That in order to, “Be all that you can be,” as the army used to say, to be the person you were created to be according to God’s will and God’s plan, requires you not to capitulate to that, to even resist in some ways rather aesthetically the temptation that to believe that life is just comfort and ease.  And whatever makes you happy, that there’s something higher than that, that there’s something greater than that.  You have to struggle for that personally and that it translates into your daily life into service to others.  And that you go to church not because you needed a spiritual boost only for yourself, but you went to church to pray for your community, for the sick and the dying, for the children and the unborn, to pray for the earth.

Somebody just asked me a few weeks ago, “I don’t go to church anymore.  It’s all irrelevant to me.”  And I said, “I go for three reasons.  There is a God.  He has blessed me beyond measure.  And I’m grateful.”  If you believe those three things, the personalities of the community, whether they’re getting along with each other or fighting like cats and dogs, become irrelevant.  That cannot be the reason why you don’t participate.  If you have faith, if you believe that you have been blessed immeasurably, and you’re grateful for that, you offer worship.  But it’s an effort to get out of bed.  It’s an effort to drag yourself to there when you don’t have to when it’s a day off.

So it’s a real challenge.  And I believe in that sense, it can’t really be done unless the community embraces that.  And the community won’t embrace it without teachers.  And we’re terribly understaffed in the Aleutian Chain today, the Aleutian Chain and the Alaskan Peninsula.  While in the rest of Alaska, because those communities have sent young men to the seminary, are much better staffed.  We have more priests in most of our parishes than ever before in the history of the church.  But not in the Aleutian Islands.

And the priests who go there, of course, not being Unangan themselves, have a harder time adjusting to the climate, and the culture, and the people, than they would be if they were coming from those communities.  And so our hope is that the few Eupic men who are there now will kind of prime the pump.  And in the next generation, in the next decade or so, there will be young men coming from those communities dedicated to this higher, we would call it, at least a higher standard of behavior, a higher – a deeper spirituality and a higher moral and ethical way of life, a vision of what it means to be a human being that can be purveyed and taught convincingly in those communities that so desperately need a spiritual renaissance.

[End of Audio]
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