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Abstract

This thesis is an analysis of data collected from academic, archival, and ethnographic 

inquiries into the lives, culture, and history of the residents of Grayling, Alaska. The 

main argument forwarded in this thesis is that forms of discursive practice provide a 

means, emic and etic, for critically engaging the historically and locally constructed web 

of meanings that inscribe and inform the lived social reality of ethnic identity and 

consciousness in Grayling. Using a communicative-discursive theoretical framework, 

influences and forces which inform this ‘lived ethnicity,’ the strands of the web, are 

understood dialogically -  as discursive forms and ‘voices’; they are presented in the 

shape of local narrative, theoretical debates, explorer’s journals, social science 

observations, etc. The sociohistorical and individual construction of the concepts of 

‘culture,’ ‘history,’ and ‘identity’ are given particular attention, using the above- 

mentioned discursive forms and their related contexts as guiding interpretive frameworks.
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Preface

The names of the residents of Grayling I consulted during the summer of 1999 have been 

changed throughout this paper to protect their anonymity. Some of those I spoke with 

desired to remain anonymous for a variety of reasons; a particularly notable reason was 

the wish not to seem as if one ‘owned’ any particular story or piece of history.

Names of the deceased, names from consultants and interviewees who are on recorded 

tapes with signed consent forms, and names of those who have published works have not 

been changed.

Please consult the author for any clarification or additional information about this issue.
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Section 1: Introduction

“They ’re not stories, they ’re history. ”

-  Grayling Resident

1.0 Starting Points

This present work is concerned with the lives and history of the people of Grayling, 

Alaska. In particular, the focus is on those residents who trace their ancestry back to 

Holikachuk village, and more generally to the middle and upper Innoko River. Grayling 

is a village on the lower-middle Yukon River, with approximately 200 residents. The 

majority of these residents are Athabascan Indians. During pre-contact and early contact 

times, the ancestors of many of the Indians at Grayling lived primarily in the Innoko 

River region. Their village sites and land use patterns ranged along the entire stretch of 

the Innoko River, up past and including what is commonly referred to as the ‘North Fork’ 

of the Innoko. They also used and inhabited many of the smaller creeks and rivers 

feeding into the Innoko, including the Iditarod River, the Dishna River, Hammer Creek, 

the Mud River, and others in the Innoko basin. Additionally, they utilized corresponding 

areas to the west, on and around the Yukon River, for fish camps in the summer and other 

subsistence land use. These people, whom linguists generally refer to as the 

“Holikachuk,” have been little documented throughout contact times. Starting in the 

1830s, Russian explorers and traders began to make inroads into these regions. 

Epidemics followed, as in other regions of Alaska, and the population of the region was 

devastated. By the early 1900s, almost all the middle and upper Innoko villages had been 

abandoned, and most of the Innoko people now resided in one village, Holikachuk 

village. American explorers, traders, missionaries, government workers, and eventually 

academics made inroads into the Innoko River region in the late 1800s and throughout 

the 20th century. In 1963, almost all of the residents of Holikachuk village moved to the
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F ig. 1. Map of Alaska.

Map 1.1 - Map of Alaska. Note locations of villages and waterways. (VanStone 1979b:

5)
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F ig. 4. Map of the Yukon River between Anvik and the confluence with Shageluk 
Slough.

Map 1.2 -  Some documented sites on the lower Yukon. Note Grayling, Shageluk, 

Holikachuk, Anvik, and the waterways. (VanStone 1979b: 46)
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Map 1.3 - Rivers of the lower Yukon-Innoko drainage area. (Stephenson 1979: 9)
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site of Grayling, on the Yukon River. Many of those who made this move, as well as 

their children and grandchildren, live today at Grayling (see Maps 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4).

My interest in the residents of Grayling began when I was a college student at Cornell 

University. On an archaeological dig in the summer of 1996 at Dishkakat, an abandoned 

site on the upper Innoko River, I became intrigued by the relative lack of knowledge 

about the people who once lived in that region. During my graduate studies, this 

preliminary interest gave way to more serious and focused academic questions. The 

people of the middle and upper Innoko, and their descendants in present-day Grayling, 

had been largely ignored as a distinct population group after the travels of the early 

explorers in the region. In the 1960s, however, linguist Michael Krauss identified 

‘Holikachuk’ as a separate and distinct Athabascan language from its surrounding 

neighbors (e.g. Koyukun, Deg Hit’an, etc.). Krauss used the name of the last Innoko 

village of these people as the name for the language group. Archival and academic 

sources, from explorer’s journals to the work of early anthropologists, contained data and 

opinions as to the ‘distinctness’ of these people. Now, given that these people no longer 

even lived at Holikachuk, and given that there are less than 10 speakers of the language 

still alive, all over the age of 55, I wondered what ‘remained’ of a sense of ethnic 

distinctness (see Table 1.1). Indeed, had a sense of group distinctness ever existed 

among these people, and at what levels? To what degree did group categorizations hold 

true at the local level, and why -  ‘Dena/Dene/Tena,’ ‘Holikachuk,’ ‘Athabascan,’ 

‘Indian’, ‘Innoko’, ‘Grayling’, as well as ‘Koyukon,’ ‘Deg Hit’an/Ingalik1’, etc. These 

questions formed the initial framework for the field research I conducted during the 

summer of 1999 in Grayling.

During the early stages of my field research, I became frustrated at my inability to 

communicate questions and promote discussion on topics of ethnicity -  the questions 

seemed bizarre to most of the people I spoke to, and undoubtedly my difficulties in 

stripping the issue of academic jargon were partially to blame. Early on in my
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preliminary preparations for fieldwork, I had deduced the possibility that a series of 

marked ‘ethnic shifts’ had occurred throughout the contact period among these people 

and their ancestors. Understanding that the process of group and self identification is an 

ever-fluid one, it seemed clear that given the unique history of these people -  devastating 

epidemics, abandonment of traditional lands, peculiar position as regards classification 

and identification -  a drawing and re-drawing of the lines and boundaries of 

differentiation must have been pervasive, dramatic, and in need of elucidation. I 

abandoned my initial lines of inquiry in favor of more straightforward, ‘cultural 

questionnaire’ discussions. For example, I began to ask questions like, “What 

ceremonies do and did your people conduct (now ignoring the issue of what ‘your 

people’ meant)?,” “Where did you hunt and trap?,” “What have been important events in 

your history?,” “What religious beliefs do your people have?,” etc. At the very least, I 

reasoned, I would be able to gather substantial ‘baseline ethnographic data’ on the people 

of Grayling, undoubtedly valuable given the paucity of such information currently 

available.

During early analysis of my field notes, it was far from understandable how the results 

could be compressed, tightly-worded, and presented. I continued to work under the 

notion that my presentation needed to drive at the ‘truth’ about ethnic categorizations and 

processes in Grayling and on the Innoko, and that I should additionally combine my oral 

historical notes with existing archival data to construct a ‘better (ethno)history’ of the 

people and the region. A gulf existed between what I saw as my mind and ‘theirs,’ the 

outside and the inside discourses. Eventually, and fortunately, it was clear that my notes 

did not contain routine laundry-list answers to questions about culture-traits and social 

phenomenon, not at least in the way I had been imagining it. In reality, the dominant 

mode of discourse throughout my field notes and tapes was the narrative -  narratives that 

residents of Grayling had told me in response to my questions. It became evident that the 

questions I was hoping to answer were simply flawed at their roots - 1 could not extract
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Table 4. Northern Athapaskan Languages, 1979

Language or Dialect
Estimated
Speakers Status

Koyukon 700 moribund
Holikachuk 25 moribund
Ingaiik 100 moribund
Tanaina 250 moribund
Ahtna 200 moribund
Kolchan 130 moribund
Lower Tanana 100 moribund
Tanacross 120 moribund
Upper Tanana 250 moribund
Han 30 moribund
Kutchin 1,200 precarious
Tutchone 450 moribund
Tsetsaut none extinct
Tahltan-Kaska-Tagish

Tahltan 100 moribund
Kaska 250? precarious
Tagish fewer than 5 nearly extinct

Sekani 100? moribund
Beaver 900 viable
Chipewyan 5.000? viable
Slavey-Hare

Slavey 3,000 viable
Mountain 150-200 viable
Bearlake 450-550 viable
Hare 350-400 viable

Dogrib 2,000 viable
Babine 2,000 viable
Carrier 2,400 viable
Chilcotin 1,725 viable
Sarcee 50° moribund

Table 1.1 - Status of northern Athabascan languages as of 1979. (Krauss and Golla 1981:

77)
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the historical ‘truths’ from the socially contextualized data that was manifest in my field 

notes. Narrative was clearly the bridge between my mind and theirs; the narratives 

provided explanatory and cognitive models and tools for understanding the issues of 

group history, group identification and consciousness - that is, they were good to think 

with. Stepping outside of a logical positivist approach, not always the easiest thing to do 

when dealing with your first real set of ethnographic data, what becomes apparent is the 

value of interpreting these narratives, and the concepts they explain and enshrine, as 

socially situated dialogues addressing particular issues and inquiries.

In Grayling, in terms of ethnic identity and consciousness, the terms and concepts like 

Dena, Holikachuk, Athabascan, Indian, Koyukon, Ingalik, and Kolchan, among others, 

and even village and river-based distinctions, are partially ‘correct’ at one level or 

another, and are socially and locally ‘real.’ Getting away from the absolutist search for 

accuracy, however, these categories are not monolithic and explanatory in and of 

themselves, but are socially active, historically constructed, and locally and individually 

powerful and meaningful (or not). Not only are the tools and the data lacking for the 

empirical exactness needed to draw fine ethnic distinctions, such an exercise misses the 

point that notions like ‘ethnicity,’ ‘identity,’ and even ‘culture’ itself are ever-changing, 

context-dependent symbolic concepts, active and inactive, managed locally, socially, and 

individually. Furthermore, abandoning the quest for tidy ‘better ethnohistories’ entails 

redirecting the historical goals from outrightly reconstructionist in nature to interpretive -  

‘ethnohistory’ deconstructs from being Mstory, to, more properly, ‘emic history.’ The 

task, and this paper, are refocused presently on exploring the connections between local 

historical narrative (and other discursive forms) and its relation to the management and 

construction of ethnic identity and consciousness, all situated within an analytical 

framework that recognizes the dynamic interplay of multiple dialogues, including the 

ever-present dialogue called ‘ethnographic field work.’
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1.1 The Limits of Inquiry

In many ways, the people of Grayling and their middle and upper Innoko ancestors 

shared cultural and linguistic affinity with neighboring groups -  there was, in a sense, a 

common Dena subgroup (de Laguna 1995).2 This has persisted, albeit with changing 

structure and meaning, and ‘Athabascan’ and ‘Indian’ identities3 have grown stronger out 

of affirmed social and cultural distance from neighboring Eskimo groups, as well as 

through awareness of and participation in larger and outside political movements, events, 

and spheres (e.g. pan-Indianism, ANCSA, etc.). In many ways, the Innoko-Grayling 

people are unique as well, on grounds not totally inter-subjective -  that is, empirically 

speaking they are distinctive as regards language, ceremonies, attitudes towards 

outsiders, and the like. In these terms, they are and are not simply a variation of a Dena 

theme. The forces of history have wrought some of these particulars; for example, being 

forced through time into one community (Holikachuk village, and now Grayling) has 

created and/or strengthened another level of ethnic distinction and another plane of 

cultural interaction, the ‘village level,’ which is common throughout contemporary 

Alaska. The people of Grayling do try, as do all people, to identify their place and role, 

which is always changing and re-situated to different milieus. Different situations and 

contexts require different means of identifying, molding, and understanding “group-ness” 

and on what terms it will be based. This highly instrumentalist view must be counter

balanced with the recognition of common touchstones, which although interpreted 

differently, are the core of an available range of “shared culture” (symbols, beliefs, 

values, etc.). This core is not ‘eternal’ or ‘essential,’ in that it endures without change or 

determines ethnic identity -  rather, I see it as a ‘touchstone,’ a range of values which can 

be interpreted differently and change in nature, boundary, and form throughout time but 

is nonetheless shared and common.4 As a player in these contexts, I can only engage the 

residents of Grayling and understand their lives on a few levels. Ethnographic fieldwork 

allows me to glimpse and create some of the contexts in which personal and group 

identities are affirmed, negotiated, and managed. Archival and historical research allows
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for a perspective on trends and processes that are larger and deeper than everyday life -  a 

sideward glance at those touchstones which are consciously and unconsciously engaged 

daily by residents of Grayling as they go about the mundane to the cognitively engaged 

activities of life.

The contexts created by ethnographic fieldwork stimulate discussions that are no more 

artificial than any other conversations local residents may have with non-outsiders. They 

are just artificial in a different way, so interpreting how informants negotiate identity with 

an ethnographer does not require admission of bias but rather appreciation and analysis of 

the similarities and differences these new contexts have, or potentially have, with people 

other than the ethnographer. The contexts I created, my etic metadiscourses in the field, 

were ‘history,’ ‘tradition,’ and ‘distinctiveness’. Conversations with residents were 

initially framed along these lines. The actual discussions, however, were not systematic, 

at least not transparently. Locals often provided narratives in these contexts, which, to 

their minds, consciously answered my inquiries, but in many cases not to my mind. In 

other instances, narratives were offered which consciously spoke to one avenue of my 

inquiry (e.g. ‘history’) but were not intended to speak to another (e.g. ‘ethnicity’) -  from 

the narrator’s perspective. These different varieties of stories comprise the media for the 

metadiscourses. Some narratives are consciously crafted allegorical models for 

explaining and communicating the connections between historical details, group changes, 

and personal beliefs. Some narratives, alternately, provided historical details so loaded 

with symbolic significance that the narrative speaks, either in my words or in the words 

of my consultants, to a wide array of social and historical experience, imagination, and 

reality. Some of those symbolically charged narratives provide raw material for creating 

wonderful dialogues with the archival and other textual data, allowing for connections to 

be drawn in ways most likely not consciously available or meaningful to the narrator. 

The levels of analysis are accordingly multi-vocal -  the thematic structure of the 

narratives, the particular narrative details, the nature of the narratives themselves, and the 

context within which these narratives were told all bear on the larger discourse.
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Subdialogue: Ethnicity and Narrative

Renato Rosaldo argues for the inclusion of narrative qua narrative in meaningful social 

analysis; more specifically, he states that ‘“protagonists’ narratives about their own 

conduct merit serious attention as forms of social analysis” (Rosaldo 1989: 143). 

Rosaldo argues that narratives are powerful means of historical understanding, but 

highlights the complexities of the ‘point of view’ through which narrative is approached. 

Striking against attempts to construct ‘unified master narratives,’ which largely favor the 

historian’s viewpoint, Rosaldo presents narratives as “complex understandings of ever- 

changing, multifaceted social realities,” forms of social discourse which contribute to 

social analysis in terms of both focus and scope {ibid: 128, 136).

Julie Cruikshank argues for social analysis that views local narratives as active social 

discourses. They not only provide a “framework for experiencing the material world” 

and “intersect with larger social, historical, and political processes”; they are also used to 

“ establish connections -  between past and future, between people and place, among 

people whose opinions diverge” (Cruikshank 1998: xii, 2). Cruikshank, in her treatment 

of stories and storytelling among First Nation peoples of the Yukon Territory, 

demonstrates how history and culture collide within narrative around the issue of 

‘belonging.’ Furthermore, the portraits she paints of Yukon history and culture give 

weight to the dynamic interplay between internal and external (oral and textual) 

narratives and how they manifest at the local level. While Cruikshank has noted, among 

those she worked with, the highlighted use of narrative for collapsing rather than erecting 

boundaries, during my research I have found narrative to be used for both, as well as 

other, purposes. In both cases, however, it is clear that local narrative, when taken as 

active social discourse, constructs, reflects and frames ‘history’ and ‘culture’ in ways that 

bear directly on the development of a concept of ‘belonging’ -  whether it is through the
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drawing of boundaries, the collapsing of divisions, the subversion of orthodox categories, 

or through other means.

Patricia Partnow provides an excellent example of social and narrative analysis which 

gives import to such a theoretical standpoint. Partnow discusses the ways in which 

Alutiiq residents of Perryville, Alaska, manage and construct a sense of ethnic identity, a 

process both reflected and engaged by local narrative, in the years following the eruption 

of the Novarupta Volcano in 1912 and subsequent evacuation of Katmai. Partnow 

analyzes how the eruption and evacuation became a narrative marker for re-drawing the 

distinction between ‘traditional’ and ‘modem times’ for the residents of Perryville. This 

division has led to a new distinction between “stories” and “history”; the stories about the 

Katmai eruption have been cast and recast in locally meaningful terms which, as Partnow 

states, “illustrate the way that modem Alutiiq definitions of both folklore and history 

derive from the eruption” (Partnow 1995: 140). Partnow explores the threading together 

of different narrative traditions (e.g. Eskimo, Russian, American), the situation of Katmai 

narratives within (and between) larger Alutiiq genres, and the remaking of tradition and 

history with locally meaningful symbols and through narrative. Partnow states that after 

the eruption people were left to “reconstruct their lives and reinvent their culture”; this 

process of reinvention is not only reflected within the lines of explosion/evacuation 

narratives, it is maintained and actively negotiated through them as well ( : 175). As

the volume’s editors point out, Partnow’s exposition points us to a “symbolic dimension” 

beyond the “facts” of oral history -  “history as self-definition” (Morrow and Schneider 

1995: 139).

A number of these Katmai narratives, in their structure, content, and form, strikingly 

resemble the narratives that will be presented throughout this thesis. More important, 

however, at least in terms of this work, are the conceptual bridges between the 

interpretations developed in later sections and those worked out by Rosaldo, Cruikshank, 

and Partnow. Taken as a whole, this thesis situates the individual narratives discussed in
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each section in relation to each other, as a larger body of narrative discourse, and around 

a common theme: ethnic identity and consciousness. The context in which the narratives 

were elicited as well as their form and content proved this theme to be an acceptable 

analytical vantage point. These narratives are therefore situated within a larger body of 

discursive practice, as well as within various dialogic contexts, discussions of social 

history, and dialogues on personal and social dynamics at the local level. The narratives 

have been presented on differing terms and levels, from the emic to the etic, and I have 

tried to make explicit my role in these analyses and presentations in order to not only 

clarify and avoid ‘point of view’ heavy-handedness but to also enhance understandings of 

dialectical interplay between differing forces (e.g. outsider and insider) in the meaning- 

making process. The fundamental methodological approach throughout this thesis is to 

take narrative qua narrative; fortunately, narrative is many things -  this provides ample 

ground to explore new dimensions but requires exhaustive treatment of many particular 

as well as abstract considerations. In any event I am convinced, by the words I have 

written, the theoreticians I have read, and the Grayling residents I have listened to, of the 

powerful connections narrative discourse provides in the development, construction, 

maintenance, and negotiation of self and group identity and consciousness.

/////

Following from this, the direction of this paper is not, as mentioned earlier, to provide a 

sketch of to what degree the people of Grayling are a unique culture group, how 

“Holikachuk,” “Dena,” “Indian,” or whatever they are, or to detail “their” history -  these 

inquiries all begin with a flawed premise, that the “they” is a grasp-able and concretized 

given, assumed ‘known.’ Indeed, it is not and cannot be. Instead, the goal is much more 

reasonable: to explore that “they,” where it exists and doesn’t, why, how, and what that 

means. My initial predilections and interests framed the discourse in such a way that 

“history” and “uniqueness” were guiding dialogic forces. What this paper looks at, then, 

is this context, and “their” reply, in that context. The endeavor began as a quest to find
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out “Who are you?” and “What makes you that?,” and it continues re-molded here with 

the recognition that the answers to those questions are unknowable to me, and are 

continually renegotiated socially and individually by “them.” The limits of inquiry and 

analysis have been realigned to the exploration of what “we,” “I,” “they,” and “you” 

mean. These are four separate frames of reference with four separate authors and an 

infinite number of signifiers, signifieds, and contexts -  it would be a fallacy to merely see 

them as four semantic variables of one concrete reference point. The dynamics of their 

existence together is the function of anthropology -  the interview, the field, the library, 

the writing, the public defense.

Following the initial frameworks of the inquiries I began in my fieldwork, the end result 

will focus squarely on the linchpins of “uniqueness” and “history,” but the exploration 

will not be for the elements of “a unique identity” or a more accurate historical sketch. 

For while the initial frames of any one ethnographic discourse can not be escaped in 

retrospect, the initial assumptions can be recognized as problematic, and more 

importantly be analyzed themselves as parts of the meaning-making process, and on their 

own terms.

Life can be read semiotically like a text, or heard like a recording, only to an extent, 

however. Within every cracked code lies another code. The title of this thesis begins 

with the tautological phrase “Lived Ethnicity,” which serves not as a theoretically 

obvious reminder of what ethnicity is or could be, but moreso as a reminder that culture, 

identity, and history are alive in a very real sense. The narratives and discourses which 

breathe life into these structures can provide both the raw material to base an analysis on, 

and the limits for such an analysis. As active and individually meaningful dialogues, they 

demand attention as socially lived realities.
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1.2 Within The Boundaries

The main thesis of this paper is as follows. Forms of discursive practice provide a means, 

etic and emic, for critically engaging the historically and locally constructed web of 

meanings that inscribe and inform the lived social reality of ethnic identity and 

consciousness in Grayling. This paper is a foray into that web. It is about situated 

meaning, constructing ethnic identity and consciousness, historical change, the narrative 

form, ways of knowing, making meaning, and semiosis.

Throughout this paper there will be narrative analyses. These analyses will focus both on 

the use of narrative in the particular ethnographic milieus in which they existed, as well 

as comparatively -  in and out of context.5 In addition, the notion of history will be 

deconstructed. History will be understood as a web of discourses maintained at varying 

levels by vocal and textual input. The strands of that web will be probed, especially as 

regards the vicissitudes of dialectical relations (internal-external, past-present, us-them, 

and so on), boundaries, and culture-historical processes that inform local management of 

ethnic identity and consciousness in Grayling. A discursive-communicative perspective, 

one that is rooted in the notion that concepts and materials can be understood as social 

signs, will be applied to the nexus of ideas about ethnic identity, in the hope of providing 

a meaningful academic framework for understanding how identity is realized and lived.

“I  don ’tknow how you are going to understand people here...you just have to live it. ”

“You people are just like the missionaries ...putting it all in your own words anyway.

-Grayling Resident

1 The term “Ingalik” is now regarded by many to be derogatory. The term “Deg Hit’an” 
is preferred instead by the people who identify with such ethnonyms/autonyms. I will 
use both terms throughout this thesis, the only reason for using “Ingalik” being to 
minimize confusion for the reader, as much of the primary, secondary, and academic



27

literature uses this term or something similar to it. No offense is intended, and I have 
tried to minimize the use of the term to the extent possible.
2 Hierarchies of cultural, linguistic, and ethnic distinction are found in the form of 
autonyms in the local native languages of this region, evidence which supports these 
initial claims (Kari, pers. comm.). This will be discussed in later sections.
3 Identities, clearly, are not simply ethnonyms (or autonyms). There are concepts behind 
and within them that are a part of the same web of social and individual processes. The 
issue of ethnonymy will be discussed later in this paper, but for now these labels will be 
used ‘as-is’ for the sake of simplicity. As a sidenote, ethnonyms, as signs, have meaning 
in and of themselves at the level of folk taxonomy -  to use them here in this manner is 
analytically justified in at least one sense.
4 Identity can be made, but it has to be made of something, and that something has to 
have some recognizable form, or the communication of identity becomes meaningless in 
social situations. This point, and the relationship between these ‘levels,’ will be 
discussed in Section 4, especially in discussions about ethnonymy.
5 For the most part, I will center my thesis around those particularly vivid narratives (and 
other discursive forms) I heard during my fieldwork, or categories of these narratives and 
forms that seem to stick out as meaningful and useful. The categories used should be 
seen as a part of the critical engagement of the etic and emic forces at play in the 
dialogues I had with Grayling residents.
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Section 2: Prophecy Narratives

During an informative conversation one afternoon, Edward, a current resident of 

Grayling and former Holikachuk resident, rather abruptly offered a narrative that 

contained a number of mythic elements. The associated context of the discussion made 

clear that this narrative was actually a ‘prophecy narrative’ -  in this case, the narrative 

itself did not contain prophetic elements, but statements traditionally associated with the 

narrative, almost like axioms or morals, provided the prophetic tone. The narrative, as 

close to its original telling as possible, went like this:

Once there was a nice village 50 miles up from the mouth of the Iditarod. There 

was a very beautiful girl who lived there. Once a medicine man and his entourage 

from upriver came down [perhaps from Dishkakat?] and he told the people at that 

village that he wanted the girl to marry his nephew. She did not want to. So, the 

entourage and the shaman continued downriver, all the way down to Holikachuk. 

During that time the girl had died, and all the people at the village blamed the 

medicine man, but they had no proof. The entourage headed back up, this time 

going up the Iditarod instead of back up the Innoko. The people from that village 

found out he was out there and ambushed him and shot him. He turned into a 

bear and ran into a wooded knoll to hide. They surrounded it but could not find 

him. A man in the ambush group who had no money or family found him, 

though. The medicine man told him he was dying and to let him die in peace, and 

if he did that (and did not tell the others), he would live a good life and never have 

problems getting game and food. But the man decided to call everyone over, and 

they killed the shaman. Back at Holikachuk, the chief heard of the shaman’s 

murder and it so upset him that he kept sticking his face in the fire and died.

After telling the narrative, Edward noted that the medicine man had been burned and cut 

up. His father, and others of his father’s age, had said that the upper Innoko River people
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had died and were no longer living in that region because they killed this shaman for no 

reason. Edward went further, noting that “the medicine men” (it is unclear which) had 

stated the following prophecy: “The medicine man has died, and so will all of you on the 

upper Innoko.” Additionally, Edward noted that there was a lot of bad (“black”) magic 

and many bad shamans on the upper Innoko in the past. It is in this way, through direct 

relational context, that the prophetic statement was associated and bounded with the 

narrative.

The conversation in which this telling took place was initially framed in the following 

respects. I intended to guide and structure the conversation around important, basic 

ethnographic details. The two questions, paraphrased, that I began this conversation with 

can be stated as such: “In your view, what have been the major events and changes in the 

history of your people?” and, “Why did people leave the upper Innoko?” While these 

questions undoubtedly laid the groundwork for the ensuing discussion, the form of the 

discourse itself was actually co-opted by my consultant, Edward. The “new” focus of the 

discussion centered around narratives, personal and social (e.g. shared, ‘mythic’ 

narrative), and the flow and pace of the conversation was almost entirely out of my 

hands. During preliminary retrospective analysis of the notes from this conversation, it 

appeared that the answers given to my questions were not really direct answers at all, and 

that the structure in which these responses were given seemed to be incredibly obtuse for 

what I perceived to be rather straightforward inquiries. However, as more careful 

scrutiny demonstrated, it became obvious that both the form and the content of these 

responses, including the narrative presented above, provided a far more useful reference 

than could have originally been hoped for. By looking at the context and structure of the 

discussion as an expanded whole, as well as the dynamics of the responses within that 

discussion, what is clear is that a perspective has been opened up into the emic 

structuring of ethnohistoric knowledge. Furthermore, an avenue is opened for an 

understanding of how narrative functions, in this context, at the social and individual 

levels for the construction and maintenance of ethnic consciousness.
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Directly after telling the narrative transcribed above, Edward discussed the associated 

prophecy. However, before telling this narrative, Edward had been presenting 

information and stories about medicine men (sometimes referred to simply as “doctors”) 

in general, and experiences he had which have made him believe in the veracity of those 

stories and in the reality of the powers involved. He related a personal story in which a 

fox had approached his trapping cabin. Seeing that it was a fox, he commanded it to stay 

put so that he could retrieve his gun and kill it. He shot at it numerous times from point- 

blank range, with two different guns (he was also careful to note that he had just recently 

won a shooting contest). He missed every time and eventually the fox went away. He 

also told a story of the prowess of the Bonasilla Doctor, who, according to one story, 

assured and produced a good trapping season with his actions. Additionally, there was 

discussion of Tolstoi Chief, a medicine man of great fame and legend for his fighting and 

authoritative muster. Stories like these, especially personal ones such as that with the fox 

at the trapping cabin, “makes one believe,” according to Edward.

Additionally, Edward provided other interesting ethnographic details in the same 

discursive context, interspersed throughout the conversation at his leisure. After 

extended discussions about the powers of the medicine men, he made a few comments 

about their social roles; for example, from my notes (my paraphrase): “There were really 

two leaders in the village, who may or may not necessarily get along -  the chief and the 

medicine man. You wouldn’t want to make either of them angry, especially the medicine 

man, because he would destroy you.”

A little later in the conversation, he noted the keen abilities of the Tolstoi Chief to 

organize people. Immediately following, he stated flatly, “The old way of living, before 

the priests came along, was structured. People were cohesive, had meaning and purpose 

in their lives. They looked up to their leaders with fear and respect. People had pride in 

their tribe and it was all they needed.” Almost directly following these statements, and
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for reasons I will never fully understand (but will attempt to explore later on), Edward 

declared that the Stick Dance is done up at Kaltag and Nulato for the dead, but for them, 

for the people who lived at Holikachuk, it was for the regeneration of game.

The following day, I had a chance to speak with Edward’s brother, Ron. During the 

course of our conversation, he asked if I had heard the story about the medicine man from 

upriver who was killed. I said yes, and he offered to fill in the following details, 

paraphrased:

They had shot up his canoe [the medicine man’s] with muskets and bows and 

arrows, and it flipped. He turned into a bear, swam to shore and hid in the knoll 

[Ron later showed me the knoll on a USGS map]. The nobody-man who found 

him was told that if he left him to die in peace he would become chief and have 

all he wanted (he was a bum -  no woman wanted him), but if he told on him he 

would die tonight. He told where he was. Later that night there was a big bonfire 

made by seven or eight shamans. They gathered around it and stuck their faces in 

the fire and killed themselves, as did the nobody-man. It killed 20-30 of them 

[medicine men?].1

Through context a second prophecy was attached to both this and, we can assume, the 

first rendition of the narrative, this time from Ron’s perspective. Ron noted that people 

moved progressively down the Innoko because they were dying off from yellow fever, 

diphtheria, small pox, and other diseases brought by the Russians. The medicine men, he 

said, had prophesied that one day the whole Innoko would be abandoned, including 

Shageluk, and that would signal the end of the world. Ron mentioned this prophecy 

immediately before beginning to tell me the details to the narrative. He then asked if I 

had heard the narrative, to which I replied that I had, and he presumably provided the 

details that he felt were most important.
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Immediately before and after the telling of this narrative, Ron had been telling me about 

the old sites of his people on the middle and upper Innoko regions. He stated that people 

used to live “all over” -  and when including resource use areas, the USGS Ophir, 

Unalakleet, Holy Cross, and Iditarod quadrangle maps are all necessary to encompass the 

magnitude of this range.2 Ron stated that people used to live all along the Iditarod River 

and there were settlements throughout that region, but that since it is not his trapping area 

he doesn’t know those specifics. Additionally, people used to live out on the Tlegon 

River (the upper Innoko opposite the North Fork), but they weren’t really villages -  just 

small families and family units.3 People certainly hunted around there, he stated, but 

while people also lived there, it was only in small units. Ron also noted that some people 

went over to the Kuskokwim region after the upper Innoko was abandoned. He knows of 

some people with his last name over there, perhaps at Stony or McGrath, but they are 

only distantly related.

