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For Alutiiq/Sugpiaq people past, present, and future

Ruth OIsen Dawson, 2007, photo by Sven Haakanson Jr.

“We can never know too much about our people, our ancestors,
and who we are. We must never stop learning.”

Ruth Dawson, Alutiiq Elder
From Looking Both Ways, Heritage and Identity of the Alutiiq People, Crowell et al. 2001:90.
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Cuqllirpaat Niugneret First Words

By Peggy Azuyak

Growing up in Kodiak during the 1980s and 1990s was idyllic. Our identities as islanders and Alaskans were forged and strengthened as we explored and learned from the forests, mountains, beaches, and oceans. However, it was my identity as an Alaska Native that I yearned to develop and understand. 


I was close with my maternal grandmother, Lydia Shuravloff Robinson, and my great aunties, originally from Afognak village. I knew that I was Aleut, as they referred to themselves, and I was hungry for knowledge about our history, language, and culture. Unfortunately, during this  time, the  Alutiiq  language  was  not spoken



openly in the city of Kodiak, and we were not learning about Native history in school. There were very few resources available to me as a high school student and any resources that did exist were hard to find. One of the first books that I was able to find and read was Aleuts: Survivors of the Bering Land Bridge, written by William S. Laughlin and published in 1981. I had little knowledge about the use of the term Aleut. I didn’t recognize that Laughlin’s book was about the Unangax̂ people of the Aleutian Islands and not about my Kodiak Island ancestors. I began reading what was available about other Native American societies. This helped me to feel connected in a way, but it did not help me develop my own identity as a Sugpiaq woman.

The opening of the Alutiiq Museum in 1995 gave our history, traditions, culture, and language a central home on Kodiak Island. Our stories and objects had been collected by explorers and ethnographers from across the globe. It wasn’t until our people became academics, researchers, and ethnographers that we were able to reawaken our heritage and begin to tell our own stories and history. Dr. April Counceller, executive director of the Alutiiq Museum, said it well: “Our people will never learn our history if they don’t have access to it.” Thanks to the Alutiiq Museum and its partners, we now have publications, such as this book, from our perspectives about our Alutiiq people and our history.

As a longtime educator on Kodiak Island, I’ve long recognized the lack of quality resources for teaching Alaska History, a required course for graduation. I have had to use a series of booklets that were developed from the colonizing missionaries’ perspectives and a dry, lifeless study guide supplied by the Alaska Department of Education called “Alaska Studies Connection” in my teaching. Educators understand that learning is best when it is relevant to the learner. We also know that representation is essential. It is crucial for our Alaska Native students to see themselves in the content they are being taught. This Imaken Ima’ut textbook will bring relevancy and place-based learning to the students of Kodiak Island. We have come a long way in educating Kodiak youth. This publication will take us a step further.



Peggy Azuyak, Kodiak Alutiiq educator, 2022.
Photo by Matthew Bieber, courtesy of Peggy Azuyak.
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Alutiit Quliyangua’it Patuirluki Uncovering Alutiiq History

By Amy F. Steffian

History Matters

More than seven thousand years ago, daring paddlers in skin-covered boats left their home on the Alaska mainland to explore a cloud-shrouded island on the horizon (Figure 1.1). Braving windswept seas, they settled the Kodiak Archipelago and established the region’s Alutiiq/Sugpiaq culture. The settlement of Qik’rtaq—Kodiak Island was a remarkable event. Native people explored the islands quickly, discovered their unique resources, and learned to harvest and use them efficiently. They created warm, weatherproof houses from sod, transformed cobbles of blood-red chert into sharp-edged tools, and found shellfish, birds, fish, and mammals to feed their families. They also maintained ties with the Alaska mainland, crossing turbulent waters to trade, visit, and recruit friends and family to join them in a new land. Over the span of several generations, Alutiiq cuumillat—ancestors unlocked the secrets of living in Kodiak’s lush, wet environment and built communities across the archipelago. Today, the region is home to about eighteen hundred Alutiiq people who are the descendants of these first bold seafarers. Thousands more Alutiiq have settled in other regions of Alaska, the United States, and the world.

Figure 1.1. Misty Morning, watercolor painting by Cheryl Lacy, 2018. AM861. Purchased with support from Rasmuson Foundation.
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Box 1.1. Sugpiaq, Aleut, or Alutiiq—
Who Are the Native People of the Kodiak Region?


In the historic era, Russian traders called all the Native peoples of southwestern Alaska 
“Aleut,” despite differences in language, traditions, and history. In the modern era, this 
has caused confusion. People with distinct cultures are known by the same name. Today, 
Kodiak’s Native people use a variety of self-designators. There is no one correct term. In 
each chapter of this book, we introduce Kodiak’s Native people with the term Alutiiq/Sug-
piaq. Both terms are offered out of respect for the preferences of Native people and the 
complex history of cultural terms in southern Alaska. After this introduction, we use the 
term Alutiiq to refer to Kodiak’s Native people. Here are some terms commonly used to talk 
about the people of Kodiak Island:

Sugpiaq—This is a traditional name for the Native people of Kodiak. It means “real 
person,” and it is the way Native people described themselves prior to Western contact. 
Sugpiaq is a popular self-designator on the Kenai Peninsula and Kodiak. 

Aleut—Russian traders reported hearing this word in the western Aleutian Islands and 
used it to describe all the Native people they encountered in the Aleutian Islands, the Alas-
ka Peninsula, and the Kodiak Archipelago. Many Elders use Aleut, a term they were taught 
as children. 

Alutiiq—“Alutiiq” is the way Sugpiaq people say Aleut. It is the Native way of pronounc-
ing the Russian-introduced word “Aleut” in Kodiak’s Native language. Alutiiq is a popular 
self-designator in Kodiak. It reflects the region’s complex Russian and Native history.



Box 1.2. Qik’rtaq—Kodiak

The word Kodiak comes from the Alutiiq language. In 1763, Stephen Glotov, a Russian 
seafarer who wintered near Cape Alitak, recorded the Native term for the island as 
Kikhtak (Qik’rtaq in modern spelling). This word means “island” in Alutiiq and it is also 
the Native name for the region. Later colonists altered the word to Kadiak, which was the 
archipelago’s official name until the twentieth century. In 1901, Kadiak became Kodiak to 
reflect the common pronunciation of the word.
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Figure 1.2. Petroglyph cluster from Cape Alitak showing the faces of Alutiiq ancestors. 
Drawing by Sven Haakanson Jr.


 How do we know? How is it possible to tell the story of Kodiak’s first residents? Native people have lived in the region for thousands of years (Box 1.1). Yet written records of life on Kodiak date back to just the mid-eighteenth century, about 1763. This book explores the answers. Weaving together many sources of information, we dig into Kodiak’s past to reveal Alutiiq history. From the time Alutiiq ances- tors first stood on Kodiak Island to Alutiiq life in the twenty-first century, we describe Alutiiq traditions, consider how Alutiiq culture has changed, and examine the forces that have shaped the Alutiiq community.

Why is it important to tell the Alutiiq story? Native people have lived in the Kodiak region for about seventy-five hundred years (Figure 1.2 and 1.3). People from other cultures began settling here about 260 years ago. This means that 7,240 years of Kodiak’s human history, or 96.5%, belongs exclusively to the Alutiiq peo­ple. The Alutiiq are an integral part of Kodiak’s past, and they continue to contribute to the community. If you don’t learn about the Alutiiq people, you only see a narrow slice of Kodiak’s history. While the names of many Alutiiq he­roes, politicians, healers, and teachers have faded with time, the contributions of Alutiiq ancestors to the culture of modern Kodiak are undeniable. Kodiak place names, economic practices, community events, and spiritual life reflect Alutiiq lifeways (Box 1.2). There is a long




chain of Native history that connects Kodiak’s present with its past. This book reveals these connections and offers a broad new perspec­tive on Alutiiq history.

History is often told by the powerful. The wealthy, politically connected, educated, and culturally dominant members of a society in­fluence who teaches history, how it is taught, and what stories are told. Those in power typ­ically tell their own stories. They feature their own leaders, achievements, and perspectives to reinforce their position. Their stories tend to omit the histories of people they consider marginal—those of different cultural, social, or economic backgrounds. Histories told by the powerful may also tell stories in ways that don’t reflect another culture’s perceptions. Tell­ing one person’s story often distorts another’s.

For decades, museums in the United States shared exhibits that depicted Native American cultures as dead or vanishing. Arti­facts and mannequins behind glass presented views of the past without acknowledging the continued presence of Native people. These displays treated Native cultures as curiosities from previous centuries, not vibrant, living cul­tures. This view misrepresented and marginal­ized Native societies. As a result of these depic­tions, many people in the United States are not aware of the history and continuing existence of Native American tribes. In 2016, Reclaiming



Figure 1.3. The Kodiak Archipelago showing twentieth century 
Alutiiq villages. Illustrations by Alexandra Painter.
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Native Truth, a project led by the First Nations Development Institute, surveyed Americans of many backgrounds to understand their knowl­edge of Native people and issues. Nearly half of those surveyed reported that their educa­tion about Native heritage was inaccurate, misleading, or even absent. Thankfully, this is changing. Today tribes are building museums to share traditions and history from their own perspectives. They are collaborating with ex­hibit designers to add their voices to displays in many institutions to correct misconceptions and stereotypes. And they are telling their sto­ries through media like television, movies, and books. This book, Imaken Ima’ut—From the Past to the Future, is one example.

There are not many publications on Alutiiq history written for students, and even fewer that offer the perspectives of Alutiiq people. An important aspect of this book is that it is writ­ten by people who have direct experience with Alutiiq history. We begin with two chapters on the deep history of the Alutiiq people, based on archaeological studies. Patrick Saltonstall and I review the finds from surveys and exca­vations to build a picture of Alutiiq life over the thousands of years before written records. We are not Native people. We are archaeologists who have spent many years living on Kodiak and working with the Alutiiq community to lo­cate and study ancestral settlements, interpret finds, and build knowledge of Alutiiq history. We collected and studied much of the archae­ological information presented here with sup­port from Native Elders, culture bearers, tribal leaders, and land managers.

Dehrich Isuwiq Chya and April Isiik Lak­tonen Counceller share the more recent history of the Alutiiq people, from the Russian con­quest of the Kodiak Archipelago to the incor­poration of Alutiiq people in American society. Both Dehrich and April are Alutiiq and have devoted their lives to studying and sharing the Alutiiq world. They are professionally trained scholars and educators. Their summaries ex­amine the forces that have shaped Alutiiq com­munities from a Native perspective. They focus on how historical events like the fur trade, the education of Native youth, and government laws have impacted Alutiiq communities. Their perspectives are both academic and personal. They are descended from the small number of Alutiiq people who survived the Russian conquest of Kodiak and the waves of lethal disease and mistreatment that followed. Both trace their roots to rural villages where their 




families lived until late in the twentieth centu­ry. Both have relatives who were punished for speaking in Alutiiq, and both are among the first in their generations to learn and teach the Alutiiq language. The information they share is not new. However, their chapters represent the first time that Alutiiq scholars have presented Alutiiq history to high school students. When Dehrich and April were in school, they did not have a book like this.

We want Imaken Ima’ut—From the Past to the Future to inspire discussions about Kodiak Alutiiq history. The evolution of Alutiiq culture is fascinating. In one of the stormiest regions on Earth, people thrived for thousands of years without rifles, trucks, supermarkets, or cell phones. Exploring how Alutiiq people trans­formed soil, wood, stone, and animal hide into warm houses, waterproof clothing, swift boats, effective hunting and fishing gear, and stunning works of art is inspiring. It reminds us of the remarkable ability of people to adapt to their environment. 

Alutiiq history can also be upsetting. Some of the information presented in this book is dif­ficult. Natural disasters, slavery, sickness, and prejudice are all part of Alutiiq history, as they are in many cultures. Our goal is to present an honest picture of the past, one that captures both the ingenuity and resilience of the Alutiiq people as well as the many challenges they’ve faced. This frank perspective is important to the future. 

History builds understanding. There are many misconceptions about Alutiiq people grounded in poor knowledge of history. For example, some people think that because now the Alutiiq hunt from skiffs powered by outboard motors rather than in kayaks, they are no longer Native. This book is designed to question such ideas. By learning history and considering alternative perspectives of the past, we learn about what it means to be an Alutiiq person. You will see that Alutiiq people have always adopted the best technologies available—from the distant past to the pres­ent. Whether they use slate kapsuutet—lances or nutget—rifles, Alutiiq hunters pursue game in Alutiiq ways (Figure 1.4). They hunt with a knowledge of the landscape, awareness of the weather, and an understanding of animal behavior passed down through generations. There is an Alutiiq way of living in the modern world. History helps us to see its roots.

Knowing about Alutiiq history can help us appreciate ways of living that are different
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Figure 1.4. Afognak village deer hunters, about 1962. AM528:C2-27. Gift of Robert Chadwick.


from our own and challenge stereotypes. For example, some people think Western colo­nists introduced education to the Alutiiq peo­ple. The implication is that the Alutiiq people were ignorant until European people came to Kodiak and created schools. When you look more closely at Alutiiq society, you find a complex education system with hands-on training, apprenticeships, and instruction in history, language, and the arts. Alutiiq children were highly educated. They were prepared for adulthood with the skills and knowledge need­ed for an Alutiiq life (Figure 1.5). Western colo­nists introduced Western forms of education with the intent of westernizing Alutiiq people. Understanding these very different ways of teaching and their goals allows you to see the intelligence of Alutiiq ancestors and to explore the impacts of Western education on the tradi­tional Alutiiq way of life.

Finally, history not only shows us what happened in the past, it demonstrates how we are similar. Although the human experience is incredibly varied, all people work to feed, clothe, and shelter their families, raise children, and celebrate life. There are fundamental ways of being human that tie us together. In Alutiiq history, and the stories it holds, you can see the values Alutiiq people share with many 




cultures—a concern for protecting lands and natural resources, commitment to family, re­spect for Elders and their contributions to soci­ety, a love of humor, and much more.



Studying the Past


History is all around us. Every person, place, event, and object has its own unique story. The slice of pizza you ate for lunch, the boots you wear, the school you attend, and even your name have an origin and a story of their own. History is simply what happened in the past and why it happened. Revealing these stories requires thoughtful investigation.

Historians are detectives. They assemble clues to create visions of previous eras. Al­though we can never know the past complete­ly, historians develop ideas and evaluate them with many kinds of information. Like a scien­tist who tests hypotheses with experiments, a historian looks for evidence that will support or contradict ideas about the past. And like science, history is cumulative. Each researcher builds on the work of previous investigators. As we continue to study the past, we learn new information, and our understanding of history changes. New finds may confirm our ideas or alter them dramatically.
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Figure 1.5. Rena Cohen smashes lyme grass roots to make a switch, sharing the process with Anjanette Zeedar, Joleen Simeonoff, and Stella Zeedar. 
Akhiok, September 1990. Kodiak Area Native Association Collection, AM4:161. Photo by Priscilla Russell.

If we had written this book fifty years ago, the Alutiiq story would look different than it does today. For example, in the 1980s, archae­ologists studied an Alutiiq village site filled with wood and fiber artifacts. A pond behind a four-hundred-year-old settlement seeped into the remains of houses and preserved a spectacular array of tools. Wooden fishing rigs, spruce root baskets, and toys carved from bark were among more than twenty thousand artifacts recovered (Figure 1.6). These objects enriched the picture of Alutiiq life. The finds revealed complex technologies, sophisticated artistic practices, and spiritual beliefs that had not been well documented. They brought the Alutiiq past into focus in a new way. Similarly, fifty years from now, the stories shared here will  have  evolved. There  will be recent events 



to discuss and new discoveries from the past to evaluate. Because history reflects the infor­mation historians have to discuss the past, it is important to understand the sources of that information.

To explore the Alutiiq world, the authors of this book rely on six broad types of information: environmental information, archaeological finds, clues from the Alutiiq language, objects stored in museums, historic records, and oral histories (Table 1.1). Another potential source of information is the study of Alutiiq history through biology, especially genetics. Despite work in adjacent regions, there has been limit­ed research on Alutiiq population biology, and we do not consider this topic here. Most of the information presented in this book comes from primary sources. We rely on firsthand evidence 



Figure 1.6. Spruce root basket containing clam shells, top and bottom views. From the Karluk One site, about AD 1600. Koniag Collection, AM193. Photo by Sven Haakanson Jr.
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of the Alutiiq past such as ancestral objects, the knowledge of Elders, an explorer’s journal, or a government document. In some cases, we also consult secondary sources like studies by other researchers. A list of these sources ap­pears at the end of each chapter. Each source has strengths and weaknesses, and each source is relevant to a distinct period of Alutiiq history. Let’s explore them (Table 1.1).

The Kodiak environment creates oppor­tunities and challenges for its residents. By understanding what resources are available, when and where they can be harvested, and in what quantities, historians can consider how people lived in any setting. Information about the present workings of the environment can give us insight into how people lived in the past. For example, on Kodiak, there is a seasonal rhythm to the availability of food and materi-




als. Kiak—summer has long days, calm weath­er, and an abundance of resources present on or near shore. In contrast, winters are dark and stormy, and many resources are not available or hard to reach (Figures 1.7 and 1.8). Alutiiq an­cestors adapted their lives to this predictable pattern by harvesting large quantities of food and materials in the summer and preserving them for uksuq—winter. Then as the land froze, the social season warmed. In winter, people transformed the goods collected in summer into clothing and tools, and they visited and feasted in the warmth of their sod houses. This is just one of many examples of how a well-known feature of Kodiak’s natural environment structured Alutiiq life.

Environmental data must be used cau­tiously. It is not always possible to project what we  know  about  today’s oceans,  mountains, 



Table 1.1. Sources of information about Alutiiq history




	Source of 
Information

	Time Depth for
Kodiak Region

	Examples










	Environmental Studies

	All eras

	Locations of salmon streams, seasonal weather patterns, plant pollen 
preserved in the soil, evidence of past volcanic ash falls and tsunamis





	Archaeology

	7,500 years

	Remains of houses, tools, and garbage left by people





	Language Studies

	Thousands of years

	Relationships between languages, place names




	Oral Histories

	Hundreds of years

	An interview with a person who experienced the Great Alaska Earth-
 quake, a legend shared by a storyteller




	Ethnographic Objects

	260 years

	Objects collected from Alutiiq people like a gut skin jacket, a kayak 
model, or a peg calendar




	Records

	260 years

	European explorers’ journals, population censuses, maps







Figure 1.7. Stormy seas off along the coast of Mill Bay, northern Kodiak Island, 2019. AM725. Photo by 
Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 1.8. A low-pressure system over the North Pacific Ocean, May 2003. Photo courtesy of the Sea-viewing Wide Field-of-View Sensor (SeaWiFS) Project, NASA-GSFC, and ORBIMAGE.
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and meadows far into the past. Kodiak’s cli­mate has changed over time. Studies of plant pollen preserved in local soils illustrate that the archipelago was warmer and drier when peo­ple first arrived. The climate has fluctuated sig­nificantly since, influencing the resources avail­able and accessible to the Alutiiq. For example, the large, reliable salmon runs found through­out the archipelago today were not well estab­lished until about sixty-three hundred years ago, about twelve hundred years after Alutiiq ancestors settled the island. Can you imagine life on Kodiak without salmon?! These exam­ples also illustrate that environmental informa­tion can be ancient. Scientists have ingenious methods of learning about past plant and ani­mal populations, weather patterns, landforms, and even natural disasters—information that can help us understand the opportunities and challenges Kodiak residents faced.

Researchers can also study the past through the things Alutiiq ancestors left behind (Figure 1.9). Archaeologists look for the places people lived and the remains of their hous­es, tools, and trash to document history. This could be a slate knife created by an ancestor five thousand years ago or a hunting cabin used by a bear guide fifty years ago. Archae­ologists study all periods of human history (Box 1.3). Archaeology is a particularly good source of information on the Alutiiq world, es­pecially the thousands of years of Alutiiq his­tory before written records. Over seventy-five hundred years, large Native populations left abundant evidence of their activities. The re­mains of nunat—villages, seasonal camps, fort sites, rock shelters, quarries, garbage dumps, trails, cairns, stone weirs, and petroglyphs are distributed across Kodiak. Such finds are good at revealing daily life. They tell us where people lived and how they used the landscape. They provide examples of houses and tools and demonstrate how they were made. They illus­trate the resources people harvested and the types of art they made. Together, these materi­als allow us to describe Alutiiq culture at differ­ent points in time and track changes in culture.

While the archaeological record provides an important view of the deep past, it is incom­plete. Sites and their contents are continually lost to natural and human activity (Figure 1.10). Storms, earthquakes, and meandering rivers erode the coast, eating away the remains of ancestral villages. Animals and people dig into sites, churning and destroying their con­tents, and things rot. No site preserves all the materials people left behind. The older the site, the less likely it will be well preserved, because



Figure 1.9. Alexandria Mullan holds a slate lance found at the Kashevarof site, 2015.
AM724. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 1.10. Animal remains, wood charcoal, and fire-cracked rock eroding from an ancestral Alutiiq settlement in Kiliuda Bay. AM1030:349 and AM1030:353. Photos by Patrick Saltonstall.
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Box 1.3. Archaeologists Don’t Dig Dinosaurs


The Earth is more than 4.5 billion years old. Many different scientists study the long and 
fascinating history of our planet, from the formation of oceans and mountains to the 
origins of life, the development and diversification of plants and animals, and the evolution 
of human societies. Researchers in two distinct fields study the history of living systems— 
paleontologists and archaeologists. People often confuse these specialties. 

Paleontologists explore the history of plants and animals through the fossil record, 
which stretches back 3.8 billion years. They search for evidence of ancient organisms 
preserved in Earth’s crust. They use fossils to describe the history of life and test hypotheses 
about the relationships between plant and animal species and changes in those species. 
This science combines geology and biology to understand the past. Paleontologists are 
best known for studying trilobites, dinosaurs, and mastodons, but they also research every-



thing from fossil bacteria and plants to 
our very ancient human ancestors. 

Archaeologists focus on human 
history, which stretches back almost four 
million years. They investigate the evolu-
tion of human societies from the archae-
ological record—the materials people 
leave behind. Archaeologists use tools, 
garbage, and the remains of buildings to 
build pictures of how people lived in the 
past and test hypotheses about how and 
why human societies changed (Figure 
1.11). Archaeologists are well known 
for studying the period before written 
history, often called prehistory. However, 
archaeological data can also shed light 
on the recent past. By comparing written 
records with physical evidence, archae-
ologists can often expand our under-
standing of past events.



Figure 1.11. Archaeological excavations at the Kugyasiliwik site, 2019, reveal the remains 
of a small shelter. AM928.1374. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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organic materials like wood, antler, hide, and grass decay and disappear. Although stone artifacts are present in most Alutiiq settle­ments, bone artifacts are typically found only in sites less than three thousand years old, and wood artifacts in sites less than six hundred years old. Archaeology is a bit like doing a jig­saw puzzle that is missing pieces. It provides only a partial picture of the past.

Language studies can also open a win­dow into the past. When two languages use similar sounds, vocabularies, or grammar, they may be related. For example, speakers of the Alutiiq language and the Yup’ik language of western Alaska can understand each other (Figure 1.12). The two languages share many words and have similar ways of building sen­tences. In contrast, speakers of Alutiiq and Unangam Tunuu, the Native language of the Aleutian Islands, cannot understand each other. Their languages are very different. Both the Yup’ik people and the Unangax̂ people are neighbors of the Alutiiq, and all three languag­es belong to the same language family, but the similarities and differences between their lan­guages point to a closer historical relationship 




between the Alutiiq and Yup’ik peoples.

Alutiiq words can also be a rich source of historical information. For example, Alutiiq place names hold information on important features of the land, the resources present, and events that happened in specific locations. Isu­wilek means “one that has seals.” It is the name for Kazakof Bay. Kia’iwik, “a place to spend the summer,” is the name for Kiavak Bay.

More recent information on Alutiiq tradi­tions comes from ethnographic objects. These are tools, clothing, and artwork collected di­rectly from Alutiiq people (Figure 1.13). In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, wealthy men from Western powers ventured across the globe on missions of exploration. Alaska was a popular destination. Entrepreneurs, military officers, naturalists, illustrators, and anthropol­ogists came north in search of land, resourc­es, and information. These visitors often took Alutiiq objects home. Sometimes they paid or traded with Native people for these items. Oth­er times they stole them, even looting graves for cultural treasures. Today, museums in Es­tonia, Finland, France, Germany, Great Britain, Russia,  the United  States,  and  other  places



Figure 1.12. Alaska Native languages, after Krauss et al. 2011. Alutiiq Museum illustration.
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have sizeable collections of Alutiiq objects (Box 1.4). These collections include everything from weaponry and fishing gear to clothing, hats, basketry, masks, and boat models. Many are made of organic materials—hide, gut, feathers, sinew, grass, roots, baleen—that are not typi­cally preserved in archaeological sites. While an archaeologist might find a bone harpoon head, a museum collection might hold an en­tire harpoon, with the wooden shaft, braided sinew line, ivory finger rest, and seal stomach float in addition to the bone harpoon head. Despite the shady origins of some pieces, eth­nographic objects are rich in information.

Figure 1.13. Quiver made from bent wood and an arrow with a wooden shaft, nineteenth century. Gift of Father Cecil ‘Sisinii’ and Zoya Petellin King and their descendants. AM797. Photo by Marnie Leist.

Box 1.4. Treasures in France

In the winter of 1871–1872, a twenty-year-old French anthropologist named Alphonse 
Pinart circled Kodiak Island by kayak. Like other scholars of his time, Pinart believed that 
Native American cultures were disappearing and sought to document Alutiiq traditions 
before they were lost. He was particularly interested in Native languages and spiritual 
life, and he wanted to study the links between the Alaskan and Siberian peoples. Over six 
months, Pinart visited Alutiiq communities where he observed winter festivals, recorded 
legends and songs, and collected Alutiiq objects. He acquired boat models, paddles, 
bows, arrows, headdresses, bowls, spoons, and about eighty ceremonial masks, all of 
which he shipped back to France (Figures 1.14 and 1.15). In 1875, Pinart gave his Alaska notes 
and collections to the Musée Boulogne-Sur-Mer, a regional museum in a coastal fishing 
community near his home. The collection has remained in the museum’s expert care since, 
miraculously surviving Boulogne’s destruction during World War II.

Figure 1.14. Beaded headdress, cuffs, and sash, nineteenth century. Pinart Collection, 988-2, Museé Boulogne-Sur-Mer, France. AM887:136. Photo by Pam Foreman.
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Collectors like Pinart recognized the value of the artifacts they preserved, but they 
could not foresee how these objects would benefit the future. In the 1980s, Alutiiq people 
began to learn of Pinart’s collection. Over the century since his visit, knowledge of his ac-
tivities had faded. So had many Alutiiq traditions, suppressed by Western forces: schools 
that sought to Americanize Native youth, a wage-based economy that pulled people 
away from seasonal activities, and the introduction of Christian religions that frowned



on traditional spiritual practices. Alutiiq winter 
festivals were long gone. Few people remembered 
legends and fewer carved masks. When several 
Alutiiq artists made the long journey to France to 
see Pinart’s collection, it was like opening a time 
capsule. On the museum’s shelves was a store­
house of spiritual and artistic information, a trove 
of ancestral objects representing the old ways.

Since those first visits to France, the Pinart col-
lection has been an enormous source of cultural 
learning, inspiration, and pride for the Alutiiq 
people. On one level, the collection demonstrates 
the sophisticated artistic culture and spiritual 
life of ancestors. Pinart recorded songs written 
for some of the masks and described some of 
the ways they were danced. His archive is a rich 
record of nineteenth-century Alutiiq culture. On 
another level, the collection offers opportunities 
to reawaken traditions. No other collection in the 
world contains as many Alutiiq masks. By study-
ing carvings made 150 years ago, today’s artists 



can learn directly from ancestors. They can examine the pieces to understand designs, 
materials, manufacturing techniques, and decoration without the filter of time. Today, 
mask making, songwriting, and dancing are thriving with the help of cultural knowledge 
reawakened with Pinart’s collection and others like it.

Ethnographic objects are typically more complete   than   archaeological   finds, and as such, they preserve many fine details on how traditional objects were designed and manufactured. These objects are particularly valuable to artists seeking to learn about an­cestral sewing, weaving, and carving. You can look closely at a skin bag and see how it was stitched together, the pattern and materials used in its construction, and the methods of decoration. The work of an accomplished skin sewer is in front of you (Figure 1.16). However, because every object is unique, it can be diffi­cult to know if a single piece represents a com-



mon tool, a one-of-a-kind creation, or an ob­ject made for sale. Moreover, as ethnographic objects were often collected as trinkets, many lack information on where they came from, who made them, and how they were used. We can look at a beautifully decorated skin bag and not know if it was designed to carry spare arrow points in a kayak or if it held a woman’s sewing tools. 

The same people who collected Alutiiq objects often wrote accounts of Kodiak. These documents include maps showing the loca­tions of villages, descriptions of Alutiiq cus­toms, lists of the people who attended Russian 



Figure 1.15. Chumlliq—First One, cottonwood mask with sinew and 
paint, 32 centimeters (13 inches) high. Pinart Collection, 988-2-172, 
Museé Boulogne-Sur-Mer, France. Photo by Will Anderson.
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Figure 1.16. Alutiiq skin sewers study an Alutiiq caribou skin parka in the Etholén Collection. National Museum of Finland, 2008. From left, Terry Schneider, museum employee, 
Susan Malutin, Cathy Cordry, and Hanna Sholl. AM738. Photo by Sven Haakanson Jr.

Orthodox Church services, inventories of the resources amassed by Alutiiq workers, popu­lation counts, and much more. Historic docu­ments are written, drawn, and photographic records (Figure 1.17). For Kodiak, written records reach back about 260 years, to the late eigh­teenth century. Photographic records are about a century younger, with the oldest imag­es from about 1872. These documents provide very valuable accounts of life on Kodiak, but they are typically the work of visitors who did not speak the Alutiiq language. The authors recorded the Alutiiq world from their own per­spectives, often misunderstanding Alutiiq tra­ditions or revealing their own cultural biases in their accounts. For example, many early colo­nists were disgusted by the practice of wearing qukacit—labrets. Alutiiq people cut small holes below their lower lips and inserted decorative plugs of ivory, stone, or wood into these pierc­ings. European peoples describe this practice as gross and disfiguring. To the Alutiiq, labrets were a form of jewelry and a symbol of a per­son’s identity. Babies received labret piercings a few days after birth, in preparation for meet­ing their families. Families wore similarly styled labrets, and over their lives, people enlarged 

their labret holes to wear larger plugs that reflected their personality, accomplishments, and social status. Early observers of the Alutiiq missed the social role of labrets. They didn’t understand the practice and found it disturb­ing based on their own cultural norms. When reading historical accounts, it is important to consider the author’s viewpoint.

Finally, oral histories are firsthand ac­counts of the past from the people who par­ticipated. Interviews and discussions help bring history to life by exploring the personal experiences of individuals. Such accounts typ­ically tell us about the recent past, and they often provide details that are missing from historical documents. There are two types of Alutiiq oral histories. Quliyanguat—stories cap­ture the memories of living people and some­times include information passed down from a parent or grandparent. In the Alutiiq world, Elders share memories of growing up in rural villages, talk about their experiences with com­munity blackouts during World War II, or recall what they were doing when the Great Alaska Earthquake struck (Figure 1.18). Importantly, people will tell different stories about the same event, even those who experienced an event
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Figure 1.17. Interior of an Alutiiq house. Watercolor painting by Vincent Colyer, 1869. Courtesy 
of the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.

Figure 1.18. Elder Larry Matfay signing a copy of his biography, A Time to Dance, for Olga Jaz-
zar. Rostad Collection, AM539.0001. Photo by Mike Rostad.


together. This does not mean the accounts are unreliable, but it reminds us that people have different perceptions of the past. They notice, remember, and emphasize different things.

Among societies without a written lan­guage, oral history can also help preserve and share deeper history. Alutiiq people use unigkuat—legends to recount the deeds of an­cestors, teach values, and explain the origins of the world. By sharing legends with the next generation, Alutiiq people pass on their world­view. Legends may change with the teller and the telling, but they contain kernels of essential information if you look closely. For example, Alutiiq legends help us to understand the ori­gins of the first Kodiak Islanders, as we share in chapter 2.

Clearly, no single source of information provides a complete view of Alutiiq history. There are multiple ways to look at Kodiak’s past, and it is seldom wise to rely on one source. Sometimes sources can be compared or combined. For example, an Elder might look at a skin bag and recall her mother using one to hold needles and thread. Here, an oral his­tory contributed to understanding an ethno­graphic object. Similarly, a historic map might show an Alutiiq village in a location where ar­chaeologists find the remains of a village. Here a historic document and archaeological find support each other. By considering multiple sources, evaluating the information that each can provide, and looking at how information from different sources overlaps, the authors of this book build a picture of the Alutiiq world. As you read, we encourage you to think critically about  the history we present. This is especial­ly important if what you learn makes you un­comfortable or conflicts with your own ideas. Consider the sources of the information and the perspective of the author; ask questions of your family, teachers, and classmates; and think about why the information is challenging. You may start to see Kodiak and history in a dif­ferent way.

Now turn the page to step back in time.
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Chapter 1 Glossary of Alutiiq Terms



	cuumillat	ancestors

	Isuwilek	Kazakof Bay

	kapsuutet	lances

	Kia’iwik	Kiavak Bay

	kiak	summer

	nunat	villages

	nutget	rifles

	Qik’rtaq	Kodiak Island

	qukacit	labrets

	quliyanguat	stories

	uksuq	winter

	unigkuat	legends
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2

Cuqllirpaat Qik’rtarmiuwat First Islanders

By Patrick G. Saltonstall and Amy F. Steffian

Alutiiq Roots

Like other Alaska Native peoples, Alutiiq ancestry can be traced to the peoples who settled Alaska at the end of the last ice age. These early settlers came to North America from Sibe­ria during a period of geologic history known as the Pleistocene. At this time in Earth’s past, massive sheets of glacial ice covered much of the northern latitudes. As the world’s climate cooled, water evaporated from the oceans and fell as snow. This process fed the growth of continent-sized glaciers and removed huge quantities of water from the oceans. As a result, global sea levels dropped as much as 150 meters (492 feet) and exposed vast areas of coastal lands that had once been underwater. This included an area surrounding the Bering Strait, between Siberia and Alaska.

Table 2.1. Events in early Alaska

Years Ago

Event









	2,588,000 to 11,700

	Pleistocene Epoch (Great Ice Age): continental glaciers form, covering about 30% of the Earth’s surface.




	27,000 to 10,000

	The Asian and North American continents are connected by a 1,000-km-wide (620-mile-wide) tundra plain known as Beringia.




	17,000

	Continental glaciers begin to melt.




	14,000

	Hunting and gathering people are present in Beringia and central interior Alaska.




	11,000

	Seafaring people are present on the coast of the Gulf of Alaska.




	7,500

	Seafaring people are present in the Kodiak Archipelago.








Between about twenty-seven thousand and ten thousand years ago, the Asian and North American continents were connected by a thousand-kilometer-wide (621 miles) tun­dra plain known as Beringia (Table 2.1). This plain stretched from western Siberia to the Yukon Territory and from the southern Chuk­chi Sea to the central Bering Sea (Figure 2.1). Here, the land was ice-free and home to herds of large grazing animals—wooly mammoth, mastodon, wooly rhino, ground sloth, horse, caribou, musk ox, steppe bison, and others. It was also a corridor for human movement. By at least fourteen thousand years ago, Siberi­an  hunting  and gathering  peoples  followed



game into Alaska as they explored Beringia. Over time, human groups gradually settled in environments that held useful resources, both on nuna—land and by the imaq—sea. Like the Beringian plain, the Beringian coast was a path into North America and an area with valuable sources of food and materials. Some researchers suggest that people in boats pad­dled into Alaska, following the southern coast of Beringia as they hunted and fished. 

It is also possible that people followed the Aleutian Island chain from Asia into Alaska. This long string of volcanic islands stretches over nineteen hundred kilometers (1181 miles) from  Russia’s  Kamchatka  Peninsula  to  the 
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Figure 2.1. Map of Beringia, after Hoffecker et al. 2020. Illustration by Alexandra Painter.


southern end of the Alaska Peninsula. People paddling boats along the islands could have reached Alaska. At present, however, the old­est evidence of human settlement in the Aleu­tian Islands comes from the eastern Aleutians, closest to the Alaska mainland. This suggests that people colonized the Aleutian Islands from east to west, from the coastal margins of Beringia and not the shores of Kamchatka.

Moving out of the Bering Sea and into the Gulf of Alaska was likely more difficult than traveling along the shore of Beringia. At the end of the last ice age, Alaska’s North Pacific coast was covered in cikuq—ice. Glaciers from high coastal mountains reached far into the sea, forming a wide arc of ice that covered much of the continental shelf (Figure 2.2). Ear­ly mariners may have visited this coast and found places to stop and harvest food along its icy shores. However, the environment was probably not suitable for permanent settle­ment until glaciers retreated onto the land sev­eral thousand years later. Unfortunately, most archaeological evidence of late Pleistocene seafarers is now very difficult to find. 

As people worked their way into North America from Siberia, the coast of the Gulf of Alaska was changing rapidly. About seven­teen thousand years ago, a warming climate began  melting the  continental glaciers. Huge 




quantities of water trapped in the ice were re­leased. This process filled the world’s ocean ba­sins and flooded the ice-age coast of Alaska.

Land levels were also rising. The glacial ice was heavy. It pressed the land beneath it into the Earth’s crust. When released from this weight, the land rebounded. It rose. Across the Gulf of Alaska, this process varied by location. Rebound rates were influenced by factors like the weight of the ice and the characteristics of the underlying rock. In some places, the land rose faster than the sea. For example, at Narrow Cape on northeastern Kodiak Island, the remains of ten-thousand-year-old qutet—beaches are over thirty-five meters (115 feet) above modern sea level. In other areas, the sea flooded the land. As a result, the coasts where early ancestors could have lived may be hun­dreds of meters above modern sea level or far beneath the ocean. This makes it very difficult for researchers to find evidence of Alaska’s most ancient maritime settlements. Sites dat­ing to the period after shorelines stabilized and modern beaches formed are easier to locate.

Although the precise origins of Alaska’s maritime cultures remain a mystery, we know that people were living along Alaska’s Gulf coast at least ten thousand years ago. A small number of ancestral settlements found in Southeast  Alaska  illustrate  that people were 
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present in places that could only be accessed by boats. They were also eating marine re­sources and trading across long distances—again suggesting boat travel. Similarly, sites dating later than about nine thousand years ago in the Aleutian Islands show that Native people were living on qik’rtat—islands that had very few land-based resources. To reach these locations and feed their families, people must have had the boats, clothing, tools, and skills needed to harvest from the sea.

Who were these people? Were they the de­scendants of late Pleistocene seafarers, or per­haps a later wave of mariners who worked their way along Arctic shores and into the North Pa­cific? Maybe they were the descendants of in­terior hunters who adapted to life on the coast. At Ugashik Narrows on the Alaska Peninsula (Figure 2.3), archaeologists found tiny stone blades clustered around the remains of ten-thousand-year-old campfires (Figure 2.4). They




interpret these tools as the implements of land-based hunters—people who pursued caribou. They named their way of living the Paleoarctic tradition. Their small stone blades, known as microblades, were probably inset in the edges of narrow bone lances to create spearheads. Very similar tools were also found at Beluga Point, a similarly aged site on the coast of Cook Inlet. Al­though it is possible that caribou were available in the uplands near Beluga Point, people with es­sentially the same tools lived in different Alaska environments (see Figure 2.3). Were these people related? Did they have a similar heritage, or did they just use similar tools? Along the vast stretch of the North Pacific coast, Native peoples may not be descended from one ancestral popula­tion with one way of life. The origins of coastal peoples are probably complex. Whatever the answer, areas of mainland Alaska near the Ko­diak Archipelago were home to coastal peoples by at least nine thousand years ago.



Figure 2.2. The extent of Pleistocene glaciation in Alaska, after Groves 2018. Illustration by Alexandra Painter.
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This means it is possible, even likely, that people visited Kodiak as much as nine thou­sand years ago. For societies with seaworthy boats and sophisticated knowledge of the ocean, traveling the relatively short distance between the mainland and Qik’rtaq—Kodiak would have been undemanding (Figure 2.5). About twenty-two kilometers (14 miles) of open ocean separates the Barren Islands from the is­lands at the tip of the Kenai Peninsula. Shelikof Strait, which divides Kodiak from the coast of the Alaska Peninsula, is about forty kilometers (25 miles) wide. Alutiiq kayakers crossed these waterways regularly in later times to hunt, visit, trade, and wage war. It seems likely their an­cient ancestors did the same. Yet the oldest ar­chaeological sites on Kodiak are more recent, dating to about seventy-five hundred years ago. One possible explanation is that as sea and land levels continued to rise the shoreline remained unstable until about seventy-five hundred years ago. Evidence of Kodiak’s most 



ancient settlers may now be beneath the sea­floor or deeply buried in the remnants of an­cient beaches that are difficult to locate. We may never know when the first people visited Kodiak, but archaeological evidence indicates that Alutiiq ancestors settled the islands by about seventy-five hundred years ago.

