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ABSTRACT

This paper is a study of the special form of play among 
Eskimo girls which is known as fstoryknifing•” It consists of 
telling stories to one another and illustrating these stories in 
snow or mud with a sharp pointed object. Formerly, carved ivory, 
bone, baleen, or wooden storyknives were used for the drawings, but 
storyknives are being replaced by common metal tableknives, filed 
metal strips or other substitutes.

Stories are of two main types* biographical accounts of events 
in village life, and tales which are passed down from friends or 
family and contain well-known themes. Analysis of stories and 
accompanying illustrations points out similarities and differences in 
the knifestory complex as it now exists throughout southwestern 
Alaska with brief reference to its form farther north at Unalakleet 
and Barrow. The conclusion is that this complex developed as an 
enculturation device among aboriginal Eskimos because many tales 
have a moral. Ethnographic information from the story texts was 
extracted and explained to point out the references to aboriginal 
material culture and subsistence patterns in the traditional tales 
and the juxtaposition of ancient and modern elements in the bio
graphical accounts.
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PREFACE

Among Alaskan Eskimo girls there is an activity known as 
storyknifing* It is a form of play in which the girls tell each 
other stories and draw pictures or illustrations for them in the 
mud or snow. In fact, it is the presence of the illustrations which 
distinguishes a knifestory from any other type of Eskimo oral liter
ature. Although the content of knifestories is often similar to 
other stories, whenever I refer to "knifestories" it will be to an 
illustrated story.

pOne purpose in studying this complex was to learn what the 
knifestories are and how they are toldTjf In spite of the popularity 
of this activity throughout most of southwestern Alaska, the knife
story complex has been mentioned only briefly or ignored entirely in 
most ethnographic literature on Eskimos. The only real exception to 
this general omission is the excellent article by Wendell Oswalt 
(1964) on the Yuk tales from the lower Kuskokwim River area, par
ticularly Napaskiak. He did not, however, attempt to do any compar
ative study with the complex as it exists in other areas. There is a 
dearth of information from other areas, and I hope to fill in some of 
the blanks left on the subject of this Eskimo childhood activity,

I was also interested in tracing the geographical distribution 
of this complex and in comparing areal similarities in its basic form. 
Differences in particular aspects of the complex, such as illustrative 
symbols, preferred types of stories, or implements used were noted.
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A third goal was to discover the significance of the complex, 
that is , to determine its social function or value in the aboriginal 
and contemporary cultures of the Eskimo.

Finally, I was interested in examining the ethnographic infor
mation contained in many of the knifestories which confirms our 
knowledge of social conditions and subsistence patterns of Eskimos. 
Although description of environment, material objects, and activities 
is not elaborate, it does play a minor part in the stories so that 
much information about Eskimo dress, food, household utensils, etc., 
can be gleaned from a careful search of the story content. Rapid 
changes are leading the Eskimo away from his traditional culture 
toward modem western values and lifestyle. More and more material 
goods from the outside world are finding their way into the homes 
of today’s Eskimos with the natural consequence that the goods are 
affecting the daily lives of the people using them. It follows 
that the girls introduce some of the new possessions into biographical 
stories as their own lives are affected by these goods. In tradition- 
al stories told by the old people, there are still numerous references 
to aboriginal elements of culture, but who knows at what rate the 
Eskimo way of life will be converted to that of the rest of the 
United States, leaving little or no trace of the old culture? Before 
this conversion is complete, and knowledge of native heritage can be 
acquired only by reading old books, we should make a thorough inven
tory of what does remain now, including the knifestories, to collect 
and analyze references to the aboriginal way of life#
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I have called my paper the Storyknife Complex because the 
activity which I will describe and interpret consists of many 
parts which combine to give it its characteristic form. First 
there are the knifestories themselves. Secondly there is the 
method of illustrating the stories with a traditional storyknife or 
modem substitute. The style of these illustrations is unique to 
storyknifing and includes a special set of symbols which are con
ventionalized or stylized representations of human beings and material 
objects. Finally there is the special purpose this activity serves 
in the enculturation of the Eskimo girls.

Each aspect of the complex will be described in the first 
part, and my interpretation and analysis will follow in the second 
section.

The methods of study varied. Usually I just watched girls 
telling knifestories and recorded them on a tape recorder. When 
I collected illustrations as well as stories, I either drew them 
on paper as the storyteller drew them in the mud, or I photographed 
the illustrations, but many photographs did not show up the drawings 
well. When I interviewed Eskimo students at the University of Alaska,
1 had them draw each scene on a separate tray which I had spread with
about J/h inch of Crisco. Rather than erase drawings, the girls
simply moved to the next tray. Afterwards, I asked questions about
the stories and about the illustrations to be sure I understood what 

§||§p I 5 * y f ig f e iy g  ' V" s'* "H f l l S  r / ^ ~ \  

each symbol meant. I interviewed a total offemales, ranging in
age from 5 to well over 65* They represented (20 villages, all but
2 of which, Unalakleet and Barrow, are located in the Yukon-Kusko-
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kwim delta area of southwestern Alaska. Seven of the informants 
were students at the University of Alaska at the time they were 
interviewed. The remainder were interviewed in St. Mary's, Alaska, 
where they were either residents of the village or students boarding 
at the Mission High School there. The list of informants and their 
villages is found on page • All interviews were conducted between
December 1968 and May 1969* The informants provided the bulk of my 
source material. Publications on general Eskimo ethnography, listed 
in the References Cited, were used for background information, and 
the article on Yuk knifestories by Oswalt (196*0 was used as an aid 
in comparing areal similarities and as a check on the validity of my 
own findings.

While studying the storyknife complex, I was helped by many 
people. Special thanks are due to Dr. William J• Loyens, Chairman 
of the Department of Anthropology, University of Alaska, whose 
valuable criticisms and continuing interest in my work have not 
only encouraged me in this particular project but have also been 
largely responsible for my enthusiasm for anthropology in general.
Dr. Erna Gunther, formerly Chairman of the Department of Anthropology, 
University of Alaska, was of great help to me during the first stages 
of this thesis, and her efforts were instrumental in my being finan
cially supported for fieldwork. Dr. Ttfilliam Hohenthal and Dr. Herbert 
Alexander, both formerly of the Department of Anthropology, University 
of Alaska, and Charles J. Keim, Professor of Journalism and English,
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University of Alaska, all provided expert guidance in the writing 
of the thesis itself. Irene Reed, Instructor in Eskimot University 
of Alaska, was of invaluable help to me in interpreting some of the 
stylistic aspects of knifestories. Her knowledge of the Eskimo 
language helped to make several points clear that would otherwise have 
been confusing. I would also express ray gratitude to acting director 
of the University Museum, Dr. David Murray, and to photographer 
Barry McWayne for providing the plates in this manuscript. I am 
indebted also to Father Rene Astruc, Superintendent of St. Mary*s 
Mission School, for the generous support he and his staff provided 
during my two visits to St. Mary's. Two members of his faculty, in 
particular, Judith MacDonnell and Elizabeth Mills Evans, were of 
invaluable assistance in arranging introductions and interviews 
with the girls boarding at the school and with the villagers in St. 
Mary's. To all the people of the village and the students at the 
school, I am deeply grateful for their generous help and friendly 
cooperation with a strange kassaq girl.
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DICTIONARY OF ESKIMO WORDS IN THIS PAPER

ai'yut or avut 

akutaq

kassaq

kavak or qayaq

jam or gran
maureluqelriik
mukluks

gaspeg 

g&SRjfl

tua-llu 
uluag or ulu

Labrador or Hudson*s Bay tea (Ledum 
pa lustre L. subsp* groenlandicum Oeder)
a delicacy made with snow, berries, fish 
and either seal oil or Crisco whipped to 
a light consistency
term used by Yupik-speaking Eskimos for a 
non-native person, a stranger or foreigner
lightweight, slender skin boat which is 
decked over except for one hatch where the 
paddler sits
large pot or container, usually for urine
"a grandmother and one other"
boots made of skin or fur, from mukluk or 
maklak. the large bearded seal
summer dress or parka cover, made of cloth
men’s communal dwelling and village gath
ering place for ceremonies
"and then"
knife whose blade is semi-lunate, used as 
a woman's working tool
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Part It Description 
Chapter 1 

STORYKNIFING 
DESCRIPTION OF STORYKNIFINGi

Storyknifing is a form of game or play among Eskimo girls# It 
can be done by as few as two, but it usually is done in groups who 
often spend many hours a day engaged in this pleasant pastime#

Girls go to a spot which is free of debris or brush, squat in 
a semi-circle and begin telling stories to each other and drawing 
pictures in the snow or mud, using a storyknife or other sharp, pointed 
object. Girls commonly have their favorite mud spots for storytelling# 
For example, Elizabeth Charles of Bethel had a special place where 
the clay was multicolored. In Hooper Bay, Maureen Green’s favorite 
spot was under her house where the clay was colored. The young girls 
of St. Mary’s like the soft mud of the Yukon River banks# Annie Kin- 
egak of Bethel said the dirt floor of their smokehouse was good in 
any weather# On rainy or cold days a small board spread with mud 
could be carried indoors for storyknifing j a few informants said they

/I
carried a board of mud around outdoors as well.

Before a story begins, the narrator prepares a flat surface for 
illustrations by smoothing the wud or snow with her knife. If the 
ground is dry, the dirt must be moistened by pouring water on the spot 
or by spitting on it. Chewing tobacco and gum stimulate the flow of

15
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saliva, and one often sees a group of storyknifers all chewing on 
one or the other of these.

The drawing is begun by outlining the setting of the opening 
scene, usually a house which takes the form of a sort of blueprint 
in rough form (see examples, pages 120-21)• Important furnishings 
such as beds, tables, stoves and cupboards are sketched within the 
blueprint outline of the house. As the setting is being drawn, the 
narrator names each object. With these preliminaries complete, the 
story begins, usually with a sentence about the principal characters, 
e.g. "There were two orphans,” or "Here are an old woman and girl." 
The characters, unlike objects in the setting, are drawn in as they 
enter in the story. Characters are represented by special symbols, 
pictographic marks, which would be meaningless to the uninitiated, 
but the girls take them for granted and do not explain that "this 
means a man" and so forth. Neither do they name their characters; 
they refer to them as "the little sister," "this woman," and so on.
In only one story were names given to the characters, but this was 
done only after the story became too confusing using "this boy" and 
"that boy" to distinguish between two males • When telling the tales 
in their native language, the girls use demonstrative pronouns which 
make the distinction between "this boy" and "that boy1* quite clear; 
it is only in English that lack of names can cause such confusion 
(Irene Reed, personal communication). However, when telling a tale 
about someone known personally by the narrator, that person's name 
will be used.
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When a character in the story speaks or when he is the focus 
of narration, a V-shaped "head" or several tiny straight lines are 
added to the initial symbol for that character, and as he continues 
to speak, the narrator keeps her knife moving by adding more straight 
lines, like a series of quotation marks, above or beside the symbol 
to indicate who is speaking. In this manner, the knife is kept 
moving almost constantly during the narration of a story. The list
eners also keep their knives moving by poking and digging the earth, 
making the spot in front of each of them smooth and easy to work.
A common knife movement which is used by listeners to work the ground 
in front of them is to draw two parallel lines and then dig the knife 
in at intervals so that the design resembles a stepladder. They 
tell me this motion is very good for making the mud pliable#

When the drawing for a story becomes too full or when a new 
episode begins, the ground is cleared or erased by a few quick 
swipes of the knife. If the action of the story continues to take 
place in the same setting, the basic outlines of the house or locale 
will be redrawn, but details such as layout or furniture will not be 
repeated. Only the basic outline and active characters are essential 
and are redrawn each time. If the setting changes, the new scene will 
be illustrated in detail. When a story is finished, all illustrations 
are immediately erased, often accompanied by a verbal, "the end."

Each girl may tell a story when she is ready and if she wants to. 
She is free to just listen if she cannot think of a story at the 
moment. There is no prescribed order to the sequence of narrators;
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some girls may tell several stories before someone else takes a turn*
Several times during a story, the narrator may pause and make 

a sucking sound by curling her tongue against her front teeth and 
drawing in her breath* This particular sound was called to my 
attention by an informant who told me that the girls "always do 
that sound" when storyknifing* Tapes of many knifestories confirmed 
that this is indeed characteristic of storyknifing* There seems 
to be no predetermined pattern for these pauses, however , nor do 
they have anything to do with the content of the stories* This 
same sound is not limited to storyknifing, evidently. It has been 
noticed whenever someone is talking for a long time, whether in 
conversation or in narrating a story, particularly along the 
Kuskokwim, on Nelson Island, and at Mekoryuk (Irene Reed, personal 
communication)•

PARTICIPANTS*
Storyknifing is found among girls from ages five or six until 

the middle teen years. Although little girls under five enjoy 
watching older girls storyknifing, they usually do not actively 
participate. There are a few reports of adult females using story
knives . Schwalbe's report from the Kuskokwim (1951* 69) mentioned
a man who recalled his mother telling knifestories in the snow? and 
Garber (i$&0s 12*0 captioned his photograph of a storyknife, "With
the storyknife, the Eskimo mother draws pictures in the snow when 
telling stories to her children." Himmelheber's work (1953*
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contains a photograph of an adult female using a storyknife. None 
of ny adult informants admitted using the storyknife since girlhood/ 
but many women keep their hands busy poking at the table with a 
pencil or any other handy object while they tell stories , so used 
are they to associating stories with constant hand movement (Kay 
Dickey, personal communication). Although they do not usually use 
storyknives, mothers commonly tell their children stories, and the 
girls then tell them to their friends while using a storyknife. In 
this way, adult females are indirectly involved in storyknif ing so the 
tradition is passed from female to female both within the household 
and within the play group.

Among groups of storytellers there is often one who is recognized 
as the "best” storyteller. She knows many tales and has a flair for 
drama, using voice inflection to spice up an otherwise ordinary tale. 
Many times I was told to "go see so and so 'cause she's got lots of 
stories."

Males have not been found to use storyknives for telling tales.
A brief discussion of this is reserved for the concluding section 
since the reasons given are my own conjecture.

SYMBOLS AND DIAGRAMS*
The illustrations for knifestories are what make this activity 

such a unique and fascinating one. First there are the diagrammed 
settings for the stories, then there are the symbols used to represent 
charactersi because they are different they will be discussed separately.
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drawn in profile. More rarely, a story will be illustrated in a 
crude bird's eye perspective (see examples page 116 )•

There is more variety in the symbols used to represent people 
than in any other aspect of the knifestory complex. Eachvillage 
has a different set of symbols (see Tables I and II). However, 
locally one style commonly prevails, and many girls seemed unaware 
that different symbols were used elsewhere unless they had had the 
opportunity to travel. In some villages there are separate symbols 
for men, women, children, old folks, dead people, sleeping people, 
and so forth, while in other villages there might be only one 
symbol used to represent any human being, whatever his age, sex or 
condition. In Barrow there are no symbols for humans at all unless

action. Tracks \i\\.v\ are occasionally used in Bethel to represent 
someone of either sex walking. Little girls of Chevak draw with 
one set of symbols until they are eight or nine years old, then 
they change to a different set.

In Bethel we find the greatest variety of character symbols.
This is probably due to the fact that Bethel in size is an inter
mediate village to which many natives move to find employment 
(Hippier 1969). The children of Bethel, then, come from diverse 
communities, bringing their own storyknifing styles with them.

Many of these symbols undoubtedly have pictographic derivations. 
For instance, one of the symbols for woman ̂  can be interpreted as

they are shown indicated by their
tracks or path, either^'^/V^or ////'/// as they take part in the



TABIE I



TABLE II
Additional human symbols from Bethel

Walking Sitting



head/J, belt — , and legs V* Others are not so clear, but are 
similar to some of the sexual symbols found in Upper Paleolithic 
arts ̂  to represent males and (3) to represent females (Lengyel 1965) 
as vrell as these from Leroi-Gourhan (no date: 513)# all representing
females //Vi, X, X, W .

It is beyond the scope of this paper to study possible 
connections between art of the Eskimo and art of Europe in the 
Upper Paleolithic, a connection already studied and dismissed by 
de Laguna(l932), but the similarities in these symbolic characters 
are worthy of notice.

DISTRIBUTION AND VARIATIONS:
So far as I have been able to determine, storyknifing is limited 

to Eskimos, in particular those of the delta region of southwestern 
Alaska inhabited by Yuk speaking Eskimos. Indians in Holy Cross, 
just upriver from Eskimo territory, do not tell knifestories (Rita 
Paul, personal communication), nor do those further removed from 
Eskimo influence, at Nikolai (Terry Dickey, personal communication).
I can find no reference to this activity in the ethnographies of 
Alaskan Athapaskan Indians (Osgood 19̂ 0, 1958; McKennan 1959# 1965).

Illustrated stories are told by young girls in Unalakleet and 
Barrow today, but ethnographic literature on northern or Inupiaq 
Eskimos is devoid of references to either storyknives or knifestories 
(Murdoch 1892? Gubser 1961? Spencer 1959? Ostermann 1952). A major 
difference between the activity in the north and that in the south 
seems to be the absence of symbols for human characters and the

2k
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absence of traditional storyknives in the northern region. At this 
time I simply will note these differences and reserve discussion of 
them until the final section. Another area in which there are 
some basic differences in the storyknife complex is Nunivak Island, 
inhabited by speakers of the Cux dialect of Yupik. Iantis (l9**6i 215)
reported that storyknives are used by girls there, but not to tell 
stories. Instead they draw houses and try to guess which particular 
house in the village is being drawn. This "Guess Whose House" game 
is played on the mainland too, but telling stories is what comes to 
mind when a storyknife is mentioned, from Togiak and Kongiganak to 
St. Michael along the coast and inland along the lower Yukon and 
Kuskokwim Rivers.

To recapitulate, the basic storyknife complex as described in 
this paper (pp*15“18) and by Oswalt (1963, 196*0 seems to be ubi
quitous in southwestern Alaska , the area inhabited by speakers of the 
Yuk dialect of Yupik. Variations are found outside of this core area* 
illustrated stories in Barrow and Unalakleet, but drawn without 
traditional storyknives? traditional storyknives used on Nunivak, but 
not for illustrating stories. Within the delta region, Guess Whose 
House is played with the storyknife, and the knife is also used for 
drawing contests in which each girl makes a drawing in the earth, 
commonly a human figure wearing a parka (see examples, page 118 ) and 
the group decides whose drawing is best.

Variations in the illustrative symbols are many, as we have 
seen already. Another variation which I was unable to confirm is
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one reported by Nelson (1899: 3^). He said that the "snowknife"
is used to draw animals in the snow which the children then "kill” 
with the knives, but none of my informants reported anything like 
this. It is possible that he merely observed this form of play once 
and assumed that it was a characteristic use of the storyknife. 
Certainly the storyknife is used on occasion for forms of play 
other than storytelling, but any kind of knife could also be picked 
up for these purposes.



Chapter 2 
STORYKNIVES

TRADITIONAL STORYKNIVES i
The traditional implement used in illustrating the stories is 

a storyknife, called in Yupik a yagwin (Waskey 19̂ 7) or iaruin (Irene 
Reed and Paschal Afcan, personal communication). Ethnographers have 
sometimes referred to these knives as snowknives (Nelson 1899; Lantis 
19̂ 6) probably because they resemble those knives used to cut blocks 
of snow. One source calls them picture knives (Gillham 1955)* Story
knives, used only for telling stories, seem to be restricted to south
western Alaska and Nunivak Island while true snowknives are found 
only in the arctic.

Storyknives were usually carved for the girls by a male 
relative, however one informant .from Chevak said that she had made 
one for herself in wood. The characteristic shape is somewhat 
scimitar-like with the blade flaring out slightly to one side; length 
ranges from four to fifteen inches (Nelson 1899* 3^5)•Bone, ivory, 
baleen, deer horn and wood are the materials employed; no metal or 
stone storyknives have been reported. Although a few are fairly plain, 
many are decorated attractively with incised designs, usually straight 
parallel lines and conventional motifs such as circle and dot, diagon
al double spurs, or concentric circles, all typical of Eskimo geometric
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art (Boas 1927* 86; Murdoch 1892* 396). However, several knives
have what Nelson calls a "raven totem" etched into them '^(l899i 
3̂ 5)» but these were probably only decorative symbols of a raven 
and not true totem marks, since the Eskimos of Southwestern Alaska 
did not have totemic clans. Handles of the knives are the most 
elaborately embellished portions usually; protrusions on the under
side facilitated gripping, and these were sometimes etched or carved 
in the shapes of animal or bird heads. In addition, some handles 
themselves appeared as stylized heads of ravens, gulls, gerfalcons, 
or salmon , (Nelson 1899* 3̂ 5).