These narratives do not paint, in and of themselves, a prophetic picture. When connected 

with the associated prophetic statements, the narratives as discourse become quite clearly 

‘prophecy narratives’. During both conversations, I asked the question of why people left 

the upper Innoko. It is therefore not unreasonable to think that these narratives were in 

part constructed, or shaped, on the spot in terms of the context which I, as ethnographer, 

had provided -  the context of culture change, or more specifically, migration. However, 

from an emic perspective, these narratives must certainly contain prophetic qualities to 

begin with. After all, it could not be merely coincidence that this narrative, these 

prophetic statements, were chosen as filler for a larger discussion on culture change and 

Innoko River migration. It is not unreasonable to assume from this that these narratives 

function at some level to provide a means for understanding the abandonment of 

traditional lands in locally meaningful terms.

It is within these narratives in particular that I have found a bit of reprieve from the 

friction generated by clashing roles -  ethnographer and local, outsider and insider. Oral
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narrative must not be used simply as a source, a mine, for information to be extracted 

from and supplemented elsewhere. Rather, narrative is an ongoing and situated social 

process, a process intricately tied to larger discourses. So, not only is there a need for 

understanding the entire discursive context around which a narrative was elicited, there is 

also room for expanding the interpretation of that narrative outside of itself as a discrete 

unit -  recognizing that narrative is used as a tool to speak to larger issues. Interpretation 

comes from recognizing the elements of inscription into the narrative process, and the 

ways in which the narrative inscribes itself into other domains.

Much has been made, in the anthropological literature, of narrative being an expression 

for contesting meanings between anthropologists and informants, and between ways of 

understanding, emic and etic. This observation rightly chides the naive approach to 

understanding narrative that assumes narrated information is passive, unidirectional, and 

impartial. However, it has perhaps missed the larger point. The point is not that narrative 

can be used to contest meaning actively; rather, it is that narrative itself is active in the 

process of meaning-making. Although this is not a new point, it is worth reiterating here 

nonetheless. To ‘contest’ meaning is only one function (or, more properly, it is one 

metaphor for a function) -  to cooperate, frame, and select, for example, are some others. 

So long as we do not approach narrative naively, there is room for critically interpreting 

narrative discourse as a form of cooperative knowledge and understanding, even between 

insider and outsider.

The concept of ‘traditional lands’ and the attachment to place -  be it the Innoko River in 

general, or particular places like Holikachuk village, play an important and active role in 

the maintenance of group identity for many residents of Grayling. This will become 

clearer in later sections, especially during analysis of one very important migration, the 

move from Holikachuk village to Grayling. For the present time, it is enough to know 

that ideas about traditional lands, notably the middle and upper Innoko, are intimately 

connected to the structure of an “Innoko River and Grayling people” group identity. By
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presenting the larger discursive context in which the prophecy narratives were elicited, I 

have drawn the conclusion that it is fair to assume these narratives are speaking in a 

meaningful way as an emic discourse on culture change and historical processes, most 

notably the issues of migration, population changes, and traditional lands. From this, 

further along in this section, I will propose expanding this connection outwards to explore 

the domains these narratives inscribe themselves into -  the local, social, and personal 

construction and maintenance of ethnic identity and consciousness.

I would argue that these prophecy narratives function as allegorical models for historical 

hindsight, instilling history with meaning, entwining culture change with the concept of 

group identity. They act at a conscious level as explanatory models, but only in an 

allegorical sense. The allegory is that the narrative is a skeletal historical sketch at best, 

an interpretive and explanatory device in terms of the contact history of this group of 

people -  Russians, Americans, downriver movement, etc. The narrative is used as a 

medium for explaining history, to oneself and to others, and for understanding it in 

locally meaningful terms. Keying in on my role in these conversations, I set the stage for 

a discussion on a number of themes. One of those themes was the abandonment of the 

upper Innoko River (see Map 1.4). Just as importantly, however, my questions assumed 

the existence of a group consciousness among my consultants, and I was asking of these 

would-be narrators what they felt were important processes and events in their history. 

Thus, the narratives serve the important goal of explaining history, but the refined 

element underlying this explanation is the assumption that such history is group history.

Metaphorically and literally speaking, the prophecies have come true. The upper Innoko 

people migrated, for the most part, further down river, largely as a result of large-scale 

disease epidemics and a growing influx of white gold prospectors and mining-related 

developments in the upper Innoko and surrounding regions.4 Eventually, most of the 

people of the middle and upper Innoko coalesced in one place, Holikachuk village, still
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fig  16 Holikachuk territory

Map 2.1 - Some recorded settlements of the Innoko-Yukon region, once or currently 

occupied by descendants of Holikachuk village residents. (Goddard 1981: 675)
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on what is regarded as ‘traditional lands.’ Later, in 1962, the traditional leader of the 

village, Louis Deacon, made an unfortunate error in singing the songs of the Stick Dance, 

the major ritual event for his community, and as a result, according to informants, he died 

shortly thereafter. This unexpected event provides what is little more than a punctuation 

mark, however, on another concomitant event in the history of these people -  the move 

from Holikachuk village to Grayling, on the Yukon. In 1963, largely guided by the 

younger and increasingly influential members of the community, the residents of 

Holikachuk picked up en masse and moved over to establish a new village at Grayling. 

Following these events, the traditional ritual and ceremonial cycle disintegrated, the use 

of the Holikachuk Athabascan language became increasingly rare and, locally, the notion 

of a people disenfranchised from their own ‘culture’ has become prevalent. These 

events, as these people seem to see it, related to me in rather sorrowful tones time and 

again, appear to reflect Ron’s oft-repeated statement that “our culture is dying.”

The form of these prophecy narratives acts like a picture, cropping and focusing our 

view. History and time are construed in ways that set an intentional frame of reference, 

guiding our view to what is seen as important. We are focused on the role of the 

medicine man, a traditionally and internally meaningful figure, in the process of culture 

change. By knowing who understood the meaning of the narrative, that is, the elders who 

knew the prophetic nature of these events, the narrative is situated as far back in time as 

possible, perhaps gaining authority by possessing temporal depth. This is affirmed by the 

presence of both muskets and bows and arrows being the weapons of choice by the 

shaman’s assassins.

We also see a different form of cropping -  that of causality. It is clear that most people 

understand a number of empirical processes to have been the direct physical causes of 

upriver abandonment -  territorial displacement and disease are the two leading 

explanations. One resident stated that the upper Innoko people died of disease, and the
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few who did not perish moved downriver to Holikachuk and Shageluk. Ron affirmed 

that the cause of the abandonment was the population decimation brought on by Russian 

diseases. Another elderly resident stated that the upper Innoko people died of the flu and 

the survivors dispersed to Holikachuk, Kaltag, and Nulato. Edward added McGrath as 

another point of dispersal, while Ron added Stony on the Kuskokwim. Edward’s 

emphasis was squarely on territorial displacement rather than population decimation as 

the major incentive behind upper Innoko abandonment, in this conversation and in others. 

He highlighted the influx of white people into the region, in particular gold prospectors, 

as one of the most likely causes of native exodus. In all cases, the direct physical causes 

behind regional depopulation are understood in terms of widely known historical facts -  

for example, the disease epidemics of the 1800s, and the influx of miners in the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries. However, the understanding behind these tangible events, the 

framework for interpreting the “why,” not “how,” comes from the narrative, the mythico- 

historical explanation. It is certainly meaningful to understand the role that outsiders 

played in the decimation of a once wide-ranging group of people; but by framing this 

understanding through narrative, a Grayling resident makes this understanding personal 

and culturally-specific -  it becomes “their” understanding. The nature of this shaping of 

historical explanation through narrative can be seen in the analysis of certain structural 

elements of the narratives themselves.

Before examining these elements, however, it is important to note that the prophetic 

narrative itself is a very powerful communicative tool, especially in its own intrinsic 

nature and quality. Narrative itself is widely recognized as an important means by which 

people frame and model their understanding of reality and share that understanding with 

other people; the nature of prophetic narrative strikes me as a particularly excellent 

example of such utility. These narratives, with their historical dimension, provide a 

useful template for thinking about the past. Prophecy itself has much to do with an 

individual, who may be special in some way (e.g. shamanic), understanding the future 

given the present state of affairs as a guide. There is an interesting inverse here, perhaps
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one reason prophecy narratives can be so useful as over-arching metaexplanatory devices. 

The narrative gets a dynamic and symbolic explanatory charge in the nature of its 

paradoxical existence -  it is a tool which is used to explain the past for the people in the 

present, but it contains a character (or characters) who used knowledge of his/her/their 

present to explain the future. The prophet and the narrator gaze at each other through the 

looking glass of time, each having something to do with the nature of each other’s 

existence.

/////

Subdialogue: Prophecy and Prophecy Narrative

Cruikshank argues that the ongoing academic debate about prophecy focuses mainly on 

“the behavior, activities, and predictions of particular prophets” and turns on two axes -  

determining whether prophetic movements were indigenous or in response to 

Euroamerican contact, and judging the ability of prophets to transform the social and 

political order (Cruikshank 1998: 117). June Helm represents an interesting tangential 

strand in her work with the Dogrib people, as this work has been enriched by the 

existence of a contemporary prophetic movement; Helm does not, as she says, have “to 

rely on the fading memories of native persons relaying their own observations or the 

accounts they gained from prior generations” (Helm 1994:1). Edwin Ardener represents 

a divergent strand to the second axis -  in some of his work he analyzed the social 

conditions under which a prophetic condition (of structures or individuals) might occur, 

also exploring the position of the prophet in relation to the social structure. Ardener 

argues at one point that the prophetic condition of structures and individuals occurs at 

moments of singularity, when the “world-structure” is changing -  such changes, he 

argues, are often “closely related to infrastructural, including ecological, and economic 

changes” (Ardener 1989: 148-9). In terms of the prophecy narratives being analyzed in 

this section, this perspective is valuable to an extent -  the temporal and spatial position of
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the prophetic condition in these narratives is clearly situated within a perceived nexus of 

dramatic social and cultural change. These prophecy narratives may also be understood 

themselves as prophecies (e.g. in their forecasting of a future in which the Innoko is 

abandoned), and therefore it would be possible to analyze these contemporary narratives 

as an occurrence of the prophetic condition, in Ardener’s terms. However, much of this 

thesis is devoted to using narrative discourse to understand the manifestation of several 

levels of consciousness during contemporary times; to engage in an exercise which 

analyzes the contemporary life in Grayling and its relation to these narratives (considered 

as prophecy themselves) would represent an additional step beyond the goals of this 

work.

Cruikshank shifts the analysis of prophecy to that of narrative discourse, which she 

argues is “deeply embedded in social organization” (1998: 117). She is less concerned 

with the origins of prophetic narrative or the ‘success’ of particular prophets, and more 

with the ways prophecy is transmitted through narrative and how this becomes part of the 

local and social generation of historical meaning. Cruikshank warns that explanations 

focusing solely on the position of prophecy, and prophets, in relation to the institutional 

order usually portray the prophet as a charismatic but marginal outsider; these 

explanations, she states, may “privilege an interpretation emphasizing early Euro- 

American contact history or reaction to external events such as disease, population 

decimation, or natural disaster” {ibid: 118). She argues that a definition of prophecy only 

as a response to external events contrasts sharply with that of subarctic aboriginal 

narrators, who, she says, “regard stories about prophecy as evidence not of failure, but of 

successful engagement with change and detailed foreknowledge of events” {ibid: 119). 

The narrators Cruikshank worked with offered prophecy narratives as common-sense and 

self-evident explanations for historical trends and events; she poses the hypothesis that “if 

prophecy narratives provide a conventional way of making sense of dislocating change, 

then the relevant framework for interpreting them may be prophecy’s long-term cultural
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consequences rather than (as Weber would direct us) its short-term political effects” 

(ibid: 119).

Cruikshank believes that scholars, if they are serious about incorporating indigenous, 

local perspectives into their ‘histories’ and ‘ethnohistories,’ should “turn critical attention 

to the symbolic and structural nature of scholarly accounts as well as indigenous accounts 

and to closer investigation of social systems in which all our narrative accounts are 

embedded” (ibid: 120). This includes a treatment of the entire class of narratives from 

which the “prophecy narrative” sub-class has been extracted for examination. 

Cruikshank argues that oral traditions are presented as fully developed narrative 

constructions, not as “evidence” for a reconstruction of past events -  in this, analysis 

focused squarely on narrative encourages us to re-examine the nature of the scholarly 

debate about prophecy.

Bill Schneider has argued, in this vein, that narratives should not be approached simply as 

a “mine” from which to extract ‘explanations’ and ‘evidence.’ Rather, he says, they 

should be understood as active social phenomena, part of the ongoing process of 

meaning-making that occurs during social interaction (Schneider n.d.). Cruikshank takes 

this tack as well, analyzing narrative qua narrative -  that is, in one sense, understanding 

the presentation of narratives, by tellers, on the terms that tellers are presenting them -  

not as “mines” for evidence and explanation, but as active social discourse. Cruikshank 

also has an inkling about the form of this discourse, at least in terms of prophecy 

narratives. She argues that these narratives have always been contested by the “dominant 

ideology”; however, she believes that the

context is less about facts or causality than about legitimacy. If they are taken to 

be fully developed narratives, they can be understood not just as evidence, or as 

one interpretation among many, but as an explanation competing for legitimacy, 

performed in a way that invokes ethnographic authority. (Cruikshank 1998: 136)
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The prophecy narratives discussed in this chapter, along these lines, have not been 

presented as a “mine” from which to collect alternative evidence and explanation in the 

hopes of constructing a ‘better ethnohistory.’ Rather, the focus has been on the telling of 

these narratives within a wider dialogic context; the analysis that follows from this seeks 

to present an understanding of these narratives, structurally and contextually, in terms of 

a discourse on identity. The emphasis on the historical ‘details’ within and relating to 

these narratives has fallen squarely on trends during ‘contact history’ such as disease and 

population decimation. However, the emphasis in later parts of this section use this 

earlier focus to analyze how these ‘details’ are understood in local terms and through 

discursive media that have particular social and cultural significance which extend deeper 

than contact history.

This is not an apology for the focus of this section’s analysis in light of Cruikshank’s 

arguments. I believe Cruikshank rightly chides theoreticians for failing to consider 

narrative, or when they do failing to analyze it on its own terms, and following from this 

have not recognized the use of narrative as a local format for contesting meaning and 

claiming legitimacy. However, I think that the point should not be so much that 

narratives are a vehicle for contesting meaning; rather, the point is that narratives are 

active discursive media, used by tellers in specific ways, for generating meaning in social 

environments. Narratives can be both contesting and cooperating; neither is the primary 

function. For example, the narratives which were elicited during my fieldwork 

functioned partly as competing discourse on the interpretation of historical events; 

however, and even more importantly, they were cooperative dialogues situated within a 

cooperative discursive environment on the topic of culture change and historical 

processes. To solely focus an understanding of prophecy on its relation to outside forces 

and influences would certainly be ignorant of the function of the narrative medium. To 

ignore the actual content of these narratives, though, and to focus on them as ‘competing’
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(and therefore shielded from content-oriented analysis) but not as ‘cooperative,’ would 

miss half of the emic level of meaning.5 Narratives are meaningful, in emic and etic 

terms, for their content, form, and context, but none to the exclusion of another. 

Therefore, I have also given attention to the use of these prophecy narratives as folk- 

allegorical models for explaining culture change during contact history. This section 

does not situate these prophecy narratives within the larger body of narratives from which 

they were extracted for analysis. However, in later sections of this paper, different sub

classes of narratives and discursive forms, all from this larger body, are explored in 

detail. Therefore, this thesis, taken as a whole, situates these narratives in terms of both 

their distinctiveness and their relation to other narratives, all around certain central 

themes. The dominant theme, the maintenance of ethnic identity and consciousness in 

Grayling, is related to and explored through these discursive practices, as is evident in 

their content, form, and the context in which they were told.

/////

One particularly interesting structural element in the narratives is the ‘lazy man,’ or the 

‘nobody man,’ a figure easily recognizable to students of Athabascan folklore. The lazy 

man’s participation in the flow of events in the narrative is defined by his choice to betray 

the shaman and the subsequent punishment he receives for this betrayal. The lazy man is 

portrayed as the selected representative of the upper Innoko people (and, from the 

narrator’s perspective, the group he would call “we” or “us”), his personal encounter with 

the shaman being highlighted. Through the course of the entire narrative, the role of the 

shaman in the influencing of fate and history becomes understood by all listeners. The 

lazy man comes to represent the group. He chooses the unwise course of action, 

betraying the shaman when there was no real reason to do so, or at least only for a rather 

short-sighted reason. Through the context of my discussion with Edward it was apparent 

that shamans are leaders who deserve the most fear in the respect they command. It was 

also clear, as stated earlier, that according to the prophetic statement it is understood that



43

the shaman was killed for no good reason -  there was no real proof of his involvement in 

that girl’s death. Likewise, the lazy man would have gained a great deal by simply letting 

the shaman die in peace, but instead chose to lead the group over to the shaman to kill 

him. Rather notably, we are not even clued in to any benefits the lazy man would accrue 

from such a betrayal, guiding the inevitable (the shaman’s death) in this path instead of 

the other. The lazy man, therefore, represents both a foolish lack of fear-respect for the 

shaman’s powers, as well as providing an adequate demonstration of short-sighted 

thinking -  killing for no reason when benefits would accrue for simply doing nothing. 

The lazy man comes to symbolize the group, the upper Innoko people as a whole, for 

they have now killed one of their own, one who should not be killed without good reason 

and should always be feared and respected. The upper Innoko people have become the 

marginal characters in this story through their actions, just as the lazy man occupies the 

margins of society. As a result, they are expelled to the margins of their territory - out of 

the upper Innoko and eventually off of their traditional lands altogether.

Another structural element is the shaman himself, present in both versions of the 

narrative. A number of residents asserted that shamans were integral to the assurance of 

social cohesion, albeit through both fear and respect. Despite constant reference by both 

Edward and Ron, and other Grayling residents, to rather recent trends (e.g. TV, alcohol, 

etc.) exacerbating the widescale abandonment of traditional cultural practices, values, and 

beliefs, these narratives firmly situate the understanding within a deep historical process. 

The reasons behind the initial physical forces driving cultural ‘erosion’ are framed using 

an early set of historical events -  the coming of Russians, prospectors, and others during 

the 1800s and the ensuing epidemics and territorial displacement. However, the reasons 

have a far more ancient dimension than that -  they are further placed within the discourse 

on leadership, authority, and power within the pre-contact native world, and the 

contemporary perception of it. The shaman is perceived to be representative of the 

keystone of social structure and cultural achievement in pre-erosive times; shamans had 

abilities to do incredible things with their mental powers, for the benefit and to the
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detriment of others. Not only that, they were part of the ‘glue’ that held society together. 

Thus, we can trace the emic understanding of the historical processes of massive culture 

change to the very roots of contact. But, deeper than this, historically and symbolically, 

the actual details of this change are primarily understood and presented in terms of a 

framework that is both pre-contact in its origins and emic in its fundamental nature.

Through the use of shamans in these narratives, common cultural ‘touchstones’ for the 

residents of Grayling, a figure is presented through which history is reconstituted as 

ethnohistory -  that is, the facts and vagaries of the past are realigned into an emic 

construction.6 In addition, during the discussions in which these narratives were told, an 

abundance of other information was presented. Within these discussions there is an 

explosive development of the concept of shared-ness. “We” is used, sometimes 

implicitly and assumed and sometimes explicitly as a speech performative, with a number 

of semantic equivalents to situate these informative sessions within the contexts of group 

and social commonality, identity, and shared experience and knowledge.

This is seen in the connection to place -  “you people of the upper Innoko” is understood 

as “we” in the discursive contexts. The relevance of the upper Innoko to the maintenance 

of “we-ness” has been alluded to earlier and will be advanced in other sections of this 

thesis. During these discussions with Edward and Ron there were also other mentions of 

how one should properly treat animals, what constitutes proper respect for the 

supernatural, and other tidbits of ethnological information that seek to explain shared 

ways of living. There was also mention of the Stick Dance, and how the Holikachuk 

Stick Dance was unique, as well as mention of particular battles sites in the Innoko region 

with ‘outsider’ groups, notably the Eskimo. In all of these ways, the boundaries of who 

‘we’ are was being subtly drawn, fleshed out, and elaborated.

From this, an additional set of processes in these dialogues, centered around vivid 

narrative, become apparent -  the interconnections between ethnic markers and
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boundaries, the vicissitudes of historical events and changes, and the processes of self 

and group identification and consciousness-making. Such interconnections are being 

explored by associating, contextually, the topics of demography, ceremonies, ritual 

beliefs, supernatural occurrences, leadership and authority structures, all within and 

around the central narrative. So, from one angle, what shapes up is an allegory with 

explanatory power and charge that explores the topic of culture change in contact history, 

re-making meaning into a discourse between inside and outside forces and 

interpretations. From another angle, this discourse is imbedded with the construction and 

recognition of notions of group consciousness and shared experience.

Sitting dormant in the narratives is the issue of blame. Who is, after all, to blame for the 

changes wrought upon the people of the middle and upper Innoko? To what extent is this 

shared consciousness to be defined by inside perceptions and actions, and what extent 

will it be defined by the play of outside forces? Obviously, there is recognition that 

outside forces, such as Russians and their diseases, and invasive prospectors and their 

displacement regimes, play a large role in making the people of Grayling who they are 

today -  especially if we are to give relative importance to settlement patterns, land use, 

and demographic patterns as group markers, which the narratives clearly do. However, it 

would appear that within these narratives there is an attempt to shift the blame, and 

therefore the control of destiny, back on to the people of the Innoko River. That is, it 

would be their fault for wrongly killing that shaman and setting off a series of events that 

led to the fulfillment of a doomsday-like prophecy. But how clearly is this stated? 

Aren’t we to expect the lazy man to go for the quick-fix and seek the approval of his 

peers who have so long denied him such recognition? Aren’t we to understand the anger 

of a village at the loss of a beautiful young female resident? Aren’t we to suspect some 

connection between the actions of the medicine man and the girl’s death, despite the 

‘logical’ assertion that no case against him could be proved? There seems to be a great 

deal of ambiguity in the narratives, accompanied by pitiable remorse at a seemingly 

foregone conclusion when so many people bum to death at the conclusion. Perhaps it is
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this state of ambiguity that actually quite adequately reflects both an emic and an etic 

perspective on the construction of group history and group identity. To some extent all 

identities are formed dialectically from the inside and the outside, and untwisting it all is 

often times just a big mess of uncertainty. The narratives presented may simply reflect 

this reality in a far better way than any history book or explorer’s journal (sources that 

would likely favor the view of change driven from the outside) could hope to do. In these 

narratives, discourses told by people and to people, in this particular case by Grayling 

residents to an outside anthropologist, there is a presentation of what is possibly the best 

explanation all around -  one that recognizes the ambiguity of the forces at play in the 

realities of history and identity.

On a note of extension -  both in the sense that it is largely guess-work, and in that this is 

an issue that will be raised later on -  the community of Shageluk plays a role in these 

prophecy narratives. They are necessarily included in the prophetic statement that the 

Innoko will eventually be completely abandoned. In one regard, they are included in the 

combined fate of the Innoko River peoples. In another regard, they are set apart as 

different -  the Innoko (and by the way) “ ...including Shageluk,” will be abandoned. 

The relative degrees of inclusiveness and exclusion as pertains to the people of Shageluk 

will be relevant at various analytic stages in later sections -  as regards ceremonial village 

partners, drawing distinctions between language groups, and understanding how people 

interpret boundaries and where they lie.

***

Wilson Deacon, an elder resident of Grayling, narrated a different version of this 

prophecy narrative to Julie Raymond-Yakoubian in the summer of 2000 (W. Deacon, 

tape #H2000-90-05, part 1). Julie had been asking Wilson to tell her what he knew about 

the upper Innoko. He stated that there used to be many people on the Innoko, and an
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for the sake of clarity and continuity:

This story I was told by a guy named Edgar Rock...he was told it by old people. 

This medicine man went down above Holikachuk...by canoe...in the 

summer...and go back up by way of Kaltag [they would travel downriver by 

canoe in the summer and then back up at the end]. People went after the medicine 

man when he was going back up river, and were hiding in wait with arrows to 

ambush him. When he got close enough they shot him with an arrow. It went 

through him, and they tried to finish him off, but he was too big [powerful] of a 

medicine man. He flew into the woods, and they were all looking for him. Two 

lost-all-their-parents-boys [orphans] from Holikachuk found him and he talked to 

them. He told them that when they grew up they would be rich and have lots of 

kids and grandkids [if they kept quiet]. The two boys never listen -  they started 

hollering and everyone else came and killed the medicine man. All the people 

from upriver died because they killed him. If those two boys had taken the 

medicine man’s word there would be lots of people. Some people (from upriver) 

moved eventually down to Holikachuk, some to Shageluk.7

In many respects, this narrative is sharply different in tone than the other narratives from 

Edward and Ron (who are related to Wilson, but in all likelihood heard their versions 

from another source). Wilson’s version does not even afford the assassins the pretense of 

having a reasonable motive for their actions. During the taped conversation immediately 

before and after the telling of this narrative, Wilson spoke at great length about the 

prowess, powers, and good deeds of the medicine men. He spoke of Chief Alexi’s (a 

medicine man at Holikachuk village) ability to provide medical assistance, his granting of 

the villager’s wishes, and his own prophecy that people would eventually abandon 

Holikachuk village. After telling the narrative, Wilson stated that medicine men “had

4 7
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power,” and then told stories of medicine men making game appear when they were 

previously scarce, and of a medicine man who helped keep Holikachuk village boys from 

going into battle during World War II -  those who were drafted from Holikachuk were 

returned home safely, not having been sent to war.

Quite clearly, the blame is placed squarely on the people of the middle and upper Innoko 

for their own poor fate. After discussing medicine men, Wilson began to discuss 

relations between the Holikachuk villagers and nearby villages, stating in a number of 

ways that relations, long ago, used to be on very good terms -  with people from Anvik, 

Holy Cross, Shageluk, and even up at Nulato and Kaltag. Wilson, one of the few 

remaining people able to speak the Holikachuk language fluently, a fan of certain 

Athabascan anthropological works, and someone with a very in-depth knowledge about 

the differences and similarities between groups of people on the Yukon and Innoko 

Rivers, provides an excellent reference point for understanding notions of group identity. 

He has stated a number of times the ways in which the people of the middle and upper 

Innoko indeed formed a self-recognized separate ethnic group, while counterbalancing 

these statements with informed conclusions about similarities between different groups. 

This information will be evaluated in later sections in far more detail. However, it seems 

fairly clear, knowing this, that in this narrative there is a sense of group-ness being 

constructed, but it is along the lines of responsibility for loss and negative change. What 

is shared are the mistakes of the past, ones which are clearly errors in judgment. These 

narratives may also serve to draw a line between actions taken out of ignorance (of 

cultural customs -  e.g. proper treatment of shamans) and free will and the shared 

tragedies of loss -  loss of people, loss of lands, loss of proper cultural attitudes. The 

narrative clearly situates the fate and blame, and therefore the constitution, of the 

progress of history within the hands of the group itself. In a number of regards this 

narrative and its context provide a fascinating counter-point to the narratives discussed in 

detail earlier in this section.
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1 In a discussion with Julie Raymond-Yakoubian during a separate visit to Grayling, Ron 
provided more details pertaining to this narrative. The medicine man (who was killed) 
wanted his nephew to marry that girl (see Edward’s account) to “unite” the people. 
However, her family did not want this, protesting that the boy was “no good.” Ron also 
stated that that the seven medicine men at Holikachuk and the lazy man all put their faces 
in the fire and died because of the power of the slain medicine man. As pertains to the 
killing of the medicine man, and medicine men in general, Ron noted that you have to cut 
a medicine man in half to ensure they would not return.
2 Currently the author, Dr. James Kari, professor emeritus of the Alaska Native Language 
Center, and Julie Raymond-Yakoubian have been working on a Holikachuk Language 
Placenames Project. Contact the author for information regarding the status of this 
project.
3 James Kari has noted that the lack of far upper Innoko placename knowledge among 
Holikachuk speakers, with a few exceptions, hints that these far upriver lands were the 
territory of another, now extinct, group. This group has been referred to in varying guises 
by early explorers, notably Zagoskin, as will be discussed in later sections. Dr. Kari 
believes that the place names and story loci show Holikachuk to be a predominantly 
lower-middle Innoko language (Kari pers. comm.).
4 By “upper Innoko,” in this instance and in most others, I am referring to the upper 
Innoko River proper, not the “Tlegon” or “North Fork” branches. The fuzziness 
surrounding the issue of territorial demarcation is compounded by a number of issues, 
notably the lack of use of the native language in Grayling today, and the lack of any 
holistic knowledge (among academics and locals) about the former inhabitants of these 
far upriver branches of the Innoko.
5 The issue is partially one of metaphors and emphasis. I am not arguing that Cruikshank 
ignores the cooperative or sharing dimension of narrative practice; indeed, that is a 
crucial part of her presentation of narrative as both performative and textual. My 
particular ethnographic situation, however, has led to an analysis of narratives as text and 
performance between ethnographer and local; I did not witness very much local to local 
narrative discourse during my fieldwork.
6 This is not to imply that history is ‘real’ and ethnohistory, or even simply local history, 
is ‘subjective’ and thereby less ‘real’; in fact, I am not segregating the two, but rather 
analytically highlighting one way in which history becomes an actual lived social reality 
-  that is, in terms of local identity and ethnic consciousness.
7 Wilson stated in another discussion that a powerful medicine man from Dishkakat 
(perhaps the same as the one in the story) made everyone sick on the upper Innoko; 
everyone who didn’t die from this sickness, Wilson said, moved down to Holikachuk 
(Julie Raymond-Yakoubian, n.d.).
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Section 3: The Iron Pot Story

“[Louis] said not to follow white peoples ’ ways too much, because, those white peoples, 

they’re a little different than us...their spirits are brighter than ours, and we’re a 

little darker ...that’s why they ’re so lucky. ”

- Deacon (H2000-90-05, pt.l)

As we were discussing the upper Innoko River, and the site of Dishkakat in particular, 

Edward shared a rather short but illustrative story with me. I had asked him what he 

thought was the main cause of the abandonment of the upper Innoko. He postulated that 

it was caused mainly by the influx of white people, especially from the time of the gold 

rush. Edward stated that when white people come in, it breaks up what he called the 

“native life cycle” by introducing all sorts of other things into their lives. To emphasize 

this point, he told a short story about a native man from the Innoko who bought the first 

iron pot that was brought into the region, and he took it all over -  to the Iditarod River, 

Holikachuk, Dishkakat, and so on. He took it all over simply to show people. After this, 

we talked a little about the various regions that the Innoko River people used to live in, 

and how much that has changed now.

While this story was short, I thought that it was rather interesting in its presentation of an 

emic hypothesis concerning the impetus for down-river migration, but more broadly as an 

explanation for a driving force behind ‘erosive’ culture change. For many people who 

live in Grayling, as well as throughout Alaska, the history of such change is easiest to 

grasp, at times, simply by mapping the external forces that have intruded and created 

pressure for cultural and social transformation. This section, in the vein of this approach 

to understanding culture change, will present an overview reconstruction of the outside 

forces which came to play such a large role in the history of the middle and upper Innoko 

River people.
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VanStone (1979a: 252), in a treatise on the ‘contact ecology’ of the Ingalik (Deg Hit’an) 

peoples, a neighboring linguistic group to the Holikachuk, has summarized the ‘contact 

communities’ of the Russian fur trade and mission period as being

Characterized by indirect and direct market linkages, ecclesiastical linkages, non- 

coercive roles, and structural instability. The significant agents of contact here 

were a state trading company and a state church, neither of which were able to 

apply strong sanctions or achieve the goals of directed change which they had set 

for themselves. The ratio of Russians to the Indian population was small, but the 

smallpox epidemic of 1838-9 seriously disrupted modified-traditional Ingalik life. 