This chapter focuses on Kodiak’s first known settlers, the people who arrived on the island about seventy-five hundred years ago. We begin with a discussion of their origins, exploring where Alutiiq ancestors may have come from based on clues preserved in leg­ends, the relationships between Alaska Native languages, and archaeological finds. Then we consider the land the settlers found. When people first stepped on Kodiak Island, the en­vironment was both similar and different than today in significant ways. Understanding this world helps us to build a picture of how Ko­diak’s first residents lived.



Figure 2.3. Early archaeological sites found near the Gulf of Alaska shore. Illustration by Alexandra Painter.
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Ancestral Ties


People without a written language pass along their history by storytelling. Parents and  grandparents teach children about their heritage with quliyanguat—stories and unigkuat—legends. When elders share expe­riences, discus events, tell tales of heroes and villains, and explain the origins of people, the stars, and the animals, youth learn about their communities, their connections to others, and their place in the world. A storyteller might re­call a long boat trip to describe the lands be­yond Kodiak and remind children to be wary of strangers. They might talk about how volca­nic ash fell from the sky after the explosion of a great volcano to explain how a community coped with a natural disaster (Figure 2.6). Or they might share how light came to the world when the brave and crafty Raven stole it from an unsuspecting chief. In considering Alutiiq history, it is important to look at Alutiiq leg­ends. Ancestral tales record Alutiiq perspec­tives on the past. They hold information that Alutiiq ancestors wished to preserve. So, who were the first residents of Kodiak and where did they come from? Alutiiq tales point to the northwest.

According to Alutiiq legends, a child play­ing   with   a  yaamaq—stone   created  Kodiak 




Island, and the stone floated into the ocean carrying a man and a woman. Although this tale does not say where Kodiak was set adrift, it hints that people from the mainland were the island’s first residents. A legend about the origins of animals is more precise. In this tale, people from the north paddled to Kodiak where they found an island filled with animals. To reach Kodiak by boat from the north, pad­dlers could have come from the shores of Cook Inlet on the Alaska Peninsula or from the coast of the Kenai Peninsula. Two additional legends are even more specific. In one, two men from the northern coast of the Alaska Peninsula find Kodiak while searching for a missing child. After visiting the island, the men move to Ko­diak with their families and recruit others to join them (Box 2.1). In another tale, a woman who lived on the northern Alaska Peninsula is banished to Kodiak Island by her father who dislikes her husband. Some of the woman’s children swim to Kodiak to join her. We don’t know the age of these stories. However, they are in general agreement that Kodiak’s early residents came from the Alaska mainland, par­ticularly the Alaska Peninsula. Other sources of information also support this idea. 

The relationships between the Native languages  of  southwestern  Alaska  point  to 



Figure 2.4. Microblade cores from archaeological sites in the Katmai National Park and Preserve on the Alaska Peninsula. Courtesy of the National Park Service. Photo 
by Kathryn Myers.

Figure 2.5. The Alaska Peninsula from Afognak Island, view across Shelikof Strait. AM475. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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connections between the Alutiiq and their western neighbors. The Alutiiq homeland, which includes the Alaska Peninsula, Kodiak Archipelago, Kenai Peninsula, and Prince William Sound, lies at a ma­jor linguistic boundary (Figure 2.8). To the north and east  of the Alutiiq homeland, people speak a set of broadly related languages—Eyak, Lingít, Haida, and Athabascan. To the west of the Alutiiq world, people speak a different group of related languages—Unangam Tunuu, Yup’ik, Siberian Yupik, and Iñupiaq. This second group of languag­es also includes all other Indigenous languages spoken by coastal peoples from Northern Canada to Greenland. The Alutiiq language is part of this second group. Thus, the broad distribution of Alas­ka Native languages aligns Alutiiq, also known as Sugt’stun or Alutiit’stun, with the languages of the Aleutian Islands, Bristol Bay, and maritime regions to the north. 

More specifically, Alutiiq is most closely related to Yup’ik, the language of western Alaska that is 



Box 2.1. Qik’rtaq Ikugluku—Finding Kodiak Island

Alutiiq people moved to Qik’rtaq—Kodiak 
Island from the Alaska Peninsula. They 
came from the north side of the peninsula, 
near a great river called the Kvignak. Here, 
the people had a chief named Atlivatu. His 
only daughter, whom he loved greatly, van-
ished one day. Atlivatu searched for her with 
the help of others in his village, and he con-
vinced another chief, named Iakunak, to help. 
They searched many places for a long time. 
When they reached the southern coast of the 
Alaska Peninsula, they sighted a land across 
the water and called it Qik’rtaq—which means 
island in the Alutiiq language. This became 
the name for Kodiak Island. 

Atlivatu and Iakunak became curious 
about the island and investigated. They 
found many good things and persuaded the 
search party and their families to settle on 
Qik’rtaq—Kodiak Island (Figure 2.7). 


Adapted from an Alutiiq legend told to Hieromonk 
Gideon in the Kodiak region, about 1805.

Figure 2.6. Painted wooden box panel showing a volcanic eruption, Karluk One site, about AD 1600, 17.5 centimeters (7 inches) long. Koniag Collection, AM 193.87.8348. Alutiiq Museum photo. Illustration by Alexandra Painter.

Figure 2.7. The Lure. Drawing by Rhonda Shelford Jansen, 2021. AM1001:34.
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spoken from the northwestern Alaska Penin­sula to Norton Sound. These two languages share vocabulary, ways of building words, and grammar. Alutiiq and Yup’ik speakers can often understand each other. Despite these strong ties and the close historical connections they suggest, both languages also have a deep ancestral tie to Unangam Tunuu, spoken by the Unangax̂ people in the Aleutian Islands. Linguists suggest these languages had a com­mon ancestor, one language from which all three modern languages evolved.

There is a lot of debate about the age of this geographic patterning in Native languag­es. Is it ancient or recent? Some researchers believe that the Alutiiq language is a relatively new introduction to the Gulf of Alaska. They suggest that Alutiiq-speaking people spread south from western Alaska into the warm, wet regions of the North Pacific within the past one thousand years. As evidence, they point to a rare but distinctive similarity between Un­angam Tunuu and three of the languages of Southeast Alaska. When modern Unangam Tunuu, Eyak, Lingít, and Haida speakers talk about a third person (he, she, them), they refer­ence that person in every word in the sentence. Alutiiq speakers do not. To some, this suggests that there was once a group of related lan­guages along the Gulf of Alaska coast that was disrupted by the arrival of Alutiiq speakers.

This argument is interesting. However, it focuses on just one feature of these languag­es and overlooks the similarities between Un­angam Tunuu and the Alutiiq language. It is also not supported by other types of evidence, particularly archaeological finds. If there were 




a migration of people into the Gulf of Alaska one thousand years ago, we would expect to see evidence of a new culture in the archaeo­logical record. We do not. Many researchers now believe that Alutiiq societies evolved from the central Gulf of Alaska’s older cultures in re­sponse to changing environmental conditions and social circumstances. Like Alutiiq legends, linguistic information suggests that the earli­est Kodiak Islanders are broadly related to the people of southwest Alaska. Artifacts from the Aleutian Islands, the Alaska Peninsula, and Ko­diak also indicate that there are deep ances­tral ties across this region, beginning with the oldest evidence of human settlement.

By nine thousand years ago there were at least two different groups of people living in southwest Alaska. Both groups used a distinc­tive core and blade technology. They made tools by striking long, narrow pieces of stone (blades)  from  small  wedge-shaped blocks of stone (cores) (Box 2.2). Then they shaped the sharp-edged blades into other tools. This ancient technology was very broadly used. It is found in many early Alaska sites and in the settlements of ancient Siberians. Many cultures manufactured blades. Just as people in soci­eties all over the world use bows and arrows, a diverse group of northern people created tools from blades. This was probably the case in southwest Alaska nine thousand years ago, where people living in the interior and on the coast were both producing blade tools. But if we look carefully at these cultures, there are important differences, and the ancestors of the Alutiiq are likely among the coastal dwellers as clues from legends and languages suggest.



Figure 2.8. Language family chart, after Woodbury 1984. Note: This chart was developed by anthropologists to show the relationships between Alaska languages. 
It uses the terms Eskimoan and Aleutian, which many Alaska Native people no longer use. Alutiiq Museum illustration.
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Box 2.2. Saving Stone—Core and Blade Tools

Early Alutiiq settlements are filled with stone blades and microblades, tiny versions of 
blades. These distinctive tools are made by striking thin, parallel flakes off a block of 
stone known as a core (Figure 2.9). Blades are wide while microblades are much thin-
ner (less than 1 cm or 0.4 inches across). Blades and microblades represent the end of a 
long tool-making tradition shared between Alaska Natives and ancestral populations in 
Siberia. Microblade-using peoples first colonized Arctic Siberia at least eighteen thousand 
years ago. They lived a highly mobile lifestyle following herds of migratory game across 
the tundra at the end of the Pleistocene. Microblade tools are also found widely across 
ancient Alaska, and early tools from Kodiak reflect this same manufacturing tradition. 

Why did people use this technique for working stone? Blade technology maximizes 
the amount of cutting edge a toolmaker can create from a single piece of stone. It makes 
more sharp-edged pieces for use in butchering animals or shaping weapons. When a tool 
maker strikes wide flakes off a piece of chert, they may only get a handful of sharp-edged 
pieces to use as tools. On the other hand, using the blade-making technique, a toolmaker 
can create hundreds of narrow, sharp-edged blades. Blade-making requires more skill, 
but it is a much more efficient use of stone. 

Maximizing cutting edge is particularly important if there is not a lot of workable stone 
available. This is the case for much of the year in the Arctic, where snow and ice make it 
nearly impossible to collect stone. In contrast, Kodiak’s beaches are ice-free all year, and 
stone for tool making is not hard to find. This may be why blade technologies disappeared 
from Alutiiq tool kits within one thousand years of settling the island. In Interior Alaska and 
across the Arctic, where stone is scarce many months of the year, blade technology was 
used for thousands of years. 



Figure 2.9. Microblades and microblade cores from the Rice Ridge site, Chiniak. Illustration by Eric Carlson.
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About eight thousand years ago, the peo­ple living in the treeless interior regions of the Alaska Peninsula are believed to have been mobile hunters who pursued caribou and oth­er game from seasonal camps (Figure 2.10). The resources in their homeland were spread over a large area and could be difficult to find. Archaeologists believe that because the loca­tions of animals were unpredictable, people moved frequently to find prey. They used the landscape in ways like earlier people. Their small camps have been found in locations with older Paleoarctic settlements. However, the stone tools they carried were different. Although there is little else preserved, these hunters left behind spearheads. Blade tools continued to be used, but small triangular points made with a very different method of stone chipping were common (Figure 2.11). Ar­chaeologists call this way of living the Northern Archaic tradition.

 In contrast,  people  living  on the coast at the same time had predictable access to sources of food and material. They could set­tle in one bay and visit areas like sea mammal haul outs, clam beds, or bird rookeries to har­vest resources (Figures 2.12 and 2.13). The foods they depended on were usually available in the same places and at the same time each year. Evidence of these early coastal settlers is best known from the Aleutian Islands. At the Anangula site on Anangula Island, research­ers  found  shallow  structure depressions with 




blade tools, stone bowls, oil lamps, ochre grinders, grooved cobble line sinkers, and chipped stone tools. Like their ancestors, these people continued to use blade technology to make many of their tools. None of the early Aleutian Island sites have preserved bone, so there is no direct evidence that these residents ate marine resources. However, there was lit­tle else available. Moreover, by nine thousand years ago the Aleutian Islands were separated from mainland Alaska by wide, water-filled straits. The only way to reach Anangula was by boat.

Although there are only a handful of ar­chaeological sites dating to the earliest period of Aleutian Islands settlement, based on long-term similarities in the tools people used, the region’s first Native residents were likely the an­cestors of later Aleutian residents. Importantly, the artifacts from six-thousand-year-old Aleu­tian sites are also almost identical to those from the same time found on Kodiak, more than a thousand years after Kodiak was first settled. In both areas, people lived in coastal settle­ments of shallow semisubterranean houses. They used barbed bone harpoons to hunt sea mammals (Figure 2.14), made stemmed chipped stone lance heads from blades, and fished with line weights made from beach cob­bles. Their tools were very similar.

The similarities in the way people used coastal environments and in many of their tools strongly  suggest  the two  regions were 



Figure 2.10. A caribou, rangifer tarandus, 2019. Courtesy of the U.S.FWS National Digital Library.
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Figure 2.11. Stone projectile points of the Northern Archaic tradition from archaeological sites in Lake Clark National Park and Preserve on the Alaska Peninsula. Courtesy of the National Park Service. Photo by Kathryn Myers.

Figure 2.12. Bird rookery in Kizhuyak Bay, 2015. AM824. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 2.13. Sea lion haul out in Chiniak Bay. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.



home to a set of closely related maritime cultures with a shared ancestry. They were people adapt­ed to living along the wet, windy, ice-free North Pacific coast, who traveled and harvested food by boat. Kodiak, the eastern Aleutian Islands, and areas in between were part of a broad cul­tural area, a homeland inhabited by people with a shared way of life and perhaps a shared lan­guage. After about seven thousand years ago, however, the cultures in each region began to develop differently. As people settled into these environments, lifeways changed, and later societ­ies developed in unique ways. The people living in the Aleutian Islands evolved into Unangax̂ and those on Kodiak became the Alutiiq. Now let’s look at the first Kodiak Islanders.

Early Kodiak

Across the Kodiak region, more than one hundred  thousand  years  of  glaciation carved 



steep-sided ingrit—mountains and deep fjords from the islands’ bedrock (Table 2.2). In the ear­ly Pleistocene, this ice covered the entire archi­pelago. Only the highest mountain peaks rose above the glaciers (Figure 2.15). However, as the ice age progressed, parts of southwest Kodiak Island became ice-free. At this time, large nan­wat—lakes formed between Kodiak’s glaciers and streams of ice filled Shelikof Strait. In addi­tion to water, these lakes held large quantities of sediment—dirt and rock that melted out of the glaciers. As a result, the southwest end of Kodiak Island lacks the steep mountains and fjords found elsewhere in the archipelago. Here, lakes and kuiget—rivers rest in valleys cut by glaciers and then filled with sediment re­leased by melting ice. While glaciers sculpted deep fjords across most of the archipelago, the water running off glaciers built up and soft­ened the landscape of southwestern Kodiak.
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Figure 2.14. Bilaterally barbed harpoon points made of sea mammal bone from the Rice Ridge site, courtesy of Dale and Marie Rice and the Kodiak Area Native Association. 88.3.11.84, 88.1.137.210, 88.2.183.213. Photo by Pam Foreman.

Figure 2.15. The Koniag Glacier, a remnant of the  glaciers that once covered the 
archipelago, looking south. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 2.16. The Ayakulik River flats on southwest Kodiak Island. This area was once covered by a glacial lake. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Table 2.2. Events in early Kodiak 

Years Ago

Event









	110,000 to 17,000

	The height of glaciation, followed by three periods of ice advance and retreat that covered and uncov­ered the Kodiak region.




	17,000

	The glacial ice covering the Kodiak region begins to melt rapidly.




	13,400

	Much of the Kodiak region is covered in leafy green plants.




	8700–3700

	The climate of the Kodiak region is warmer and drier than today. 




	7500

	Seafaring people are present in the Kodiak region.




	6300

	Salmon runs are well established in the Kodiak region.
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The ice began to melt about seventeen thousand years ago. As it retreated, seawater filled deep, ice-carved valleys along the coast, creating many bays and islands. At the same time, freshwater filled the valleys in interior southwest Kodiak, forming the Karluk, Red, Fra­ser, Akalura, and Olga Lakes and the rivers and streams that drain them (Figure 2.16). The for­mation of these waterways created abundant habitat for plants, fish, animals, and eventually people.

Kodiak was ice-free by about fifteen thou­sand years ago, and plants colonized the re­gion soon after. Pollen preserved in the island’s soils indicates that by 13,400 years ago, there was  a  dense and diverse cover of herbs—low-growing, leafy green plants adapted to a cool, wet environment. Animals came to this green, treeless landscape next. For some time after glaciation, until sea and land levels sta­bilized, the waterways separating Kodiak from the mainland were probably narrow. Biologists 




think that mammals reached the archipelago by swimming across these channels or travel­ing over winter sea ice. Just six species succeed­ed in reaching and living on Kodiak: brown bears (Ursus arctos middendorffi; Figure 2.17), short-tailed weasels (Mustela erminea), red fox­es (Vulpes vulpes), river otters (Lutra canaden­sis), little brown bats (Myotis lucifugus), and voles (Myodes rutilus). Although the mainland was home to many other species like moose, caribou, and a variety of furbearers, water and ice barred these animals from reaching Kodiak (Box 2.3). People were the island’s final settlers.

Archaeological finds indicate that people arrived on Kodiak during a time of warmer, drier weather scientists call the Atlantic Period. This era was from about eight thousand to five thousand years ago and was less stormy than today. An Alutiiq legend remembers such a time when there was no wind and calm, smooth waters allowed hunters to travel wher­ever they liked.



Figure 2.17. Kodiak brown bear enjoying salmonberries. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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Box 2.3. How Did Ground Squirrels Get to Kodiak?


What are Kodiak’s original land mammals? The standard answer is the brown bear, 
land otter, short-tailed weasel, tundra vole, red fox, and little brown bat. There is 
strong evidence that these six species made it to Kodiak before people arrived. But what 
about the qanganaq—ground squirrel (Spermophilus parryi kodiacensis; Figure 2.18)? Were 
these small, plant-eating, furbearers early arrivals as well? Kodiak ground squirrels are ge-
netically distinct from the ground squirrels found on the Alaska Peninsula, and their pop-
ulations seem to predate the arrival of Russian traders. As early as 1790, ground squirrels 
were observed on Marmot Island, Chirikof Island, and the Semidi Islands. Marmot Island is 
even named for its population of ground squirrels: members of the 1790 Billings Expedition 
identified the island as Yevrashka, a Russian word meaning ground squirrel. Later, English 
speakers mistakenly interpreted this word as marmot. But how did ground squirrels reach 
these remote islands, and when did that happen? 

Like other species that made their way to Kodiak, ground squirrels could have colo-
nized parts of the archipelago by swimming or walking over winter ice. Ground squirrels 
tend to roam, and biologists have seen them crossing glaciers and swimming far offshore. 
But the most likely explanation is that Alutiiq ancestors brought these small rodents to 
Kodiak. The animals may have been stowaways in Alutiiq boats, brought home as pets, or 
even captured with the goal of establishing a Kodiak population. Ground squirrels have a 
small but plush coat that is excellent for parka-making. Throughout the north, Native peo-
ple trapped these squirrels and sewed their hides together to make warm coats. It takes 
a lot of squirrel-harvesting to make an Alutiiq-style parka: about sixty pelts! 

On Chirikof Island, the pear-shaped island at the far south end of the Kodiak Archipel-
ago, archaeologists find ground squirrel bones in Alutiiq settlements that are up to two 
thousand years old. These rodents have been on Chirikof for a long time. But on Kodiak, 
ground squirrel bones have yet to be found 
in an archaeological site. There is some 
evidence that ground squirrels do not thrive 
on Kodiak. They are not found everywhere, 
like voles or foxes, and known colonies 
have gone extinct. There were once ground 
squirrel colonies at the head of Womens Bay, 
on Woody Island, and on Pillar Mountain. 
Ground squirrels need deep, dry, sandy soil 
to thrive and do best in places without tree 
roots. Perhaps Kodiak soils aren’t right for 
their burrows, and squirrels introduced to 
Kodiak didn’t survive? The soils on Chirikof 
Island and the Semidi Islands are deeper and 
drier than those on Kodiak. Whatever the 
answer, ground squirrels have been reported 
on Tugidak Island recently and seem to be 
doing very well. Tugidak is another place 
with deep, dry soils. 



Figure 2.18 A ground squirrel on Chirikof Island. AM722. 
Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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The islands’ environment was also much different. There were no trees, little soil, and few salmon. Although alder, birch, and willow shrubs were widely available, driftwood from local beaches was the only source of large pieces of wood for making tools and building shelters. This wood would have been scarce and very valuable (Figure 2.19). 

Another difference from today was the thin cover of soil. Today there is about a meter (3 feet) of soil capping the hard, pebbly deposits left behind by glaciers. Seven thousand years ago, there was only about 15 centimeters (about 6 inches) of dirt. All of Kodiak’s soils are formed from weathered volcanic ash. Over thousands of years puyulget—volcanoes on the Alaska Peninsula have exploded, sending giant plumes of ash into the air. Winds carried some of this material to Kodiak, blanketing the island in a cover of fine ash. These eruptions do not occur very often. About four thousand years ago a massive explosion coated most of Kodiak in ash. It wasn’t until 3,890 years later that another large deposit of ash reached the archipelago. In 1912, the explosion of the Novarupta volcano created the beige ash that lies directly below the soil around the City of Kodiak (Figure 2.20). It took about ten thousand years to develop the meter of soil present today. What does this mean for people?

Deep soils are important for building well-insulated houses. For thousands of years, Native people across the north built their hous­es in the ground. They would dig a founda­tion into the soil and use blocks of sod (grass and dirt) to build up walls and cover the roof.




This method of construction creates a warm, weatherproof shelter. Digging a deep hole was not possible seven thousand years ago. 

In addition to lacking many of the mam­mals available on the mainland, Kodiak did not have well-established salmon runs seven thousand years ago (Figure 2.21). By studying the nitrogen levels in the sediment at the bot­tom of lakes, scientists know that salmon were not well-established until about sixty-three hundred years ago (Box 2.4). Across Kodiak, salmon populations grew as dead salmon fertilized lakes with their carcasses. More car­casses released more nutrients, gradually al­lowing lakes and rivers to support larger fish populations. The lack of reliable salmon runs during the first thousand years of Kodiak’s hu­man history tells us that residents must have focused their harvesting activities on other ma­rine resources: sea mammals, ocean fish, and seabirds. Sea mammals with their large hides for clothing and boat covers, bones for tools, and fat for food, heat, and light, were very im­portant.



Figure 2.19. Driftwood on the beach near Cape Alitak. Driftwood is more common today, with forests and logging along the 
Gulf of Alaska coast. AM688. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 2.20. Volcanic ash deposited in 1912 sandwiched between a layer of modern soil and an older soil layer, Woody Island, 2009. AM660. Photo by Mark Rusk.
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Figure 2.21. Salmon in Pillar Creek. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Box 2.4. Salmon Carcasses Grow Salmon Runs


Kodiak’s past environment was not exactly like it is today. At times the archipelago was 
warmer. At other times it was wetter. Different animal populations grew and crashed, 
and plants like spruce trees colonized the land. These changes influenced how Alutiiq 
people lived. For this reason, it is very important to understand environmental change. To 
understand Alutiiq history, we must know about the natural environment in which Alutiiq 
people lived and the resources that were available to them. 

Determining what the island was like at a particular moment in the past is a compli-
cated process. Scientists study all types of data, teasing information about past environ-
ments from materials like pollen, mud, shells, and bones. For example, some look at the 
oxygen isotopes in shells from different time periods to chart changes in ocean tempera-
ture and the impact on fish populations. Others look at plant pollen from different layers 
of a bog to track the plants available at different times. 

To understand the development of salmon populations, scientist Bruce Finney has 
been studying the mud at the bottom of Kodiak’s lakes. Salmon spend most of their lives 
at sea. When they return to lakes to spawn and die, their carcasses release a distinct 
marine nitrogen isotope (N-15) acquired at sea. The more salmon carcasses that decay 
in a lake, the more nitrogen isotope deposited. By taking samples of mud, carbon dating 
the organic materials they contain to determine their age, and recording nitrogen isotope 
levels in each layer, scientists can track variations in the salmon population. For example, 
110 cm (43 inches) of sediment has accumulated on the bottom of Karluk Lake over the last 
twenty-two hundred years. Nitrogen levels in the layers of this mud show that the lake had 
relatively small salmon runs between two thousand and twelve hundred years ago and 
much bigger runs between twelve hundred and two hundred fifty years ago. From other 
cores, scientists have also determined that salmon were not present in sizable numbers 
in the western Gulf of Alaska until after sixty-three hundred years ago. The oldest archae-
ological evidence of Alutiiq people living beside Kodiak’s large inland lakes is also about 
sixty-three hundred years old. Scientists have also discovered that salmon runs generally 
increased over time as decaying fish carcasses introduce more and more nutrients into 
lakes. The carcasses increase lake productivity and improve the habitat for fish, helping 
future generations of fish thrive.
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Yet seventy-five hundred years ago, even the marine mammals available in the sea around Kodiak were different than today. The first settlers may have found Steller sea cows (Hydrodamalis gigas) in Kodiak’s protected bays (Figure 2.22). These large, kelp-eating mem­bers of the dugong family were adapted to life in the cold. They were once widely distributed in northern waters in the same habitats used by sea otters. We don’t know if sea cows lived around Kodiak. These animals were suscepti­ble to hunting pressure and eventually became extinct. However, we do know that the Kodiak environment could have supported sea cows, because sea otters were present. By examining ancient sea otter remains, scientists know that sea otters were thriving around Kodiak, and they were much larger than they are today. Fur seals are another animal that may have been common in Kodiak waters. Although fur seals still pass by Kodiak on their annual migration to the Bering Sea, studies hint that they once swam closer to shore and may have even had rookeries in the archipelago.

With its upwelling currents and complex coastline, Kodiak is an ecological hotspot. Whatever sea mammals were available, this dynamic environment must have seemed like an ideal place to live. The deeply indented coastline provided a variety of habitats in a small area, allowing residents to find many valuable sources of food and material in just one bay. Seal and bird rookeries, kelp forests 




full of cod, and rocky beaches with dense shell­fish beds are some of the resources that would have been available. Early settlers would not have had to travel far to find everything they needed to make a living. It is not surprising then that archaeological finds suggest that the is­lands’ early residents settled in quickly.

Making a Living

Very early ancestral sites are found in many locations around Kodiak, from Uganik Island facing the Alaska Peninsula to the eastern coast of Kodiak, far from the mainland. They indicate that in a few centuries people explored and settled the island widely. The very oldest tools from their settlements include some implements made of exotic stone—basalt, obsidian, and colorful cherts not available on Kodiak. This suggests that the first islanders maintained ties with relatives or neighbors on the mainland. Very quickly, however, stones from distant sources became rare in peoples’ toolkits. By seventy-one hundred years ago settlers were already focusing their harvesting activities on their immediate surroundings. For instance, the residents of Chiniak Bay made tools from locally available stone but not different types of stone found in nearby bays to the southeast. Similarly, people living beside Sitkalidak Strait, near present-day Old Harbor, used the stones available in their area and not the materials available to Chiniak Bay 



Figure 2.22. A family of Steller sea cows. From Le Rhytine Boréal, 1898.
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residents. This suggests that people primarily lived and harvested in one region.

Archaeologists assign the oldest sites on Kodiak to the Ocean Bay tradition, a way of living that lasted from about seventy-five hun­dred  to  four thousand years ago (see chap­ter 3). These people were once thought to be mobile hunters who lived in tents and moved seasonally as resources became available. However, recent research demonstrates that Kodiak’s first residents were far more settled. 

From the earliest days, people of the Ocean Bay tradition made substantial houses. The areas around their settlements show that they dug up large quantities of the island’s thin sod, stripping broad areas of grass to harvest building  material.  Then  they  used this sod to construct houses on the ground surface, stacking it to make walls. At Salonie Mound, a seventy-one-hundred-year-old archaeological site at the head of Womens Bay, residents built a house that was five meters (16 feet) across on the inside (Figure 2.23). This dwelling had thick sod walls, a sod roof held up by large wooden posts, a sleeping bench, and a small hearth area, and it was large enough to hold a big family. This well-built structure required a lot of materials and labor to construct. It was also extensively rebuilt. People fixed the walls and roof to maintain the house. All this information indicates that the house was used over an extended period. 




Near the present-day village of Old Har­bor  at another seventy-two-hundred-year-old archaeological site, researchers found a smokehouse that had been capped with a sod roof (Figure 2.24). This site lacked houses and appears to be a place people visited to hunt sea mammals and preserve the meat. The fact that people invested time and materials in building a place to preserve their food sug­gests that they likely revisited it.

The presence of different kinds of sites and the reuse of sites illustrate that early residents had a seasonal pattern of living. They had different types of settlements and built different types of structures for different activities. In Chiniak Bay people had camps for ocean fishing, bird hunting, and seal hunting, as well as small settlements where people lived for extended periods. It appears that people traveled around the bay harvesting food but often returned to a central location. Kodiak’s early settlers were not like the mobile caribou hunters of interior Alaska. Instead, they were people who harvested from the abundance of local resources, visiting established camps and settlements as foods and materials became seasonally available.

At most early sites, archaeologists only find stone tools. This does not mean that peo­ple did not make tools from organic materials, only that these implements are not preserved. Kodiak’s first  residents  made blade tools like 



Figure 2.23. Floor plan of an ancient sod house from Salonie Mound. Illustration by Alexandra Painter 
from a map by Patrick Saltonstall.
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Figure 2.24. A seventy-two-hundred-year-old smokehouse near Old Harbor. AM711. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall. Illustration by Amy Steffian.

those found in the Aleutian Islands, but less formally shaped than those found in interior Alaska. Tiny stone blades were probably set in bone lances to make spearheads for hunt­ing (Figures 2.25 and 2.26). Other stone tools included chipped stone knives with a handle parallel to the blade edge, stone wedges used to split bone, stemmed lances made on blades, blades used as scrapers and knives, and stone adzes for working wood. Although bone tools are extremely rare, early bone implements from the Rice Ridge site near Cape Chiniak in­clude needles, slotted bone lances for holding microblades (Figure 2.25), and barbed har­poons. Similarly, animal remains from the earli­est occupation of Rice Ridge show that hunters focused on harvesting marine mammals. Sea otters were common prey, but Alutiiq ances­tors also hunted seals and birds and fished for a variety of ocean fish and salmon.


Figure 2.25. Slotted bone points from the Rice Ridge site, designed to hold microblades. AM19. Courtesy of Dale and Marie Rice and the Kodiak Area Native Association. Drawing by Kathleen Skonberg.

Figure 2.26. Microblades from the Zaimka Mound (top row, AM363) and Rice Ridge (bottom row, AM19) sites. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall. Courtesy Dale and Marie Rice and the Kodiak Area Native Association.
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Nanit—stone lamps were another import­ant tool. Kodiak’s first people used triangular lamps shaped from sandstone cobbles to burn sea mammal oil for light, heat, and cook­ing. Examples of these early lamps show that people burned wicks all along their sides, rath­er than using a single wick at one end as later people did. The practice suggests people were creating extra flames to heat their homes and cook their food, because firewood was scarce. These are some of the oldest stone oil lamps found in Alaska and are another cultural link between the Alutiiq people and the maritime cultures of the Aleutians and western Alaska (Figure 2.27). 

Archaeologists believe that these first Kodiak Islanders were the ancestors of later Alutiiq peoples. There is an unbroken sequence of cultures that connects the earliest Native in­habitants of the archipelago to the Alutiiq peo­ple of today. In the next chapter, we will trace the development of these cultures to under-




stand how and why life on Kodiak changed. It is important to recognize that Kodiak’s first res­idents created the foundation for future Alutiiq societies. As they settled in the archipelago, Alutiiq ancestors explored the new land and acquired essential knowledge that has been passed down since. They developed a deep understanding of the plants and animals avail­able—their location, availability, and uses. They learned about the region’s ocean currents and waves and how to predict the weather. They explored the landscape, discovering routes over and around the islands. They found stone for making tools and devised novel ways to use it. They figured out how to make homes using the local soil and heat them with sea mammal oil lamps. They maintained valuable relation­ships with mainland neighbors while harvest­ing local resources with great efficiency. All this knowledge helped the Alutiiq thrive over the next seven thousand years.



Figure 2.27. Early pecked-stone oil lamps of sandstone from Zaimka Mound (left), Leisnoi, Inc. Collection, AM411:7700, and from the Kashevarof site (right), Kodiak Island Borough 
Collection, AM724:4155. Photo by Pam Foreman.
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Chapter 2 Glossary of Alutiiq Terms



	cikuq	ice

	imaq	sea

	ingrit	mountains

	kuiget	rivers

	nanit	stone lamps

	nanwat	lakes

	nuna	land

	puyulget	volcanoes

	qanganaq	ground squirrel

	Qik’rtaq	Kodiak Island

	qik’rtat	islands

	quliyanguat	stories

	qutet	beaches

	unigkuat	legends

	yaamaq	stone
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Cuumillat Ancestors

By Amy F. Steffian and Patrick G. Saltonstall 

Cultural Traditions

Kodiak has a rich archaeological record. Beneath the thick blanket of wild grass that cov­ers Kodiak Island’s coastal meadows lies a wealth of cultural information. Generations of Alutiiq/Sugpiaq people built their homes here, leaving a detailed record of their activities. Gentle depressions created by collapsed ciqlluat—sod houses, stone tools scattered across the beach, and eroding layers of clam shells, fish bones, and burned rock from ancient meals point to the spots where Alutiiq cuumillat—ancestors lived and worked (Figures 3.1 through 3.3). Take a walk along the Kodiak shoreline and you are likely to encounter one of these places. Nestled behind small coves, lining the banks of salmon streams, resting on prominent points, and even capping rocky islets are the remains of hundreds of nunallret—ancient settlements. There are more than twenty-six hundred archaeological sites in the archipelago, most of them reflecting Alutiiq history (Table 3.1).

Figure 3.1. A cluster of sod house depressions on the shore of a lagoon, Uyak Bay, 2012. AM1010. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

37








This chapter uses information from studies of Kodiak’s archaeological sites to explore Alutiiq history between about seven thousand years ago and the arriv­al of European traders in the late 1700s, working from the distant past toward the present (Box 3.1). Archaeologists break this long period into distinct cul­tural traditions. A cultural tradition is a time when people in a particular region shared a way of life. Archaeologists docu­ment these traditions by the tools people made, the ways they used the landscape and harvested resources, how they orga­nized their societies, and even clues about their beliefs. When archaeologists find ev­idence of similar technologies, economic practices, social customs, and artistic conventions in a region, it suggests that people shared a way of living. By identify­ing cultural traditions, archaeologists can describe ancient societies, document cul­tural change, and test ideas about why this change occurred.

Archaeologists recognize four cultur­al traditions in Alutiiq history: the Ocean Bay (7500–4000 years ago), Kachemak (4000–700 years ago), Koniag (700 years ago to AD 1763), and Alutiiq (AD 1763 to the present) traditions (Table 3.2). Each represents a distinct way of living, and each is found across the areas where Alutiiq people live today. Archaeological finds indicate that Alutiiq people are part of an ancient cultural area that includes 



Figure 3.2. A slate hearth eroding from the beach in Uganik Passage, 2019. AM897:405. Photo 
by Molly Odell.

Figure 3.3. A slate ulu knife found on an Afognak Island Beach, 2016. AM824. Photo by 
Patrick Saltonstall.

Table 3.1. Kodiak’s archaeological sites





	Area

	Acres of 
Land

	% Alaska 
Land

	Sites

	% 
Total
Sites

	Sites per 
Acre

	Prehistoric 
Sites

	% Prehistoric
Sites

	Prehistoric Sites 
per Acre 












	Alaska 

	590,693

	100

	about 
30,000

	100

	0.051

	about 
18,000

	100

	0.030




	Kodiak Region 

	5,360

	0.9

	about 
2,600

	8.7

	0.485

	about 1700

	9.4

	0.317









Notes:

Acreage statistics include inland waterways but not coastal waters.

Estimates of site frequencies are from the Alaska Heritage Resources Survey (AHRS), the state site database. They were compiled in August 2023 with help from the 
Alaska Office of History and Archaeology. Paleontological sites are not included in any of the totals.
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Box 3.1. Protect the Past


It is exciting to find an archaeological site, but you should never dig in one or collect 
artifacts. Recreational digging, also known as looting or pot hunting, is vandalism. This 
practice is damaging and disrespectful. Digging in a site without professional documenta-
tion is like ripping pages from a history book. It destroys information and makes it difficult 
to interpret the deposit.

Recreational digging is also illegal. Under state and federal laws, sites belong to the 
owner of the land where they occur, and it is illegal to disturb a site without permission 
from the owner. This is true on both public and private lands, including the beach. Archae-
ologists receive permission for every excavation, and they are trained to dig carefully and 
collect information.

Help protect Kodiak’s history by respecting archaeological sites and their contents. The 
past can inspire the future if we work together to preserve it.




•  If you find a site, take photographs and notes, mark the location on a map, and report 
your find to the landowner or an archaeologist.

•  Never dig in a site. Recreational digging destroys history.

•  Never collect artifacts, even from the beach. When taken, artifacts lose information. 
Take photographs, not objects (Figure 3.4)!

•  Never buy or sell artifacts. The artifact trade is illegal and encourages site looting.

•  Never disturb or collect human remains.

•  Teach your family and friends to respect archaeological sites. Many people don’t know 
that it is destructive, disrespectful, and illegal to disturb sites.



Figure 3.4. Molly Odell with a fragment of a slate lance, Nunalleq site, 2022. AM1005. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall. If you find an artifact, take photos but leave the object.
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Table 3.2. Kodiak Alutiiq ancestral cultural traditions

Cultural Tradition

Lifestyle

Archaeological Finds





	Ocean Bay
7500–4000 years ago

 Sea mammal hunters 

	A small population of people who moved season-
ally to harvest coastal resources, especially sea 
mammals. They lived in sod houses and tempo-
rary shelters and were skilled mariners who stored 
food and traveled and traded with the mainland.

	
•   Single-room sod houses

•   Smokehouses and shelters

•   Tools for grinding red ochre and red 
ochre on house floors

•   Chipped stone tools

•   Ground slate lances and knives

•   Small stone lamps for light and heat

•   Artwork is rare 





	Kachemak
4000–700 years ago 

Fishing families 

	A growing population gradually fills the land-
scape and sod house villages appear. People fo-
cus more intensely on fish, harvesting and storing 
large quantities of cod and salmon. They travel 
and trade extensively in neighboring regions.
Evidence of warfare and territoriality appears.

	
•  Single-room sod houses

•  Sheds and smokehouses

•  Qasgit—large community houses

•  Settlements contain sod houses that sheltered single families. Some houses have sheds or small side rooms.

•  Ground slate ulus and new styles of lances

•  Elaborately sculpted stone lamps

•  Small, decorative ivory carvings

•  Use of materials from the neighboring mainland

•  Ownership marks on tools

•  Jewelry

•  Rock art with images of people and animals 





	Koniag
700 years ago to AD 1763 

Chiefs and slaves 

	Alutiiq communities are socially stratified, with powerful chiefs who organize labor, build com- munity houses and large boats, own slaves, trade over long distances, and lead warfare. People live in multifamily homes where they store very large quantities of food and materials. Lavish winter festivals honor ancestors and the spirit world and help chiefs demonstrate their power.

	
•  Large sod houses with multiple rooms

•  Sheds and smokehouses

•  Qasgit—large community houses

•  Salmon fishing harpoons

•  New woodworking tools for larger jobs

•  Ceramic pots to melt sea mammal blubber

•  Large stone lamps with a flat rim

•  Ceremonial artifacts: masks, rattles, dolls, and feast bowls

•  Rock art with pecked holes and cut lines

•  Materials from distant places 










the coasts of Prince William Sound, the lower Kenai Peninsula, the eastern Alaska Peninsula, and the Kodiak Archipelago. This region has been the Alutiiq home­land for thousands of years (Figure 3.5).

Cultural traditions are a useful tool for describing the past. However, the names of cultural traditions are not the names of people. For example, the Ocean Bay and  Kachemak  traditions  are named  for  the places where archaeologists first 



uncovered and described distinct sets of ancestral tools: Ocean Bay on Sitkalidak Island and Kachemak Bay on the Kenai Peninsula. For this reason, we do not say Kachemak people. Instead, we refer to the people of the Kachemak tradition. This recognizes a group of people who shared a way of living first identified in Kachemak Bay.