MODERN SUBSTITUTES *
Traditional storyknives are now collector's items and are 

being replaced as playthings. The most popular and widespread 
substitute for the traditional knife is a common metal tableknife 
or butter knife. Nearly every girl interviewed reported this as the 
overall favorite for drawing in mud or snow. Either the whole knife 
or only the broken-off blade is used. The blade can be held with 
the dull edge pointing downward or facing up; it can be held like a 
pencil, resting on the second finger and held between the index 
finger and thumb, or held as though it were being used for cutting. 
The handled knife is held by the handle or down near the tip of the 
blade. These variations are simply a matter of individual preference.
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Another common substitute is made by cutting and filing down a 
piece of metal stripping found around kegs or crates. These were 
known as "irons” among the girls of St. Mary’s.

Occasionally girls will use plain wooden knives carved in the 
traditional shape by themselves or more often by their fathers. 
Sticks, rocks, and, more rarely, nails and feathers are used when 
knives or irons are unavailable. The style and appearance of the 
drawings is not affected by the type of instrument used in making 
them.

LOCAL PREFERENCES;
Girls have their preferences in storyknif ing implements. 

Usually these are as much a matter of what is available and what 
everyone else is using as it is personal choice. Justina Mike of 
St. Mary’s (about 65 years old) grew up in Old Chaniliut where she 
used sticks to make her sketches. Another adult resident of St. 
Mary’s, Lena George, remembered .using ivory and wooden knives as a 
child in Kwiguk. In Chevak, Katherine Mathias had an ivory knife 
which her father carved for her, but she preferred to use either the 
wooden knife she made herself, a tableknife, or, less frequently, a 
stick. She said several other girls in Chevak used ivory knives. 
Maggie Moses of Newtok and Mary Evan of Tununak often used metal 
strips from crates. In addition, ivory knives or sticks were used 
in winter, but tableknives were considered best for summer mud.
In Nightmute, Lilly Joe used an ivory knife, metal strips, and
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tableknives. She reported that ivory knives were used by several 
girls in her village. The young girls of St. Mary's all said that 
their favorite tools were the irons and tableknives? some used 
only the blade of a broken tableknife. Sticks and rocks were used 
in the mud when nothing else was handy. Few knew much about the 
ivory knives? none of them reported using one. Linda Pete of Bethel 
said her father used to file down metal crate strips for her to use 
as an alternate to the tableknife. Also from the Bethel area, Lucy 
Nicolai and Annie Kinegak reported using metal strips and tableknives 
most often, and occasionally a wooden storyknife. They knew of ivory 
knives, but said very few girls actually owned one. Those who did 
were considered lucky and were envied. In Hooper Bay, according to 
Maureen Green, the favorite was again the tableknife. She said she 
used to have an ivory storyknife and that wooden knives existed but 
were not popular. Katherine Prince and Cecilia Unak of Kotlik stated 
that they used tableknives, sticks, and metal crate strips• Teresa 
Akarin, who recently moved to St. Mary's from Kotlik, added nails to 
to the list of the Kotlik inventory. In Stebbins, Juliana Katcheak 
and Minnie Pete played with butterknives and metal strips even though 
Juliana once found an old ivory storyknife in some ruins near her 
village. Lucy Kelly of Pilot Station said that the girls there used 
bones, metal strips, butterknives, sticks, and wooden knives? there 
were some ivory knives, but "not many." Rose Marie George, formerly 
of Pilot Station, said that sometimes they used a pen and paper to
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illustrate their stories, but other informants did not mention this 
method. Fannie Brown of Quinhagak used both an ivory storyknife and 
a common butter knife. In Scammon Bay, Ledwina Sundown's father carved 
a fancy wooden knife for her, and she also had an ivory storyknife.
In Mountain Village, Anna Beans drew with sticks and rocks, occas
ionally substituting a wooden knife. Dorothy Harry from Alakanuk 
used wooden knives, sticks, and butterknives. She once saw an ivory 
storyknife. Maria Lincoln said that in Toksook Bay the girls used 
ivory storyknives or tableknives, sticks and metal strips . Elizabeth 
Joseph reported that in Emmonak metal strips and sticks were used most 
frequently; sometimes wooden knives or tableknives were substituted. 
She said there are no ivory knives to her knowledge.

Further north there is a difference. Agnes Ivanoff of Unalakleet 
said that they did not use ivory knives or metal strips, but used 
sticks or "anything sharp" that they could find. Martha Aiken of 
Barrow used bobby pins, sticks, feathers, or "anything sharp." 
Occasionally she used tableknives, but never ivory storyknives or 
metal strips. Patsy Nusinginya Aamodt of Barrow also said she used 
sticks, feathers, and tableknives, but ivory knives were unknown in 
Barrow.

Table III shows village preferences in drawing implements, based 
on informants* statements. This table is simply a summary of the 
preceding discussion. I have not found any correlation of imple
ments with villages in sub-areas, that is villages cannot be grouped 
(Nelson Island, Lower Kuskokwim, etc.) on the basis of implement 
type distributions.
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Storyknifing implements used
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AIAKANUK 0 X X
BARROW 0 x X X
BETHEL 0 X X X X

CHANILUJT X
CHEVAX 0 X X 0
EMKONAK 0 0 X X
HOOPER BAY 0 X X
KOTLIK X X X X
KIVIGUK X X 0

MT. VILLAGE 0 X X
NEWTOK 0 X X X

NIGHTMUTE X X X

PILOT STATION 0 0 X X 0 X X

QUINHAGAK X X

SCAMMON BAY X X
STEBBINS 0 X X

ST. MARY’S X X 0 X
TOKSOOK BAY X X X X

TBNUNAK X X X X
UNAIAKIEET x
X=used frequently 0=used occasionallyblank=rarely or never



Chapter 3 
KNIFESTORIES

TYPES OF STORIESt
Knif©stories are different from other stories because they 

are told by children and are accompanied by special illustrations.
I found that the girls themselves recognize three types or categories 
of stories when asked which kind are their favorites or which kind 
of story they tell most oftens "old time" tales? “scary” stories? 
and "made-up" stories or "everyday happenings."

"Made-up" stories or "everyday happenings" are biographical 
or autobiographical accounts of dreams, trips , events in the lives 
of the girls and their families. Very often only a thread of reality 
separates these as fact from fiction since the narrator may exaggerate, 
elaborate, or otherwise embellish a bit of hearsay information or 
even fabricate a story from several unrelated incidents she knows 
about. The main criteria for classifying a story as an everyday 
happening is the girl's statement that "this really happened."
Other made-up stories are created from movie plots, stories the girls 
have heard in school, and lessons learned in church.
\J "Scary" stories would actually consist of two different types 

of tale if I were defining the categories. One is the sort of ghost 
story told by children throughout the United States * and it is not
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peculiar to the Eskimo. Some of these I recognized from my own 
childhood. Others are taken from the aboriginal repertoire in which 
the interference of or interaction with supernatural creatures or 
beings from the spirit world create a climate of fear or awe. Many 
former beliefs and taboos are expressed in these tales, for the 
breaking of a taboo is the most effective way to bring supernatural 
intervention in human affairs. Some stories in this category are 
marginal cases; there is nothing really frightening about them, but 
they relate an abnormal or inexplicable occurrence which connotes 
supernatural influence. Some stories which the girls recognize as 
scary, I would have put under the made-up category because they 
were clearly fabricated by the narrators.

■Old time” tales are those which find their roots in traditional 
Eskimo folklore. Many of them have a moral which reinforces traditional 
values and norms. In many cases, knifestories are built upon one 
mythological element taken out of context or from a combination of 
themes from different myths, but their origins are clearly recognizable. 
Others are only simplified Eskimo myths. There are some differences 
in the proportions of themes used in knifestories and those used in 
adult myths; Raven tales, for instance, are absent from the knifestory 
collections I know of (Oswalt*s and mine), while stories involving 
grandmothers and grandchildren appear quite frequently. One may ask 
at this point what makes myths different when they are told as knife
stories. Basically it is the children*s style, and the fact that 
they are illustrated, which makes knifestories different from myths.
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Myths are often fairly long, and raconteurs are not expected to 
vary the stories (Iantis 19̂ 6s 26̂ ; Nelson 1899V 5̂1? Spencer 1959;
3&3)» Plots are well-known by most listeners, and they are quick to 
notice if a storyteller makes a mistake in narration. Knifestories 
are quite short. Although there are, as I have said, recognizable 
themes which recur and which have been extracted by adult mythology, 
the execution of these stories tends to vary each time. Because 
knifestories are not memorized word for word but are merely learned 
in general outline by listening to the same themes being repeated by 
different people, each time in the narrator’s personal style, free 
expression perpetuates such variation.

LOCAL PREFERENCES ;
The storyknife is used for games other than storytelling, games 

such as Guess Whose House and drawing contests. I asked my informants 
which way the knife was used most in their village and which kinds of 
stories they liked best. If they answered old time tales, I asked 
them from whom they learned most of their old stories, whether from 
grown-ups or from friends approximately their own age.

The young girls of St. Mary’s tell mostly made up stories and 
some scary stories. However, many of their everyday stories are 
about extraordinary, inexplicable events which have happened to them 
or their friends, so the supernatural pervades even the everyday 
thoughts and perceptions of these children.
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Justina Mike of St. Mary's, who grew up in Old Chaniliut, said 
that when she was a child she and her friends usually made up their 
own stories about their activities at fishing camps or about descrip
tions of their environment. A few stories she told were learned from 
her mother. Iona George, who grew up in Kwiguk, said that they drew 
many "old time houses" (sod dwellings) while telling fairy tales,
Eskimo tales which they heard from other people and made-up stories. 
Katherine Mathias of Chevak reported that one of their favorite pastimes 
was Guess Whose House. She said they did not tell many scary stories, 
but were fond of myths. They also made up their own stories from 
everyday events. Mary Evan of Tununak said they told their own made- 
up stories as well as those they heard from friends. The "common 
knowledge" stories, those familiar to everyone, they learned from 
older girls more often than from adults. Lilly Joe of Nightmute was 
one of the few informants who stated that the old time tales heard 
from mothers and other older women were the favorites, as well as 
frightening stories about supernatural creatures. Guess Whose House 
was also popular in Nightmute. Linda Pete of Bethel said that their 
favorites were scary stories "about witches, graveyards and rolling 
eyeballs" which they heard from older sisters and friends. Sometimes 
she and her friends made up their own stories, but she does not recall- 
playing Guess Whose House. She said that occasionally a girl who 
heard a story from her parents would try to recreate it as a knife- 
story for her friends. Elizabeth Charles of Bethel said that they
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told only a few scary stories. There were many tales about animals 
which she learned from her mother and grandmother. There were also 
a few about the "little people,” dwarfs believed to live on the 
tundra. She could not recall any specific story about a grandmother 
and a granddaughter, but she said there were many of that type,and 
they all had a moral. Guess Whose House was popular, according to 
Miss Charles. Iucy Nicolai and Annie Kinegak of Bethel said they 
leaned most stories from the other girls, especially older girls.
Some were repeated over and over. When making up their own stories, 
"It seems that we had to use our imagination all the time. It came 
natural," said Annie, who also learned many legends from her aunt. 
Maggie Moses of Newtok said that they told "any kind of stories that 
came to your mind." She learned very few from her mother. In 
Hooper Bay, many Eskimo myths told by grandfathers were retold as 
knifestories• Girls there also passed along stories they heard from 
their mothers. Guess Whose House was popular, and there were also 
drawing contests. Sometimes they made up stories about their dreams 
or about things they did, such as berrypicking, egg hunting, and 
so forth. In Kotlik, Cecilia Unak and Katherine Prince sometimes 
made up their own stories, but more often they retold stories they 
had learned from older sisters or other girls. Guess Whose House 
was common. Teresa Akarin said they told many scary stories in Kotlik. 
Juliana Katcheak and Minnie Pete of Stebbins played Guess Whose House 
usually. They did not tell many stories, but those they told were 
learned from older sisters and friends. Iuey Kelly said that in Pilot
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Station they told each other about everyday happenings, weddings, 
and dreams. They also like to Guess Whose House. Rose Marie 
George said that she learned many stories from her mother in Pilot 
Station. In Scammon Bay, according to Ledwina Sundown, the girls 
like to Guess Whose House and make up their own stories about every-
day happenings. They were familiar with some animal stories which 
have morals and with many grandmother tales which teach a lesson j 
these they learned from their play group. Fannie Brown of Quinhagak 
said they usually made up their own stories. In Alakanuk, Dorothy 
Harry played Guess Whose House, had drawing contests, and made up 
her own stories? there were also a few scary stories in circulation. 
Except for the absence of scary stories, Anna Beans said she did the 
same things in Mountain Village as Miss Harry did in Alakanuk. In 
Toksook Bay, Maria Lincoln made up stories, played Guess Whose House 
and learned some stories from the old people. Elizabeth Joseph of 
Eramonak said they told a few old tales, but mostly they made up their 
own stories or Guessed Whose House. Agnes Ivanoff of Unalakleet said 
they did not tell old stories, but usually made up their own or played 
Guess Whose House. Patsy Nusinginya Aamodt of Barrow said she Guessed 
Whose House and made up her own stories, but Martha Aiken of Barrow 
added that she also told many stories, especially about the "little 
people " which she heard from grandparents. Knifestories are told only 
in the summer at Barrow.
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It appears from the girls' statements that in some villages 
the variety of story types is much greater than in others. Tables 
IV and V show a difference in the kinds of stories the girls said 
were popular (Table IV) and which types they actually chose to 
tell me (Table V). In noting this discrepancy it is also important 
to point out that many of the informants were no longer active 
storyknifers and were recalling their childhood activities when 
answering my questions. The stories they chose to tell me were often 
ones which are well-known myths rather than a made-up story from 
their childhood. The young informants told most of the made up 
stories in the collection. Also, these story categories recognized 
by the girls are not mutually exclusive, as will be evident upon 
reading the texts. Many everyday happenings are more like scary 
stories than daily events, for example.
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TABLE IV
Village preferences in story types, according to informants* statements

Village
"Made-up”
stories

Aborig. 
or modem 
"scary*1 
stories

"Old 
i time" 
tales 
from 
elders

"Old
time"
tales
from
friends

"Guess
Whose
House"

Drawing
contests

AIAKANUK X X X X
BARROW X 0 X
BETHEL X X-0 0 0 0
CHANILIUT X 0
CHEVAK X 0 X X
EMMONAK X 0 0 X
HOOPER BAY X 0 X 0 X X
KOTLIK 0 X X X
KW1GUK X X
MT. VILLAGE x X X
NEWTOK X X
NIGHTMUTE 0 X X X
PILOT STATION X 0 X

QUINHAGAK X 0

S GAMMON BAY X 0 X

STEBBINS 0 X

ST. MARY'S X X 0 0 X 0

TOKSOOK BAY X 0 0 X

TUNUNAK X 0 X

UNAIAKIEET X , X
X=told frequently 0=told occasionally blank=rarely or never
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TABIE V
Number and types of stories found in this collection

Village Everyday
happening

Aborig.
IS§?Ies

Modem
scary
stories

HOld
time
tales

Total

BETHEL 2 1 7 10

CHEV4K 1 2 2 5

EMMONAK 1 2 3

HOOPER BAY 1 8 9

KOTUK 1 1 2

NEWTOK 1 1 2

NIGHTMUTE 2 2 4

ST. MARY'S 17 3 3 7 30

TOKSOOK BAY 1 2 1 4

TUNUNAK 1 1 1 3

Total 20 15 6 31 72



Chapter 4
ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA CONTAINED IN KNIFESTORIES

INTRODUCTION!

Much ethnographic information is contained in some of these 
knifestories, information about food, clothing dwellings, methods of 
transportation, household implements, tools, division of labor and 
subsistence activities. I found that stories which were biographical 
contained references to many modern accoutrements of civilization, 
such as washing machines, trailers, electricity, and so on, while 
those which are simplified versions of traditional folktales show 
little or no evidence of acculturation. Therefore, not only can 
knifestories confirm what we know about aboriginal life, but they 
can also be some indication of the degree of material acculturation 
of the Eskimos. I have used both Oswalt's collection of stories and 
my own in this survey of ethnographic information.

SUBSISTENCE ACTIVITIES AND DIVISION OF IABOR:
Traditional chores assigned to girls are gathering activities, 

usually in spring and summer. Picking berries is one of the principal 
tasks of girls in the stories, as in real life, and it is this activity 
which so often led them away from the village where misfortune could 
befall them. Other gathering activities are collecting driftwood and
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and grasses, hunting for eggs, and raiding the stores of tundra 
mice for roots. At home women sew skins, pluck birds, make baskets, 
chbp wood, haul water, bake bread and split fish to dry or smoke.
Ken catch ducks in nets, trap mink and muskrats, jig for pike, make 
fish traps, hunt for birds, seals and ptarmigan, and set and check 
snares and traps. We see the reliance on hunting and fishing not 
only from the specific references to these activities mentioned, 
but also from the frequent general statements about "going fishing" 
or going hunting•” In only one story from my collection was there 
&ny indication that males are now working for cash incomes t in 
story 1 a male relative of the narrator had gone to a cannery for 
seasonal employment.

FOOD*

Food and its preparation are frequently mentioned in knifestories. 
In Oswalt's 41 stories, fish were mentioned in 9 (XI, XV, XX, XXII, 
XXV, XXVIII, XXXIII, XL, XII), and they were specified (whitefish, 
blackfish) in several of those• Of my 72 stories, 6 made reference 
to fish (3* 46, 47, 49, 67» 68), and in 2 they were identified as 
salmon (47, 68). Fish could be stored in a sealskin poke (72) or. 
could be prepared as “Eskimo Cheese" (65) which is a pungent, sticky 
mass of fermented fish which has been left buried in an earthen pit 
to ripen. Meat was just "meat" in most cases; there was a remark in 
Oswalt's collection (XXVIII) about eating mink, and moose (52) was 
specified in mine. Otherwise eating or preparing meat is not



significant. The riverine Eskimos of the Yukon-Kuskokwim delta
area depend heavily on fish in their diets; the distinction of
different fish species would seem significant to these people. Water
fowl are eaten when available, and eggs are also gathered. Seal oil
was found as food in only one of Oswalt's stories (XX) and in none
of mine. However akutag or Eskimo ice cream was eaten by characters
in 5 of his 41 stories (VII, XIV, XVIII, XXVII, XXIX) and in 2 of mine
(21, 34'). Today akutaq is made of Crisco, snow, and berries or fish
and is considered a delicacy. Formerly, however, it was made with
seal oil, as described by the Reverend Francis Barnum for the
Eskimos of southwestern Alaska (1901* 315):

Akutak. This, meaning mixture. is the name given to the 
most highly esteemed native dish, which is thus prepared.
A quantity of seal blubber and a broad slice of tunok, the 
back fat of deer, are boiled together until the whole has 
dissolved. A quantity of salmon berries is also added.
When it has cooled a lot of hard dry snow is stirred in and 
the whole is beaten up into a stiff cream.

Plants and vegetable foods are eaten mostly in spring and summer
when they can be gathered fresh.. Berries, of which there are many
varieties in Alaska, are also stored in seal oil for winter use.
Other plant food referred to in the stories are "Eskimo spinach" (57)
and varieties of roots and tubers known as "mouse food" (58) which
are found cached by tundra mice. Mouse food is well known to Alaskans.
Carrighar (1958: 51) describes a raid on these mice caches; Gillham
mentions them frequently (1955 * 75* 79* 101* 107); and Heller’s work
on wild plants of Alaska gives this account:

The underground stem (of Tall Cottongrass or Eriopherum 
angustifo’Hnm Honckeny) is collected in autumn by tundra mice 
who cache them for winter use. Before freeze-up, children
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hunt for these caches. The Eskimos call these underground 
stems mouse nuts." Kousenuts taste a little sweet. Eskimos 
pour boiling water over them and remove the black outside. 
Sometimes they eat them with seal oil (Heller 1962* 62).

Heat and "greens" were eaten by characters in one of Oswalt's stories
(VI). Ai'yut, a substitute for tea, was collected by a character who
could not buy any tea (XXVII), and this is labrador or Hudson Bay
tea. Non-Eskimo items such as apples, sugar, flour, coffee and tea
are mentioned in some stories; these have been a normal addition to
most Eskimo pantries since Russian contact.