The extent of the Siberia-Alaska trade at the beginning of the 19th century 

suggests, as previously noted, that the aboriginal period came to an end not long 

after 1750. Structural instability, therefore, is characteristic of all the contact 

communities.

Early Russian explorers into the Innoko Region, notably Petr Kolmakov and Lavrentiy 

Zagoskin, noted a number of middle and upper Innoko River settlements. These two 

explorers mentioned the sites of Tlegon, Tleket, Kkholikakat, and Ttality (Holikachuk 

village, or ‘Khuligichagat,’ was considered a village of the lower Innoko people at that 

time) (Goddard 1981: 615, Zagoskin 1967: 237-8). VanStone (1979b: 27-30) provides a 

rough historical sketch for a number of these sites, and Andrews’ work (1977: 312-3) 

contains some brief information on upper Innoko sites as well. A number of Grayling 

residents stated very definitively that the ‘range’ of the upper Innoko River people, in 

terms of land use and actual sites and settlements, was actually much larger at the time of 

contact than simply along the Innoko River. This range included sites all along major 

tributaries, including the Iditarod River, Mud River, Sucker Creek (and the sloughs 

around Holikachuk) and Hammer Creek. People were also utilizing and making small 

settlements along the North and South Forks of the Innoko River (including what is often 

referred to as the Tlegon River in explorer’s journals). However, the local knowledge of
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these settlements is no longer definitive or detailed, and, at the most, some residents were 

willing to venture that these very far upriver uses were constrained to small hunting and 

familial groups.

The Russian explorer and creole Andrei Glazunov, an employee of the Russian-American 

company, traveled to the Anvik and Yukon Rivers in December of 1833 and 1835, 

resulting in the first description of the Yukon Valley and its inhabitants by an outsider 

(Stephenson 1979: 38). Glazunov’s explorations led to the opening of southwestern 

Alaska to the Russian fur trade, and paved the way for Petr Malakhov’s travels to the 

middle-upper Yukon, which extended the fur trade in that direction (VanStone in Nelson 

1978: 3). By 1839, the Russian-American company decided there was a need to obtain 

information about other neighboring regions of the interior, especially the potentially rich 

fur-bearing region of the Innoko River. Petr Kolmakov, in the fall of 1839, crossed over 

from the Takotna River and onto the upper part of the Innoko River, referring to this 

stretch of the Innoko as the ‘Tlegon.’ Kolmakov descended the main stretch of the 

Innoko River to the village of Ttality (Dementi) at the mouth of the Iditarod River, 

collecting beaver pelts along the way and going in search of a shorter route to the Yukon 

River, at which point he stopped and turned around. His trip ended abruptly when he 

learned of the attack on the Russian-American fort at Ikogmiut (Russian Mission), an 

attack carried out by interior natives in retaliation for the smallpox epidemic of 1838-9, 

for which the Russians were being held responsible (VanStone in Nelson 1978: 4, 

Stephenson 1979: 40).

The Russian-American company noted the rich quantity of reindeer skins being passed 

from Siberia to the interior Indians, notably by way of the Siberian Chukchi and the 

Alaskan coastal Eskimos. European goods and other materials of native manufacture 

were also involved in this Siberian-Alaskan trade, which had its effects in the interior of 

Alaska years before the first Russian explorer even ventured into the region. The 

Russian-America company desired to divert this trade to their own benefit, and
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explorations and the establishment of trading posts were undertaken to this end. 

Lieutenant Lavrentiy A. Zagoskin conducted explorations for the Company during the 

years 1842-44, and most notably for the purposes of this paper, he explored the Innoko 

River up to the mouth of the Iditarod (Henry in Zagoskin 1967: 18). Traveling the river 

in the opposite direction that Kolmakov had traveled, Zagoskin realized that “it was 

possible to travel from the upper Kuskokwim to the lower Yukon by way of the Innoko, 

although this route was obviously longer and more difficult than the short, customary 

portages leading from the Yukon River settlements of Paimiut and Ikogmiut” (VanStone 

in Nelson: 5). The Russians attempted for many years to disrupt and redirect the fur trade 

routes that were already in place to their advantage, a task at which they eventually 

succeeded. Nonetheless, native guides prevailed for a number of years in effectively 

guiding them about this region without showing them the shortest portages (Stephenson 

1979: 43).

Zagoskin’s journals provide the most detailed primary source concerning the people of 

the middle and upper Innoko River during the early Russian period. Keenly documenting 

the customs and practices of the interior natives he encountered, Zagoskin also provided 

the first elaborate attempt by an outsider (for this region) at drawing cultural and 

linguistic differentiation between groups of natives that he met. Furthermore, Zagoskin 

(1967) provides detailed information on his encounters with upper Innoko River peoples 

(17, 167-9), Kolmakov’s Innoko journey (237), his own middle and upper Innoko River 

travels (235-49), and ethnographic and statistical data on the entire class of interior 

natives he encountered, whom he called the Ttynay (242-9).

Zagoskin noted in his journals that, in terms of the redirection of already existing trade 

routes, “Since we have taken their trade away from them, it is our duty to provide them 

with other means of livelihood. The prosperity of the Company depends upon the 

prosperity of the natives” (1967: 143). VanStone has noted that, in some respects, the 

Indians of this region of Alaska profited from the addition of the Russian fur trade to the
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already existing networks established by the Siberia-Alaska fur trade. For the Ingalik, 

VanStone suggests, this new trade provided the means by which to acquire new goods of 

European manufacture, all within already existing native economic frameworks of a 

bartering system (VanStone 1979a: 242).

Furthermore, VanStone believes that for the Indians of the lower and middle Yukon (and 

the lower Innoko), direct contact with Russian traders did little to alter the distribution of 

settlements. The reasons for this, in part, are attributable to the failure of the Russians to 

establish posts within Ingalik territory, which is also true of the middle and upper Innoko 

River; additionally, they failed to significantly disrupt trading relations with the Eskimos 

of Norton Sound -  thus, there was little incentive for relocation to participate in trade 

with Russian posts (VanStone 1979b: 81). Nonetheless, during this time the “Ingalik 

were rapidly becoming dependent on European commodities” (VanStone 1979a: 241).

While the empirical data for making similar conclusions for the middle and upper Innoko 

is lacking, we can draw some preliminary comparative conclusions. It appears that 

middle and upper Innoko villages did not feel an economic pressure to relocate towards 

the Russian trading posts during this time; however, the impact of the disease epidemics 

most certainly had an enormous impact on their population and settlement distribution. 

VanStone estimates that the populations speaking Ingalik and Holikachuk were reduced 

in numbers from around 2,000 at the time of contact to approximately 500 at the 

beginning of the 20th century, largely as a result of disease epidemics, the smallpox 

epidemic of 1838-9 being particularly devastating (1979b: 4). As pertains directly to the 

upper Innoko, VanStone has concluded the following:

Dishkakat itself would appear to have been abandoned before 1920...Although

several thousand miners entered the upper Innoko country between 1906 and

1920, the total Indian population appears to have been small throughout the
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Sta tistica l T ab le  o f N a tive  P opula tion  307

Places and settlements

The Yunnaka-khotana tribe
Summer houses on the Notaglita River 
Settlement of Tlyalilkakat 
Settlement of Tashoshgon 
Settlement of Tokkhakat 
Settlement of Nokkhakat 
Settlement of Kakhlyakhlyakat 
Settlement of Tsonagokhlyakhten 
Settlement of Tsoglyakhten 
Settlement of Khotylkakat 
Settlement of Unylgachtkhokh 
Settlement of Nulato

Total of the Yunnaka-khotana tribe

Ike lnkilik [Ingalik] proper
Settlement of Kuikhkhoglyuk 
Settlement of Ulukak 
Settlement of Ttutago 
Settlement of Kakoggokhakat 
Settlement of Khutulkakat 
Settlement of Kkhkhaltag 
Settlement of Khogoltlinde 
Takayaksa
Settlement of Khulikakat

Total of the lnkilik proper

Number
of Total population

Number
of

houses Christians Pagans Total men

37 37 8
3 27 27 7
2 30 30 5
1 6 6 3
3 50 50 11
2 26 26 7
1 11 11 4
1 7 7 2
4 65 65 19
2 17 17 2
1 13 13 2

289 70

2 11 11 5
4 29 6 35 10
2 32 32 8
1 9 9 3
2 16 16 4
1 9 9 3
4 60 60 17
7 81 81 27
1 11 11 3

264 80

The Tlegon-khotana tribe
Natives on the Upper Innoka, seen in 1843, 

while traveling along the Kvikhpak 
Settlement of Ttality

Total of the Tlegon-khotana

44
45

44
45

99

33
14

47

The Yug-elnut of the Inkalit tribe
Settlement of Inselnostlende 
Settlement of Khuingitetakhten 
Settlement of Iltenleyden 
Settlement of Tlegozhitno 
Settlement of Khuligichagat 
Settlement of Kvygympaynagmvut 
Settlement of Vazhichagat 
Settlement of Anvig 
Settlement of Makki 
Settlement of Anilukhtakpak

Total of Yug-elnut of the Inkalit tribe

2 33 33 8
3 37 37 11
6 100 100 30
3 45 45 14
5 70 70 25
3 11 60 71 25
5 80 80 18
5 120 120 37
3 44 44 9
8 170 170 48

770 225

Table 3.1 - Excerpt from Zagoskin’s “Statistical table of the population in northwestern 

America in those places visited by the expedition in 1842-1844.” (Zagoskin 1967: 307)
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 1880 E.W. Nelson (VanStone 1978, 

p.45) noted that disease had reduced the population to no more than 125 and in 

1898 Chapman (1898, p.167) estimated a similar number. In 1911, however, he 

enumerated only 52 individuals (Chapman, 1911a, p. 10) and it is probably that 

with the decline of gold mining activity the remaining inhabitants of the area 

between Holikachuk and Dishkakat moved to the lower river or the Yukon not 

long after that date. (VanStone 1979b: 30)

Goddard (1981: 615) also notes, of the middle and upper Innoko peoples, that:

It seems unlikely that the total population was greater than a few hundred, though 

in 1834 Glazunov was told of 40 “villages” on the Innoko (including the lower 

Innoko Ingalik), and in 1880, after smallpox and other diseases had reduced their 

numbers to 125, they were said to have been “a numerous tribe once having 

several hundred men” (VanStone 1959: 44; Nelson 1978: 45).

A number of other epidemics appear to have also had an impact on the Indians of this 

region, although it is uncertain to what extent those of the middle and upper Innoko were 

affected. However, as will be discussed later on, in respect to the American period there 

is every reason to believe that during the middle and late 1800s the middle and upper 

Innoko River regions were beginning to be depopulated, largely as a result of disease 

epidemics. Zagoskin was of the opinion that these epidemics had a greater impact on the 

lower Koyukon peoples than the Ingalik -  it is worth noting again the proximity of the 

lower Koyukon to the middle and upper Innoko (Snow 1981: 611). See Table 3.1 for 

population statistics compiled by Zagoskin.

Again, Goddard states (1981: 615):
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In 1880 there was also still a village at Dementi and one far upstream, perhaps at 

Dishkakat, as well as perhaps a few others. In the 1890 census 114 people in 28 

houses were reported for Holikachuk village; other upper Innoko villages are not 

identifiable, but a total population of 300 was estimated for them and the Kolchan 

(U.S. Census Office, 11th Census 1893: 156, 165).

Thus, we can be fairly certain that while the early period of Russian trading and exploring 

did not significantly alter the settlement and population distribution of the middle and 

upper Innoko River on economic grounds, these people were beginning to be 

dramatically affected in terms of decreased numbers and in terms of an increasing import 

of goods of Euroamerican manufacture.

The Russian Orthodox Church represented the first outside religious denomination to 

come into contact with the natives of the Yukon and Innoko regions. While it was the 

official state religion, and that of all the Russian explorers, traders and creoles, the 

Russian Orthodox faith failed to make significant inroads into Ingalik society, and most 

likely even less so with the people further up the Innoko (VanStone 1979a: 243-4, 

VanStone 1979b: 82). As with the Russian traders, these missionaries did not establish 

posts (missions) within traditional native territory. Furthermore, with the departure of the 

Russian-American company, and without significant support from the larger church 

organization back in Russia, the Church was “poorly equipped to withstand the 

determined intrusion of the Episcopalians and Roman Catholics on the lower Yukon” and 

the Innoko River (VanStone 1979a: 244).

Nevertheless, as VanStone notes (1979a: 244), the Russian Orthodox Church does 

represent a substantial force for directed culture change. The priest Iakov Netsvetov 

followed the footsteps of L.A. Zagoskin’s travels, going to the Yukon region to do his 

work for the Church for 18 years, starting in 1845. Netsvetov became the first priest at 

Ikogmiut, and Hieromonk Illarion was sent in 1861 to assist in his efforts (Oswalt 1960:
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109). In his journals, Netsvetov notes that the Ingalik people of the lower Innoko were 

sent by ‘their chief to Illarion in order to receive the Holy Baptism at Ikogmiut (Peirce 

1984: 303). Additionally, Illarion visited the middle Innoko people in 1860 (Oswalt 

1960: 109, 116-7, VanStone and Goddard 1981: 558). VanStone notes that a “Russian 

Orthodox priest visited Holikachuk for the first time in 1852 and there are virtually 

continuous population records from 1853 to 1867 and from 1878 to 1892...,” which 

indicates the presence of a worker for this faith in Holikachuk; however, in terms of its 

real impact on the people of Holikachuk and the upper Innoko, little more is known 

(1979b: 23).1

It is notable that only one resident I spoke with in Grayling had anything to say at all 

about the Russian Orthodox Church, and it was a passing mention at that. The majority 

of comments concerning the Russians were about the impact of diseases on the 

population of the upper Innoko people. One resident went so far as to state that that the 

Russians didn’t like the interior Athabascans. In contrast, however, the impacts of the 

outside forces during the American period weigh far more heavily on the minds of 

Grayling residents. As will be discussed later on, the impacts of these and other external 

forces on the people of the middle and upper Innoko were often not felt until long after 

they affected neighboring groups, but as a result their effects have been prolonged into 

much more recent times.

By the time Alaska was transferred to the United States from Russia in 1867, American 

explorers had already been in the Yukon River region for several years. One notable 

endeavor was the Western Union Telegraph Company Expedition, the aim of which was 

to find a way to traverse a telegraph line from Alaska to Siberia via the Bering Sea, 

eventually connecting Europe and America. A number of these members occasionally 

made mention of the peoples of the Yukon and Innoko River regions, but generally it was 

only in passing (VanStone in Nelson 1978: 6, Whymper 1962, Dali 1879: 219-222, 431- 

2, Sherwood 1965: 26). VanStone summarizes that “much of the exploration of interior
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Alaska by both Russians and Americans between 1845 and 1880 was superficial and was 

not accompanied by the accurate surveying and mapping that characterized some coastal 

explorations being carried out at the same time” (in Nelson 1978: 7).

E.W. Nelson, working for the U.S. Signal Service out of St. Michael, traveled in the 

winter of 1880 up the Yukon River, crossing over into the Innoko River and from there 

exploring the upper portions of this waterway (VanStone in Nelson 1978: 8). While the 

exact route of his travels is uncertain, VanStone’s reconstruction (in Nelson 1978: 10) 

seems probable:

After leaving Anvik, it is likely that Nelson and Fredericks ascended the Yukon to 

a point in the vicinity of the present village of Grayling, and then crossed over to 

the Innoko River in the vicinity of Holikachuk village. A winter trail in the area 

is still frequently used today. From that point the route can only be surmised. 

Nelson obviously ascended the Innoko, probably one of the few white men to do 

so since Petr Kolmakov had traversed the same territory from the opposite 

direction in 1838. It is doubtful, however, if he reached the headwater tributaries 

that Kolmakov had followed in going from the Kuskokwim drainage to that of the 

Yukon.. .he did not visit the lower Innoko at any time during these travels.

Nelson’s journal accounts of this trip provide some interesting ethnographic information, 

including a collection of tales from Anvik as well as observations on the people of the 

middle and upper Innoko. Some portions of his text also provide interesting information 

on the early effects of culture change in these regions. For example, Nelson makes 

particular note of the afterlife beliefs that an Anvik resident conveyed, hinting that he 

believed those to be affected by Russian Orthodox teachings (Nelson 1978: 33, VanStone 

in Nelson 1978: Note 23). Nelson also noted the effects of new fire-arms being 

introduced into the region, commenting on the widespread destruction of game 

throughout the area (Nelson 1978: 34, VanStone in Nelson: Note 24).
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In addition to providing commentary on the ‘habits and customs’ of those Innoko River 

Indians he encountered (i.e. 1978: 37-8), Nelson noted important effects of early culture 

change among these peoples as well. For example, in regard to a group of Indians 

encountered on the Innoko, Nelson notes that:

These people are brave and quick to resent any injury, real or fancied. Formerly, 

when there were more numerous, they were much more independent and 

pugnacious than at present. There [sic] present condition as a mere remnant of 

their former numbers has taken away their confidence and causes them to be 

much more timid than the Yukon Indians. (Nelson 1978: 38)

Nelson also commented on changing clothing patterns of the Innoko Indians (whom he 

referred to as the ‘Kolchan’):

Until the country came into the hands of the Americans, the Kolchan Indians wore 

the usual painted Chippewayan dress of dressed moose or deerskin. The active 

trade carried on since that time has broken down the ancient customs to such an 

extent that at present (1880) these people dress wholly in clothing bought of the 

Innuits or of the fur traders and the old pattern is seen no more. The old 

Chippewayan style of dress is being replaced all along the Yukon Valley by 

clothing bought of the traders or made on patterns introduced this way and the 

distinctive dress of a few years back is being rapidly lost. (Nelson 1978: 44)

As regards the effects of disease on the population of the Innoko River Indians, Nelson 

comments:

The Kol-chans living on the Innoko River and adjacent territory were once a 

numerous tribe having several hundred men. Smallpox and other diseases have
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reduced their numbers until the total number of men and boys of this tribe today 

(1880) cannot exceed 60 to 65. During my visit to the Innoko, the fur trader of 

that district and I estimated that the total number of people left in this tribe not to 

exceed 125. To make matters still more hopeless, the woman are nearly all barren 

and game is scarce. (Nelson 1978: 45)

VanStone (in Nelson 1978: 71) expands upon the above by stating that:

A legacy from the Russians, and later the Americans, to the Eskimo and Indian 

population of west-central Alaska was the introduction of communicable diseases 

which spread rapidly and decimated a population with no opportunity to build up 

an immunity to them. The smallpox epidemic of 1838-1839 may have been 

unique in the early years of European contact. However, epidemics and other 

periods of illness, some severe and others of short duration, not only continued in 

west-central Alaska but increased as the native population was increasingly 

exposed to contact with outsiders.

Population figures for the Innoko River in the late nineteenth century are difficult 

to ascertain, in part because of the confusing terminology characteristic of 

historical source materials for the area. Zagoskin (1967, p.307) lists six 

settlements on the Innoko River below the entrance of Holikachuk Slough. The 

combined population of five of these was 285 in 1944. The tenth federal census 

in 1880 enumerated 150 persons living on “Chageluk slough and Innok river” 

(Petroff, 1884, p. 12). Nelson’s figure presumably refers only to those living 

above the confluence of the Innoko River and Holikachuk Slough. However, as 

noted in the introduction, there is no way of knowing how far up the Innoko River 

his explorations extended.
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The impact of traders during the American period, especially as pertains to fur trapping, 

is one of great significance at the local level. VanStone notes that the fur trade brought 

about substantial changes in the subsistence cycle of the Ingalik for a number of reasons. 

The traditional hunting and trapping range of these Indians had to be extended 

considerably in order to utilize the regions in which fur-bearing animals were primarily 

located -  that is, the upper reaches of Yukon tributaries, particularly the upper Innoko. 

Indians began to devote substantial portions of their time and efforts to such activities at 

the expense of other previously important winter activities, such as hunting and winter 

fishing. Throughout much of the early contact period, beaver pelts became the standard 

of value despite having little intrinsic value to the Indians themselves. These natives 

received rather little in return for their time and efforts. Notably, the Russian-American 

Company posts were often poorly stocked in terms of both the quality and quantity of 

goods. As VanStone notes, this all lent itself towards “a slow but steady impoverishment 

that became more severe when the monopoly eventually secured by the Alaska 

Commercial Company forced down the prices paid for furs” (1979a: 242). Furthermore, 

at the same time that this monopoly was established (starting around 1883), the number 

of fur-bearing animals in the region began to decline, thereby exacerbating the negative 

aspects of the relationship between natives and traders (VanStone 1979a: 242-3).

Despite the fact that the upper Innoko, long known for its exceptional richness in beaver 

and other fur-bearing animals, was once within the territory of the people who lived at 

Holikachuk village in the 20th century, this was no longer the case after the 1920s. That 

is to say, the relative importance of trading, especially in terms of furs, had a significant 

effect on the residents of Holikachuk in much the same way as it did the Ingalik, in terms 

of having to adjust and extend the range of land use. This is because, as discussed above, 

the middle and upper Innoko had become virtually abandoned in terms of native 

settlements after approximately 1920. Trapping for furs was a very important activity for 

the male residents of Holikachuk during the 20th century. A number of elders have told 

me on several occasions that the only things they thought about during the 1930s-50s was
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trapping. Wilson Deacon stated that he trapped all the time and didn’t even think about 

marriage until he met his wife Edna during a visit to Shageluk (W. Deacon H2000-90- 

04).

The lack of reciprocation on the part of the Innoko traders also holds true to VanStone’s 

summary analysis. One resident said that he remembered hearing about a time when it 

took 100 beavers to get a gun, or a pile of furs stacked as high as the gun. He noted that 

despite the incredulousness of this demand, people would pay it just to obtain the firearm. 

Wilson Deacon, stating that people trapped mink, muskrat, marten and beaver for their 

furs, said furs were “like a check” at the stores -  traders (who ran stores at Holikachuk) 

would not give the natives money, but rather would allow them to trade these furs for 

store items (W. Deacon H2000-90-04). Wilson also has noted that beaver had the 

monetary equivalent of $0.50 to $1.25 per fur for a long time, until about 1950 when the 

price for furs jumped to about $2.50; however, by that time, he noted, the muskrat 

population was extremely low.

It was also noted by residents that some men would be unable to provide adequately for 

their families during the summer, because of their preoccupation with trapping (often 

rather unsuccessful trapping at that). Wilson has noted that residents would sell their 

skins to Frank Walker, Ira Woods, and Paul Keating at Holikachuk, and would get 

enough skins just to get a sufficient quantity of bullets to head back out to trap again. 

Peter Rock would even take the bullets out of the game after he shot them in order to 

conserve ammunition (W. Deacon H2000-90-06, pt.l).

The trade in furs brought along a number of other substantial impacts to the former 

residents of Holikachuk village. The ongoings and spats of three of the main traders, 

Paul Keating, George Turner, and Ira Woods, was well known. Paul Keating is often 

credited, rather sarcastically, with introducing gardening to the villagers at Holikachuk. 

Native residents also began to learn how to home-brew alcohol from these outside
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sources approximately 50 years ago, and it became a major disruptive force in village 

life. One resident noted that it even became difficult to pry enough people away from 

this activity to conduct a well-attended Mask Dance.

The first school in Holikachuk was introduced some time around 1931-2, and was held in 

the house of Tolstoi Chief, a leader and medicine man, after he died. The teacher was 

brought in from Holy Cross; very few people knew any English at that time (W. Deacon 

H2000-90-05). A school opened officially at Holikachuk in 1940, although by several 

accounts native residents did not always attend frequently or consistently. The impact of 

traders could even be felt in the educational domain. One storekeeper, Ira Woods, did not 

want a schoolteacher to be brought into Holikachuk. His objections, apparently, were 

based on his belief that formally educated native residents would interfere with his policy 

of ripping them off.

Traders and storekeepers made other impacts in Holikachuk village. One man set up a 

mink farm on the side of the village where the main store and post office were, and had 

approximately 500 mink at its height. Other storekeepers employed native residents, 

often paying them rather poorly. A number of residents worked on Ira Woods’ 

steamboat, the St. Joseph, which was stationed out of Holikachuk. Another very lasting 

impact that traders had was put into effect by the storekeeper George Turner. Grayling 

residents have stated that, rather long ago, a boat with a priest came down the Innoko 

River and landed at Holikachuk. This priest baptized many of the native residents from 

the boat, and George Turner picked their English last names. Many of the last names of 

Grayling residents today are the same names Turner chose many years ago.2

Missionaries have also been another significant agent of change originating from the 

outside. VanStone has noted that Roman Catholic and Episcopalian missions in the 

Yukon and Innoko River regions made, in many cases, significant inroads into native 

villages with determined efforts. In some villages, however, while becoming agents for
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lasting and pervasive culture change, these missionaries, sometimes due to competition 

between faiths, failed to become a rooted, ‘internal’ force (VanStone 1979a: 246). In a 

number of villages, missions were founded very early on; for example, John Chapman 

founded the Episcopalian Christ Church Mission in Anvik in 1887, living there until 1931 

(Kari 1981: 1). Some of these missionaries, such as Chapman at Anvik and Jules Jette in 

Nulato, recorded ethnological data from the Yukon and Innoko River regions that is still 

invaluable to this day (i.e. Chapman 1903, 1907, 1912, 1914, 1948 and Jette 1902, 1907, 

1908, 1911, 1913).

The missionary activity along the middle and upper Innoko during the American period 

was largely confined to Holikachuk village. The first resident missionary at Holikachuk 

came only very recently, in respect to a number of surrounding villages -  1953. The 

activities of these missionaries nonetheless had a rather profound impact on native life. 

John Gillespie conducted a radio program that broadcast his church’s Sunday school, 

entitled “Sunday School of the Air.” This program was broadcast all over Alaska. A 

number of native residents in Holikachuk village listened to the program, and one such 

resident went so far as to gather signatures to petition someone to come from the Church 

of the Open Door to live in Holikachuk and teach their children the Christian faith (Van 

Diest tapes). Alaska Missions (later changed to “Arctic Missions” and still later to 

“Interact Missions”) sent one missionary, an Episcopalian, in 1952-3 to the village. For a 

while, this preacher conducted church ceremonies out of the petitioner’s household (W. 

Deacon H2000-90-03). Later, in 1954, Gale Van Diest, another missionary with Alaska 

Missions, came to Holikachuk with his family. The Van Diest family resided in 

Holikachuk and Grayling from 1954 to 1966, staying year-round every year with only a 

few exceptions. Gale, having had some medical training, also helped around the village 

performing tooth extractions and providing other necessary medical services when called 

upon (Van Diest tapes).
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There does not seem to have ever been any real competition within either Grayling or 

Holikachuk between denominations. The two mission-faiths that have had the most 

lasting impressions in both villages have been Episcopalian and non-denominational, or 

‘open-door.’ Nonetheless, residents readily recognize that a sharp difference exists 

between the former Innoko villages, Grayling, Anvik and Holy Cross -  Holy Cross and 

below, people say, is Catholic, while upriver it is Protestant. Wilson Deacon noted that 

elders told Holikachuk residents early on, before the coming of the first preacher, that 

there would be two preachers at Holikachuk and that villagers should not go down to 

Holy Cross because those preachers down there were ‘bad.’ This was affirmed, in local 

perceptions, when the ‘news’ was circulated that something ‘weird’ with hairs had come 

out of the church down at Holy Cross (W. Deacon H2000-90-05, pt.l).

Today, two churches are maintained in Grayling, but only one on a year-round basis. The 

other serves as a ‘base’ for the annual summer visits from missionaries and the Bible 

Camp. Many residents send their children during these times to the church or the Camp 

(once held at the end of the airfield in Grayling, but now held further upriver at the 

formerly large fish camp known locally as “Rapids”). The children participate in a 

number of activities, from learning about the Bible to playing sports and doing arts and 

crafts.

Among current Grayling residents there is a wide range of opinion about the role and 

impacts of the missionaries at Holikachuk and Grayling villages. A number of residents 

assert that these missionaries caused the songs and dances to desist through their 

influence and coercion. Some elder residents, now deceased, have confirmed this belief 

(H91-12-340). Some people remember one of the missionaries, Thomas Cleveland, 

openly weeping when people elected to attend the traditional dances against his wishes. 

Some residents have claimed that there was physical abuse on the part of a missionary at 

Holikachuk towards children. Another resident has stated that, for the people of the 

Innoko and Yukon River regions in general, the “old way of living” was structured before
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the priests came along. He noted in particular the role of John Chapman in cutting Anvik 

out of the network of invitations to traditional dances and ceremonies (while, on the other 

hand, another resident stated that Chapman did not have a qualm with the dances).

Indeed, Gale Van Diest has stated that he attended the dances at Holikachuk, but only 

when he was invited, and has hypothesized that because of this (which he did out of 

respect) some people might have thought he disapproved of the dances. However, he has 

stated that he did not disapprove of the dances, and during his stay in Holikachuk and 

Grayling he never forced his beliefs upon anyone who didn’t want to listen. He did note, 

on the contrary, that prior to his arrival a number of residents had already expressed their 

own desire not to attend these dances, which, if true, lends weight to the notion that 

outside religious denominations had already been making inroads among these people 

indirectly (Van Diest tapes). Other reliable residents have confirmed Van Diest’s non- 

coercive presence in village life.

One resident stated that he constantly tries to manage his conflicting feelings and ideas 

about the friction between his ‘traditional’ beliefs and that of the Church. It does not 

help, he adds, that the current missionaries at Grayling do not understand his dilemma, 

and seem to be actively proselytizing in the village. Other residents have expressed their 

outright disdain for outside religions and the effects they have had -  one woman stated 

only half-jokingly, “We’re all still pagans.” Some residents acknowledge the role that the 

church has played in the erosion of traditional practices and beliefs, but nonetheless 

affirm the comfort they have acquired in their newfound religious doctrine. The 

implications and intricacies of Christianity’s inroads into native life, especially as regards 

the ceremonial cycle, will be discussed in detail in the next section.3

Prospecting and mining was another outside force which had a lasting effect on the 

historical processes of the middle and upper Innoko River people. As mentioned earlier 

in this paper, one resident has gone so far as to speculate that the influx of whites,
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associated with the gold boom, led to the abandonment and depopulation of upper Innoko 

sites and settlements. VanStone has stated that mining activity may indeed have resulted 

in the abandonment of major villages along the upper Innoko because of their relative 

proximity to actual mining areas (1979b: 87).

The first known visit to the middle and upper Innoko region by prospectors was in 1888, 

by John Folger. Soon thereafter, the Innoko began to become known around Alaska as 

the “Inland Empire” (U.S. Fish and Wildlife 1987: 75). By 1904, James Bain had 

brought back word of successful mining being carried out in the Innoko district 

(Stephenson 1979: 58). Maddren noted in 1909 that:

Since the discovery of placer gold in paying quantities on some of the headwaters 

of Innoko River, in 1906, that part of Alaska has received more attention from 

prospectors looking for new fields than any other district in the Yukon Valley. 