In addition, Kodiak Alutiiq history is  continuous.  After the first Native people
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Figure 3.5. The Alutiiq homeland, showing communities in 2023. Alutiiq Museum illustration.

settled the archipelago, it was never unin­habited. This means that slicing Kodiak’s history into cultural traditions is some­what arbitrary, and different archaeolo­gists do it differently. Some people prefer not to consider cultural traditions but to look at moments in time along a con­tinuous timeline. Others break Kodiak’s cultural history into many pieces. They recognize phases—periods within a cul­tural tradition where there were smaller changes in culture. For example, some researchers recognize two phases in the Ocean Bay tradition: Ocean Bay 1 and 2. In the early phase, before about six­ty-three hundred years ago, Alutiiq an­cestors made mostly chipped stone tools, including blades (see Box 2.3). In the late phase, ground slate tools became com­mon, blade making stopped, and the use of chipped stone tools declined. However, other cultural characteristics, like the way people harvested resources and built their houses, were similar throughout the 


Ocean Bay tradition. In this chapter, we take a broad view of Kodiak’s cultural tra­ditions. We use this helpful concept to ex­amine how ancestral Alutiiq people lived. Then we discuss the forces that may have led to cultural change.

Across the nearly seven thousand years covered in this chapter, you will see the close relationship between the Alutiiq people and their natural environment (Figure 3.6). Through the resourceful use of local plants, animals, and materials, Alutiiq ancestors managed the pressures of population growth, changing environ­mental conditions, and interaction with neighboring people. The Alutiiq popu­lation grew and thrived through human ingenuity—the ability to harvest resources with increasing efficiency and manage inevitable fluctuations in the availabili­ty of foods and materials. This process continuously shaped Alutiiq societies into the large, prosperous communities of the eighteenth century.
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Figure 3.6. Panoramic view of northern Kodiak Island. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.


Sea Mammal Hunters:
The Ocean Bay Tradition
(7500–4000 Years Ago)

Smoke curls gently from the roofs of sod houses, a cluster of family dwellings on the edge of a protected nanwarnaq—lagoon. The small settlement rests on a grassy ridge with a commanding view of the ocean. Here families dug into the damp soil to create foundations for warm, weatherproof shelters. They used blocks of earth and grass dug nearby to build up walls and cover a frame of wood and perhaps animal hides. Each oval structure is home to one family. Inside parents, children, and perhaps grandparents make tools, cook, and eat; tell stories; and rest around a fireplace built from slabs of slate. The house is small but cozy, and it provides a base for harvesting activities. People return to this place throughout the year to store food and to gather with relatives and friends. Boats line the beach below the community, ready for paddlers to pursue mangat—porpoises, drop a fishhook into deep water, or visit friends living nearby. Some trips are short. On a sunny spring day, a family might paddle out to a rocky sea stack teaming with gulls and puffins 




to gather birds and eggs. At other times of the year, families move to camps near salmon streams or places where seals congregate to fish and hunt for weeks at a time. Occasionally, people travel long distances to explore, collect materials not found nearby, visit, and trade.

This is a snapshot of life in an Ocean Bay tradition village near Cingiyaq—Cape Chiniak. Between about seventy-two hundred years ago and four thousand years ago, people periodically settled in a place known today as Rice Ridge (Fig­ure 3.7). The site lies beside the highway surrounded by spruce trees. In the past, it was a meadow holding a sizeable village. The remains of this settlement were remarkably well preserved. Houses, hearths, tools, and animal remains from Rice Ridge provide a rare picture of an­cient Alutiiq life and illustrate the origins of many Alutiiq traditions (Figure 3.8).

Thick layers of ancient garbage show that Rice Ridge residents harvested both on land and at sea. Their most common prey were cod, seabirds, waterfowl, sea otters, and seals, although they also took salmon, sea lions, porpoises, and shell­fish. Whale bone is also present in the site’s layers, and people used it to make tools. Harvesting large sea mammals is difficult and dangerous, and the origins of
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Figure 3.7. The Rice Ridge site lies on a low terrace that is about 390 meters (1280 feet) from the ocean today. AM19. Alutiiq Museum photo.

Figure 3.8. Excavators document a stone hearth at the Rice Ridge site. AM19.030. Photo by Elizabeth Odell.


Alutiiq whaling remain murky. The whale bone from Rice Ridge may be evidence of early whale hunting, or perhaps people scavenged whale parts from carcasses found on the beach. On land, residents pursued bears and foxes. In short, com­munity members harvested a wide range of species, using a suite of animals that remained important throughout Alutiiq history. How did Alutiiq ancestors hunt and use these species? Bone and stone tools record their practices.

Although no evidence of boats was found at Rice Ridge, early Alutiiq hunters certainly used them. Seals, sea lions, salmon, and waterfowl can be taken from shore, but people need boats to harvest open-water species like porpoise 




and albatross or to fish for halibut and cod. All these species are represented in the settlement’s garbage. Also, fine bone needles and awls suggest that Rice Ridge residents sewed protective clothing from delicate materials like bear gut (Figure 3.10). The waters surrounding Kodiak are among the stormiest on Earth. Waterproof clothing is essential in this environment. It protects people from hypothermia and makes subsistence activities possible. The Rice Ridge sewing tools illustrate that Alutiiq hunters were well equipped.

Ocean Bay hunting and fishing gear also point to harvesting from the ocean. Hunting tools included ayaqut—harpoons, multipiece weapons used to
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Figure 3.9. A sea otter in Chiniak Bay. Sea otter bones were among the most common animal remains found at the Rice Ridge site. AM725. Photo by 
Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 3.10. Bone needles from the Rice Ridge site. AM19. Dale and Marie Rice Collection.
Photo by Pam Foreman.

hunt sea mammals. Craftsmen carved harpoon heads with sturdy barbs designed to grip an animal’s flesh (Figure 3.12). These points were set into a wooden shaft fitted with a float: a sea mammal bladder filled with air. When a hunter struck an animal, the shaft separated from the harpoon head but remained tied to it. As the wounded animal attempted to escape, the shaft with its balloon-like float dragged behind. This slowed the animal and helped the hunter track and retrieve his prey. It kept the animal from sinking below the surface.


Box 3.2. Making It Waterproof

In Kodiak’s cool, wet environment, staying dry is a constant battle. Alutiiq people, who 
thrived in this moist land for thousands of years before rubber boots and Gore-Tex, 
devised many ingenious ways to keep from getting wet. Hunters coated the skin coverings 
of their kayaks with seal oil to make them waterproof. An annual oiling helped the boat 
repel waves and sea spray and slip through the water. For ocean travel, kayakers wore 
kanagllut—gutskin rain jackets (Figure 3.11). Made from the intestines of sea mammals and
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bears, these flexible, lightweight coats kept rain and sea spray from drenching boaters. 
They also let sweat out. Gut is a semipermeable material. Seamstresses sewed jackets 
with strips from the inside of the gut facing the inside of a jacket. To maximize the jackets 
effectiveness, seamstresses placed a piece of dry grass in each jacket seam. The grass 
absorbed any water thatseeped inthrough needleho les, helpin g to keep the paddler dry.

Figure 3.11. Bear gut parka collected on Kodiak in 1842–1843, in the collections of the Peter the Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography, No. 2868-231. 
AM823. Illustration by Hanna Sholl.
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Figure 3.12. Barbed harpoon points from the Rice Ridge site. AM19. Illustration by Alexandra Painter from a drawing by Tom Amorosi, 1990.


Hunters launched their harpoons with nuqat—throwing boards, tools designed to improve the speed, distance, and im­pact of their throws. These devices were probably the length of the hunter’s fore­arm and carved of wood. Historic exam­ples have a handgrip on one end, a long central body with a groove for a harpoon shaft, and a small pin at the far end (Fig­ure 3.13). A hunter laid a harpoon in the thrower and then held the tool behind his shoulder. When ready to throw, he simply swung his arm forward and snapped his wrist to launch the harpoon. The throw­ing board acted as an extension of the hunter’s arm, providing leverage and a more powerful throw. We know Ocean Bay tradition hunters used these tools. Examples of the small pins that steadied harpoons in throwing boards were found at Rice Ridge. Throwing boards remained an essential piece of hunting gear until the late nineteenth century, when fire­arms replaced harpoons.

Hunters also used stone-tipped kapsuutet—lances. Craftsmen chipped leaf-shaped spearheads from stone—red and grey cherts (Figure 3.14)—and ground long, narrow lengths of slate into bayonets (Figure 3.15). These sharp points 




tipped killing lances, heavy weapons used to dispatch animals at close range. A seal wounded by a harpoon could be killed with a lance. At a small camp not far from Rice Ridge, hunters repaired such spears. At Utaqalirwik–The Waiting Place, a group of hunters discarded broken weapons and sharpened new slate lance heads with gritty pieces of sandstone. They worked around small fires on a low hill beside the ocean, watching for seals to follow salmon into a nearby stream with the rising tide. The debris left at this site tells us that hunters carried partially finished tools to replace those broken during a hunt and that sea mammal hunting was done both from large, long-term settlements like Rice Ridge and small, short-term camps.

Ocean Bay tradition settlements are full of the implements people used to butcher marine mammals. Many of the  cutting  tools  were quickly made flakes of stone. People used these sharp-edged tools for tasks like removing an animal’s hide or cutting meat from the bone. They also used chipped stone and ground stone knives to process carcasses and wedge-shaped pieces of stone to break open bones. Splitting bone revealed the
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Figure 3.13. Nineteenth-century Alutiiq throwing board: front and back, wood with inlaid otter teeth. AM734. Purchased with support from Koniag, Leis­noi Inc., Old Harbor Native Corporation, and Afog­nak Native Corporation.

Figure 3.14. Chipped stone points from the Rice Ridge site. AM19. Dale and Marie Rice Collection and the Kodiak Area Native Association. Photo by Pam Foreman.

Figure 3.15. Slate lances from the Utaqalirwik site. Koniag Collection, AM1005. Photo by Alexandra Painter.
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Figure 3.16. Fred Coyle helps a child light an ancestral stone lamp to open an event at the Alutiiq Museum. Photo by April Isiik Laktonen Counceller.


nutritious fatty marrow inside, and it was the first step in making bone tools. In ad­dition to hide, meat, and bone, uquq—sea mammal fat was an essential resource. Blubber melted into oil provided food, material for waterproofing skin boats, and fuel for the nanit—stone lamps that il­luminated winter days (Box 3.3). Although the size, shape, and uses of ancestral oil lamps changed through time, Alutiiq people continue to light oil lamps filled with seal oil (Figure 3.16).

Bird bone was very common in the Rice Ridge garbage. Agasuut— cormorants  were  the most common



Box 3.3. Nanit—Oil Lamps


From Kodiak to Greenland, coastal peoples cooked, heated, and lit their homes with 
stone oil lamps. Some of the oldest known lamps in this region come from the Kodiak 
Archipelago and the Aleutian Islands. At Zaimka Mound, an ancestral site on the shore 
of Womens Bay, archaeologists unearthed a boat-shaped sandstone lamp more than 
seventy-three hundred years old. The rim of this lamp was still encrusted with soot from 
the burning sea mammal oil that illuminated a Kodiak evening thousands of years ago.

Alutiiq ancestors made their lamps from large, water-rounded pieces of sandstone, 
slate, and granite. According to Alutiiq Elders, lamps were filled with sea mammal oil and 
lit with wicks of twisted moss or cotton grass. On Kodiak, Alutiiq people rendered lamp 
oil from the blubber of harbor seals, sea lions, and whales. When not in use, lamps were 
stored upside down to keep the object’s spirit from escaping.

Craftsmen formed lamps by pecking—banging one cobble against another and pol-
ishing the surface of the stone. This was a time-consuming task, but it resulted in many 
beautiful pieces. Some artists decorated their lamps with elaborate figures and geometric 
designs. Seal heads and human faces are some of the carvings that emerged from the oil 
as the lamps burned.

Today, the burning oil lamp symbolizes 
cultural pride and perseverance (Figure 3.17). 
The natural materials in the lamp provide 
light and heat that push back the darkness 
and cold. Alutiiq people light stone lamps 
at gatherings to illuminate their heritage 
and to shine the light of culture far into the 
future. An Elder and a young person light 
the lamp together to represent the passage 
of cultural knowledge between generations.



Figure 3.17. Burning stone oil lamp, 2019. Photo by Marlise Lee.
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species, but residents also harvested other seabirds, waterfowl, and even eagles and ravens. Unfortunately, we don’t know how. Some birds may have been taken with tools like nets and snares that are not preserved. Others may have been hunted with leisters, special spears with a cluster of long, barbed prongs at the end. Whatever the answer, birds provided valuable food and raw materials. Bird skins can be made into warm, weather-resistant clothing, and stiff, lightweight bird bone is excellent for making tools. People used it to craft needles, awls, beads, pendants, pegs, and other implements. Some of the bird remains are from species only available in the cold season. This indicates that people spent at least the winter months in the settlement. From this early time, Alutiiq ancestors came together during the stormy days of winter.

Ocean fishing took place both near shore and in deeper open water. An abundance of sculpin, greenling, and flounder in the Rice Ridge garbage indi­cates that people fished along the pro­tected coast, perhaps even in the lagoon below the village. Cod and halibut bones and the remains of deep-sea fishing rigs illustrate that they also paddled out to reefs in Chiniak Bay. To pull iqallut—fish from the ocean floor, fishermen used bone hooks tied to a bar weighted with a fist-sized cobble (Figure 3.18). This tech­nology is very similar to the gear used to-




day by halibut fishermen. For line, Alutiiq ancestors may have used long strands of elastic kelp, braided lengths of animal sin­ew, or even strips of hide.

Salmon remains are present at Rice Ridge, but they are uncommon. Rice Ridge is not beside a salmon stream, and over the three thousand years that people periodically lived here, Kodiak’s salmon population grew and stabilized. Evidence of Ocean Bay tradition salmon fishing is better preserved at other sites. Buried deeply in the banks of Buskin Riv­er, a productive salmon stream, archae­ologists found the remains of fish spears. Although salmon can be taken by hand or even a pointed stick in Kodiak’s shallow streams, people of the Ocean Bay tradi­tion occasionally used slate lances to im­pale fish (Figure 3.19). Many of the lances from beside the Buskin River are battered from hitting the rocky river bottom. A few have barbs to keep fish from slipping off.

Like the Utaqalirwik site, the Buskin River is a place where evidence of the Ocean Bay tradition is present but limit­ed. There are thin deposits with just a few types of tools and simple features: a fire built on the ground, holes from tent posts, and drying racks. Such sites are very different from Rice Ridge with its deep deposits, large piles of garbage, many tools, and sod house remains. The variety of Ocean Bay sites suggests that people maintained central villages but traveled seasonally to camps.



Figure 3.18. Bone hook and stone sinker for ocean fishing, from the Rice Ridge site. Dale and Marie Rice Collection, AM19. Photos by Pam Foreman.
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Figure 3.19. Barbed slate lance from the Kashevaroff site. Kodiak Island Borough Collection, AM724. Photo by 
Patrick Saltonstall.


The largest settlements were places where people built warm sod houses to spend the winter. Their homes were oval and up to five meters (16 feet) across on the inside. Each structure had thick walls and a roof made by stacking blocks of sod over a wooden frame (Box 3.4). Large wooden posts held up the heavy ceiling. The result was a domed building covered in an insulating, water-resistant layer of dirt and grass. It took an enor­mous amount of labor to build such a house, and families probably used them for years. Some houses show evidence of being rebuilt.



Box 3.4. What Is Sod?


Dig a hole in a Kodiak meadow and you will find a thick layer of roots and dirt immediate-
ly below the surface. Known as sod, this heavy tangle of plants and soil can be cut into 
blocks and used in construction (Figure 3.20). Alutiiq ancestors used sod to create a warm 
insulating cover for their ciqlluat—houses. Before the introduction of shovels and pickaxes, 
archaeologists believe that people used their hands and pointed digging sticks or perhaps 
special bone saws to cut sod (Figure 3.21). They laid sod blocks on top of a wooden house 
frame over a layer of grass. The grass provided waterproofing. The sod held the grass in 
place and acted as insulation.

The use of sod to create warm, durable houses is a widespread northern tradition, from 



the Gulf of Alaska to Arctic Canada. Although 
many people think dwellings built from snow and 
ice were the most common Arctic house, they were 
not. The word igloo, commonly associated with 
snow houses, simply means house. It is related to 
the Alutiiq word for house, engluq. Native peoples 
relied on sod for protection from cold, stormy Arctic 
weather for thousands of years. Grassy meadows 
were a critical resource for green vegetables, weav-
ing material, and insulating sod.

Figure 3.20. A field crew cuts sod blocks to begin excavations at the 
Outlet site on the Buskin River, 1999. AM327.011.
Photo by Amy Steffian.

Figure 3.21. The function of this tool is not known. It may be a saw for cutting 
sod to build houses. It is made of whale bone and comes from the Larsen Bay 
area. AM1022. Gift of Sven Haakanson Jr. Photo by Pam Foreman.


50








Inside these houses, there was typical­ly a small rectangular hearth built from slate slabs. This source of light and heat rested near one wall, leaving the center of the structure open for activities. The fire­place was surrounded by a floor covered in beach gravel and a layer of bright red paint known as red ochre (Figure 3.22). This pigment comes from naturally occur­ring iron oxide available around Kodiak. People of the Ocean Bay tradition collect­ed and ground huge quantities of ochre, working it on large flat rocks with hand­held grinding stones (Figure 3.23). Ochre and ochre grinders are very common in houses but not in other Ocean Bay build­ings. We don’t know why people covered their floors with this sticky red pigment. It’s a mystery. Perhaps future archaeological finds will help to answer this question.

Between villages and waiting places, there were camps for harvesting and pre­serving food. People lived in these camps for short periods to build food stores. At the Amak site, at the head of Womens Bay, tools  suggest  that Ocean Bay fam­ilies hunted seals with lances, butchered the animals, and preserved their catch in a  smokehouse.  The  only building at the



Figure 3.22. Excavators uncover an ochre-covered floor at the Nayurwik site, Midway Bay. 
Old Harbor Native Corporation Collection, AM711. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 3.23. Ochre-grinding tools from the Nayurwik site, Midway Bay. Old Harbor Native Corporation Collection, AM711. Photo by Pam Foreman.
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Figure 3.24. Pit-style hearths filled with rocks at the Amak site. AM544. 
Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.


site was made of wood and sod. Unlike a house with a flat, ochre-covered floor and a central hearth, this structure had an un­even floor with numerous fire pits. It did not have red ochre like the house floors at other Ocean Bay sites. Each pit held burned rock and wood charcoal from small fires (Figure 3.24). The fires heated the rocks, generating lasting heat and drying meat hanging above. Sometimes people capped the fires with dirt. This slowed the burning and created smoke that added flavor and discouraged flies.

Other camps had shelters. At Zaim­ka Mound, circles of post holes around slate hearths and floor deposits may rep­resent tents. At the Blisky site, oval rings of stacked slate slabs with small stone hearths represent the remains of shelters, perhaps with a hide roof. At the Nayurwik site, overlooking Sitkalidak Strait, Alutiiq ancestors built an oval structure (Fig­ure 3.25). The dwelling had a sod roof supported by large posts and sod walls around the sides and the back. However, it was open along the front, the side fac­ing the ocean. There was no hearth in the shelter, but the floor was covered in red ochre. The tools used to grind the ochre lay just outside. The lack of a hearth or a front wall hint that the shelter was used in warm weather. Yet the house was sturdy and well built. People invested labor and materials in the shelter, perhaps so they could use it for many summers.

Together, these sites, the tools and features they contain, and their locations paint a picture of a typical year. People likely gathered at large settlements like Rice Ridge from late fall into spring, living in sod houses and taking advantage of breaks in the weather to fish, hunt birds and sea mammals, and collect shellfish. When stormy weather limited boating, residents made tools, stitched clothing, and enjoyed the company of other fam­ilies. When spring arrived with warming temperatures and calmer seas, people began to disperse. Hunting parties visit­ed places where seals feed, rest, and pup and created camps to preserve meat for later use. By summer, families moved 




to streamside camps to spear salmon. Here they built shelters they could return to in the future. Then, when waning day­light and short days signaled the coming of winter, they returned to villages like Rice Ridge. The stones that people used to make their tools suggest that their seasonal travels did not take them far. Granite, greywacke, and slate from lo­cal beaches and chippable stone found in nearby outcrops were used to make most tools. Stone from distant regions of the Kodiak Archipelago and the Alas­ka mainland is present but rare. Such material probably traveled to Rice Ridge with neighbors, passing across the island through occasional trade.

Over the span of the Ocean Bay tra­dition, lifeways changed slowly. Although there were innovations, like the develop­ment of ground slate tools, people used the landscape and its resources in similar ways for thousands of years. They built similar dwellings and used many of the same tools and materials. Many essential Alutiiq technologies and practices have their roots in the Ocean Bay tradition. Skin boats, waterproof clothing, sod houses, preserving food with heat and smoke, complex harpoons, throwing boards, slate lances and knives, deep sea fishing techniques, and even stone oil lamps are all elements of Alutiiq life that continued from this era. The cultural similarities across time are striking, and they illustrate the long history of Alutiiq adaptation to the Kodiak environment.
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Fishing Families:
The Kachemak Tradition
(4000–700 Years Ago)

Flashes of silver break the water, send­ing ripples toward the grassy riverbank. Salmon fin and jump as they enter Kar­luk Lagoon on the rising tide. An Alutiiq family watches as fish begin to mass in the slow-moving water of a shallow pool. A kugyasiq—net made of nettle fibers stretches from the shore into the pool. Pieces of buoyant cottonwood bark bob along the top edge, keeping the webbing afloat. In the cool, brackish water below, palm-sized stones tied to the base of the net sink it to the river floor and keep the mesh open in the current. As salmon be­gin to pulse upstream, the net bows un­der their weight. Family members work quickly to pull the end of the heavy net to shore and untangle the bright, squirming fish from its grasp. The day’s harvest is done, but the work is just starting.

These  fish  will  be an important source of winter food, and they must be cleaned and dried to preserve them for the stormy months ahead. The rest of the day will be spent cleaning and splitting the catch. Everyone works together. With slate  ulu  knives  they  remove intestines, 




heads, spines, and ribs and create pairs of bright orange fillets connected at the tail. The qilut—guts are returned to the water, to release the soul of each fish so it may be reborn. The heads are saved for soup. After cutting for a while, people use gritty pieces of sandstone to resharpen their knives, preparing the blades for the next batch of salmon. As the fish pile up, children carry them into the smokehouse and hang them on racks. Here slow-burning fires and heated rocks will dry the fillets and protect them from rotting. When the winds and rain return in the winter, hundreds of nutritious dried salmon will be stockpiled in the rafters of the family’s sod home.

This is a scene from Old Karluk, one of many Kachemak tradition fish camps found along the Karluk River (Figure 3.26). About four thousand years ago, Alutiiq ancestors began fishing with great in­tensity. Instead of taking small amounts of salmon and ocean fish to eat immedi­ately, people harvested large numbers to store for winter. Settlements of this era are filled with technologies designed to cap­ture and clean quantities of fish. Alutiiq ancestors began making beach seines to harvest salmon. While their nets are no longer preserved, evidence of these valuable tools appears in thousands of



Figure 3.25. Post holes circle the edges of a structure at the Nayurwik site. AM711. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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Figure 3.26. The Karluk River weaves through the low brushy mountains of southern Kodiak Island, stretching just 35 km (22 mi) from its headwaters in Karluk Lake to Shelikof Strait in the North Pacific Ocean. This short stream is one of the most productive salmon streams in Alaska and a place where Alutiiq ancestors settled for millennia. AM869.1311. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall, 2019.


net sinkers. People collected small, water­worn cobbles and chipped them at op­posite ends to create net weights (Figure 3.27). These stones were tied to the bot­tom of nets and acted like the lead line on a modern seine. They were designed to sink the net to the river bottom. People also captured hundreds of marine fish, especially cod. They used baited fish­hooks weighted with plummets, large stone sinkers, to fish on the ocean floor (Figure 3.28).

To clean larger catches, Alutiiq peo­ple began making their knives from slate, replacing chipped stone blades with ulus (Figure 3.29). These slate knives had a similar shape, but they were larger, with a long cutting edge perfect for splitting fish and a drilled hole for attaching a handle (Box 3.5). They also lasted longer. A slate tool can be resharpened many times by grinding the edge on another piece of stone (Figure 3.31). A chipped stone tool can only be resharpened a few times, as every resharpening removes flakes of ma­terial that shrink the size of the tool. Peo­ple also built structures for smoking fish. The remains of sheds and pits are com­mon. These features are filled with wood charcoal from ancient fires and lined with rocks. The fires heated the rocks. As the stones cooled, releasing their heat into the air, fish fillets hung above them dried (Box 3.6).



Figure 3.27. Notched cobble net sinkers from Old Karluk. Koniag Collection, AM258. Photo by Marnie Leist.

Figure 3.28. Zoya Hernsteen holds a stone plummet from the Qik’rtangcuk site, 
Near Island. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall, 2010.
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Figure 3.29. Kachemak tradition ulus from the Nunalleq site, Karluk River. Koniag Collection, AM1004. Photo by Pam Foreman.

Box 3.5. The Ulu: A Better Knife


Walk into any gift store in Alaska and you’ll find ulus for sale. The commercial variety 
of this widely used Arctic knife typically has a metal blade shaped like a piece of pie 
with a wood or antler handle. These useful tools are known for their long cutting edge, 
handy for tasks like cleaning fish and scraping hides. Ulus, or ulukat in Alutiiq, have been 
used for thousands of years by northern coastal peoples, from Kodiak and the Aleutian 
Islands all the way to Greenland, and they are made in different sizes and shapes. Those 
from northern Alaska often have a rounded blade and a short handle. Those found in 
southern and western Alaska tend to have a rectangular blade and long handle.

Whatever their shape, ulus share a common feature. Unlike conventional knives that 
have a handle below the blade, an ulu has a handle opposite the blade. Some of the 
oldest ulus in Alaska may be from Kodiak. Examples made by grinding slate have been 
found in four-thousand-year-old Alutiiq settlements. An even older Alutiiq tool may be an 
ancestor of the ulu. Small, chipped stone knives known as sideblades hafted like ulus are 
as much as seven thousand years old (Figure 3.30)!

Native peoples once used ulus for many daily cutting tasks. Women carried small ulus 
in their sewing bags to cut sinew thread. People used ulus for household tasks like cutting 
seal meat and cleaning hides. However, ulus are most closely associated with cleaning 
fish. The long blade is well designed 
for butchering—splitting open a fish 
to remove its guts and cut fillets. It is 
probably not a coincidence that Alutiiq 
ancestors switched from using side-
blades to ground slate ulus when they 
began harvesting fish with nets. Larger 
catches allowed people to stockpile food 
for winter, but they also required more 
butchering. The advantage of an ulu is 
that it is easy to make and even easier to 
resharpen. With ulus, Alutiiq ancestors 
could clean hundreds of fish at a time.



Figure 3.30. Sideblades from the Kashevaroff site. Chipped from Kodiak’s grey and red 
cherts, these tools were used for cutting before the invention of the ground slate ulu. 
Kodiak Island Borough Collection, AM724. Photo by Pam Foreman.
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Box 3.6. Hot Rocks


Look closely at present-day Alutiiq homes and you will often see a pair of outbuildings—a 
smokehouse and a banya (a Russian term that means bath). Both small structures 
have ancient Alutiiq roots and reflect the tradition of warming rocks to generate lasting 
heat. The smokehouse is the oldest. Like Alutiiq people today, Kodiak’s early settlers dried 
meat and fish to create stores of winter food. Sometimes they built special sheds for this 
purpose. Other times they reused old houses—sod homes families no longer inhabited.

Inside their smokehouses, people hung food from the rafters—strips of halibut and seal 
meat, salmon fillets, and even bundles of plants. The indoor space protected valuable re-
sources from Kodiak’s wet weather, hungry animals, bugs, and even other people. Ancient 
smokehouses had fire pits: depressions in the floor that held burning wood and layers of 
cobbles and gravel. The fire heated the rocks, which continued to generate heat long after 
the flames died. Sometimes people covered fire pits with dirt. This slowed burning and cre-
ated a more even supply of heat. With a few days of continuous heat, families produced 
a long-lasting supply of food. A fresh salmon fillet must be eaten quickly. A dried fillet can 
last a year or more.

At least a thousand years ago, Alutiiq people began heating rocks for another pur-
pose—steam bathing. Many ancestral homes had a small, low-ceilinged room for this pur-
pose. People heated rocks in a fireplace, carried them into the maqiwik—steambath room 
with a pair of wooden tongs, and piled them in a corner. Bathers splashed the hot rocks 
with water to fill the room with steam. Then they scrubbed themselves with cool water and 
taariq—bundles of dried rye grass roots. Steam baths were more than just a place to wash. 
In the revitalizing heat, midwives massaged pregnant women, healers activated the pow-
er of herbal medicines to treat the sick, and people cleansed themselves before events—
hunting trips, warfare, marriage, or the introduction of a new baby to a household.

Hot rocks were also important for cooking. Before metal pots, Alutiiq cooks dropped 
heated stones into clay-lined pits, tightly woven baskets, or carved wooden bowls to heat 
soups and stews. For all these tasks, it was important to use the right rocks. Heated stones 
can explode! Today, Alutiiq people consider quartz, slate, and granite poor choices, opting 
instead to use Kodiak’s abundant greywacke cobbles in their steam baths.



Why was it important to stockpile fish? Researchers believe that the sea mammal populations were declin­ing, making it harder to harvest animals. At the same time, a cooling climate brought harsher weather and fewer opportunities to hunt and fish in winter. In con­trast, salmon populations were large and predictable. Alutiiq ancestors responded by fishing more and pre­serving their catch. These activities extended the avail­ability of seasonally abundant salmon. They trans­formed fall fish into winter food. Like their ancestors of the Ocean Bay tradition, people of this era used heat


Figure 3.31. Boy learning to grind slate on slabs of stone 
with water and sand, Dig Afognak Spirit Camp, 1997. 
AM628. Photo by Amy Steffian.
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and smoke to preserve food. However, in addition to saving seal and sea lion meat, they stockpiled salmon and cod. They also adopted a new type of harpoon head—the toggling harpoon (Figures 3.32 and 3.33). These small, triangular weapons were designed to turn sideways inside a sea mammal. This harpoon was less likely to pull out of a wounded seal. It reduced the chance an animal would escape.

These strategies were successful. For over a thousand years, Alutiiq ancestors lived in small communities, built oval sod houses, and focused their harvest­ing activities on fishing and preserving the catch. They traded with neighboring peoples occasionally but used local stone and bone to make most of their tools. Food storage also promoted the use of readily available materials, because communities that invest time and effort into assembling food stores tend to move less. They stayed with their seal oil and cod jerky to protect them from damage and theft.

Gradually, the Alutiiq population grew. By about twenty-seven hundred years ago, Kodiak Alutiiq settlements were more densely inhabited than ever before. Substantial villages with numer­ous houses were present in hundreds of coastal and inland locations. The banks of major salmon streams became popu­lar village sites, particularly places beside 




shallow, slow-moving water suitable for beach seining. Like earlier settlements, Late Kachemak villages had a variety of houses and food processing structures. However, the design and contents of these features changed. Most houses were roughly square, about four meters (13 feet) across, and had a narrow, sunk­en entrance tunnel (Figure 3.34). Builders made tunnels deeper than the floors of their  houses.  This design trapped cold air in the tunnel and kept warm air in the living area. As in older houses, each struc­ture had a central hearth built with slabs of slate. However, in the Kachemak tra­dition, clay cooking features surrounded fireplaces (Figure 3.35). Here families melt­ed blubber on stakes beside the fire and used slabs of clay to channel the dripping oil into clay-lined basins. They also heat­ed meals by dropping hot stones into clay-lined pits filled with soups and stews.



Figure 3.32. Harbor seals in Chiniak Bay. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 3.33. Toggling harpoons from the Uyak site. Native Village 
of Larsen Bay Collection, AM3. Illustrations by Eric Carlson.
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People continued to smoke food in special buildings and probably kept their stores of fish, meat, and plants here as well. These structures were often circular with pits in the floor for food-drying fires (Figure 3.36). Importantly, people built the same types of structures in all their settle­ments. The houses and sheds at a spring herring camp or fall salmon camp were similar in size and construction to those at a coastal winter village. They were all stur­dy structures, designed for use over many years. It takes a lot of wood, sod, and work to build an Alutiiq house. However, when carefully constructed and main­tained, these dwellings remained warm and waterproof for decades. The invest­ment of time and resources in buildings tells us that families returned to the same locations for generations. It also hints at the development of territoriality—the ex­clusive use of harvesting areas by specific families or communities.

Burial practices also suggest people had strong connections to traditional lands. People of the Kachemak tradition 




laid family members to rest in graves around their communities. The dead were not separated from the living; they were kept close. Some people were bur­ied alone. Others were placed in crypts, graves that held the remains of multiple family members who were added to the crypt as they passed away. Through these practices, people signaled their enduring ties to resources. The message was, “This is our land, where our ances­tors harvested and where they are bur­ied. We continue to use this land just as our ancestors did.” Petroglyphs—carvings on coastal boulders—may have shared a similar message. Groups of faces carved into bedrock beside village sites may rep­resent families watching over their lands and waters (Box 3.7). Marks incised into slate lances helped to signal ownership of animals speared by hunters.

With more people, larger, more permanent settlements, and the development of family territories, there



Figure 3.34. Re-creation of a Kachemak tradition sod house based on finds at the Uyak site in Larsen Bay. Illustration by Eric Carlson.

Figure 3.35. Clay cooking features beside a hearth at the Uyak site, 1988. 
AM628. Photo by Amy Steffian.

Figure 3.36. A Kachemak tradition smokehouse at the Outlet site, 2000. 
AM327. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.


58







Box 3.7. Petroglyphs


Along Kodiak’s rocky shores, Alutiiq an-
cestors carved thousands of images into 
stone. The island’s boulders and cliff faces were 
their canvases. Here, artists used stone ham-
mers to peck shapes and holes into bedrock, 
forming faces, animals, and geometric designs. 
In some places, there are large clusters of 
petroglyphs. Artists made and grouped many 
images, probably adding to their creations over time. In others, there are single carvings. 
Some of these images are quite large, more than a meter (3 feet) across, and took a long 
time to craft. Others are small and more quickly made.

The age of the carvings is unknown, but archaeologists believe that the oldest exam-
ples are about a thousand years old. At this time, the Alutiiq population was expanding. 
Kodiak’s landscape was filling up and competition for resources was growing. Some of the
 images may be territorial markers. For example, a cluster of stacked faces from Afognak 
Bay rests on a tall slate outcrop overlooking the water (Figure 3.37). The artist intended 
this carving to be seen. It may represent generations of family members, even ancestors, 



watching over their traditional harvesting area.

Other petroglyphs may be part of harvesting 
rituals. Carvings of whales, whale hunting, and 
dancing are found at Cape Alitak (Figure 3.38). 
Here, whales pass close to shore on their annual 
migration to the Bering Sea. Perhaps Alutiiq ances-
tors used petroglyphs to prepare for a hunt or to 
celebrate successful harvests. Still other petroglyphs 
appear beside salmon streams. Boulders covered in 
small, circular, pecked holes lie along riverbanks, in 
and beside the water (Figure 3.39). Circles appear 




widely in ancestral Alutiiq art where they represent the universe, symbolize vision, and act 
as passageways between the human and spirit worlds. To ensure a plentiful future supply 
of fish and game, Alutiiq harvesters released animals’ souls so they could be reborn. 
A salmon’s soul lived in its guts and was freed by butchering the fish and returning its


 

intestines to the water. Perhaps 
circular petroglyphs helped fish 
souls move into the spirit world.

Whatever their original pur-
pose, petroglyphs are a source 
of pride for Alutiiq people. Faces 
and animal designs provide a link 
to ancestors, a tie to the land, a 
reminder of traditional lifeways, 
and an example of artistic and 
cultural skills.



Figure 3.37. A cluster of petroglyph faces from Afognak Village. AM725. Photo by 
Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 3.38. Whale petroglyphs from Cape Alitak. AM454. Photo by 
Sven Haakanson Jr.

Figure 3.39. Cupule and cut line petroglyphs from the Afognak River. Afognak Lands Survey 
Collection, AM824. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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were fewer opportunities to move. If a salmon run failed, people couldn’t pick up their camp and visit another stream. Instead, people began relying more heavily on social ties to move resources to their communities. Through alliances, marriage, and trade, they formed networks of support. How can we see social activities in artifacts? The materials people used to make their tools and the styles of those tools provide clues.

Late Kachemak sites are filled with materials from the Alaska mainland—ant­ler, ivory, caribou bone, coal, red shale, and volcanic stone that are not available 




on Kodiak. These materials were used widely by munartet—craftspeople. Alutiiq ancestors didn’t just trade for finished items, they acquired quantities of mate­rials to chip, carve, and grind into every­thing from harpoon heads to jewelry (Box 3.8). Forming relationships with distant neighbors helped people access valu­able resources, and it provided avenues of assistance in times of need. What did Kodiak residents trade to the mainland? The island’s hard black slate, dried salm­on, and perhaps kiimak—whale blubber and whalebone were among the goods that flowed west.



Box 3.8. Working with Bone


Carving a useful harpoon head or a fishhook takes more than skill with a knife. It requires a 
knowledge of materials. Alutiiq ancestors had many choices of bone. Long spongey sea 
mammal ribs, the strong lightweight wing bones of birds, dense pieces of bear bone, and even fish 
vertebrae were widely available on Kodiak and could be carved into many items. Despite these 
choices, craftspeople often made tools from materials like antler and ivory not found on the island. 
To obtain walrus tusk or caribou antler, Kodiak Alutiiq people traded with their neighbors or visited 
the mainland to harvest animals. Why did they go to such lengths to make an arrow or a needle? 
Not all materials are created equal. Alutiiq carvers engineered their tools carefully, selecting just the 
right type of bone for the job. By procuring the best materials, craftspeople could make effective, 
long-lasting tools.

A careful review of the artifacts found in ancestral settlements reveals tool makers’ preferences 
and their detailed knowledge of materials. Alutiiq carvers typically made needles and awls from 
strong, rigid materials like ivory or bird bone (Figure 3.40). Ivory and bird bone can be sharpened 
to a point, and they are strong enough to poke holes in a stiff piece of seal or bear hide. However, 
these materials are also brittle and tend to shatter. They are not good choices for making tools 
that experience impacts. For harpoon points, arrowheads, and other weaponry, craftspeople often 
selected antler. Moose and caribou use their 
antlers for protection. This strong, naturally 
resilient material absorbs force well. Antler 
weapons are less likely to break when they 
hit an animal or when a hunter’s arrow or 
fish spear misses its target. Similarly, people 
selected sea mammal bone to make wedges 
for splitting driftwood logs. This material 
has many small holes and will compress 
without breaking. Toolmakers cut pieces of 
seal, sea lion, and whale ribs into hand-sized 
lengths and then tapered one end, creating 
a wedge. They pounded these into logs with 
stone hammers. The tops of many wedges 
are crushed from the force of woodworker’s 
blows, but the wedges are not broken.



Box 3.40. Pieces of worked bird bone steps in showing needle manufacture, from the 
Uyak site. Native Village of Larsen Bay Collection, AM3. Photo by Pam Foreman.
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Not all interactions were positive. In­creased contact with neighbors, both near and far, brought tensions. Evidence of warfare appears at the end of the Kachemak tradition. Alutiiq people be­gan to use forts. They built villages on top of inaccessible cliffs and steep rocky islets. Historically, these were places where peo­ple moved to protect themselves from a raid. Additionally, food smoking and stor­age moved inside houses. People began adding small side rooms to their homes, chambers that were accessed by tunnels from a central room. In the central room, people dried food. In the side rooms, they slept and took sweat baths (see Box 3.6). Moving food stores inside allowed people to watch their pantries more closely and protect critical stockpiles from theft.

Tang’rni’isuutet—jewelry became popular in the Kachemak tradition, per­haps to help people signal their social ties. Travel, trade, visiting, marriage, and even raiding brought people from different communities together, putting strangers face to face. People began to wear beads, pendants, decorative pins, and labrets (Figure 3.41). The styles of these materials suggest that individual families had their own styles of dress and decoration. This is particularly true of qu­kacit—labrets. Labrets are plugs of wood, bone, and stone fitted in piercings below the lower lip. People carved labrets in a variety of shapes. Some looked like a top hat. Others resembled the fin of a killer whale, a popsicle stick, or a button (Fig­ure 3.42). Importantly, these styles cluster 




regionally. Groups of labret shapes are found together, and those groups vary across the Kodiak region. Researchers be­lieve that the shape of a labret represent­ed a person’s family. By looking at a per­son’s labret, jewelry, and clothing, people could quickly determine an individual’s connections to a family, a community, or even a region of the island in an increas­ingly competitive world.