Although we cannot assume that a complete knowledge of the 
Eskimo diet can be substantiated in knifestories, we can at least 
learn which dishes were the favorites by the frequency of reference 
to them.

CLOTHINGj
The making of skin clothing was an important skill among the 

aboriginal Eskimo women, and some of the older ones still carry on 
this tradition. Sewing skin parkas or skin boots is mentioned in 
many stories, both in Oswalt's collection and in mine. In one of 
his stories, a oasneq (summer dress or parka cover) was made of fish 
skins (XXVII)j boots were also made of fish and of caribou skins, and 
one parka was make of duck skins. In none of mine were the specific 
material indicated, but acculturation was more obvious in the 
references in my collection to modern clothing items such as shoes, 
sweater and blanket. It is of course unnecessary for the participants
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£° into any explanation of how these items were acquired or how 
skin clothing is made since everyone present has watched a mother or 
grandmother sew these things or has seen them in a mail order catalog, 
The moral of one old story (33) was that "good stitches get good hus
bands skill in skin working used to be one of a girl's most 
valuable assets.

HOUSE FORMS:
In the initial diagram of a story, one can see immediately which 

type of house is represented (whether aboriginal, early historical or 
contemporary) so that verbal description by the narrator would be 
superfluous except to list the interior furnishings. Often, though, 
girls will distinguish between the aboriginal house, largely unfamiliar 
to them now, and the kind of homes they know by calling the old form 
a "mud house." Mud houses (i.e. semi-subterranean, sod-covered dwel
lings) were mentioned in 2 of my stories (43, 50) and in 10 of 
Oswalt'^; j one is described as having a grass roof (V). Qazgiqs 
(men's houses) were mentioned in 2 of Oswalt's stories (VI, XXVI) and 
in 8 of mine (12 , 20 , 42 , 47 , 49 , 65 , 6?, 70); tents are in 1 of his 
(XXXIV) and in 3 of mine (2,9» 10). There was something called an 
"Eskimo-type house” in one of Oswalt's stories (XXVI), and several 
of. mine made reference to either an entrance tunnel or gut window 
in the ceiling; these are features of the aboriginal dwelling or 
"Eskimo-type house." Several of my stories had smokehouses and caches



mentioned in them, references to summer fishing. Greater evidence 
of acculturation is apparent in my collection by the references 
to upstairs (17, 26), attics (48), trailers (4, 6), warehouses (4,
2*0, mission (25) and log houses which were not found in Oswalt*s 
collection.

TRANSPORTATION s
The boat is the most common means of transportation for river

ine Eskimos . The word "boat" was used in only one of the stories 
in Oswalt’s collection (XXXVI), but it was found in 5 of mine 
(9, 10, 55, 56, 59), and I assume this refers to a rowboat or out
board motor boat. A kayak (one-man skin boat) was mentioned in 6 
of Oswalt’s stories (V, VI, 3X, XVI, XXXVIII, XII) and in 3 of mine 
(4l, 57, 66). Sleds were used for overland travel in 3 of Oswalt’s 
stories (XXVI, XXVII, XXIX), and in several of mine (48, 53, 70, 72). 
Boats of one sort or another and sleds were the only means of travel 
in the knifestories even though many Eskimos today have snow-mobiles 
and have traveled by airplane or automobile.

HOUSEHOLD EQUIPMENT;
It is under this category that we retrieve the most abundant 

ethnographic information. There is an amazing mixture of traditional 
and modern in the domain of domestic activities. Modern items in 
Oswalt’s stories include stoves (XIV, XXXVII), plates (XI, XXIII), 
tableknives (XIII), also, pails (XXI, XII), scissors (XXI), pack- 
sacks (XXI, XXXI), beds (XVII, XIII, XXIV, XXVI, XXVII), tables
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(XXVI), string (XXI), and oil drums IXXV, XXVI). Traditional 
implements include baskets (XV), kuns or qruns. often called "honey 
buckets” (XVI), firepits (XVII, XXVII), uluaos or women's semi- 
lunate knives (XXI, XLI), needles (XXI), strap drill (XXIV), wooden 
bowls (XXV, XL), wooden spoons (XL), sealskin poke (XXVI), and wooden 
kettle (XLI). In mine, traditional items were grass baskets (8, ,
57)» and mud beds (̂ 0). Modern additions were the washing machine 
(5* 7)» refrigerator (27), and lantern (8), From even the brief 
mention of many of these household items , we can get an idea of how 
acculturated many contemporary Eskimo homes are on the material level.

TOOIS:
Tools also show the juxtaposition of traditional and modern in 

contemporary Eskimo life. Bows and arrows, skin rope, fish nets 
and traps, fish racks for drying, snares still hold their important 
place in the subsistence activities of the knifestories, but shotguns 
and axes have also appeared. Since objects in this category are used 
by males, inventory of them is brief at best.

ADULT RECREATION:
Adult recreation is spoken of less frequently than are the games 

of children, which is only natural since the principal characters of 
many stories are children, and the narrator and audience are young.
In Oswalt's stories the sweat bath (VI) and the firebath (XXVII) are 
taken by Eskimo mens Eskimo dancing (VI) is done, and in one story
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someone is making a mask (VIII). Going to the movies was an evening 
activity which is now very popular (l4), from my collection.

TOYS AND GAMES:

The telling of knifestories was the most popular form of play 
for the girls in Oswalt's collection of stories (XI, XII, XIV, XVIII, 
XXX, XXXI, XXXII), but storyknifing was mentioned only once in mine 
(66). Other games are, from Oswalt, making dolls (I, XXVI), playing 
with dolls (XI, XII) and playing with Eskimo yo-yos (XXVI) { and 
from collection, playing ball (27), throwing the bone (63), and 
darts (65). Going out to play remained unspecified in many cases.

MARRIAGE:
From the frequent statements about marriage we can deduce 

that there was little or no ceremony or ritual connected with 
aboriginal marriage customs • Proposal and acceptance were the 
only necessary preliminaries (in addition to a modest exchange of 
gifts), and once the couple began living together they were considered 
married. An air of almost nonchalance seems to accompany discussion 
of marriage in these stories, but one can realize how important it 
seemed to the girls by the frequency of its mention and by noting that 
it is considered the end, the natural end, to some stories. Personal 
choice is usual? in fact, girls may reject suitors left and right even 

though this is overtly anti-social.
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AN3MIS:

Although we cannot get a complete ecological picture from 
knifestories, we can see a little of what kinds of animals were of 
primary importance in the diet , as well as which ones had other 
significance. Mink, muskrat, moose, fish, waterfowl and rabbits 
were caught for food and skins. Bears and wolves were creatures 
which instilled fear in the girls and were used as threats to those 
prone to wandering into forbidden areas. The possibility of running 
into one of these beasts was probably enough to keep many girls close 
to home. Dogs play the hero in several tales (*H, 'Wjm ^8, 4-9, 50, 71, 
72 )j they sacrifice their own lives to protect their masters. Dogs 
are the only animal to share with man the possession of a name soul 
in addition to a breath soul (Marsh 195^* 22). In some tales lice
plagued the characters (21, 59, 6l> 62)? lice were common pests in 
many aboriginal households.

MISCELLANEOUS:
Greatest evidence of acculturation comes under the miscellaneous 

category. Oil drums (4), typewriters (6), wheelbarrows (2*0 and 
airplane noise (8) have found their way into some knifestories. The 
girls also spoke of ’’turning on the light,” (l8) or of having friends 
go. to the cannery (l), the hospital (l), to church (15) 01* to the 
store (27)* They also mentioned Christmas festivities (23), holy 
water (17, 27), rosaries (8, 53). angels (53) and devils (53) which 
are a reflection of the Christian religion most of the Eskimos have 
converted to. They called a shaman a medicine man (20) or a witch 
doctor (**6), words they learned from non-Eskimos.



Chapter 5 
STORYKNIVES

DISTRIBUTION:

Because detailed descriptions of storyknives are lacking in 
most archaeological and ethnographic accounts of the Eskimos, I 
have had some problem trying to trace the origin and use of these 
objects. To begin with, no standard terminology had been worked 
out until Oswalt (1952: 70) established the term storyknife for
the distinctive knives used by children for illustrating stories. 
Formerly there were a number of terms for storyknives: picture
knives (Gillham 1955: 116); storytelling knives (V/askey 1947: l);
ceremonial knives (Birket-Smith 1945: 265)1 and snowknives (Nelson
1899: 346? lantis 1946: 215)* True snowknives, used to cut blocks
of snow for temporary houses (temporary in Alaska, that is), snow 
beaters for brushing snow from clothing before entering a warm house, 
and storyknives for illustrating are sometimes similar in appearance 
and have been lumped terminologically in some ethnographic literature 
without clear reference to their unique functions, e.g. Nelson 
calls storyknives "snowknives"; and Murdoch calls snowbeaters "snow
knives ."

Thus far it has been established that storyknives are found only 
in southwestern Alaska (Oswalt and Thomas, personal communications) 
from Kulukak in the Bristol Bay area to at least as far north as
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Stebbins and probably on to St. Michael. Although no storyknives 
have been collected from north of Stebbins (i.e. none have been 
found among Inupiaq speaking Eskimos), there are a few tantalising 
references in old journals and reports to knives used by children 
for drawing pictures in areas inhabited by Inupiaq speakers*

Many of these (knives).•.represent localities from the 
extreme southern limit of the Alaskan Eskimo nearly to 
Point Barrow (Nelson 1899* 346).

I know of nothing entirely parallel to the ceremonial knife 
which the Copper Eskimo hold in the hand while dancing? but 
Capt. Jacobsen at Cape Prince of Wales collected two instru
ments which are described as 'Knocheme Messer, in der Hand 
gehalten bei Reden und Ortsbechreibungen* (Woldt 1884: 259)*
Although their appearance is very different from that of the 
Copper Eskimo dancing knife, they are instruments which, being 
ceremonial objects, may have some connection with it...at least 
the knife described by Jacobsen corresponds exactly to the 
bone knives illustrated by Nelson. •« (Birket-Smith 1945* 264).

One winter when I was three years old my people was camped 
at the mouth of Hunts' Fork. I remember one morning there 
was three of us children playing in the snow below a steep 
bank. We was carving with knives in the snow, making pictures 
and patterns and things like that (Marshall 1931* 215)*

In spite of these intriguing tidbits, I can find no conclusive evidence 
that storyknives have been used outside the southwestern region. Not 
only have none ever been collected outside that area (Dinah Thomas, per
sonal communication), but no ethnographer besides Nelson has claimed to 
have seen one in the north nor are they used there by children today. 
Snowknives have been found in archeological excavations near Barrow 
(Ford 1959) and elsewhere in the north, but these are definitely not 
storyknives as we know them now. If knives were ever used for illus
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trations by children in the north, we would have to conclude on the 
basis of evidence now in hand that the knives were not distinctive 
toys, as the storyknives in southwestern Alaska are, but were simply 
work knives borrowed occasionally for playing.

It is tempting to make morphological comparisons of storyknives 
and snow knives and to conclude that one is derived from the other.
Hie popular opinion (Thomas and Reed, personal communicationsj Birket- 
Smith l9*+5* 26̂ , and others) is that the storyknife is a specialized
form of snowknife whose function changed from snow block cutting to 
drawing as it entered southwestern Alaska from the north. This is 
plausible since a snowknife would be fairly useless in southwestern 
Alaska where snow igloos are not built. The snowknife is believed 
to have diffused into northern Alaska from the Canadian arctic as the 
Thule and Dorset traditions spread westward (Ford 1959* 1*0 * Birket-
Smith I9*t5* 21*0. Did the snowknife then spread from northern
Alaska into the southwestern area? Unless an independent origin is 
postulated, this would be a plausible explanation. Once into the 
milieu of the greatest cultural complexity and diversity of Eskimo 
society, e.g. southern and southwestern Alaska, the knife became 
more decorative and took on new function. Although this is speculation, 
no other reasonable explanation has been suggested by anyone.

Storyknives in any case are not very old in Eskimo culture.
Oswalt studied archeological reports from southwestern Alaska and 
concluded that 1690 A.D. is as old as they have been traced thus far 
(Oswalt 1964! 310). I checked reports from St. Iawrence Island and
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the northern regions just to confirm their absence in these areas 
in the past as well as in the present (Geist and Rainey 1936; Ford 
1959; Anderson 1970; Giddings 196*0.

DSCORATIONs

Certain designs on traditional storyknives have been interpreted 
as totem marks by Nelson (1899 s 3̂ 5). Although Eskimos in south
western Alaska did not have clans, patrilineages were important 
in some areas (Nunivak Island, for example). Property marks, used 
to identify weapons and tools for the purpose of distinguishing 
which hunter had taken which game animals, were inherited patrilineally. 
However, the design which Nelson designated as a Raven totem, although 
it may have been symbolic of a raven, had no significance to any 
particular group or lineage; it is found on knives from many locations, 
and I feel that it is only decorative. Nothing resembling the property 
marks described by Lantis (19̂ 6: 2*12) or Spencer (1959* 150) were
found on the knives I examined. In Eskimo art, there are other 
designs which represent natural objects, so that a raven symbol is 
not unique. For example, when a circle is added to the end of a 
Y-shaped figure (common in series for decorative motifs), it becomes 
a flower motif (Boas 1927* 86).
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REPLACEMENTi

Traditional storyknives are being used less and less frequently 
today. Some young girls have never used a traditional storyknife.
Many of the older girls who had owned one said they preferred to use 
some other sharp object as a substitute, keeping the knife as an heir
loom or selling it to a gift shop or museum* The gradual decline in 
the frequency of use can be attributed, I think, to several causes.
Male relatives who used to carve the ivory knives now are no longer in 
daily and constant contact with their children. Formerly males worked 
and sometimes lived in a oazgio or communal men’s house where they 
spent many hours making and repairing implements and tools. Without 
this atmosphere, many men feel they have lost the stimulus to carve 
and create; not only can they buy much of the equipment they used to 
make, but except for the tourist market there does not seem to be much 
demand for their creative endeavors. This disappearance of oazgjq 
life for men is correlated with decline in the rich, artistic culture 
of aboriginal life. The tourist demand for native objects has made 
ivory even more valuable than formerly; one cannot rationalize using 
a large piece of ivory for a child’s plaything when several small objects 
could be carved and sold to tourists for cash. Perhaps many of the 
men also feel that there is no longer any motivation to spend so much 
time and effort on a toy. Storyknives are not so important in the 
girls* enculturation process as they seem to have been before 
children began attending schools. Now they are being taught values
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and ideas not always understood by adults and not always compatible 
with the old values; parents, can lose any sense of participation in 
their children’s education, especially in the later stages when 
students are sent away to boarding schools. The widening gap in 
parent-child relationships has led to the general disappearance of 
home-made toys for children all over this country.

Still another cause for the pending extinction of traditional 
storyknives as toys seems to be that the girls themselves often pre
fer substitutes even when they have access to the traditional knives. 
Why this is so can be explained in two ways; the girls say that the 
metal strips and tableknives "work better" than storyknives, and we 
can accept this; or we could speculate on the subtle psychological 
effects of acculturation pressures. Perhaps the ivory knives are 
associated with the "old way" which was disparaged by many non-Eskimos 
and by many Eskimos as well, until recently. Metal strips, nails, 
and tableknives are, on the other hand, "modern." There is now 
awakening among Eskmos a new feeling of native pride and ethnic 
identity, an attitude which has sprung up among American Indians 
in the last few years and has resulted in the "red power" movements. 
Eskimos , especially those who are well educated , are beginning to 
Jump on this ethnic bandwagon. One evidence of this is the new 
interest in ancient artifacts. As pointed out earlier, some girls 
now keep their storyknives as heirlooms, even though they do not use 
them for storyknifing anymore.



Chapter 6 

KNIFESTORIES
STYLE:

Although the possibility for variation is potentially un
limited due to the encouragement innovation is given, the children 
cannot help but be influenced by each other, and a knifestory "style 
is produced as a result of these reciprocal influences. For example 
most knifestories, while they contain ethnographic details, omit 
details of characterization. In fact, there is almost no character 
description at all. Ages are never mentioned? it seems understood 
that the girls in the tales are about the same ages as those telling 
the stories, and a grandmother is simply "old." Occasionally even 
the sex of characters is unimportant, for a narrator will say that 
she doesn*t know whether the character is male or female. This 
brings up another factor which contributes to the style in which 
knifestories are executed: language. Many Eskimo girls hear mostly
their native language, Yupik, at home but are taught in English at 
school. This has led in some cases to incomplete mastery of either 
Yupik or English, especially among the children in the first years 
of schooling. Their ability to express themselves in English and 
especially to translate thoughts and stories from Yupik into English 
is often clumsy and could give a non-Eskimo listener the impression 
that narrators do not really understand the story themselves. They

57
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confuse personal and demonstative pronouns, string numerous seemingly 
unrelated incidents together with a series of "and then*s'* and appear 
to forget entirely that there is any such thing as chronological 
sequence. With some brief, but expert, coaching by Irene Reed, I 
was able to understand many of the discrepancies in these knifestories 
in light of the influence Yupik has on the translations, since all 
stories were told to me in English. There is a very convenient word 
in Yuk, tua-Ilu. which can be translated "and then" and is used to 
connect independent clauses. It is perfectly correct in Yuk. The 
confusion with demonstrative pronouns and adjectives (this, that) is 
apparent only in the English translations of knifestories. In Yupik 
the distinction between "this boy" and "that boy" are quite apparent 
because the Eskimo language contains demonstrative pronouns which have 
finer shades of meaning than those in English. Many of the knifestories 
have characters whose sex is unknown by the narrator or even changes 
during the course of a tale. This is due to the fact that in Yupik 
the terra for grandmother-plus-grandchild does not indicate gender? 
in fact there is no gender in the Eskimo language, so in translating 
a tale into English, a narrator must decide which gender to assign
young characters.

Sometimes I noticed that narrators will indicate an uncertain 
quantity of something or a long span of time by saying, "I don't know 
how many," or "I don't know how long." For example, "The man stayed 
there for I don't know how long, for a long time."
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Still another aspect of knifestory style can be identified, 
and that is that settings for stories are very limited. Although 
some stories refer to events, things, activities and even characters 
which the girls have only heard about from others or read about in 
school or church, the setting for these activities and events is one 
familiar to the girls* the home, village and nearby tundra. Some 
of the older girls who told me stories have seen villages other 
than their own and may even have taken a trip to one of the cities in 
Alaska i certainly all of them have seen cities and different types 
of landscapes in movies and books, but none of these appear in any 
of the knifestories I have heard.

Very few of the stories have more than a simple plot at best. 
This is undoubtedly because they are told by children for whom 
elaborate and involved interrelationships of events are cumbersome 
and difficult to understand and also because of the individuality 
of each interpretation which would not be so pronounced if emphasis 
were on memorization of a cohesive and complicated development.

THEMES*
Ideas for stories come from many sources. Quite a few made-up 

stories, those classified as everyday happenings, are accounts of 
things seen or done in the course of village life in Alaska. These 
have no real theme or plot but are simply ethnographic fragments. 
Other made-up stories are derived from movies, European fairy tales 
and combinations of influences from school and church plus events in
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the girls' own lives. The majority of stories in this collection 
are derived from the repertoire of adult folklore, a traditional 
body of myths and tales handed down orally through generations of 
aboriginal Eskimos. Girls hear these old time tales from their 
parents, grandparents, and other adults and so learn traditional 
themes which they can then incorporate into their knifestories.
Themes borrowed from folklore are thus introduced and circulated in 
the play group so that girls who did not learn traditional myths 
from elders could learn them from peers.