During the last three years probably as many as 1,500 men have visited the 

Innoko country and remained there for the whole or part of a season. Although it 

is reported that prospectors visited the Innoko in 1898, during the earlier days of 

the gold excitement in Alaska, they do not appear to have been much encouraged 

by what they found, for they did not remain in the valley. The real discovery of 

placer gold in commercial quantities was made during the summer of 1906 by a 

party of prospectors consisting of Thomas Gane, F.C.H. Spencer, Mike Roke, and 

John Maki. (Maddren 1909: 238)

Subsequent to the stampede which ensued to Ganes Creek as a result of this discovery, 

additional discoveries and stampedes followed to Little, Spruce, and Ophir Creeks. The 

Ophir Creek stampede during 1908 was relatively large. Maddren reported in 1909 that 

Ophir, with a population of 150 whites, and Dishkakat, with a population of 25 whites 

(the native population was unspecified), were the only two settlements of a substantial
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character in the Innoko Valley. In 1908, the U.S. Commissioner moved the recording 

office of the precinct from Moore City to Ophir. Ophir was considered the mining area, 

while Dishkakat served as the halfway station between those diggings and Anvik and 

Kaltag (Maddren 1909: 238-40). Up until 1908 there had not been contract mail service 

in the Innoko valley, although a postmaster had been present for 1906 and 1907. The 

post office for the valley was first established at Dishkakat, after which it moved to 

Innoko City, a failed boom town near the Dishna River, and then moved back to 

Dishkakat (Maddren 1910: 40, VanStone 1979b: 29, Innoko Miner 1908).

Dishkakat was a stopping point for prospectors making their way to the diggings by 

winter trail from Kaltag in 1907 (VanStone 1979b: 29, Orth 1967: 274). Many of the 

inhabitants of Innoko City, a town which rose and fell in 1907 and 1908, moved to 

Dishkakat in September of 1908 when the expected boom did not come from their 

diggings (Maddren 1910: 24-6, VanStone 1979b: 30, Innoko Miner 1908). Medium 

sized Yukon steamboats would take goods up to Dishkakat, which, like Dikeman on the 

Iditarod, was considered the head of ordinary low-water navigation for that type of 

watercraft. At high water, smaller steamboats could ply the waters 100 miles above 

Dishkakat in the vicinity of the North Fork, approximately 90 miles below Ophir 

(Maddren 1911: 242-3). Jette commented that miners had replaced the Indians at ‘old 

Tihkakef by 1902 (Jette 1902: 187-8). It appears that Dishkakat was abandoned 

sometime around 1920 (VanStone 1979b: 30).

In 1908, W.A. Dikeman and John Beaton descended the Innoko in a small steamboat 

until they arrived at the Iditarod River. Their prospecting and subsequent discoveries on 

Otter Creek, a tributary, led to the Iditarod stampede during May 1910 of approximately 

2000 people. The town of Iditarod was established in June of 1910. By 1911 there were 

three substantial settlements in the Iditarod mining region: Otter, Iditarod, and Dikeman. 

Iditarod had 6-7,000 people in 1910, having all the trappings of a ‘boom town.’ There 

were a few other settlements along Otter Creek, notably Flat with a population of 400.
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Indians who resided seasonally on the Iditarod cut wood for the steamboats at Iditarod 

and Dikeman during the time of their occupation. The total gold production of the 

Innoko and Iditarod districts in 1910 was estimated at $825,000. By 1920, Iditarod and 

Dikeman had both become ghost towns (Maddren 1911: 237-8, 241-2, Sleem 1910: 376- 

7, VanStone 1979b: 29).

VanStone has noted that a new pattern of family support began to develop as early as the 

coming of Russian traders and posts near the Yukon River region. A number of native 

families, instead of subsisting solely on that which was produced by the parents’ hunting 

and gathering skills, began to exchange with these traders their labor for subsistence. 

This continued in many areas in similar fashion with the Roman Catholic and Episcopal 

Church missions. This introduced the “significant concept of working for others in a 

clearly subordinate capacity and thus determined the relationship that was to exist 

between Indians who came increasingly to want and need a cash income, and the Euro- 

American newcomers who, to an increasing degree, were in a position to provide it” 

(VanStone 1979a: 248-9).

Furthermore, as relates to the gold rush period in particular, VanStone continues (1979a: 

249):

The concept of working for cash wages rather than subsistence, or wages in kind, 

may have been introduced on a small scale as early as the 1880s, but it became an 

established pattern when prospectors began to arrive in the Yukon Valley. 

Chopping wood for fuel for the river boats, either independently in the early days 

of river traffic, or later as employees of established wood yards, was for most 

Indians virtually the only means of earning a cash income. The demand for wood 

was such, however, that most adult males could be employed in this manner if 

they so wished. Since wood chopping began as early in the year as February, it 

impinged to some extent on late winter and spring subsistence and trapping
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activities. Since trapping was depressed at this time, however, it is doubtful 

whether most woodsmen had difficulty in deciding how their time could be most 

profitably spent. The conversion of river boats from wood to oil began as early as 

1903 and following the collapse of the Iditarod stampede, the volume of river 

traffic declined drastically. This meant that the Ingalik were forced to rely once 

more primarily on income derived from trapping.

In summary, the gold rush period, lasting from 1897 to about 1920, was a period 

of rapid and intensive change which set the pattern for relationships between 

Indians and Euro-Americans that have lasted up to the present time. Euro- 

Americans came into the area for their own gain and to exploit resources different 

from those exploited by the indigenous inhabitants. The Indians had no active 

role in this development except to the extent that they could provide services 

useful to the newcomers. Their subordinate role as second-class citizens in their 

own environment was clearly established at this time. The missionaries, traders, 

and Indians needed each other. The prospectors and their followers did not really 

need the Indians except peripherally and the latter were shunted aside by western 

technology in the company of western greed. This pattern is a familiar one that 

has been faced by small-scale societies all over the world. For the Ingalik, 

however, it came to an abrupt end with the collapse of the Innoko gold rush. The 

lower Yukon once more became an isolated backwater, but the impact of this 

period of intensive change and the associated relationship between Indians and 

Euro-Americans persisted.

While VanStone’s comments were in relation, for the most part, to the inhabitants of the 

lower and middle Yukon and lower Innoko Rivers, a number of these observations hold 

true for the middle and upper Innoko people as well. Several Grayling residents 

remember stories from elders about times when they worked cutting wood at various 

mining camps in the upper Innoko region. Indeed, some elders living today worked on
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steamboats that serviced these and other camps. One elder noted that when he went on 

one of these boats up to Iditarod and Flat, the only people who were out there anymore 

were the white miners. This man also recalls a time when a plan to put a railroad into the 

Innoko region from the outside was contemplated; he also recalls that there was heavy 

dissent from the native population against this plan, mostly out of fear that it would lead 

to another large influx of whites. Stories about gold are told even to this day in Grayling. 

One resident told me that native gold is ‘jinky,’ and that bizarre and often fatal 

consequences have resulted when people get their hands on it. Another resident stated 

that Tolstoi Chief helped the miners find several locations for gold; this resident had also 

gone in search of gold, looking in some of the places Tolstoi Chief mentioned. Some 

people state flatly that they know where gold is located but that the locations are guarded 

as a family secret. One elder resident said that a community meeting had been held 

recently in Grayling concerning gold, and residents decided that if they found any gold 

they were to keep quiet about it, as it was believed that if outsiders heard about any 

discoveries they would move in and the native residents would gain nothing.

A number of upper Innoko sites and settlements were impacted, as mentioned earlier, by 

the influx of whites into the region. The demographics and economics of the gold boom 

(and bust) in this region certainly contributed to the already inevitable depopulation of 

this area. It is not unreasonable to suppose that some of the linkages of dependence in 

Euro-American and Indian relationships began to solidify during this time for the people 

of the middle and upper Innoko River. It is clear that a number of residents, alive and 

deceased, participated in the new economic opportunities produced by the gold diggings. 

Furthermore, the effects of these diggings are still vividly felt today, as stories about gold 

are still told and locations for gold are guarded as secrets. The gold boom also brought 

an increase in the type of contact which would provide the residents of Holikachuk with 

communication to the outside world -  barges and steamboats became a means by which 

freight and goods were delivered to the village. Even to this day, barges are a major 

means of transport for goods to Grayling and other Yukon villages. These means of
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transportation and contact undoubtedly paved the way for the airplane and the airfield, 

which eventually took their place in Holikachuk village sometime around 1955, when an 

airstrip was put in place.

The external forces and the patterns of change they influenced continue to impact the 

residents of Grayling up to the present day. In addition, educational, financial, and health 

services became available to residents of Holikachuk and Grayling courtesy of the U.S. 

government during the 20th century. These new forces fit well within already established 

patterns and inroads. VanStone has noted that:

Families who complied with government pressure were frequently hampered in 

making a living. If they withdrew their children from school to go to trapping or 

fish camps, they risked official disapproval of a powerful force for change in the 

community. As the Indians increasingly came to recognize the advantages of 

having their children learn English, their mobility was correspondingly reduced. 

This in turn affected subsistence, since the areas near the villages were more 

extensively exploited by a larger number of hunters and trappers who were 

harvesting game and fur from a reduced population in a greatly restricted area 

(1979a: 250-1).

VanStone has discussed elsewhere the impacts of schooling on settlement pattern 

distribution and population coalescence (1979b: 83-4). One elder resident stated that a 

determining factor in his decision to move to Grayling, a move he did not want to 

undertake, was that the school was going to be there, and he simply had to send his kids 

to school. The government became a driving force in rapid culture change in a number of 

other ways. They participated in a large sell-off auction at Holikachuk approximately a 

decade before the move to Grayling (W. Deacon H2000-90-06); the auction was held 

because the school was being closed for the move, and the BIA was selling things from 

the old school. Additionally, they played a role, through the BIA and the Alaska Housing
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Authority, in the move from Holikachuk and the establishment of the new village at 

Grayling. Indeed, the financial repercussions of loans made during this early period are 

still felt today, as is the increased dependence on government for providing services and 

funding for major village projects. The relationships between these and other more 

recent trends and processes of interaction between internal and external forces concerning 

the people of the middle and upper Innoko, Holikachuk, and Grayling will be discussed 

throughout the remaining sections of this thesis in more detail.

The introduction of Russian and Euroamerican goods, practices, beliefs, and other 

pervasive forces dramatically shaped the character of the middle and upper Innoko 

people’s history during the last 250 years. The ‘iron pot story’ mentioned early on in this 

section speaks as a valid statement, metaphorically and literally, to the ways in which 

these forces can and have negatively impacted native life. The history of these 

interactions between native peoples of the Innoko and outside elements are in some ways 

comparable to those of neighboring groups. In some ways, however, they are not, as 

these interactions sometimes occurred at dramatically different times and in dramatically 

different fashions. There still exist rather large and gaping holes in our understanding of 

these processes of culture change through history given the paucity of primary sources 

for this region, the lack of significant academic work having been done with these people, 

and the dwindling population of local elders and people who can relate information 

concerning such events. Nonetheless, there exists a body of information to work with, 

and the analyses of this data will become another part of the history of interaction 

between internal and external forces, characters, and roles.

1 The reader is referred to the forthcoming M.A. thesis by Julie Raymond-Yakoubian. 
Part of her thesis will discuss the missionary presence and influence along the Innoko 
River in far greater detail than is presented here.
2 Wilson Deacon has stated the he believes this event happened in 1907; he said the 
‘preacher’ who came to Holikachuk for this baptismal was from Flat (J. Raymond- 
Yakoubian, n.d.).
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3 It is notable that, in the surrounding region, Roman Catholic priests commented that 
even in 1891 native people were losing interest in the traditional ceremonial cycle 
(VanStone 1979b: 76).
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Section 4: The Last Stick Dance

Categories and markers are two important means by which humans are defined by 

themselves and by others. “Who are the X people?,” “What makes them different?,” and 

other similar questions strike at the center of almost any discussion of ethnic identities 

and consciousness. In any given situation, it is necessitated that these questions are 

approached from a socially relational and historically constructive point of view; for 

example, we are obligated to examine how the answers to these questions are informed 

by local social structure, historical forces, and lived practice. In some instances, the 

issues are far more clear-cut than others -  insiders and outsiders may have some sort of 

general agreement, for whatever reasons that may be, on the standards and modes by 

which a group (or groups) are categorized, marked, and perceived. Perfect synthesis 

never occurs, obviously, but in some instances the divide is so great it merits closer 

attention. Such is the case with the people of the middle and upper Innoko and currently 

of Grayling.

Two broadly defined ‘sets’ of data are extremely useful for interpreting answers to the 

question, “Who are the people who trace their ancestry to Holikachuk village and the 

middle and upper Innoko?” One set of data consists of the social and cultural ‘traits’ of 

the people and group in question. From a comparative standpoint, ‘traits’ can be used to 

situate a set of people in relation to other sets of people. A second set of data, not 

unrelated to the first, are ‘categories.’ These categories, the official groupings under 

which people place themselves and are placed by others, are often based on 

interpretations of the ‘traits’ mentioned above (among other considerations).

Neither of these sets of data can be approached simply from a logical positivist 

perspective. Trait-lists are virtually meaningless if they do not have any real significance 

in determining human relations for the people who supposedly bear those traits. 

Understanding and compiling such lists may present a picture of how a group of people
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are or were, but that picture is wholly incomplete and mono-dimensional if it has no 

relation to how that group of people interpret their own lives. Categories and labels are 

also meaningless if understood from only one perspective, especially if that perspective is 

predominantly external in its origins. It is much more interesting, and interpretively 

useful, to understand how different sets of categorizations came into being, how outsiders 

and insiders came to utilize these modes of thinking, and how these different sets are 

played out on the local, social, and individual planes of existence.

That is to say, there is value in probing the ways in which external and internal forces 

become etic and emic interpretations, and from that standpoint attempting to understand 

how these different perspectives play into and off each other. During the course of my 

research, in and out of the field, one bundle of traits, one ‘marker,’ came to stand out in 

terms of its interpretive and explanatory power for groping with the issue of ethnic 

identity in Grayling -  the Stick Dance, and in particular the last Holikachuk village Stick 

Dance. Additionally, throughout this research, the issue of Innoko and Yukon region 

ethnonymy has shown itself to be a thick and sometimes impenetrable fog; nonetheless, 

mucking within and around this fog has exposed layers of discourse in which categories 

become meaningful on local, social, and individual levels.

4.1 The Last Stick Dance

Distinguishing between groups of people, particularly aboriginal people, has often been 

done in a routinized and simplistic manner. Culture trait lists are compiled and 

compared, and largely based on these analyses humans are compartmentalized in 

academic encyclopedias and the like. One such grand corpus of human categorization, 

the Handbook o f North American Indians, lists the ‘Holikachuk’ people (that is, the 

people of the middle and upper Innoko and Holikachuk and Grayling villages) in a small
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section of the chapter on “Ingalik,” a better documented neighboring group downriver 

(Goddard 1981, Snow 1981). One significant reason for using this classificatory schema 

is the length of time in which scholars did not view (or ambiguously viewed) the middle 

and upper Innoko River people as a separate group of people. Since the recognition by 

scholars that the people living at Holikachuk village spoke a language distinct from their 

neighbors (Krauss 1974), a concerted effort was made to separate this group of people on 

this basis.

Nonetheless, re-examination of the journals of early visitors to the area, combined with 

sporadic research by outside scholars in the region, has still left us today with very little 

ethnographic data on the lives of the middle and upper Innoko people. Ales Hrdlicka, in
ththe early 20 century, made some observations about these people during his grave- 

robbing mission in the region (1930, 1944). De Laguna visited Holikachuk village for a 

brief time and has published some work containing her understanding of these people 

(1936, 1947, 1995). James VanStone’s anthropological and historical research on the 

lower Yukon and Innoko Rivers provides a number of useful discussions on the middle 

and upper Innoko peoples (1979a, 1979b). Additionally, Michael Krauss of the Alaska 

Native Language Center (ANLC) conducted linguistic research leading to the 

classification of “Holikachuk” as a separate Athabascan language. James Kari, also of 

the ANLC, has done significant amounts of linguistic and oral historical work with the 

residents of Grayling as well. The brevity of this list of original outside research, and its 

largely etic perspective (with some exceptions), suggests that further examination into the 

grounds and evidence for carving off the middle and upper Innoko peoples as a separate 

group (at different levels) is necessary, especially from the local perspective.

During my research in Grayling, I sought to compile a corpus of ethnographic data on 

those culture-traits that have become so recognizable to the anthropologist. It became 

clear, however, that despite the respectable amount of data I was gathering, this 

information alone was not helping in my attempt to understand the past and present
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workings of ethnic consciousness among the Innoko and Grayling peoples. I do not 

pretend to have collected the depth or breadth of data necessary to compile a worthy 

exposition of the social and cultural lifeways of the middle and upper Innoko people, nor 

even of the residents of Grayling. In this way I am limited in the comparisons that can be 

made with other large bodies of work which deal exclusively with the culture-traits of 

neighboring groups of people.

Despite this, there are certainly substantial differences between the practices, beliefs, and 

activities of Grayling and mid-upper Innoko people and their neighbors. Particularities 

about the treatment of animals during their preparation as food, traditional and mythic 

stories, songs, and land use patterns, among other things, show clear differences. The 

task of highlighting these differences for their own sake, however, does not get us any 

closer to understanding the social construction of ethnic identity. A number of these 

particularities will be discussed where they are pertinent in later sections of this thesis. 

As regards markers of social and cultural distinctiveness, markers which are socially and 

individually active, one stood apart from the others during my research -  the ceremonial 

cycle, and in particular the Stick Dance.

The Stick Dance and other ceremonies were the central focus of many short stories I 

heard during my fieldwork (and from other sources, like oral history recordings). During 

discussions in which I prompted consultants to relate information about important events 

in group history, short narratives and dialogues about the last Stick Dance held at 

Holikachuk village cropped up repeatedly. Stick Dances themselves, or the idea of them, 

constitute in the minds of those I spoke with an important symbolic marker of ethnic 

distinctiveness for their ‘group.’ Additionally, the varied forms of discourse (short 

narrative, conversational dialogues, etc.) about the last Stick Dance ‘condense’ (e.g. 

Turner 1967) meaning symbolically; in this regard, these discourses offer utility as 

‘symbolic primers,’ tools which offer far-reaching explanatory and analytic utility in their 

symbolic relation to other events, patterns, and discourses. When these narratives and
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dialogues were spoken, they were offered by the narrators as a conscious presentation of 

‘a major event in my group’s history.’ Working from this starting point, the narratives 

themselves, from my etic standpoint, are a useful allegorical and symbolic guide or 

primer for touching on the intricacies of culture change through the contact period. The 

Stick Dance, and the perceptions of it, is a powerful marker in the construction of group 

identity from a number of perspectives. Additionally, discourse about the last Stick 

Dance and Stick Dances in general are complex, detailed communicative messages that 

provide a useful means, at least from an etic perspective, for situating processes of culture 

change within an interpretive framework.

There are multiple likely reasons why the ceremonial cycle and particular elements 

within it were highlighted by residents as focal points. This cycle played an important 

role in its meshing with the annual subsistence cycle in terms of their positions during the 

year and in terms of the connections between ritual and subsistence beliefs and practices. 

The ceremonial cycle at Holikachuk, while shared at some level with neighboring groups 

and villages (especially those involved in festivals-by-invitation), has come to represent 

for the people of Grayling one sharp marker of uniqueness. Additionally, the ceremonial 

cycle became a sticking point between locals and outside missionaries and academics, at 

least in a few instances -  concerning their attitudes towards these ceremonies, their 

portrayal of them, or their knowledge of them and how it was obtained. The ‘traditional’ 

ceremonial cycle, or rather the disintegration of it, has also become a point of local 

concern -  the loss of these Dances is directly related to the loss of knowledgeable and 

respected elders as well as a feeling of anomie partially derived out of sentiment that 

local society and culture is inevitably changing, and not for the better. In each of these 

respects, the Stick Dance was highlighted above all others as being able to represent and 

define these core issues.

VanStone has commented that the pre-contact religious structure of this area’s people 

was highly developed (1979a: 243). Holikachuk village served as a large gathering
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place, both for people of the middle and upper Innoko as well as for other villages during 

annual festivals. Ceremonies were held during the winter; by most accounts, local and 

otherwise, the ceremonies began in December. Some people, notably missionaries new 

to the area, referred to this as ‘Indian Christmas.’ Belle Deacon has stated that they were 

held in December because it was believed that was when the spirits came back (B. 

Deacon H91-12-340). The actual order of the festivals is not clear from the available 

information, and indeed this confusion, evident even among residents, may contribute 

directly to the lack of agreement concerning the purposes of particular Dances.

Residents identified four major ceremonies: the Stick Dance, the Mask Dance, the Lucky 

Dance, and the Parky Face Dance. “Dance” in these cases does not mean that a single 

dance constituted the entire ceremony -  each of these four “Dances” actually involved 

many different dances, songs, and other activities. De Laguna, partially relying on 

Chapman, identified the following as the four Dances (at Holikachuk, Anvik, and 

Shageluk) during her work: the Death Potlatch, the Feast of the Dolls, the Feast of the 

Animal’s Souls, and the Feast of Masks (1936: 569). It is unclear what the length of the 

entire cycle was, but 16 days seems to have been the length for the Stick Dance, and 30 

days was an estimate offered by several residents for the entire cycle. Wilson Deacon 

(H2000-90-03) has stated that people would move out of Holikachuk village in the 

beginning of the winter for the hunting season. They would come back in December, at 

which time some ceremonies would be held. People would then return briefly to the bush 

for trapping, after which they would return for ceremonies, and so on until the 

ceremonies were completed, after which trapping would commence as a full-time 

activity. Some other residents have simply stated that these festivals were essentially run 

one right after the other; Nelson also felt this was an accurate description during his 

travels (Nelson 1978: 20-1).

Major ceremonies, such as the four mentioned above, were held in the kashim. The 

kashim served a number of functions -  community meeting place, ceremonial center,
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story-telling area, occasionally a workshop, and sometimes a place for men and boys to 

sleep after the conclusion of dances. Wilson Deacon has stated that ceremonies were also 

held in the kashim when a wolf, wolverine, or coyote was captured (H2000-90-05). Only 

specific people led the dances and songs. There were a number of people who ‘knew the 

songs’ and also a specific number of elders, mostly deceased, who were identified as 

singers (helpers or leaders) and drummers. However, the lead singer has always been 

identified as Louis Deacon -  ubiquitously identified as the last major traditional authority 

figure (often referred to as the ‘boss’) for the people at Holikachuk. One resident stated 

that only medicine men conducted the Stick Dances -  as will be discussed later, ‘big 

leaders’ are often portrayed as medicine men as well, and while both (village leader and 

medicine man) are identified as separate roles in a village, there is considerable overlap. 

In any event, the main point is that the leader of the ceremonies had a great deal of 

responsibility. The order of the songs and events had to be performed exactly -  mistakes 

were often fatal (for the dance leader). The exact number of songs for each Dance is 

uncertain, but one resident stated that the Stick Dance alone entailed the singing of 275 

songs, all in the correct order. While most of the last dancers, drummers, singers and 

helpers knew English, at least partially, most of these leaders spoke Holikachuk the 

majority of the time and exclusively at ceremonies.

The last Stick Dance was held in 1962, before the move to Grayling. The last Parky 

Face, one resident stated, was held in 1951 (although another person stated that one was 

held in the 1980s). The last Mask Dances were held sometime fairly shortly after the 

move to Grayling; residents said Walter Maillelle was the leader of the last Mask Dance.1 

Every year, villages invited each other to major Dances; an invitation would be repaid 

either later in the year (at a different ceremony) or the next year. It appears that over time 

the invitation-network of villages that Holikachuk belonged to began to gradually 

decrease in size. Some maintain that long ago Holy Cross, Nulato, Kaltag, Anvik, 

Holikachuk and Shageluk were all within the network. However, over time Nulato and 

Kaltag appear to have been the first to fall out of this network. Then, Holy Cross fell
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from the group, most likely because of both the impact of conflicting religious influences 

(Holy Cross was predominantly Catholic) and the perception of Holy Cross as being ‘half 

Indian, half Eskimo.’ Anvik was the next to go, perhaps the result of the strong 

missionizing influence in that village. Shageluk and Holikachuk were the last two 

villages to maintain the ceremonial cycle in something approaching a full form and to 

maintain the custom of invitations. By inviting another village, the host village was 

giving the Dance for the guests; most residents have affirmed that the strongest bonds in 

this network have always been between Shageluk and Holikachuk (cf. B. Raymond- 

Yakoubian n.d., de Laguna 1936, W. Nicholas H91-12-353).

There is actually a good amount of primary-source information available on the 

Holikachuk and Grayling Mask Dance. Wilburt Nicholas (H91-12-353) has stated that 

the Mask Dance was so named because people would carve masks of different types of 

animals (i.e. crow, fox, crane), and there would be a mask for every dance. Every dance 

centered on a story, and these dances either resemble or tell a story in and of themselves. 

He also stated that dancers were chosen depending on how well a person knew the song 

and dance. While men were considered the principal dancers, women were also allowed 

to dance whenever they wanted. According to Wilburt, only men wore the masks; Olga 

Deacon, on the other hand, has stated that men and women wore masks at this annual 

Dance -  everyone was entitled (H91-12-439). During as well as between certain dances, 

food was brought in and there were potlatches, although the details of this are unclear 

from the available sources.

Wilson Deacon (H2000-90-05 and H2000-90-06) has stated that the Mask Dance was 

conducted ‘for the spirit’ -  it was conducted to honor the memory of someone after they 

died, and to make the deceased’s spirit happy. Mask Dances involved a great deal of 

preparation, up to a year or more. Masks were carved with crooked knives by cutting the 

shape of the mask from soft drift stumps, usually spruce. The masks were then carved in 

the appropriate image. Masks are considered to be very powerful, and they are not to be
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N ew  m asks a t  H o logochaket. A (U p p e r le f t) :  1, F e a th e r  c irc le t; 2. L ush; 3 . U p -R iv e r M an ; 4, U p -R iv e r  W om an; 5, 
B ird p reced ing  Salm on W om an ; 6. U p -R iv e r W o m an ; 7. A rctic  O wl; 8. F e a th e r w and. B (U p p e r r ig h t ) : 1. U p -R iv e r Y oung 
M a n ; 2, In d ia n ; 3 , “ O utside  S iw ash ;”  4, C arib o u  figure; 5. Old M an ; 6, C ran e ; 7, I 'p  R iver W om an . C (L ow er le ft) : 1, 
L p -R iv e r  (.J) M an ; 2. L p -R iv e r M an ; 3 , R av e n ; 4. D og S alm on  W om an; 5. B erry  W om an ; 6. 7, B ird p reced ing  Salm on 
W om an. D (L ow er rig h t): 1. “ Fish  c a p ”  v\ith  s tu ffed  loon; 2. S tuffed  loon; 3 , S tuffed ra b b it “ in a  s n a r e ;” 4. B ear (d r M oose 
M an ) , ( fn  each  pho to g rap h  read  from  le ft to  r ig h t an d  from  abov e dow n.)

Figure 4.1 - “New” masks from Holikachuk village, (de Laguna 1936: Plate 17)
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• fHfc

O ld  m a sk s from  M o lo g o ch a k e t. U p p er  row  (from  le ft to  ritfht): I. “ f lo s s ” o f U p -R iv e r  In d ia n s ;  2. U p -R iv e r  M an ;  
4, M a n ; 5 . R u ss ia n  < a p ta in  la * * c r  roar <t. fiuiT*»on*s ma*k H clu ga <>r R u ssia n  M a n ; 7, HuiTo«»n‘s m ask  M a n . H, U crry  
\ \  I < f  \ i l f T y » n  \V< »m an  w i l l u w  <n<i f r a t h r r  *< a r v i  '*  < rr  m t u i r u )  ' (  V n t i n w t r r  v i k  )

Figure 4.2 -  “Old” masks from Holikachuk village, (de Laguna 1936: Plate 18)
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O ld  m a sk s  from  H o lo g o c h ak e t. U p p e r  row  (f ro m  le ft to  r ig h t ) :  1. S eag u ll in S a lm o n  D a n ce ; 2. W o o d p ec k e r  
3 , C ra n e  ( th e  en d  o f th e  b ill is  m iss in g ). L o w er row : 4, R a v e n  (b ill m is s in g ); 5. 6, C a r ib o u  (side  a n d  in te r io r  
v iew s).

Figure 4.3 - “Old” masks from Holikachuk village, (de Laguna 1936: Plate 19)
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O ld  m a sk s  from  H o lo g o c h a k c t a n d  S h a g e lu k . U p p e r  row  (f ro m  le f t  to  r ig h t ) :  1, 2. 1 m  
(legs m iss in g  fro m  b o th  m a sk s ) ;  3, H a lf -M a n  (H a lf -W o m a n ? ) ;  4 , H a lf -M a n .  L ow er row: 5. 
O ld  W o m a n  (fro m  S h a g e lu k ) ;  6, F in g e r  m ask  (fro m  S h a g e lu k ) ;  7, B ea r (o r  M oose  M an ).

Figure 4.4 - “Old” masks from Holikachuk village, (de Laguna 1936: Plate 20)
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touched if seen in the woods. One Grayling resident shot a mask when he was a young 

boy, and has been bald ever since -  medical doctors, residents say, have not been able to 

figure out why even to this day. De Laguna has described a number of masks from 

Holikachuk village in detail, and cites Petroffs description of a ‘masked dance’ he 

witnessed (1936: 585; see Figures 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4).

Certain people were selected to dress up in nice clothes for the Mask Dance; those who 

did the choosing provided the clothes. Those chosen were dressed up in honor of the 

deceased, for whom the ceremony was held; all chosen received gifts. Additionally, 

residents had ‘partners’ in other villages. Residents in host villages would also host their 

partners, if they had any from the visiting village. Partners would stay in each other’s 

houses during their visit for the ceremonies. The host would take care of his or her 

partner throughout the ceremony, dancing and/or bringing items into the kashim for them 

(W. Deacon H2000-90-05).

The Stick Dance was, by many accounts, the central ceremony for the middle and upper 

Innoko people. One resident went so far as to state that his people lived around this 

Dance; it played an integral role in the structure and success of the annual subsistence 

cycle. Leading the Stick Dance was exclusively the domain of village leaders, as there 

was an extraordinary amount of complexity in the detail, process, and social import to 

this ceremony. While the men worked together on the Dance, there was a recognized 

song leader, the last one being Louis Deacon (often regarded as the last ‘traditional’ 

village leader). Residents I spoke with indicated that the Stick Dance was part of the 

normal annual cycle of ceremonies, although Belle Deacon has been recorded as saying it 

was only held when someone who died was going to be ‘dressed up for’ -  every couple 

of years or so (B. Deacon H91-12-340). The missionary who lived in Holikachuk and 

Grayling in the 1950s and 60s stated that there were only one or two Stick Dances held in 

Holikachuk during that time, to the best of his knowledge (Van Diest tapes). It is
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possible, however, that what he saw were the ‘great’ or ‘ten year’ festivals to the dead 

that Nelson has referred to (1978: 30), perhaps an elaborated version of the Stick Dance.

Nick Nicholas and Belle Deacon have provided a good deal of the ethnographic detail 

concerning the actual events during a Holikachuk Stick Dance (H91-12-340). Belle has 

stated that the Stick Dance was held when someone died, and that the central part of the 

Dance involved passing a stick through the top of the kashim onto the ground and the 

people dancing around it. During the first week of preparations, special food dishes were 

prepared for the festival. On the first day of the Dance, pre-selected people would dress 

up and receive the special dish of food. These people, Belle says, had been chosen to be 

honored in memory of the dead. Dressing these people helped the dead who were being 

honored in that the spirits would receive the clothing that was being worn for them. After 

the people were dressed, they went out onto the banks to shake out the rugs they were 

sitting on. Wilson Deacon has described this exact process (see above), except he related 

it to the Mask Dance (W. Deacon H2000-90-05).