Chiefs and Slaves:
The Koniag Tradition
(700 Years Ago to AD 1763)

With long, sturdy digging sticks made from whale bone, men cut blocks of sod. They work together to break open the ground and peel off heavy chunks of grass and dirt to create a large hole. Each piece is saved, piled carefully to the side for later use. They are digging the foundation of a qasgiq, a building that will serve as a community gather­ing place. The building rests on a ter­race overlooking a productive salmon steam and a stone weir built to capture fish. The community house foundation is large, much bigger than the hole needed for a typical sod house. It has many side rooms, and the workers shape benches for sitting and sleeping around its edges as they dig. Other craftsmen cut pieces for the structure’s wooden frame. With heavy stone axes, they shaped drift logs of spruce and cedar collected from the nearby coast to make posts and beams.



Figure 3.41. Nose pin made of coal from Old Karluk. Koniag Collection, AM256. Decorative ivory pins from the Uyak site. Native Village of Larsen Bay Collection, AM3. Alutiiq Museum photo.
 
Figure 3.42. A selection of coal labrets (lip plugs) from the Uyak site. Native Village of 
Larsen Bay Collection, AM3. Alutiiq Museum photo.
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Some of the logs they split into planks to line the qasgiq walls and roof, using stone hammers to drive bone wedges into the fragrant wood. Work on the structure will take many days.

One man directs the construction. He is a community leader, a member of a wealthy family, and the owner of the new building. He inherited his position from his father but was selected from among his family members for his ability to coor­dinate people and promote teamwork. He will organize the crew to assemble the community house’s wooden frame. They will place this frame inside the foun­dation, then cover it with blocks of sod and layers of grass. When the qasgiq is complete, he will provide a meal to cele­brate its construction. Then the structure will become a center of village activity. Men will use it as a place to make tools, eat, discuss village business, prepare for hunting, travel, and warfare, and provide sleeping quarters for visitors. Women and children will deliver food to the communi­ty house, and they will be invited to visit and attend events inside. When winter arrives and harvesting activities slow, the building will become a theatre. Neighbors 




and friends will be invited to attend festi­vals with food, games, and storytelling. In addition to socializing, people will sing, drum, and dance to celebrate the past summer’s harvest, honor their ancestors, and thank the spirits of animals that have provided for people.

This is a scene from a Koniag tradition village on Afognak Island’s Portage Creek (Figure 3.43). As the Alutiiq population continued to grow, many more villages appeared along the shores of Kodiak’s bays, rivers, and lakes. Once again, the Alutiiq population grew. Koniag settle­ments included very large communities, some with over thirty houses and as many as five hundred residents. People moved in and out of these big villages year-round, between trips to smaller set­tlements and camps. Alutiiq families of this era had two or even three houses—one in a large, centrally located village and other smaller, simpler homes near important seasonal harvesting spots like fishing sites. Some of the largest settle­ments were beside salmon streams. On Kodiak’s major rivers, people likely arrived in the fall to put up salmon and stayed for the winter. Clamshells and porpoise



Figure 3.43. Map of Koniag village at Portage Creek. AM844. Illustration by Patrick Saltonstall and Alexandra Painter.
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bones found in a garbage pile beside one riverside village illustrate that people made periodic trips to the coast. As win­ter turned to spring, villagers moved back to the coast for the warmer months.

In settlements of all sizes, people be­gan building houses with multiple rooms (Figure 3.44). Instead of one family per house, groups of related people lived to­gether. In the late 1700s, Russian traders noted that each Alutiiq house sheltered about eighteen people and that they were related through women. Sisters lived together with their husbands and children. Each family had their own sleep­ing room, which they entered through a low tunnel from a large common room shared by the entire household. Here ev­eryone stored food, made tools, cooked, raised children, and played games to­gether. At the center of this room was a stone-lined hearth that provided light, 




heat, and a place to cook. In the floor, some houses had deep meat-roasting pits or large clay-lined basins for ferment­ing fish (Figures 3.45 and 3.46). Some had rectangular storage boxes made of slate or wood for holding gear. Around the sides of the common room there were earthen benches for sitting and sleeping. Interestingly, builders covered these large houses with thick layers of grass. They were too big to cap with a heavy layer of sod.

Many houses had a maqiwik—a small room for steam bathing. Washing in hot steam was popular in Alutiiq society for cleaning, treating illness, and ritual cleansing in preparation for activities like introducing a new baby to the family or leading warfare. Koniag sites have enor­mous piles of fire-burnt and cracked rock, created by splashing hot rocks with cold water to make steam (see Box 3.6).



Figure 3.44. Interior of a multiroom sod house. Illustration by Alisha Drabek.
 
Figure 3.45. Excavated sod house at the Settlement Point site, Afognak 
Island, with pits and storage boxes in the floor. AM33. 
Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 3.46. Slate storage boxes found in a house at the Settlement Point site, Afognak Island. 
AM33. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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Building villages with many large structures required a great deal of wood­working (Box 3.9). Alutiiq craftspeople de­veloped new tools for this purpose. They shaped cobbles into heavy stone mauls and used them to hammer thick bone wedges into logs to crack them open. Then they used heavy stone splitting adz­es to break the logs apart and planing adzes to smooth lengths of wood into boards (Figures 3.47 and 3.48).




In addition to new woodworking tools, craftspeople made many types of containers to prepare and hold food. In addition to seal-stomach pouches and carved and bent wooden boxes, Alutiiq ancestors began to make (Figure 3.50). They collected gray glacial clay, mixed it with gravel, and formed it into tall cone-shaped vessels. Although pottery is a common find in Koniag sites, we don’t



Figure 3.47. Woodworking tools—stone mauls and wooden wedges, from the Karluk One site, about AD 1600. Koniag Collection, AM193. 
Photo by Sven Haakanson Jr.

Figure 3.48. Spitting and planing adzes from the Karluk One site, about AD 1600. Koniag Collection, AM193. Photo by Sven Haakanson Jr.
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Box 3.9. Working with Wood


The Kodiak region lies at a boundary between two major environments, where the 
foggy rainforests of the Pacific Northwest meet the windy coastal meadows of western 
Alaska. Here wood is an essential resource with a complex history. For thousands of years, 
the Alutiiq people relied on wood to build houses, heat homes, cook food, and make 
tools. To fill the demand for wood, people harvested woody brush, collected driftwood, 
and in recent centuries, learned to work with the spruce trees that gradually colonized the 
archipelago. 

Kodiak’s coastal tundra may appear treeless, but it is not. Look closely and you will see 
dense stands of low-growing willow and alder, and in protected river valleys, tall cotton-
wood and black birch trees (Figure 3.49). Studies of ancient plant pollen indicate that 
these inconspicuous trees have been part of the landscape since before people arrived. 
Among these plants, alder and willow have long been important for heating houses and 
drying food. Their flexible branches were also used for building kayaks and making tool 
handles. Cottonwoods and black birch trees provided lumber for building houses. 

Driftwood is a source of both local and exotic wood. Alutiiq families still comb beach-
es in search of valuable logs, particularly after stormy weather. An important quality of 
driftwood is that it has lost its bark and been seasoned, making it easier to carve. Much of 
the driftwood on Kodiak’s beaches is local, but you can also find logs carried to the island 
by ocean currents. Red and yellow cedar, hemlock, Pacific yew, and Douglas fir come from 
the forests of southeast Alaska. Sometimes wood arrives from more distant locations, like 
mahogany from Southeast Asia or maple and oak from California. As with bone, crafts-
men selected different types of wood for different purposes. Red cedar is rot-resistant and 
splits easily. It is great for building houses or for making gear used for ocean harvesting, 
like paddles. Pacific yew is highly treasured for its tight grain and resilient qualities. People 
used it to make bows. 

Spruce trees began growing on Kodiak about nine hundred years ago, spreading 
gradually south across Shuyak and Afognak Islands and then the northern tip of Kodiak 
Island. Their arrival coincided with a period of increased woodworking. As the Alutiiq pop-
ulation grew, people began to construct larger buildings and make larger boats. Spruce 
trees enhanced the driftwood supply, and they provided valuable roots for weaving and 
pitch used as a sealant.



Figure 3.49. A stand of Kodiak cottonwood trees. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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know much about how it was made. Peo­ple probably allowed their pots to dry and then fired them in bonfires on the beach. Why did people invest time and energy in making this new type of container? Pottery occurs mostly in settlements on the eastern coast of Kodiak, villages that overlook whale migration routes. Many of these sites also contain quantities of whalebone, suggesting that people were regularly harvesting large sea mammals. A whale is a huge package of food and material, one that can feed a large com­munity. Studies of pottery sherds sup­port this idea. Many pot fragments have a thick black crust around the rim. They were set in a fire and some of their con­tents burned. Chemical studies show that most of this charred residue is from sea mammal fat. Alutiiq families killed whales and used sturdy clay pots to melt blubber into oil.

While communities on Kodiak’s east­ern shores focused on whaling, people to the north and west increased their use of salmon. Very large villages appear along Kodiak’s major salmon streams, and large rivers like the Karluk were home to multiple villages. Koniag-style houses and tools also appear beside salmon streams on the northern Alaska Peninsula. Some gulf coast people moved west to access fish and perhaps to escape the competi­tion and congestion along Kodiak’s major rivers. 

How did people harvest even more salmon? They continued to fish with nets, but they also devised new tools. Alutiiq craftsmen designed a small harpoon to spear fish (Figure 3.51). They used this weapon behind barriers—a log placed



Figure 3.50. Clay cooking pot from Rolling Bay. Laughlin Collection, 
courtesy of the Kodiak Area Native Association, AM50:13.
Photo by Pam Foreman.

Figure 3.51. Salmon spear parts from the Karluk One site, about AD 1600. 
Koniag Collection, AM193. Photo by Sven Haakanson.

Figure 3.52. V-shaped stone weirs in the upper Karluk River. AM869. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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Box 3.10. Taluyat–Fish Traps


The rhythm of the tides is part of life on Kodiak Island. Twice a day ocean waters recede, exposing 
the rocky coast and the intertidal plants and animals that live near shore. Alutiiq ancestors com-
bined their knowledge of fish behavior with the predictable falling of the tides to capture salmon. 
They stacked large rocks to build stone walls around the mouths of some salmon streams. These 
sturdy barricades channeled fish into pens. When the tide dropped, fish moving towards a stream 
were stranded in the pens and could be harvested in large numbers. 

The size of these traps is impressive. An example on Afognak Island features two long walls fol-
lowing opposite sides of a narrow channel. Here, lines of stacked rocks are up to 86 meters (282 feet) 
long and 2 meters (6 feet) wide. Each leads to a 6-meter (19.5 feet) square pen. A trap in Kizhuyak 
Bay crosses a small cove stretching over 90 meters (295 feet). It has a long, arced wall and a 10 me-
ter (32 feet) by 25 meter (82 feet) and a pen made with at least three layers of stacked stones. Many 
people must have worked together to haul and stack stones to build the rock walls (Figure 3.53). 

The use of fish traps began late in Alutiiq history and coincided with another major change 
in fishing technology. About seven hundred years ago, people began harvesting salmon with 
harpoons—hand-thrust weapons that targeted individual fish. Salmon confined to pens could have 
been harvested by hand, collected in dip nets, speared, or funneled into basket traps. However, the 
use of fish harpoons suggests the use of barricades. Without a barricade, a fish harpoon is not very 
effective. 

Why did Alutiiq families change the way they captured salmon? The Alutiiq population was 
growing. Kodiak’s enormously productive pink, red, and silver salmon runs were a reliable source of 
food, and people devised ways to capture more of them. Social life was also changing. By this time 
Alutiiq society had a wealthy class that controlled labor and resources. Salmon were valuable for 
trade. By stockpiling extra fish, families could build wealth and status. Fish were fuel for trade and 
feasts that helped leaders demonstrate their power. To ensure access to large quantities of salmon, 
powerful leaders probably organized the construction and annual repair of fish traps.



Figure 3.53. Kizhuyak Bay intertidal fish trap. Illustration by Eric Carlson from maps by Patrick Saltonstall and Molly Odell.
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in a river or a stone wall built to block fish. In the Karluk River, you can still see V-shaped walls of stacked stones that trapped salmon swimming upstream (Figure 3.52). On the coast, people built taluyat—stone fish traps in intertidal areas near stream mouths. As the tide receded, salmon moving toward freshwater were stranded behind stone walls where they were easily speared (Box 3.10). Barrier fish­ing helped Alutiiq ancestors locate their villages in places where they could con­trol access to salmon while also captur­ing many fish.

Why did food production increase and households expand during this time? Archaeologists believe that competition for access to harvesting areas increased as the Alutiiq population grew. Research­ers believe that more people and a cooling, stormier climate amplified food shortages. Because Alutiiq settlements had filled the landscape, communities could not move when resources became scarce near home. As a result, people came together. They united small com­munities into larger ones. More people meant more hands to help with tasks like building fish traps and boats, but it also required organization. Powerful families emerged to manage work and resourc­es. By about seven hundred years ago, Alutiiq society had three distinct social classes—wealthy leaders, community members, and slaves.

Several types of archaeological data signal the presence of a ruling class. In Koniag villages there are often a few very large houses. These structures have more side rooms and a bigger common room than all other houses. Moreover, they are typically built together, in a neighborhood of unique homes. As in modern American society, certain families had the resources to build fancier homes. 

The ways people dressed also point to social differences. We know from his­toric sources that the rich in Alutiiq soci­ety wore elaborate clothing and jewelry to demonstrate their wealth and power. Evidence of this practice is preserved in small drawings scratched into pebbles  (Figure  3.54 ).  Archaeologists  find hun-




dreds of these ancient pictures in early Koniag sites. We don’t know why Alutiiq ancestors made them, but the detailed sketches show people wearing decorated parkas,  headdresses, earrings, necklac­es, and labrets (lip plugs). The pebbles illustrate that some people wore special clothing. This practice also appears in labrets. Lip plugs found in Koniag settle­ments include a few enormous, decorat­ed examples (Figure 3.55). These labrets are so large they would have covered most of a wearer’s lower face, and they had special carvings—a bear paw or in­lays of animal teeth. These unique and conspicuous pieces were likely indicators of status worn by community leaders.

Another sign of the increasing power of a few people is the presence of unique and valuable items. By this time Alutiiq ancestors were building angyat—large open skin boats that could carry many people and large loads (Figure 3.56). Historic sources report that communities had one or two of these boats. Like qasgit, these special boats were made, used, and maintained by wealthy families. Leaders assembled crews to travel by angyaq for harvesting, trade, and raiding. Raiding included taking plunder—food, clothing, and hostages for use as laborers. The ability to build an angyaq, outfit it with gear and paddlers, and fill it



Figure 3.54. Incised pebbles showing people with elaborate parkas 
and jewelry: (top) from the Berns Collection, Uganik Bay; (bottom) 
from the Monashka Bay site. Illustrations by Eric Carlson.
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with resources was one way that leaders demonstrated their power. It was also a way they harnessed additional labor and accessed exotic foods and materials to increase their wealth. Fragments of these boats appear in Koniag sites, as do raw materials from very distant sources—abalone and dentalium shells from Southeast Alaska and pieces of limestone from the Aleutian Islands. 

Finally, there is abundant evidence of ceremonial life in the Koniag tradition. In small societies around the globe, rulers maintain their positions by linking them­selves to powerful ancestors and the spirits that influence life on Earth. Alutiiq leaders did the same. In early winter, the wealthy hosted festivals to honor the spir­its of the animals harvested in the previ­ous year and ensure the success of future hunting and fishing trips. In the Alutiiq world, animals give themselves to people who act respectfully. Festivals also gave the powerful an opportunity to share and display their wealth. Feasting, gift-giving, and dancing were the main activities. 




Special buildings and artifacts found in set­tlements reflect this activity and tie the cul­tural practices recorded in the historic era to the Koniag tradition.

Most large villages have a qasgiq, or community house. These structures were the ceremonial centers of Alutiiq culture. Like angyat, community houses were construct­ed, owned, and maintained by wealthy families for use by the community. In large Koniag settlements, archaeologists often find the remains of one very large building set aside from the others. This structure typically had one or two enormous rooms lined with benches. These rooms were much larger than the common room found in people’s houses, and each room had a hearth. Researchers believe these buildings are community houses. In addition to spe­cial ceremonial buildings, Koniag sites have produced masks, mask decorations, rattles, feast bowls, and other gear used in ceremo­nial performances (Figure 3.57). These are the objects associated with winter festivals.

This way of living lasted more than seven hundred years.



Figure 3.55. Large wooden labrets from the Karluk One site, about AD 1600. The labret at the top of the photo is 12 centimeters (5 inches) long. Koniag Collection, AM193. 
Photo by Sven Haakanson.
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Change

In the final decades of the 1700s, the ar­rival of Russian traders swept the Alutiiq into the global economy and irreversibly changed their culture. In the following chapters, we examine the colonial forces that transformed Alutiiq society. The in­troduction of diseases, the enslavement of Alutiiq people, and the adoption of new technologies and traditions altered Alutiiq culture more dramatically than at any other time in Kodiak’s history. While these powerful influences must be ac­knowledged and understood, it is also critical to remember that the Alutiiq story did not end with the Russian conquest of Kodiak. Perhaps more remarkable than the development of Alutiiq society is the resilience of the Alutiiq people. The Alutiiq have repeatedly carried their traditions forward in the face of change. Western colonization was the ultimate challenge.

As in previous eras, Alutiiq people adapted to their circumstances. They learned to fish from dories and seiners; became fluent in Russian, English, and 




other world languages; adopted Russian Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant faiths; began supplementing their harvest of wild foods with store-bought groceries; and much more. Yet, if you look closely at Alutiiq life in the nineteenth century and beyond, you will see a unique way of liv­ing with strong connections to its ances­tral roots. Even with the introduction of new technologies and traditions, Alutiiq people continued to live in Alutiiq ways, using their knowledge of the land and its resources to sustain their families (Fig­ure 5.58). People met the challenges and opportunities of a new reality by melding old and new practices, not abandoning them. Within stories of oppression, there are many examples of resistance and persistence. As you read about the colo­nial era in the next two chapters, consider both how Alutiiq culture changed and how Alutiiq ways of living continued to reflect deep ancestral traditions. Today’s Alutiiq nation is not a remnant of a past great society, but the continuation of a way of living that has been shaped by many forces and continues to evolve.



Figure 3.56. Alutiiq angyaq and angyaq frame. Illustration by Eric Carlson.
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Figure 3.57. A large wooden feast bowl from the Karluk One site, about AD 1600. Koniag Collection, AM193. Photo by Sven Haakanson.

Figure 3.58. Sophie Katelnikof Shepherd and her son Joshua picking berries, Larsen Bay, November 1990. Kodiak Area Native Association Collection, AM4:174.
Photo by Priscilla Russell.
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Chapter 3 Glossary of Alutiiq Terms



	agasuut	cormorants

	angyaq	open skin boat

	angyat	open skin boats

	ayaqut	harpoons

	Cingiyaq	Cape Chiniak

	ciqlluat	sod houses

	cuumillat	ancestors

	engluq	house

	iqallut	fish, salmon

	kanagllut	gutskin rain jackets

	kapsuutet	lances

	kiimak	whale blubber

	kugyasiq	net

	mangat	porpoises

	maqiwik	steam bath

	munartet	craftspeople, artists

	nanit	stone lamps

	nanwarnaq	lagoon

	nunallret	ancient settlements

	nuqat 	throwing boards

	qasgiq 	community house

	qasgit 	community houses

	qilut 	guts

	qukacit 	labrets

	taariq 	bundles of dried rye grass roots

	taluyat 	stone fish traps

	tang’rni’isuutet 	jewelry

	ulukat 	ulu knives

	uquq 	sea mammal fat

	Utaqalirwik 	The Waiting Place
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4

Kasaakat Tekicata When the Russians Arrived

By Dehrich Isuwiq Chya

Ukut Skuunat
(A song remembered and shared by Elder Mary Peterson, 2007)


Ukut skuunat gui qiagkwaraatnga
These schooners are making me cry

Tan’uraruaqa piteklluku.
About my boyfriend.

Qa’i-cin kinguatni piciqsianga?
What am I going to do now?

Tan’uraruaqa aiwilluku.
They’re taking my boyfriend away by boat.
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One of the darkest periods of Alutiiq/Sugpiaq history began in the late 
seventeenth century with the arrival of Russian traders in Alaska. During 
the Russian colonial era, fur traders enslaved Alutiiq hunters, brought deadly 
diseases to Native communities, induced famine, and forced new cultural 
traditions on the Alutiiq people. The result was a rapid decline in both the 
size of the Native population and the rich cultural practices of our people—
especially in art, rituals, and ceremonies. Kas’at—Russians also introduced 
new technologies and customs, from guns and glass beads to classroom 
education and Orthodox Christianity. Because of the profitable fur trade and 
the large number of sea otters and seals in the region, Russia was heavily 
invested in Kodiak from the arrival of traders in 1763 until the United States 
took control of Alaska in 1867 (Table 4.1).

The Russian colonial era was one of the most influential periods in Alutiiq 
history and it took place over the course of just 104 years, a sliver of time 
compared to the preceding 7,250 years of Kodiak Alutiiq history. This chapter 
explores the Russian conquest of Kodiak, from its dark roots and tragic social 
impacts to its continued cultural effects.
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Table 4.1. Events in the Kodiak Alutiiq homeland: The Russian era





	Date

	Event












	1741

	Vitus Bering sails past Kodiak. His observation provides the first European description of 
the region.




	1763

	Stepan Glotov and his crew sail into Alitak Bay, where they encounter Alutiiq warriors. 
After repelling several attacks, they land on the southern end of Kodiak Island and over-
winter on the tip of the Aliulik Peninsula.




	1776–1779

	Russian seafarers sail through Kodiak waters but do not land.




	1783

	Russian trader Grigorii Shelikhov and Ivan Golikov form the Shelikhov-Golikov Company 
to support the Russian fur trade and explore Kodiak.




	August 1784

	Shelikhov and his crew reach the east coast of Kodiak Island. Using cannons, they assault 
a large community of Alutiiq people gathered at Awa’uq, killing hundreds. Shelikhov 
takes hostages and establishes the Three Saints Bay settlement.




	1786

	Shelikhov establishes a school in the Three Saints Bay colony. He forces Alutiiq boys to 
attend to create interpreters and workers for the fur trade. The school operates until 1804.




	1787

	Evstratii Delarov becomes manager of the Shelikhov-Golikov Company and builds an 
artel in Karluk, one of many work stations where Alutiiq people are conscripted to harvest 
and process resources for company use. Many Alutiiq people die of starvation and 
mistreatment.




	1788

	An earthquake and tsunami badly damage the Three Saints Bay settlement.




	1791

	Alexandr Baranov becomes the manager of the Shelikhov-Golikov Company and travels 
to Kodiak.




	1792

	Baranov moves the Three Saints Bay settlement to the present-day location of the City of 
Kodiak and calls it St. Paul Harbor. The settlement is the capital of Russian America until 
1808.




	1794

	The collection of yasak, a Russian tax levied on Alutiiq workers, is abolished.




	1794

	The first Russian Orthodox mission arrives at Kodiak, led by Archimandrite Iosaf Bolotov.




	1795

	The first church in Russian America is built in Kodiak. Soon after, Russian clergy establish 
a school for Alutiiq youth.




	1804

	Russians attack Sitka with enslaved Alutiiq warriors.




	1812

	Ivan Kuskov establishes Fort Ross in northern California and takes Alutiiq and Unangax̂ 
people there to hunt sea mammals.




	1820s–1860s 

	Sea otter harvests decline sharply, reducing fur trading profits. Russian entrepreneurs
 introduce fox farming.




	1837–1838

	A smallpox epidemic ravages the Kodiak region, killing more than 700 Alutiiq people.




	1840–1844

	Alutiiq survivors of the smallpox epidemic are moved out of 65 communities and into 
seven.




	1867

	United States purchases Alaska from Russia. The purchase includes $200,000 for the 
Russian ice-cutting enterprise on Tangirnaq—Woody Island.
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Russian Sailors Reach Alaska

Russia had been exploring Siberia for hundreds of years when military offi­cers and entrepreneurs began reaching farther east toward Alaska (Box 4.1). Vitus Bering, a Danish navigator employed by the Russian navy, led the First Kamchatka Expedition (1725–1731). Bering and his crew traveled to what is now the Bering Strait region on the first European expedition to reach Alaska. During this trip, they con­tacted people from St. Lawrence Island and the Diomede Islands in the western Arctic and expanded Russia’s geographic understanding of the far north. The Rus­sian Empire considered this expedition successful. As a result, they hired Bering to lead the Second Kamchatka Expedition, also called the Great Northern Expedition (1733–1743). Russia’s hope for the expedi­tion was to gain a better understanding of the expanse of the North American continent by exploring the North Pacific. During this voyage, Bering and his crew sailed along the southwestern coast of the Gulf of Alaska and made landfall near Kayak Island, at the far eastern end of the Alutiiq world in Prince William Sound.

During their return to Russia, Bering sighted many islands, including Kodiak Island, the Semidi Islands, the Shumagin Islands, and many of the Aleutian Islands (Figure 4.1). Before they reached Russia, 




however, the crew experienced severe bouts of scurvy, which forced them to anchor. When their anchor line broke, the ship was cast ashore by stormy weather, stranding the expedition on what is now known as Bering Island. This small island lies off Russia’s Kamchatka Peninsula in the Bering Sea. Soon after, Bering passed away.

A handful of Bering’s crew members made it back to Russia and shared the expedition’s finds with Empress Elizabeth of Russia. They reported large quantities of arhnat—sea otters (Figure 4.3), which increased commercial interest in exploring Alaska. Over the next few decades, there were multiple fur-hunting expeditions to Alaska. Some were private expeditions led by independent sailors with hopes of striking it rich. Others were government-funded voyages aimed at improving Russia’s economic standing, establishing permanent bases, and expanding Russia’s geographic borders and cultural influences. While there were many seafarers who traveled to Alaska between the 1740s and 1760s, the first to land at Kodiak Island was Stepan Glotov.

Russians Land on 
Qik’rtaq–Kodiak Island

Glotov had experience in Alaska wa­ters. Before reaching Kodiak, he skippered 



Figure 4.1. Soviet postage stamp commemorating Vitus Bering’s second voyage to Alaska. Courtesy of Wikipedia.
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Box 4.1. A History of Interaction

Contact between the peoples of Russia and Alaska Natives is not recent. The Unangax̂
 people, for example, live in the Aleutian Islands in Alaska as well as the Commander 
Islands in Russia. Likewise, there are Iñupiaq people living on both Big Diomede, an island 
in Russia, and Little Diomede in Alaska, neighboring islands in the Bering Strait. These 
islands are only 4 kilometers (2.5 miles) apart, and people regularly traveled, traded, and 
visited across this short distance (Figure 4.2). These are just a few examples of the long 
history of interactions across modern political borders. However, the Russians discussed 
in this chapter are not the Indigenous people who have inhabited the neighboring coasts 
of Russia and Alaska for thousands of years. They are primarily the employees of the 
Shelikhov-Golikov Company and the Russian–American Company, entrepreneurs, sailors, 
and tradespeople who came to Kodiak to harvest natural resources for economic gain.


the Iulian, a trading vessel that sailed to the Aleutian Islands in 1758. By the time Glotov and his crew set out, the yasak system had been well established in the Aleutians. This tax policy created by the Russian Empire forced Indigenous people to pay Russia in furs. Yasak was strictly enforced in Alaska until it was abolished in 1794. Individuals who did not pay yasak were often punished. One of the goals of Glotov’s expedition was to increase the number of yasak-paying Native people.

After spending nearly a year on Med­ny (Copper) Island in Russia, the Iulian reached Umnak Island and Unalaska Island in the Aleutians Islands in Septem­ber 1759. It was the first Western ship to do 




so. Glotov spent three years here before returning to Russia. Russian leaders cele­brated his journey to Umnak and Unalas­ka. Glotov immediately joined the crew of the Adrian and Natalia as captain, looking to reach the eastern Aleutian Is­lands and regions beyond. In September 1763, Glotov made landfall near Angyar­talek—Aiaktalik Island at the very southern tip of Qik’rtaq—Kodiak Island. Although he was the first Westerner to reach Kodiak Island, the reputation of Russian traders preceded him.

The Russians had already established trading bases in the Aleutian Islands. Here, fur traders forced Unangax̂ men to pay the yasak tax. Rather than being paid 



Figure 4.2. Satellite image of the Diomede Islands in the Bering Straits, separated by just four kilometers (2.5 miles) of water. Courtesy of NASA.
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for their labor, Native men were expected to provide amit—furs to the government in return for their basic rights. If they refused, women and children were taken as hos­tages until the yasak was paid. Hostages were also taken for other purposes. Men were forced to work as hunters and in­terpreters, women were held for sex, and children were taken as a means of coerc­ing adults and assimilating the youngest generation.

Russian sailors had also led multi­ple, often unprovoked, attacks against Unangax̂ people before Glotov arrived in Kodiak. For example, Bechevin used violence and warfare as an intimidation tactic, terrorizing communities from Atka to Unimak Island in the early 1760s. Word of various fur traders’ inhumane deeds had reached Kodiak, and the Alutiiq peo­ple were immediately skeptical of Glotov’s intent. Their suspicion was not misplaced. Just days after Glotov first contacted Alutiiq people, he requested hostages as a tribute to Russia. He made the request through a hostage he had taken in the Aleutian Islands. The Alutiiq people re­fused Glotov, and anticipating his retalia­tion, they began making plans to remove him from the island.

Over the next few months, Alutiiq people mounted multiple attacks against Glotov and his crew, with varying suc­cess. The first attack occurred on Octo­ber 14, 1763, just a couple of weeks after Glotov’s request for hostages. A group of Alutiiq men approached Glotov’s ship armed with bows and arrows (Figure 4.4) but retreated when Glotov’s men began firing at them with muskets. The Alutiiq attempted another attack on October 17, but again the Native warriors were forced to retreat. Finally, on November 8, warriors approached Glotov’s ship in their angyat—open skin boats, armed with a heavy wooden shield wall to pro­tect themselves from musket fire (Figure 4.5). The shield worked. Russian musket balls were not able to harm the warriors and a battle ensued. A few people were killed on both sides, but the battle did not encourage Glotov to leave.



“I was a boy of nine or ten. . . . 
when the first Russian ship arrived 
before Aliuklik. . . . when we saw 
the ship far off, we believed it was 
a giant whale. . . . We went out in 
baidarkas, but soon discovered 
that it was not a whale, but a 
strange monster, which we feared 
and whose stench made us sick. 
The people aboard wore buttons. 
We thought they were squid, 
but when we saw that they took 
fire into their mouths—we knew 
nothing of tobacco—we could 
only believe they were devils.”

Arsenti Amimnak, recorded in 1851
from Holmberg 1985:57

Figure 4.3. Uswitusqaq’s Dream, acrylic paint on panel, by Sarah Squartsoff, 2011.
 AM754. Produced with support from the Alaska Humanities Forum.
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Glotov and his crew spent the winter of 1763–1764 on Ko­diak subsisting on local fish, some caught and some stolen from Alutiiq villages. Arsenti Aminak, an Alutiiq man who grew up in Aiaktalik, remembered, “When the fish in the lake dimin­ished in the winter, the Russians moved about in our settle­ments. Whenever we saw their boat in the distance, we fled into the tundra; but when we returned all the iukola (dried fish) was missing from our yurts (houses)” (Holmberg 1985:58). The sailors built a camp with a small cluster of buildings in a cove at the tip of the Aliulik Peninsula, near a place known today as Russian Harbor (Figure 4.6). The Alutiiq residents of the area moved to nearby Aiaktalik Island, perhaps to pursue winter hunting activities and to avoid Russian aggression. Fearing attack, Glotov kept his men close to the settlement, and there was little contact between the Alutiiq and the Russians over the succeeding months. In the spring, Glotov left Kodiak Is­land without establishing a permanent base. He returned to Unalaska, where he assisted Ivan Solov’ev with a massacre of Unangax̂ people in the Fox Islands.


Figure 4.4. Wooden bow, arrow, and arrow shaft from the Karluk One site, about AD 1600. Koniag Collection, AM193. Photo by Sven Haakanson.

Figure 4.5. Fragment of a wooden shield, with wood braces lashed with spruce root, from the Karluk One site, about AD 1600. Koniag Collection, AM193. Photo by Sven Haakanson.

Figure 4.6. Russian Harbor on southern Kodiak Island, the location of Glotov’s 1763 winter camp, 
with Aiaktalik Island in the distance. AM992. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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Revolts led by Unangax̂ people in 1762 and 1763 were punished by both Glotov and Solov’ev in 1764. Solov’ev infamously took multiple Unangax̂ people, lined them up, and shot them to see the effects of musket balls on their bodies. He also led the massacre against the Unangax̂ people at Agutanax̂—Avatanak Island near Akutanax̂—Akutan Island. Glotov, meanwhile, destroyed many villages in the Aleutian Islands, including those on Samalĝa—Samalga Island, Uniiĝun—Islands of Four Mountains, and Unmax—Umnak Island. Glotov then made his way back to Russia to make his report. He noted the abundance of resources on Kodiak Island, emphasizing the potential profit that could be made. Over the next two decades, Russia sent additional voyages to Kodiak for the fur trade (see Table 4.1). However, a dense population, a series of well-organized attacks, and information received from neighboring Unangax̂ people helped the Alutiiq successfully repel each attempt at colonization until Russian merchant Grigorii Shelikhov landed in 1784.



Russians Permanently Settle in the
 Alutiiq Homeland


Grigorii Shelikhov and his business partner, Ivan Golikov, founded the Shelikhov-Golikov Company in 1783. The company was designed to support the Russian fur trade and was tasked by the Russian government to lead an expedition to Kodiak Island. Later, in 1799, the Shelikhov-Golikov Company became the Russian-American Company. This company was the main enterprise funded by the Russian government to lead the fur trade and its associated colonial activities in Russian America, a large area that included Alaska and parts of California and Hawai’i.

When the Shelikhov-Golikov Compa­ny began, the Russian government still wished to expand their country’s geo­graphic and economic reach. However, Russian traders were having trouble es­tablishing a base on Kodiak Island be­cause of fierce Native resistance. So Rus-




sia took steps to address this problem. Until this point, most of the ships sent into Alaska waters were merchant and trad­ing vessels not equipped with artillery. In contrast, Shelikhov’s ships carried can­nons. This was a clear indication that the Russian government intended to subdue Native resistance to promote Russia’s eco­nomic interests. Shelikhov also abused his position. He told his crew that he had been given ultimate authority by Tsarina Catherine the Great to execute anyone who hindered his mission, including the crew of the ship. Naturally, the crew felt that they had no choice but to follow She­likhov’s orders. His claim to ultimate pow­er and the artillery on board his ship led directly to one of the worst massacres of Alaska Native people in history.



The Awa’uq Massacre


Shelikhov’s ships approached Kodiak Island in August 1784, just a year after the formation of his company. After anchor­ing in Three Saints Bay, he sent some of his men out in smaller boats to explore the surrounding coast and look for Native people. By this time, villages in the area had already sent many of their residents to refuge rocks, small offshore islands used as defensive sites, to wait out any potential conflicts. Eventually, Shelikhov’s scouts found one of these refuges on a steep-sided, rocky islet in Partition Cove on Salliitaq—Sitkalidak Island (Figures 4.7 and 4.8). According to Shelikhov, he sent his men to the rock with good intentions, to try to convince the people to work with the company. Using an interpreter iden­tified by Shelikhov as Kashpak, an Alutiiq man who grew up in Unalaska after being taken from Kodiak as a child, Shelikhov’s men were able to communicate with the Alutiiq assembled on the refuge rock. She­likhov reported that the Alutiiq refused to work with the company and initiated an unprovoked attack on his boats, which were carrying about seventy-one sailors. The Alutiiq version of this story provides a very different view of the interaction.

In 1851, a Native man named Ar­senti Aminak shared his recollection of 
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Figure 4.7. Awa’uq–the Refuge Rock in Partition Cove. AM714. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 4.8. Map of the sod houses at Awa’uq. Illustration by Alexandra Painter from a map by Rick Knecht.
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the events surrounding August 14, 1784, and the aggression of Shelikhov’s crew. According to Aminak, the refuge rock sheltered families from multiple villages around Sitkalidak Island. By some esti­mates, as many as two thousand people may have been present. Aminak relayed that Shelikhov sent a prisoner, Kashpak, to demand that each angayuqaq—chief sur­render their children as hostages. Kash­pak was dispatched to the rock twice to make this demand. Each time, the Alutiiq refused. Kashpak then told Shelikhov how to sneak up on the refuge rock from near­by MacDonald Lagoon. After firing at sev­eral Alutiiq people who tried to leave the rock in the darkness, Shelikhov waited un­til dawn and then commanded his men to open fire on the refuge. Then Shelikhov ordered his men to storm the refuge rock to fight the Alutiiq directly and capture any who remained. The villagers were ut­terly defenseless against his five 2½ pound cannons, and three hundred Alutiiq peo­ple were killed (Figure 4.9). Some died in combat. Others perished trying to es­cape when they jumped off the islet into the sea. Hundreds of people were taken captive. Children were among the hos­tages, a tactic used to compel their par­ents to comply with Russian demands. In Shelikhov’s words, these children were taken from their parents “as a pledge of their good faith.” Hostages from the battle were taken to nearby Three Saints Bay, where some of the Native men were executed. Today, this refuge rock is known as Awa’uq. This Alutiiq word means “it is numb,” and it may refer to the trauma and shock the survivors experienced (Ta­ble 4.2; Figure 4.10).

Throughout his journal, Shelikhov maintained that he only used violence when necessary and insisted that he tried not to kill Alutiiq people. However, his ac­tions on Kodiak Island were criticized by fellow leaders of the Russian fur trade. Members of Shelikhov’s crew submitted complaints to Captain Joseph Billings of the Russian navy. These complaints eventually made their way to Tsarina Catherine the Great, who believed that taking land and collecting yasak was 




wrong. She instructed Billings to investigate Shelikhov’s activities. Two prominent crew­members spoke against Shelikhov—Gerasim Izmailov, a Russian navigator, and Miron Britiukov, a Russian physician. They both re­ported Shelikhov’s claim that he had been given ultimate authority and gave detailed accounts of the atrocities at Awa’uq and the aftermath of the massacre. Despite clear evidence of his brutal behavior and the en­suing investigations, Shelikhov was celebrat­ed by the Russian government. He received awards and the honor of wearing ceremo­nial swords because of his actions in Alaska. His crowning achievement in the eyes of the empire was the establishment of the settle­ment at Three Saints Bay.



“Only a few were able to flee to Aiaktalik in baidarkas; 300 Koniags were shot by the Russians. . . . When our people visit­ed the place in the summer, the stench of the corpses lying on the shore pol­luted the air so badly that none could stay there. . . . After this every chief had to surrender his children as hostages; I was saved only by my father’s begging and—many sea otter pelts.”

Arsenti Aminak, 1851. From Holmberg 1985:59.

Figure 4.9. Spearheads found at Awa’uq. Old Harbor Native Corporation Collection, AM100. 
Photo by Rick Knecht.
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Table 4.2. Awa’uq statistics





	3

	Boats commanded by Gregorii Shelikof 




	2,000

	Alutiiq people who retreated to Awa’uq 




	5

	Days Russian sailors surrounded Awa’uq 




	5

	2 ½ pound cannons used in the attack 




	71

	Russians who attacked Awa’uq 




	5

	Russians wounded in the attack 




	300

	Alutiiq people killed in the attack 




	1,000

	Alutiiq hostages taken 









Loss of Alutiiq Sovereignty

Not long after the massacre at Awa’uq, Shelikhov established the first permanent Western settlement in Alas­ka on the shore of Kodiak Island’s Three Saints Bay with his crew and over four hundred enslaved Alutiiq people (Figure 4.11). Here, laborers built gardens, a large warehouse, a school, and barracks. It was very much a European-style settle­ment and looked entirely different than any previous Kodiak community. Three Saints Bay became the capital of Russian America, and its founding marked the start of a new chapter in Alutiiq history. Until the capital moved to present-day Kodiak in 1792, the Three Saints Bay settle­ment was the primary base of operations for the entire Russian fur trade in Alaska and a foundation for the control of the Alutiiq population. To the Alutiiq, this Rus­sian settlement represented the loss of their sole stewardship of Kodiak lands.