Tracing the origins of knifestory themes is no more than 
finding the adult myth from which it was derived or discovering 
what other influence inspired it. Because the children are rarely 
able to memorize adult myths in their entirety, they use only the 
characters or events which made a strong impression upon them. It 
will be these fragments of myths and folktales which I identity for 
the most part, then will follow a discussion of themes not found in 
mythology (i.e. those in made-up stories). A few short myths in this 
collection are complete, that is, they can be found in published col
lections of adult folklore, but these knifestory myths were told by 
informants who were adults. It was more common to find only parts 
of adult themes or stories when knifestory narrators were young.
Babv with monstrous mouthi The story of a baby who has a huge mouth 
from ear to ear and who eats his family is one found in many published 
folklore collections from Alaska. Along the Colville River the tale 
is told as a lesson not to break taboos (Ostermann 1952i l#t)> The
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moral was "don’t forget to smear akutaq round the mouths of infants 
at akutaq feasts" or they will become monsters* The akutaq was sup
posed to be smeared from ear to ear across the mouth, otherwise the 
baby would turn into a cannibal and eat its family* In southwestern 
Alaska the monster child is also explained as a punishment for break
ing a taboo or for arrogance at not smearing feast food on a child 
(Lantis 1953* 135)* Story 46 from Toksook Bay tells of an infant
who was normal until its mother’s neglect forced it to devour its 
own family in desperation and revenge* In story number 45 from 
Kotlik, the baby with a mouth from ear to ear was a spirit apparition, 
while in story 44 from Bethel the baby seemed to be intrinsically 
wicked as was a girl with a grotesquely large mouth in a tale recorded 
by lantis (1946* 289). In stories 44 and 46 the baby is a cannibal,
and lantis (1953* 132) says that a woman with a mouth from ear to ear
is a cannibal. Other occurrences of this tale are found in Garber 
(1940* 115) and also turn up in Russian folklore (Wolfenstein 1955*
234) as "Prince Ivan and the Witch Baby" in which a baby girl is bom 
with iron teeth and within three days has grown as large as a house 
and eaten her parents. lantis (1953* 118) has interpreted these
large round mouths which bite and kill as a sexual symbol reflecting 
male-female conflict.
Creature baby* In addition to the baby with the huge mouth from ear 
to ear, abnormal babies of other descriptions are found in knifestories* 
a creature husband sires an abnormal baby In stories 57 and 58. Having 
partly or wholly animal babies by an animal father Is a common theme In 
Eskimo folklore. Many Haughty Girl tales include this theme.
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Haughty Girl* It has been reported that the theme of a haughty girl 
who rejects suitors is another of the most popular in Eskimo folklore 
(Lantis 1953* 116). This girl balks a marriage either because she
simply does not want to marry at all or because she cannot find 
someone who suits her* Often this nonconformist eventually mates 
with an animal or creature of some sort and produces an abnormal 
child* In Garber*s collection (1940* 115) the girl's baby is the
big-mouthed infant mentioned previously. On Nunivak Island the tale 
is told of a haughty girl who is forced to marry a dog* her pups 
eventually become humans and found the community at Nash Harbor 
(lantis 1946* 267)* In Hooper Bay the same story is told to explain
the origin of all Nunivak Islanders (4l).
Pointing a sharp object* The story of a woman who points a needle at 
her brother-in-law and thereby kills him (40) told by a girl from 
Hooper Bay is nearly identical to one recorded on Nunivak Island 
(lantis 1946* 266). After killing him, the girl hides his body in
a hole behind the bed, but her husband discovers the body and runs 
after her. In the Hooper Bay version, the man chases his wife with 
one boot up and one folded down. Nelson (1899* 482) recorded a tale
of the origin of the sun and moon in which a man with one leg of his 
trousers down is chasing a woman. The man becomes the moon chasing 
his sister, the sun, and this is also the ending of story 40 . 
stm-moon origin* In Nelson's tale mentioned above, the chase is 
preceded by a sister serving her own breast to her brother. Serving 
a human breast is shocking enough to remember, and girls included this 
isolated incident out of context in a couple of knifestories (2 1, 34
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both from Bethel) • The chase itself 9 resulting in the origin of 
the sun and moon, is found in Emmonak (30), Hooper Bay (40), the 
lower Yukon area generally (Nelson 1899* 482), and Kotzebue Sound
(Iucier 1958* 91 )•
Spirit chase? Having a character pursued by an angry spirit is one 
of the most exciting episodes in any knifestory. That probably 
explains its popularity and wide distribution (Toksook Bay 47; 
Nightmute 48; Emmonak 30 and 49; Chevak 50? Nunivak Island, Lantis 
1946? 293? Cape Prince of Wales, Jenness 1924: 62A). The reason
the angry spirit chases the unfortunate person is usually that the 
person has broken a taboo or in some way offended the spirit# In 
many cases the spirit can be slowed down by dropping objects in its 
path, particularly mittens# In Nelson's tale, the mitten dropped is 
of dogskin, and it is transformed into a growling dog# In Jenness, 
the dogskin mitten itself fights with the spirit, and this tale in 
Jenness (from Cape Prince of Wales) is very similar to story 47 from 
Toksook Bay. In other tales, mittens are dropped, but the dog who 
saves his master is already present.
Fireball qt fdrey creature: The association of fire with the super
natural is fairly common (Cape Prince of Wales, Jenness 1924: 62A;
Hooper Bay, Gillham 1955* 81, and Nelson 1899* 510, and story 42?
St. Mary's 2*? Emmonak 30 and 49? Chevak 50). Knifestory 42 is nearly 
a duplicate of a folktale from the same village, Hooper Bay, recorded 
fifteen years earlier by Gillham and one recorded about eighty years 
ago by Nelson who obtained his tale from a man on Sledge Island whose 

original home was Hooper Bay.
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Mffsterious,.drum? The sounds of a mysterious drum are associated 
with the presence of a supernatural being or spirit in story 54 

from Chevak, and in folktales recorded along the Bering Sea Coast 
by Jenness, primarily at Cape Prince of Wales, (1924* 62A) and at
Point Hope by Rasmussen (Ostermann 1952* 224),
Noise attracts creatures* The story of childrens noise attracting 
the attention of a monster in story 42 from Hooper Bay is the same 
tale recorded by Nelson on Sledge Island, discussed previously.
Many girls told me that in the ’’old days" children were cautioned 
not to make a lot of noise, or a monster in the form of an enormous 
firey hand would come to kill them. Even in recent times children 
have been taught to speak quietly (Spencer 1959* 237), and their
belief that playing loudly can cause something unusual to happen is 
expressed in stories 5 and 6 from St, Mary's, Old time tales with this 
theme are 31 from Bethel, 42 from Hooper Bay (also in Gillham 1955* 
43-44; Nelson 1899* 510).
Chewing creature* There is a peculiar sort of monster which is 
depicted as a huge hand which has a mouth in the center of the palm 
and mouths on each fingertip. In the children's tales this monster 
is just one of the variety of creatures waiting to kill and perhaps 
eat an unwary human being (21 Bethel; 42 Hooper Bay, and Hooper Bay 
in- Gillham 1955* 82).
Jealous woman becomes bear* The origin of a bear from a jealous wife 
is a theme found in stories from St. Michael (Nelson 1899 * 470),
Elephant Point (Lucier 195̂ * 216) and Hooper Bay (37). A detail
of this story, that the woman put on a bearskin and filled it out



65

with sticks and that in recent times a real bear was killed and 
wooden poles were found inside its body, is found in the stories 
recorded at both Hooper Bay and Elephant Point, Story 38 from 
Bethel tells of a man who put on a bear skin and turns into a real 
bear. In all cases, the person disguises himself as a bear for the 
purpose of doing something mischievous or unkind and then later 
cannot remove his disguise.
Babv becomes a bird: The origin of birds which sound like crying
babies is explained as a baby who was so badly startled by the sudden 
approach of its mother that it flew away in fright. This theme is found 
in Hooper Bay (37), Bethel (38), Emmonak (39)» Kotzebue Sound (lacier 
1958* 9*0 and in a slightly different version along the lower Yukon
(Nelson 1899* 499).
Orphans* In aboriginal Eskimo culture, an orphan was the most 
pathetic of humans, for he was often homeless and mistreated (Nuligak 
1966* 32 , 36 , 58). No one trusted orphans (stories **2, 71)* but on
the other hand they were considered to have extraordinary abilities 
to see and hear things that other people could not (Gillham 1955*
82). In story 42 from Hooper Bay and in one from Cape Prince of 
Wales (Jenness 1924* 60A) the orphans warn the other children of
impending danger, but the children do not heed the warnings and are

killed.
Miscellaneous * "Eskimo cheese" was given to children to keep them 
quiet in story 65 from St. Mary-s. It was very sticky and the children
w e r e  kept b u s y  picking their teeth. lantis (1*6. 307) reports that
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during battles on Nunivak Island, the parents gave their children 
salmon eggs to eat because they were quite sticky, and the children 
were thus kept occupied. People who deliberately offend the spirits 
either vomit or lose their appetite, according to lantis (1953* 129),
and in stories 4*5 from Kotlik and 50 from Chevak either humans or 
their dogs who have come in contact with a spirit do get sick. In 
story 66 from Newtok, a little girl's water pail and storyknife 
helped her to magically obtain a kayak. Knud Rasmussen ( in Oster- 
mann 1952* 228) recorded a tale at Point Hope in which a little
water pail has magical properties.

Table VI lists the more common elements of knifestories which 
I have just discussed and which are found in folklore already pub
lished} it also gives the page numbers in published sources, the 
location of the tales, and the number of the story in this collection* 
This is not intended to be a complete breakdown of themes and elements 
in knifestories nor is it an exhaustive comparison of knifestories 
with all published collections. Iftr purpose is only to give support 
to statements that the knifestory origins can often be found in adult 
folklore and to illustrate some of the distributions of familiar themes.



TABLE VI* THEMES, MOTIFS AND THEIR DISTRIBUTION

r with big mouth*
Garber 1940* 115 (Bering Sea Coast)
Lantis 1946* 289 (Nunivak Island)
Ostermann 1952* 164, 19^ (Colville)
WolXenstein 1955* 234 (Russia) *

Haughty girl*
Garber 1940* 115, 143 (Bering Coast) 
Lantis 1946* 267, 315 (Nunivak) 
Ostermann 1952* 157, 226

25 (St. Mary's) 
30 (Emmonak)
42 (Hooper Bay)
49 (Emmonak)
50 (Chevak)

4l (Hooper Bay) 
57 (Toksook Bay) 
72 (Hooper Bay)

Pointing a sharp object*
Lantis 1946* 266 (Nunivak) 40 (Hooper Bay)

Sun-moon origin*
Lueier 1958* 
Nelson 1899*

91 (Kotzebue Sound) 
482 (lower Yukon)

30 (Emmonak)
40 (Hooper Bay)

Spirit chase*
Jenness 1924* 
Lantis 1946* 
Nelson 1899*

62A (Cape Prince of Wales) 30 (Emmonak) 
293 (Nunivak) 47 (Toksook Bay)
510; (Hooper Bay) 48 (Nightmute)

49 (Emmonak)
50 (Chevak)

Fireball or firev creature*
Gillham 1955* 81 (Hooper Bay)
Jenness 1924* 62A (Cape Pr. of Wales)
Nelson 1899* 510 (Hooper Bay)

25 (St. Mary's) 
30 (Emmonak)
42 (Hooper Bay)
49 (Emmonak)
50 (Chevak)



TABLE VI, continued 
Unnatural singing*
Jenness 1924* 6A (Cape Pr. of Wales)

Mysterious drum*
Jenness 1924* 6A (Cape Pr. of Wales) 
Ostermann 1952* 224 (Point Hope)

55 (St. Mary's)
56 ( " )
59 < " )
60 ( " )
68 (Bethel)

54 (Chevak)

Loud Noises attract creature*
Gillham 1955* 8l (Hooper Bay) 
Nelson 1899* 510 (Hooper Bay)

Chewing creature*
Gillham 1955* 81 (Hooper Bay)

Orphans *
Gillham 1955* 82 (Hooper Bay)
Jenness 1924* 60A (Cape Pr. of Wales)
Nelson 1899* 510 (Hooper Bay)

People into birds*
Lucier 1958* 94 (Kotzebue Sound)
Nelson 1899* 499 (Lower Yukon)

Jealous woman into bear*
Nelson 1899* 467 (St. Michael)

5 (St. Mary's)
6 ( " ) 
31(Bethel)
42 (Hooper Bay)

21 (Bethel)
42 (Hooper Bay)

42 (Hooper Bay) 
67 (Nightmute)

37 (Hooper Bay)
38 (Bethel)
39 (Emmonak)

37 (Hooper Bay)
38 (Bethel)

Dog saves master*
Nelson 1899* 511 (Hooper Bay) 45 (Kotlik)

49 (Emmonak)
50 (Chevak)
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While many of the everyday happenings or made-up stories recount 
the ordinary activities of the girls as they play, do chores, visit 
their friends, go on trips, etc., many of them also make reference 
to unusual or supernatural events. It is apparent that many ancient 
beliefs are still influencing the Eskimos1 interpretations of unusual 
occurrences. In some of the everyday happenings the inexplicable or 
unnatural event is the sound of a clanking chain (5» 17» 25)» The
significance of the chain eludes me unless it can be explained as an
influence of modem horror movies in which ghosts rattle chains. I
have been told that in some villages, many movie plots turn up in
knifestories (Wendell Oswalt, personal communication). The clanking 
chain motif is not found in old time stories.

Another former belief which is expressed in these recent stories 
is that of a spirit's appearing always with his head and face kept 
covered with a parka hood and remaining silent (19). Although there 
is no story in which the hooded spirit causes any bodily harm to 
anyone, the characters are always extremely uncomfortable in the 
presence of this supernatural being.

A great variety of unusual events flavor these stories, but: in 
three of them (8, 12, 17) there are Christian religious influences 
in the forms of rosaries, holy water and a vision of the Virgin Mary 
to counteract possible danger. In only one made-up story (20) is a 
shaman, called a medicine man, mentioned. Shamans .mentioned slightly 
more frequently in old time stories, were given credit for saving 

human beings for spirit harm.
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Story 25 from St. Mary's is a reflection of the observances of 
mission activities there. The narrator mentions a large building, 
the only one in the village is the mission complex, and notices the 
boarders at the mission school in line for meals. She is aware of 
the paperwork which the superintendent must do and knows of the dorm
itory sleeping arrangement. The fire-breathing dog could be a mod- 
fied dragon which she has learned about in school, although the associ
ation of fire with supernatural beings and monsters is common even in 
old time tales. The clanking chain motif is found elsewhere. A moral 
is included* obey your elders and share with others.

Story 27 from Bethel is a modem story, but it is an example 
of the reliance of some story characters upon religious objects to 
protect them from spirits of the dead and to mitigate fear which is 
rooted deep in aboriginal traditions •

FUNCTION IN ENCULTURATION *
There are several functions of knifestories in the lives of 

Eskimo girls. Storyknif ing is a means of free expression, a creative 
outlet i girls are encouraged and approved by their friends if they 
can tell interesting stories with captivating drama and imaginative 
style. Storyknif ing is a socially sanctioned and entertaining pastime, 
scarcely equaled for its sheer pleasure. Storyknifing provides an op
portunity for unsupervised interaction with other children of approxi
mately the same stage of development, a necessary part of any child's 
socialization (Mussen, et al 1956* 577). Perhaps the most important
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function and the greatest social value of the knifestories, though, 
is their place in the enculturation process of Eskimo girls. Even a 
casual perusal of this collection will show that most stories are 
expressions of beliefs and attitudes or contain morals, or both.
The latter function was undoubtedly more important before Eskimo 
children began attending schools set up by the state, Bureau of 
Indian Affairs or religious organizations where they are now taught 
western social behavior and attitudes in a formal situation by non- 
Eskimos .^Eren today, however, lessons in knifestories can serve as 
reinforcement of behavioral patterns encouraged by their societŷ ]
Before the introduction of schools, education was co-extensive with 
life, that is, children observed behavior in their elders and were 
encouraged to imitate it. Authoritarian discipline has never been 
part of Eskimo childrearing or learning procedures? emphasis was on 
remembering instruction and advice from parents and grandparents rather 
than having it drilled into them by much trial and punishment (Oswalt 
1967? 195? Nelson 1969: 37*0• A good memory was a respected and
valued personal asset, /the morals contained in many of the knifestories 
were aids to memory and examples of what could happen to those who 
ignore the advice of their elders or failed to show proper respect for 
spirits of the dead. Another important element of the Eskimo value 
system was the emphasis on truth and honesty) One was always inno
cent of lying until proven guilty so that a person's word was accepted 
as truth. Skepticism was not considered wise or sophisticated! it 
did not even fit into the Eskimo way of thought. One always listened
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to what he was told? others were speaking from experience, and 
experience is valuable in a land where ignorance could lead to fatal 
misjudgement (Nelson 1*69: 37*0, Respect for the knowledge of old
people was strong in the aboriginal Eskimo. The knifestories point 
out the catastrophes which can result from disregarding advice from 
elders, specifically that from grandparents. Girls, by means of the 
stories, are constantly reminded to obey instruction and listen to 
advice.

In pre-contact times, it was very often the grandparents who 
instructed the children in traditions, values, beliefs, and folklorê ] 
(Lantis 1953: ll**; Spencer 1959* 251). This was especially true 
for orphaned children*? The importance of the grandmother in real 
life is reflected in folklore; she is one of the most common char
acters in folktales (Aaron n.dt 12*0.

xzdswalt’s collection of knifestories is composed almost entirely 
of stories which teach a lesson and one of whose principal characters 
is a grandmother^ From his studies he concluded that this type of 
moral tale was the traditional and typical knifestory and is unique 
in Eskimo folklore. In published accounts of folktales and myths,
I found many stories which centered around an old woman and her grand
child. When told in Tupik, many tales begin with "mureluqejrilk," 
which means "a grandmother and one other," usually an orphaned grand
child (Irene Reed, personal communication). The death of a grandmother, 
commonly the outcome of disobedience by a child in a story, represents 
a personal loss greater than one’s own misfortune. Grandparents were
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not only sage counselors and surrogate parents, but because they 
usually lived with their grandchildren in the same household, were 
closer to the child in many ways than his own parents were. ̂ The 
relationship of grandparent and grandchild "shows the purest love 
and altruism of all relationships•• ."j (lantis 1953* 11 )̂•

There is another reason that grandparents were often the 
teachers in Eskimo society. Among southwestern Alaskan Eskimos 
there was a belief that skill and success in most endeavors was 
a result of luck and good fortune. One risked losing that luck, 
or skill, if he attempted to teach it to someone else. Old people 
who were no longer productive members of the subsistence providers 
could take that risk; they no longer used their skills to stay 
alive. Thus the instructions from grandparents were as close to 
formal education as anyone received in aboriginal culture.

Grandmothers, actually any old women, were believed to possess 
magical or supernatural powers (lantis 1953* il*M Spencer 1959* 51)
The grandmother is considered to be more aware of possible super
natural harm to grandchildren than anyone else and is in a position 
to warn the™, as indeed she does in many knifestories. (Grandmothers 
also commonly used to give amulets for protection, and in many folk
tales these render the child invulnerable or give him supernatural 
abilities and powers to call upor^ It is, as earlier no , 
grandmother who is magically harmed when children disomy instructions

- knifestories she is transformed into a and break taboos, and in some knifes*
- 4- /on). Formerly most south-

supernatural creature herself upon
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western Alaskan Eskimos believed that spirits of the dead were 
invariably malicious, even those of relatives, so bodies were 
removed from the house as soon as possible and accompanied by 
elaborate precautions and taboos to prevent the spirit^ return.
It does not seem odd, then, that the spirit of a beloved grandmother 
would be feared, and the fact that she had been an old woman only 
added to her powers, (children were often named after a recently- 
deceased person, usually a relative in southwestern Alaska^ (These 
namesakes were expected to receive some of the physical and personal 
attributes of the person for whom they were named and to represent 
the spirits of the person after whom they were named at feasts honoring 
the deadJ In this belief in social reincarnation, the Eskimo felt 
that by offering food, clothing and other gifts to the living 
namesake of a former person, he was in fact providing for the well 
being of that person in the spirit world. Although small feasts for 
the dead were given often and spirits were honored at each of them, 
it took a great feast for the dead to permanently and finally send a 
spirit to his place in the spirit world. These great feasts of the 
dead took a great accumulation of wealth, so they were held only about 
once every ten years or so. In the meantime, spirits who had not had 
their final send-off honor were lingering in the general vicinity of 
their place of death, particularly around graveyards. These were the 

spirits who were so eautiouly avoided.
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VAHJES AND BELIEFS EXPRESSED*
Some knifestories encourage behavior which is acceptable in 

today's society, while others express values no longer encouraged. 
Examples of the former are the following* incest is punishable (71); 
aloofness or haughtiness is anti-social (57, ®  72)1 silence is 
golden (5» 6, 31* 42); obey your elders (21, 27, 28, 39, 31, 32); 
be obedient to your husband (29, 40) j learn well your domestic skills 
(22, 33); do not scorn those less fortunate (42); be good to your 
children (37* 38, 43 , 46 , 72); be kind (22) and honest (26, 26).
Values no longer overtly encouraged are these* blood revenge must be 
observed (65, 66, 70); be carefully observant of taboos and reverent 
of spirits (45 , 47 , 48, 49 , 50, 51* 53 , 54).