Many different and exceptional goods and items would be passed around and distributed 

to the people in the kashim. At some later point, the chosen would again be re-dressed, 

and after this they would dance around the stick. The stick, decorated with a multitude of 

colored feathers poked into holes, was lowered into the kashim through the smoke hole in 

the roof. When people wanted to dance, they would bring items (food, presents, clothing) 

into the kashim and would dance around the stick. When the dances were finished, the 

items which had been brought in, everyone having brought something, were passed 

around to everyone in the kashim, all people getting their share. People would sing 

throughout the Dance for the dead once the stick was erected into place, and some people 

would cry in memory of the dead. Wilson Deacon has added that, for the duration of the 

Dance, no one would work -  residents would simply participate in the ceremony’s 

events. Inside the kashim there were dances, songs, and potlatches, and outside the 

kashim there were events as well, like snowshoe races (H2000-90-04).
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Belle stated further that the stick was simply for ensuring a good time and good luck, 

especially in that it brought everyone together in dance. The stick was removed after the 

Dance and thrown over the bank, because the same stick was never used twice. Medicine 

men were responsible for dropping the stick into the kashim from above at the beginning 

of the Dance; dropping the stick in was considered to be an act of ‘making medicine.’ 

This, Belle stated, was why the priests did not like the Stick Dance, as they believed the 

medicine was ‘no good,’ claiming additionally that the entire practice was one of idol- 

worship (the idol being the stick). Belle stated that this was a misconception, because the 

stick in and of itself was not an object of worship; it simply helped ensure luck. When 

asked why the Stick Dances were no longer held, Belle and Nick Nicholas stated that it 

was because the preachers didn’t want it to be performed anymore. During my research, 

I was told by several residents that some of the missionaries at Holikachuk disapproved 

of the Stick Dance, one of them even crying when residents attended it against his 

wishes. However, the missionary who resided at Holikachuk for the longest period of 

time, Gale Van Diest, has stated that he was never opposed to any of the traditional 

ceremonies (Van Diest tapes). Carlo (1978: 69-70) reported that Catholic priests 

preached to Koyukon people that the Stick Dance was the devil’s work and that natives 

adored the Dance rather than God; this certainly had an effect, as these people “cut 

down” on the custom for a few years, and when it was fully re-established a number of 

the beliefs traditionally associated with it were no longer present.

There are two issues concerning the Stick Dance, from the local perspective, that bear on 

the relation between that Dance and the concept of uniqueness in group identity: the 

purpose of the Dance, and the place where the Dance originated. As noted above, Wilson 

Deacon related a very similar description of the events for the “Mask Dance” that Belle 

Deacon described for the “Stick Dance.” One resident described the purpose of the Mask 

Dance as the distribution of supplies to visitors, like a potlatch, while the Parky Face was 

conducted in memory of the dead; Belle Deacon, on the other hand, has stated that the 

Stick Dance was held in honor of the dead. Perhaps even more importantly, however,
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many of the residents who have stressed the importance of the Stick Dance as a central 

focal point of Holikachuk village culture have stated quite adamantly that the people at 

Holikachuk held their Stick Dance to ensure the regeneration of game.2 By giving things 

away to others at the Dance, and through the songs and dances themselves, respect was 

shown for the animals. These residents directly contrast that purpose with the purpose of 

the Stick Dance that is still held at Nulato and Kaltag, which they say is for the honoring 

of the dead.

Furthermore, many residents of Grayling are equally adamant about the origin of the 

Stick Dance. Several residents have stated that the first Stick Dance was held at 

Holikachuk village. Other residents state that the first Stick Dance came from far up the 

Innoko River. Raymond Dutchman, a resident of Shageluk, has said that it started at 

Dishkakat (Kari n.d.). Poldine Carlo, a resident of Nulato, has noted that some people 

from her area believe the Dance “originated from the Innoko River Indians” (Carlo 

1978:62). Wilson Deacon, who stated that both the Holikachuk and Shageluk Stick 

Dance was held ‘for the animals,’ also believes that the origins lie very far up the Innoko 

River, from the last village of these Indians above Dishkakat (H2000-90-04).3 Wilson 

has also stated that the Nulato and Kaltag Stick Dances were different from that of the 

ones shared between Holikachuk, Anvik, Shageluk, and Holy Cross.

Nelson described the Stick Dance he observed as a festival for honoring the dead (Nelson 

1978: 20-21). However, VanStone, comparing Nelson’s notes with Osgood’s work 

(1940, 1958, 1959), has noted that it appears Nelson arrived on the

fourth and final day of this, the most solemn of all Ingalik ceremonies...The 

fourth night of the potlatch for the dead is always devoted to the hot 

dance...which Nelson describes here. Theoretically, at least, the hot dance was 

supposed to increase the supply of game animals, but it also had an important 

social function which compensated for the austerity of the potlatch for the dead.



93

(VanStone in Nelson 1978: 62)

Goddard (1981: 616) has also noted the “December potlatch for the dead,” and de Laguna 

(1936: 570) spoke of all the ceremonies she described as being for the deceased. 

However, following Chapman, de Laguna also notes that the “Feast of the Animals’ 

Souls” was also conducted for the regeneration of game, this feast, in my view, 

apparently being the equivalent of the Stick Dance or elements of it (1936: 570). 

Sullivan (1942: 124-134), in his description of the Koyukon Stick Dance, has noted that 

while the Stick Dance he studied was held when someone died, there was an intricate 

connection between the Dance and the regeneration of game animals. Sullivan states that 

the Stick Dance is “definitely linked up with the food quest, for it is performed by the 

Ten’a to bring them success in their trapping and hunting during the remainder of the 

winter” {ibid: 129). It would appear that this would also be the most accurate empirical 

description of the Holikachuk Stick Dance, considering the variety of conflicting and 

varied statements presented above. It should also be remembered that most residents of 

Grayling who knew about the subject felt that the ceremonies all ran together, one after 

the other. It is highly possible that the distinctions between the Dances in the ceremonial 

cycle became blurred either because they have not been conducted in many years, or 

because the distinctions were slightly vague to begin with. It is not unreasonable to 

deduce from all of this, I would argue, that like the Stick Dance currently held at Nulato 

and Kaltag, the occasion for which the Holikachuk Stick Dance was held centered around 

honoring the dead. However, the deeper connections underlying this Dance, either 

throughout the Dance or in certain portions of it, entailed a relationship between the 

ceremony and another final, forward-looking purpose: ensuring the regeneration of game.

The precise nature of the linkage between the honoring of the dead and the regeneration 

of game is unclear at this time, at least for the people formerly of the Innoko River; with 

more ethnological data it may become clearer in the future. Loyens (1964) provides an 

extraordinarily detailed analysis of the Koyukon Feast for the Dead. His analysis



94

highlights the differences and similarities between the Upper and Lower Koyukon Feast 

and expands outwards to a comparative analysis with neighboring Athabascan groups. 

Loyens notes a commonality with many Athabascan groups in the connection of festivals 

for the dead and festivals assuring the abundance and renewal of game. He posits that the 

“renewal and abundance of animal life” could be directly correlated with the renewal and 

abundance of human life; the role of the shaman, Loyens hypothesizes, is integral in this 

connection:

The shaman through his relationship with animal spirits and spirit-helpers 

controlled and could influence the survival of life. He could assure the abundance 

and renewal of animal life and thus secure the food quest in the season to come. 

His cooperation at the pole ceremony was therefore essential, if the pole 

ceremony as a luck-bearing ceremony was to be effective. Again we notice a 

thread from Eskimo through Ingalik to Lower Koyukon. (1964: 144)

Loyens distills his hypotheses from a comparative analysis of the elements of stick-based 

and mortuary festivals among Alaskan Athabascans, Alaskan Eskimo, and Asiatic 

Eskimo. He notes striking similarities, trends, and patterns in terms of both ceremonial 

particularities and ideology.

From an empirical perspective, it would appear that the Holikachuk and Koyukon Stick 

Dances are fundamentally similar. However, the point here is not to measure the veracity 

of one opinion over another in terms of the “purpose” or “uniqueness” of any particular 

version of this ceremony. It is important, though, that the residents of Grayling are 

particularly drawn to the force of a notion of the Holikachuk Stick Dance as unique in 

purpose; furthermore, assertions of it being linked in origin to a site on the Innoko River 

further indicates the use of this ceremony as an important marker of group identity and 

distinctiveness. Ethnic identity is often, I would argue, more about consciousness and 

perception than it is about ‘empirically valid truths’ and distinctions concerning social
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and culture traits. Without knowing that the Koyukon Stick Dance is connected to 

success in the food quest, the assertions of Grayling residents about the Holikachuk Stick 

Dance serve to simply identify a marker which, in one sense, defines their group. 

However, knowing that the Koyukon also acknowledge a connection between the two, 

the use of the Holikachuk Stick Dance as ethnic marker seems more clearly a symbolic 

one, connected intimately with the processes and perceptions of history.

Drawing upon the Stick Dance as a marker of distinctiveness now places it within the 

nexus of changing historical trends in inter-village and inter-group contact, processes in 

the construction of ethnic identities brought about by distinctions blurring, changing and 

reshaping. Out of changing settlement patterns, land use, and territorial identification, 

different relationships have evolved between the people of the Innoko and those of the 

Yukon and Koyukuk Rivers; it is, in the least, clearly understandable that there would 

exist a lack of coherence in the perceptions of each other’s practices. Intricately 

connected to Holikachuk village and the Innoko River, furthermore, the idea of the Stick 

Dance is bound up in one of the most important ways Grayling residents create a 

historical and contemporary sense of identity -  through connection to place. To add 

another layer to this, the Stick Dance is linked up not only with place, but to place and 

time lost. The Dance, as will be discussed shortly, is connected in local memory to the 

event of the last Stick Dance held at Holikachuk in 1962. These memories, conveyed 

through different communicative forms (narratives, dialogues, etc.), create a sense of 

community through discourse on the disintegration of the ceremonial cycle, the intrusion 

of powerful outside interests and forces, the encroachment of non-native values into 

everyday life, the loss of leadership and cohesion connected to time-honored roles and 

beliefs, and the disassociation from self, place, and “culture.” “Culture-loss,” and 

perceptions thereof, actually constitute a powerful element in the construction and 

building of a contemporary identity among residents of Grayling. This construction of a 

“we,” a notion of the group around a shared marker, is as much based on perceived 

difference from others as it is on similarities with those ‘others,’ and is furthermore based
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just as much on ideas of ‘who we are’ and ‘what we have’ as it is on feelings and ideas of 

loss, lacking, and ambiguity.

The last Stick Dance of the middle and upper Innoko people and their descendants was 

held in 1962 in Holikachuk. Louis Deacon was the leader of the village at that time, and 

he also led the singing in the Dance. In a number of short stories and casual 

conversations, several people in Grayling related what they remembered about this last 

Dance. Wilson Deacon has said that Louis, despite being very smart, needed help to 

complete the Dance in 1962, for which he hired someone from Shageluk. Several other 

residents stated that towards the end of the Dance, Louis made an error and skipped a 

song. He finished the Dance nonetheless, but afterwards most people knew that he was 

going to die in the near future because of the mistake. One resident I spoke with 

remembers being near Shageluk at the time. A crow (raven), he said, continued to follow 

him, trying to tell him that something was wrong. Another resident, a relative of Louis’, 

reported seeing a lynx before the last Dance, which is considered an omen that someone 

in your family will die soon. Indeed, Louis passed away shortly after the last Dance -  

before the move to Grayling in 1963 (W. Deacon H2000-90-06). Interestingly enough, 

the father of another Grayling resident, a Shageluk song leader, died many years ago 

because he too made an error during a Stick Dance -  in his case, however, he repeated a 

song.

Everyone I spoke with told me that the villagers had already decided to move to Grayling 

before the last Stick Dance even took place, something I do not doubt. In fact, some 

people have said that Louis himself led the push to move from Holikachuk to Grayling. I 

would not hazard a guess that there is a direct empirical linkage between the negative 

events that occurred in and around the last Stick Dance and the subsequent move to 

Grayling; no residents I spoke with made this connection either. However, I have found 

that the details about this dramatic social event, related in short narratives and 

conversations, constitute a powerful analytical metaphorical tool, a framework, for
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understanding processes of culture change on the middle and upper Innoko and at 

Holikachuk and Grayling.

/////

Subdialogue: Symbols. Ethnographic Interpretation, and Social Drama Narratives

Victor Turner argued that ritual symbols had three fundamental properties: condensation, 

unification of disparate ‘significata,’ and polarization of meaning (Turner 1967: 28-9). 

Furthermore, Turner stated that the structure and properties of ritual symbols could be 

inferred from three classes of data: external form and observable characteristics, 

interpretations offered by specialists and by laymen, and significant contexts largely 

worked out by the anthropologist {ibid: 20). Turner also distinguishes between three 

“levels or fields of meaning” as relates to symbols: the level of indigenous interpretation 

(exegetical meaning), operational meaning, and positional meaning (ibid: 50-2).

Some narratives can be understood not only as packages of oral-textual symbols, but as 

symbols themselves, in their entirety. The narratives from Grayling residents that I have 

been fortunate to hear and work with provide complex bridges for connecting the three 

classes of data as well as the three levels of meaning Turner discussed in relation to ritual 

and dominant symbols. Through the analysis of the structures of these narratives (and 

other forms of discourse), as well as the dialogic context in which they were elicited, I 

have been able to bridge together emic and etic perspectives, as is demonstrated 

throughout this thesis. This ‘empirical’ approach (that is, it is grounded in ethnographic 

fieldwork) combines “comparisons of emic with etic descriptions -  observations of overt 

behavior with statements pertaining to ‘inner states’ and meanings. It also compares the 

interpretations of anthropologists with those of the persons being studied” (Langness 

1987: 154-5). Narratives and other forms of discourse have provided a medium for this 

approach in different ways. In one way, using narratives as a framework allows for the
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comparison of internal voices (e.g. stories, statements, etc.) with external voices 

(explorer’s journals, research reports, government documents, etc.) on the issues being 

examined, such as culture change and group identity. Secondly, I attempt to go beyond 

this comparative approach to one that recognizes the different “levels” of meaning as 

well as the three “classes” of data as discursive practices which are rooted in historical 

and social space and time, and influence the form and structure of each other.

The discourse on the Holikachuk Stick Dance and the prophecy narratives of Section 2 

are examples of this point. Prophecy narratives may be seen as symbols in their entirety 

if they are analyzed in terms of the dialogic context. The narratives themselves, as 

wholes, signified an explanation, a discourse, for local interpretation of historical events 

and culture change. Narratives about the last Stick Dance, on the other hand, additionally 

functioned to bound together discursive symbols (e.g. Dances representing traditional 

culture, Louis representing traditional leadership, etc.) which had meaning to both the 

teller (Turner’s specialists, laymen, and indigenes) and the hearer (Turner’s 

anthropologist). The degree to which one class of data or another has played a stronger 

role in the ‘meaning’ of the discursive forms I analyze is a function of how I have 

interpreted them, on my own and with the help of Grayling residents, and the issues I feel 

they bear on. In some cases, the symbolic significance of these forms was more apparent 

to me than my Grayling consultants, so my interpretation looms large in those sections; in 

others, I am little more than a translator and organizer, my own understanding of the 

narrative (or statement) coming far after it was purposively stated by the speaker.

Turner warns against “neglecting the role of symbols in establishing connexity between 

the different levels of a narrative structure” (Turner 1981: 141). A number of the 

narratives discussed throughout this thesis, including the “prophecy narratives” and the 

stories about the last Stick Dance, are very similar in kind to what Turner considers 

‘stories about social dramas.’ Social dramas, he argues, are “in large measure political 

processes, that is, they involve competition for scarce ends — power, dignity, prestige,
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honor, purity -  by particular means and by the utilization of resources that are also scarce 

-  goods, territory, money, men and women” {ibid: 148). Turner views the social drama 

as the “experiential matrix from which many genres of cultural performance,” including 

oral and literary narrative, are generated (i 154). A number of the narratives 

presented throughout this thesis discuss what could be considered, using Turner’s rubric, 

‘social dramas,’ be they about a time imbued with mythico-historical significance (e.g. 

the prophecy narratives) or about a time not-so-long ago involving people still around 

today (e.g. the last Stick Dance and the subsequent move to Grayling, and the 

interpersonal relations, processes, and consequences which surrounded these events). 

Turner was, however, pre-occupied with the notion of universality in his social dramas -  

either in their general schema (breach, crisis, reintegration/division), in their being 

experienced in the same way by all involved, or by their ubiquity among the world’s 

cultures. Clearly, the participants in social dramas, and the people who tell stories about 

them afterwards, do not approach, interpret, or understand the workings of any such 

drama from the same vantage point. Indeed, as Renato Rosaldo has pointed out, Turner 

has little grounds for asserting that the various protagonists participated in the same 

social drama at all (Rosaldo 1989: 141). In terms of the last Stick Dance, prophetic 

occurrences, medicine men battles, the move to Grayling, and the stories about them, as 

well as the other forms and contents of discourse in this thesis, no attempt has been made 

to provide a master meta-narrative, a common historical grounding (beyond the most 

rudimentary details). History is experienced, construed, interpreted, and re-made through 

the telling of narratives; while it is a social phenomenon, it is also a very personal, 

individual experience. Though I have often suppressed the names of individuals 

throughout for the sake of their requested anonymity, their individual and often 

conflicting voices and perspectives are given room to breathe life into history. The 

making of identity, the evolution of a group consciousness, is not routine -  it is certainly 

shared, but never equally or identically. When analysis of narratives or other forms of 

local discourse have been taken far afield (in this thesis), it is always done in relation to 

other avenues of discourse -  the ethnographer’s voice, the explorer’s narrative, the
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narratives of other residents, the missionary’s story, and so on. Some of these 

connections require more authorial sleight of hand than others, but the interpretation of 

social processes is never readily transparent and easy to lay bare -  the many disparate 

individual voices, which are translated as history by other voices, are not always heard or 

exposed with equal forte -  it is the job of the ethnographer to flush them all out, explore 

their symbolic connexity, and let them speak on their own terms to the extent possible.

/////

I have found that the discourse about the last Stick Dance, and the event itself as 

described in these dialogues, serves as a useful metaphorical and symbolic ‘primer’ for 

reflecting on the imminent cultural and social changes for the villagers at Holikachuk. At 

Holikachuk, ‘traditional’ leadership was seen as a management of authority between 

medicine men and recognized ‘leaders,’ people often times fdling both of these roles. 

Nevertheless, while there does not seem to have been a clearly defined concept of the 

‘chief,’ people like Louis were often referred to as a ‘ringleader’ or ‘boss.’ However, it is 

clear from stories that I have heard that the storekeepers at Holikachuk vigorously vied 

for control in the village. In fact, the major store at Holikachuk was located on the 

opposite side of a small slough that essentially divided the village between the main 

store, post office, and associated buildings on one side and the rest of the population on 

the other. One native resident who worked for the traders and managed the store came to 

exert considerable influence on the village, and saw himself as better than the other 

native residents. According to one resident, he had aspirations ‘to be the boss,’ and a 

number of people have identified his ambitious ventures as a primary motivation behind 

the move to Grayling -  that is, to get away from him. Almost certainly in an attempt to 

maintain control of the economic inflow once barges were no longer used as often, after 

an airstrip was built on the other side of the slough this aspiring store manager made an 

effort to get an airstrip built on his side as well. After the move to Grayling, a number of
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younger individuals who had played key roles in spurring the migration came to occupy 

positions of power in the new village (W. Nicholas H91-12-353). In contemporary 

Grayling, there are many different tiers of leadership -  the village corporation, the tribal 

council (with a chief) and the city council. Despite the relative authority granted the 

tribal council, it is widely recognized that leadership and authority in the ‘traditional’ 

sense died with Louis in Holikachuk.

The loss of the Stick Dance not only represents the loss of a central marker (in practice) 

of group identity; it also punctuated the disintegration of the ceremonial cycle itself. 

Very few significant ceremonies were held after the move to Grayling, and the invitation 

partnership which had dwindled down to only two villages (Shageluk and Holikachuk) 

fell apart as well. The Stick Dance represented the central focus of a ceremonial cycle 

that was intricately connected with the subsistence cycle of the Innoko River people. It 

was strategically positioned at the only time of year when it was feasible for large groups 

of people to come together at one time and in one place. It was also intimately connected 

to the maintenance of proper human-environment relationships, such as the 

demonstration of proper respect for animals. Additionally, the strength of the ceremonial 

cycle also meant the continued strength of Holikachuk village as a ceremonial center not 

only for mid-upper Innoko River peoples, but also for people from down river. The 

collapse of this ceremonial cycle is represented dramatically by the events surrounding 

the last Stick Dance -  in the mistake of a brilliant and authoritative leader who ensured 

social cohesion, and in the abandonment of the custom with the concomitant move to a 

new place.

Despite the lack of empirical linkages, the move to Grayling can not be ignored in this 

equation either. The move represented an act of choice on the part of the villagers to 

move off of their ‘traditional’ lands and into a new area their people had not permanently 

settled in before. In fact, it is even more telling that the move was from a place where the 

subsistence and ceremonial base were centered (on the Innoko, the hunting and trapping
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grounds), towards a place which had only previously been considered a locale for 

seasonal and temporary activity (the Yukon -  for summer fish camps). In fact, summer 

fish camp was known in general for being a time when people were dispersed and going 

about their own things. Furthermore, as will be discussed in the next section of this 

thesis, a number of powerful outside forces played a role in the move to Grayling. The 

BIA helped in setting up houses, a new school, and giving loans to residents for 

construction, and the Alaska Housing Authority, which made the move their pilot project 

in ‘bettering’ the living conditions of rural Alaskan residents, were both involved.

These influences in the move to Grayling existed in combination with other concerns -  

concerns that it was getting too difficult to commute back and forth to fish camp every 

year, that freight charges were exorbitant because of the relative isolation on the Innoko, 

etc. It is telling that an entire system of concerns and influences largely derived from 

Euroamerican standards and pressures had come to guide the move -  from the concerns 

of the villagers to the assistance being provided from outside to the domineering behavior 

of a native storekeeper who acted more like an outsider than a resident.

VanStone has noted that:

The decline of the Ingalik ceremonial cycle obviously affected the importance and 

function of kashims in the various settlements. As workshops and lounging and 

sleeping places for men, they would continue to be important for some time to 

come, but once the ceremonial aspects of the kashim activities were diminished, 

the structure as an institution in Ingalik life would never be the same again. 

(1979b: 76)

and,
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It is clear that Ingalik settlements underwent considerable change in the last 

decade of the nineteenth century as a result of the acceptance of log houses and 

the decline of the kashim. The ceremonial house and its many, varied activities 

symbolized the large, closely-knit community. With the collective ceremonies in 

decline, a growing interest in Christianity with its emphasis on individual 

salvation, and economic changes which stressed the role of the individual wage- 

eamer, some families may have felt it unnecessary to continue to reside in the 

larger settlements. The smaller log cabins housed individual nuclear families as 

opposed to the traditional winter houses inhabited by two or more such families 

(Osgood, 1958, p. 157). Multiple factors including missionary influence and 

involvement in trapping and wage labor thus resulted in major changes in the 

community pattern. (1979b: 77)

Gale Van Diest has noted a decided change in the orientation of the Grayling community 

from that of the Holikachuk community in terms of social cohesion and communal 

participation. A breed of individualism, he believes, has superimposed itself in such a 

way that communal activities once undertaken for the benefit of the group in Holikachuk 

could most likely not be accomplished today in Grayling (Van Diest tapes). VanStone 

(1979a: 247) comments that:

Another positive value in the acceptance of Christianity was the emotional impact 

of the new religion at a time when the traditional belief system was disintegrating. 

That this impact was minimal in the early contact period is illustrated by the 

indifference shown by some Yukon Indians to the teachings of Father Netsvetov 

in the 1840’s and 1850’s. Fifty years later a decline in the number of game 

animals, increased indebtedness to the traders, the high incidence of illness and 

death from diseases brought by an ever-increasing white population, and the 

failure of traditional religious leaders to cope successfully with these problems



1 0 4

created an emotional climate more acceptable to the concept of individual 

salvation.

While the time frame of the above observations is a bit off for the middle and upper 

Innoko peoples, the general schema holds true. Stories and conversations about the last 

Stick Dance do not simply resonate at the level of detail concerning historical events. 

These details relate concretely to other real-world processes of culture change. 

Additionally, these discourses provide a metaphorical framework for interpreting such 

processes. There are layers of meaning embedded within discourse about these events 

that touch on many facets of culture change on the Innoko River, even if these layers are 

only apparent or meaningful to an outside observer. The catastrophe that was the last 

Holikachuk Stick Dance ties together the crumbling influence of traditional leadership 

with the pervasive inroads of Euroamerican influences, the declining importance of the 

kashim, the impending move off of traditional lands, and the inherent changes in 

subsistence patterns this move entailed. It also provides a bridge for seeing these 

connections expand outwards and forwards in time to the decentralization of authority, 

feelings of anomie and disassociation, and the changing face of the individual and the 

group in contemporary Grayling.

4.2 Ethnonymy

The power of naming is substantial in the establishment of human categorization, in 

terms of self-identification and ascription by outsiders. The issue of ethnonymy and its 

role in human categorization, in terms of both the emic and etic perspectives, is relatively 

confusing and complicated in the case of the middle-upper Innoko River people. In an 

attempt to explore how this confusion speaks to the ways in which ethnic identity
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becomes a lived social reality, the historical untidiness of the situation must be sifted 

through and laid bare.

/////

Subdialogue: Ethnicity and Ethnonymy

‘Ethnicity’ is a problematic term; its use has been so varied that it may have lost some 

general analytic utility, and some scholars wish it never entered the social sciences’ 

lexicon (see Banks 1995 for a survey of these uses and wishes). I take the term to mean 

little more than ‘the processes of group identity.’ Many times I have simply used a more 

specific (and analytically precise) term like ‘ethnic identity.’ I take ‘ethnic identity’ to be 

a form of social identity which is related directly to a perception of group definition and 

belonging. ‘ Ethnic identity,’ like ‘eZ/znohistory,’ has often been used, rather 

ethnocentrically, in public discourse in reference to the categorization or history of 

minority groups. They are used here from an emic perspective -  that is, ethnic identity is 

defined as that form o f social identity which pertains directly to a perception of group 

definition. I will discuss briefly the three elements of this approach, stressed in italics, in 

turn.

By an ‘emic perspective,’ I do not mean that the raw materials from which identities are 

constructed, nor the processes of this construction, are entirely internal. In fact, 

throughout this thesis I present data from a variety of sources which detail the external 

influences as well as internal (local -  social and individual) processes and voices which 

have shaped the contemporary discourse and consciousness about group identity in 

Grayling. Understanding ethnic identity from an ‘emic perspective’ means that the 

analysis focuses on the terms and processes which are relevant to the local, insider 

constructions of group identity; ‘etic perspectives,’ in the form of outside categorizations



1 0 6

and constructions of identity, constitute forms of active and historically-situated 

discourse and influence.

The second issue pertains to ethnic identity as social identity. A long-standing source of 

theoretical debate concerns the means by which we are to define ethnic identity as a type 

of social identity. Some early scholars approached this issue by defining ethnic identities 

in terms of a laundry list of ‘group markers’ -  an ethnic group was one with a shared 

language, culture, ethnonym, history, etc. Others, like Frederik Barth, have pointed out 

that the perception and maintenance of ‘boundaries’ is just as important in the 

construction of group identity (Banks 1996: 12-13). Laundry lists alone are inherently 

defective tools for understanding how a group defines themselves, for a number of 

reasons. Even given the information on the items in such a list, often taken to be the 

‘contents’ of an identity, one is no closer to understanding the processes by which the 

form of an identity takes shape. Related to this is the point that these lists are inherently 

deficient in that they do not list enough and, simultaneously, always list too much -  not 

all of these ‘items’ need be relevant to the construction of a group’s identity, and many 

other, more subtle, factors always apply. Lastly, these items are not monolithic, as a list 

presupposes -  things like ‘culture’ and ‘language’ are not reified and agreed-upon 

concepts of universal analytic application -  these concepts are defined, understood, and 

re-made through time at the local level -  by individuals in social situations. The ‘items’ 

themselves can not be assumed any more than the ‘identity’ they claim to describe. The 

emphasis on ‘boundaries’ is equally problematic. Identities are not necessarily about 

perceived difference; similarity and simple comparison with other people may also be 

equally important to how people define themselves (indeed, some people may be 

completely ambiguous altogether, or, in other cases, simply not stress differences at all). 

The focus of this thesis, accordingly, has been on the consciousness of ethnic identity 

(and the processes which influence such consciousness), not necessarily ‘ethnogenesis’ 

(the making of group distinctness). Analytically it is more useful, in terms of the debates 

about ‘boundaries’ and ‘laundry lists,’ to simply approach ethnic identity as an active
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social phenomenon, shaped like any other by historical, external, internal, and perceptual 

influences, patterns, and dialogues.

The third concern, the issue of definition, is simply an extension of the second. A 

number of theoreticians have understood, to varying degrees, the concept of ethnic 

identity in primordialist or essentialist terms -  that is, ethnicity is taken as a given, an 

“innate aspect of human identity... requiring description rather than explanation” (Banks 

1996: 39). At the other end of the spectrum, ‘instrumentalists’ view ethnicity as an 

“artefact, created by individuals or groups to bring together a group of people for some 

common purpose” {ibid.). Clearly, it is not one way to the exclusion of the other -  while 

recognizing that ethnic identities are active and fluid social phenomenon worked out by 

real individuals, it must be granted that some shared and common ‘core’ is touched upon 

and understood for the concept of identity to be socially meaningful, even if this core is 

constantly shifting and being redefined. Even some of the more ‘extreme’ analytical 

work clearly makes use of both lines of thinking; without it no valuable analysis that 

accounts for ethnographic data is possible (i.e. Bromley and Kozlov 1989). Another 

theoretical ‘debate’ involves the relative importance given to either internal or external 

forces in the making of ethnic identities. Once again, analytic hindsight shows that 

external and internal forces are both powerful agents of group definition; human relations 

must be understood from all sides -  external and internal, local and global. It is useful, 

however, to understand that the terms upon which these forces act in the construction of 

identities can be quite different (Jenkins 1994).4

This theoretical middle ground does little good without a guiding framework, however. 

Throughout this thesis I have utilized a communicative, discursive framework to interpret 

the available historical and ethnographic data. I have approached these data, not by 

looking first at the ‘facts’ that make up these data, but primarily at the way these ‘facts’ 

are made into ‘social facts’ and then conveyed -  that is, in discursive terms. The starting 

point has been ‘voices’ and other forms of discourse, be they oral or textual. In order to
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understand the ways identity is shaped, managed, and understood at the local level, I have 

found it necessary to understand the ways these discourses play off of, and into, each 

other -  the ‘facts’ are structural variables which gain meaning in terms of the ways these 

variables are presented and communicated between people, and in their relation to other 

variables.