Soon after the establishment of the Three Saints Bay settlement, Shelikhov founded Kodiak’s first Western-style school in the settlement. Twenty-five Alutiiq boys were taken as hostages and were forced to attend the school to learn the Russian language and study mathematics, literacy, navigation, and carpentry. The goal was to create sailors, interpreters, and workers for Russian economic ventures. Alaska was 




far from Russia, and it was difficult for the Shelikhov-Golikov Company to bring enough Russian workers to Alaska. By educating Alaska Native youth in subjects important to the fur trading industry, Shelikhov hoped to create a new class of workers for the company. The school operated until about 1804, when it was reorganized by Russian Orthodox clergy. In addition to training Alutiiq youth in the Kodiak region, Shelikhov took some to Russia to learn trades like shipbuilding and blacksmithing. Again, his intent was assimilation. He had a vision of creating affluent towns with the features of Russia. He believed that Alutiiq students would return to Kodiak to teach other Alutiiq people what it meant to be “civilized.”



Figure 4.10. Graphite carving of Awa’uq found in the excavations. Old Harbor Native Corpora-
tion Collection, AM100. Photo by Pam Foreman.
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Shelikhov wrote, “Education is useful and necessary. Only literate people can be good and accurate interpreters so needed in this country. . . From them their relatives and countrymen will learn about the law, order, and prosperity in Russia and will want to improve conditions here.”

Many of the Alutiiq people who traveled to other countries died. Others had to pay for their education through indentured ser­vice. However, at least one, Ivan Poliakov, used his Western education to persuade other Alutiiq people to aid an attempt at a rebellion against the Russian promyshlenni­ki—workstation overseers years later in 1820.

From the Three Saints Bay settlement, Shelikhov began conscripting Alutiiq la­bor to serve the company. He demanded the payment of yasak as a pledge of loy­alty to Russia, and as a result thousands of Alutiiq men were forced to hunt for the Shelikhov-Golikov Company. After spending about two years establishing the colony and exploring other parts of Alaska, Shelikhov returned to Russia. On his departure from Kodiak in 1786, Shelikhov appointed a new company manager, Konstantin Samoilov. He left instructions for Samoilov to impress 




the Alutiiq people through the power of Russia and its leader, who “exterminates those who raise against her.” This was an open invitation to inflict violence and cru­elty on the Native population. Samoilov only filled the role as chief manager for about a year before Shelikhov passed the duties to Evstratii Delarov.

Delarov had sailed alongside Solov’ev and aided in the massacre at Avatanak Island. He served as the chief manager of the Shelikhov–Golikov Company for four years. In 1787, the same year he became chief manager of the company, Delarov established a Russian artel (workstation) at present-day Kal’ut—Karluk. The artel consisted of a walled fort with barracks, a kitchen, a gear storage shed, a watch post, and a variety of other buildings. Here, Alutiiq people were conscripted to hunt sea otter, harvest salmon, trap fox and river otter, and pick plant foods like berries and lily roots (Figure 4.12). Alutiiq women from other communities were brought to Karluk to help clean and dry fish, in part because Karluk men were sent to the Alaska Peninsula on bird-hunting expeditions each summer. Back 



Figure 4.11. The Three Saints Settlement. Lithograph from Gavriil Sarychev’s 1802 Atlas. Courtesy of Wikipedia.
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in Kodiak, the skins of these birds were given to Alutiiq seamstresses to stitch into atkut—parkas that were used to pay Alutiiq people for their labor (Figure 4.13). Birdskin parkas, once considered unfavorable among the Alutiiq, became the most common parka material. Sea otter and fox furs valuable in European markets were restricted for company use.

The Karluk artel is just one example of the Russian workstations built around the archipelago to harvest food and furs (Figure 4.14). There were other ma­jor workstations in places like Afognak Bay, Saltery Cove, Three Saints Bay, and Alitak. There were also smaller seasonal stations, known as odinochka, supervised by a single Russian overseer throughout the archipelago. The plentiful resourc­es of Kodiak, and the Alutiiq labor that harvested them (Figure 4.15), fed people in communities across Russian America and provided furs the company sold in Europe. Delarov’s successor, also hired by Shelikhov, was Alexandr Andreyevich Baranov. This brutal man would eventu­ally become the first governor of Russian America.



Figure 4.12. Painting on the top of an Alutiiq quiver showing a sea otter hunt. Lonsdale Collection, British Museum. Illustration by Alexandra Painter.

Figure 4.13. Puffin skin parka collected on Kodiak in 1846. Etholén Collection, National Museum 
of Finland, VK 84. AM823. Illustration by Hanna Sholl.
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Conscription of Alutiiq Hunters


Baranov became chief manager of the Shelikhov-Golikov Company in 1791. Before that, he was a Russian glass manufacturer struggling to make a living after his trading post was destroyed by a group of Chukchi people (Native peo­ple of Chukotka). Shelikhov approached Baranov to be the chief manager of the Shelikhov-Golikov company in 1790 and, partially due to his financial struggles, Baranov accepted. Baranov assumed total control of the company and its op­erations in Alaska (Figure 4.16). He hired Ivan Kuskov as his assistant, the man who would later establish Fort Ross (Box 4.2). This hunting station in northern California was a place where Alaska Natives, includ­ing Alutiiq and Unangax̂ people, and California Native peoples labored for the Russians in the early 1800s.



Figure 4.14. Dart heads for sea otter hunting from Qat’at—Katenei. Afognak Native Corporation 
Collection, AM34. Alutiiq Museum photo.

Figure 4.15. Afognak Man, watercolor painting by Helen Simeonoff, 2000. Inspired by a watercolor painting by Mikhail Tikhanov in 1818. AM459. Gift of Helen Simeonoff.
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When he arrived in Three Saints Bay in 1791, Baranov found it to be a poor location for his operations. The settlement had been nearly destroyed by an earthquake and tsunami in 1788, and this part of Kodiak Island lacked napat—trees that could be used for construction or shelter from high winds. Baranov eventually selected Chiniak Bay as the new capital and founded St. Paul Harbor at the present-day City of Kodiak in 1792 (Box 4.3). From here, Baranov continued to collect yasak and conscript Native workers to hunt, fish, garden, mill grain, raise cattle, and manufacture for the company. For example, at a small workstation overlooking Womens Bay, Alutiiq men fished for cod and trapped foxes for the company. They lived in Alutiit ciqlluat–sod houses with a living room and at least one side room for sleeping and steam bathing (Figure 4.18), but they used a variety of tools made in Europe. Archaeologists studying one of the houses found cast lead shot, parts of metal fox traps, an axe head, pots, silverware, and china in addition to traditional tools like ulus, spear points, harpoons, and adzes (Figure 4.19).



Figure 4.16. Baranov, watercolor painting by Helen Simeonoff, 1995, showing the Russian magazin Alexandr Baranov and Alutiiq hunters. AM459.
Gift of Helen Simeonoff.

Figure 4.18. Historic sod house at Mikt’sqaq Angayuk, built in the 1830s. Leisnoi, Inc. Collection, 
AM622. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 4.19. The artifacts found at Mikt’sqaq Angayuk include both items of Alutiiq manufacture and imported goods. Counterclockwise from bottom left: stone adze, sea mammal bone harpoon, metal tools and glass fragments, and hand-painted ceramics from the 1830s. Leisnoi, Inc. Collec­tion, AM662. Photos by Amy Margaris, Mark Rusk, and Patrick Saltonstall.
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Box 4.2. Alutiiq People in California


At Fort Ross, an artel established on the northern coast of California in 1812, Alutiiq 
men and women were part of a Russian-led workforce that included Unangax̂ 
people and local Kashaya and Miwok peoples. Alutiiq men hunted sea mammals for 
the Russian-American Company and served as tradesmen. They worked as carpenters, 
sawyers, coopers, tanners, miners, fishermen, porters, and laborers, living in their own 
village adjacent to the fort’s stockade. Some brought their families, and others raised 
families with local Native women. Alutiiq people and local Indigenous people made strong 
connections, even sharing some traditions. The popular gambling game known in Alutiiq 
as kaataq was shared by the Kashaya people at Fort Ross (Figure 4.17). In English, this 
game is commonly known as hand game or stick game, and it is played by many Native 
American peoples. In 1820, there were 126 Kodiak Alutiiq people living at Fort Ross.

The Farallons, a desolate cluster of rocky volcanic islands at the entrance to San Fran-
cisco Bay, held another distant Russian outpost. Here, a Russian overseer managed Alutiiq 
and other Native workers who hunted seals and birds and gathered bird eggs from about 
1811 to 1831. When the Russians left the California coast in 1841, most of the Alutiiq workers 
returned to Alaska.



Figure 4.17. Akhiok women playing kaataq, the stick game. Rostad Collection, AM539. Photo by Mike Rostad.
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Box 4.3. Sun’alleq–Old Sun’aq


Today, the Alutiiq name for Three Saints Bay is Sun’alleq. This word means “old Sun’aq” 
in English. Sun’aq is the name for the City of Kodiak now, and it comes from the Russian 
word sudno, meaning ship or vessel. This word likely refers to the ship that Shelikhov cap-
tained, which was called the Three Saints. The bay and the settlement were also named 
for this ship, which is the origin of the modern English name. When the capital of Russian 
America moved from the Three Saints Bay settlement to Kodiak (Figure 4.20), the name 
Sun’aq moved with it, and the Three Saints Bay settlement came to be known as Sun’alleq, 
“Old Sun’aq.”

Even after the collection of yasak was abolished in Alaska in 1794, hunters were still forced to sell all their furs to the com­pany for only a small payment. In return for their labor, the Russians paid Alutiiq people with beads and other cheap im­ports like copper rings and European ce­ramics, ensuring a large profit for them­selves and the persistence of poverty among the Alutiiq. Manufactured in dis­tant Asian and European factories, col­orful glass beads were inexpensive, easy to ship in large quantities, and coveted by the Alaska Native people. Alutiiq people 



incorporated these plentiful beads into ancestral arts like headdress making, creating new designs. The Cornaline d’Aleppo, a dark red bead made in Venice, was particularly prized, perhaps because its color resembled traditional red pigments (Figure 4.21).

Figure 4.20. View of Kodiak, watercolor by Helen Simeonoff, 1996, showing the Russian building in 1798. AM459. Gift of Helen Simeonoff.

Figure 4.21. Glass trade beads from Mikt’sqaq Angayuk, from the 1830s. Leisnoi, Inc. Collection, 
AM622. Alutiiq Museum photo.


90







Box 4.4. Brick Making


Brick making was one of the industries Russian traders established in Alaska to provide 
essential supplies to colonies in Russian America. Russian colonists used bricks to 
build stoves and ovens. Although some bricks were imported to Alaska, it was more 
cost-effective to make these heavy building blocks in Alaska. There were three brick kilns 
in the Kodiak area: one on Woody Island (Figure 4.22), one on Long Island, and one in 
Middle Bay. Working for Russian 
companies, Alutiiq laborers made 
thousands of bricks at these kilns. 
In 1831, they produced as many 
as ten thousand bricks on Kodiak 
alone. Unfortunately, because they 
were made from local clays, shells, 
and seawater, these bricks were 
poor quality. As a result, Kodiak’s 
brickmaking industry never 
prospered and the practice ended 
by 1861.




The methods for enlisting Native work­ers were cruel. The Russians needed Native hunters. Alutiiq men were knowledgeable about the environment. They knew where to find sea otters, what times of day to hunt, and how to navigate the land and water. Moreover, their weapons were si­lent. This was important. Alutiiq pisurtet— hunters could harvest large numbers of sea otters in a small region because their methods did not scare animals away (Fig­ure 4.23). The Russians hunted with loud muskets that frightened sea mammals 




and birds. This meant only a few animals could be harvested at a time. The success of Russian fur harvesting rested on Native hunters.

Many early Russian navigators claimed that Native hunters “volun­teered” their service, but they were given little choice (Box 4.5). Often, company workers took Native men, pointed rifles at them, and asked who wanted to work for the company. If a Native man declined, he was shot. Moreover, hunters were forced to give almost all their harvest to 




Figure 4.22. Bricks eroding from the remains of a Russian kiln site on Woody Island, from the 1810s. 
Leisnoi Lands Survey Collection, AM870. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 4.23. Miniature skin stretching board with a painting of an otter, from the Karluk One site, about AD 1600. The otter has air bubbles 
streaming off its coat, showing it is swimming underwater. Koniag Collection, AM193. Alutiiq Museum photo.
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Box 4.5. The Mistreatment of Native People


Many people disapproved of the terrible treatment of Native people, 
including employees of the Shelikhov-Golikov Company, members 
of the Russian navy, and Russian Orthodox clergy. These Russian 
accounts provide specific instances of this treatment.

Miron Britiukov, assistant surgeon serving under Shelikhov, 1788:

“. . . they caught two [Native] men . . . and brought them to the 
harbor to their chief, the said Shelikhov. He had them tortured 
with whalebone and gunsticks, trying to get their confession 
of a plot, but they (perhaps not knowing what it was all about) 
did not make any acknowledgment. Finally, Shelikhov shot one 
of them with his pistol and ordered the other to be speared.”

Gerasim Izamilov, navigator serving under Shelikhov, 1790:

“From 200–300 natives were taken as prisoners of war. From 
this number Shelikhov ordered the selection of six to ten . . . old 
men; they were taken to the tundra and speared.”



the company. This left little food or ma­terial to bring home. The enslavement of the hunters left entire villages destitute, as virtually all men capable of hunting, and even some who were not, were taken on hunting expeditions. Adult men were often away for months at a time, and many never returned. They were killed or died due to poor living conditions and the spread of diseases. As Alutiiq hunters were unable to provide for their families, people in their villages did not have the food they needed to survive. It was com-

mon for Elders, women, and children to starve in places where men had been tak­en away on expeditions. One cuumillaq— ancestor, Vasilisa Kinuak, a sixty-eight-year-old woman from Sitkinak Island, sang about the widespread loss of life. She cried, “Why do I lament, this death is everywhere? Why do I grieve, this death is everywhere?” Her words share a sense of hopelessness. Why bother feeling sorrow­ful if friends and family are just going to keep dying?
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Hieromonk Gideon, Russian Orthodox missionary, 1804:

“On the west end of Kad’iak, the Russian promyshlennye . . .
 formed a line with firearms loaded, and announced [to Native 
hunters]: ‘Now, tell us if you are not joining the party, [just] say
so! We’ll shoot!’”

“In the same year . . . an old man, one of those assembled for 
the bird hunting party, was in such condition that he could not 
crawl. . . . In the morning he was summoned—or better said 
carried—to the manager’s house in order to verify his infirmity. 
There he was told: ‘Yes, even though you are unable to walk, 
you are able to keep watch and see to it that the dogs do not 
eat up the baidara (open skin boat).’”

“A compassionate human being can hardly restrain his 
tears observing the situation of these unhappy people who 
resemble the dead more than the living. After the husbands 
depart with a hunting party, their wives, together with the 
minor children and old men and women, have neither the 
means nor the time to prepare for themselves food needed for 
the winter.”

Urey Lisianski, Russian naval officer and captain of the ship Neva, 1805:

“[W]e landed at a settlement, in which we only found women 
and children, the men belonging to it having been absent with 
Mr. Baranoff since the preceding spring. From not having laid 
in provisions in sufficient quantity for the winter, these poor 
wretches were literally half-starved.”
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Battle of Sitka

Native men were not just hunters for the company; they were also enslaved as warriors. The 1804 Battle of Sitka is an example. In 1799, after years of negotiations with Lingít chiefs in Southeast Alaska, Baranov established a settlement called Novo-Arkhangel’sk near modern-day Sitka. However, the Lingít chiefs had not agreed to permit this settlement. They had only agreed to the construction of a trading outpost. Novo-Arkhangel’sk became another base for sea otter hunting expeditions, allowing ships to explore Southeast Alaska and parts of the west coast of North America in search of these animals. Over the years, tension grew between the company, and the Lingít and in 1802, Novo-Arkhangel’sk was destroyed by Lingít forces. Following the destruction and an attack on his assistant Ivan Kuskov, Baranov began planning to retake the territory. He set sail for Sitka with hundreds of enslaved Alutiiq and Unangax̂ warriors in April 1804.

On his way to Sitka, Baranov ordered the villages of Kake and Kuiu to be burned and destroyed because of their involve­ment in the 1802 skirmish. As Baranov had a history of using enslaved Native people in military operations, this task was likely carried out by the enslaved Native people on board Baranov’s ship. Baranov arrived in Sitka in September 1802, and bombard­ed the Lingít ncampment for several days. However, his forces were unable to pen­etrate their shield. The Lingít warded off ground attacks from the Russian ships on the first night, even shooting Baranov in the chest, although their supply of gun­powder had been destroyed. After talking among themselves, the Lingít decided to quietly abandon their fort, called Shís’gi Noow—Fort of Young Saplings. They slipped away in the dark, leaving their land and many of their possessions behind. Baran­ov declared victory and began rebuilding Novo-Arkhangel’sk. This became the new capital of Russian America, but the Rus­sian-American Company’s presence in Ko­diak persisted.




Workstation overseers maintained physical control of the Kodiak Archipelago and its residents, and hunters continued to be taken from their communities. However, physical control was only part of the sto­ry. At the time, expanding the reach of the Russian Orthodox faith was as important as expanding Russia’s physical borders. Although the company workers, including Shelikhov, practiced the Russian Orthodox faith, no formal church had been estab­lished and no priests or monks were part of the early voyages to Kodiak. The first Ortho­dox mission to Kodiak arrived in 1794, led by Archimandrite Ioasaf Bolotov.

A New Spirituality

Prior to the arrival of the Russian fur traders, Alutiiq people had a very rich spiritual life and belief system. However, Shelikhov felt that Alutiiq beliefs were primitive and aimed to spread Orthodox Christianity among the Native population. He even claimed to have converted forty people to the Orthodox faith before returning to Russia. Still, Shelikhov requested the presence of official church clergy to continue spreading the faith. Lieutenant-General Ivan Peel sent a directive to Shelikhov in 1794 stating that the Native population must be “civilized” and “Christianized.” That same year, the first Orthodox Mission arrived in the archipelago.

In addition to Archimandrite Bolotov, this mission included Monk Herman, the future saint who would also become a be­loved figure known as Apaangcuk—Little Grandfather in Alutiiq communities. Bo­lotov viewed the Native population favor­ably, complimenting the people on their generosity, compassion, and selflessness. However, he still perceived the Alutiiq way of life as primitive and vengeful and believed the people needed salvation. The mis­sion hoped to spread Russian Orthodoxy through the positive treatment of Native people and by protecting them from mis­treatment by the company. The first Or­thodox church in Alaska was established in Kodiak in 1795, the Holy Resurrection Church (Figure 4.24).
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Although many Native people had begun to follow Russian Orthodoxy to appease Russian overseers and protect themselves and their families (Figure 4.25), they were still treated terribly by company workers. The missionaries were appalled. Clergy members felt passionately that Christians should not live in slavery. Bolotov reported the mistreatment to the Russian church and the Russian government. This created a rift between the fur trading company and the Orthodox clergy. When Native people were baptized, they were granted the same rights as any Russian citizen, including protection from enslavement by the Russian government (Box 4.6). Over the years, the church became a haven for Native people suffering at the hands of fur traders. This did not stop the abuses, but the church was able to implement some protections, such as rights to decent wages.



Figure 4.24. Kodiak and the 1808 Russian Orthodox Church, view from Near Island, watercolor by Helen Simeonoff, 1997. AM459. Gift of Helen Simeonoff.

Figure 4.25. Slate and ivory pendant featuring a Russian Orthodox cross, by Doug Inga, 2009. Russian Orthodoxy remains the primary re­ligion of the Kodiak Alutiiq people. AM685. Purchased with the support of Rasmuson Foundation.
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Box 4.6. Social Classes under Russian Rule

By the 1800s, the Russians had begun a new process of acculturating Indigenous people 
in Alaska. Although baptized Native people were afforded more rights than unbap-
tized ones, the Russian-American Company recognized a new class of Russian-American 
citizens: the Creole. Creoles were children born to a Russian man and a Native woman. 
Russian leaders, who viewed Native people as uncivilized, felt that Creoles were a bridge 
“between people and savages.” By the 1820s, the Russian-American Company insisted 
that Creoles be supported, educated, and even granted special rights. Creoles who lived 
in the Russian colonies were not to be taxed, unlike other Russian citizens. These benefits 
were designed to get Native women to marry Russian men and have children who would 
eventually become new workers for the company.


One of the most significant conflicts between Russian Orthodox clergy and Russian-American Company workers came after Tsar Alexander I took the throne in 1801. The Orthodox priests of­fered to allow Native people to take an oath of citizenship, which would allow them to live freely without intervention from the company. Baranov became upset and warned that any chief who at­tempted to take the oath would be cap­tured. The clergy then helped chiefs who had taken the oath to escape. Hieromonk Afanasii even dressed in Alutiiq clothing to distract company workers. In the end, only the chief from Tuiy’uq—Tugidak Is­land was captured.

Although these early clergy members were an important source of support for many Alutiiq people, converting to Christianity came with sacrifices. Priests frowned upon the use of giinaqut— masks and ceremonial face paint at celebrations. Masked dances were a ritual to communicate with spirits. Russians perceived these performances as a threat to Christianity. As such, the performances were forbidden and people were shamed for participating. Over the years, Alutiiq people began performing rituals in private and eventually stopped masked dancing altogether until its revitalization in the late twentieth century (see chapter 




5). Likewise, belief in the power of Alutiiq kalla’alget—shamans was declining. Priests were skeptical of shamans because they were the most important spiritual figures in Alutiiq communities. Even among Alutiiq people, however, shamans lost influence when Russian sailors brought deadly new diseases to Kodiak that the shamans could not heal.

Before European conquest, many of the epidemic diseases common in crowd­ed communities in Europe and Asia had yet to reach the Americas. The sailors who crossed the Atlantic and Pacific car­ried smallpox, influenza, cholera, mea­sles, typhus, and other illnesses, introduc­ing deadly diseases to Native populations with no immunity. The results were devas­tating, and the Alutiiq were not spared (Box 4.7).

By the late 1700s, diseases were ravaging Kodiak Alutiiq villages (Table 4.3). Respiratory diseases, influenza, and smallpox were the leading causes of sickness and death. The 1837 smallpox epidemic was especially deadly. The disease spread from Sitka residents to sailors aboard a ship bound for Kodiak, and then to Alutiiq villages across the Kodiak Archipelago. Russian medics rushed to vaccinate Native people. They reached some villages too late and encountered a fear of vaccination in 
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others. Over seven hundred Alutiiq people died. In the following years, the Russians consolidated survivors. What was once over sixty villages in the archipelago became seven by 1844. They included Woody Island, Eagle Harbor, Three Saints Bay, Aiaktalik, Akhiok, Karluk, and Afognak (Table 4.4). Today, there are still just seven Alutiiq communities.

In ancestral Alutiiq society, the sick and injured visited healers: people skilled in the use of plant medicines, steam baths, and massage to treat physical ailments. If these treatments were un­successful, the ailment was considered 




spiritual and shamans tried to find the cause. By interacting with the spirit world, shamans could promote healing. This system could not provide adequate treat­ment for the continuous waves of new, le­thal diseases. However, sungcautet—med­icine from Russian physicians did provide some relief and people turned away from shamans. Nevertheless, shamans con­tinued to try to treat sickness, increasing their exposure to deadly diseases. As a result, many shamans died from sickness.

While the introduction of the Ortho­dox faith significantly changed Alutiiq communities and resulted in the loss of 



Box 4.7. The Loss of Alutiiq People

When Russian traders arrived on Kodiak, there was at least one village in every major 
bay around the archipelago. Archaeologists estimate that there were about eight 
thousand Native people in the region, and historic accounts suggest there were at least 
sixty villages in the late 1700s (Figure 4.26). By 1805, there were reportedly around four 
thousand Alutiiq people in just over forty communities. This represents a 50% drop in 
population and a 33% drop in the number of Kodiak Native communities. By 1850, the 
population had dropped to around two thousand Native people living in just thirteen 
communities. In less than one hundred years, the Kodiak Alutiiq lost 75% of their people 
and 78% of their communities. This plummet in the Native population reflects death by 
starvation, waves of deadly new diseases, and murders, all inflicted directly or indirectly 
by the Russian fur trading companies.

Figure 4.26. Estimated Kodiak Alutiiq population. Compiled from Clark 1974, Luerhmann 2008, and U.S. Census statistics.
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Table 4.3. Diseases in the New World





	Amebic dysentery 

	Bubonic plague 




	Giardia 

	Chickenpox 




	Hepatitis 

	Cholera 




	Herpes 

	Diphtheria 




	Pertussis 

	Influenza 




	Poliomyelitis 

	Leprosy 




	Rabies 

	Malaria 




	Treponemiasis 

	Measles 




	Tuberculosis 

	Mumps 




	Tularemia 

	Smallpox 




	 

	Typhus 




	 

	Yellow fever 








Diseases in the New World, from Martin and Goodman 2002.

Table 4.4. Consolidation of Kodiak Alutiiq villages about 1840–1844





	Kizhuyak, Malinovskoe 

	Tangirnaq—Woody Island 

	Chiniak Bay 




	Igak, Ugak, Kiliuda 

	Iirak—Orlovskoe (Eagle Harbor)

	Ugak Bay 




	Kiavak, Anikinskoe, Begletsovo, 
Mysovskoe, Kolpakovskoe, Orininskoe 

	Sun’alleq—Three Saints Bay 

	Three Saints Bay 




	Kaguyak, Sitkhinak, Ubachvik, 
Tugidak, Kashkak 

	Angyartalek—Aiakhtalik 

	Aiaktalik Island 




	Alitak, Aiakolik, Paiskoe 

	Kasukuak—Akhiok 

	Alitak Bay 




	Uyak, Uganak 

	Kal’ut—Karluk 

	Karluk River Lagoon 




	

	Ag’waneq—Afognak 

	Afognak Bay 









Notes:

Records of the Russian Orthodox Church list some of the villages consolidated into seven Alutiiq communities. The people who resettled at Chiniak and 
Afognak villages came from fourteen different communities, although only two of them are named.

The community of Tangirnaq—Woody Island was also known as Chiniak. The word Chiniak comes from the Alutiiq word cing’iyaq, which means cape.

The original Alutiiq name for the Three Saints Bay settlement was Sun’aq. When the settlement was moved to the modern-day City of Kodiak, 
Kodiak became Sun’aq and the Three Saints Bay settlement became Sun’alleq—Old Sun’aq. Sun’aq comes from the Russian word for ship, sudno.

Adapted from Luerhmann 2008:39–41.



Present

Introduced

Historic Villages

Resettlement Community

Location
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some traditional practices, like dance and shamanism, at least one tradition was never at risk of loss from Orthodox in­fluence: the Alutiiq language. Russian Or­thodox priests believed that the best way to teach Christianity was through Native languages, not with a foreign language. While many teachings were in Russian or Slavonic, Orthodox clergy members also instructed in the Alutiiq language and created Alutiiq text to help (Figure 4.27). The first writing system for the Alutiiq lan­guage was developed by Fathers Elias Tyzhnov and Konstantin Larionov, using Cyrillic characters. They translated por­tions of the Gospels and the Lord’s Prayer into Alutiiq so that readers and priests could use them in their sermons. They also wrote a dictionary and grammar book about the Alutiiq language to help clergy members learn the language.

One of the most beloved of the clergy members was Monk Herman, who later became the canonized saint Herman of Alaska. Herman was the last of the orig­inal delegation of clergy members to remain on Kodiak, and he worked with community members to build the first school in the community of Kodiak. He continued to strengthen positive relation­ships with community members through his generosity and compassion for the Native population. Herman eventually moved to Spruce Island and established a hermitage, where he is said to have stopped a tsunami. This is one of the 




miracles that earned him sainthood. The Russian Orthodox clergy continued to work in Alutiiq communities throughout the 1800s, even as the fur trade dwindled. The church’s presence remains in Kodiak today. Many Alutiiq families continue to practice Orthodoxy, and each of Kodiak’s rural villages has a Russian Orthodox church, a visible symbol of the historic ties between the Native people and the clergy (Figure 4.28).

Decline of the Fur Trade

By the mid-1800s, the fur trade had begun to slow. Decades of intense hunting had taken a great toll on sea otter populations across the North Pacific from Russia to California, and commercial hunting was becoming less and less 




Figure 4.27. Gospel of St. Matthew, Synod Press, St. Petersburg, Russia, 1848, printed in 
parallel columns of Alutiiq (left) and Church Slavonic (right). AM414.

Figure 4.28. The Three Saints Russian Orthodox Church in Old Harbor. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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Box 4.8. Russian Influence on the Alutiiq Language

Russia’s influence on Alutiiq traditions extends to the Alutiiq language. There are many 
words in Alutiiq that are Russian words that have been adopted into the Alutiiq lan-
guage. Generally, these are words for technologies, animals, or other items that were in-
troduced to Kodiak in the Russian era. For example, the word ackiik—glasses, comes from 
the Russian word очки (ochki). Other examples include kuuniq—horse, from Russian конь 
(kon’), and plitaaq—stove, from Russian плита (plita). Although they come from Russian, 
they are considered Alutiiq words because the structure of these words and their pronunci-
ations have changed so that they can be easily used by Alutiiq speakers. In contrast, there 
are few Alutiiq words derived from English words because American policies sought to 
eradicate the use of the language rather than see it used in church or at school.


profitable. Between 1797 and 1821, for instance, nearly seventy-three thousand sea otters were taken in the Russian colonies. From 1821 to 1842, however, that number dropped to only twenty-five thousand animals. This decline was not limited to the sea otter population. Aataak—fur seal populations were also diminishing. Russia took measures to avoid destroying the sea otter population. They placed limits on how many otters could be hunted in specific locations, forbade the hunting of sea otter females and pups, and established fox farms (Figure 4.30). Fox pelts were very valuable in Russia, nearly as coveted as sea otter pelts. Foxes were transplanted to areas where they were not indigenous, such as to the Rat Islands in the Aleutian Islands and to uninhabited islands where the fox population could grow. Still, the sea otter hunt persisted, and the sea otter population continued to decline.

Falling fur trade profits were just one of the economic issues Russia faced in 



the mid-1800s. In 1853, Russia entered the Crimean War, a conflict with Turkey and later, France and Britain. As a result, Rus­sia reallocated money and ship captains from the Russian-American Company to fight the war. The decline in profits, the economic losses of the Crimean War, and many other political issues led to the sale of Alaska to the United States in 1867. The Russian period ended. However, the effects of this era on Alutiiq people were long-lasting. The Awa’uq massacre and the development of the first Western set­tlement in Alaska led to the loss of Alutiiq stewardship of the land. The fur trade and enslavement of hunters meant the loss of Alutiiq sovereignty—the ability to self-govern. The introduction of Rus­sian Orthodoxy created a new spiritual framework, replacing the ancestral belief system while also protecting against the hardships of the fur trade. As Russian in­fluence faded, the American era brought its own challenges, some familiar and some entirely new.
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Box 4.9. Saint Peter the Aleut

Herman is not the only saint 
associated with Kodiak. There is 
also an Alutiiq saint. Peter Chukagnak, 
or Peter the Aleut, was an Alutiiq boy 
from Kodiak Island who was taken to 
California as part of a seal and sea 
otter hunting party. In 1815 the party was 
captured by Spanish soldiers and taken 
to San Francisco. Here, Roman Catholic 
clergy attempted to convert Peter 
and the other hunters to Catholicism, 
claiming they were heretics despite 
their Russian Orthodox faith. When 
Chukagnak objected, he was tortured. 
Even as his toes and fingers were cut 
off and he was disemboweled, he 
refused to betray his faith. Shortly after, 
the Spanish soldiers received orders to 
release the prisoners, and the rest of the 
party was able to return to their post. 
The survivors told Chukagnak’s story. He 
was formally recognized as Saint Peter 
the Aleut in 1980 (Figure 4.29).


Figure 4.29. Icon of Saint Peter the Aleut—Chukagnak, by Paul Drozdowski.
Courtesy of Wikipedia.

Figure 4.30. A Kodiak Island fox. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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Chapter 4 Glossary of Alutiiq Terms




	aataak	fur seal 

	ackiik	glasses 

	amit	furs 

	angayuqaq	chief 

	Angyartalek	Aiaktalik Island 

	angyat	open skin boats 

	Apaangcuk	Herman of Alaska 

	arhnat	sea otters 

	atkut	parkas 

	Awa’uq	refuge rock at Partition Cove 

	ciqlluat	sod houses 

	cuumillaq	ancestor 

	giinaqut	masks 

	kalla’alget	shamans 

	Kal’ut	Karluk 

	Kas’at	Russians 

	kuuniq	horse 

	napat	trees 

	pisurtet	hunters 

	plitaaq	stove 

	Qat’at	Katenai 

	Qik’rtaq	Kodiak Island 

	Salliitaq	Sitkalidak Island 

	Sun’alleq	Three Saints Bay (Old Sun’aq)

	Sun’aq	Kodiak (city)

	sungcautet	medicine 

	Tuiy’uq	Tugidak Island 







102







Learn More


Black, Lydia T.

1992 The Russian Conquest of Kodiak. Anthropological Papers of the University of Alaska 24(1–2):165–182.

2004 Russians in Alaska: 1732–1867. University of Alaska Press, Fairbanks.

Clark, Donald W.

1974 Koniag Prehistory: Archaeological Investigations at Late Prehistoric Sites on Kodiak Island, Alaska. 
Tubinger Monographien zur Urgeschichte, Band 1. Verlag W. Kohlhammer, Stuttgart.

Gideon, Hiermonk 

1989 The Round the World Voyage of Hiermonk Gideon. Translated by Lydia Black and edited by Richard A. 
Pierce. Limestone Press, Kingston, Ontario.

Holmberg, Heinrich J.

1985 Holmberg’s Ethnographic Sketches. Translated by F. Jaensch, M. W. Falk, ed. Rasmuson Library Historical 
Translation Series, vol. 1. University of Alaska Press, Fairbanks.

Knecht, Richard A., S. Haakanson, and S. Dickson 

1995 The Late Prehistory of the Alutiiq People: Culture Change on the Kodiak Archipelago from 1200–1750 A.D. 
Doctoral dissertation, Bryn Mawr College.

Knecht, Richard A., S. Haakanson, and S. Dickson 

2002 Awa’uq: Discovery and Excavation of an Eighteenth-Century Alutiiq Refuge Rock in the Kodiak 
Archipelago. In To the Aleutians and Beyond: The Anthropology of William S. Laughlin, Bruno Frohlich, 
Albert S. Harper, and Rolf Gilberg, eds., pp. 177–191. Publications of the National Museum Ethnographical 
Series, vol. 20. Department of Ethnography, National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen.

Lisianski, Uri

1814 A Voyage Round the World, 1803–1806. N. Israel Amsterdam and Da Capo Press, New York.

Luehrmann, Sonja
 
2008 Alutiiq Villages under Russian and U.S. Rule. University of Alaska Press, Fairbanks.

Margaris, Amy, Mark A. Rusk, Patrick G. Saltonstall, and Molly Odell 

2015 Cod Fishing in Russian America: The Archaeology of a Nineteenth Century Alutiiq Work Camp on Alaska’s 
Kodiak Island. Arctic Anthropology 52(1):102–126.

Martin, Debra, and Alan H. Goodman 

2002 Health Conditions before Columbus. Western Journal of Medicine, 176(1):65–68.

Miller, Gwenn A.

2010 Kodiak Kreol: Communities of Empire in Early Russian America. Cornell University Press, Ithaca and 
London.

Mishler, Craig 

2011 Black Ducks and Salmon Bellies, An Ethnography of Old Harbor and Ouzinkie, Alaska. Donning Company 
Publishers, Virginia Beach.

Oleksa, M.

1992 Orthodox Alaska: A Theology of Mission. St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, Crestwood, NJ.

Shelikhov, Grigorii I.

1981 A Voyage to Russian America, 1783–1786. Translated by Marina Ramsey, Richard A. Pierce, ed. Limestone 
Press, Kingston, Ontario.

Tikhmenev, P. A.

1978 A History of the Russian-American Company. R. A. Pierce and A. S. Donnelly, translators and eds. 
University of Washington Press, Seattle.







103







5

MiRikaan’saat Americans

By April Isiik Laktonen Counceller


Apaaqa yugtaallria, “Atakuu,
My grandpa always said, “In the future,

caqit cimirciqut tamarmeng.”
everything will change.”



Chorus of Puukicaat—Buttons
Lyrics by Phyllis Peterson, Alisha Drabek, and Candace Branson, 2011

Introduction

The American era of Alutiiq/Sugpiaq history began in 1867, when Russia sold its control 
of Alaska to the United States under the Treaty of Cession (Figure 5.1). This era primarily 
spans the twentieth century but continues to the present. The early decades of the twenty-
first century, when this chapter was written, are part of the American era and the ongoing 
influence of world culture and politics on Native peoples (Table 5.1). Like the decades of 
Russian rule, the years of American governance have been marked by continual—sometimes 
tumultuous—change in Alutiiq nunat—communities. Many of the same impacts have been 
experienced by other Alaska Native groups and more broadly by other Native American 
people. The experiences of the Kodiak Alutiiq are an example of how American colonialism 
shaped a Native community, but these forces were not limited to Kodiak.

Figure 5.1. Canceled check in the amount of $7.2 million for the purchase of Alaska, issued August 1, 1868. Records of the Accounting Officers of the 
Department of the Treasury, Record Group 217, National Archives.
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Table 5.1. Events in the American era





	1867

	Through the Treaty of Cession the United States purchases Alaska from Russia for 
$7.2 million, claiming ownership of lands that Alaska Natives never ceded to Russian 
control. Alaska is placed under military rule. Russian and Creole inhabitants of Alaska 
are granted citizenship. “Uncivilized native tribes” are not. Alaska Natives are about 
95% of Alaska’s population at the time.




	1870s 

	Commercial fish salteries are established on Kodiak to preserve salmon for shipment 
and sale.




	1885

	The Reverend Sheldon Jackson implements the Comity Plan, dividing Alaska into differ-
ent regions for the purpose of Christian missionization and education and assigning 
denominations to each. The Baptist Church is assigned Kodiak despite the region’s 
deep ties to the Russian Orthodox faith.




	1871–1872

	French anthropologist Alphonse Pinart kayaks around Kodiak visiting Alutiiq com-
munities, recording songs and legends, and collecting ceremonial objects, especially 
masks. Pinart donates his collection to a museum in Boulogne-Sur-Mer, France.




	1882

	Kodiak’s first cannery opens on Karluk spit and is rapidly followed by additional can-
neries in Karluk and around the archipelago.




	1884

	Congress passes the Organic Act establishing a District of Alaska and acknowledging 
the right of Native people to lands.




	1891

	Foxes from the Semidi Islands are released on Chirikof Island to create opportunities 
for fur harvesting. The industry gains popularity in the Kodiak region.




	1901

	Eleven children from Woody Island are taken to the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in 
Pennsylvania.




	1912

	Mount Novarupta, a volcano on the Alaska Peninsula, explodes violently, releasing 
three cubic miles of debris. For three days, the northern Kodiak Archipelago is envel-
oped in darkness because of ash from the eruption.




	1924

	The U.S. government introduces reindeer to southern Kodiak Island. Simon Agnot of 
Akhiok learns to care for the animals and teaches others. Akhiok men manage the 
herd until a catastrophic wildfire in 1948 destroys thousands of acres of forage and 
scatters the herd.




	1924

	Congress passes the Indian Citizenship Act, granting United States citizenship to all 
Native peoples.




	1927

	Benny Benson designs the Alaska flag while residing at the Jesse Lee Home for 
Children.




	1926–1937

	The Port Hobron whaling station operates on Sitkalidak Island, processing more than 
2,300 whales with the help of Alutiiq laborers.




	1930s–1960s 

	Alutiiq men earn income as guides for sport hunters seeking trophy brown bears.




	1931–1936

	Smithsonian anthropologist Ales Hrdlička travels around Kodiak collecting ancestral 
Alutiiq remains from archaeological sites and graveyards.




	1936

	Congress passes the Indian Reorganization Act allowing the formation of tribal gov-
ernments.




	1938

	The Kodiak Naval Operating Base is built on the shore of Womens Bay.




	1941

	The Japanese bomb Pearl Harbor, Hawai’i, and the military expands rapidly on 
Kodiak.








Date

Event
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	1945

	Alaska’s Territorial Legislature passes the Anti-discrimination Act to combat 
segregation.




	1959

	President Eisenhower signs the Alaska Statehood Act, transforming Alaska from a 
territory of the United States into the forty-ninth state in the union.




	1962

	Linguists begin working with Alutiiq speakers to document the Alutiiq language.




	1964

	A magnitude 9.2 earthquake rocks Southcentral Alaska on March 27, generating tsu-
namis that inflict serious damage on Kodiak communities. Afognak and Kaguyak are 
destroyed. The District 49 Lions Club leads efforts to build a new community for the 
residents of Afognak. Families move into houses in the new community of Port Lions.