Although the children are taught in church and In school that 
ghosts do not exist, and their own parents laugh at the old beliefs 
in front of the non-Eskimo, stories about spirits are still told with 
zest. Although religious missionaries have attempted to erase former 
beliefs in spirits of the dead as conceived by the aboriginal Eskimo, 
they have replaced the old spirits with beings which are easily 
compared with them, angels and devils. In fact, the terms Holy Ghost 
and Holy Spirit only strengthen the comparison.

Adults consciously use their own fears to frighten their children 
Into caution. It is the common "if-you-donH-do-such-ani-such-the- 
bogey-man-will-get-you" technique which seems to have had such success 

over the years everywhere •
There was a story my mom ^he said not toit would get dark and we would p y
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play around because there was this old woman with a big cloak 
who would come around and collect all the children (see story 
31 )•

W© shall now look more closely at sow© of the beliefs expressed in 
knifestories. Incest is a universal taboo. The only story in this 
collection which discusses incest reveals that supernatural forces 
punish a man who forces his sister into marriage with him; he is 
turned to stone.

lantis (1953* 156) stated that the theme of the Haughty Girl
(4l, 57» 72) is one of the most common in Eskimo literature. Being 
aloof and willful, reflected in refusal to marry, is anti-social 
behavior. The result of such anti-social behavior is that the offender 
ends up married to a monster or abnormal husband. Many tales contain
ing this theme imply that the girl is loyal to her abnormal husband 
and offspring, but society will not tolerate the situation and her 
marital union is usually shattered when someone kills her husband 
and/or infants.

Making noise is liable to attract the attention of a monster, 
according to knifestories and folktales. Repeatedly in knifestories 
(5. 6, 3 1, 42) we find the lesson that playing noisily causes something 
unusual to happen, something unpleasant. This lesson is an obvious 
one to little girls, and in story 5 they explained that the extraor
dinary event they were describing occurred because they had been play
ing noisily. It has been suggested that keeping children quiet was 
more than making lives of adults more pleasant, loud noises might 
frighten away any game in the vicinity (William Xoyens. personal com- 

wunication).
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Obeying elders Is one of the predominant morals of knifestories 
(21, 27, 28, 30, 3 1, 32), the many reasons for this hare been given 
earlier in the discussion of grandparents. Obedience to husbands 
and learning domestic skills well are lessons for later life, bat 
girls begin their preparation for adult roles at an early age. Being 
kind to (22) and trusting (42) those less fortunate are virtues, as 
is being honest (25* 26). Those less fortunate are usually orphans; 
those with no family have neither home nor someone to provide for 
them and are poor. Mothers who are neglectful of their children bring 
down the wrath of the supernatural (37 * 38, 43, 46, 72). It is the 
children who are often affected by this wrath.

Because oral literature is so conservative, many aspects of 
culture now obsolete are still being carried on in folklore. The 
theme of revenge is one of the most common of these. "Training a 
child for revenge is not just fantasy; it reflects the old culture 
(lantis 1953* 154)." Ostensibly this is blood revenge, but in most
of the knifestories with a revenge theme, the conflict is within one 
family* brother avenges brother when wife kills him (40); mother 
expects sons to avenge the death of their sister who was murdered by 
their fattier (70) ( woman asks sons to kill their father because he 
killed all three of her brothers (66). The deeper psychological 
meaning of these themes has been discussed for adult folklore by 
lantis (1953), and when these tales are told by children the inter
personal conflicts expressed in these themes are revealed and rein- 

forced in the minds of the children.
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Observance of taboos and respect for the spirits are encour
aged in knifestories. In some cases the moral of a story is that 
one should believe in the spirits and respect them. Beliefs about 
the nature of things, such as the appearance of supernatural beings, 
are also expressed in knifestories, as they are in folktales and myths. 
Spirits were believed to linger in the vicinity of their place of 
death, particularly around the hills where graveyards are often located. 
(42, 57)• When bodies of the dead are disturbed, the spirits take 
revenge (49). They appear in several forms t as silent persons with 
their faces kept covered by a parka hood (19, 30, 43); as animated 
skeletons (30); as firey balls (30, 49, 50); or as a mother and baby 
asking for food (4?, 48). This mother-child combination is one which 
appears to beg for food when people are away from home and staying in 
a strange place alone.

The majority of stories are rather violent in nature. Death, 
injury, fear, destruction of property, cannibalism, murder, revenge, 
and starvation pervade these tales. Starvation was an ever-present 
threat to many Eskimos, and this theme is expressed in several tales 
(61, 62, 63). Shamans could be consulted on various reasons for 
lack of game or on other matters <26, 46, 49). but it was an evil 
shaman who cast a spell on a village, causing its inhabitants to
nearly starve in one case (63).

Cannibalism is suggested or frankly presented in several talas 
(27, 44, 46, 6l, 62, 70), and it is usually associated with violence 
°f some kind. Individuals suspected of cannibalism were murdered
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(6l, 62* Hoebel 1966* 243), and others were punished by the spirits 
(27). However, some tales give the impression that eating someone 
is a good way of punishing him for injustices to you (44, 46, 70), 
although there is undoubtedly much oversimplification in these inter
pretations. But in any case, the "Eskimo child early becomes aware 
that cannibalism is tabooed. The revulsion manifested by his elders 
in recounting tales wherein people were forced to eat human bodies 
readily molds the child's attitude (Weyer 1932* 122)."

Although it is fairly easy to decipher the direct references 
to particular beliefs and attitudes expressed in knifestories, it 
is also possible to get an insight into Eskimo world view from les
sons and morals contained in the collection. Children everywhere 
emulate their elders, and what they see in adult life is acted out in 
play or can be reflected in their made-up stories* babies are bora* 
men go hunting* old people give instructions* the very old die* spirits 
of the dead are feared and respected* taboos must be observed, etc. 
Realism and pragmatism, features of the Eskimo outlook, are expressed 
here. Hie endings are not always happy,and the main character does 
not always "win." However, it is evident that one does have some 
control over his destiny. Accidents, death, danger from woodland 
animals, lack of food, and myriad other hardships constantly surround 
the Eskimo in this harsh northern environment. But if one is prepared 
for life i n  t h i s  l a n d ,  if he knows how to sew skins for clothing to 
keep warm, knows how to hunt, knows how to keep the spirits appeased, 
which places to avoid, and so forth, he can survive. If one is not
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arrogant or negligent with the spirits, if he learns from his elders, 
obeys their instructions and is alert to what is going on around him, 
he can avoid the disasters which befall the uninitiated and the unwary. 
These lessons are taught constantly, and can be learned as surely from 
knifestories as they can from verbal admonitions and corporal punishment 
by parents*



Chapter 7 

CONCLUSIONS

Where did storyknifing come from and where is it going? There 
are no empirical data on which to base conclusions regarding the 
original function of storyknifing, and of course one can only make 
educated guesses when discussing the future of anything.

Were the knives used simply as toys, as Nelson described (1899* 
3^5) 9 and later evolved as props for an enculturation technique de
vised by adults who were discerning enough to see a way to make learn
ing enjoyable, or were the knives originally intended to implement 
enculturation? There is no way to know for sure. Analysis of knife
stories is inconclusive at this point because there are no really old 
knifestory collections to study. The stories in Oswalt*s collection 
(published in 196*0 are - of a type he identified as the "traditional** 
knifestoryi a moralistic tale usually involving a grandmother and young 
girl. The plot often runs something like thisi grandmother tells 
granddaughter not to so something? granddaughter does forbidden thing? 
grandmother is harmed. As he pointed out, this type of tale most 
certainly was created by grandmothers to teach young girls their 
-lessons in the most palatable form possible. However, few of the 
tales in my collection fit the category of traditional knifestories ? 
most are either everyday happenings (i,e. made-up stories) or old 
time tales from mythology. Further, the majority of old time tales

81
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were told by teenage or adult informants, most of whom had not 
actively engaged in storyknifing for some time. The young girls who 
regularly told knifestories told me mostly made-up stories, at least 
in St. Mary’s, and the older informants stated that they told mostly 
made-up stories when they were younger, but they felt inhibited 
making up one for me.

As noted earlier, [children spend less time with grandparents 
than formerly. As schools and churches are more and more responsible 
for the education of the child, it seems probable that moralistic 
tales about grandmothers will lose much of their significance.̂
New material will be substituted, and today we can see in the knife
stories themes which are pre-contact, themes borrowed directly from 
non-Eskimo sources, and in-between stories whose juxtaposition of old 
and new gives them an odd incongruity. The content of the autobio
graphical tales mirrors the transitional status of village life today. 
On the one hand the girls are learning new things from textbooks, 
movies, films, and non-native teachers and missionaries, but their 
culturally determined perceptions are still being influenced by 
aboriginal vestiges (see stories 5 and 6 for examples of how percep
tions and causal relationship interpretations can be determined by

cultural bias).
. 5 n  aboriginal society, knifestories may well have been lessons 

for life} but even today they are beginning to reflect the educational 
emphasis of our time]! to encourage arri stimulate imaginative thought 
am individual expression in pupils. Made-up stories will probably
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continue since their form is compatible with formal educational 
processes. Personal expression is given free rein, and this is the 
more free because the setting is an informal one in which the nar
rator is surrounded by her peers and the subject is of her own 
choosing, as opposed to a formal classroom situation where the child 
perhaps feels inhibited by an adult anticipating the "right" answer 
in correct English.

It is difficult to predict the future of the folktales as knife
stories. Until recently I would have anticpated their decline as 
they become more irrelevant to the girls' lives, but a revival of 
native arts and literature seems in progress, so there probably will 
be encouragement to retain ancient customs such as these so long 
as they do not interfere with one's acculturation processes. Story- 
knifing certainly does not conflict with any ideals or ideas now 
being sought by and taught to the Eskimo. Pragmatism has always 
been characteristic of the Eskimo worldview, and what better expres
sion of this can we find than the knifestory complex which combines 
the learning process and the opportunity for personal expression 
with game formt Storyknif ing requires no adult time or supervision, 
no elaborate equipment, no special place to be cleaned up afterwards, 
and it provides the girls with endless hours of entertainment.
• Although I earlier mentioned the differences in storyknif ing 

at Barrow and Unalakleet, further comment is demanded, lhe absence 
of storyknives leads one to wonder if storyknifing in northern 
Alaska is anything more than the M  of drawing in sand which child
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ren do all over the world. After talking with two informants 
from Barrow, I feel that their illustrated stories are in fact 
more than casual playing in the sand. The diagrams for houses and 
the symbol for human characters when they are in bed as well as the 
types of definite stories told in association with these illustrations 
led me tentatively to conclude that their game is another variation 
of storyknifing, not as elaborate nor perhaps as old as that of 
southwestern Alaska, but the same can be said for many aspects of 
Eskimo culture in the north and in the south, particularly aspects 
associated with ceremonial and social life, I must emphasize the 
word "tentative" because I have not done a study of storytelling hy 
children in the north, 1 was in Barrow on business for a short time 
recently and took every opportunity to ask the native residents about 
storyknifing. Some of the women said that they had done it as children 
(without ivory knives), but others said that their drawings in the 
sand had nothing to do with any special storytelling activity.
These conversations were usually brief, and I was a stranger to these 
women, so it is impossible for me to conclude anything from the 
answers. School teachers who have lived in Barrow for more than one 
year knew of no activity among the children which resembled story
knifing. At this time, then, I have only the descriptions by two 
young women of a summertime activity which sounds quite similar 

storyknifing In southwestern Alaska,
This study has dealt primarily with the use of storyknives by 

young girls for characteristic storyknifing activities. Th
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some question of their use by boys j they have been observed using 
knives (Nelson 1899* 3^5i Marshall 1931* 215), but only for drawing 
in the snow. Apparently, boys do not tell stories with the knife.
That storyknifing could be passed on by grandmothers in former times 
to little girls exclusively is not unusual when we remember that in 
southwestern Alaska where storyknifing is so common, small boys 
used to live with the men in the village qazgiq. The household was 
matri-centered, so that this game played by girls could have been 
associated too closely with things “feminine" and therefore not of 
interest to males. Even today I found that men knew very little 
about storyknifing or else they pretended not to know lest they be 
considered somehow lacking in masculinity.

In summary, then, it seems clear that in southwestern Alaska, 
the storyknife has been used by females for storytelling as long as 
my oldest informant (well over 65) can remember* Their use by boys 
Is casual and occasional and is not related to their characteristic 
association with storytelling. Girls invariabley associate the 
word storyknife with storytelling. The traditional knifestories were 
tales which probably taught a lesson, but these are now only one of 
several types of stories told by young girls, while the type of tale 
which is fabricated by the narrator is the most popular/ Now the 
emphasis seems to be less on learning a particular lesson than on 
expressing onself. Storyknifing is still and can continue to be 
valuable part of the c h i l d ' s  learning processes, but what she learns

be changed with time.



Part Hit Knifestory Texts

INTRODUCTION
The following knifestories have been presented just as they 

were told to me. I have made no attempt to correct mistakes in 
gramm©* and only a minimal effort to clarify points which may be 
confusing to the reader. Even though these tales would be more 
readable in some cases if I had "corrected" them, I felt that this 
would destroy the authenticity of the collection. For the purposes 
of this paper, I feel that these knifestories need no revisions. 
Following each knifestory, I have added the narrator's name and 
home village. In some cases I was unable to identify a narrator from 
the tape recording of her story, but those unidentified were all from 
the young girls who live in St. Mary's and attend the second, third 
and fourth grades of elementary school. There are eight of them, and 
they are listed as informants on page •
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My brother and sister-in-law were both gone. Three of us 
were babysitting. That time my brother went to the cannery 
and my sister-in-law was gone to the hospital for delivery.
We were babysitting five kids. These kids were mischief, but 
they were good babies. They weren't too mischief. Some days 
when my time to visit the village, I had to babysit and do 
housework. I had to buy gas for the stove and food for the 
kids. Sometimes it would be hard. It was hard because we 
didn't have much experience in taking care of kids and using 
all that money for them. We had to babysit about a month. It 
was pretty hard (Maria Lincoln, Toksook Bay).

Our camp was like this* our tentj the door. We used to go 
out here and go up this way to climb that tree. There were 
some tents, and at night when we were sleeping, we always 
leave our dogs right here by the beach. When we were sleeping 
a moose was coming down this way, and it went that way, and a 
bear was coming down this way, and it went up again. When we 
got up we saw the tracks and the moose tracks (Maryann Tyson, 
St. Mary's).

This house was our old smoke house. We used to live in Pitka's 
Point, but we moved. After we moved, when our daddy go check our 
smokehouse, he saw a bear and he tried to get out. When he 
went to that place he was eating dried fish, and after he finish 
he didn't know where to go out. When our daddy came he saw the 
bear dead, and he go to kill it anyway. When I was little when 
I saw it;» I start to cry. Even Mama said it was dead. The end 
(Bernadine Long, St. Mary's).

There's the house and the trailer, and there was some (oil) 
drums here. We were playing around here, all of us near the 
warehouse, and we were going over to their house, and trees 
back here, and the hill right there, and down here there was 
lots of graves here, and when we were playing we looked up 
there, and we saw something moving around. We went on the drum 
and we looked and we saw bears standing up right there (St. Mary s).

The bedroom, the house, porch, window, stove, table, John's bed, 
the cupboard, and there's the other room right there, Mary's bed, 
stove, Mom and Dad's bed, James' bed, trunk right there, washing 
machine. In the afternoon when Mama went Solidality meeting, 
Isodore, Mary Joe, Tony and I were playing in the house. Upstairs 
in the attic we were making lots of noise, and we heard chain 
moving. And when we hear it, all of us jumped under the bed. I
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was way up front. And when Mama came home we told her this 
story, and when Daddy came home too we told him (St. Mary's).

6. Here was our house in the summertime, the porch. Right 
here I came over to play with them and Birgie, Ethel and 
Erman, and here's the trailer. Their uncle was already dead, 
and there was nobody in this trailer, and there's the porch.
It was summertime, and we were making lots of noise; we were 
playing tag around here. We were running around. And Birgie 
and those other guys went in, and we were playing all by 
ourselves, and there was the window, and the curtain was a 
little bit open. We were making lots of noise, and right here 
there was a couch and table and bed and bedroom, and right 
here there's another table and typewriter for his typing right 
here. We were playing and making noise, and we hear something. 
It sounded like typing. We peeked through the window, and 
we saw the type it was typing by itself, and there was no
body, and there was letter right there (St. Mary's).

7* Pretend this is our house, the porch, the door, and that little 
room and the stove and the door and the window and the bedroom, 
and there used to be coats around here. That's where we used to 
hang them, and the stove used to be right there, and we used to 
have big bed in here, and the window, and the little window and 
the bunkbeds, and the washing machine, and one day our daddy 
went hunting, and all of us girls were going to sleep on this 
bed and Patrick. And they told me to go get one more coat, and 
one of these girls tell me to come back, and I run back, and they 
said that those coats were moving. Something was throwing coats, 
and they throw it back (St. Mary's).

8. This happened to me and my mom. I think it was in 19̂ 3 ®r
196^. This happened when my dad went hunting. We w0^e our
house, and my brother and sister were sleeping. I think it was
around ten (o'clock). I was watching my mom make a grass basket. 
We kept hearing some kind of plane, a plane that was 1
heard it too and my mom. We got scared, and we went to bed. 
fell asleep, and the next morning my momtoldmethatitgot 
loud and real loud. Hy mom was awake, then it started coming in. 
She threw the rosaries to the door .and “cane again. She went to the door and picked up the rosaries. 
Then the rosary broke. I think the rosary hit that thing.Jt 
was invisible. After that she went in to light the lanp, and 
then she went to her bed. The lantern wanted to go out. And 
finally it faded away (Katherine Mathias, Chevak) ,
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9* And one time when Mama was hanging clothes* our tent, where she 
was hanging clothes. She was hanging clothes after we had our 
supper. And those dogs started to bark, and she told them not 
to bark. She go tell Daddy those dogs want to bark too much, 
and he come to it, and he look at the dogs, and they were barking 
that way. That big tree right here, the other tree, and when they 
came, they go check their trap, Pete tried our boat, and he let 
Daddy and that old man go in, and they went this way. That bear 
was caught in that trap. They were going to shoot it, but it run. 
It got loose. It broke that trap (St. Mary's).

10. This was where the mud was, and our boat used to be down here. 
There used to be tanks. There used to be lots of tanks, and our 
tent up here and Bessie Beans' tent and Billy Beans' tent and 
Daddy's little tent right there. And there used to be lots of 
trees, and these guys when they used to go fishing they used to 
go in the water right there, and there's the trees. And sometimes 
they used to go this way and get some fish way over there. When 
they catch fish they used to bring them by boat, and they used to 
put them around here in the trees. When they go back, when one 
of the guys was fishing they were going to go put the fish where 
they used to put them, and when one of them came they saw all the 
fishes gone. Maybe bear eat them (St. Mary's).

^ . In our camp there's the bank down there and lots of woods and 
grass down here. There was sandbar, our house, really old one, 
and right there another old house and other houses right here, 
and our smokehouse. We were staying home, and Daddy, Ronnie, 
and Mama went down to fish village to get their nets, and when 
they were going to the house by the window, and when they go in 
a knife dropped from the ceiling. They took it and put it away 
(St. Mary's).

12. There was a winter camp on the river. Here are houses along the 
bank. In those days they had a hole in the roof. Here are_ 
those things they hang fish on. Here is a house on stilts with 
a ladder (cache). The qazglq Is here I it is a steam lath house. 
There is a water hole in the ice. the othersideare trees and snares for ptarmigan and rabbits (Miss Thompson, 
St. Mary's).

13. Here's the grandmother's house, the hill, f™1 th®re'® houses. Before she died. Bertha’s grandmother when she was 
staying in here someone called her. They wentthis way, .and 
when they looked they saw a statue about our Blessed Mother.
It was just bright around here, airi it was going this way. She
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go behind her, it disappeared (St. Mary's).