Towards the end of this section, I explicitly use one form of communicative-discursive 

framework -  semiotic -  for a preliminary analysis of Innoko and Yukon ethnonymy. A 

number of authors have stressed the importance of ethnonymy, beyond its function as 

simply a group ‘marker,’ in the process of group definition. William Sturtevant has 

argued that ethnonymy has played a pivotal role in the process of ethnogenesis among the 

Creek, Seminole, and Miccosukee Indians of Florida during contact history (Sturtevant 

1971). Sturtevant argues that ethnonymy itself is a process, noting the relations between 

the Seminole Wars, territorial displacement, and other human relations in the 

ethnogenesis of the ‘Seminole’ out of the Creek. Even more recently, in the 1950s, a new 

process was taking place by which the Miccosukee Tribe, formerly considered to be a 

Seminole subgroup, was trying to assert independence by creating a charter which details 

its own history; Sturtevant believes that creating a distinct charter and ethnonymy are 

seen as integral to furthering a “new ethnogenesis” {ibid: 121). Alexandra Harmon, 

analyzing human relations and Indian identities around Puget Sound, also approaches 

ethnonymy as a social process. Harmon takes a number of “theoretical middle-grounds” 

discussed above; for example, she states that:

Relying on data from the Pacific Northwest, it [her book] answers that the marks 

and meanings of Indian identity have evolved through decades of negotiation 

between supposed races. Indians and non-Indians share responsibility for creating 

and repeatedly reformulating a special social category. (Harmon 1998: 4)
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She also shows that, “Underlying the controversy is the fact that individual natives had 

multiple associations, multiple loyalties, and multiple ways to identify themselves to 

others” {ibid:8). More importantly, however, Harmon actively engages the problems

inherent in any theoretical and practical discussion on ethnonymy, including the 

colonialist-like enterprise of using external categorizations; however, perhaps her most 

important contribution is the application of these theoretical debates to a case concerning 

western North American Indians. Furthermore, she argues that:

Arguably more than any other group, Indians depend on representations of history 

for their identification as Indians; and people who profess to be Indians have had 

to defend their claims with a frequency and rigor seldom demanded of people in 

other ethnic or racial classes. Yet scholars of Native America have rarely 

acknowledged that the definitions of Indian and Indian tribe have histories 

themselves, {ibid: 3)

The process of ethnonymy clearly represents an important facet in the making and living 

of ethnicity. The remainder of this section discusses elements of this process that appear 

to be relevant to the current level of discourse and consciousness in Grayling relating to 

ethnic identity.

/////

Early Russian explorers and missionaries tended to group the upper Innoko and upper 

Kuskokwim people under a common term, “Kolchan,” (or something very similar) 

(Goddard 1981: 616). Father Illarion, one of these missionaries, referred to Holikachuk 

as “the first Kolchanes village” on the Innoko, and grouped the residents of the upper 

Innoko and upper Kuskokwim in this category together (Oswalt 1960: 104, 109, 116-7).

E.W. Nelson, the early American explorer, also used the term Kolchan (or Kol-chan) to 

designate the upper Innoko Indians (Nelson 1978: 18). Apparently, this term was
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“simply the transliteration of a designation in several Athapaskan languages serving to 

identify populations who lived inland from the speakers” (VanStone and Goddard 1981: 

558). Zagoskin himself realized this, applying the variant “Goltsan” to the people of the 

upper Kuskokwim while noting that Kolmakov had extended this designation to the 

people of the upper Innoko in error (Zagoskin 1967: 243, 300, VanStone in Nelson 1978: 

13, VanStone and Goddard 1981: 558). Glazunov was told of the “Kyltchanes” people of 

the upper Kuskokwim while he stayed in Anvik in 1834, and Wrangell also noted that the 

Ahtna and Tanaina peoples used the terms “Kolchan” and “Goltsan” to refer to interior 

peoples (VanStone in Nelson 1978: 12). It is worth mentioning for the reader unaware of 

this region’s geography that the upper Innoko and the upper Kuskokwim regions are 

relatively close in proximity. VanStone argues that,

Perhaps the most significant point to be derived from the above information is 

that the earliest travelers on the Innoko recognized a linguistic and cultural 

distinction between the inhabitants of the lower Innoko and the river above the 

settlement of Holikacuk. (in Nelson 1978: 13)

Geographical confusion also contributed to the confusion surrounding the classification 

of areas and the people who lived within them. VanStone, in reference to Map 4.1, has 

noted that

a glance at the map...will show that Shageluk Slough, together with the Innoko 

River, creates a large island roughly in the shape of an inverted triangle with Fox 

Point Island in the northwest comer, Holikachuk in the northeast comer, and the 

confluence of the Innoko and the Yukon at the apex. This arrangement has 

created confusion in geographical naming and identification by early explorers, 

traders, and missionaries. In some written accounts, including Nelson’s 

manuscript, Shageluk Slough is considered to include not only the slough but the
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lower Innoko as well. For these writers the name Innoko is applied only to the 

river above the mouth of Holikachuk Slough. It is easy to see why some 

observers considered the entire complex of sloughs and a section of the lower 

Innoko to be simply a large anabranch of the Yukon, because it is certainly true 

that both sloughs deliver a considerable amount of Yukon water to the Innoko in 

the spring. Zagoskin (1967, p.298) noted that the Indians he encountered referred 

to the upper Innoko as the Tlegon, a name, it will be recalled, which Petr 

Kolmakov also obtained in 1838. The “middle course” was called the 

“Shiltonotno or Innoka,” while the lower reaches between the point where 

Holikachuk Slough enters and its junction with the Yukon was designated 

“Ittege” by the local people and “Chagelyuk,” or Shageluk, by the neighboring 

Eskimos. (in Nelson 1978: 9-10)

The typology created by Zagoskin of the peoples he encountered during his travels was 

based largely on the distinctions drawn by neighboring Eskimo (see Map 4.2). However, 

his schema has undoubtedly influenced many of the existing typologies, partially as a 

result of the relatively detailed and accurate information he recorded. He wrote (1967: 

243) that:

In order not to discard the name which the natives think of as referring to 

themselves and to their tribe as a unit, we shall adhere to the name Ttynay; to 

differentiate between tribal units we shall affix those epithets which are given 

them by their neighbors, the Kang-yulit. With this system the tribes of the Ttynay 

we visited in their settlements are the following: ...



112

160°  160° 30-

F ig .  2. Map of the lower-middle Yukon and lower Innoko rivers.

Map 4.1 - Map of the lower-middle Yukon and lower Innoko Rivers. (VanStone in

Nelson 1978: 9)
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Zagoskin goes on to delineate seven groups, the fifth of which, the “ or

Inkalikhlyuaf’ is described as, “the tribe living along the upper Innoka and its tributaries. 

Along the Tlegon River this same tribe calls itself the Tlegon-khotana, in all likelihood 

referring by this to the place where they had been settled originally” (243). The Tlegon 

River is the upper portion of the Innoko opposite the North Fork, and ‘-khotana’ is likely 

the Russian rendering of the Athabascan equivalent ‘people o f  (Goddard 1981: 616).5 

Zagoskin therefore broadly defines the “Ttynay” tribe in a manner which includes groups 

now referred to as the Koyukon, the Ingalik or Deg Hit’an, the Holikachuk or middle- 

upper Innoko, the Tanaina, and the Upper Kuskokwim. Within this broader grouping 

(which is a rough equivalent of Dene, or Dena, as will be noted further below), Zagoskin 

creates a number of subdivisions based on the distinctions the Kang-yulit feel are 

appropriate, combined with the observations he makes during his travels. Dali (1870: 

432) railed against Zagoskin’s typology, claiming that the “Innoka” and “Thljegon” 

(Tlegon) were “in name at least, emanations from his own imagination,” further claiming 

that neither Zagoskin nor any other white man had ever visited these regions or placed 

them on a map. Osgood, however, has highlighted the ironic nature of Dali’s critique:

It should be particularly noted here that Dali’s use of the term Kaiyuhkhotana, 

which makes one group of the Ingalik (lnkilik-Yugelnut) and Kaiyuh-khotana 

Koyukon (True lnkilik), is carelessness. It is a particularly poignant case of error 

for he says that the “untruthful and imaginative” Zagoskin created an “undue 

multiplication of tribes, intended to enhance the discoveries which he made 

principally, not by traveling, but by questioning the natives.” These hard words 

can indicate only rancour on the part of one who apparently took much indirectly 

from the man he abused. (Osgood 1940: 480)

Father Jette was one of the first, if not the first, to introduce the term “Ten’a,” which has 

also come to be known for its other variants (Tena, Tinneh, Dena, Dene, etc.). John 

Chapman, the missionary at Anvik, believed that the people of the lower Yukon, lower
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Innoko, and some of the Kuskokwim region spoke one dialect of Ten’a, or “Denna,” the 

term in the Anvik dialect. Above Shageluk on the Innoko, Chapman maintained that the 

“dialect” changes to something like the Ten’a of Nulato. However, he still believed that 

this entire wide-ranging population was essentially the same group of people -  that is, 

they were all Ten’a, just with dialectal differences (Chapman 1914:1).

Osgood (1940: 580) placed Zagoskin’s upper Innoko grouping within the Koyukon, or 

“True Inkalik.” Osgood argued that it was entirely possible that the upper Innoko group 

was indeed a separate division of people, or that they were a special subdivision within 

Koyukon. However, he believed that it was appropriate to include all of the people from 

Nulato south on the Yukon River to the Thompson-Shageluk slough within the Koyukon 

group. This included the villages of “Vashitcagat” and “Khuligitcagat” (Holikachuk 

village). Osgood believes, on the authority of his informants and Dr. Chapman, that 

Holikachuk village was at that point in time a Koyukon village, not an Ingalik village as 

Zagoskin had claimed, although he admits the possibility of a shift in populations. 

Indeed, it is now recognized that in 1844 Khuligichagat was an “Ingalik” village, but by 

1866 a village in the same general area (and recorded then as “Holiakzagmute”) had 

become the southernmost village of the upper Innoko River people (Goddard 1981: 615).

In regards to the debate surrounding the distinction of the upper Innoko peoples from the 

Koyukon and Ingalik, and the geographical dividing line between these groups, de 

Laguna stated that:

It is uncertain whether the people of the upper Innoko, above the Thompson- 

Shageluk Slough, ought to be included with the Kaiyuh group, since Zagoskin 

classes these Upper Innoko as a separate tribe under the names Tlegon-Hotana, 

Innoka-Hotana, and Inkilik-luat. They are now practically extinct. In his latest 

work, Osgood has also questioned this inclusion, but insists that the dividing line 

between the Kaiyuh group and the Ingalik who live below them on the Yukon
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should be at the mouth of the Thompson-Shageluk Slough, not at Blackburn 

River, citing Dr. Chapman and native informants as authorities. It is possible that 

there has been a recent shift in population, accounting for the difference of 

opinion. I have followed Jette and Zagoskin in placing this boundary at the 

mouth of the Blackburn River. (de Laguna 1947: 29)

De Laguna, in other work, has treated the people of Holikachuk village in the same terms 

as the people of Shageluk and Anvik -  that is, as Ingalik -  and also in a more inclusive 

vein, as “Dena,” part of a hodge-podge of populations that is somewhat equivalent, but 

slightly more restrictive, to the “Ttynay” of Zagoskin (de Laguna 1936: 569, 1995: xvii). 

De Laguna (1995: xvii) recognizes within this loose classification these groups many 

anthropologists delineate as “separate tribes”: Koyukon, Ingalik, Holikachuk, and Lower 

Tanana.6

In 1962, the linguist Michael Krauss determined that the language spoken at Holikachuk 

village and previously on the middle and upper Innoko Rivers was a distinct Athabascan 

language. Krauss labeled this language “Holikachuk.”7 Since that time, “Holikachuk” 

has come to represent both the language and the people speaking it. Holikachuk occupies 

a distinct group on the Native Peoples and Languages o f Alaska map (Krauss 1982 

[1974]), and a short Holikachuk noun dictionary has been prepared (Kari 1978b). The 

term has become an accepted category in anthropological encyclopedias (Goddard 1981, 

Snow 1981, VanStone and Goddard 1981), government documents (U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife 1987) and other research-oriented publications (Andrews 1977, Stephenson 

1979). Krauss and Golla have summarized the language as such:

Holikachuk was earlier the language of the upper Innoko River. The lowest and 

only remaining modem village was Holikachuk; the community moved in the 

1960s from there to Grayling on the Yukon. The language is intermediate 

between Ingalik and Koyukon; it is considered such also by the speakers.
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Linguistically it is somewhat closer to the Lower dialect of Koyukon, but socially 

and geographically it is closer to Ingalik. It is partially intelligible to both, but 

especially to Ingalik because of social contact. It differs phonologically from 

Koyukon mainly in that PA *c>9, not merging with X, in that stem-final clusters 

are not preserved, and in that prefixal * e and * a merge as

The language is moribund; the youngest speakers at Grayling were nearly 50 in 

1980. Holikachuk has been recognized as a potentially distinct group since 

Zagoskin (1847), also by Chapman (1914:1), but the language was virtually 

undocumented until 1961, when Krauss did some preliminary fieldwork. A 

practical orthography was established in 1974. Kari (1978a) began the first 

extensive fieldwork on Holikachuk in 1975. (Krauss and Golla 1981: 74)

Krauss and McGary (1980: 293-300) have included “Holikachuk” as a section in a 

bibliographic guide to Alaska Native languages; there are bibliographic references to 

fieldnotes, journals, academic works, and linguistic research on the language.

Most scholars writing about the mid-upper Innoko (and Grayling) people and the 

Holikachuk language have performed the intellectual shortcut of equating language with 

culture. Some of the early commentary on the language is partially to blame, including 

statements about social and cultural patterns in addition to linguistic ones; for example: 

“In 1962 Krauss defined the language, intermediate between Koyukon and Ingalik, 

linguistically closer to Koyukon but socially closer to Ingalik. Although Holikachuk is 

partially intelligible to both of these, the people recognize it as distinct from both” 

(Krauss and McGary 1980: 293). The map Native Peoples and Languages o f Alaska 

(Krauss 1974), used in numerous introductory social science classes, has further 

confounded the issue by adding the notion of geography to the already existing 

combination of language and culture -  the “Holikachuk” (language, culture, and/or
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population) are given a defined space on a map. This space, defined as a “language 

area,” contains no specific historical references (or any others) which would indicate how 

these variables are all compressed into one representation. Later work also bears the 

burden of these and similar shortcuts; while admitting the dearth of material necessary to 

draw these conclusions, academics and researchers have gone about accepting these 

divisions at face value without fully exploring what they mean (e.g. Goddard 1981, Snow 

1981, VanStone and Goddard 1981, de Laguna 1995; see also Maps 1.4 and 4.4; cf. Map 

4.5).

Interestingly enough, in certain situations and at some levels, the coincidence of 

language, culture and place have become meaningful at the local level in the construction 

of ‘folk taxonomies’ distinguishing groups from each other. From one perspective, the 

academic work on the Holikachuk language (and subsequent research on the people who 

speak it) has influenced Grayling residents who have received formal educations or have 

had other forms of exposure to the academic world. One younger resident stated that he 

would consider himself “part Ingalik,” “part white,” and “part Holikachuk.” He believed 

that his grandfather would have considered himself to be “Holikachuk,” distinct from 

other classifications and groupings. Another younger resident has stated that he 

considers himself to be an “Indian” and an “Athabascan”; but he considered 

“Holikachuk” to be the most accurate designation. It is interesting to note that this 

designation of “Holikachuk” was the last one he mentioned when I asked what kind of 

Indian he was -  when prodded to increase his level of specificity, he called himself, in 

this order, an “Athabascan native,” an “Indian from the Yukon,” an “Athabascan Indian,” 

and finally “Holikachuk Athabascan.” For him, it seems that “Holikachuk” is perceived 

as a formal, perhaps even slightly inactive category. A number of the residents I spoke 

with who identified the category “Holikachuk” as meaningful, however, through further 

conversation, seemed to place the meaning behind this term not so much in the academic 

categorization but rather in the association to place. It is the connection to Holikachuk 

village, and from that the Innoko River, which serves as the guiding influence behind
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Fig. 1. L ocation s o f  w est-central A laskan A thapaskan s at tim es o f  first con tact, ranging from  the 1830s and 1840s in the w estern areas to the 
1880s on the Tan ana and the upper K ovukuk rivers

Map 4.3 - Schema of west-central Alaskan Athabascan locations at times of first contact. 

Note coincidence of language and culture boundaries. (VanStone and Goddard 1981:

557)
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Figure 20. Tribal territories in the vicinity of Innoko Refuge.

Map 4.4 - U.S. Fish and Wildlife version of Innoko region ‘tribal territories.’ (U.S. Fish

and Wildlife 1987: 74)
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meaning in being ‘Holikachuk.’ Goddard has noted that the “Holikachuk people call 

themselves doy hdt’an ‘people from here’” (1981: 616).

One of the few remaining speakers of Holikachuk that I spoke with at Grayling agreed 

that a similar pronunciation was identifiable as ‘people from here’; he identified the 

people at Nulato and Kaltag by a different Indian name, the people at Anvik and 

Shageluk by yet another Indian name, and finally Holy Cross people as different from the 

others. This speaker stated that Holy Cross was “part Shageluk, part Eskimo,” which 

shows that there is more to group identification than simply providing and knowing 

ethnonyms. It was also clear that such a classification holds little if no import in the 

general Grayling population today. The degree to which that autonym {doy h st’an or a 

variant thereof) was socially active in former times is also up for questioning; perceived 

social and cultural distance, as well as degrees of interaction, also seemed to be just as or 

more important in defining what constituted the group.

During my field research, I encountered a multitude of language and culture taxonomies 

that pertained to the relationship between the people of Grayling, Holikachuk, and the 

middle-upper Innoko River and their neighbors. A large number of residents stated that 

the language differences between these groups was merely dialectal, and that the Indians 

of the Yukon, Innoko, and Koyukuk could understand each other fairly well with slight 

variation. Some described different perceptions of the ‘dialects’ spoken in different 

villages; for example, several Grayling residents stated that people at Kaltag and Nulato 

spoke faster and ‘sing-songy.’ It is interesting to note that most of the residents who 

described the language differences as ‘dialectal’ had not spoken the language within the 

past 15 years; some of them never spoke it fluently (too young).

One elder who can still speak Holikachuk fluently communicates with his wife, who is 

from Shageluk and speaks Deg Hit’an (Ingalik). He knows the variants of many words in 

both languages and can produce them readily. Both recognize the variations and
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differences between their languages, although the husband is significantly more 

optimistic about their communication -  he highlights that they can understand each other 

just fine, while she has stated that it is sometimes difficult understanding the Holikachuk 

language. A number of other residents from nearby villages who now live in Grayling 

have stated that they too did not understand Holikachuk when they first heard it; some 

say that they still don’t. One elder who still speaks Holikachuk was of the opinion that 

the language was the same as that spoken at Kaltag, while it was different from that at 

Anvik, Shageluk, and Holy Cross. Another elder who can speak the language said that 

the similarities lie mostly with Anvik, Shageluk, and Holy Cross.

When asked about cultural differences, or even more broadly about differences between 

groups of people (which I left undefined, allowing my consultants to elaborate), again 

there were a multitude and variety of replies. One man, who once spoke Holikachuk, 

stated in public that everyone was pretty much the same, and even used the term ‘Tinne’ 

to describe the general grouping to which the Innoko, Yukon and Koyukuk Indians 

belonged. However, in private -  notably, when he was away from his wife and visitors 

who were from different villages -  he affirmed that there indeed were finer distinctions, 

and that the people at Holikachuk and on the middle and upper Innoko thought of 

themselves as separate. Other residents, many of whom had little knowledge of the 

‘traditional’ practices and beliefs, stated that differences between groups of people and 

villages was minimal.

Today, the village-level distinction has taken on a role of great importance; many people, 

especially in the younger generations, associate themselves with the village rather than 

any other type of ethnonymic grouping (whether it is based on language, culture, or 

something else). This level of distinction is most certainly a different type of ethnonymy, 

and its contemporary form is clearly related to a number of historical trends.8 The 

historical processes of changing settlement patterns, leading to a coalescence of 

population at Holikachuk village and then a migration to Grayling, have certainly
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influenced this development. Despite the increasing use of airplanes and better 

transportation between villages, the type of contact between villages that existed in 

earlier times no longer exists, most importantly in terms of trade and in terms of routine 

ceremonial invitations. Additionally, the presence of Euroamerican social infrastructure, 

notably in the form of schools and the village corporation, undoubtedly heightened the 

distinctions drawn along lines of village association. Moreover, with the focus of 

subsistence squarely on summer fishing, and with a recognized decrease in the amount of 

hunting and trapping among the population, the association with the middle and upper 

Innoko River is most likely also decreasing. To be sure, there are many reminders and 

connections to this land. Many young people know about and visit Holikachuk, many 

attend ‘spirit camp’ in which ‘traditional’ activities, stories and the like are discussed, and 

people from older generations still maintain a connection to the Innoko River. The 

ambiguity in these linkages, however, is perhaps best represented by the name of the 

Grayling village corporation -  “Hee Yea Lingde,” an English rendering of the 

Holikachuk language pronunciation for Holikachuk village. Some recognize the 

connection between these names as meaningful, others simply recognize the importance 

of the village corporation as unique to Grayling, some focus on the importance of 

“Holikachuk” the village in their heritage, and for others the linkages are not quite as 

clear or are falling away.

While the perception of difference between language and culture groups on the Innoko, 

Yukon, and Koyukuk Rivers is real for some people, only ‘technically’ accurate for 

others, and non-existent or unimportant for many, these perceptions and their historical 

roots have manifested themselves in a plentitude of ways. These perceptions have played 

into contemporary thinking and understanding about differences between groups of 

people at a number of different levels -  the culture group (which is multi-layered as 

well), the language group, the village group, the family group, etc. -  creating socially 

active categories in the minds of many Grayling residents.
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For some residents, associations with other groups, or simply the ethnonyms that serve to 

represent them (i.e. Eskimo), creates great indignation. For others, such associations and 

comparisons are engaged in terms of counter-points, agreement, or other forms of less 

vivid reaction.9 In many cases, as hinted above with the case of the man who expressed 

one opinion in public and another in private, people consciously (and unconsciously) 

switch between different levels of categorical consciousness, using some categories in 

some contexts and not others. For example, it is fairly common to hear expressions like 

“It is the Indian way,” “Indian culture,” or “Athabascan culture.” These same people, in 

different contexts, may refer to all the members of their village as “we” in 

contradistinction to some other “they” (whether it be another village, game management 

officials, or other groups, like “whites,” in general). Some refer to themselves as a 

“Holikachuk” person, or an “Innoko River Indian,” or even a “Yukon Indian.”10

Ethnonyms play an important role in the ongoing social negotiation of identity -  defining 

and discussing groups, affiliations, differences, boundaries, and markers. Each of these 

ethnonyms has its root in historical processes of varying depth and breadth, and most 

involve some level of active engagement between internal and external influences. In 

many cases, these ethnonyms have been heavily influenced by the perception of varying 

culture traits, either by locals or by non-residents. In some cases the ethnonyms 

themselves seem to have little meaning and varied forms of classificatory associations are 

drawn ad-hoc in response to changing discursive situations -  for example, the elder who 

informed me that Holy Cross was different because it was “part Shageluk, part Eskimo.” 

Each of these ethnonyms, markers, and manifestations of those and similar concepts has 

its roots in local and extra-local historical processes, a number of which have been 

detailed in other sections.

Much of the problem in the ongoing ‘debate’ from the outside has been the search for a 

historical truth, spanning from recent academic writings all the way back to the times of 

the early Russian explorers, with everyone throughout re-drawing the lines as to how it
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“is” and “has been.” One problem in this is that the bantering has been largely conducted 

between outsiders, and the issues have not been discussed in terms of how categorization 

is constructed, perceived, and managed at the local level. The second problem, related to 

the first, is that throughout these discussions there has been little recognition of historical 

change as an agent of any import. Ripping the debates from both historical and local 

processes has certainly hampered the usefulness of having such debates in the first place.

/////

Subdialogue -  Sign Systems. Classification, and Ethnicity

Two cornerstone approaches to analyzing sign systems can be, very briefly, described as 

follows:

In Peirce’s theory of semiotics there are three kinds of signs: icons, which 

communicate by resemblance; indexes, which communicate by logical 

connection; and symbols, which are purely conventional and whose meanings 

have to be learned. Peirce developed an extremely involved theory of signs, but it 

rests on the cornerstone of his trichotomy -  icon, index, and symbol. He differs 

from Saussure, who argues that the relationship between a signifier (sound, 

object) and its signified (concept) is arbitrary and based on convention (except in 

the case of the symbol, where the relationship is quasi-motivated or quasi

natural)....Semiotics is important, Peirce argues, because the universe is in 

essence a system of signs. Everything, that is, can be seen as standing, in one 

respect or another, for something else and thus functioning as a sign. (Berger 

1995: 78-9)

Furthermore, Berger states that:
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There are in every society, semioticians suggest, culture codes -  hidden structures 

(in the sense that we are not aware of them or pay no attention to them) that shape 

our behavior. These codes deal with aesthetic judgements, moral beliefs, cuisine, 

and many other things. They are directive and generally are highly articulated 

and specific, even though those who use them tend to be unaware of them. We 

need codes because we need consistency in our lives. Codes vary in scope from 

the universal to the local, (ibid.: 82-3)

I present the argument below that ethnonyms, autonyms, and other forms of ethnological 

classification serve as signifiers in a system of active negotiation over ethnic identity. 

The “well-spring” or deeper structure of shared beliefs, values, and culture which belong 

to a particular group of people (possible of inclusion in group discourse) represents the 

signified. This signified may be contemplated, just as the physical object behind the 

name “tree” can be contemplated, but only in terms of the representations, signifiers, 

codes and norms which have shaped the sociolinguistic perception of that object -  

signified items are wholly understood in terms of their representation.

The process of managing ethnic identity involves both a degree of consciousness and 

unconsciousness which varies from situation to situation. The use of ethnonyms and 

autonyms, for example, which may serve to create a concept of group, can be done either 

intentionally or completely unconsciously. The signified group of collective values, 

beliefs, symbols, etc., while it may be thought about, can not be directly or tactilely 

grasped, as it derives its usefulness and force from being structured by social and 

historical phenomenon outside of the direct grasp of individuals (but, nevertheless, 

influenced indirectly and through time by the actions of all individuals within a group and 

on the outside of a group, if they happen to impact that group). In a way, this is similar to 

the concept of langue developed by Saussure. The process of signification often occurs 

along coded lines, for consistency through communicative situations; however, these 

codes may be ‘decoded’ as well as changed through time, and I would submit that in the
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case of ethnic identity, individuals may actively decode and recode the ways in which 

identity is transmitted from person to person through communication.

I posit this perspective, and its application below, as a preliminary analysis of these 

classificatory schemas using a semiotic form of a discursive-communicative framework. 

As discussed earlier, ethnicity scholarship has explored the ways in which ethnic identity 

is actively managed as well as the fundamental rootedness of identity in the development 

of both social and individual histories. Additionally, such scholarship has highlighted the 

importance of understanding both internal and external processes and forces in the 

construction of group identity. The brief analysis below, which frames the role of ethnic 

identity in social life as a semiotic process, attempts to incorporate the utility of certain 

aspects in each of these lines of thinking. A set of common beliefs, values, symbols, and 

other elements of ‘culture’ are developed through long periods of history, well outside of 

the direct effects of individuals, but within the understanding of all members of a group 

who share and transmit that history. The set evolves like any other social phenomenon, 

but as it is formed through long historical processes, it is deeply rooted within the life of 

any group. The means by which this rooted, deeper structure of shared culture is 

transmitted at the social, local, and everyday level is the function of signifiers -  

representational phenomenon. The creation of signifiers, as well as the process of 

signification itself, can result from either conscious or unconscious acts. These processes 

are directly influenced by both internal and external forces; needless to say, the ways in 

which individual lives and the traffic in negotiated identities plays out through time 

eventually impact the shape and character of any group of people. In this, these internal 

and external forces, tangibly felt at the level of signification and representation, also 

affect through time the common core, the well-spring, of ‘culture’ -  the range of 

variables, history, and potentials which are expressed and understood in varying ways 

through the process of signification.

/////
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At the contemporary local level, on a daily basis, lines and boundaries are drawn and 

redrawn in the face of different inter-personal situations. Some types of ethnonymic and 

ethnological groupings inspire venomous rhetoric, some provoke knowing counter

claims, while some create or affirm confusion and contradiction. Most importantly, a 

high degree of multiple-use ‘strategies’ (when they are conscious) and ‘usages’ (when 

they are unconscious) form key elements of different local discursive forms and practice. 

The groups of culture traits and ethnonyms which bear relation to active negotiation in 

the realm of ethnic identity and consciousness may be best understood as a complex web 

of signification. Active negotiation with ethnic identities seems to reflect that such 

identities, or the consciousness thereof, occupy both conscious and unconscious poles, 

degrees of surface variation and a level of deep structure. The unconscious, or deep 

level, is constituted of a wide-ranging but finite grouping of shared symbols, values, 

beliefs, practices, etc. which are understood by the majority of those who tie their 

ancestry to the middle and upper Innoko River. These shared patterns of social and 

cultural knowledge can be made ready for active discourse, although the assumptions 

behind them and their origins are deeply rooted in the vicissitudes of historical processes 

that are outside of the realm of complete comprehension, meaningful daily discourse, and 

active interaction. From this well-spring, this set of possibilities, residents can 

consciously or unconsciously choose the means by which to create bonds or assert 

differences between themselves and others. These choices are based on a large number 

of variables, ranging from the knowledge of the backgrounds of those being compared to 

understandings of the setting in which a discussion may be taking place. Inherent in 

these social processes are the varying degrees to which decisions are made at conscious 

and unconscious levels. Additionally, there are varying degrees to which these decisions 

are based on any active consideration of the reasons one particular choice may be made 

over another -  in this instance, consideration most often does not occur. That is to say, 

the process of creating and engaging ethnic identities involves a semiosis -  a transfer of 

force between a known, shared, accepted, albeit rather unconscious pole to a socially
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active category, label, or other form of signification, either consciously or unconsciously. 

I have found a discursive-communicative framework particularly useful as a general 

analytical tool for analyses of narrative and ethnicity; perhaps the semiotic metaphor, one 

representation of such a framework, has utility in further applications and for wider sets 

of ethnographic data, beyond the one example discussed briefly above.