	1966

	The Kodiak Area Native Association (KANA) is founded to provide health and social 
services to Alaska Native people living in the Kodiak region.




	1967

	The Alaska Federation of Natives forms to support land claims.




	1971

	Congress passes the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA), transferring land 
and funds to thirteen newly formed regional Alaska Native corporations for distribu-
tion to their Native shareholders.




	1972

	KANA establishes Koniag as the regional Native corporation for the Kodiak 
Archipelago under ANCSA.




	1980

	The Kodiak Area Native Association begins leading heritage studies and cultural edu-
cation projects. Larry Matfay forms an island-wide group to revitalize Alutiiq dance.




	1983

	The Kodiak Area Native Association begins sponsoring archaeological excavations, 
working with researchers from Bryn Mawr College to reveal Alutiiq history.




	1987

	State of Alaska bans subsistence hunting of brown bears on Kodiak.




	1989

	The supertanker Exxon Valdez collides with Bligh Reef in Prince William Sound, spilling 
nearly eleven million gallons of crude oil into the ocean. The oil fouls 1,300 miles of 
coastline, including parts of the Kodiak region.




	1990s 

	Kodiak College and Kodiak High School offer the first formal Alutiiq language classes.




	1997

	Alutiiq hunters are permitted to hunt brown bears again, although harvests are tightly 
restricted.




	1991

	The Native Village of Larsen Bay repatriates the remains of one thousand Alutiiq 
ancestors from the Smithsonian Institution.




	1995

	The Alutiiq Museum, a cultural center governed by Kodiak Alutiiq organizations, 
opens to the public to preserve and share the heritage and living culture of the Alutiiq 
people.




	2004

	The Alutiiq Museum organizes a master–apprentice program, beginning the process 
of teaching the Alutiiq language to a new generation of speakers.




	2018

	The Alutiiq Museum and the City of Kodiak build the Alutiiq Ancestors’ Memorial, a 
public park in downtown Kodiak that honors the Alutiiq people, teaches about repatri-
ation, and encourages all people to reflect on the importance of their ancestors.




	2022

	The remains of Anastasia Ashouwak, buried on the grounds of the Carlisle Indian In-
dustrial School, are repatriated to her relatives for reburial in the village of Old Harbor.
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Under the Treaty of Cession, the Rus­sian inhabitants of Alaska were given three years to decide if they would return to Russia as citizens or become Ameri­cans. This included people of Creole sta­tus: those identified as both Russian and Native. A comparison of population data from before and after the treaty suggests that about forty Russians and perhaps as many as 140 Creoles left the town of Ko­diak. Some went to Russia. Others may have gone to outlying Alutiiq villages (Fig­ure 5.2), where the population of Russian, Creole, and Native people remained rela­tively stable.

There was little immediate change in the daily lives of Alutiiq people. When the sale of Alaska became official, Qik’rtaq—Kodiak Island (called Kadiak in English until 1901) was already part of an international economy based on the trade of natural resources. Ships from Spain, Britain, Russia, and the United States were a frequent sight in Kodiak waters. The archipelago was at a cross­roads in the North Pacific, a major port in the central Gulf of Alaska where goods 




from the surrounding region flowed onto ships bound for markets in Asia, Europe, and other regions of North America. The Alaska Commercial Company bought up Russian facilities, and the fur trade contin­ued. The focus remained on harvesting arhnat—sea otters, although overhunt­ing caused profitability to wane. Alutiiq people continued to live a subsistence lifestyle, teach their children cultural skills, speak in Alutiiq and Russian, participate in the Russian Orthodox church, and even practice traditional ceremonies. Cultural change accelerated in the last decades of the century as new industries and Ameri­can institutions took hold.

Elsewhere in the United States, peo­ple mocked and derided the purchase of Alaska, arguing that it was a waste of money to buy a barren, icy land. Even though the sale price of $7.2 million amounted to just pennies per acre, news­papers ran opinion pieces and editorial cartoons criticizing Secretary of Interior William Seward, who helped to negotiate the purchase (Figure 5.3). He was roundly blamed  for  careless spending. The press 



Figure 5.2. Alutiiq villages in the late nineteenth century. From Luerhmann 2008.
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referred to Alaska as “Seward’s Folly,” or “Seward’s Ice Box.”

Not all people felt Alaska was worth­less. Over the succeeding decades, en­trepreneurs made their way north to find their fortunes in the “Last Frontier.” Indus­tries rose and fell in a boom-bust cycle as people from around the world came to Alaska to strike it rich. Like the Russian oc-



cupiers before them, most of these early immigrants did not intend to stay. They came to places like Skagway, Fairbanks, and Anchorage with bold plans to extract resources and leave. On Kodiak, they sought furs, fish, whales, minerals, and even ice.

Figure 5.3. Political cartoon making fun of the Alaska purchase. Secretary of State William Seward rubs a cooling salve (Alaska) on President 
Andrew Johnson, hoping to ease his political troubles. In the poster behind Seward and Jackson, polar bears chase Uncle Sam. By Thomas Nast, 
April 20, 1867, published in Harper’s Weekly.
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Early Industries

Traditional Alutiiq society had a subsistence economy, where individu­als grew rich by accumulating material resources like ivory and furs and trans­forming these materials into valued ob­jects like boats, parkas, and artwork. A person whose leadership allowed them to harvest and manufacture more than their family needed for daily living built wealth. Prestige was enhanced when a leader was rich enough to give away their belongings in lavish displays of wealth or by feeding large numbers of guests at feasts. This system ended in the Russian era as Native people were forced to work to build wealth for Russian entrepreneurs rather than themselves. Most traditionally acquired Alutiiq wealth disappeared at this time.

In the American era, Alutiiq people began to integrate into the cash econo­my. In addition to subsistence harvesting, they took jobs in canneries, beach seined, butchered whales, cut ice, worked as fox farmers, ran small mining operations, served as hunting guides, and participat­ed in other industries. Wage labor and Native-run  businesses  provided  cash to 




purchase groceries and household items that were increasingly common—cloth, sugar, flour, tea, ammunition, and other items imported to Kodiak from faraway places. Low wages, mistreatment of workers, and competition for access to the resources that had long been central to Alutiiq life were among the challenges people faced in the changing economy.

Moreover, Russian forms of status did not translate to the new American way of life. Native people who were baptized into the  Russian Orthodox church or married a Russian citizen were afforded privileges in Russian-American society as members of a Creole class. This status lost meaning in the American era.

Whaling

Commercial whaling around Kodiak began in 1835, as American whalers from  places  like  Massachusetts  and Califor­nia flocked to Alaska. Whalers from New England made some of their best profits harvesting in Russian-American waters, and by the middle of the nineteenth cen­tury, whaling ships were common around Kodiak. Although Alutiiq pisurtet—hunters  had  successfully  harvested  whales  for 



Figure 5.4. The Carolyn Frances whaling near the City of Kodiak. P368-5-34. Courtesy of the Kodiak Historical Society.
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centuries using poison-coated slate lanc­es, deadly new hunting techniques and intense competition for animals pushed Alutiiq hunters out. Commercial whalers used highly effective bomb-loaded har­poon guns to kill large numbers of animals, as whaling accelerated to meet the inter­national demand for whale products. Train oil, ambergris, and bone were used exten­sively in industry and to make consumer products in the latter half of the nineteenth century. With multiple countries participat­ing in whaling, the population of whales dropped dramatically. There was a smaller whaling boom in the 1920s and 1930s, with whaling practiced by the Erskine family (the former owners of Kodiak’s Erskine House/ Russian-American Magazin, which is now the home of the Kodiak History Museum) and at Kodiak’s main commercial whaling station, Masriluq—Port Hobron, near Old Harbor (Figure 5.4).

Today the derelict hull of a wooden ship, rusting tanks, and wooden posts are all that remain of the Port Hobron whaling station (Figure 5.5). Nestled against the shore of a narrow fjord on the northern coast of Sitka­lidak Island, the facilities are in a sheltered spot with easy access to the deep waters off eastern  Kodiak  and  the migration  path of 




the Pacific Ocean’s great whales.

From Port Hobron, whalers working for the Alaska Whaling Company pursued an­imals along the eastern coasts of Afognak and Kodiak Islands between May and Oc­tober, intercepting animals as they moved toward summer feeding grounds in the Bering Sea. Whaling focused on blue, fin, humpback, and sperm whales, although right, sei, and grey whales were also taken. The hunt was effective. With sturdy ships and explosive harpoon guns, even large, fast-swimming whales many miles from shore could be harvested. During its elev­en years of operation from 1926 to 1937, the station processed more than twenty-three hundred whales.

Alutiiq laborers assisted with the catch. Photographs show that they staffed whal­ing ships, retrieved dead and wounded an­imals, and butchered carcasses at the sta­tion. Whale meat was salted and packed in barrels and sold for ten cents a pound at Port Hobron. Alutiiq families continued to eat whale steaks and use whale oil as a dip­ping sauce for fish and bread into the early twentieth century, but Native participation in whaling ended with the closure of local whaling stations. Today there are no Alutiiq whalers.



Figure 5.5. Remains of the Port Hobron whaling station about 1990. Old Harbor Native Corporation Collection, AM411. Photo by Rick Knecht.
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Figure 5.6. Alutiiq family camped near the Port Hobron saltery, 1888. Albatross Collection, National Archives, 22-FA-273.


Canneries

The commercial fishing industry made a huge impact on the Kodiak region and was among the most popular of the new Amer­ican industries in Alutiiq communities. Salt­eries (where fish were preserved with salt in barrels for export) appeared on Kodiak in the 1870s, followed by canneries in the 1880s. Seasonal fisheries work fit well with tradition­al subsistence practices and allowed Alutiiq families to earn income (Figure 5.6). This was particularly true of fishing for iqallut—salmon. Canneries sprang up around the archipel­ago at the end of the nineteenth century, particularly around the mouth of the Karluk River, famed for its enormous annual salm­on runs. In 1890, Mont Hawthorn, a cannery worker from San Francisco, recalled that there were multiple canneries on Karluk Spit and twenty-seven beach seines in operation (Figure 5.7). Competition for fish entering the river became so intense that the fishermen set up a process to ensure each seiner got an equal opportunity to fish. Crew members rolled dice at a weekly Saturday meeting to establish the order of sets.




“I never seen fish anywhere to 
equal them runs at Karluk. We’d 
bring in twenty-five to thirty thou-
sand big salmon in a haul. We’d run 
out a two hundred fathom main 
seine, then pull it in, not too near 
the beach. It was too heavy to pull 
clean in. Then our fishermen would 
take a little seine, they called it the 
Little McGinty; it was only about 
forty or fifty fathoms long. They 
loaded their boats that way, out of 
the little seine inside the big one so 
it wouldn’t break through.”




Mont Hawthorn, describing Karluk fishing in the 
1890s. From McKeown 1948:42.
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Faap’Riikaat—canneries near Alutiiq villages had a significant impact on vil­lage life. The availability of jobs brought thousands of workers to Kodiak from around the globe. People from Europe and Asia added to the cultural diversity of communities, but their huge numbers made the Alutiiq people a minority in their own homeland. Scandinavian fishermen, already used to making a living from the sea, immigrated to the archipelago to harvest salmon, cod, herring, and hal­ibut. Danes, Swedes, and Norwegians made permanent homes here and mar­ried into Native families. Names like Pe­terson, Olsen, and Madsen became part of Alutiiq villages and are still used today. The immigrants also brought new tradi­tions like reading Scandinavian newspa­pers, downhill skiing, dancing polkas, and taking trips to Europe to visit family.

In the early salteries, Alutiiq people worked as laborers. With several dories and a seine, companies harvested nikllit—red salmon, drying the backs to feed Alutiiq people and salting the bellies for export. For example, Alutiiq men from Orlovsk, also known as Eagle Harbor, staffed a summer salting operation at Saltery  Cove  on  the  shore of Ugak Bay. 




Workers cleaned, split, salted, and brined the fish by hand and then packed them in barrels for shipping, a process that took about eleven days. Laborers packed up to one thousand barrels of salmon per year in this way.

The canneries that developed in the 1880s seldom hired Alutiiq laborers. However, some Native men fished and sold their catch to the canneries, although often at a disadvantage. In places like Kal’ut—Karluk, the canneries only allowed Native fishermen to fish at the extreme ends of the lagoon after Scandinavian and Italian fishermen had harvested around the highly productive river mouth. This changed in the twentieth century. By the later 1800s, millions of salmon were being processed annually at Karluk. This intensive fishing seriously depleted salmon stocks and resulted in new federal regulations. With major changes in the fishery came opportunities for Alutiiq iqallugsurtet—fishermen to compete for fish and sell their catch to processors.

Throughout much of the twentieth century, Alutiiq families worked for can­neries during the summer, beach seining and packing fish. Men labored in teams with dories to drag seines around schools 



Figure 5.7. Canneries lining Karluk Spit, 1889. View north from the river mouth. Albatross Collection, National Archives, 22-FFA-2093.
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of fish, pull the loaded net to the shore, and pitch the fish into a skiff (Figures 5.8 and 5.9). Women, the fish processors in ancestral society, took canning jobs, working to clean and pack fish bound for markets far beyond Alaska. Alutiiq Elders remember long, noisy shifts in canneries toiling beside their sisters, mothers, and aunties. The rooms were damp and dark, with  few  windows. Here they stood for as many as fourteen hours a day on a floor that never stopped vibrating from the  constant  work  of heavy machinery. A young woman might spend all day every day feeding lids into a canning ma­chine. Yet many have fond memories of the close cannery community, enduring friendships, romances, and mess-hall meals that seldom served salmon. When commercial fishing waned in the fall, fam­ilies moved to their own fish camps to put up supplies of salmon for the winter.

Canneries drew the Alutiiq further 




into the Western cash economy. As Na­tive people began working for wages or for credit at the company store, their de­pendence on Western goods increased. Canneries enticed Native workers to pur­chase goods at a premium price, ensur­ing a profit for themselves. In some cases, stores purposefully over-extended credit, creating debts that people had to pay off through future employment. This ensured a workforce for the coming fishing sea­son and often placed families in increas­ingly serious debt. It was during this time that people began to build Western-style houses, wear more European clothing, and purchase tools and household items (Figure 5.10).

In the decade following World War II, more Alutiiq families began to acquire paRag’autat(N)/paRag’uutat(S)—fishing boats (Figure 5.11). Boat captains often hired their sons and nephews, following the long practice of young people 



Figure 5.8. Skiffs in Ouzinkie harbor, about 1940. Melinda Lamp Collection, AM588. Photo by Hender Toms.

Figure 5.9. Men working with a beach seine, Afognak Island, about 1960. Chadwick Collection, AM528.Photo by Robert Chadwick.
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apprenticing with experienced, older relatives. Boatbuilding also became a profitable winter activity. Alutiiq craftsmen made skiffs, dories, and even purse seiners from local spruce (Figure 5.12), particularly in communities like Ouzinkie and Afognak where timber was plentiful.

“I begged my mother to let me 
go to Port Bailey. I was 15 at the 
time but I had a birthday com-
ing up in July. . . . That summer 
I worked for a new washing 
machine for my mother. That’s 
about all I got, except for may-
be a few clothes. It was a great 
feeling to get this washing 
machine for my mother.”

Julia Naugton, Afognak Village. 
From Flick 1979:19.


Figure 5.10. Akhiok church reader Jacob Ayohgosem and his wife Stepaneda, ca. 1928. 
National Archives, Alaska Schools Historical Albums.

Figure 5.11. Crew fishing from the wooden-hulled FV Peril Cape, an Afognak village 
boat, about 1960. Chadwick Collection, AM 528. Photo by Robert Chadwick.

Figure 5.12. Dory knee tree on Afognak Island. Boat builders cut naturally 
curved pieces of wood from the roots and trunks of live spruce trees to 
create strong boat ribs. AM628. Photo by Amy Steffian.
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Fox Farming

“It was a seven-day-a-week chore, feeding and taking care of 
foxes in all kinds of weather. Even a small size fox farm, with 
only several dozen foxes, consumes a lot of food that has to 
be caught or hunted, such as fish or sea lions. Or run a troll 
line to catch halibut, cod, flounder, or bullheads. It’s a job in its 
own. Plus cleaning and cooking all this fish to feed a bunch of 
hungry foxes each day.”

Ed Opheim Sr., on fox farming in the 1940s. From Vick 1983:75–76.

In the early decades of the 1900s, fox farming became popular in the Kodiak re­gion. The sea otter population had been decimated by overhunting, and entre­preneurs were looking for a new, reliable source of furs (Figures 5.13, 5.14, and 5.15). Many people, including Alutiiq families, established fur ranching operations. The first formal enterprise was the Kodiak Fox Farm on Long Island, a facility with breed­ing pens and corrals. The initial breeding 



stock for the farm came from Chirikof Island, where kaugya’at—foxes from the Semidi Islands were released in 1891.

Additional fox farms sprang up on many local islands. The impressive list of fox farm locations includes Amook Island, Bare Island, Raspberry Island, Whale Is­land, Abrams Island, Hog Island, Marmot Island, Dry Island, Nelson Island, Low Is­land, Kalsin Island, Ugak Island, Fox Island in Deadman Bay, and others.




Figure 5.13. A Kodiak Island red fox. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.


115







To start their farms, ranchers pur­chased animals from other Alaska fur farmers or from Alutiiq hunters who cap­tured and sold live foxes. Live trapping was a lucrative business. A pair of healthy fox pups could be worth as much as $600 (over $7,500 in today’s dollars). Feeding even a small number of foxes was a big job. Fox farmers spent much of their time harvesting whatever they could find to sustain their animals. Instead of raising foxes, some Alutiiq people sold dried fish for fox feed, which operators supplement­ed with fresh wild foods like fish, bird eggs, seals, and berries. For some Alutiiq fam­ilies, income from fox farming helped to supplement earnings from activities like trapping and small-scale gold mining. It was common for families to participate in multiple industries to earn a living.


Figure 5.14. Fox pelts in Ouzinkie, about 1940. Melinda Lamp Collection, AM588:14. Photo by Hender Toms.

Figure 5.15. Fox boxes at a historic fox farm on Whale Island. Afognak Lands Survey Collection, 
AM824. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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Box 5.1. The Snow that Wouldn’t Melt

“Here in Kodiak, the ashes were so thick you couldn’t 
breathe. You couldn’t even see your hand in front of your 
face. It lasted three days; on the third day, it cleared up. 
We were all on the revenue cutter Manning, anchored off 
Woody Island.”

August Heitman, recalling the 1912 volcanic eruption. From Vick 1983:19.


June 6, 1912, was a warm, cloudless day in Afognak Village. Laundry fluttered on clothes-
lines. Cows grazed along the shore. Men prepared their fishing gear, women tended the 
sprouting vegetables in their gardens, and children played. A thundering noise and the 
rapidly darkening sky stopped everything. First, the sky turned from blue to red. Then a 
huge black cloud covered the sun, plunging the community into darkness. As day became 
night, Elders frantically urged people to cover their wells and fill every bucket and bowl 
with fresh water. They knew a puyulek—volcano was erupting and that streams would 
soon be polluted. For the next three days, villagers sheltered indoors as lightning, thun-
der, and earthquakes shook the community and over a foot of hot, sulfurous paulaq—ash 
covered everything. People’s throats burned, their eyes stung, and many thought the world 
was ending. When daylight returned, residents found a dramatic scene. Gritty tan ash 
covered everything. It drifted like snow against houses, bent the branches of spruce trees, 
and filled streams and ponds. It collapsed roofs and caused ash avalanches on nearby 
mountainsides. It was like snow, but it would never melt.

The ash came from Mount Novarupta, one of at least eighty volcanoes that form the 
long, mountainous spine of the Alaska Peninsula and the Aleutian Islands. Due to their 
composition, these volcanoes are prone to violent, caldera-forming eruptions. Pressure 
builds up until the top of a volcano literally blows apart, making a crater. The explosion of 



Figure 5.16. Sod houses at Katmai village covered in volcanic ash, June 1912. Kamai National Park and Preserve. mgc00745. Photo by G.M Martin, courtesy of the U.S. 
Geological Survey photo library.
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Novarupta released 35 cubic kilometers (8.4 cubic miles) of rock and ash and produced a 
worldwide drop in temperature of 0.2° C. It was the largest volcanic eruption of the twenti-
eth century.

Three Alutiiq communities lying close to the mountain were destroyed—Douglas, 
Katmai, and Savonoski on the Alaska Peninsula (Figure 5.16). Some coastal residents 
evacuated by kayak, paddling toward Kodiak for help as hot ash and burning cinders fell 
around them. Others sheltered in their homes and were rescued by the U.S. revenue cutter 
Redondo when the ash stopped falling. An easterly wind pushed the ash cloud toward 
Kodiak, where it blanketed the northern half of the archipelago (Figure 5.17). Karluk, 
Larsen Bay, and Old Harbor received a thin layer, but Kodiak, Afognak, Ouzinkie, Woody 
Island, and Eagle Harbor were buried. Kodiak’s four hundred residents were evacuated on 
the U.S.R.C. Manning, a revenue cutter that steamed out of the path of the ash cloud and 
provided food and shelter until it was safe to return.

The impacts on the environment were alarming. The ash smothered shellfish, killed 
freshwater fish and seabirds, changed the distribution of ocean fish and sea mammals, 
and ripped apart seaweed and kelp beds. Around Marmot and Chiniak Bays, most of the 
sea urchins, clams, cockles, and kelp beds were destroyed. Salmon in area streams smoth-
ered. Few additional fish returned to spawn, and those that did choked in waters contin-
ually flooded with ash washing off the surrounding hillsides. The ash even damaged krill 
populations and resulted in a poor whaling season. Whales moved through the affected 
area very quickly.

Federal relief provided Kodiak families with essential food supplies, including hay for 
starving cattle, but the damage to subsistence resources worried Alutiiq families. Antici-
pating winter shortages, the women of Afognak Village swiftly uncovered their vegetable 
gardens and found young potatoes, carrots, and radishes alive. Elders advised that the 
ash would be good for the plants, and they were right. Naut’staarwit—gardens thrived in 
the coming months as the ash acted as a fertilizer. Within two years, Kodiak had regained 
much of its plant life and residents were amazed by the abundant berry crop.




The explosion of 
Mount Novarupta was 
one of many volcanic 
eruptions to impact Ko-
diak. Beneath the island’s 
grassy meadows, there 
are layers of ash dating 
back thousands of years. 
Like the residents of 
Afognak, Alutiiq people 
learned to endure these 
natural disasters. Con-
nections with neighbors, 
the ability to evacuate by 
boat, and the knowledge 
of Elders helped people 
persevere through these 
rare but destructive 
events.



Figure 5.17. Map of the ash plume generated by the explosion of Mount Novarupta. Illustration by Alexandra Painter 
after Dumond 2005:85.
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Reindeer Herding

“[My dad]  didn’t  get paid for it. Just loved doing it. He had to take care of them, you know. That’s just the way the people were. They don’t ask for no pay. They just did it. They just loved doing that.”

Nick Alokli, Akhiok Elder.
From Alutiiq Museum archives.


Reindeer herding came to Alaska in the 1890s as a rural economic develop­ment program introduced by the Rever­end Sheldon Jackson. Jackson mistakenly believed there was a scarcity of food and that starvation would prevent Alaska Na­tives from succeeding in his missionary school system (see education section below). According to historian Roxanne Willis (2006:282), “While [Jackson] initially saw the project as simply a way to save destitute Eskimos from starvation, he now began to think of it more broadly as a means of bringing Alaska Natives into the modern world. During his years of working with Indian communities in the West, Jackson had come to believe, like so many of his colleagues, that the only way to help Native peoples was to get them to abandon their traditional cultures in favor of white, modern ways.” Jackson raised both government and philanthropic dollars for his scheme and then brought reindeer from Siberia to Alaska. With the reindeer came Chukchi people from Sibe­ria and Saami herders from Scandinavia, who taught Alaska Natives how to herd and care for the animals.

The Alutiiq region was not original­ly part of the reindeer effort, but this changed in the 1920s. The federal gov­ernment introduced reindeer to southern Kodiak Island in 1924. As part of an eco­nomic development project, thirty-two animals were shipped to the Akhiok area from Bristol Bay. Simeon Agnot of Akhiok 




traveled to Cantwell to learn herding skills from Laplanders brought to Alaska as in­structors. Agnot became his community’s reindeer chief, organizing and training other Akhiok men to care for the animals.

The herders worked in two-week shifts, watching over the reindeer in their pastures. In spring, the men drove the pregnant females to Cape Alitak for fawning, and then herded them back to winter forage later in the year. In return for their care, the herders could harvest animals as needed. Some were taken for food. Others were sold or traded to can­neries in return for goods (Figure 5.18).

In 1931, eight Native stockholders took ownership of the herd by forming the Al­itak Native Reindeer Corporation, and they obtained a federal grazing lease. The late Akhiok Elder Larry Matfay re­membered the eight as Simeon Agnot, Lezon Alokli, Shorty Azuyak, Evan Farso­vitch, Senafont Farsovitch, Nick Phillips, George Phillips, and Evan Simeon. By 1938, there were eleven stockholders in the reindeer corporation, and twenty-four Akhiok households were involved. Most if not all of the community participated in the business. Herding also became a family tradition, as sons accompanied their fathers to learn the trade.



    “I started reindeer herd­ing when I was about 12. That was our livelihood—before working in all those canneries and such came around. We were selling the meat to those canneries for about 12 cents a pound.”

Ephraim Agnot, Akhiok Elder and son of 
Simeon Agnot. From Kasprzak 1985.

Herding continued actively until 1948 when a fire burned thousands of acres of reindeer forage. The fire was started ac­cidentally when an oil stove overheated in a herders’  cabin  and  caught fire. With 
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the fire burning uncontrolled, the herd escaped, and more than twelve hundred animals became feral. Moreover, the fire burned the animal’s preferred food, encouraging them to graze elsewhere. Although a few Akhiok families contin­ued small-scale herding into the 1950s and 1960s, the industry never recovered. A small herd survives today, scattered around the Ayakulik River drainage (Fig­ure 5.18).

Bear Hunting

The taquka’aq—Kodiak brown bear is one of the largest living land mammal in North America (Figure 5.21). Today, the Kodiak region is home to more than three thousand of these enormous creatures, which have long been a source of food and materials for Alutiiq people. Bears once represented the only large land mammal available to Kodiak hunters, before Sitka deer, elk, and reindeer were introduced in the twentieth century (Box 5.2). In addition to meat and fat, bears provided gut for waterproof clothing, bone for tools, teeth for jewelry, and large hides for bedding. Inside the warmth of ciqlluat—sod houses, people sat on 




bear hides to sew, make tools, and play games. In the evening, families wrapped themselves in the plush furs for sleeping. Hunters took bears with bone arrows, slate spears, snares, and deadfall traps. Some were killed in their dens. Others were ambushed along habitually used trails.

Bear hunting requires a very detailed understanding of Kodiak’s weather, the landscape, and bear behavior. Alutiiq hunters are renowned for spending hours watching a hillside to locate a den, ob­serve an animal’s daily habits, or identify a bear trail. Once a hunter knew when and where a particular bear was likely 



Figure 5.18. Hunting camp on the Ayakulik flats with harvested game—otter and fox pelts and reindeer haunches, about 1960. Kodiak History Museum, Sid Omlid 
Collection, P.846-4A-184.

Figure 5.21. Alvin Amason in his studio with Big Sum Bich #2, and oil on canvas and panel painting he completed in 2016. Amason’s grandfather was Eli Metrokin, a bear guide from Old Harbor. AM803. Photo by Amy Steffian. Purchased with sup­port from Rasmuson Foundation.
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Box 5.2. Animal Introductions

“When you introduce a new species into a Native lifestyle, it’s not like 
drinking a new soda pop or eating a new ice cream. It takes a long 
time.”

An Afognak village resident on the introduction of elk. From Tennessen 2021:89.


Old Harbor Elders remember when tuntut—deer started to appear on the beaches surrounding 
Sitkalidak Strait (Figure 5.19). At first, people thought the animals were strange. Ungulates 
are not indigenous to Kodiak, but Alutiiq ancestors knew about caribou, moose, and goats. They 
traveled to the Alaska mainland for thousands of years to hunt these animals, and they traded for 
products like horn, hide, and antler. However, the little Sitka blacktail deer, released on Kodiak in 
the 1920s, looked out of place to Native hunters who were used to pursuing ducks, seals, and bears. 
But the Alutiiq are adaptable and as these new residents thrived, deer meat made its way to dinner 
tables. Today, deer is a favorite subsistence food, and most Alutiiq people don’t remember a time 
before the animals were part of their annual harvesting traditions. For many families, deer meat has 
become a central food source, taking the place of the bear and sea lion meat that were once widely 
eaten.

Deer are among the most successful of Kodiak’s animal introductions, but at least twenty other 
species were released in the archipelago over the last century (Table 5.2). Why? Biologists brought 
some animals to provide local economic opportunities. The U.S. government introduced a herd 
of reindeer to southern Kodiak as a food and income source for the people of Akhiok. To support 
trapping after the decline of the fur trade, beavers and other fur bearers were added to the Kodiak 
landscape. Martens and red squirrels were introduced together—martens for trapping and red 
squirrels to feed them. Other animals were intended for hunting. Deer and elk were released for sub-
sistence harvesting. Mountain goats were added to Kodiak to develop trophy hunting opportunities 
for sportsmen.

For the most part, Alutiiq people welcomed the introductions and where appropriate adopted 
them for food and material. Today most of the new animals are seen as a part of the landscape and 
advantageous natural resources. Only a few animals are considered pests. People find red squirrels 
(Figure 5.20) annoying because they damage houses, and beavers create dams in salmon streams, 
making a mess of waterways and blocking fish runs.



Figure 5.19. Sitka blacktail deer on Sitkinak Island, 2021. AM997. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 5.20. A red squirrel in a spruce tree, Kodiak Island, 2022. 
AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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to go, he picked the perfect spot to am­bush his prey. Careful observation and patience brought the animal to the hunt­er, saving a tough slog through the brush and preventing dangerous surprises.

In the early twentieth century, hunt­ers from around the world flocked to Ko­diak in search of record-breaking brown bears. Although trophy hunting was not an Alutiiq tradition, Alutiiq men became famous for their guiding expertise. At places like Karluk Lake, Sturgeon River, Deadman Bay, Kiliuda Bay, and Uyak Bay, outfitters established remote bear camps and hired Native guides to lead their cli­ents. Guides typically helped visiting hunt­ers for about two weeks at a time, hiking the hills and spotting for large animals, positioning hunters for kills, and even telling them when to shoot. Guides were also responsible for butchering bears and packing the hides and skulls back to camp (Figure 5.22). Many Alutiiq guides worked in the spring and the fall, on either side of the salmon fishing season. This allowed them to fish commercially and harvest food for their families.



“Bears were like cattle around Karluk Lake. . . . look­ing in your glasses about four o’clock in the afternoon and you see a splash here, splash there, splash here, splash there, the bears are fishing in the water all as far as you could see.”

Eli Metrokin, Alutiiq bear hunting guide. 
From Dodge 2004:249.

Guiding was a regular source of income for Alutiiq men from the 1930s through the 1960s. However, running your own outfit and making the best money required a registered guide license. Al­though some Alutiiq men obtained this certification, the paperwork and written 



test were barriers to others. Thus, al­though Alutiiq guides were essential to the success of hunts and often taught their employers bear hunting skills, they were not recognized as professionals. Alutiiq participation in guided bear hunt­ing has waned since the 1970s with the implementation of stricter sport hunting and guiding regulations. Today, most bear guides are not Alutiiq.

Ironically, although Alutiiq people had harvested brown bears for food for thousands of years, laws enacted in the 1920s limited the subsistence harvest. People in remote areas quietly continued to hunt bears. Elders recall eating bear meat similar to the way people eat deer meat today. It was common when they were children. However, because bear hunting was hidden, the State of Alas­ka determined that subsistence hunting of bears was no longer practiced and banned the activity in 1987. Despite a large and stable population of animals, the Alutiiq were not allowed a tradition­al harvest. It took ten years and federal hearings, but in 1997, Alutiiq hunters were again permitted to harvest bears for food based on their long history of use. Howev­er, only a handful of animals can be taken by subsistence hunters each year across the entire archipelago.



Figure 5.22. Bear guide Larry Matfay with client Jake Aro and a ten-foot bear hide, 
1963. Violet Abel Collection, AM507. Gift of the City of Old Harbor.
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American Education

Mission Schools

In 1885, Presbyterian missionary Shel­don Jackson was appointed the general agent of education in Alaska by the Unit­ed States government and charged with providing educational opportunities for children across the territory. To establish skaulut (N)/skuulut (S)—schools, Jackson brokered an agreement with Protestant churches that sought opportunities to spread their cultural and spiritual views. To avoid competition and promote the efficient use of funds, he divided the state into regions and assigned each to a dif­ferent denomination (Figure 5.23). For ex­ample, the Moravians received a portion of southwest Alaska, along the Bering Sea coast. The Methodists were allotted the Aleutian Islands. The Kodiak Archipel­ago and the Kenai Peninsula were given to the Baptist church, despite the deep roots of Russian Orthodoxy throughout the region. Known as the Comity Agree­ment, this plan encouraged churches to begin establishing missions and schools in their assigned regions, with support from federal funding. Soon after, mission-



aries came to Kodiak and started Ameri­can-style public schools in most villages. This had a profound impact on Alutiiq communities.

The Russian Orthodox church and American mission schools provided very different educational experiences. Rus­sian school was culturally supportive, allowing students to speak in multiple languages including Alutiiq. In contrast, mission schools stressed Americaniza­tion. They forbade the use of any lan­guage but English and pressed students to convert to the Baptist faith—even those raised as Russian Orthodox. Their policies reflected a larger push across the United States to assimilate Native children to the American way of life by separating them from their language, traditions, and even their families.

In the early twentieth century, some Alutiiq Elders remembered attending a vil­lage or mission school in the morning and then taking Russian Orthodox lessons in the afternoon. Eventually, Russian school stopped being offered, and youth only attended American-style schools (Figure 5.24). The transition to the American edu­cation system was difficult for many, and schoolteachers were not always kind.



Figure 5.23. Alaska Comity plan, about 1890. Illustration by Alexandra Painter after Twitchell in Stanton 2022.
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English Only

“We used to get punished so much 
by the teachers and that is the truth. 
We couldn’t speak our own lan-
guage. Aleut was my first language, 
that is what I knew how to speak. I 
had to learn English. When I try to 
talk English, I’m always going back 
to Aleut, so it was hard. We’d get 
punished every time we talked in 
Aleut. We’d get slapped in the hand 
with those [hip wader boot] straps, 
you know the ones with the buckle, 
and they hurt. They were long and it 
had a buckle at the end. Then they 
had them pointers you know like 
rulers, if you point at the blackboard 
they would hit you over the head, 
and boy that hurt.”

Nick Alokli, Akhiok Elder. 
From Amodo et al. 2004:47.

There are many stories of how school­teachers used shaming and physical punishment to suppress the use of Native languages in schools. Violent retaliation against Native children for speaking in their language was common. Some stu­dents were beaten with rulers and belt buckles. Others were publicly ridiculed in front of their peers. Whatever the treat­ment, cruelty was effective at keeping children from speaking and even learning their Native language. Individual teachers enforced policies differently. There was at least one litnauwista—teacher in Akhiok in the 1940s who allowed children to speak Alutiiq on the playground, and the teach­er’s son ended up learning the language while playing with his friends. Educators who integrated into communities and treated families respectfully were remem­bered fondly for decades, while strict or abusive educators were reviled.



The presence of outside educators in Alutiiq communities changed the social fabric of villages and impacted home life. Some teachers were bold in their in­fluence, using their perceived authority to order parents to stop speaking Alutiiq around their children. They argued that learning the Native language would make children stupid and unable to sur­vive in American society, although this was untrue. Other parents made a choice not to teach Alutiiq to their children to protect them from vicious beatings at school. The manipulation of parental love to enact culturally destructive policies is now recognized as a major factor in the near extinction of the Alutiiq language.

Some families were stubborn, how­ever. Some Elders recall speaking Alutiiq with their families in private, safe from prying eyes. Other parents pulled their children out of school when they learned that they were being punished for speak­ing in Alutiiq. Still other Elders remember hiding under the kitchen table while their parents spoke. They absorbed the lan­guage while eavesdropping. Without these actions, there would be even few­er Alutiiq speakers than there are today. However, not all families were able to make such decisions, because Alutiiq chil­dren were also taken far from home for an American education.

Boarding Schools

There were schools in some but not all villages, and some schools did not serve all grades. Eventually, American policies dictated that all Native children must attend an American school. Begin­ning in the late 1800s, schools were set up to educate students from more remote areas, and some like the Baptist Mission on Woody Island were orphanages (Box 5.3). Major epidemics of tuberculosis and the 1918–1920 flu orphaned children and created single-parent households, where providing for the needs of young people was difficult. In such cases, authorities en­couraged, intimidated, or tricked family members into sending children to board­ing schools and orphanages.
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Some residential schools offered better food and living conditions than available at home. Others were prisons. Children were sometimes taught subjects like math and reading, but often spent much of their days doing manual labor and receiving training for employment in service and trade industries like sewing, farm work, tanning, and house cleaning (Figure 5.26). Policymakers felt that Na­tive students were not intelligent enough for academic subjects and focused on using them for their labor rather than on student achievement. The physical work completed by children also helped to pay for the costs of boarding schools. Some schools even made income by providing goods and services fueled by student la­bor. The financial benefit Native students brought to boarding schools has not been quantified.

The experience of boarding schools separated young people from their home communities and advanced certain political aims. Students were forcibly acculturated. They were prevented from dressing or speaking in Native ways, in a nationwide policy later known as “Kill 




the Indian, save the man.” Many students who were taken from their homelands never returned home. The forced removal of Native children from their communities also isolated children from culture bearers. Elders were unable to teach Native youth their lifetimes of knowledge or to pass down the traditions of previous generations.

Boarding schools were part of an effort to eliminate Native tribes, a policy known as “Termination.” Although the United States government had signed treaties with many Native American tribes protecting traditional access to natural resources, the nation was also hungry for lands and resources. Disconnecting Native people from their culture and land freed up more territory for settlers and re­duced a perceived future burden on the United States government.

Some infamous boarding schools included the Eklutna Industrial School in Eklutna, Alaska, the Chemawa Indian School in Oregon, and the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania. In 1901, a group of eleven young people from Ko­diak and Woody Island were taken to the 




Figure 5.24. Ouzinkie school, about 1940. Melinda Lamp Collection, AM588. Photo by Hender Toms.
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Box 5.3. An Orphanage on Woody Island


In 1893, Ernest and Ida Roscoe, missionaries from California, founded a Baptist church and orphanage 
on Tangirnaq, known today as Woody Island. They were supported by the Women’s American 
Baptist Home Mission Society. At the time, the island was home to a large Alutiiq village also known as 
Tangirnaq. Alutiiq carpenters built the mission on five hundred acres of land transferred to the Baptist 
Church by the United States government.

The Kodiak Baptist orphanage cared for children orphaned by devastating pandemics and those 
whose parents were unable to support them. These children came from both the Kodiak region and 
surrounding areas of Alaska (Figure 5.25). Some were taken against their parents’ wishes, creating ten-
sion between American and Russian Orthodox religious institutions. At the orphanage youth worked 
cutting wood, caring for livestock, fishing, and doing household chores, and they attended school in 
nearby Tangirnaq village. Children stayed at the orphanage until they were eighteen. Then, boys were 
encouraged to find jobs and girls a husband.



“My mother was a mission girl, my father a mission boy, and my 
grandfather was also in the mission. Mama was born in Unga in 1889 
and was sent to the mission when she was about eight years old. Her 
father died and her mother remarried, so her brother sent her to the 
mission.”

Natalie Simeonoff, Tangirnaq Native Village community member, 1978.
From 1991 interview, Alutiiq Museum Archives AM213:17.


The mission was part of a national effort to westernize Native children. Youth raised in the mission 
had mixed experiences. Some were happy and many benefitted from access to health care. Others felt 
disconnected from their homes and culture. For example, some children from Tangirnaq were forbid-
den to visit relatives in the nearby village.

In 1938, a fire destroyed parts of the orphanage. The youngest children moved to Baker Cottage, a 
mission home in Ouzinkie. Older students moved to Kodiak.