1&. About Martha and Mary Afcan, their sister. When all of us 
were in the bedroom— the door, the table, window. All of us 
went movie except Martha, Mary, and Sandra. That bed used to 
be right there, and Mary Af can was sitting by Sandra. Sandra 
was on the bed, and Martha was putting wood in the stove.
And in the bedroom the window, they didn't even cover it. The 
curtain wasn't closed. While we were having movie, they told 
us Sandra was sitting down, and Mary was looking at comics, and 
Martha was putting wood in the stove, and something knocked at 
the window. Sandra she jump up really fast. They all get 
scared, and Martha ran to these girls. And just as we finished 
movies she was scared to go in the bedroom herself. She 
turn on the light, she go to the window, and she closed the 
curtain, even she was scared, and she went out. And they 
stayed together on this bed. And when we came home they told 
us (St. Mary's).

15. Maggie and Fred they were staying home from church, and they 
were all alone in their house because their mamma left her to 
watch Freddie. So she watched him. The porch, door, they 
heard something coming up, and it went in, and that pole right 
there, and then Maggie and Freddie, Maggie was holding Freddie 
on his bed, and it came, and they looked and see it was the 
shoes. It went around the pole, and after it went around the 
pole and that stove, it went to the stove like this• It walk 
up, and it went down and it went out (St. Mary's).

16. There was Mike's house right there and that pole there and 
their bed, bunk bed right there and table, window, trunk, and 
stove, and basin and their cupboard, their door, and the porch, 
the door. These guys were sleeping, all of them were sleeping 
lots of guts (?) on the floor. There was somebody right there 
sleeping, and when they were sleeping they saw this big hea . 
And it went this way, and it went on them. It sleep by that 
man, by dead (?) man. He go someplace around here, arH those 
guys were sitting on the chair, or they were someplace around 
here, and they watched it, « d  it went away (St. Mary s).

17. Mother told this. That house they were living in. therewas 
stairs and there was the room where they ^  Mama's bed right there, and there was sister s bed right 
there. They were upstairs sleeping, and w en y
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18.

sleeping, and right thoro was awj *,« ,
and the door and the stens +il n°or and ttie P°rch
something, and *** he"
f f i  W  £ »  that chain going up " *back to bed. and thev hwr * And th0y went
woman went out, and she saw chain fn** y W0nt ou* and that 
screaming, and ̂ hfran back S f% g B  U?# Startedscreamed, and they ran to +.A*n 9 aSain. They
holy water, audit we"t » a y ^  f f i i l S  I ?  C°n° With
bed they saw that chair tar£ta/<s£ *

2 d StheSb ^ 0!l!US6i^P01’5h^v °°r * d00r’ wind0B* and that room from un i w !  u" *artha was 00BrtoS °“t she took the keysli^h+waa^ t ?  ®he turned off the light, and the bedroom 
ah?«.^ f on, and she turned it out, and when she was going out 
b® saw something when she opened the door. It was reallv blank 
a”d st® S°t really seared, and she started hollering, and she hit 
S K S  beel n°̂'.She went out, and she
I t h t ^ J  J t *  ̂0l,l6ring- And boys and girls tell herto b© quiet, but she keep screaming (St. Mary's).

19* The porch, the door, and there's little room, another room with 
a store, and there's things right here, and there's table, and 
the bedroom and the table, the window, and Peter was in the 
porch, and some man he came with parky. He went in the house, 
and he went to sit on the couch. My sister was right here, and 
she said he didn't look up, and he didn't answer, and Teresa she 
said MhiM again. And this man his parka was down. He was sit
ting down right there, and Teresa was trying to look under his 
face, but he had it way down, and she couldn't see. This man 
went out, and we used to have toilet up here, and this man he 
went around the house, and Teresa followed him around this house. 
And this man went in the toilet, and Peter went in. He followed, 
and he opened the door, and when he opened it there was nobody 
inside (St. Mary's).

20. It's about my dad. Before he got married to my mother every 
time he'd drink water it used to taste like salt water, and 
the foods he eat used to taste salty too. And then one day he 
went seal hunting with other men. He was following their trail 
behind them. But the ice used to break. He used to climb. He 
did that for I don't know how long, and the men would go this 
way, and he would follow them, and the ice would break. And 
then the things he ate got saltier, and after he went home 
they took him to the medicine man in the qazgiq. and that 
medicine man told him that the reason why the water he drinks
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tastes salty and the food is because he almost drowned. I mean 
got killed by the ocean (Maggie Moses, Newtok).

21. Grandmother and, granddaughter lived together, and Grandfather 
lived someplace else (probably men*s house). Grandmother used 
to let her granddaughter take some food over to the grandfather. 
One day she told her to go around the house three times, and on 
the third time she'd see a path. I think she did something 
wrong, and she didn't see the path. And then she told her grand
mother, and her grandmother told her to do it again and not fool 
around and all that. And then she did that, and she saw a fox, 
and she talked to it. The fox told her the path where she would 
find it. She went that way, and the grandmother had told her 
nbt to stop and talk to anybody, but then she stopped and ate 
some berries on the tundra, and she went over to Grandfather's 
house, and then in that bowl there was some akutaq. She took 
it over to the grandfather, and then he asked if grandmother had 
wanted her to go back right away. She said yes, but she kept on 
staying. She took off her underwear, and she took off that lice 
in her hair. Her grandfather would tell her to go, that some
thing's going to happen. And then pretty soon she's about to 
leave, and in the door there's a big mouth or something that 
went like this (chewing motion with her hand). She looked around 
and her grandfather wasn't there. She tried that other door (in 
the ceiling) and there was the same thing. When that thing 
opened she threw the pan in, and when it opened again she jumped 
out, but then it had caught some of her parka and ate it I guess 
(Iucy Nicolai, Kwethluk/Bethel).

22. There was an old woman with two daughters. The oldest one was 
always mean. The youngest was virtuous and all that, like 
Cinderella. This old woman told her youngest daughter to go 
picking berries, and she had to go all by herself. She went 
out, and she cane across this tree. It was just full of strings 
and all kinds of garbage. It said, Help me. *
this stuff off my limbs.” So she went over and cleaned off the 
tree. She went along and came across a puddle. Help me.
"Whyt" "Cause I can't see the sky." As she was goingto«>« 
berry patch she kept coming across these things, s£e d help 
them out of their predicament. So finally she got to where sh 

' was going. She saw this little house. She waited on over. She

She
chopped^woS^nd'^everything^^The littL old woman was so happy.
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She fed her and took her back here and told her to stand 
right here and close her eyes, not to open. Up here is a window 
to let light in. "Don't open your eyes." She stood there for a 
minute. "You can open them now." And when that girl opened her 
eyes, she had a new parka, and she had all these new ornaments, 
ivory, earrings, jewelry. She was so happy that she ran over 
and hugged that old woman. She told her she still had to pick 
berries before she went home, and she asked if she could leave 
all her new clothes here. So she dug out her old qaspeq and 
wore that to pick berries. She went home but told that lady 
she'd be back sometime. So she went home* She came across that 
puddle again, and it had a gift for her, an uluaq. So she thanked
the pond and went on. She came across that pine tree, and it
gave her another gift. And she said thank you. She was so happy. 
She went home, and she was always mistreated. Her sister always 
made her do all the work. She tried to go in quietly, but her * 
sister yelled at her, "Where did you get all those new clothes?" 
So she told her whole experience, and then she said, "I want to 
get some new clothes too." "Well, you'll just have to remember 
not to get angry and to help." "Okay." She didn't bring a 
bucket or anything. It was a really pretty day, but all she 
wanted was to hurry up and get all those presents and come back
to show them off . She saw a tree. "Help me." "No, I can t. I
have to go. I just can't stop. I have no time to waste. That
poor tree, she ignored it and took off and kept going. She came
across the same puddle, and it was all muddy. Help me. No,
I just can't. I"m in a big rush." So she kept going. When she
cane to that clearing she saw that house. When she went inside 
it was messy. But she just straightened everything uP - sl?a 
didn't really clean it. When she thought was old lady cane. She couldn't cook or do anything, so she couldn t 
fix anything for that little old lady. ^  ^ said. Ky sister

°rwasrr ^ y ^ i ^ n ^  impatient so she 
openedher eyes. When she wentgick *£* ^really

home (Elizabeth Charles, Bethel)#

, . „ ,»Mldren: they had no father.23. It's about t h i s  woman and^r c dgb ^  ̂  Next day
It was during the :nitfit.jand y they gotwas going to be Christmas, a n d  t h e i r ^ m ^  a *  J U ^
nothing new to wear. They wej£ „ rB having some kind of 
ard she went into this house w h ^ c a u s e  they

~ 3 £  S° She ^  thSm f t
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and all those kids were crying. She thought of the church, and 
they went into the church. In the church they prayed. She 
heard a voice saying not to pay any attention to those men, 
that it’s okay if they don’t go to the party. After that they 
went home, and they got ready to go to bed. All of her kids were 
sleeping, and that woman started writing what happened to them 
today, about those men, and after that she went to bed. The next 
day they were all dead. Before she went to bed she put that 
paper under her bed. Then all of these died. The next day when 
those men came in they read that note and they died (Mary Evan, 
Tunanak).

24. My sister told this one. She says that there’s this warehouse 
and that wood down there for people to walk in, and there's the 
door, and right here there was this house, and right here's the 
door and the porch. There was that old woman and that old 
woman’s bed and that little boy's bed, and little boy sleeps 
there and grandma, and right there's Daddy’s bed. When this 
woman died, this little boy put her coffin on that wheelbarrow, 
and some guys rolled it out* and they put it in the warehouse. 
And they leave it. They put coffins in the warehouse where 
there were other coffins. And this boy stayed here by himself, 
and in the nighttime he was hearing noises, and he went over to 
the warehouse and unlocked it. He came in, and he turned on the 
lights, and he was walking around, and he look at the coffins, 
and he came to this coffin, and then he went to this coffin, and 
when he went to his grandmother's coffin she was just the same, 
and that boy went out again and went to his house, and when he 
tried to go to sleep he hear that noise again. And he went back 
and found that his grandmother's coffin was gone. There was 
only bones where there was meat (St. Mary s).

25. There was that real big house, just like the mission.
the door, the porch, the door, the steps going out, and ̂ stairs 
room, a room right there, the door. There's thatman. J^eres 
only mission boys. That man he used to work in S
lots of beds. The door right there. And a big round table and 
that lunch (room). One day that man he called all the boys and
tell them to get in line. There was apples in there, and this
man tell them not to touch any of these apples. And that ma 
went out. And that funny boy went over and took apple, and he
went back, and that man came in, and he counted how many there
were. He said that somebody take some. He said they 11 see 
tomorrow. This funny boy he get seconds, andJ h^ , 0^ G^ b^ ad nothing. It was nighttime! and they all go off and ^  to bed. 
That funny boy's bed was right there, and they were all sleeping
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except this man# He was working on his papers. He heard some
thing coming, and it had chain and looked like real big dog.
When it breathed there used to be fire. And he go up, and he 
didn't look, and he went up this way. And he smelled every boy 
in rows, and finally he came to his row, and he smelled this boy 
right there. He play sleep, and that thing he fight him, and it
lost, and his bed was all broken up, and he was still in it.
This guy he came, and he was hollering, and he came up. All the
boys were around him, and he wondered what was wrong, and he
checked, and he say it was him the one who took the apple (St. 
Mary's).

26. There's a house right here, the door, the bedroom, and an.
up and down bed (bunk bed?), and those kids slept there. The 
little girl asked her mother if she could go and visit her grand
mother. Her mother told her not to stay long. She went in this 
old house. When she was walking in the road it started raining 
and storming.. When it stopped, she saw this old house, and she 
went in and upstairs. This little girl heard something, ’'Who's 
in my house?" And she said, "Bbbbbbbbbbetty. Whwhwhwhat's your 
name?" And it said, "Promise not to tell?" "Yes." "Bloody 
bones!" And she saw blood coming down and bones coming down.
She ran home, and her mother said why she was staying long. And 
she said, "I was staying in the bl...bl...." The next night 
here's the bedroom, mother and father's bed, up and down sister's 
bed, her bedroom. She used to sleep alone, and she said, "Papa,, 
can I sleep with you?" And her papa said "No." "Mother, can I 
sleep with you?" "No." "Sister, can I sleep with you?" "No." 
"Brother, can I sleep with you." "No.” And she went down? she 
went in her bedroom herself. When she was half asleep, she heard 
something, "I'm ten miles away from home....I'm nine miles away 
from home (and so on to one).*.. I'm at your yard.... I'm going 
up the stairs....I'm at your bedroom.•••BOO!" (St. Mary's).

27. There was a son. This little boy's grandmother died. The
little boy was given money to go to the store, pretty far away 
from the house. He had all day to do that. He had to get back 
before supper. So his mother gave him the money, and he went^ 
on. Going over, he met some boys playing with a ball, some kind 
of game. They told him to join them, but he said no, he had to 
go to the store right away. They said a little while won't hurt 
him 'cause he still has all day. So he went. And he had to go 
this way, through the graveyard, and they were playing over here 
someplace. He got really aborbed in that game, and he lost 
track of time. Before he knew it, he had to go, so he went to 
the store and bought meat. When he came back those boys were
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still playing so he joined them again. They were playing, and 
this dog came. It ran off with the meat, and he was kinda scared 
to go home ’cause his mom would scold him or something. And so 
he really didn’t know what to do; it was getting dark out.
Then he thought about his grandmother, and so he went to the 
graveyard to dig it up, and took the liver and then he went home 
and brought it to his mom. His mom was wondering how come it 
took so long, and he said he was playing ball with those boys.
She-took some of the meat, not all, and she was eating some, but 
he couHn’t eat because he was thinking about it. And so that 
night when he went to bed he couldn’t sleep because he felt bad 
about what he did. And he wanted to bring the liver back, but 
some of it was eaten already. It was dark out, and he was 
scared to go back to that graveyard• So he said he’d let it 
wait for awhile. So he went to sleep. ' During the night he woke 
up. He heard thuds on the stairs. They were just heavy, and 
they were coming towards him. Then he heard, "I want my liver 
backl" He was scared. Someplace he had holy water or some
thing, He was hiding under his blanket. It stopped right here 
and, "I want my liver back” again. And he was trying to talk, 
but he couldn't. That person kept saying that, and he didn’t 
know what to do. So then he started telling it that it was in 
the refrigerator. And that person, when he looked, there was no 
one thireV It was like a ghost. He couldn’t see it. It kept; 
saying that. He said somehow he’d return it. She said something 
like she’d be waiting. Then he tried to sleep, but he couldn’t. 
And after he went to sleep he thought he was dreaming again all 
the nightmares. So he didn’t think much about it. The next 
morning when he went down he was kinda sick, and his mother 
asked him what was the matter. So he told her about that dream. 
She thought it was just a dream too. So the second night the 
same thing happened, and this time he knew he wasn’t dreaming.
So he got the liver. They didn’t have it that day for some 
reason in their house. Here’s a path to get to the graveyard.
He brought that liver. His grandmother’s grave was right here. 
All those graves started opening. That’s how most of them end 
(Linda Pete, Bethel).

28. Once upon a time there were two villages with a river between.
Zl village on the left and one on the right. That riverwasnH

too wide. In one village there were only five houses, and on the 
other side only three, and one little boy was living^ with his 
grandfather alone in a house. One time the old people toldhim 
S t  to play too far from the village. One time the boy went out 
to tell the other boys also not to go too far away t*1®?
see the big town man. Two. boys were curious to see the tog town
man, so they went to the woods. While they were there they heard 
snoring and saw him sleeping by the roots of a tree. He had big
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pantsv no shirt, and big black whiskers. The two boys were 
peeking at him, and all of a sudden he opened one eye, and the 
boys stayed as quiet as they could. The big roan sat up and 
looked around, and he seemed to be smelling. When he stood up, 
he was as tall as the trees. He took one step and saw the boys 
and grabbed them. He said now he would have something for supper. 
When he came to his place, there was a funny house and a big 
pot. He tied the boys to a post. They were so scared that 
they could not even cry. The man took his pants off and put them 
on the ground. While the man prepared the fire, the boys seemed 
to hear other boys playing far off. The big man went off to look 
for them and left the two boys tied up. They tried to escape, 
but they couldn’t untie themselves. Hot long after, the man 
returned with three other boys. He put them inside his pants 
and tied up the legs. A spark from the fire flew to the post 
and burned very slowly, and the man didn’t notice it. It 
burned a piece of skin used for rope on one boy. The man went 
looking for wood, and the little boy untied the other boys, and 
they all ran away and hid so they could see what the man did 
when he came back. He took a knife to cut the pants open and 
found only rocks (Lena long, St. Mary’s).

There’s this house, and there lived this woman. She had two 
husbands, and they lived alone. Bed, table. One day these 
two husbands said to this girl that theyhunting and not to go out of the house, and she said she wouldn t.
These men were gone. It was hot all day. The sun was
She looked out the window, and she said, I wish I couldbecmt.
The bovs are gone. They won’t see me." And she went out, and 
she was standing right here when boat came, and it was her husbands. 
They looked like dead men, like wolves. They eat her and messe 
up the house (Caroline Patsy, St. Mary s).

There was an old lady in a house with only one son. She is 
r ^ d c T  She is very superstitious. There are t-es outsWe. 
She told her son not to chop trees because 
of supernatural powers. One day the boy was curious. His 
mother was sleeping. He went out and pulled up a tree, and 
afterwards he went in to see if anything happene . ®nhougQ# 
opened the door, there were trees crGwdangall

& C 9 M |

3l£. and she was the moon (Elisabeth Joseph, Emmonak).
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31* There's a story about this old woman* There were these kids 
playing in the village* And they'd always tell them to be 
quiet in the evenings. There was this real quiet boy, and he's 
always left out, and the older people would tell him that there 
was this old lady who was going to come around and put them in 
her bloomers,, There's a song (narrator sang) which she sang as 
she was walking toward them* She caught them except for the 
little boy, and the boy went home. All these kids she put in 
the bloomers* Somehow one of the kids got out of the bloomers,
and when she was tending to one of her they filled it up
with rocks. One they filled with grass. She was going to take 
her uluaq and kill them all. They all ran away and hid. When she 
cut the one with rocks, her uluaq broke (Lucy Nicolai, Bethel).

32. There was a grandmother, and she told her there's a lake, not 
to go near that lake and not to put anything around it. And 
this boy he was really curious why his grandmother told her 
not to go near that lake. She couldn't help it anymore. One 
time he went, and when he went, he went beyond that thing, and 
he went to this lake. He took a bow and arrow, and he shoot 
right in the middle of that thing (lake). And when he went 
home, he found his grandmother dead with his bow in her (Maureen 
Green, Hooper Bay).

33v There was this old woman, and she had a daughter, a young lady, 
and they lived in a small house. It wasn't too big, a one-room 
house, Here's the stove, cupboard, table. There was a young man 
who was looking for a woman who had good stitches and made things 
out of skin fur. Once in awhile he would check on her. There 
was another young woman in that contest of some kind. Anyway, 
they were still sewing, and one day that woman's daughter went 
into the woods where there was a very old woman who lived there 
someplace. She lived alone in the woods, and she came to visit 
her to see her sewing. There's her stove and table and cupboard 
right here. And she came in and sat down to watch her sew. After 
awhile the old woman finished her sewing, and so this young woman 
went home to her mother and sewed the same kind. It was some kind 
of a pouch that she saw the old woman making. So she made the 
same kind. One day this young man came to see how her sewing was, 
and he had this other lady's sewing with him, and he compared it 
to the other lady's sewing. He saw that the stitches ^  .
other young lady were better so he married her (Lilly Joe, Nightmute).
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3 .̂ There was a lady was was invited to eat at this other house and 
had akutaq« She looked in there, and it looked like nipples, 
and this didn't appeal to her so she would pretend to swallow it, 
but really she would take it out and put it in her pocket. That 
story was so wierd to me, and I heard it when I was a little girl, 
and I used to feel tickled (Annie Kinegak, Bethel).

35# There was one about a hunter who was hunting ptarmigans, and 
he was walking on the tundra. And I guess he was lost, and 
these people came looking for him. They couldn't find him any- 
where, but they saw ptarmigan tracks, so they figured that he 
had turned into a ptarmigan (Annie Kinegak, Bethel).

36 i Crane took his eyes out, looking for something to eat. He
couldn't find his eyes when he came back, so he put blueberries 
in his eyes, and that's how he got blue eyes (Maureen Green, 
Hooper Bay).