1 Other sources indicate that David, not Walter, Maillelle was the leader of the last Mask 
Dance.
2 One native resident I spoke with, as well as Gale Van Diest (Van Diest tapes), 
occasionally referred to the Stick Dance as the Lucky Dance; ensuring the regeneration of 
game could be construed simply as a form of “luck”; this is another example of overlap 
between attributes and designations applied to these ceremonies.
3 According to Wilson, an “eight thousand year-old story” states that the wolf and the 
wolverine put up the first Stick Dance (H2000-90-05). Carlo (1978: 61) relates a story 
which explains that the Stick Dance originated by a man who put up a stick and danced 
around it all night to keep from being lonely after his entire family had died.
4 It is not being argued here that all ethnicity scholars fall into one camp or the other; the 
purpose of this short discussion is merely to highlight the importance of the “middle 
ground,” and define what it may constitute, following from which I will describe what I 
have found to be a useful analytical framework.
5 James Kari has noted that, working from native placename and story loci data, it is 
reasonable to postulate that the Tlegon-khotana were a separate language group which 
died out/dispersed, and that the “Holikachuk” speakers are the people below them on the 
Innoko River (Kari, pers. comm.). This seems to be the most reasonable explanation of 
the etic, linguistic perspective. The contemporary emic perspective lends credence to 
some sort of boundary in the past in this area; the Tlegon region is less well-known by 
current residents in comparison to areas further down the Innoko. However, most likely 
as a combination of my influence (e.g. asking questions about the upper Innoko) with the 
local emphasis on the vast Innoko lands as a marker of identity, these boundaries are 
predictably (and meaningfully, I would surmise) blurred.
6 It is noteworthy that de Laguna is not highly regarded by a number of current Grayling 
residents, and the veracity of her work is brought into question on a number of issues. A 
number of residents have stated that she never actually spoke with any natives when she 
visited Holikachuk, but garnered most of her information from a white resident, as most 
of the native population was at summer fish camps; additionally, she took masks that 
belonged to the village, and by all accounts that I have heard, without permission.
7 Krauss has also used the designation “Innoko” for this group, a name which has not 
been used with any real frequency by other scholars (Krauss 1988: 144).
8 This level of distinction existed in pre-contact times, in all likelihood, as interior 
Athabascan villages were most likely not highly politically inter-connected.
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9 As regards group relations, these perceptions, manifestations, and categories will be 
discussed in detail in Section 6.
10 James Kari has pointed out that a hierarchy of distinctions between groups of people, 
based on geographical, ethnic, and linguistic perceptions, exists within the native 
languages of the region (Kari, pers. comm.). The different distinctions appear to support 
an initial hypothesis that native linguistic structures, although no longer in use in many 
villages of the region (notably Grayling for the purposes of this work), still inform local 
perceptions of these issues, even as is evident in the multitude of meaningful distinctions 
mentioned above for Grayling residents. A detailed comparative analysis of these 
ethnonymic and autonymic taxonomies, English-based and native language-based, would 
be of great use in the future for analyzing such interconnections. Miranda Wright, in her 
analysis of the “Nulato Massacre,” has posited a taxonomy used by neighboring Koyukon 
peoples which draws on different levels of distinction; it is surely one formulation that 
would be useful in a larger comparative analysis (Wright 1995: 24-30).
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In 1963, most residents of Holikachuk village packed up and moved over to the Yukon 

River, establishing a village at Grayling, an abandoned village site at the mouth of 

Grayling Creek. To this day, there is a great deal of ambiguity and contradiction in the 

stories and statements about this move, both at the local level and in various textual 

sources. These stories and statements pertain to the different sites involved in the move -  

old Grayling (the abandoned site), Holikachuk village, and new Grayling. They also 

pertain to feelings about the move, reasons the move took place, and comparisons 

between life before and after the move. This variation in historical understanding and 

construction touches on the ambiguous feelings associated with an important and 

symbolic event in group history. These stories and statements grapple with the issues of 

outside influence in village affairs, internal dissension between native residents, the 

effects of widespread culture change, the relationship of the past to the present, and the 

connection of identity to place. Also within these statements we can see the ways in 

which a new ethic of individualism was forming, an ethic represented locally by sharp 

divides over reasons why the move took place and how things changed as a result.

Holikachuk is the name for a village, or a series of villages, near the confluence of the 

Innoko River and the Shageluk Slough. The village was well documented, like the 

village of Old Shageluk downriver, and in all likelihood was occupied in prehistoric 

times. Prior to the occupation by the people of the middle and upper Innoko, it appears 

that the site, or sites fairly nearby and given similar names, were occupied by other 

groups, notably the Ingalik (Zagoskin 1967: 235, Goddard 1981: 616, VanStone 1979b: 

23). Population figures from Holikachuk village rose from 58 in 1854 to around 70 in the 

early 1880s; by 1884 the population was listed at 115, and by 1892 it was at 192, with 40 

dwellings being noted as opposed to just 10 in 1854. In 1939 the population was listed 

at 77, and in 1950 the figure of 98 was reported. In 1960, the last year an official tally 

was made, the number stood at 122 (VanStone 1979b: 23-4). Gale Van Diest has

Section 5; The Move to Grayling
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estimated that, during his stay in the 1950s and 1960s, the population remained fairly 

stable around 125 people (Van Diest tapes).

Today, as discussed earlier, the notion of “Holikachuk” as an appropriate ethnonymic 

marker of identity is in most cases linked directly to the now abandoned village on the 

Innoko River. One younger resident, bom in Grayling shortly after the move, lamented 

that he wished they had stayed at Holikachuk, “because then I would have gotten to be 

bom there...and things would have been different.” Another resident, during an informal 

conversation about the move, declared rather abruptly and forcefully that he was a 

“Holikachuk person” and not from this place (Grayling). For many people, the 

connection to Holikachuk village entails a deeper connection to the middle and upper 

Innoko River. This land, still utilized today for hunting, trapping, and some fishing 

(especially for the large pike found on that river), provided the setting for stories still told 

today of great personal significance -  stories from Grayling residents’ lifetimes, stories 

from their parents or other elders, and mythical or other sacred narratives. One resident 

said that when he travels on the Innoko, and even when he thinks about it, he feels a great 

deal of nostalgia for the lands and anguish over the way his people have fared in relation 

to these lands through history. The connection to place is felt just as strongly in the 

disassociation from it. These powerful connections are evident today in another way, in 

the name of the Grayling village corporation, “Hee-Yea-Lingde” (the Anglicized version 

for the native name for Holikachuk village) (Goddard 1981: 616).

By 1963, Holikachuk village was certainly being impacted by powerful forces for culture 

change. Many of these forces and the processes in which they were manifest have been 

discussed in earlier sections. The role of outside traders and trade goods played an 

important role in the community -  traders held a great deal of power and occupied a 

fairly large portion of the village site. Residents found jobs with these traders, and spent 

exorbitant amounts of time engaged in trapping activities to obtain goods and other forms 

of payment from these traders. The missionary influence had taken hold as well in
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Holikachuk, partially fueled by the strong desires of some residents to have these 

missionaries take permanent root in the village. Traditional forms of leadership and 

authority were beginning to crumble. Many people were devoting large amounts of time 

to home-brewing, and alcoholism was becoming a problem in terms of social cohesion. 

The central traditional ceremony was performed for the last time (the Stick Dance), and 

the last major traditional leader had passed away. More people were speaking English as 

their primary language, and schools would grow to have an even larger impact on the 

community during and after the move to Grayling. New challenges to village authority 

were coming into place, one from a resident intimately connected to the influences of 

trading and storekeeping, and another from the younger generation of native residents 

who would finally lead the move to the site of Grayling and take their positions of 

authority in the new village once the move was completed.

The site chosen by Holikachuk residents for relocation had been occupied in earlier 

times. Jette noted the presence of a site there in the early twentieth century, calling it 

“Maadzikat,” and in early Russian times the site was known as “Dois-Brats” and 

“Shaman’s Village.” De Laguna identified two sites in the area, calling one of them Old 

Grayling, and Hrdlicka examined this site in 1926 and 1928 and removed some burials 

(VanStone 1979b: 50, de Laguna 1847: 64-6, Hrdlicka 1944: 48-9). As regards earlier 

occupation, VanStone (1979b: 50) states that:

Although there is little doubt that there was human occupation at the mouth of 

Grayling Creek at the time of first European contact, the earliest identifiable 

historic reference to the settlement occurs in 1869 when Raymond (1871, map) 

noted “native houses” at the mouth of the creek. There is a reference to the 

settlement in 1888 (Giordano memoirs, OP A/Giordano, box 2) when one family 

was in residence, and the name Grayling is on a track chart of the Yukon used at 

the end of the nineteenth century (Edwards, 1899). On this chart there are 

notations of wood camps both above and below the name as well as the name
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“Pickett’s Wood,” an indication of the importance of this location to the 

steamboat captains whose vessels plied the river in considerable numbers 

following the discovery of gold in the Klondike.

White, in May of 1900, reported that Grayling was a “rendezvous area” and a “central 

way station” for native travel in the area and for summer fish camps. Although the most 

recent census had put the population at 65, only 32 people were alive at the site when 

White made his visit; White noted that many were sick from measles, influenza, 

dysentery, and conjunctivitis. The shamans had urged the people to leave if they wanted 

to survive, so many moved to the Shageluk Slough, but White states that they fared no 

better. Additionally, White describes the presence of the kashim in the village, 

essentially recording its purpose as that of a winter men’s house (White in Cantwell 

1945: 267).

VanStone (1979b: 50) states th a t:

It has not been possible to ascertain with certainty when the Grayling site referred 

to in the previous two paragraphs was abandoned, if, in fact, it ever was. 

Holikachuk residents probably used it intermittently as a fish camp, although it 

had no permanent residents after 1930. The site appeared to have been recently 

abandoned at the time of Hrdlicka’s visit in June, 1926 when he remarked that it 

“seems just to call for a new settler” (Hrdlicka, 1944, p.48). The settlement does 

not appear in official census records until 1970 when there were 139 inhabitants 

representing all or most of those who had moved from the Innoko a few years 

earlier (U.S. federal census report, 1973, table 6).

Grayling residents currently use fish camps above and below the present site of Grayling 

for summer fishing (cf. VanStone 1979b: 45-53); a number of these sites are very old, 

and some residents have stated that they were commonly used by Holikachuk residents
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before the move to Grayling. One particularly large fish camp was the site of “Rapids,” 

located upriver from Grayling near Fox Point Island. A number of families from 

Holikachuk would use this site together during the summer, and some refer to it as an old 

“village” because it was so large and because of the presence of substantial, albeit 

abandoned, structures. Today it is known primarily as the location of the summer Bible 

Camp.

Some house pits and archaeological debris related to the old settlements near Grayling 

Creek can be found around the modem village of Grayling; however, the majority of the 

old sites were destroyed by the construction of the modem village and the airfield. Some 

residents have knowledge of the old sites at Grayling and stories associated with these 

sites and people. One resident told a story about the epidemic, which he attributed to 

diphtheria, that struck the last major village at Grayling. He stated that six people went 

berry picking in the hills behind what is now Grayling village. Five of them died during 

that trip, only one returning. He brought back the disease, and it spread rapidly among 

the residents. So many people were dying, the story goes, it wasn’t possible to bury the 

bodies. Only six people from the village survived, and those that did moved up to Yukon 

Slough (the local name for the Yukon entrance that leads to Shageluk Slough). They 

didn’t have any fish or food, and during the summer had to go to Rapids in order to catch 

fish. This resident’s brother stated that the old village at Grayling used to be extremely 

large long ago -  over 600 people. He also stated that the epidemic was primarily 

diphtheria, also noting that his grandfather had died during this time. Those who did not 

perish during the epidemic scattered to different areas, he believed. This resident alluded 

that the people who died at Grayling were the “same people” as the Holikachuk village 

people (that is, the same “kind” or group of native people). However, another more 

elderly resident stated that the residents at Old Grayling were not the same people as the 

Holikachuk people (but were similar, he said), and he was able to place the end of the 

epidemic, when everyone had died, approximately 80 years in the past.
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Holikachuk residents considered a number of other sites for their relocation, including 

one further south on the Innoko and some in different spots on the Yukon. One elderly 

resident stated that some people were upset that Grayling was chosen as the location 

because they knew the residents of Old Grayling had died there of disease. According to 

several informants, the residents of Old Grayling, when they were dying, stated that no 

one should live there again in the future. Wilson Deacon has said that people were “not 

supposed” to move out there (to Grayling), that the elders said it wasn’t “right” to move 

there, but the young people ignored them and picked that spot anyway.1 The elders, he 

said, believed it wasn’t right to move because the site had already been used, and favored 

a site lower on the Innoko instead; a move to a spot lower on the Innoko had been a topic 

of discussion even around the time Wilson was bom, during the 1920s (W. Deacon 

H2000-90-06, pt.l).

There are quite a number of versions as to why the residents of Holikachuk chose to 

move to Grayling. The move was a significant historic event not only for the residents of 

Grayling and Holikachuk villages, but also in the minds of people residing in nearby 

villages. During my travels in the region, I heard a story circulating that people are wary 

of Grayling residents because they ‘up and moved’ without notice, ‘abandoning’ one 

family behind without telling them. Other people connect this sudden move to stories 

about Holikachuk village being haunted. Local residents at Grayling have stated that 

people considered moving for quite some time, but that it simply took the right 

opportunity and a bunch of people motivated to make the move to actually get it 

underway. VanStone has described the move in this way:

In February, 1963 representatives of the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Alaska 

State Housing Authority met with most of the men to discuss the move to 

Grayling on the Yukon. At this meeting a program of mutual-help housing 

sponsored by the Public Housing Administration was discussed and the village 

voted in favor of such a program that would enable families to obtain loans for
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building materials. According to informants, the decision to move was made 

because Holikachuk was believed to be too isolated. Lower freight rates and 

other advantages were expected to result from relocating on the Yukon and thus 

be served directly by supply barges from Nenana rather than indirectly from Holy 

Cross as New Shageluk is at the present time. (1979b: 24)

Wilburt Nicholas described the move to Grayling in an interview in 1973 (H91-12-353). 

He stated that the move started in the Fall of 1962, and was established by “mutual help” 

-  that is, villagers helping each other, in concert with outside assistance. He believed that 

the living conditions of the people were improved by “two hundred percent,” noting the 

presence of good drinking water, new homes with help from the Alaska State Housing 

pilot program, and electricity. It is noteworthy that at that time (1973) virtually everyone 

in the village had been making loan payments for the new buildings these outside 

agencies helped put into place. Only a few people transported their homes in their 

entirety from Holikachuk village to Grayling, one of them actually being the first person 

to move and a person with significant authority in the village ever since. The Alaska 

Housing Authority, in their 1965 report, hailed their own efforts in what was their first 

and “model” village-relocation project of this kind, noting their role in ‘letting them (the 

villagers) help themselves’ (Alaska Housing Authority 1965).2 Wilburt, calling the new 

village an “upgrade” from Holikachuk, highlights the “fine airport,” gravel road, and 

plans for more buildings and homes all conducted in the spirit of “mutual help” and 

cooperation he feels Grayling residents are good at. Wilburt asserted that the move had 

been discussed for twenty years prior to actually happening, but it was 1962 when people 

decided to get together and actually complete the task. People felt that the slough 

connecting the Innoko and the Yukon, the route for getting back and forth for summer 

fish camps, was silting up and was getting harder to travel. Additionally, the banks at 

Holikachuk were eroding from the Innoko River’s cutting and Wilburt felt it would cut 

the village “in half’ in a matter of years. It is interesting that he says this, because the
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village was already divided into two sections, and although some erosion appears to have 

affected the village, a large number of structures still remain.

Wilburt further asserted that there was a constant danger of floods at Holikachuk, 

whereas there had not been any floods since the move to Grayling. However, a number 

of residents told me that Holikachuk never flooded, or only extremely rarely, for as long 

as they could remember. Additionally, one resident stated that right after the move to 

Grayling, there were arguments about how some houses were not being elevated off the 

ground, which could pose a problem during a flood. This resident stated that shortly 

thereafter a flood did occur, and her house was flooded because it had not been elevated; 

the government agency which had helped in the construction of the house and had 

ignored her concerns earlier promptly remedied the problem.

Wilburt further stated that freighting was becoming a problem at Holikachuk, because the 

freight had to travel from Nenana to Holy Cross and then up the Innoko to Holikachuk, 

Holy Cross being at the mouth of the Innoko and the only place where a barge of 

significant size could enter the waterway. This resulted in extremely high freight costs, 

something residents felt could be remedied by a move to the Yukon.

During my stay in Grayling, many residents expressed their belief that ‘bad water’ was 

one of the primary reasons for the move. Many stated that water in the slough connecting 

the Yukon and the Innoko was too low during the fall, when people wanted to leave fish 

camp to go back to Holikachuk, making the trip rather arduous. Some residents also 

stated that the water on the Innoko was bad, and that Grayling Creek provided a source of 

clear drinking water. A number of residents highlighted the isolation of Holikachuk and 

the greater ease of navigation on the Yukon for freight-carrying boats. These reasons 

were by far the most common given as explanations for the move. However, several 

other residents, after I had gotten to know them better, commented that one very 

important reason for the move was the native resident who ran the store on the other side
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of the slough (which separated the village into two parts). According to these residents, 

this man felt that he was smarter and better than the other villagers. He kept his family to 

his side of the village, notably keeping his daughter from mingling with other native men. 

As mentioned earlier, he had aspirations for being the “boss,” and was demanding that an 

airstrip be built on his side of the village (after one had been built on the other side). 

These residents have stated that people started to get very angry at this, and either partly 

or completely out of a desire to get away from him, they decided to leave Holikachuk. 

E.W. Nelson made this note about the natives he encountered in the Yukon Valley:

For anyone to try to accumulate property with a view to his personal advantage is 

considered a species of disloyalty to the public interest and gives rise to jealousy 

and ill will.

The fur traders told me of a practical illustration of this in the case of an Indian 

living on the Yukon above the mouth of the Tanana River. This young man was a 

very good hunter and by his industry and success he managed to gather quite a 

store of furs and other property. Then he built himself a log house apart from the 

village and went to live in it with his two younger brothers. At the same time he 

showed the greatest eagerness to learn the ways of the white man and adopted 

some of their ways of living.

The men of his tribe talked this over and decided that his course was wrong and 

that by thus withdrawing from the general community he had violated his duty to 

the tribe. The result was that a party of his fellow townsmen went to his house 

and killed him and his brothers, his property was distributed, and thus the young 

men were taught to continue in the ways of their fathers. (Nelson 1978: 39)
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From the information available, it is likely that the native resident at Holikachuk, 

described in ways so similar to the man in the above story, was simply a catalyst, or 

perhaps just another ‘reason,’ in prompting the move from Holikachuk.4

I was told by several people, as discussed in earlier sections, that social cohesion and the 

sense of group pride that went along with it served as one of the most meaningful bonds 

in the ‘traditional’ community -  namely, for most people, the Holikachuk village 

community. While this spirit of group effort and unity may have persisted in some form 

during the early period of life at Grayling, as Wilburt Nicholas stated, many feel that it is 

no longer a part of village life in a form similar to the past (Van Diest tapes; B. 

Raymond-Yakoubian n.d.). Some residents have connected a lack of cohesion in the 

current community, as well as a sense of drifting and purposelessness among many of the 

youth, to a deficiency in authority and the structure it brings. Medicine men, song 

leaders, and other commonly acknowledged village “ringleaders” and “bosses” were 

responsible for keeping the ‘traditional’ village united and cohesive. The last major 

medicine men died before the 1950s, and the last traditional, central village leader died in 

1962 (Louis Deacon). Their deaths punctuated (and furthered) a disintegration of the 

ceremonial cycle, the import of pre-contact religious beliefs in daily life, and the ability 

to keep the village functioning as a unit.

One elder noted that for some of the last dances ever held it was very difficult to get 

enough people to attend, citing home-brewing as part of the problem. Euroamerican 

material goods and social influences had made serious inroads into Holikachuk village 

life by 1963. Concerns about freight costs and relative isolation, and the use of these 

concerns as reasons for moving, serve as evidence of the depth of these influences. 

Additionally, the impact of traders and storekeepers on the subsistence cycle had long 

been in evidence on the middle and upper Innoko, as shown by the devotion to trapping 

at the expense of other activities in order to bring furs to the traders. This historical trend 

heightened to a degree that the native resident who ran the main store at Holikachuk
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apparently presented such a disruption to village life in his activities and ambitions that 

he is offered as yet another reason for the move.

Furthermore, stories about Old Grayling and its relation to the move highlight a further 

element in the processes of culture change that were coming to bear on the structure of 

group identity at Holikachuk village. Elders, respected for their knowledge and their 

experience, warned against the move to Grayling because of the events that happened 

there earlier in the century. However, this history and the elders, guardians and 

interpreters of that history, were largely ignored and the site of Grayling was chosen 

anyway. This push was made, in many accounts, by the younger generation at 

Holikachuk. While one resident stated that Louis Deacon himself wanted the village to 

move, another resident stated that by the time the move was underway he didn’t care 

because he was dying anyway. Wilburt Nicholas (H91-12-353) named three of the 

younger adults who led the move, one of them being himself, noting that they were 

considered the guiding leadership forces in Grayling for the future. Today, one of these 

original three still gamers considerable village influence; he is, of course, only part of the 

even further decentralized system of authority and leadership in modem Grayling. 

Currently, the city, the tribe (IRA tribal council), and the corporation exist as three not 

entirely separate but distinct entities that hold political and economic authority in some 

fashion or another. A number of residents feel disenchanted with one or a number of 

these entities and their abilities to provide services and leadership for the community and 

its residents.

The native resident who managed the store and his family stayed on a while after the rest 

of the village moved to Grayling. Some others remained for a shorter while, a few of 

them moving soon thereafter to other locations besides Grayling. Still today, many 

people state that they wish everyone had not moved. One resident, as mentioned earlier, 

states adamantly that he is a “Holikachuk person,” not someone from Grayling. He says 

that the only reason he came to Grayling was because of the need to send his children to
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the school being built in the new village. Many residents wax nostalgic about life at 

Holikachuk, saying that it was “fun” and “peaceful” while they tell stories about the 

frequent dances, games, and activities that went on there. Several other residents have 

stated, on the other hand, that they find Grayling to be a better spot. Modem 

conveniences, cooler weather, less insects, and better water are common attributes 

Grayling is accorded in comparison to Holikachuk. That the majority of the sentiment is 

nostalgia for Holikachuk, however, indicates the power of a connection to that place and 

the land it was on. This connection is important for young and old today -  Holikachuk 

village and the Innoko River are found ubiquitously in stories about hunting, fishing, and 

trapping. Many people assert that the Innoko River is the greatest subsistence land 

anywhere, and it is understood that the people at Grayling are the ones who have the 

unique privilege of claiming the most intimate connection to that land.

The conflict in statements relating to the move and people’s opinions of it, however, 

point in another direction. These competing and varied views highlight the inevitable 

ambiguity associated with a historical event intricately linked with the processes of 

dramatic culture change. The pervasiveness of external influences in Holikachuk village 

society had become so great that they were taking root from the inside as well -  the 

structure of individual and community life started to revolve on its own accord around the 

systems these influences had helped establish. Ceremonies were being abandoned, elders 

and their knowledge were being ignored, traditional authority structures were falling 

apart (as evidenced in the events of the last Stick Dance, the death of medicine men, the 

lack of new leadership based on traditional principles coming into place, etc.), new 

economic and political systems were gaining increasing influence, a different form of 

individualism was weaving its way into community life, the coalescence of the 

population had already been solidified, the connection to the Innoko was being 

superseded by other concerns and interests, and so on. In earlier sections of this thesis, 

the role of place, the ceremonial cycle, leadership, social cohesion, and the shifting 

perceptions of these have been highlighted as important structural elements in the
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construction of group identity and consciousness for the contemporary people of 

Grayling. The move to Grayling, and the events associated with it, highlights the extent 

and focus of the cultural and social changes which began to take shape approximately 

200 years before. Indeed, the move itself fostered a new and more rapid pace of culture 

change, largely as a result of external influences -  large numbers of outsiders came to the 

villages in a short period of time to assist in the relocation, and they left a strong imprint 

of Euroamerican materials, values, and attitudes in their wake (Van Diest tapes). The 

variation among the reasons given for the move by current residents, as well as in their 

feelings about the move, further punctuate the ambiguity inevitably associated with the 

dramatic changes that would have such a lasting impact on the ways in which group 

identity is conceived, managed, and constructed on a daily basis.

1 In a conversation with Julie Raymond-Yakoubian, Wilson stated that the young people 
had decided to move from Holikachuk, and because over half of the people wanted to go, 
everyone had to leave. He also noted that the people who lived at Old Grayling died of 
diphtheria; elders at Holikachuk warned against moving to this site, saying that there 
would be ‘bad spirits’ there. Wilson told a story about the Old Grayling epidemic, noting 
that one man went out hunting and upon his return everyone had died, with the exception 
of the storekeeper; eventually, Wilson said, they died as well.
2 Ironically, this document also states the Holikachuk village was on the Yukon River. It 
appears that in addition to helping people “better” themselves, the Authority wasn’t 
paying close attention to the details.
3 On the side of the village where most people lived, however, many structures were 
burned down in a fire started by a (former) resident of Holikachuk some time after the 
move had occurred.
4 The forthcoming M.A. thesis by Julie Raymond-Yakoubian discusses the details 
surrounding the move from Holikachuk to Grayling in far more detail than that which is 
presented in this section.
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Section 6: Battles and Boundaries

One of the best ways to think about who a group of people are, from their perspective or 

from some other angle, is to look at who they are not. Alaska Natives have been defined, 

redefined, and recognized in terms of categorization and boundary marking - on their 

own terms, on the grounds of Euroamerican observation, from the perspective of social 

scientists, and from the government perspective, just to name a few. In some cases, some 

sort of general agreement has been reached as to who-is-who and why that is the case; in 

the vast majority of cases, however, consensus is lacking, and this is to be expected, as 

group identity is a process that involves change, both conscious and unconscious, through 

time and within different contexts. As researchers and Grayling residents have pointed 

out, the people of the middle-upper Innoko and their descendants have been largely 

ignored as an entity, distinct or not, throughout the course of contact history, at least in 

comparison to the attention paid to other groups of the Alaskan population. 

Undoubtedly, the shortage of this type of interaction has shaped the view of group and 

individual identity in contemporary Grayling in unique ways as well; it is simply another 

variable in the historical processes of culture change, social identity, and group 

consciousness. Some Grayling residents did not appreciate this lack of attention, seeing 

it as part of a trend that has left them unconsidered in other venues as well, like social 

services. Other residents felt that most of this kind of attention was misdirected and 

served no true purpose to benefit the community. Still others relished their isolation and 

enigmatic status.

This section is devoted to a treatment of the ways Grayling residents presented ideas of 

group-ness in relational terms, using the ‘other,’ notably neighboring (and often 

‘recognized’ or ‘defined’) groups, as a comparative sounding-board. There is a lack of 

coherency and agreement in the statements and stories through which these ideas are 

conveyed. This variety is, at least in part, the manifestation of different individual 

experiences with relation to other people (stemming from differences in age, travels,
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family background, etc.); it is also representative of the larger patterns that have been 

explored in other sections of this thesis. There is a general lack of rote consistency on the 

concept of group identity because such a concept is not monolithic, ahistorical, and 

removed from individual and social contexts and processes. The patterns of culture 

change that have occurred among these people and their ancestors is such that no 

concretized agreement of this sort could ever be reached -  this is partly a result of the 

dramatic and unfinished nature of these processes, as well as the fact that every resident 

has a different window of understanding on such patterns and the past. It is also partly 

the result of my position in the interpretation of these issues - 1 enter the sphere of social 

discourse at different levels during every encounter, every context, and in each of these 

contexts the roles of the people involved in the discourse are different from those 

preceding. This is not to say that the concepts of group-ness, whether expressed through 

ethnonyms, autonyms, stories of group history or dramatic events, or statements about 

difference from ‘other’ people, are not real or tangible. They are most certainly real and 

tangible; the point is that they are socially, relationally, historically, and contextually so. 

It is also entirely possible, as argued at the end of Section 4, that these social and 

individual expressions of identity are varied conscious and unconscious significations of 

a deeper shared, common, and broad range of symbols, beliefs, values, traditions, and 

understandings.

Grayling residents construct elements of a group identity in relation to the ‘other’ most 

often, and in the most spirited fashion, in discursive commentary about the Eskimo. Gale 

Van Diest, a missionary at Holikachuk and Grayling in the 1950s and 1960s, affirmed 

that people at Holikachuk thought of themselves as ‘different’ from other neighboring 

groups, but that difference was most heightened and emphasized by residents in their 

perception of difference from the Eskimo (Van Diest tapes). This perception is very 

much a part of social reality in Grayling today as well. For many residents, it would 

appear that if contemporary local perception were the only consideration, the most 

satisfactory and appropriate ethnonymic designation for the people of Graying would be
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the “most-certainly-not-the-Eskimo” people. Knowing I had spent some time in both the 

library and the village doing research, one resident interrogated me rather abruptly as to 

what I thought about that “us being like Eskimos thing.” A number of residents, like this 

one, have been influenced by the recorded opinions of outsiders who have compared the 

social and cultural traits of the middle and upper Innoko people to that of the neighboring 

Eskimo; these outside discourses have become a part of the local discourse on group and 

self definition.

Prior and better knowledge about Eskimo peoples is certainly one of the primary reasons 

outsiders, from explorers to researchers, have used them to compare observations made 

about other native peoples; indeed, in some cases other native groups seem to be 

understood in these works only in terms of their relation to Eskimos. One of the earliest 

recorded examples of something like this was Zagoskin’s typology of the interior natives 

he encountered in which he used the classificatory schema the coastal people had 

provided (Zagoskin 1967: 243). It is notable, however, that Zagoskin himself 

commented on the biased nature of this typology for just this reason, and provided insight 

into the ways these interior peoples thought of and designated themselves.

E.W. Nelson provided some of the early influence in his comparative observations during 

his travels on the Innoko River. In describing the Festival of the Dead held at Anvik, 

Nelson notes that this “festival is the same as the one described on the Innoko River 

except that the Anvik people show the influence of their Innuit neighbors in many of the 

details and observances” (1978: 22). Describing the grave boxes in a cemetery most 

likely associated with Holikachuk village, Nelson states that on “the boxes containing 

women were painted in black the figures of the old, pointed style hunting shirt and also 

the figures of the present style adapted from the Innuits” (1978: 31; see Figure 6.1).



F ig. 3. Indian graves on the Innoko River. Photograph taken by E. W. Nelson, probably on December 7, 1880 (see note 18). 
(Smithsonian Institution, National Anthropological Archives).

Figure 6.1- Photo of graves on the Innoko River. Possibly associated with Holikachuk

village. (Nelson 1978: 32)
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Fig, 4. A kashim on the Innoko River (approximately 16 ft. square). Drawn and 
described by E. W. Nelson. 1, Entrance shed; 2, Underground entrance passage; 3, 
Inner entrance; 4, Draft tunnel to fireplace; 5, Fireplace or pit; 6, Plank floor; 7, 
Smoke hole in roof; 8, Dirt floor; 9, Earth cover to house.

Figure 6.2 - E.W. Nelson’s diagram of an Innoko River kashim. (Nelson 1978: 45)
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Describing the semi-subterranean structures of the upper Innoko people, Nelson stated 

that “these people (Kol-chans) have built themselves half-underground houses, like those 

of the Innuits in general plan, for some years and three or four years ago they built 

kashims in several of their villages” (1978: 45). VanStone believes the diagram Nelson 

has provided of such a kashim (Nelson 1978: 45; see Figure 6.2) more closely resembles 

an Eskimo kashim than an Ingalik kashim; additionally, VanStone notes that Nelson’s 

opinion about the relative lack of antiquity for these structures is inaccurate, but 

acknowledges that no such structures have been documented archaeologically along the 

upper Innoko (VanStone in Nelson 1978: 71, VanStone 1979b: 75).

In relation to Nelson’s description of the ‘Kol-chan’ style of dress (Nelson 1978: 44; see 

page 60 of the present work), VanStone notes:

Nelson’s comments concerning clothing worn by Indians on the upper Innoko 

River were equally applicable to the Ingalik and other Yukon peoples. From the 

earliest days of the fur trade, attempts were made to discourage the Indians from 

using valuable furs for clothing. When Zagoskin was at Nulato he noted that 

some Indians who visited the trading station began to observe the definite 

advantages of the summer clothing worn by members of the expedition. 