Figure 5.25. Children at the Kodiak Baptist Mission on Woody Island, about 1920. Baptist Mission Collection, AM987.
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Carlisle School by Charles Bunnell, a friend of Sheldon Jackson (Figure 5.27, Table 5.3). The students were mostly teenagers of Alutiiq/Sugpiaq and Unangax̂ heritage, although a few of them had been sent to the Woody Island orphanage from Sitka in Southeast Alaska. Bunnell convinced both the orphanage leadership and the Native leadership of Woody Island that the Carlisle School presented an amazing opportunity for Kodiak youth, paid for by the United States Indian Service. He ar­gued that they would receive a valuable education and experience the world. For at least two of the students, it was a disas­trous decision.

The conditions at Carlisle were dread­ful. Children suffered hunger, forced labor, punishment, disease, and isolation, living for years without family contact. Many were sent on “outings” where they worked as farmhands or as household servants for months, living as unpaid laborers instead of students. Two of the girls, Anastasia Ashouwak (1887–1904) and Pariscovia Friendoff (1886–1906), caught tuberculosis and passed away while en­rolled at the school. Both were buried on school grounds, where they remained until recently. In acknowledgment of the 




enormously damaging effects of Na­tive boarding schools, the United States began working to return the remains of those who died at Carlisle to their families and communities. Anastasia’s remains were returned to the Ashouwak family for reburial in the village of Old Harbor in 2022 (Figure 5.28). Arrangements were underway in 2024 for Pariscovia’s return and reburial. Other students from the 1901 Kodiak group married fellow students or non-Native community members in the Lower 48 after leaving Carlisle. We don’t know if any were ever able to return to Alaska.

Most Alutiiq youth were not sent as far away as Pennsylvania. In the twenti­eth century, Kodiak Alutiiq children were often enrolled in schools in coastal Alas­ka. These included the Jesse Lee Home in Unalaska and later Seward, the Wrangell Institute in Wrangell, and Mt. Edgecum­be School in Sitka. Among them was Benny Benson, an orphan of Alutiiq, Un­angax̂, Russian, and Swedish heritage who designed Alaska’s flag (Box 5.4). By the 1960s, some students who continued studying through high school were sent to Pacific Northwest boarding schools like Chemawa Indian School in Oregon.




Figure 5.26. Boys caring for chickens at the Kodiak Baptist Mission, Woody Island, about 1920. Baptist Mission Collection, AM987.
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Table 5.3. Students taken to the Carlisle School from Kodiak and Woody Island





	Kate Shepard 

	Born in Sitka. Listed as Aleut. Enrolled in the Woody Island Baptist 
Mission. Her parents were living when she went to Carlisle. Dad’s 
name was Dick Shephard. School records indicate she was partially 
blind. Left Carlisle in 1906. Married B.H. Durkee and moved to 
Katalla, Alaska.




	Anastasia Ashouwak 

	Born on Kodiak in 1897. Enrolled in the Woody Island Baptist Mission 
after her mother’s death. Nicknamed Nastia. Died of tuberculosis at 
16 while attending Carlisle. Buried in the school cemetery.




	Pariscovia Achacee/Friendoff 

	Nicknamed Parri. Died of tuberculosis at 18 while attending Carlisle. 
Buried in the school cemetery.




	Orleana Yakoff 

	Listed as Aleut. Her parents died by 1901. Studied housework at 
Carlisle and left in 1906. Married another student, George Fisher 
(Chippewa), in Seattle, Washington.




	Theodore (Fadya) Shellikoff 

	Orphaned by 1901. Enrolled in the Woody Island Baptist Mission. 
Studied farming, left Carlisle in 1906.




	Sashka (Alex) Alexander 

	Orphaned by 1901. Enrolled in the Woody Island Baptist Mission. 
After attending Carlisle he worked for the Carl Hurmer farm in 
Carlton, Oregon, in 1911.




	Peter Debrovolsky 

	Studied carpentry and farming at Carlisle. Left school in 1906.




	George Galaktinoff 

	Orphaned by 1901. Listed as Aleut. Nicknamed Bean. Studied farm-
ing at Carlisle. Left the school in 1906.




	John Lolchesnikoff 

	Orphaned by 1901. Listed as Aleut. Studied farming at Carlisle and 
moved to Colchester, Connecticut, in 1906.




	Nekifer Shouchuk 

	Played football and worked as a cook at Carlisle. Then, attended 
the Haskell Indian School. Lived in Lawrence, Kansas.




	Michael Chabitnoy 

	Stayed in Pennsylvania and married a local girl. Worked as a 
foreman at the Hershey’s Chocolate factory and as a clerk in a steel 
manufacturing plant.








Note: Most of the Kodiak students “timed out” and left Carlisle in August of 1906


Figure 5.27. Charles Bunnell with students from Kodiak and Woody Island on their arrival at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School, June 1901. Back row from left–John Lolchesnekoff (16), Theodore Shellikoff (15), Nekifer Shouchuk (22), Michael Chabitnoy (15), Geo Galatkinoff (14), Sashka Alexander (13); Front row from left–C.E. Bunnell, Orleana Yakoff (14), Kate Shepard (16), Anastasia Ashouwak (13), Pariscovia Friendoff (14), Peter Dobrovolsky (12).

Name

History
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“There was no high schools in the villag­es, everybody had to go [to Mt. Edgecum­be]. . . . I liked it. It was fun. . . . I was scared at first. You didn’t know nothing. Of course, my brother was down there. I had him, and people from Ouzinkie, and I knew some people from Port Lions, a lot of the kids. Then my other two brothers came, even my older brothers and sisters went. . . . You left when school started in September and you were done in May. . . . you got one day off for Christmas. You never had all these silly breaks. . . . Then when you were done, you’d go home and work your butt off in the can­nery for your next year, again and do the same thing.”


Toni Squartsoff, 2006 interview. 
From Alutiiq Museum Archives, AM565.

Today, Elders remember their board­ing school experiences as both positive and negative. Some students learned skills they used to secure employment in later life, and many developed lifelong friendships with other students from dif­ferent tribal communities. Some even welcomed the opportunity to learn new things and see distant places. However, many also report painful experiences, ranging from homesickness to physical, mental, and sexual abuse. With their government-granted authority and little oversight, teachers and administrators of Native boarding schools varied greatly in their treatment of Native youth. Today scholars, government agencies, and organizations such the National Indian Boarding School Coalition are research­ing the effects of boarding schools on Native students and their descendants. The boarding school history of Kodiak’s Alutiiq people is also being actively stud­ied so that it can be better understood and documented.


Figure 5.28. Anastasia Ashouwak’s remains are laid to rest in Old Harbor, 2022. Alutiiq Museum Archives, AM1035. Photo by Emily Jean Capjohn.
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Box 5.4. Benny Benson


Many countries in the New World celebrate the second Monday in October as Columbus Day, 
honoring the European discovery of the Americas by Christopher Columbus. For Native people, 
however, Columbus Day represents the beginning of European conquest and the cruel treatment of 
Indigenous people that followed.

Although Columbus Day is a federal holiday, some Alaska residents prefer to think of this as 
Benny Benson Day, a day honoring the Alutiiq boy who designed Alaska’s iconic flag (Figure 5.29). He 
was born in Chignik in 1913 to Swedish fisherman John Ben Benson and Tatiana Schebolein, a woman 
of Native and Russian ancestry. When he was just three, Benny’s mother died of pneumonia. Not 
able to care for his children, John Benson sent Benny and his younger brother Carl to the Jesse Lee 
Mission Home in Unalaska. For the next seventeen years, Benny lived in orphanages.

Benny’s childhood coincided with a tumultuous period in Alaska history. Neglected by the federal 
government, the region’s economy was suffering. In the 1920s, territorial politicians argued that 
statehood would bring financial support to Alaskans. Territorial Governor George A. Parks recog-
nized that Alaska needed an emblem—a flag that would represent its lands and people during the 
statehood battle. In 1927, he asked the Alaska Department of the American Legion to sponsor a flag 
design contest for Alaska students.

Benny’s submission showed the Big Dipper and the North Star on a deep blue background. He 
wrote, “The blue field is for the Alaska sky and the forget-me-not, an Alaskan flower. The North Star 
is the future State of Alaska, the most northerly in the union. The Dipper is for the Great Bear—sym-
bolizing strength” (Spartz 2021). It was unanimously selected as the winning design from 142 entries. 
Benson received one thousand dollars.

Benson’s accomplishments went beyond designing the state flag. He was also a widely revered 
Alaskan who helped to break down racial barriers for Native people. In the early 1960s, he was 
admitted to the Kodiak Elks Club. He became the first Alaska Native to join a fraternal organization, 
despite attempts by Elks Clubs outside of Alaska to bar his acceptance.



Figure 5.29. A souvenir Alaska flag made and signed by Benny Benson. AM749. Gift of Representative Charles Mackey.
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Village Schools After Statehood

By the mid-twentieth century, the boarding school model was used across Alaska. Some villages offered classes through middle school (Figures 5.30 and 5.31), but few had high schools. This meant that most young people had to attend boarding schools far from home. Teenagers were systematically removed from Native villages every year. The town of Kodiak had the Kodiak Regional High School, where students stayed in dorms or with local families during the school year (Box 5.5).

In 1976, Alaska Native high school stu­dents Molly Hootch and Anna Tobeluk and twenty-five other Native teens sued the State of Alaska (Tobeluk v. Lind), contend­ing that the boarding school system was discriminatory. It forced Native students to  leave  home  for high school, a process 



that resulted in the mistreatment of youth and poor educational outcomes. The lawsuit resulted in the Tobeluk Consent Decree, also known as the Molly Hootch decision, an agreement that the State of Alaska would create and maintain high schools in any village with at least fifteen high-school-aged students. As a result, all six of Kodiak’s Alutiiq villages (Akhiok, Old Harbor, Karluk, Larsen Bay, Ouzinkie, and Port Lions, Figure 5.32) secured a commu­nity school, and children stopped leaving home after the eighth grade. Today, most Kodiak Alutiiq communities continue to offer high school, although decreases in village populations have led to school clo­sures in places without the required num­ber of students, which is now ten. In 2023, there were schools in Akhiok, Old Harbor, Ouzinkie, Port Lions, Chiniak, and the City of Kodiak.

Figure 5.30. School is Out, oil on panel, by Gloria Selby, 2005. This painting shows the schoolhouse in Afognak Village about 1955. AM525:2. Purchased with support from Rasmuson Foundation.

Figure 5.31. Schoolyard Boys, oil on panel, by Gloria Sel­by, 2005. This painting shows the students in Afognak vil­lage, about 1955. AM525:1. Purchased with support from Rasmuson Foundation.
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Box 5.5. The Kodiak Aleutian Regional High School— 
Olga’s Story


Olga Keim (now Olga Rowland) and her family returned to the village of Port Lions in 1971. After 
years of living in Anchorage, Oklahoma, and Oregon, Olga was starting high school. She was 
an honors student with plans to attend college. However, her educational journey took a difficult 
turn when she enrolled in Kodiak High School.

At the time, there were no high schools in Kodiak’s rural villages. Native students who wanted 
to continue their education had to move to town. Some lived with local families, but in 1969, Kodiak 
established the Kodiak Aleutian Regional High School. Rural students like Olga lived in a dormitory 
and attended Kodiak High School with town students. But as Olga discovered, village students were 
not treated equally. When she registered for classes, Olga found herself in a separate building and 
assigned work far below her level.

“They said, ‘Oh, you need to go out to that building in the parking lot.’ It was a resource building 
for kids who needed extra help, you know, who were behind in their education,” Olga said. “I went 
out there and the teacher gave me a list of assignments for the day. I finished them in a couple hours 
and wandered around helping the other students. I was worried because I didn’t want to fall far 
behind where I needed to be for the credits. I could tell the staff was furious with me because I was a 
Native kid from a village, and they thought I was getting what I deserved.”

Olga’s dorm director and counselor tried to help her, but the situation continued until she spoke 
to Father Ted, a Russian Orthodox priest. Father Ted quickly recognized the discrimination. He told 
Olga that Native leaders from around the island were gathered in town for meetings and asked 
Olga to share her story. The Native leaders were working on the passage of the Alaska Native Claims 
Settlement Act, as part of their larger fight for the civil rights of Native people. They would later 
become the leaders of Koniag, Inc., the regional Alaska Native Corporation for the Kodiak Alutiiq 
people.

“We went to Hank Eaton’s house to talk to the group. I was terrified, but Father Ted insisted 
that the school was not treating us fairly, and our parents weren’t there to advocate for us. In the 
room full of people were Hank Eaton, Harry Carter, Roy Madsen, Karl Armstrong, Jack Wick, Jimmy 
Johnson, Walter Simeonoff, Sven and Herman Haakanson, Nancy Anderson, Fran Wamser, among 
others,” Olga said. “A room full of people respectfully listened to my story . . . and were thankful that I 
brought it to their attention.”

Ultimately, Alutiiq leaders, Father Ted, and the dorm staff confronted KHS administrators about 
the unequal education of Native students.

“This intervention of our Sugpiaq leaders changed the trajectory of education at KHS, as they in-
sisted that all village students be offered regular classes like any other student in Kodiak. . . . I belong 
to a grateful generation for their foresight and influence,” Olga said.

Years later, in her first days of graduate school at the University of Alaska Southeast, Olga no-
ticed signs for an event honoring the outgoing chancellor. It was the former Kodiak school superin-
tendent who met with Alutiiq leaders about Native education at KHS. Olga made an appointment 
to meet the chancellor. When she sat down and told her story, the man across the desk slumped his 
shoulders and shook his head.

“We made a lot of stupid mistakes back then,” Olga recalled him saying. “Ultimately, I left feeling 
thankful to have had the leadership in my life who had stood up for me and others even as they had 
an enormous responsibility weighing on their shoulders.”
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Big Changes for Alaska


The mid-twentieth century was eventful in Alaska as the pace of westernization accelerated and the territory advanced toward statehood. The booming fishing industry attracted thousands of immigrants. The looming threat of war in the Pacific drew the U.S. military to the North and led to the construction of support facilities: roads, airstrips, and bases. Growth in Alaska’s population and infrastructure created new challenges and opportunities for Native peoples, from dealing with racism and civil rights issues to adapting to a changing economy.

Native Civil Rights

The years leading up to statehood in 1959 were tumultuous for Alaska Na­tive communities as the rights of Native people as U.S. citizens and members of tribal nations changed over time. Under the Cession Laws of Alaska, Native peo­ple could become United States citizens as early as 1915, but only if they provided recommendations from five White citi­zens and “severed all tribal relationships.” In 1924, the Indian Citizenship Act granted citizenship to all Native Americans and Alaska Natives. However, the act did not automatically grant equal rights to Native people, who still faced discrimination in employment and segregation in commu­nity spaces. For example, until 1957 each state was allowed to determine whether Native American people could vote.




Two well-known cases demonstrate the tenacity of individuals who stood up against discriminatory treatment. In 1944, a young Iñupiaq woman named Alberta Shenck protested segregated seating in the Nome movie theater. Shenck wrote an editorial for the Nome Nugget expressing her views and later sat in the “Whites only” section of the theater and refused to move. As a result, she was briefly jailed. However, Shenck’s protest gained the attention of Alaska Territorial Governor Ernest Gruening, who indicated his support for a legislative solution. In 1945, the Alaska Legislature debated and passed the Alaska anti-Discrimination Act. A Lingít woman named Elizabeth Ḵaax̲galaat Peratrovich testified convincingly for the passage of the act saying, “Have you eliminated larceny or murder by passing a law against it? No law will eliminate crimes but you as legislators can assert to the world that you recognize the evil of the present situation and speak your intent to help us overcome discrimination” (National Library of Medicine 2023). Her words contributed to the passage of the first anti-discrimination act passed in the United States in 1945. After its adoption, segregation became illegal in Alaska (Figure 5.33).

While there are few well-known sto­ries of Alutiiq struggles for equal rights, racial conflict was present in Kodiak and its surrounding rural communities. There were places where Kodiak’s original in­habitants were simply not welcome. Elder Nick Alokli (Figure 5.34) remembered that 



Figure 5.32. Port Lions school (left) and a group of Port Lions students and their teachers in the 1980s (right). City of Port Lions Photo Collection, AM950.
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at the Alitak cannery where he worked on a beach gang in his youth, Natives were not welcome in the mess hall. There were separate White and Filipino mess halls for cannery employees, but Native workers were given leftovers in coffee cans placed outside the mess hall to take home and reheat. One of Nick’s non-Native friends was fired by the cannery for fraternization with Native people and ended up com­mercial fishing on a Native fishing crew that summer. Today, while there are legal protections against racism and discrimi­nation, many Alaska Native people con­tinue to experience similar examples of racism and personal attacks.

World War II in Kodiak

In the 1930s, the United States govern­ment became concerned about attacks from across the Pacific after Japanese mil­itary activity in China. At the time, Alaska had just one small military garrison, lo­cated near Haines. As such, the territory was not prepared to defend itself or sup­port the broader defense of the nation. To remedy this situation, Congress set aside funds for naval bases in Sitka, Kodiak, and Dutch Harbor.

The military buildup of Alaska fol­lowed quickly and brought thousands of saltaatat—soldiers and contractors to Kodiak to construct and operate facilities, including many of the roads Kodiak resi­dents use today. The U.S. Navy purchased ranch land in Womens Bay in 1938 and built the Kodiak Naval Operating Base the following year. The pace of military con­struction increased dramatically after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on De­cember 7, 1941. To provide coastal support for the naval base, Kodiak’s Army base, Fort Greely, was built in 1941 just across the Buskin River. Fort Greely included outlying posts with defensive facilities. They were Fort Abercrombie north of the City of Ko­diak, Fort Tidball on Long Island, and Fort J.H. Smith at Cape Chiniak (Figure 5.35). Other smaller recreation, training, and defense facilities were spread out across the archipelago from Afognak to Karluk Lake.



Figure 5.33. One dollar gold coin issued by the United States Mint in 2020 to commemorate the 
passage of Alaska’s Anti-Discrimination Act of 1945. The coin features a portrait of Peratrovich on 
the reverse with the symbol of the Lingít Raven Moiety to which she belonged. Image by Phebe 
Hemphill. Courtesy of the United States Mint.

Figure 5.34. Alutiiq Elder Nick Alokli. AM903. Photo by Sven Haakanson Jr.
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The summer after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the Japanese bombed the village of Unalaska in the Aleutian Islands. Forty-three people, most of them service­men, were killed. Several days later, Kiska and Attu, two of the westernmost Aleu­tian Islands, were invaded and overtaken by Japanese forces. At the time, Kiska was only inhabited by United States military personnel, but Attu was home to an Un­angax̂ community. Over forty Unangax̂ residents were captured and taken hos­tage by Japanese forces. At least sixteen of them died while imprisoned. As a re­sult, the United States forcibly removed Unangax̂ people from villages in other Aleutian Island communities and placed them in camps in Southeast Alaska. Res­idents watched as United States military members burned their homes and pos­sessions to keep them from the hands of potential Japanese invaders. The military claimed the evacuation was a protective measure, but the nearly nine hundred Unangax̂ residents were placed in rotten, decrepit canneries and camps without plumbing or electricity. Nearly ninety Un­angax̂ people died from diseases in these American internment camps.

With the Japanese threat in the Aleu­tian Islands, Kodiak became a key North Pacific stronghold, critical for the protec­tion of the rest of the nation. Kodiak resi­dents quickly learned about air raid drills,



dug trenches in their backyards, partici­pated in blackouts, and tested gas masks they hoped they would never have to use. Residents of even the smallest Alutiiq communities had to maintain blackout conditions and respond to air raid sirens by fleeing their homes. Families had to run into the hills and hide in the bushes every time the sirens blasted.

“When the war broke out I was in Bristol Bay. My husband had to leave because he was a good skip­per. He had to go to the Aleutians to run a tugboat that used to haul bombs. He was gone for fourteen months. During the war we had to keep our windows covered so there wouldn’t have any lights showing.”


Frieda Reft, Karluk Elder. 
From Charliaga and Fogel 1980:87.

Native American people have served in every major American conflict since the Revolutionary War, and World War II was no exception. Dozens of Alutiiq men from around Kodiak Island signed up to serve


Figure 5.35. World War II bunkers on Long Island. Leisnoi Lands Survey Collection, AM870. Photo by Molly Odell.
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the military, mirroring the high registra­tion rates of Alaska Native men across Alaska (Figure 5.36). Historically, the eth­nic group with the highest per-capita rate of service in the country are Alaska Native and Native American people. Alutiiq ser­vice members fought all over the world, from Europe to the South Pacific as well as defending Alaska in the Aleutians. De­spite atrocities like the forced evacuation and internment of Unangax̂ people, and heavy losses reclaiming Kiska and Attu, the United States ultimately succeeded in defending Alaska during World War II. Fortunately, the Kodiak Archipelago was never bombed or invaded.

“My friend Johnny Panamari­off and I were really the best of friends. . . . But anyway we’d go fishing,  both  crab  and salm­on. We got sort of a little bored around here, and we were sitting down one time. . . . I don’t know which one of us said it first, but we both thought of it [enlisting]. That we should get out of here for a while and find out how the rest of the world lives. So we decided to go and enlist in the service.”


Zach Chichenoff, Kodiak Elder.
From Chichenoff and Panamarioff 2003:10.

Interactions between Alutiiq peo­ple and the military were varied. In the mid-twentieth century, dances were pop­ular events in Alutiiq communities, and many villages held weekly sock hops. Fri­days were dance nights because Satur­day evenings were reserved for religious services. During the war, young Alutiiq women enjoyed attending community dances with young servicemen. Women from Ouzinkie traveled to dances at a military training facility across Ouzinkie



Figure 5.36. Andrew Chokwok and Alfred Hansen in naval uniforms, about 1946. 
Andrewvitch Collection, AM694.

Figure 5.37. A wedding ceremony in Karluk, before 1956. Clyda Christiansen Collec-
tion, AM 680.
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Straits. In Old Harbor, servicemen sta­tioned at camps on Sitkalidak Island came to town for supplies and to attend Friday evening dances. Some Alutiiq women mar­ried soldiers during this era (Figure 5.37).

Other interactions were disastrous. In December of 1942, a mailboat called the Phyllis S., skippered by Robert von Scheele, an Alutiiq man from Afognak village, was struck by the navy destroyer U.S.S. Hulbert in Kupreanof Strait. The Phyllis S. was car­rying eleven passengers and four crew members as well as mail, Christmas trees, cargo, and two pigs. The U.S.S. Hulbert, much larger than the Phyllis S. (Figure 5.38), broke the smaller boat in half. Although the crew of the U.S.S. Hulbert rushed to launch life rafts and pull survivors to safety, two passengers died. Mary Paakhanen and her granddaughter Helen Agik, both from Larsen Bay, perished in the collision.

Six weeks later a navy hearing found the U.S.S. Hulbert at fault for the accident, but the commanding officer does not ap­pear to have received substantial punish­ment. Similarly, none of the victims, includ­ing von Scheele who lost his boat and its cargo, received compensation. For the survivors and the family members of those who died, the accident and its treatment were another instance of discrimination against Native people. In 2011, sixty-nine years after the incident, the U.S. Coast Guard held a memorial service near the collision site. This was an important step in acknowledging the lives lost and the gov­ernment’s mishandling of the tragedy.




Alaska Statehood

After the transfer of governing rights from Russia to the United States in 1867, Alaska was initially called the Department of Alaska. It was named a Mining District in 1884 and a Territory in 1912. Then in 1958, the United States Congress passed the Alaska Statehood Act, which was signed into law by President Eisenhower on January 3, 1959. This made Alaska the forty-ninth and largest state in the United States. Alaska covers 365 million acres. It is one-fifth the size of the rest of the Unit­ed States (Figure 5.39) and rich in natural resources: oil, timber, minerals, and fish among them. The use of Alaska’s lands and the rights to its resources were major concerns in establishing the new state.

At the time, the United States government considered about ninety-



Figure 5.38. Comparison of the Phyllis S. (left) and the U.S.S. Hulbert (right) underway, about 1930. Photos courtesy of the Kodiak Military History Museum, and Donald M. 
McPherson and the United States Naval History and Heritage Command.

Figure 5.39. Alaska superimposed over the contiguous forty-eight states of the United States. 
Illustration by Alexandra Painter.
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nine percent of Alaska federal land. The Alaska Statehood Act set the state’s formal boundaries and provided for over one hundred million acres of land to be transferred to the new state to support its economy (Table 5.4). This land was to be selected by state leaders over twenty-five years. As the selection process began, Alaska Native groups became alarmed. Legislators were picking lands for the state that Native communities saw as their own—harvesting areas and the land around villages. They pointed out that these were traditional Native lands, that Native stewardship of these areas had never ceased, and that the Statehood Act clearly acknowledged Native land rights. The act reads, “As a compact with the United States said State and its people do agree and declare that they forever disclaim all right and title to any lands or other property. . . . (including fishing rights), the right or title to which may be held by any Indians, Eskimos, or Aleuts (hereinafter called natives) or is held by the United States in trust for said natives.” However, many politicians chose to ignore these rights. This situation led to protests, petitions, and lawsuits and ultimately set the stage for the land claims movement of the 1960s (see below).

Statehood also had social impacts. Before 1959, traditional village councils served as the political entities in most Na­tive communities. These councils watched over community members. They orga­nized the use of harvesting areas by fam-



ilies, ensured that the needy were cared for, resolved disputes, and disciplined those who behaved poorly. They acted as local governments. After statehood, city councils and law enforcement agen­cies developed, increasingly asserting the control of American systems over Alutiiq 

Figure 5.40. Alaska Governor William Egan on a campaign visit to Karluk, 1960s. From left: Fedosia Anaknak Laktonen, Governor Egan, Jacob Laktonen Sr., and Jacob Laktonen Jr. Jacob Laktonen Jr. later became the first Alutiiq person to serve as a representative in the Alaska Legislature in 1973. AM851.02. Photo by Gil Jarvela. Gift of Kathy Nelson.


Table 5.4. Alaska land ownership in the past sixty-five years





	Federal government 

	375,000,000

	222,000,000

	




	State government 

	

	104,500,000

	5,200,000




	Alaska Native Claims 
Settlement Act corpo-
rations 

	

	45,700,000

	1,800,000




	Other private 

	A very small amount 

	900,000

	








Compiled from data from the U.S. Bureau of Land Management and the Alaska Department of Natural Resources.

Entity

Ownership 2022 
(acres)

Ownership 1958
(acres)

Remaining to Be
Transferred 2022



138








people. These new institutions eroded the role of traditional councils. Native people adapted to these new systems, however, and have continued to be political lead­ers. As of 2023, three Kodiak Alutiiq peo­ple have served in the Alaska State Legis­lature: Jacob Laktonen (1973–1975, Figure 5.40), Fred Zharoff (1979–1986), and Loran Leman (1989–2002). Leman also served as Alaska’s lieutenant governor (2002– 2006).

Great Alaska Earthquake

Aqum’allianga caqiq niitaqa. . . .

I am sitting, I hear something 

Man’a nuna arulaluni

The land here is moving 

Tuknitmen agluni

It is getting stronger 

Yi-ii-ii-ii-rii

(chanting) 

Uswillranka iwa’iluki

I look for my children 

Mayurluta ingrimen

We climb the mountain 

Qangyusinaq englupet cayugluki

The Great Wave pulls away our houses 

Man’a nuna arulaluni

The land here is moving 

Tuknitmen agluni

It is getting stronger. . . . 



Chorus and first verse of Qangyusinaq— 
Tsunami. Lyrics by Kari Sherod, Lena 
Amason, and Agatha John-Shields with 
help from Florence Pestrikoff and Nick 
Alokli, 2011.

On Good Friday, March 27, 1964, at 5:36 pm, the residents of Kodiak and its villages were jolted by a magnitude 9.2 quake as it ripped open the seafloor be­tween Prince William Sound and Kodiak. Some women had just put kulich—Russian Easter bread in the oven to bake. People ran from their homes for safety and saw the land rippling like waves as the quake stretched on for an agonizing four and a half minutes. Families scrambled to high­er ground, climbing the hills behind their villages and driving up Pillar Mountain in 


Figure 5.41. Nick Laktonen operates a ham radio, about 1960. AM542, Nick Laktonen Digital Archive. 
Courtesy of the Laktonen family.
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Kodiak to escape the anticipated tsuna­mi waves. Nick Laktonen from Larsen Bay was living in Kodiak and evacuated to Pillar Mountain with his wife Alberta and their children. A ham radio operator (call letters KL7APH; Figure 5.41), Nick had in­stalled a radio in his car the day before. In a radio chatter recorded that day, he can be heard communicating with officials in Juneau.

Over one hundred local boats across the Kodiak Archipelago were destroyed, heavily damaged, or lost to the tsuna­mis. Some boat owners tried to take their boats to deep water after the quake to ride out the tsunamis. The F/V Spruce Cape, owned by John “Sut” Larsen, was on its way to Afognak from Kodiak when the first waves hit. The crew on his boat included Harry Nielsen of Afognak, Eli Waselie of Larsen Bay, and Theodore Panamarioff of Ouzinkie. The boat was caught in a wave going around Spruce Cape and all the men were lost. To­day, roads in the Spruce Cape area are 




named after those who perished on the F/V Spruce Cape (Figure 5.42).

Each community in the archipelago was affected differently by the earthquake and the set of qangyusinat—tsunamis that followed. While Larsen Bay, Karluk, and Akhiok experienced only minor damage from the shaking, the communities of Kodiak, Ouzinkie, Old Harbor, Kaguyak, and Afognak were severely damaged by powerful waves (Box 5.6). As Kaguyak was being inundated by huge waves, Joe Melovedoff radioed an emergency warning to Larry Matfay in Old Harbor. His message encouraged a full evacuation of the village and saved many lives. In Afognak, the first wave was the smallest. According to a report by the United States Geological Survey, “The highest wave, which stopped a clock in one residence at 9:27 pm, was either the third or fourth of the train. By this time the residents had evacuated their homes and fled to the hills behind the village; from there they saw, by moonlight, most of the structures floating 



Figure 5.42. Kodiak monument listing the twenty-two people who died in the 1964 tsunamis. AM1050. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall, 2023.
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Figure 5.43. Enola Store generator shed from Afognak village resting in a pond as a result of the 1964 tsunamis. AM725. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 5.46. The construction of Port Lions, 1964, showing the arrival of supplies, construction underway, the tent camp, and a finished house.
Hansen Short Collection, AM665.
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Box 5.6. The Waves that Took It All Away


There were just thirty-six people living in Kaguyak village on March 27, 1964 (Figure 5.44). The tiny 
Alutiiq community on southern Kodiak Island was a quiet, tight-knit place. Most residents were 
part of one large extended family, the Melovedoffs. They lived in a cluster of twelve homes surround-
ed by skiffs and smokehouses nestled along the shoreline. Easter was just two days away, and 
villagers were getting ready to celebrate the holiday in a new church. For two years they had worked 
to raise money, order supplies, and construct the building. Many had invested their summer cannery 
wages and labor in the church. 

The day was sunny. There was still snow around the village, but with fair weather and excite-
ment about Easter, people were busy cleaning, chopping wood, cooking, and putting the finishing 
touches on the church (Figure 5.45). Around supper time, the ground began shaking violently. A 
massive earthquake in Prince William Sound sent huge shockwaves through the Gulf of Alaska. 
Soon, the water in Kaguyak Bay receded, exposing the ocean floor. Then enormous waves began 
rushing in. Villagers ran up a nearby hill and watched in horror as the ocean began to flood their 
community. The huge waves came periodically, and between them, villagers ran home to collect 
sleeping bags, blankets, camp stoves, food, clothing, church treasures, and a three-hundred-pound 
radio transmitter. The fourth wave flattened the village, washed away the church, and killed two 
people. Following the destruction, Kaguyak residents were rescued by two local boats and taken 
to Kodiak and then to Anchorage. Most eventually resettled in Akhiok and Old Harbor, neighboring 
communities where many had family ties. Interviews collected by Nancy Yaw Davis immediately 
following the earthquake document the experiences of Kaguyak residents in their own words. 

Life in Kaguyak

“I was washing clothes in the morning, and after I was through, I was cleaning the house. . . . After I get 
through with that, at noontime, I make lunch for my husband and family. After we had lunch my husband 
went down and work again. He was working in the church that afternoon. A lot of the boys was working 
. . . . I do the dishes afterwards. My kids was playing outside. . . . I went out and get my clothes from the line. 
And I washed the baby’s clothes and diapers, and after I was done with them I went outside for fresh air for 
a while.”

—Phyllis Melovedoff Rastopsoff 

The Earthquake

“It come kinda pretty strong with a kinda noise. . . . I was cooking the (stew) meat. Just we started supper. 
There it come. Then we open up and we run outside. Old lady, Old Oleanna, she was falling. All the peoples 
was falling.

—Walter Melovedoff 

“(We also) see the slides on the side of the mountain. Big slides. The whole bay was just smothered with 
slides.”

—Joe Melovedoff 

“After a while, the ground was just going all sorts of ways. I look behind me and the whole house, pretty big 
house, it just moving all over the place.”

—Walter Cohen 
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The Tsunamis

“After a while my brother came. He hollered, ‘Phyllis, hurry up.’ I ran out from the house. I asked him, ‘Why?’ 
He said, ‘that big wave, that big water coming from the ocean,’ and I look out from the window. Just higher 
than the ground the swell came. And I grabbed all my kids. I ran. I took all my kids. Two in my back and two 
on the side. I ran up the hill with them.”

—Phyllis Melovedoff Rastopsoff 

“And boy! You should have seen that water go out of the bay from where we were! From one point of the 
lagoon to another point must have been at least a mile or two miles. That water went out. Cleaned the 
whole bay out.”

—Unidentified Kaguyak resident 

“Then we was watch up on that hill. Some wave come over the spit three times. And fourth wave was about 
fifty foot. And it washed up over the buildings. The church, when I see that church I was crying all over the 
place. After I had worked with it a year and a half. Pictures inside just ready. Was nice and clean inside . . . 
and the wave took it away from us.

—Nick Rastopsoff 

Refugees in Anchorage 

“You know, we can’t do nothing here. We aren’t used to sitting in chairs looking back and forth. I just wish 
there was something—washing clothes, doing the dishes and like that. Cleaning the house. Cook my own 
self. All I used to do at home.”

—Phyllis Melovedoff Rastopsoff 

“I got to go back, you know. I can’t (get) used to it here.”

—Victor Melovedoff 

Resettlement in Old Harbor and Akhiok

“They decide to go to Old Harbor because they got church. They got school. . . . Just mostly the reason (to 
go to Old Harbor) there is the Russian church.

—Sally Melovedoff Berestoff 

“When we were at Kaguyak we were close . . . we were relatives, . . . but we were closer, like every time we 
was to go to my father’s house (others) came up and (we would) tell stories that happened to us, just have 
fun, enjoy ourselves, but now we don’t. There’s something we’re missing, you know, since the tidal wave.”

—Sally Melovedoff Berestoff 

Quotes from Davis, 1971



Figure 5.44. Kaguyak Village about 1955, view northeast toward Kagyuak Bay. Tim and 
Norman Smith Collection, AM540.

Figure 5.45. Kaguyak Russian Orthodox church, watercolor painting by Helen 
Simeonoff, 1996. AM459. Gift of Helen Simeonoff.
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Box 5.7. Post-Earthquake Emergency Bulletin


After the 1964 earthquake and tsunami, Karl Armstrong, an Alutiiq community leader, released a 
series of twenty-seven emergency bulletins that were shared with community members to assist 
with the response to the tsunamis that devastated the city (Figure 5.47). The following is the first 
bulletin, released the day after the tsunami.
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Figure 5.47. Downtown Kodiak following the 1964 tsunamis. Photo by U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey. Courtesy of the U.S. Geological Survey photo library.
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away on the highest wave” (Kachadorian and Plafker 1967:F32) (Figure 5.43). Many of the Alutiiq families who lost their homes during the earthquake and its following tsunamis moved in with family or friends until they were able to build a new house of their own.

In the aftermath of the earthquake and tsunamis, residents were stunned by the devastation and traumatized by the aftershocks that occurred for days (Box 5.7). Relief agencies began to offer assistance and many people were relo­cated temporarily to Anchorage while Kodiak communities began cleanup ef­forts. At Afognak village, tsunamis had washed away houses, roads, and boats. Moreover, the land around the commu­nity sank about ten feet and wells were contaminated with saltwater. As a result, Afognak’s 170 residents decided their vil­lage needed a new location. The Alaska’s Lions Club, known as District 49, volun­teered to help build a new community. To start the project, club representatives traveled to Afognak to see the devasta­tion, meet with villagers, and discuss op­tions for a new village site. 

After conversations led by Tribal Council Chairman Oscar Ellison, villagers agreed on a plan to rebuild on the shore of Settler’s Cove, near the mouth of near­by Kizhuyak Bay—a location that offered a protected harbor. Out of gratitude for the Lions Club’s assistance, they pledged to call the new village Port Lions. Working with clubs across the state, Lions mem­bers coordinated relief agencies, sup­plies, and cash donations to fund the $1.5 million effort. Assistance poured in from around the country. Timber companies donated lumber for framing. The Red Cross provided sixty thousand dollars for appliances and furniture. The BIA bought construction materials—windows, siding, plumbing and electrical supplies, and ev­erything needed for a new school. School­children in distant cities held fundraisers and sent their earnings north. About eighty-five volunteers from the Mennonite Church came from Canada and the Unit­ed States to participate in construction (Figure 5.46). They lived in a camp run by 




the Lions Club. Alutiiq men from Afognak helped with construction after the fish­ing season and women from the village worked in the cook tent. By December of 1964, forty families were able to move into new houses and use roads, a school, and a community center.

The village of Kaguyak was never re­built. Instead, Kaguyak families moved to neighboring communities including Old Harbor, Akhiok, and Kodiak (see Box 5.6). Although much of Old Harbor was destroyed by the waves, people rebuilt and continued to live in the village. Ou­zinkie’s waterfront was badly damaged by the tsunamis. Many structures were destroyed, including a cannery and dock, and some houses were left floating in the water. However, most of the houses in Ou­zinkie were safe, and the community re­built the waterfront in the following years.

Self Determination Era

After the 1950s, federal and state pol­icies about Native Americans and Alaska Natives were evolving, and Native lead­ers were becoming more experienced in advocating for community needs. Harmful laws were being scrutinized, and long-standing policies like Termination were being reconsidered. All the legisla­tion passed during this period was sup­ported by the significant involvement of Native leaders and efforts to have their voices heard (Table 5.5).

Alaska Land Claims

Concerns over land acquisition by the State of Alaska following statehood led Native leaders to establish the Alas­ka Federation of Natives (AFN) to advo­cate for Native land rights. As the push for recognizing Native claims grew, U.S. Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall imposed a land freeze in 1966. This ac­tion prevented the state from selecting additional lands until Alaska Native land claims were resolved. The following year, oil was discovered at Prudhoe Bay on Alaska’s North Slope. The economic po­tential of the oil industry created a huge 






146







Table 5.5. Federal policies and legislation in the late twentieth century





	1968

	Indian Civil Rights Act 

	Granted citizenship rights for Native Americans and 
Alaska Natives.




	1970

	Official repeal of 
Termination Policy 

	Repealed prior laws and policies that supported the gradual 
termination of tribal communities by moving Natives to cities 
and selling off their reservation lands.




	1970

	Family Planning Ser-
vices and Population 
Research Act 

	Federal funding in this act encouraged Indian Health Service 
doctors to sterilize Native women, and in a six-year time 
frame, an estimated 25% of all Native women of childbearing 
age were sterilized without consent. Advocacy led to the 
repeal of this policy in the late 1970s. 




	1972

	Indian Education Act 

	Encouraged self-determination over Native schooling and 
established a national Office of Indian Education.




	1975

	Indian Self-Determi-
nation and Education 
Assistance Act 

	Allowed greater autonomy for tribes to contract certain ser-
vices previously provided by the government, such as Native 
health programs.




	1978

	American Indian Reli-
gious Freedom Act 

	Protected the rights of Native Americans to practice their 
traditional religions, possess sacred items, and access sacred 
sites.




	1979

	Indian Child 
Welfare Act 

	Required state agencies to prioritize placing a Native child in 
a Native home in cases of foster care or adoption. Previously 
up to 35% of all Native children were removed from Native 
homes to be placed in non-Native homes.




	1989 & 1996

	National Museum 
of the American 
Indian Act 

	Established a branch of the Smithsonian Institution dedicat-
ed to the preservation and interpretation of Native American 
heritage and created procedures for repatriating Native 
American remains, funerary objects, and sacred objects from 
the Smithsonian.




	1990

	Native American 
Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act 

	Required museums and universities that receive federal fund-
ing to notify Native American tribes of any ancestral remains, 
funerary objects, and sacred objects in their collections and 
established a process for repatriation.









incentive to resolve the land claims issue. Suddenly there was strong motivation at both the state and federal levels to settle Indigenous land claims, and Alaska Na­tive leaders statewide actively advocated for a fair settlement.