37. There was this woman and her husband, and they had two little
kids. Her husband would go every day hunting, and he'd com©
back without anything. And his wife began to suspect that some
thing was happening. She found out that her husband was going 
after this other woman. She got an idea. She put on a bear
skin. She left her kids along in their house. Their house was
like this. They had a window up here (ceiling), a gut window.
She took that bear skin on, and she went to their house. They 
were living far away. When she got to their house, their gut 
window, she looked in. They didn't know she was coming, and they 
thought she was a real bear. Then she came into their house.
She growled, and she scratched her husband first into pieces.
And that woman, she took her thing off and let her know she was 
the real wife, and when she went home, her two little Kids 
were scared. And without thinking, there was a window up there. 
She looked in, and she said, "Grrrrrrrrt" When she said that 
those two kids got scared, and they flew away. This is a true 
story. They became birds that cry like babies and steal other 
birS' eggs, only around in summer, water birds. That woman when 
she was going to put on that bear skin she patonthose 
things on both her sides to fill that skin. And when she was 
going to take that skin off. she couldn’t take it pff-And 
some kids around here say that just recently they kiUfd a bear 
with wooden things on her sides. They say that woman became a 
real bear (Maureen Green, Hooper Bay).
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38. There Is this house. There was a mountain down the river.
And the house with the door, the bed, the cupboard, stove.
And a man and a wife lived here, and they had a little baby.
And the wife went berry picking or something. And the husband 
thought he would be funny, and he went out, and I guess he had 
Just caught a bear, and he put the skin over him, and he went 
inside, and he scared the baby, and it flew away. After that 
he felt really bad, and he found out that he couldn't take the 
bear skin off of him. It stuck to him. And every evening the 
baby would come around. Well, anyway, there was this bird 
chirping around the house at night, and I suppose it was the 
baby (Annie Kinegak, Bethel).

39. One time there was a woman and her baby. She went to the
tundra for berries. She left the baby on the ground to sleep.
One time she looked up and saw the baby sitting up. She ran 
to him to hug him because he was so cute. The baby was so 
startled, and he flew up. The baby never came down. The 
mother tried to let the baby come down, but the baby didn t.
She took a bunch of berries to show him, but when she looked 
up, the baby had turned into an ugly bird. She let down her 
long hair over her head, and ever since those birds have landed 
on those strange bumps on the tundra that look like a head of

I hair, and from then on those birds would have a place to land 
(Elizabeth Joseph, Emmonak).

40. There was a husband and a wife with two kids. Her husband
had a brother, and he was living with them. He was ready to
go hunting, and he told his wife not to point anything sharp 
towards him (the brother). He'd say if she was sewing not to 
point that needle. Every day he'd remind her again. And one 
time she was sewing, and her husband was getting ready to go.
And he told her the same thing, not to point anything sharp 
towards his brother. And when he left that l^tle guy 
going to go hunting with his bow and arrow. But he couldn t 
string his bow. And every time he put it, it would come off. 
He'd ask her to help him more than once. She was getting 
frustrated. She was getting mad. And then one graStfgg 
thing came off, and he asked her to put it, and finally sh 
pointed the needle at him. He fell down. She .Looked at
and there were lots of little holes in his face. And then she 
ran out, and from a distance she could see husband approach- 

r&n ±n. Their bed was right here. She aiggea a 
hole on the bed. The bed was mud. It had a wooden frame 

c>he dif? a big hole, and she put the boy in it 
Z T fe ,T : EMt his kneeswas lice this (flexed). It couldn't 
*0 ini It was stiff. She couldn't make it straight. And
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when she put it in, the knee was sticking up like this. But 
she put grass on top of it. And she pretended to work, maybe 
plucking birds or something like that. And her husband came in. 
That lady was really nervous. Her husband asked her where his 
brother was. She told him he went out to hunt little birds with 
bow and arrow. And then he took one side of his mukluks. water 
proof boots. He put them down like this. The other side was up, 
and the other side was down. He pulled it down. And he was too 
tired. He didn't bother to pull the other side down. He lie 
down. Just before he lied down this woman said she was going to 
get something. And she went out, and she started running away.
And when he lie down he felt something on his back. And when 
he got up he looked, and he saw something in the bed. He digged 
more, and he saw that it was his brother, and she had pointed 
something sharp at him by the little holes in his body. And then 
he ran out. He ran after his wife, and then they came to a big 
hill like this. His wife was running this way, and when she got 
right here her foot got into the earth, and it got stuck, and 
then something around her formed. It was real shiny. And then 
that big thing carried her away. She started flying, and she 
became the sun. And then that man, her husband, the same thing 
happened. His foot got stuck on the ground, and something formed 
around him, and he became the moon. And they say on a clear day 
we could still see this man with his rubber boot one half down 
and one half up. They say if the moon ever caught up with the 
sun that it'll be the end of the world (Haureen Green, Hooper Bay).

41. There was once this man. This girl she didn't want to get
married. And they had a dog, a male dog. Boys would come, and 
they'd ask to marry her, and she'd say no. Her dad wanted her 
to get married, but she didn't want to get married. Anyway, 
finally her dad got frustrated with her and told her that if she 
didn't want to marry anybody she could marry this dog. And 
when he said that, the dog got up and stretched. So she got 
married to that dog. And her dad didn't like it. He didn't 
really mean it, but they got married. And she didn't like that 
dog, and he didn't like that dog, but the girl didn't know it. 
Here's Hooper, and Nunivak is somewhere* They'd travel by kayak 
between Hooper and Nunivak. Anyway one time they had five 
puppies. They were living in Nunivak, those puppies and their 
mom. Anyway, that dog dad went to Hooper; that's where their 
grandpa lived, the girl's dad. And that dog was getting food. 
That girl's dad, he was supposed to put food in the grass basket, 
but he put rocks instead, and the dog didn't know. And when he 
was swimming across, a big wind came along with big waves, and 
he drowned. That woman was worried about her husband. Every 
day she'd go around the beach looking for her husband's body 
because she knew he was supposed to be coming. One time when
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she was looking, she found his body, and on the back she found 
rocks* And she knew her dad had put those rocks to kill the 
dog* And finally when the grandpa came from Hooper to Nunivak, 
those puppies, Grandpa was calling to feed that dog's little 
puppies. And instead of eating that food they bited him. After 
they killed him, those five little puppies became humans, and 
that's how Nunivak people came to be (Maureen Green, Hooper Bay)*

4-2* There were two orphans* During those days, they didn't trust 
orphans* When they were playing in the qazgiq they were making 
lots of noise. When these two orphans went out, they saw that 
barren coast, those hills? they saw a real firey thing, and it 
was coming to them. And then they ran in and told the other kids 
that they saw something coming, a firey thing, and they didn't 
believe them. They didn’t believe them because they were orphans.
And then they went out again, and it was coming closer. It____
was out. That qazgiq. the doors down there, chairs, window up 
here. When they didn't have doors around here, only right here 
and window right here (ceiling). They were playing all around.
And they kept going out. And finally that firey thing became 
hands, and they were going like this (chewing motion).. They 
were real huge and had mouths around here (finger tips) and one 
big mouth here (center of palm). And they were going like this 
. (creeping around). First they came to the window, and they did & 
not fit, and they went this way underneath here, and they entered 
right here. They were going like this, and each time that hand 
touched a person, it could eat them. And those orphans, one of 
them got into a sealskin where he could curl up. He hide in 
there, and the other one in that big wooden bowl. Those hands 
couldn't get to them 'cause they were inside of things. But 
those hands completely wiped out everybody except these two guys, 
and it was bloody all over. They'd call to that hand, and that 
hand would come toward that voice, and this guy roll away, and 
this guy would walk away. Finally those hands gave up, and they 
left. The next day that house was all frozen solid like this, 
and the villagers and the old people, the Eskimos, couldn t go 
in there 'cause the ice was so thick. They couldn't chop it.
And finally they heated it, and they went in, and the only people 
they found were those two little orphans. Those orphans told 
them what happened. Finally they got an idea. They P ^  that big 
nluaq up here and put it here on top of the That night
they'd make all kinds of noise. They were making lots of noise, and those big hands, the same thing h a p p e n e d . It appeared. and 
they were coming closer and closer. And finally th y ,
through this door (in the ceiling), and someone
said that he's coming the wrong way. And those big hands went this
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way underneath. And there's a door down here. And when they 
came in the people got all around, and they cut that big knife, 
and it fell and cut, and then when they cut them, those pieces 
of hands were still moving around. They cut them into pieces.
And they buried it. Here's Hooper Bay, and there's those hills. 
Here's a big hill around here, and they say it's the grave.
They say this was the husband. Those big hands have a wife that's 
still living, existing, and that if we make too much noise, those 
big hands will come the same way (Maureen Green, Hooper Bay).

IV }. Here were these people, and she had about eight children, I
think. Hey were living in this house, and it was toward even
ing. Hey were all quiet, and they lived in a sod house, mud 
house. Here was a window right here on top. Here was the bed. 
Heir mother went out to visit some friends. It was toward even
ing. She went to visit the next door neighbor. Hey were all 
quiet. Hey weren't making any noise. Heir youngest girl was 
sleeping, and it was dark, and their mom was gone. Here seemed 
to be something moving behind their stove in the corner. She 
didn't know what was happening. Heir oldest girl looked toward 
the stove, and there was somebody moving down and stopped right 
beside the stove. Somebody with a parka with the hood down.
The fur was around his face, and he could not be recognized, so 
she asked him what was wrong, and he didn't say anything. He just 
stand there, just kneeling down. She asked him again what was 
wrong, and he wouldn't answer, so she got scared. She ran toward 
the next room, but the door was locked. It couldn't be opened.
She didn't know what to do because there were so many children 
in there. Besides, if she wanted to go out, the front door, she 
was scared he was going to do something. She didn't want to leave 
her sisters and brothers. She asked him why he came in there, 
and still he wouldn't answer. Finally she got scared. She took 
the honey bucket and threw it toward the person, but nothing 
happened. She threw everything at him, but nothing would remove 
it. Just sitting there. When she couldn't stand it anymore, she 
put the ladder. ’She went up first, and she told the other kids 
to come up. And this person, whoever he was, kept getting closer, 
inch by inch, aid it was so many hours that some of these kids 
couldn't go out, and the youngest one was going up, but every 
time she would go up, she would fall back down again. And each 
time this person that came from behind the stove would get closer 
and closer. She didn't know what to do, so she told her sister 
that-she had to keep trying to get up. But she couldn t make it. 
Every time she would go up, and she was in reach of her sister s 
hand, she'd fall back down again. Hat went on for so many hours. 
So finally she got up, and she was all bruised and cut, and she 
took out all her younger brothers and sisters to the nextdoor
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neighbor s house where their mother was visiting. They went out, 
and her mother went out, she came toward her house. Always there's 
the window on top of the house and a ladder. All these things 
were piled up down here. It was just going around like there 
was some strong wind in there. Those things were piled up, and 
she couJdn t go to her house. She was so scared, she stayed 
over in her friend's house until someone fixed up her place.
But she didn't want to go back. It was a woman that always went 
visiting in the evening, and she didn't take care of her kids (Lilly Joe, Nightmute).

44. There was a story one of the older girls told us: there was
this family with a mother, a father and a kid. The kid was 
born, and he had a big mouth, and I guess they always had to 
feed him, and he was always hungry. The next day they woke up, 
and the father was gone. That kid's stomach gets bigger and 
bigger, and then I guess he ate the whole family (Annie Kinegak, Bethel).

45. One time there was this girl. She never used to believe in
ghosts or something like that. One day she went fishing, just 
a place right there. There's a bend in the river, and there's 
a grave up there, a little baby's grave, And then branches there. 
She was looking. It was getting dark, so while she was looking 
she heard a baby cry. So she went up slowly and took her knife, 
ulu » and when she went up just slowly with her dog, and just 
when they were going to reach the little bushes, that cry came 
closer, and when that girl looked into her light (?), she saw a 
baby coming out of those bushes. That baby was small, and it 
had a big mouth, cut up to his ear. From that she didn't know 
what happened, and she didn't know what she was doing. The 
next day she found herself in that house. That dog brought her 
to her house. She was sick, and the dog was sick at the same 
time. That dog died, and she said if that dog didn't die, she 
would have died. That dog took her place. Then she started 
believing in ghosts (Cecilia Unak, Kotlik).

46. This mother lived with her parents, but she was married and she
had delivered a baby. This girl never used to feed her baby; she
would just lie with her face to the wall. Every time they were 
getting ready for bed, she would put a little fish around the 
baby's lips so it could get the taste of fish. She never fed it 
from her breast because the baby's mouth was very large, and it

J.went up to his ears. Every night she did this. Some of the
family slept on the floor. One night she forgot to feed the
baby. In the middle of the night someone woke up and heard
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chewing. He saw the baby eating its mother away. He woke up 
all the family, and the head of the family told the others to 
wake up the village and tell everyone to leave the village. 
Everyone packed and left. While they were going, one man thought 
of something he forgot, and he went back to get it. While he 
was there, he saw the baby crawling toward a certain house. He 
would go on top of the house and down the window on top and go 
out the door. At the same time the crawling baby kept saying 
that he ate his mother. Before he got to his own house, the man 
rushed to get his things. The baby finished in the house and 
smelled the tracks of people and followed them. Before he got 
to them, the next village got the witch doctor to plan something 
to stop the baby. Everyone met in the qazgiq« They killed the 
baby in a magic way, but I can't remember exactly how (Maria 
Lincoln, Toksook Bay)•

4?, This man in winter went out to go to the house where they kept 
food— a food house (cache). He went on the roof, and he heard a 
baby cry and wondered where it came from. When he bent down, he 
saw a crack in the roof and saw an old woman and baby inside.
She begged him to give her some salmon because they were starving 
from not eating for a long time. He pitied them and gave them a 
little tiny piece. When he dropped it, he heard a noise and 
looked in and saw many, many salmon. He left and heard someone 
calling. He looked back and saw the woman coming after him. He 
was afraid and made the dogs go faster, but the old woman went 
faster too. When they were not too far from the village, the 
woman called him. He stopped and asked her what she wanted. She 
wanted to shake his hand, but he was afraid and refused. He went 
on, and she kept coming. He threw his gloves, and they slowed 
her down. When not too far from the village, he felt the ground 
shaking. She said if he didn't shake hands, something would 
happen to his family, but he wouldn't do it. The next day his 
youngest baby got very sick and died.. He found out that the old 
woman was his mother who had died a long time ago (Maria Lincoln, 
Toksook Bay).

48. There was this couple that were going to the home of this man. 
They were going on the dog trail. His wife would be sitting^in 
the sled, and they had six dogs. They were heading towards this 
man's house. And they came to this house that the man thought 
the man lived in. There was some kind of porch out there. 
There's an upstairs, some kind of an attic, and so her husband 
went to stay up there, especially in the evening. When theygot 
there it was coining toward evening, and they heard a little baby 
crying, so they started looking down the cracks of the 
and they saw an old woman coming in with a little baby. So it s
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a custom of these old people that lived around there to give 
some part of their food, just a tiny part, to the dead people 
so that they would have something to eat. She had a wooden pail 
with her. She kept calling that she wanted some food, so he told 
his wife to give her a piece. And he dropped it through the 
slits of the floor, and she picked it up and put it in her pail 
and left after thanking them that she had food enough for another 
day. So she left them. Early in the morning they got up, and 
they got everything ready, and her husband wanted to get away 
from that place fast, as soon as they could. So they went through 
another trail, and her husband was driving as usual. The cry of 
the baby must have attracted their attention, so they saw that 
same woman that came yesterday was going after them. They went 
as fast as they could. Around that place there is some kind of 
crust in the earth. She fell into that thing (Lilly Joe, Night- 
mute).

49. There is a river, and downriver there is a village. Before
Emmonak became Emmonak, a man used that site as his winter camp. 
He hunted rabbits and minks • Before that he had been living 
there in the Fall and had stored his summer dried fish there on 
a rack. He checked the fish rack and saw that all had been 
eaten. And he saw tracks of a wolverine. He got mad. The 
winter before he had spent with a man who had died. He had 
buried this man. He was mad because he had worked all summer 
for those fish, and they were gone. He dug this man up to use 
him for bait for the wolverine. He put the man’s hand near the 
fish rack, and he slept in the qazgiq. Night came, and he went 
to bed. He heard the aazgio door open, and he got up and saw 
his dog begging him to go to a hole in the gazgig. The dog went 
on top of him and barked at a mummy coming in. Tdhen it got 
behind him, the dog bit it. This man took his other dogs^and 

fig went out on his sled, and he saw this mummy as a ball of fire 
coming out of the qazgiq. He went fast to the other village.
The fireball followed, and the man kept dropping his mittens 
and other things to slow it down. Every time the mummy came 
to one of these things dropped, he slowed down. The man drove 
to the other village and saw the houses were up in the air, not 
on the ground. So he couldn't go in there. He was passing 
under these houses. Just then a woman was pouring her honey 
bucket out on top of him, and then the village came d0™. She 
knew just by looking at him everything about him and what had 
happened. She gave him some dried fish, and then he spit out 
the juice. The ball of fire came but couldn't go into the 
house because of that fish juice all around. It went away and 
just the dog died because he had taken a bite of that spirit 
ghost (Elizabeth Joseph, Emmonak).
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50. These two boys went hunting during winter. They got to this 
sod house where they stayed for winter. Then while they were 
staying in this house this brother died. So they had one dbg.
So he made a grave and took him out and buried him just behind 
the sod house. So that evening while he was staying with his 
dog, all of a sudden his dog began to bark, and this dog went 
out to check. So this dog, he went in and told him to get in 
this hole where he dug. This boy didn't know what was going on, 
so he got into this hole, and the dog laid over him, looking 
toward the door. Somebody was coming in. Then this boy peeked 
out somewhere in the dark, and he saw this grave walking with a 
carcass (?). So it went this way. The dog kept turning away, 
and when the grave got to this point right beside the bed, the 
dbg told him to go out. So this boy went out, got his sled and 
ran home as fast as he could, but this spirit was far -where he 
stayed. Then he heard this dog fighting with the spirit. When 
he was far from this sod house, he looked back, and his dog was 
coming. So they both ran home, and this grave called them.
Then this dog went back to fight. I think it was some kind of 
fire which was coming after them. This dog went back to fight 
him again. I think the dog knew it was his brother. Then they 
came to the village. This dog vomited something greenish thing. 
Then the dog died (Katherine Mathias, Chevak).

51. • «It's about this little girl. One night she went out? she saw 
a small bird, an owl, and that bird, when she got close that
bird would fly and land over there. Then She would go over to
it, and it would fly, and then it came to the woods, and she
kept doing that. And when it came to the woods, and she kept
doing that, and when it came to the woods, it was, the village 
was getting far, into the woods, and she went over to that bird# 
and she said it was a dead person. She got scared, and she 
went home. When she went to the house there was somebody behind 
the door. She couldn't get in. She went to the house next door 
to their house, and there was somebody, and she remembered what 
her mother told her, and if somebody doing like that to start 
from head and go down until it reach the floor and stay on the 
floor for awhile. After she did that she went in (Mary Evan, 
Tununak).

52. Lone ago there used to be men living in houses, but they
used to be far apart. There's lots of houses. When they have 
moose meat, and that man he caught moose meat, and he was eating 
moose meat, and he didn't eat all the meat. He throwed iVaway. 
That man he used to always catch meat. And when he went fishing 
he heard something crying. It was that bone. That bone was crying
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because that man never take the meat from the bone. And he 
took it from the back and he ate it nicely. When you don’t 
eat bones nicely, they cry because the meat hurts them (St. 
Mary’s).•

53* A man went hunting alone in the mountain. I don’t know how
many mooses he caught. He had enough in his sled. He had dogs 
too. He had no more room for his for what he caught. He
stayed overnight in his tent. He was making a bonfire there.
His sled and his dogs were there. While he was eating there was 
a moose, and he didn’t know where to put it. He just left it 
there. The fire started making noises, then he was talking to 
himself. Then he took half of that meat and threw it in the fire. 
Then it stopped making noises. Then he went to bed without say
ing his rosaries. Then he had a dream. He saw devils, devilish 
looking peoples. They were just falling from mountain just like 
rain. Then one of them came to him and thanked him for the 
moose meat he gave to them. He was just scared. Then he saw 
the others. They were just eating that piece of meat, and there 
was a lot of blood coming from their mouths. Somehow he just woke 
up. He looked for his rosaries. He said them. Then he went to 
sleep again. He had a dream about this angel. This angel told 
him not to waste food, I think. I don’t remember the rest 
(Katherine Prince, Kotlik).

5̂ . Once there was this boy and his little sister or little brother* 
I don’t know. But his parents went out somewhere in the village 
to visit some of their relatives. He waited for them to come 
home, but they didn’t come home. While they were staying in 
this bed, his sister or brother. It was dark so he was staying 
up all night. Something like a drum started to drum right here, 
then right here in each corner. If it drums right here (̂ th 
comer), there would be no way to let him out. When it drummed 
right here, he thought of it, so he put on his father's mukluks 
and then his parka, then took his little sister or brother, and 
they ran out, and just as they ran out, the drum quit beating. 
Then they went out. The ground was shaking. It was green, 
red, yellow, all kinds of colors. I forgot the rest (Katherine 
Mathias, Chevak).

55. Here’s the beach, the water, the house, his boat, porch, door. 
One day he was going to go check net. When he was going along, 
it was like this. There was turn. Here’s the trees. He heard 
something singing. He didn't know where it came from. Anyway, 
he was still going. He heard it singing, and he laughed, and 
he checked the trees. . And he came up to one of those trees, and
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found a pumkin singing. He took it down. He get his ax, 
and he chopped it. After he chopped it, he took a sack and 
put it in, and he went. V/hen he was going it was still singing.
So he went home. He threw it in the water. The endV(St. Mary* s).

56. This house, and grandmother live in it and this boy. One day
he went in his boat to get fish. !"Jhen he was going by the river 
when he heard singing. This man he got scared, and he ran on the 
beach, and there was trees up here, and he got out of his boat,
and he look around, but there was nobody, and he heard that •
It was louder, and he followed, arid it was in his (tree?). And 
when he look up he see it. It was long and all black. He chopped 
it. And he threw it into the water, and he went home (St. Mary's).

57• This is a story about a girl and her parents. Their house was 
like this, and their bed, her bed, the table, stove, and basin, 
washing basin. The parents. The daughter used to like to go out 
in the wilderness to get something like berries. One time she 
went out to the wilderness. She’d go not very far from their 
house, maybe up beyond the hills. She’d come home every day.
She always loved to go out picking up some berries or any wild 
fruits like Eskimo spinach, salads, and when she’d go home, her 
mother would be glad and very happy that she came home not empty 
handed with all those berries and wild fruits from the tundra.
And she would take these Eskimo spinach and clean them from the 
grass baskets and cook them. And then one time when she left 
them she was a little late to go home, and her parents were get
ting worried about her. They wondered why she came home late. 
When she finally came home, her parents asked hdr why she kept 
coming home late. She wouldn’t answer. When she didn't go, she 
would get awfully lonely or just lazy to do anything. While 
she was gone one time, the parents sat down and talked it over. 
And her mom said to her husband that if her husband would go 
some time the next day before her daughter leaves ahead of her 
and find out what was going on. And the next day while she was 
getting ready to leave, her dad just left ahead of her and hid 
someplace up there behind the bushes or behind the mountains.
And when she left, her father was following behind, but he didn't 
let her know that he was following. And when she got to this 
certain place, she just stopped. It was among the grasses. Her 
father was someplace over there hiding behind the grasses. The 
father didn't know what she was doing, and he came closer. And 
when he came right near, he find out that there was somebody else 
with this girl. And then the father came closer again to see who 
that other person was. He found out that it was some kind of a 
creature or some kind of an animal, but he couldn't make out 
what it was or who it was. Then he started going home, but then
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he looked behind to find out what this thing was. Instead of 
going home, he turned over, he found out that it was a person, 
but the stomach was open, and it just lied there on the ground.
He couldn't guess what it was, but he thought that it was dis
tracting his daughter from being happy. It was ruining her life. 
He just killed this thing. He didn't even know what it was, but 
he killed it. And after he did that he went home. And when he 
went home he found out that after he went home his wife asked 
him what he found out, and they didn't want their daughter to 
listen, so they told her to go out. After she went out, she 
asked him what it was, and he started telling her he found some
thing peculiar up there where she's always been going. After he 
told her, his wife told him that their daughter was pregnant.
After telling him, they decided to let their daughter in to tell 
her that her dad killed the beast, the thing who she always went 
to every day. She just cried bitterly. She didn't like what they 
did to this thing. She just cried, and after that she been lonely 
and can't enjoy everything she did. About a few months after, 
the baby was delivered at their house. It was just like that 
thing, the father. Her dad wanted to kill it, but his daughter 
wouldn't let him. Her daddy, she didn't like the idea of him 
wanting to kill the baby, so the next day she packed up and ready 
to go. After that I don't know what happened (Maria Lincoln, 
Toksook Bay).

58. One woman whose children never lived until their first birthday. 
One day she went looking for "mouse food," and when they got to 
a soft spot where their foot sticks, it means there s mouse food 
in there. She sticks there, and when she was taking the dirt orr, 
she saw an old man, real small. She was going to run away from 
that real small man. That little man jumped up underneath inside
her oaspeg. When she got a baby, that baby got to look like 
that Oldman she saw under that  (Maureen Green, Hooper Bay).

59 once upon a time two old ladies lived by the river. They :lived
m  alone in one house. Both had lots of lice. They don't know

any other people and think no one else is around. There was a 
X Z  the upper side of that river, a«i one evening one l«ly 
went out on the upper side of that river, andone.evening one 
ladv went out when the weather was good and sat by her house.
She started killing those lice on her clothes. Wiile she was 
doing that, she heard something singing behind the slough. She i S c t a l y  and was surprised to hear anotherperson's voice. 
It was a song about her and the other lady. (Narrator then sang 
l \ VZ  in her native language.) She was afraid and ran to tell 
the other old lady who didn't believe it. So she asked her to 
go out and listen. Both went out to listen. The song was.
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"Two old ladies, I want to eat, I want to cut them in half and 
eat them raw," The ladies had a boat in the river. They had 
only a few things in the house which they packed and put in the 
boat. -T-Jhen they were going to the boat, they even picked up 
their tracks and took them with them. They went away downriver,
away from the sound. The words of the song came closer and
closer. Finally they found out that they were rowing in opposite 
directions. The sound seemed to come from the water near the 
boat. They looked out and saw a needlefish who was singing that 
song. The two old ladies were so mad that they grabbed up the 
fish in a bucket, and they took their Eskimo knife and cut him 
in half and ate him raw (Lena Long, St. Mary's).

60, There's this house. In this house there lived two women.
One day this old woman, she went out, and she was standing and 
she hear, ’’I'm coming to get you" someplace. She got scared, 
and she went in and told this old woman, but this other woman, 
she didn't believe. So they went out and heard it again. They 
took their house and put it in, and when they were going down, 
they even pick up their tracks too and put it in the boat. When 
they were going, they heard singing as loud as it could. And she
just took it, and she gave it to this other woman, and they cut
it (Mary Beth Long, St. Mary's).

61. There was a certain village starving, and there were two old 
women. This village was starving, and the people died off.
These two old women left, you know, people died. So I don't 
know who got curious, but somebody got curious why they never 
died. Somebody got curious. They killed them and opened them, 
and they found that they had been eating lice (Katherine Mathi
as, Chevak).

62. People were starving, and there were these two sisters, and 
they used to eat from their lice, and that's how they lived.
Then one day the men came in and asked them if they have any 
food. They said that they don't have any, but the men didn't 
believe them, so they told them what they ate, but they still 
didn't believe them. So they killed her younger sister, and 
they opened her stomach, and they Saw these lice, and they still 
didn't believe her, and then they killed her again, and they were 
seeing nothing but lice (Mary Evan, Tununak).
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63. There was an old man in the woods. There are two boys playing
in the woods and throwing a bone (a type of game). This man
thought that the boys were making fun of him because they were
laughing a lot, and he thought they were trying to throw some
thing at him. He wanted to punish these boys for insulting him. 
He waited two winters, and they were stormy winters. In the 
spring this man was in his house, and his crow brought him food 
and dropped it through the hole in the roof so he wouldn't 
have to go out in the cold. This man was the only one not 
starving. The rest of the village was starving to death. He 
wanted to hear if these boys had died. Someone from the vill- 

' age told him they had died, but really one had not. He had 
moved to another village. So the old man took the spell 
away (18 year old girl, St. Mary's).

6̂ . There was a village with not too many houses, but many people. 
There is a river in front and then another creek. One time the 
children were playing on the bank. There is a hill behind the 
village with trees. One lady in the village had only one boy, 
and that's all. Every time when the children made her boy cry, 
she tried to pay them back. One time they were playing, and a 
bear went to that boy and started to kill him. One woman ran 
to tell the mother and said that she thought it would be a good 
time to fight that bear. The mother ran from her house. She 
had a mud house with a window in the top. She pulled up her 
sleeves, and the bear was growling. The bear ran to her, and 
the woman held his mouth open wide so he couldn't move it. She 
was so mad that she was very strong. Finally the bear died.
She skinned it, and with that skin she used it to wrap the boy's 
body for burial. The woman died a few days later because she was 
so tired from holding that bear (Lena long, St. Mary's).

65. ’ There were people gathered in the qazgiq. The boys were playing
darts, and one boy hit another in the eye with a dart and poked
it out. The first boy is called David and the second is John. 
John's father is very angry and blinded the other boy. But 
David's father said to poke only one eye so they will be even 
since John was blind in only one eye, but John's father is too 
angry and poked out both eyes. Then everyone began killing each 
other and fighting. Outside the town an old woman lived in a 

• house. There is a tunnel into the house like the old houses.
She saw smoke coming from the town, and it was steam from all
the blood running all over the town. She saw a man staggering 
out. She was afraid and had her two children eat some Eskimo 
cheese. It is very sticky, and they had to pick their teeth a 
lot. She did that so they would pick their teeth and be quiet.
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She put things in front of the door and put the kids in the 
corner. This wounded man crawled up the tunnel and tried to 
push open the door. The man is getting weak, and he died. 
The woman and her two kids were the only ones left alive in 
the town (miss Thompson, St. Mary's).

66. About this girl with three brothers. She married this guy, 
and he killed all her brothers . And then he took her to an 
island and left her. Mhen she was a little girl, she had 
that little pot or pail and her storyknife. She took these 
too. And then the tide came. The water was going higher 
and higher, and then it finally, you know. She found her
self on the beach ,:'and she was-making a log house. She had 
her baby, twin boys. Hhen they grew up, she told them about 
their father .and about her brothers. One day she woke up, and 
her sons weren’t there, and she heard them outside talking 
about something, about hunting and all that. So she went out 
and took her little pot and her storyknife, and she told them 
to go in. So she went down to the beach, and she drew a kayak 
on the mud, and then she took her pot, filled it with water 
and sprinkled it, and it became a kayak. Then she went up.
She told her sons, and they went down. And they stopped on 
the beach to eat. When they were eating, and they had a _ #  
and then she asked them about her husband, and they told her 
he was on the beach. Her husband had She pretended that
she. like her husband, and they took him with them in the ocean. 
First they caught a seal, and they went to get the seal. And 
her son pretended he was weak so her husband went to help him, 
and then her sons tied him on the seal and they sent him away 
(Maggie Moses, Newtok).

67. There’s a story about this abandoned child who grew to be a man. 
They were living in this house, and her husband wanted to go 
away someplace. So they left the only child they had, about 
five or six years old. His mother didn’t want to leave him 
behind ’cause he was their only child they had. But her husband 
didn’t want anything to hold them back to the place where they 
were going. He didn’t want another mouth to feed and to clothe, 
besides, they were pretty poor. His wife asked him. She didn’t 
want to leave her son. She didn't want him to die, so she put 
a wooden bowl and cut him sorte small pieces of fish so that he 
could eat without taking it from the whole fish. And in this 
one a little pailful of water. So they left. Her husband bar
ricaded the door so he wouldn't get out. And they left him. So 
all this time he lived in this house alone. He didn't know what 
was wrong, why his father didn't take him along. He was waiting
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for his parents to come home just in case/ He was just sitting 
there. Finally he ran out of food. He ate anything that could 
be chewed and that could be swallowed. There was a muskrat that 
lived someplace around their house, and he used to come in and 
eat his left hand, a little bit of his fingers. One day there 
was a hunter that was passing by, and he wondered if there were 
any people living in the winter in that house that he saw, so 
he came in there and found a young boy. So he took him home to 
his wife, and he took care of him, and he grew to be a man. So 
one day when he was capable and strong and he could go out hunt* 
ing and fishing and all that sort of thing. One day they went 
into this qazgiq. and they had some sort of a meeting in there. 
There’s the head man and all these other men. So the man that 
found that boy came in and started telling these men that gath
ered there that this boy was not his son, but that he found him 
abandoned in a house someplace out in the tundra. He told them 
that there was a muskrat that ate his fingers off, and he was 
alone and he had no one to take care of him. His parents were 
gone, and the boy didn't know where they were. So he just took 
him home because he was just a little boy, and he couldn't take 
care of himself. So he took the boy home to his wife. They had 
no children, so they took care of him as their own son. Anyway,

. this young man's father was in there someplace, and he saw that 
his son could take care of himself and do anything that a strong 
man can do. So one day after the meeting, this man was working 

• outside repairing some things that he would be needing. This 
old man came over to him and told him that he wanted him to 
forgive him for what he did. But his son refused him because 
he told him that he should have valued somebody's life more than 
his own instead of being so selfish and self-centered. And he 
told him that if he had taken care of him, he might have done a 
lot of things for him and taken care of him in his old age, but 
now that it's too late to come and ask me. There's a thing 
behind this: that you should value another person's life more
than your own (Lilly Joe, Nightmute).

68. Ken were out hunting and woman was there. A fish, a salmon, 
kept teasing her. And she said, "If you don't quit that, I'm 
going to catch you and have you for supper." And it just kept 
teasing her, so she went out and got a net and caught it and 
fixed it for supper (Elizabeth Charles, Bethel).

69. A sparrow with four babies. While she was away looking for food, 
it began to rain. She sang to the sun to have pity on her babies 
so they wouldn't get wet and die. Each time she sang,the rain 
got a little less, and finally the sun shone. She went to her 
eggs, but her babies were all wet and dead (Annie Kinegak, Bethel).
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70. • This man and his wife, they had two daughters and two sons.
But this one went to some other village. Then one day their dad 
couldn’t wait for their sons, so their dad went out to chop wood, 
and after he chopped wood he went in with the ax. Then he looked 
at his daughter, then he killed her with the ax. After he killed 
his other daughter, he told his wife to start cutting her up be
cause he was hungry. Then after that they ate their daughter.
He went out and chopped the wood again. Then he went in and did 
the same thing to his other daughter. So when his wife was going 
to cook her daughter , she asked her husband if she could go out 
and open the window for the smoke to go out. She pretended to 
go out and open that window, and after she opened it, she ran 
away. Because she was afraid he would kill her too. Then she 
came to this certain village, but there was no people. When she 
reached that, her. husband was running after her. So she ran 
into the men’s house. When she ran into this men’s house, she 
climbed just above the door. Then her husband said that he knew 
she went into the house. So he went in, and when he went in, 
his wife jumped and ran out. She started to run again, and she 
saw a sled coming. So she went to them, and she found that they 
were her sons. They were bringing home some moose meat. One 
of her sons asked her why she ran away. Then she told them that 
their dad killed their sisters. I don't know the rest (Katherine 
Mathias, Chevak).

71. In that little village they were all scared of dogs, and they 
had to traved a long time to get to one place. And it was one 
house, and that was the only village. And the other houses were
 . There were these two orphans, a boy and a girl. Every day

the brother would go out hunting. This girl stayed in the house, 
and her older brother would go out looking for a wife. Each 
time he would come back without anybody. And finally he told 
his sister that he can’t find any woman that he could marry, 
and he said that he'd have to marry her. And his sister said 
that he’s not supposed to marry his sister. And that man kept 
insisting that it’d be okay since they're the only people around 
here. And then finally that girl didn’t like it, but she had to 
listen to her brother, and finally they got married. One time 
she had a little son. During the summer time, she ran away, and 
her husband looked for her, but he couldn't find her. When she 
was traveling she saw a house, and she came there with her baby 
behind her. She stayed there for I don't know how long, a long 
time. And then this man asked her to marry him. And she told 
him about her husband, but that her husband is her brother. And 
then that man said that this is not a real marriage if her husband 
is her brother. And then they got married. And when they were 
going for a camp, she had another son. She was running away 
again. When they were going she had to be last. When they were
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just about to disappear, she ran. And while she was running, 
she net her brother. He was holding a knife, and he said she's 
going to get something for running away, and he said whose son 
it was that she was carrying behind. She didn't answer, but 
he knew. And then as soon as he was going to stab her, he became 
a rock, and he couldn't move (Maureen Green, Hooper Bay).

72. There were these two girls. They had lost their mom, and theŷ  
were living with their dad. Their house was something like this: 
their bed was here, they shared one bed, their food, their seal
skin with poke fish in it. Their dad told that older girl that 
it's about time she got married. She didn't want to get married. 
Some boys would come asking her if they could marry her* Her 
dad would encourage her to get married, and she'd always say 
that she doen't want to get married. And every day her dad 
was getting imoatient with her. He was getting mad. And fin
ally he took her, leaving the little girl behind, her younger 
sister. He took her away someplace, and he dig a real big hole. 
And while he was digging, she asked him why he's digging. And̂  
he'd never tell her. And finally when that ditch was really big 
he pushed her in. And then he said he was punishing her for not 
doing what he wanted. And he left her, and she couldn't get 
out. She had nothing to eat. She stayed there for I don t know 
how long, for many days. And one time when her little sister 
went out for berries, while she was picking berries she saw her 
sister, and she ran to her. Her sister told her not to come any 
closer. And her younger sister didn't understand why,- and she 
asked her. And the older sister said to look at her feet. And 
when she looked at her feet, they were wolves' feet. And then 
she said she's not her sister anymore, that she's becoming a wolf. 
Oh yes, she was in that ditch, and her sister was trying to help 
her up, but he— her legs, and he couldn't come up. One time it_ 
was winter time. Here's the sled, dogs, and her dad in the sled. 
When they were traveling a wolf came around. Her younger^sister, 
she never told her dad that her sister became a wolf . And then 

' she recognized that this wolf was her sister. And then when 
they stopped and this wolf told her not to mind if she bite the 
dad. And then she started biting her dad and killed him. And 
she left that little girl all alone (Maureen Green, Hooper Bay;.
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its X. Ivory story knife from no—   -------    —
plates eoortesy University of Alaska Museum, Barry MeWayne, photographer)
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Plate III. Ivory storyknife from Yukon-Kuskokwim delta, 9k inches long.
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Plate V. Baleen storyknife from Hooper Bay, loi inches long.
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storyknife, provenience unknown.
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INFORMANTS f THEIR VIUAGES AND AGES

(F)= freshman in high school; (Sr)= senior in hi^i school; (— th)» 
grade in elementary school; *s=college student*

AIAKANUK
BARROW
BETHEL

CHANILIUT 
CHEVAK 
EMMONAK 
HOOFER BAY 
KOTLIK

KWIGUK
MT. VILLAGE
NEWTOK
NIGHTMUTE
PILOT STATION
PITKA'S POINT
QUINHAGAK
SCAMMON BAY
STEBBINS

Dorothy Harry (F)
Patsy Nusinginya Aamodt*, Martha Aiken*
Lucy Beans (F), Elisabeth Charles*, Annie Kinegak*, 
Lacy Nicolai*, Linda Pete (Sr)
Justina Mike (ca. 65 years)
Katherine Mathias (F)
Elisabeth Joseph (Sr)
Maureen Green (Sr), Eulalia O'Brien (F)
Tsresa Akarin (1st), Katherine Prince (8th), Cecilia 
Unak (8th)
Lena George (mature adult)
Mrs* Andrews (ca* 70 years), Anna Beans (Sr)
Maggie Moses (F)
Lilly Joe (F)
Rose Marie George (3rd)* Iucy Kelly (Sr)
Mrs. Thompson (ca. 70 years)
Fannie Brown*
Ledwina Sundown*
Juliana Katcheak (8th), Minnie Pete (8th)
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ST. MARY'S

TOKSOOK BAY
TUNUNAK
BNAIAKIEET

INFORMANTS, continued

Agnes Afcan (3 rd ), Geraldine Alstrom (3rd), Rosie 
Andrews (5 years), Mary Beans (7th), Antoinette 
Kinzy (4th), Bernadine Long (2nd), Iena long (mature 
adult), Mary Beth Long (4th), Caroline Patsy (2nd), 
Martha Teeluk (mature adult), Matilda Thompson 
(3rd), Mary Ann Tyson (4th), Miss Thompson (18 years)
Maria Lincoln (F)
Mary Evan (F)
Agnes Ivanoff*
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