Native leaders from the Kodiak region and across the state worked hard to get their voices heard. Few Native people had college degrees at that time, but some prominent Native scholars like Willie Hens­ley and Don Wright contributed legal ar-




guments and congressional testimony to advance Native concerns. By working together and leveraging Native-led orga­nizations like AFN, Native leaders negoti­ated the best settlement they could and laid the groundwork for a unique system of Native governance in Alaska.

In December 1971, Congress passed the Alaska Native Land Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA). The highly complex law was an exercise in social engineering, a popular concept of the time. Federal lawmakers 



Year

Policy or Legislation

Impact
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wanted to create an entirely new system that would foster resource development and encourage Alaska Natives to join the Western capitalist economy. Instead of establishing reservations, as in the Lower Forty-Eight states, ANCSA created a system of thirteen regional corporations and several hundred village corporations to receive financial settlements and land in exchange for the dissolution of their Indigenous land claims. Shareholders of these corporations were Alaska Natives 

born before December 18, 1971, who had at least twenty-five percent Native blood (Box 5.8). Natives born after that date or with less than a quarter of Indigenous blood would receive no shares unless gifted to them by a family member, although the blood requirement was removed in 1992. Some people felt that aspects of ANCSA were simply a continuation of the federal Termination policy that had been officially repealed only a year earlier. Tribes had been 

Box 5.8. What Is Blood Quantum?


Tracing kinship is an important part of life in Alaska Native communities, and Elders are espe-
cially knowledgeable about family ties. Knowing their extended family helps people create and 
maintain economic and social bonds. For example, Alutiiq/Sugpiaq boat captains often select and 
train crews based on relatedness. Tracing cultural and family ties is also the best way to know who 
is Native. This is the way Native people recognize Native identity. However, many state and federal 
regulations require a different method known as blood quantum. 

Blood quantum is an attempt to identify Native people based on their fraction of Native ancestry, 
or blood (Figure 5.48). The United States began establishing blood quantum laws in the eighteenth 
century as part of a broader effort to eradicate Native people. The early laws excluded Native peo-
ple from civil rights protections and encouraged them to marry and have children with non-Native 
people. Today, most Native Americans and Alaska Natives have a Certificate Degree of Indian Blood 
(CDIB) issued by the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs. The CDIB records what fraction of a person’s blood 
the government considers Native. A person with one Native parent is considered to have a 50% 
blood quantum, while a person with one Native grandparent has a 25% blood quantum. 

Blood quantum laws can create identity issues. Some federal laws allow tribal enrollment for 
Native people to receive services or benefits. Others require a specific blood quantum. For example,




the Marine Mammal Protection Act 
requires a Native blood quantum of 
at least 25% to legally harvest and use 
sea mammals. Such limits make some 
community members feel disconnected 
because they are “not Native enough” 
in the eyes of the government. 

The concept of using a blood quan-
tum to identify Native people is entirely 
Western. In Alutiiq society, people have 
always traced ancestry through kinship. 
A person is Alutiiq if they are part of an 
Alutiiq family.



Figure 5.48. Cartoon courtesy of Marty Two Bulls.
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Table 5.6. Federally recognized tribes of the Kodiak Archipelago





	Alutiiq Tribe of Old Harbor 

	Nuniaq–Old Harbor 




	Kaguyak Tribe 

	Kangiyaq–Kaguyak 




	Native Village of Afognak 

	Ag’wuaneq–Afognak 




	Native Village of Akhiok 

	Kasukuak–Akhiok 




	Native Village of Karluk 

	Kal’ut–Karluk 




	Native Village of Larsen Bay 

	Uyaqsaq–Larsen Bay 




	Native Village of Ouzinkie 

	Uusenkaaq–Ouzinkie 




	Native Village of Port Lions 

	Masiqsiraq–Port Lions 




	Sun’aq Tribe of Kodiak 

	Sun’aq–Kodiak 




	Tangirnaq Native Village 

	Tangirnaq–Woody Island 









There are 574 Native American tribes recognized by the United States. Each tribe is a sovereign nation with the right of self-governance. Tribes often exercise their authority by writing and enforcing tribal laws, running tribal courts, and administering services for their members. Elected tribal council oversee staff who run social and economic programs. Ten of Alaska’s 229 tribes are in the Kodiak region. Each is affiliated with a Native village.


Figure 5.49. Members of Koniag’s first board of directors meet with community members in Akhiok. Armstrong Collection, AM71.
Courtesy of the Kodiak Area Native Association.

Tribe

Community
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officially recognized in Alaska since the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act (Table 5.6), but they were not included in the legislation, leading some to describe the Alaska system as bifurcated, with political governance left to the tribes and financial power and land given to newly created Native corporations. Despite their concerns, Kodiak’s Native leaders resolved to do the best they could with the settlement.

The Kodiak Area Native Association (KANA), the social service and health care organization that serves Kodiak’s Native peo­ple, was founded in 1966 during early land claims  discussions.  Following   ANCSA, KANA




“We lived off the land for most of my life. My family and friends fished; it is what we did. Learning how to be a successful corporation required teaching our village leaders and new shareholders how the Western world of global business operated.”



Jack Wick, the first president of Koniag 
(Figure 5.50). From an interview for the 
ANCSA Regional Association, 2021.

Table 5.7. Native Corporations of the Kodiak Alutiiq region





	Koniag

	Afognak Native Corporation 

	Anton Larsen Bay, Inc.




	Akhiok-Kaguyak, Inc.

	Ayakulik, Inc.




	Leisnoi, Inc.

	Bells Flats Natives, Inc.




	Natives of Kodiak, Inc.

	Litnik, Inc.




	Old Harbor Native Corporation 

	Shuyak, Inc.




	Ouzinkie Native Corporation 

	Uyak, Inc.




	 

	Uganik Natives, Inc.









In 1971, the U.S. Congress passed the Alaska Native Settlement Claims Act, legislation that returned land and resources to Native people. The act divided Alaska into twelve regions. Each region formed a corporation to select lands and enroll shareholders. Any person born on or before December 18, 1971, who was at least one-quarter Alaska Native could become a shareholder. The act also allowed villages in each region to form corporations to access a share of lands and resources. Today, many Alutiiq people belong to both a regional and a village ANCSA corporation. Each corporation uses its assets to promote the well-being of its shareholders and their descendants.


Figure 5.50. Jack Wick, 1975. Armstrong Collection, AM71. 
Courtesy of the Kodiak Area Native Association.

ANCSA Regional Corporation

ANCSA Village Corporations

ANCSA Village Groups
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was tasked with the formation of the Kodiak Archipelago’s regional Native cor­poration. KANA selected the first people to serve on the board of the new corpo­ration, called Koniag, Inc. (Figure 5.49). In 1972, Koniag was incorporated under ANCSA, and the first president of the corporation was Jack Wick of Larsen Bay (Figure 5.50). Village corporations repre­senting the communities around Kodiak were established in subsequent years (Table 5.7). 

Many Kodiak village corporations were initially under-resourced and faced economic challenges. This led to a period of mergers with other village corporations and/or Koniag, the regional corporation. This was followed by de-mergers, where some village corporations were reestab­lished as independent corporations. In 2023, there were six village corporations in the Kodiak region: Afognak Native Cor­poration, Akhiok-Kaguyak Corporation, Leisnoi, Inc., Natives of Kodiak, Old Har­bor Native Corporation, and Ouzinkie Na­tive Corporation. Additionally, there were seven village groups such as Bells Flats Natives, Inc., smaller entities than village corporations (see Table 5.7).

In the decades since ANCSA, perspec­tives on Alaska land claims are mixed. Many Native corporations across Alas­ka have become successful, providing employment, shareholder benefits, and financial dividends. Other Native cor­porations have faced bankruptcy and lawsuits. Alaska Native corporations now make up a major portion of Alaska’s economy and often have resources to help their home communities. They pro­vide scholarships for both shareholders and their family members, provide buri­al assistance, and support local cultural programs. On Kodiak, the KANA-Koniag Roundtable, a gathering with representa­tion from island-wide tribes, Native corpo­rations, and Native nonprofits, meets at 




least twice a year to foster communica­tion and collaboration among the many Native entities working in the region.

Exxon Valdez Oil Spill, 1989

The Exxon Valdez oil spill is one of the worst environmental catastrophes in Alaska history. On Good Friday, March 24, 1989, the Exxon Valdez oil supertanker col­lided with Bligh Reef near the entrance to Prince William Sound and spilled an esti­mated 10.8 million gallons of crude oil into the imaq—ocean, eventually fouling over thirteen hundred miles of Alaska coast­line. Initial containment and dispersal methods were unsuccessful. In the weeks following the spill, the crude oil spread throughout Prince William Sound and traveled south towards the Kodiak Archi­pelago. Public anger grew as slow clean­up efforts led to spreading environmental damage.

By late April, Kodiak communities watched as the dreaded oil began to ar­rive on the shores of the archipelago. Oil slicks were seen on both sides of Shelikof Strait and around Afognak and Shuyak Islands. By mid-May, the oil had reached the southern end of the archipelago. Wind and currents whipped the thick oil, creating a new substance unappetizingly called “mousse.” The oil was often fatal to shellfish, seabirds, fish, and sea mam­mals that encountered it. Many animals died, and some populations did not re­cover for years. Native Elders saw their traditional food sources contaminated, and fishing boats canceled their summer fishing plans. Many boats reconfigured their vessels to serve as cleanup contrac­tors, earning wages to replace lost fishing income. The extensive cleanup over thou­sands of miles of coastline recovered only about ten percent of the spilled oil, and significant amounts of oil were still pres­ent on beaches decades later.
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“First oil spill to hit Barabara Cove. Two big rafts of kelp drifted into the cove about 9:00 am, spent about three hours trying to tow them out of the cove till S.E. wind started to come up. Saw it was a losing battle, so went to Port Lions and reported it to the Summer Gale (took some samples); they sent three boats and five skiffs to try to clean it up, but most of it got on the beach. My wife Toni and I worked till 9:00 pm picking it up; as it came ashore we filled 30 bags. Lots of oil on kelp so had to pick up all the kelp also.”




Theodore Squartsoff, Barabara Cove Oil Spill Jour-
nal, May 30, 1989. From Mishler 2001:232.



As a result of the spill, Native com­munities in Prince William Sound, along the Kenai Peninsula, and in Kodiak faced years of reduced subsistence harvests and significant trauma related to the contamination of food resources. In addi­tion, as crews cleaned the qutet—beaches (Figure 5.51), some encountered oiled ar­tifacts and ancestral Alutiiq archaeolog-



ical sites. Some workers collected artifacts and dug into sites, disturbing their contents. This illegal looting damaged the record of Alutiiq history and created another injury caused by the oil spill.


“In 1989, I was 32 and I was the own­er of a set net site. That is how Cathy and I made a living. Before the spill, the salmon runs were awesome. They kept increasing every year. Yeah, 1988 was the best fishing year we ever had, lots of fish and high prices. Then sadly the year of the oil spill everything came to a dead stop.”



Melvin Squartsoff. From Bartleson and Squartsoff 
2004:10–11.


Lawsuits followed the spill, including a major action against Exxon seeking clean­up costs and damages. After numerous ap­peals, Exxon paid $507.5 million in damag­es, significantly less than the initially sought penalty of $5 billion. Today there are more regulations for oil tankers, and coastal com­munities now have rapid response plans and equipment to better combat future spills.

After the spill, the State of Alaska and the federal government worked together to form 



Figure 5.51. A beach cleaning crew at work, 1989. AM285. Photo by Rick Knecht.
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the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee Council (EVOSTC). The council was tasked with managing settlement money to over­see continuing cleanup and restoration efforts. In the years since its formation, EVOSTC has allocated millions of dollars for scientific studies of coastal resources, heritage preservation, and community education projects in the spill region. Con­struction of the Alutiiq Museum—a home for Alutiiq artifacts and for the commu­nity’s growing cultural revitalization ef­forts—was one of the funded projects.

Language and Cultural
Renaissance

In the second half of the twentieth century, public attitudes toward Alaska Native and Native American peoples be­gan softening. The passage of laws like the Indian Civil Rights Act (1968) and the American Indian Religious Freedom Act (1978) helped (see Table 5.5). Both laws provided protections against discrimi­nation and granted basic human rights to Indigenous people—rights that were already afforded to White people under the Constitution of the United States. For instance, before the passage of the Amer­ican Indian Religious Freedom Act, many Native American rituals were illegal, yet such prohibitions directly violated the First Amendment’s guarantees of freedom of speech and freedom of religion for all United States citizens. The act recognized the rights of Native people to access religious sites, use and possess sacred objects, and perform traditional ceremo­nies. This recognition was a step toward national reconciliation, and it allowed Native people to live their cultures more openly and comfortably.

In Kodiak, the passage of the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (1971) was especially influential in advancing cultur­al preservation and revitalization. As Alas­ka Native corporations formed to receive land from the settlement, the Bureau of Indian Affairs helped Native communities document their traditional lands. Archae­ologists worked closely with the BIA and Koniag to record place names, locate 




archaeological sites, and record stories about land use to help the corporation with its selection of lands under ANCSA.




“Two or three [guys], probably, you know they’d go here and there for trapping. And then they’d. . . . put up these [barabaras] for home and use them. That’s what these barabaras are for. These people here. . . . the old people built those barabaras a long time ago for those purposes.”



Senafont Zeedar, 1987 interview, AM 504.


Local organizations, particularly the Kodiak Area Native Association, also made efforts to preserve Alutiiq culture. KANA began sponsoring archaeological research in the 1980s, to reconnect Alutiiq communities with their deep history and provide opportunities for youth to work in heritage preservation. Projects in Karluk, 



Figure 5.52. Catherine Reft holds a stone point she excavated as a student intern at the 
Old Karluk site, 1984. Koniag Collection, AM258. Photo by Rick Knecht.
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Figure 5.53. Wooden masks carved by Port Lions students, 1998. From left, AM5 by Kelvin Nelson, AM6 by Kevin Lukin, and AM7 by Brian Kewan and Kelvin Nelson. Kodiak Area Native 
Association Collection, AM676.

Figure 5.54. A grass basket weaving lesson, about 1980. Kodiak Area Native Association Collection, AM676.
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Larsen Bay, Anton Larsen Bay, Chiniak, and Malina Bay generated large collec­tions, involved many young Alutiiq people in research, and demonstrated the depth and sophistication of Alutiiq traditions (Figure 5.52). This represented the first time that archaeological research was done in partnership with Alutiiq people and with a goal of inspiring cultural learn­ing. 

KANA staff led arts workshops, building qayat—kayaks, carving giinaqut—masks, bending caguyat—bentwood hats, and weaving inartat—baskets with the help of local artists and culture bearers (Figures 5.53 and 5.54). There were also documentation projects—island-wide efforts to preserve and share traditions by recording knowledgeable Elders. These projects included a study of traditional plant use, documentation of village histories, and a collection of Elders’ stories compiled in a publication called Adaq’wy. Led by the Alutiiq community, these early projects provided a foundation for the cultural programming that developed in community organizations in the coming decades, especially the Alutiiq Museum.

Documentation of the Alutiiq Lan­guage was another focus of the Alutiiq cultural renaissance. Efforts to record Alutiiq speech began in 1962 when lin­guist Irene Reed met with Alutiiq speakers and recorded their voices. Some speakers shared memories. Others told legends. This was a bold step. Many Alutiiq fami­lies were still experiencing discrimination for speaking their language. Alutiiq was seldom heard in public or spoken with outsiders because of the stigma it gen­erated in American society. Linguist Jeff Leer followed Reed’s example in the 1970s, learning Alutiiq himself and working with speakers to record vocabulary. The re­sult was a small dictionary published in 1978. Leer followed this effort by devel­oping a grammar for the language. He also worked with an alphabet created by Alutiiq scholar Denenty Tabios to formal­ize the system for writing in Alutiiq. They were assisted by Alutiiq speakers from around the island. Reed and Leer both went on to work at the Alaska Native Lan-




guage Center, which formed in 1972 to doc­ument and teach Alaska Native languag­es. Today, much of their work is archived at the University of Alaska Fairbanks’ Alaska Native Language Archive.

In the 1990s, Elder and Alutiiq speaker Florence Pestrikoff and anthropologist Phi­lomena Hausler developed a pilot course in the Alutiiq language at Kodiak Commu­nity College at Kodiak High School. It was the first formal class of its kind. The class gained attention and revealed a hunger for language instruction and access. Al­though there were few fluent speakers, Alutiiq people consistently told community leaders that preserving and learning their language was essential. In 1997, the newly formed Alutiiq Museum (see below) ad­dressed this community interest by creat­ing the Alutiiq Word of the Week, a public radio spot that shared Alutiiq speech and a cultural lesson. Florence Pestrikoff bravely acted as the voice of the program, broad­casting the sounds of Alutiiq across the air­ways (Figure 5.55). To make sure she spoke 



Figure 5.55. Florence Pestrikoff with a copy of the book Alutiiq Word of the Week, 1998. AM888. 
Alutiiq Museum photo.
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correctly, she consulted Elders like Senafont and Jennie Zeedar and even paid them out of her own stipend. Soon, she was joined by Elders Nick Alokli and Sophie Katelnikoff Shepherd. While enormously popular, the program did not address the need for lan­guage instruction.

In 2004, the Alutiiq Museum organized a master–apprentice program to teach a new generation of Alutiiq speakers. Under the leadership of April Laktonen Counceller and Shauna Lukin Hegna, Elder speakers became instructors and mentors for adult language learners. From this point forward, the museum, tribal organizations, and community members worked together to document Alutiiq vocabulary, record ways of speaking, and create language learning materials—from translating songs like “The Itsy-Bitsy Spider” into Alutiiq to developing a phrase book to support conversations. Because languages change with the times, Counceller also led efforts to build modern vocabulary for Alutiiq. She established a New Words Council (Figure 5.56). This group met to create terms that would help Alutiiq people speak their language in the twentieth century. The council developed terms like seterwik (N)/ceterwik (S)—ballot, nerwiguaq—cafeteria, umiartusqaq—computer, and canangaisuun—vitamin. 

Alutiiq scholar Alisha Drabek was one of 




the early language apprentices. Her contri­butions to the Alutiiq language and culture revitalization movement included research on Alutiiq literature and cultural values as well as studies of the history of education. Drabek authored Alutiiq language books, taught an Alutiiq language class at Kodiak High School and Kodiak College, and ap­prenticed numerous Alutiiq language learn­ers (Figure 5.57). The language movement continues today, fueled by a generation of new speakers like Drabek, an island-wide advisory committee, an accumulation of language learning resources developed over two decades, and opportunities for in­struction through the Sun’aq Tribe of Kodiak, Kodiak College, and the Kodiak Island Bor­ough School District. As a result, the sounds of the Alutiiq language are once again filling the air in Kodiak.

Dance is another Alutiiq tradition that is strong today because of the Native-led cultural renaissance. Alutiiq dance had been hidden for generations. In classical Alutiiq society, people danced at winter festivals, telling stories and reaffirming their place in the universe with movement, singing, drumming, and objects like masks and rattles. By the 1980s, there were just a handful of Alutiiq songs still sung, and none of them were paired with ancestral-style dances. In the 1980s, Elder Larry Matfay saw 



Figure 5.56. Members of the New Words Council meet at the Alutiiq Museum, 2006, led by April Isiik Laktonen Counceller. Alutiiq Museum photo.
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Native dancers on a trip to Anchorage and was inspired to start a Kodiak group. Cuumillat’stun—Like Our Ancestors, led by Matfay, had representatives from each of the communities around the archipelago. It was followed by the creation of the Kodiak Alutiiq Dancers by the Sun’aq Tribe of Kodiak in 1987 (Figure 5.58) and then the formation of dance groups in many of Kodiak’s rural villages. As part of this effort, groups studied traditional clothing and ceremonial objects to make examples for performances, and they wrote songs and choreographed movements.



Figure 5.57. Alisha Drabek (far left) works with Elder Alutiiq speakers Phyllis Peterson and Kathryn 
Chichenoff at a song-writing workshop, 2011. Alutiiq Museum photo.

Figure 5.58. Kodiak Alutiiq Dancers dressed for a performance in the 1980s. Standing, from left: Margaret Roberts, Connie Chya, and Denise Malutin; seated, from left: 
Irene Coyle and Virginia Abston. Dance History Archive, AM745. Gift of the Sun’aq Tribe of Kodiak.


157








Today, the preservation of the Alutiiq language and culture is not led by a sin­gle organization. It is a community-wide effort with local involvement and state support. In 2012, the State of Alaska estab­lished the Alaska Native Language Pres­ervation and Advisory Council (ANLPAC), an advisory group that advocates for Na­tive language preservation. Then, in 2014, the state recognized twenty Alaska Native languages as official state languages. While largely symbolic, this recognition provided important acknowledgment of the value of Indigenous languages. Lo­cally, language and culture preservation are goals of many Native organizations, including the ten tribes of the Kodiak re­gion, Kodiak’s ANCSA Native corpora­tions, and Native nonprofit organizations like KANA and the Alutiiq Museum.

Founding of the Alutiiq Museum

For decades the Kodiak Alutiiq peo­ple dreamed of having a cultural center to preserve and share traditions. Under the direction of Gordon Pullar, KANA shepherded the idea in the 1980s. KANA’s leadership recognized that the explora­tion and celebration of Native culture was essential to the well-being of Alutiiq com­munities and formed a culture committee to promote heritage education. To sup­port cultural learning, KANA established island-wide programs to teach Alutiiq arts, study the Alutiiq language, and in­vestigate Alutiiq history with the vision of one day developing a museum to house these programs. The committee also rec­ognized that Alutiiq objects collected on Kodiak and taken to distant museums needed to come home. They envisioned a space on the island where artifacts could be cared for and displayed to reconnect Alutiiq people with their culture and build community pride. In ancestral tools, cloth­ing, and artwork was proof of a sophis­ticated heritage that the Alutiiq people needed to see. KANA began efforts to cre­ate a museum by establishing a cultural and heritage department and creating a culture center in downtown Kodiak. Here collections from KANA-sponsored 




archaeological research were cared for and cultural programs took place. Cul­ture committee members also began traveling to tribal museums to learn how they functioned and consider the needs for a Kodiak facility. 

Following the tragic 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, financial penalties imposed on ExxonMobil Corporation created a fund that could be used for restoration and re­search projects in the spill region. Under the leadership of Kelly Simeonoff and Rita Stevens, KANA secured $1.5 million from this fund to build a state-of-the-art repos­itory, a place to care for artifacts from the spill area, share Alutiiq history, and pro­mote cultural preservation. Construction of the facility began in the spring of 1994 (Figure 5.59), in collaboration with the ANCSA corporation Natives of Kodiak, Inc. 

The Alutiiq Museum opened to the public on May 13, 1995. Representatives from KANA and each of Kodiak’s seven ANCSA corporations came together to form the Alutiiq Heritage Foundation, to govern and sustain the museum. The museum was an opportunity for Alutiiq leaders from different Alutiiq ANCSA cor­porations to work together on a com­mon cause, and it built unity around the deeply shared goal of cultural education. Archaeological collections stored in the KANA Cultural Center were moved into the museum building and became the foundation for the museum’s exhibits, programs, and publications. Tribes, ANC­SA corporations, agencies, and families also loaned artifact collections to the museum for safekeeping and community access.

From the moment it opened, the Alutiiq Museum was unique. Governed by the Native community, the museum set out to further Native goals for represent­ing culture, conducting research, and ed­ucating Kodiak. One of the first big proj­ects was Looking Both Ways, an exhibit on Alutiiq identity produced in partnership with the Smithsonian Institution’s Arctic Studies Center. The Smithsonian owned the Fisher Collection, a set of ethnograph­ic objects collected from the Alutiiq world in the late nineteenth century. They pro-
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posed to unite these objects with the mu­seum’s rare archaeological collections to tell the story of the Alutiiq people. 

To guide the project, the museum hosted a tribal Elders conference in 1998, where culture-bearers gathered to discuss exhibit themes (Figure 5.60). At the time, the museum and the Alutiiq cultural her­itage movement were young. The Alutiiq were one of Alaska’s least-known Native people, due to the early, prolonged, and brutal period of colonialism. This was the first opportunity for the tribal community to tell their story, at their museum, in their own way. Over three days of discussions, Elders shared knowledge and advised on exhibit themes. One major question was how to address the conquest of Kodiak and the social problems it created.

At the time, Elders urged the museum not to focus on community pain, because of the overwhelming need to reawaken cultural knowledge. They did not want 




Native people to be defined by dysfunc­tion and loss. They wanted their culture to be known. So much of Alutiiq history and tradition had been suppressed. They saw the exhibit as a way to begin addressing the urgent need for cultural education. The museum adopted this approach both for the exhibit and its succeeding projects.

In the decades that followed, the Alutiiq Museum’s collections, programs, and part­nerships grew rapidly, fueled by strong community interest in learning about the Alutiiq world. Under the direction of Sven Haakanson Jr., the museum began con­necting culture bearers and artists with ancestral objects in the world’s museums (Figure 5.61). Trips to France, Finland, Rus­sia, and Washington, DC, gave artists the opportunity to study objects collected by early visitors to the archipelago (see chap­ter 1, Box 1.5); spurred carving, skin sewing, and weaving programs; and promoted the growth of a new generation of artists.



Figure 5.59. Groundbreaking for construction of the Alutiiq Museum, 1994. On the podium, from left: Father John Zabinko, Tony Drabek, Gordon Pullar Sr., Jerome Selby, Rita 
Stevens, and Alaska First Lady Ermalee Hickel. With shovels, from left: Carl Rosier, Hank Eaton, Nancy Anderson, Alaska Governor Wally Hickel, and Peter Olsen.
Kodiak Area Native Association Collection, AM676.
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“To sit and listen and think about 
the social ills that we’re all faced 
with—and they’re common—that 
is for another time. To lay the 
foundation for the generations 
that we represent, that is what we 
should be doing.”



Donald Nielsen, Bristol Bay Native Association 
President and Looking Both Ways exhibit advisor. 
From Crowell et al. 2004:432.


In 2008, the Giinaquq—Like a Face exhibit brought thirty pieces of the Pinart Collec­tion (see Box 1.5) to Kodiak from France for display, including ceremonial masks and a feast bowl. 

While museum educators were study­ing the arts, archaeologists worked to re­cord Alutiiq history preserved on the land­scape. Much of the Kodiak Archipelago had never been systematically reviewed by archaeologists, despite the large num­ber of well-preserved sites. In partnership with landowners and community volun­teers,  museum  researchers  located  and 




described over nine hundred sites (Figure 5.62). These finds dramatically expanded the number of known settlements, en­hanced knowledge of Alutiiq land use, and led to detailed excavations that en­riched the picture of ancestral ways of life. The program also helped Kodiak res­idents understand the laws that protect archaeological sites and discouraged de­structive recreational digging. Vandalism slowed as people learned that sites and artifacts had rich stories to tell if they were treated carefully.

Another important achievement was the formation of a regional repatriation commission. In 1990, Congress passed the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). Museums and universities across America had long collected and held the remains of Native people (Box 5.9). When the act passed, the remains of over 208,000 Native individuals were held in American institutions. NAGPRA required any collecting organization that received federal funding to inventory the Native remains in their care, notify affiliated tribes, and assist those who wished to claim remains. The law was an important  piece  of civil rights legislation, 




Figure 5.60. Elder Larry Matfay lighting a stone oil lamp to open the 1998 Alutiiq Elders Conference at the Alutiiq Museum. AM 628. Photo by Amy Steffian.
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but the claims process was confusing to many, and museums and universities often had incomplete information on the remains they held. This made it difficult to help Kodiak tribes manage the complicated repatriation process, so the museum formed an island-wide repatriation commission and worked with tribal representatives to create procedures for claiming and caring for ancestral remains.  The museum became 

the regional repatriation coordinator and as of 2023, had helped Kodiak tribes claim and rebury the remains of 256 Alutiiq ancestors (Figure 5.63) and identified the remains of an additional 168 Alutiiq ancestors awaiting repatriation. Additionally, to remember Alutiiq ancestors and help educate Kodiak about repatriation, the museum created the Alutiiq Ancestors’ Memorial, a public park in downtown Kodiak (Figure 5.64).


Figure 5.61. Lena Amason and Sven Haakanson Jr. examine ancestral masks in the Pinart Collection, 988-2, Museé Bou­logne-Sur-Mer, France, 2006. Photo by Will Anderson.

Figure 5.62. Mark Rusk on survey near Cape Alitak, in a depression created by the collapse of an 
ancestral sod house, 2010. AM454. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.

Figure 5.63. Community members gather for the reburial of ancestral Alutiiq remains taken from Chirikof Island. The remains of over one hundred people were laid to 
rest in the Kodiak City cemetery following their repatriation in 2018. AM847. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.
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“Repatriation is unfinished business. It’s something we have a moral obligation to do. It’s not the most critical issue facing our people, but it’s not an either/or. Since there was such a violation against our people it needs to be taken care of. Repatriation ties into lots of things, pride in us and our culture. If we accept that museums can own our people, it makes us second-class.”

Gordon Pullar Sr., Woody Island Tribal Council, 2008. Alutiiq Museum Archives, AM629

Figure 5.64. The Alutiiq Ancestors Memorial, 2021. Signs in the park explain Alutiiq history and efforts to repatriate the remains of ancestors taken by researchers and collectors. An archway over the park walkway features salmon cutouts. Each fish represents the remains of an ancestor returned to Kodiak for reburial. Fish are added to the archway as repatriations continue. AM847. Photo by Alexandra Painter.
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Box 5.9. The Larsen Bay Repatriation—Finishing Unfinished Business

It took five years, numerous letters and consultations, two anthropological studies, and assistance from 
attorneys from the Native American Rights Fund, but in 1991 the community of Larsen Bay (Figure 5.65) 
successfully repatriated the remains of about one thousand Alutiiq ancestors from the Smithsonian 
Institution. On October 5, villagers laid their relatives to rest in a common grave not far from their original 
burial place. Community members and visitors formed a chain from pick-up trucks, passing cardboard 
boxes containing ancestors into the new grave. A Russian Orthodox priest led a memorial service fol-
lowed by a community potluck where tribal members expressed relief. They had prevailed in completing 
an essential task, caring for their dead. 


“They were put in the ground to rest in peace. It doesn’t seem right that 
someone would come along and dig them up to study.”

Valen Reft, Larsen Bay Tribal Council. From Pullar 1994:15.

Figure 5.65. The community of Larsen Bay, 2002. AM936. Photo by Sven Haakanson Jr.
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How did our country’s national museum come to hold the remains of so many Alutiiq people, 
and why did it take years for the Smithsonian to return them to their descendants? The remains 
came from the Uyak site, a large, well-preserved ancestral Alutiiq village in Larsen Bay. Occupied for 
thousands of years, the site’s deep layers were filled with well-preserved shell and bone objects, in-
cluding the skeletons of ancestors. The Alutiiq people have always buried their deceased relatives in 
graves around their communities, keeping departed family members close. The Uyak site was both 
a major village and a traditional cemetery. Between 1931 and 1938, Smithsonian anthropologist Aleš 
Hrdlička mined this enormous deposit for human remains. In the search for burials, he shoveled the 
remnants of sod houses, community houses, and storage features onto the beach and used rail cars 
to move the deposits away. His goal was to build a collection for the Smithsonian and to test ideas 
about the origins of Native Americans. Alutiiq Elders remembered Hrdlička. Even fifty years after his 
excavations people spoke angrily of his interest in bones and his disregard for community members. 
He never consulted the community, he simply started digging—in Larsen Bay and in other ancestral 
settlements around the archipelago. 

When Larsen Bay began efforts to reclaim their ancestors, cultural, historical, and legal issues 
stood in the way. In 1987 there were no federal laws requiring museums to return Native American 
remains to tribal people. Centuries of collecting from ancestral sites across the Americas led to vast 
collections of Native remains, including those at the Smithsonian. These collections were seen as 
essential to understanding the history of humanity, and museums felt entitled to keep them.
In the Smithsonian Institution’s eyes, the Larsen Bay remains were valuable, scientifically collected 
specimens, professionally cared for in the national museum. They assumed the Alutiiq community 
didn’t understand science or museum practices and argued that villagers shouldn’t feel connected 
to these ancient remains. Hrdlička’s studies of Alutiiq ancestors suggested that there was an older 
race of people represented in the Uyak remains and that the modern Alutiiq were not related. They 
argued that the Alutiiq couldn’t claim the remains for this reason. This outdated population replace-
ment theory has since been debunked. 

Larsen Bay and the Alutiiq leaders who helped the community with the repatriation were sur-
prised by the difficulty they encountered in claiming their own people. In their view, these were com-
munity members with the right to be buried in their homeland. This was a question of respecting 
tribal members—both living and dead. To the people of Larsen Bay, keeping ancestors in drawers or 
displaying them in exhibit cases was inappropriate because ancestors are considered close relatives 
in Alutiiq culture. 

Moreover, Larsen Bay people understood Western science. They were actively supporting several 
archaeological studies sponsored by the Kodiak Area Native Association and allowing their children 
to participate. The difference was that archaeology in the 1980s was conducted under tribal author-
ity, with community oversight and participation. 

Ultimately, the passage of the National Museum of the American Indian Act in 1989 ended the 
battle. The Smithsonian followed the law, which required them to return remains requested by affili-
ated tribes. They returned the Larsen Bay ancestors in one of the first major repatriations to a Native 
American tribe in the United States. Larsen Bay tribal member Alex Panamaroff said, “It didn’t really 
hit me until the actual burial. There was a burden lifted off of our shoulders” (Pullar 1994:17).




Today

Like every human culture, Alutiiq cul­ture is always changing. When you look broadly at the present, there have been positive changes for the Alutiiq people in recent decades. From the return of some traditional lands and resources to Native people, to the ability of tribal organiza-




tions to manage healthcare and reclaim the remains of ancestors, the Alutiiq have regained some of the sovereignty lost to conquest. The cultural renaissance also demonstrates community resilience and a resurgence of pride. Alutiiq culture has not been lost, and today, Alutiiq people are more comfortable expressing tra­ditions openly. The growing number of 
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Alutiiq harvesters, artists, performers, and language learners reflects this important change.

Yet the future also presents challeng­es. Poverty, social problems, and stereo­types about Native people are still widely present in our community. For example, some museum visitors are surprised to meet Alutiiq people. Some think there are no more Natives. Social media posts criticize Native landowners for managing access to their property. Non-Native art­ists sell counterfeit Alutiiq art. Ancestral sites are still looted for artifacts. These misconceptions, attitudes, and practices continue to harm the Alutiiq community. After two centuries of forced accultur­ation, Alutiiq people are still fighting for fairness—visibility, understanding, and economic and educational opportuni­ties. There is more work to be done.

In 2021, the Alutiiq Museum invited representatives of Kodiak’s tribes to dis­cuss future directions (Figure 5.66). The museum wanted to know what Alutiiq stories needed to be told. Should the or­ganization continue to focus on sharing cultural traditions, or was it time to wade into difficult discussions about colonial­ism? The answers were enlightening. 




Community members were unanimous in their wish to have the museum speak honestly about the past and the forces that shaped today’s Alutiiq community. They were clear that much of Alutiiq histo­ry was unknown, both to tribal members and to the broader public. They argued that to continue building a bright future for Kodiak, Alutiiq history and the legacy of colonialism had to be widely shared.

Since that meeting, the museum has planned displays that will share recent history and created new educational re­sources. This book is one example. It is dif­ficult to summarize the history of an entire people. There is so much more that could be included. However, by sharing events along the Alutiiq timeline, this publication adds an important focus to discussions about Kodiak’s past. Honest histories of our community help us tackle modern challenges thoughtfully. In the words of Old Harbor Elder Sven Haakanson Sr., “You have to look back and find out the past, and then you can look forward” (Crowell et al. 2001:3).

Quyanaa nitniqlluta.
Thank you for listening to us.



Figure 5.66. Tribal delegates gathered at the Alutiiq Museum in 2021 to discuss recent Alutiiq history and the ways the museum should share the past. AM998. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall.


165







Chapter 5 Glossary of Alutiiq Terms 



	arhnat	sea otters

	caguyat	bentwood hats 

	canangaisuun	vitamin 

	ciqlluat	sod houses 

	cuumillat’stun	like our ancestors 

	faap’Riikaat	canneries 

	giinaqut	masks 

	imaq	ocean 

	inartat	baskets 

	iqallugsurtet	fishermen 

	iqallut	salmon 

	Kal’ut	Karluk 

	kaugya’aq	fox 

	litnauwista	teacher 

	Masriluq	Port Hobron 

	naut’staarwit	gardens 

	nerwiguaq	cafeteria 

	nikllit	red salmon 

	nunat	communities (can also mean “lands”)

	paRag’autat (N)/paRag’uutat (S)	fishing boats 

	paulaq	ash 

	pisurtet	hunters 

	puyulek	volcano 

	qangyusinat	tsunamis 

	qayat	kayaks 

	Qik’rtaq	Kodiak Island 

	qutet	beaches 

	quyanaa nitniqlluta	thank you for listening to us 
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	saltaatat	soldiers 

	seterwik (N)/ceterwik (S)	ballot 

	skaulut (N)/skuulut (S)	schools 

	taquka’aq	bear 

	tuntut	deer 

	umiartusqaq	computer






Note: N = term from the northern way of speaking; S = term from the southern way of speaking 
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CITY HALL EMERGENCY BULLETIN #1
March 28, 1964 [Saturday, the day following the disaster]
Prepared by Karl Armstrong.

EVACUATION

Persons wishing to be evacuated and who have homes in the States can
make arrangements by registering with Mrs. Doris Simon in Room #5
a the High School. Arrangements are being completed with the Red
Cross and U.S. Navy to evacuate those who wish to leave. Navy person-
nel are advised to talk 1o thelr commanding officors about evacuation
of dependents.

BLECTRICITY
Electricity has been restored in the Aloutian Homes area and crews.
‘ave working around the clock to restore power in all other areas of the
community.

PASS SYSTEM

A pass system has been established or movement into and within

the general disaster area downtown in order to prevent looting and to
permit cleanup crews to work unhindered. Passes are avatladle to per-
Sons who owned businesses or homes In the dissster area and can be
obtatned at City Hall. Pormits for passage THROUGH the disaster area
by VEHICLE are avatlable at the National Bank of Alaska corne.
CURFEW

A curfew has been mposed on the disaster avea and NO ONE is allowed.
1n the disaster area from sundown to Sunup.

FUEL

Fuel ol for heating purposes can be obtained by placing orders at the.
Ctty Hall.

WATER.

Frosh water is again avatlablo through your tap, but ALL drinking wa:
ter should be bolled for 20 minutes or purified by adding four drops of
Clorox per gallon of water and allowing to stand for half an hour.
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‘Audio of Amateur Radio Operators during the.
‘Great Alaska Earthquake of 1964.

«Kodiok;1iis}uneau. Go ahead.

s s Kodiak KL7 Alpha Popa Horel (7APH) andil am en
10p of 0 mouniain (uninteligie] lost communicafion. We
are heading for higher ground. A idal wave wos spotied
heading towords Kodiok ustabout wenty miesowey.
Roger

It catch your cal,but lunderstond thaf a ol wave
s headed towards Kodiok and's about ety miles owoy.
Wouldyougiemeyourcologan piecse?

“KL7 AphaPopa Hotel Alpha PopaHorel mobie.
“KL7APH,thisisKLZENV Roger. Do you have any ofer .
~Negative.oofher fraffic.lom mobie.lammobie Lamon
top tPilr Mountain. o onop of PlorMounfan Iwilbe
onitequency KL7APHmobie, o,

Aoska Rodo YouTube 2015
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WE SERVE
1964-2014
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FoOD
Meals are being served at the high school cafeteria during the emer-
gency. Coffee and sandwiches (or night workers are available at the.
high school cafetera at night. The Belmont Cafe has reopened for
business. City Market is now open for bustness.

'SALVAGING FOOD.

‘Persons trying to salvage food which has been contaminated with
salt water should wash the outside ofall cans with a strong Clorox
solution.

cLoTHING

Aclothing drive has begun and all persons who are willing to donate
clothing may leave axticles of CLEAN clothing at the ARMORY.

MAL

The post office will be avalable for sending and receiving matl, and
PNA atr service 1s expected to resume, at least on a Limited basts

DRUGS.
The Drug Store will be open for business from 10:00 a.m. t 200 pn.
‘TYPHOID IMMUNIZATIONS

‘Beginning a1 2:00 p.m. today, typhoid shots will be administered at
the Health Center and the High School. All persons are requested to be
immunized.

From Kodiak MioryHistory Museum, 2010,
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BLOOD QUANTUM
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Hey wait a minute, we're disappearing!
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