Therefore, they began to ask the manager for calico shirts, blankets, cloth dresses, 

and caps, and some even wanted shoes (Zagoskin, 1967, p. 185). By the late 

1880’s cotton drilling, unbleached muslin, and calico were staple items of trade at 

Anvik... (inNelson 1978: 70-1)

Nelson also noted some of the hostilities between Indians and Eskimos over land to the 

west of the Yukon and Innoko Rivers:

The strip of country back from the coast from Norton’s to Kotzebue’s sounds is a 

debatable land between the Malemiut Innuits and the Indians of the interior and
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an opportunity is rarely lost on either side to kill one of the others. The country in 

question is a hunting ground for reindeer [caribou] by both parties and each side 

watches its opportunity to ambush one of its hereditary foes.

Formerly, regular war parties went from one side to the other but of late years this 

has become almost unknown. Great suspicion and dislike still exist between the 

Innuits and Indians, but the constant communication between these people that the 

presence of the fur traders has brought about is doing away with much of the 

ancient prejudice. (1978:40-1)

VanStone believes that the enmity between Indians and Eskimos in this area was 

exaggerated by many early explorers, although he grants that Nelson’s account is more 

“balanced” than most; additionally, VanStone feels that explorers were more influenced 

by casual conversations which revealed ethnic prejudice rather than by observation of 

warfare and violence between the groups (VanStone in Nelson 1978: 69).

While many of Nelson’s comments were simply observational and in all likelihood have 

made no impact on local discourse, the opposite is true for the works of Frederica de 

Laguna, an anthropologist who conducted brief research on the Innoko River. De Laguna 

obtained masks from Holikachuk village during her research in the area in the mid 1930s. 

In 1936, she published a work entitled “Indian Masks From the Lower Yukon” which 

described the masks and the ceremonies in which they were used in some detail. A 

number of current Grayling residents have been actively involved in the retrieval of those 

masks, believing they were improperly removed from the village. Some of these and 

other residents also provide counter-points to a number of claims and assertions de 

Laguna has made about their culture, also bringing into question the veracity of her field 

methods and sources. One particularly strong focus of debate revolves around statements 

she made comparing the practices of Holikachuk villagers with those of Eskimo people.
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In the above mentioned article, de Laguna cites John Chapman, who concluded that the 

ceremonies found at Anvik, Shageluk, and Holikachuk were “copied from the Eskimo” 

(569). Describing the singing and dancing that took place during a potlatch, de Laguna 

mentions that the “singing and dancing are accompanied by one or more large drums of 

the Eskimo tambourine type” (571). Additionally, de Laguna states that the masks 

collected from Holikachuk “seem to be closer to the Eskimo masks figured by Nelson” 

than they were in resemblance to those collected by Chapman at Anvik (571). 

Describing the role of a female character in the ‘Salmon Dance,’ de Laguna states that it 

“makes us wonder if there is not here a reflection of the Eskimo belief in the two female 

guardians of the food supply...” (578-9). Regarding the form of the Raven mask and the 

concept of the “man behind the animal,” de Laguna states this concept to be “equivalent 

to the Eskimo cua or ‘owner’” (581). De Laguna cites Petroff s assertion that the Indians 

he saw on the ‘Chageluk River’ “lacked the kashim or dance hall of the Eskimo,” thus 

alluding that the later presence of such structures is the result of cultural borrowing (585).

While a number of these and similar comparisons are rather innocuous, a pattern is 

formed by which our understanding of the Holikachuk people is framed in terms of the 

Eskimo people. The greater abundance of ethnographic information about the Eskimo 

certainly facilitated this form of comparative observation, at least to a large degree. 

However, in the case of the people of the middle and upper Innoko, who have had such 

little work written in any academic sense about their society and culture, it is easy to see 

how it would be locally disconcerting for one of the few academic works of this kind to 

utilize such a comparative framework. This is especially true when feelings of animosity 

and distinction between local residents and the Eskimo can run high, as will be discussed 

shortly. In addition, it does not help when the relations are sour between the outside 

academic making such comparisons and a number of residents. A copy of portions of 

this 1936 article were tacked to a bulletin board when I visited Grayling in 1999; the 

issues are still alive and relevant to daily life.
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In contrast, some residents freely provided comparisons between the middle-upper 

Innoko people and the Eskimo. One resident compared the dancing style of the people at 

Holikachuk to neighboring groups, stating that it was more similar to that of the Eskimo 

than that of the Koyukon people. He also stated that the ceremonial songs were pretty 

much the same as the Eskimo songs, except the words were “a little different.” Another 

resident stated that he wasn’t sure why people had such a problem with the Eskimo, 

noting that some of his friends are Eskimo. To be sure, there are cordial relations with 

Eskimo people in some cases; for example, the alcohol counselors who came to Grayling 

for the Sobriety Festival were Yup’ik Eskimo, and during their stay appeared to be hosted 

and treated kindly. People still conduct trade with the Eskimo, maintaining vestiges of 

older trading patterns between interior and coastal peoples; the sale of punk ash to people 

on the coast is one such example.

However, statements and stories which draw sharp lines between the people at Grayling 

(and of the middle and upper Innoko) and the Eskimo are far more common. One 

resident, mentioned earlier, asked my opinion as to why the Holikachuk people had been 

referred to as ‘Eskimo-ized.’ I have not found references which state this quite so 

directly although the people at Holikachuk have long been associated with the downriver 

Ingalik, whose environmental adaptations are considered in many ways a demonstrable 

break from what is ‘typically’ Northern Athabascan, and similar more to that of riverine 

Eskimo.

One Grayling resident related stories about a number of battles that had taken place 

between Indians and Eskimos in earlier times. All of these stories involved the Indians 

being victorious; visitors to the house who were present during the tellings confirmed 

they too knew of the stories. One story involved a large battle for territory that occurred 

several hundred years ago between the Indians and the Eskimo; the battle was fought at 

Six Mile Lake in the Innoko-Iditarod Rivers region. Another story involved Tolstoi 

Chief, a powerful Innoko leader and medicine man, who killed a number of Eskimo
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shamans that had been killing Indians. Another story involved a battle between Eskimo 

and Indian shamans; the story says that the Eskimo people gave all of their powers to one 

Eskimo shaman, who believed he could defeat all the Indians. The Indian medicine men, 

however, killed this shaman, and after this the Indians decimated the raiding Eskimo 

party, only allowing a dozen or so to return home to the coast, being told never to return 

inland again.

One line of discourse which has provided a piercing view into local perceptions of 

difference from the Eskimo is the issue of wildlife management. Several residents have 

stated that the Eskimo can not manage the wildlife, and have provided stories used to 

back up this assertion.1 Many people believe that the Eskimo who conduct inland 

subsistence slaughter as many animals as possible, particularly moose, without regard for 

respecting hunting areas or regard for whether or not they need all that meat. During 

discussions with older and younger people it became clear that this is a common 

perception -  that the people at Grayling, and Indians in general, know how to maintain 

natural balances in the game population, whereas Eskimos do not. One younger resident 

stated that the Eskimo had no right to come inland and take their resources, because 

Indians do not go out to the coast and use their subsistence resources. Along with jokes 

and digs about Eskimos on a number of other topics, a common feature in a number of 

conversations I had on this issue was the contention that the Eskimo knew Indians from 

the interior did not appreciate this, and that people at Grayling would be particularly 

hostile towards any Eskimo visitors traveling upriver. One resident stated that the tribal 

council had even had meetings about keeping the Eskimo off of their land in order to 

protect their hunting grounds and the game population. The extent of these stories’ 

veracity, and the degree to which such commentary reflects prejudice as opposed to 

violent hostility, is not what is centrally important. It is more important to note that these 

commentaries, stories, and statements affirm a real distance from a recognized ‘other.’ 

Assuming discursively that the ‘Eskimo’ constitutes a ‘known’ entity from the emic 

perspective, because they are cognized in terms of a distinct category, it follows that
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statements about this group which draw comparison to oneself and people like oneself 

also serve to define the speaker’s group at one level. The statements listed above serve to 

distinguish between locals and the Eskimo, helping to define two meaningful levels of 

inclusion for local residents -  one at the broader “Indian” level (which is shared with a 

wider range of people) and another with the people from Holikachuk, Grayling, and the 

Innoko (a more narrowly defined group).

Stephenson notes that in the times of the earliest explorers and before, conflict between 

Indians and Eskimos may have been caused by a number of issues, language being one of 

them. Another source of conflict, she speculates, may have been the “serious cultural 

differences resulting from the exploitation of different ecosystems by the Eskimos and 

Athabascans over scarce resources at points of geographic contact” (1979: 45). Along 

these lines, Richard Nelson has noted that,

Hunter-gatherers who depend on migratory herding animals which are not 

confined to a local region would be less favored in recognizing the finite limits of 

resource populations. They could not “stand back” far enough to see the total 

range and population, and to understand fully the consequences of their harvesting 

activities. The migratory, herding species may encompass too great a range and 

appear too ephemerally. People who hunt such species may be inclined to take as 

many as possible when they appear, knowing they may vanish tomorrow beyond 

an unknown horizon and not reappear for many months. (Nelson 1982: 223-4)

In the case of coastal Eskimo harvesting interior land animals for subsistence, this 

hypothesis may prove accurate. As pertains to Grayling and the Innoko regions, Eskimo 

would be hunting animals whose range goes beyond their own, because their (the 

Eskimo’s) territory lies primarily nearer the coastal areas. Therefore, they would be less 

inclined to favor the balance-and-constant-maintenance approach to harvesting that 

particular resource as would someone from Grayling, whose ‘territory’ more closely
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approximates that of the particular land animal (e.g. moose) being hunted, and who in all 

likelihood depends more heavily on that animal for subsistence. With the progressive 

coalescence of the middle-upper Innoko River people first downriver, and then across 

rivers to the Yukon, these points of geographic contact have become larger and more 

numerous as well as sustained rather than periodic. Furthermore, as noted in the first 

endnote below, predominant Euroamerican discourses on wildlife management have also 

certainly influenced and perhaps further enforced these local dialogues and schisms; there 

appear to be strong similarities between the contemporary notion and practice of 

govemmentally managed “balanced ecosystems” and the contemporary management 

philosophies espoused by many residents of Grayling I spoke with.

The middle and upper Innoko people prior to contact and during much of the contact 

period were described by many residents as being primarily nomadic. During the long 

winters people hunted and trapped in small units, periodically gathering at the winter 

village, while during the summers people occupied fish camps, often in small groups, in 

some cases over 80 miles away from their winter village settlements (as would be the 

case for Dishkakat residents coming down to the Yukon for summer fishing). This 

pattern, with a greater emphasis on nomadism rather than sedentism and hunting and 

trapping over fishing fits with the ‘typical’ Northern Athabascan subsistence pattern 

(U.S. Fish and Wildlife 1987: 75). In many regards the Ingalik (Deg Hit’an) people 

represent a significant break in this pattern, as they have utilized a primarily sedentary 

settlement pattern with a focus on fishing, a pattern which bears close resemblance to 

riverine Eskimo of southwest Alaska. While some residents in Grayling state that people 

fish now as much as they always did, hunting and trapping are believed to be fading away 

as a subsistence adaptation, at least compared to earlier times. Geographically speaking, 

the middle-upper Innoko people have been progressively moving ‘towards the fish’ and 

away from the hunting and trapping -  with the move to Grayling, further distance was 

placed between earlier hunting and trapping grounds and the now more annually 

sedentary population. Fish camps are now closer than hunting and trapping camps, and
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the winter village (now an annual village) itself is in a place once regarded solely as fish 

camp area or way station for other activities.

The comparisons between the middle and upper Innoko people, particularly those who 

resided at Holikachuk, and the downriver Ingalik have been stressed in the social science 

literature; it is common to find statements to the effect that the people (or the language) 

are “linguistically closer to Koyukon but socially closer to Ingalik” (Krauss and McGary 

1980: 293). The “Holikachuk” were described in a sub-section of the “Ingalik” chapter 

in the Handbook of North American Indians (Goddard 1981, Snow 1981). Andrews 

(1977) referred to the “Holikachuk” as ‘extinct’ and directed readers to sections on the 

Ingalik for pertinent ethnological information. These connections made sense for a 

number of reasons, not the least of which was that some early explorers drew linkages 

between the two groups of people. Another reason was geographical proximity; during 

more recent times (the twentieth century) Shageluk and Anvik, identified at least 

linguistically as Ingalik, were the ceremonial village partners of Holikachuk. Holikachuk 

most likely served as a gathering place and ceremonial center for the middle and upper 

Innoko people deeper into the past as well. However, it would be foolish to forget that 

substantial villages existed farther up the Innoko in the past, and there may have been a 

number of such villages that were closer to the people of the upper Kuskokwim than 

those downriver on the Innoko or over on the Yukon.

Not enough data has been gathered to offer a comprehensive comparison of social and 

cultural ‘traits’ between the middle and upper Innoko peoples with the better documented 

peoples in neighboring regions. Preliminary comparisons of my own field notes with 

ethnographic works on the Ingalik have pointed to a large number of significant 

similarities as well as differences, as is to be expected, concerning everything from 

prohibitions to mythic stories to subsistence patterns (B. Raymond-Yakoubian n.d., J. 

Raymond-Yakoubian n.d., Osgood 1940, 1958, 1959, Hosley 1991, Snow 1981). The 

perceived differences, mentioned in earlier sections, in language and culture between the
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Figure 24. Preliminary subsistence resource use area for Shageluk residents.
(Source: ADF&G, Div. of Subsistence. Data from 1963 to 1985.)

Map 6.1 - U.S. Fish and Wildlife schematic of Shageluk residents’ resource use area.

(U.S. Fish and Wildlife 1987: 86)
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Figure 25. Preliminary subsistence resource use area for Holy Cross residents.
Source: ADF&G, Div. of Subsistence. Data from 1963 to 1983)

I N N O K O  

N A T I O N A L  W I L D L I F E  REFUG!
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Map 6.2 - U.S. Fish and Wildlife schematic of Holy Cross residents’ resource use area.

(U.S. Fish and Wildlife 1987: 88)
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.RAYUNt

SW A G ELU K

HOLY CR{5s $

U S F W S  D I V I S I O N  O F  R E A L T Y  A N C H O R A G E ,  AK.
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(U.S. Fish and Wildlife 1987: 90)
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Map 6.4 - U.S. Fish and Wildlife schematic of Anvik residents’ resource use area. (U.S.

Fish and Wildlife 1987: 91)
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people of Holikachuk and those at Shageluk, Anvik, and Holy Cross are relevant to the 

local perception of group boundaries.

As regards the Koyukon, there are a number of conflicting statements and beliefs. The 

people of Kaltag and Nulato were the first to fall out of the ceremonial network of village 

invitations (perhaps with the exception of Holy Cross). One younger resident noted that 

there was a story about a battle between the Koyukon and the Innoko River people over 

land. Zagoskin noted a violent conflict between the Koyukon people and those of the 

Innoko drainage (VanStone 1979a: 70-1). However, most people stress a positive 

relationship between the people of the Innoko and those upriver. While difference is 

asserted locally on linguistic grounds, and in terms of the Stick Dance, many people point 

out that the Koyukon and Innoko people both used relatively the same regions for 

subsistence purposes. In fact, some people at Grayling stated that currently the people at 

Nulato and Kaltag probably know the upper Innoko territory better than they do because 

they now use it more for subsistence purposes. One resident pointed out the importance 

of the dispersal of upper Innoko people to all the neighboring regions when the area was 

depopulated -  in particular, he called Dishkakat a “native Jerusalem.”2 In general, the 

patterns of downriver movement combined with a recognized degree of social and 

cultural difference (i.e. noticeable in the pattern of the changing village invitation 

network, the distinctions drawn about the Stick Dance, etc.) have most likely resulted in a 

generally recognized perception of difference from the Koyukon people. However, 

connections based on similar subsistence regions, general commonalities between social 

and cultural features (i.e. the acknowledgement of general similarities between the Yukon 

and Innoko River people), and other factors have led to the current state of balance in 

perceived difference and similarity with these upriver people.

A number of Grayling residents I spoke with asserted that hunting and trapping were 

integral components of their ‘culture,’ practices and activities which needed to be passed 

along and taught to their children. As is evident in the frequency with which stories
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about medicine men are told (see Section 7), it would appear that medicine men and the 

values and heritage they embody occupy another central point in ‘our culture.’ These 

leaders are directly connected with the traditional ceremonial cycle as well as to social 

cohesion, and the ceremonial cycle is (was) intricately bound up with the annual 

subsistence round, as discussed in earlier sections. The vast majority of stories Grayling 

residents told in response to my questions about “your culture” were about either 

medicine men, ceremonies, or hunting and trapping. It would seem that with the 

progressive movement and population coalescence downriver and then cross-river, these 

pillars of what is now perceived as ‘traditional culture’ have eroded. Most residents I 

spoke with equate these aspects of “traditional culture” with the concept of ‘culture’ as a 

whole, and so in turn do not simply see local culture as changing, but rather local culture 

as being Tost.’ With the movements downriver, the population coalescence, and the 

increased geographical proximity to different groups, the people of Grayling are 

becoming more similar in their subsistence practices to the downriver Ingalik; much of 

their old subsistence regions are used more extensively by other villages, particularly 

Koyukon people. Additionally, as mentioned earlier, their closeness to the Ingalik rather 

than the Koyukon has been strengthened over time through their downriver movements. 

Given the connections drawn between the Ingalik and the Eskimo, geographically and 

socially, many Grayling residents clearly see the need to erect a symbolic and discursive 

boundary between themselves and the Eskimo. The need, and affirmation, for such a 

boundary is highlighted by the combination of ancient beliefs, changing patterns of 

contact, differing resource use, and perhaps even more importantly a need to draw a 

symbolic distinction in the face of closing distance between the two groups -  in terms of 

geography and in terms of subsistence practices.

Early on in my research and analysis I suspected that different levels of ethnic 

consciousness developed along with the dramatic changes to an identity associated 

strongly with the middle and upper Innoko. More inclusive levels of group-ness appear 

to have been in place for a long time -  a group identity has existed, albeit in different and
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changing forms, among the Yukon, Koyukuk, and Innoko River peoples as a group. This 

is evident from conversations I have had with Grayling residents as with the development 

of similar typological schemas in the past (i.e. Ten’a, Tinneh, Dena, etc.). Additionally, a 

recognized boundary has existed between Athabascans and Eskimos, and it has changed 

and perhaps grown even stronger in recent times at Holikachuk and Grayling villages. 

Historical developments of the 1960s through the present day, like pan-Indian 

movements, the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, and others, have also shaped a 

growing local consciousness of relations with different ‘outsiders.’ As new outside 

forces made their influence at the local level, these influences were translated and 

situated within existing frameworks of understanding the self and the group, and these 

frameworks changed and molded as well. For example, the move to Grayling in the 

1960s as well as the current tiered system of native corporations, one tier calling for a 

village corporation, have been two influences which certainly have led to the 

solidification of a group identity focusing around the village-level experience. Broader 

contact with outside native groups, along with migration closer to the coast, has also 

served to reify, mold, and bolster an Indian identity in contradistinction to an Eskimo 

one. Conflicts between the federal government and native peoples, rural and urban 

Alaskans, and other events have taken their place in the long historical process of change 

and even strengthening of a Native identity in contrast to a Euroamerican ‘other.’

Holikachuk, Innoko, Grayling, Tinneh, Indian, Athabascan, Native -  all of these 

ethnonyms, among others, and the varying concepts and perceptions they attempt to 

embody, are in constant daily use among the residents of Grayling. These ethnonyms, of 

course, do not cover the gamut of varying categorical schemes and tools used by these 

residents to classify and situate the self and the other. They also do not neatly bundle, 

explain, or completely embody a structured and commonly shared set of ideas within 

them -  as has been shown, they are simply labels, and the ideas behind them, as well as 

the labels themselves, are open for interpretation and re-negotiation on a constant basis. 

One way these ideas take shape is through the context of perceived difference and
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similarity with neighboring groups, ‘others’ who themselves are sometimes well-defined 

and other times are not. It is in this relational discursive interplay that the web of ethnic 

identities and ethnic consciousness can be surveyed in new dimensions -  exploring how 

people construct a group by understanding the other, how varying perceptions of the 

other demonstrate varying perceptions of the self, and how these processes are managed 

by individuals in different ways in different contexts and situations.

Zagoskin encountered a group of upper Innoko Indians while in his travels from the 

Koyukuk River over to the Yukon. They offered a description of their people to him, and 

it is worth quoting what he transcribed (Zagoskin 1967:168). I offer it not as a final or 

authoritative word on the matter, but rather as yet another voice, albeit one from the 

distant past, in the expanding web I have been exploring:

Beyond these mountains there is the river Tlegon, or Innoka, where our tribe 

lives, or our relatives, which means the same thing; we do not know the source of 

the river because we do not go to that country. Our river is smaller than this one, 

but we take a lot of beaver and otter along its tributaries; we catch many sable in 

the woods; our country is famous for its foxes. We bring our furs this way to 

trade them, or we take them down our river and trade them with the people down 

there for white and black beads, shells, iron, and tobacco. We know that another 

large river flows to the south of us, and some of our people get from there, along 

with other articles, just such clothes as you are wearing. We come to the Yuna 

[upper Yukon] river in several places, after hunting deer on the hard snow crust; 

there we build our canoes, take beaver in the side streams, and prepare yukola; at 

the first snowfall we go back home. We have no large houses, but each one lives 

where he likes.

1 This discourse on wildlife management is clearly informed by a variety of issues, not 
the least of which is the influence of external government agency management discourse
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regimes which have shaped and molded the subsistence practices of Alaska Natives. In 
the analysis above, however, I stress the influence of deeper cultural patterns of inter
group relations.

Another resident noted that Dishkakat used to be an important meeting place for upriver 
Innoko people and other nearby villagers, notably from the Kaltag and Ruby regions; this 
is further evidence of the perceived (and actual) existence of strong connections between 
people from the upper Innoko and these nearby regions.
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Section 7: Medicine Men Stories

Stories about medicine men, most often fairly short in length, cropped up frequently 

during formal and informal interviews and casual discussions with Grayling residents. 

Most residents perceived my role in the village as one of a student and ‘recorder’ of 

culture and history; a number of those I worked with most intimately perceived a need for 

my help in the documentation and preservation of information about ‘traditional culture’ 

for future generations. The stories and statements presented below were almost 

exclusively related to me without prompting, as part of discussions on ‘traditional 

culture.’ Both younger and older residents had stories to tell about medicine men, and 

almost all acknowledged their authority, power and prowess in similar terms. From this, 

it is safe to assume that medicine men, and stories and ideas about them (as well as the 

values and beliefs thereby associated), form an important part of contemporary thinking 

as to what constitutes ‘our culture,’ and therefore play an integral role in the construction 

of group-ness.1 As ‘culture’ is frequently redefined locally as ‘traditional culture,’ and 

therefore something that can be tangibly lost as well as simply changed, the ways in 

which an element of culture-lost plays a role in the construction of contemporary group 

consciousness provides another example (in addition to those presented in earlier 

sections) of ‘group’ being defined partially in terms of a shared sense of loss.

Medicine men and village leaders were recognized as the two roles of village authority in 

non-contemporary times. Sometimes, one informant stated, these two figures could be at 

odds with each other. It appears that in many cases the roles of these leaders also 

overlapped; many leaders and elders have been stated to have had medicine-powers, or 

even to have been medicine men and women themselves. For example, one resident 

stated that only medicine men could lead the Stick Dance, and that Louis Deacon was a 

medicine man -  this was despite his earlier assertion that the last medicine man had died 

sometime in the 1940s. It would appear that there were, at Holikachuk and elsewhere in 

the Innoko River region, medicine men whose function was simply being that of a
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medicine maker; on the other hand, there were also leaders who had medicine-like

powers, and could be considered both -  the boundaries were fairly fluid. The names of

prominent medicine men of former years is perhaps even more illustrative of this point: 

Tolstoi Chief, Little Chief, and Chief Alexi, to name a few, were all regarded first and 

foremost as medicine men (yet note their names). There were also medicine women; 

although I did not hear many stories about such women, their existence was asserted, and 

several deceased female elders were also stated to have had medicine-like powers.

Medicine men and village leaders were the bond that held village life together; several 

residents stated that the law and order which was derived from the powers of the

medicine men (and the inherent fear and respect of those powers) ensured social

cohesion. This sense of group cohesiveness has been attributed to the maintenance of 

group identity and pride, and a sense of individual belonging and purpose; many residents 

state that the lack of such leadership, authority, and cohesiveness is at the heart of many 

of the problems with current life at Grayling. At Holikachuk, there does not appear to 

have been a serious missionizing influence from any denomination until the 1950s at the 

earliest, with the coming of the first live-in missionary. Even then, by all accounts I have 

heard to date, the most prominent missionary at Holikachuk, living there and at Grayling 

in the 1950s and 1960s, did not engage in active denunciation of traditional beliefs and 

when invited he attended traditional ceremonies. In any case, by most accounts, the last 

medicine man was stated to have died sometime during the 1940s, before the arrival of 

these missionaries. Nonetheless, some Grayling residents have noted their belief that 

priests and missionaries are responsible, at Holikachuk and in neighboring villages, for 

the breakdown of social cohesion, a concept spoken of in the same terms as that which 

the medicine men were responsible for ensuring. Medicine men are linked through 

stories (and sometimes straightforward statements), to a sense of group unity that is 

recognized as long-gone; additionally, they represent the notions of power and control, 

manifest in their activities and abilities spoken of in narrative, that are lacking in 

contemporary life. Through narrative they are connected to the ceremonial cycle,
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subsistence practices, supernatural phenomenon, social order and structure, and prophetic 

powers. The images they represent today are as real as their roles and actual lives must 

have been many years ago in the construction and maintenance of group identity, 

structure, and consciousness.

In one story, a woman shot a medicine man with a rifle, after which he spit the bullet out. 

She followed this by shooting him with an arrow, which he pulled out of his body. He 

told her that she would pay the ultimate price for her failure to believe in his power, and 

she spit up blood and died. Another resident concurred with the message of this story -  

when it comes to medicine men it is better that you “don’t mess with them...or you’re a 

goner.” The story’s narrator stated at another time that medicine men were able to travel 

through time and space, and they derived the benefit of their powers from the ability to 

use their entire brains, rather than a small percentage thereof. He also stated that 

medicine men knew about God long before the arrival of the priests, although he noted 

his belief that some medicine men derived their powers from the devil. This resident also 

told a story about a medicine man who flipped his canoe on the Yukon and was presumed 

dead because he did not come up from the water. Days later, a giant moose rack rose out 

of the water in that same spot, resting atop the head of the medicine man; he then rose up 

and levitated over the water, turning around in the air. On a separate occasion, this 

resident had warned us before we took any travels to the Innoko that we should not touch 

any human-made objects we saw in the woods, because in many cases they were left by 

medicine men with magic on them, and are sacred and dangerous and should therefore be 

respected and avoided. Another elderly resident told of a time when the Bonasilla Doctor 

was visiting Holikachuk and stayed at his house. Another woman, whom this resident 

believed to be a medicine woman, was there with the Bonasilla Doctor. They all sat down 

to eat together when the Doctor began to choke and cough after having some soup. He 

spit into his hand, and he showed everyone that a needle had come out; he believed that 

someone had been trying to hurt him. The next day as he was leaving, this resident’s 

mother sent him to the kashim to get his father, Louis Deacon. Louis told the medicine
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man that he would find out who did that to him and they would be in trouble; as it turned 

out, the culprit was a young medicine man from Shageluk. These and similar stories 

reinforced the idea that medicine men were capable of summoning great powers to their 

side, and for this reason there was cause to grant substantial amounts of respect to these 

leaders.

Medicine men were also responsible for assisting the community. According to one 

story, the moose disappear in the Innoko area every 75 years or so. During those times 

and others, the medicine men would go to the moon and perform magic under a 

ceremonial blanket; as they were on the moon ‘in spirit,’ villagers back down on Earth 

would sing so the medicine men would be able to find their way back home. On the 

moon they would have bowls laid out in front of them, and would reach in and take out 

items that were needed to bring back to Earth, like game animals. This would be one 

way of ensuring adequate food supply for the community when certain populations would 

disappear. Occasionally, this narrator noted, the medicine men would accidentally take 

back things they didn’t want, like lice, because they had to perform the entire operation 

under the blanket only by their sense of touch.

The narrator of this story was one of the most interested of current Grayling residents in 

the utility and value of an anthropologist for the documentation and ‘preservation’ of 

beliefs, knowledge, stories -  everything about ‘our culture.’ It is noteworthy, then, that 

the majority of the stories and information he told me revolved around three topics: 

ceremonies, subsistence practices, and medicine men; in numerous cases there was

considerable overlap in the discussions and stories as pertains to these three topics.
*

Wilson Deacon (H2000-90-05) told a story about a medicine man who was called upon in 

times of a depleted moose population. This medicine man made a moose shape out of 

grass and put it down on the ground. The next morning, moose tracks were found in the 

willows, and the moose started to come around. Another resident told a story about a 

time when there weren’t many fur animals to be found; so, the people of Holikachuk told
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the medicine man that he had to do something about this situation. Everyone gathered 

into the kashim, where the medicine man was wearing a very large, long parka; he went 

around the room to everyone, and then pulled a mink out from underneath his parka, 

showing it to all present. The next day many mink were found in the region for people to 

catch.2 Another resident told a similar story, which he stated came from a very reliable 

source. The story takes place at Anvik; a medicine man showed his empty beaver hat to 

the man who was the source of this story. He then put the hat on the ground; when he 

lifted the hat off the ground, a mink was running around underneath. Asking everyone 

who was watching the demonstration if they saw the mink, which they did, the medicine 

man put the hat back down on top of the animal, and when he picked it up again the mink 

was gone. He then told the assembled that they would have a good trapping season, 

which they did.

Medicine men were also particularly good at helping the sick; one resident stated that 

they were better at this than present day medical doctors are. Another resident spoke of 

the prowess of Chief Alexi, a medicine man from Holikachuk, in these matters -  he was 

summoned whenever someone was sick, and was good enough to know when someone 

was “too far gone” to be able to do anything for them. Chief Alexi was also known for 

granting wishes. People would gather in the kashim to find Alexi sitting in the comer. 

He would put a blanket over himself and walk around the room while those assembled 

would shout out what they wanted or needed; there would be noise from under the 

blanket during this activity, and Chief Alexi would then tell people what was going to 

happen and how things were going to be. A medicine man, perhaps Chief Alexi, was 

called upon in 1942 when Holikachuk boys were going to be drafted for the war. He was 

asked to keep these boys from going to war; a number of Holikachuk boys were drafted, 

but all of them returned home without having been sent into combat -  other nearby 

villages, according to the story, were not so fortunate. Medicine men were also known 

for protecting the community; one such example was the story, mentioned in an earlier 

section, in which the Tolstoi Chief defeated an Eskimo shaman who had been killing
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Indians. Medicine men, in their roles as village leaders and as the keepers of magical 

powers, played an important role in promoting and ensuring social cohesion. These 

leaders helped during the major ceremonies, part of the fabric of a strong communal 

bond; for example, medicine men play a role in the Stick Dance, dropping the stick 

through the smokehole, an act which is considered to be a form of “making medicine” 

(B. Deacon H91-12-340).

Medicine men are also attributed prophetic powers, or are associated with important 

prophecies. One such example has already been given -  the connection between the 

medicine man and territorial abandonment in the prophecy narratives discussed in 

Section 1. One resident stated that medicine men were prophets, just like those in the 

Bible, except whites have given them a different name. Wilson Deacon related a 

prophecy made by Chief Alexi at Holikachuk (H2000-90-05). Chief Alexi knew 

everyone was going to move from Holikachuk and told the people that soon “this place is 

going to be no more,” and that in a few places there was going to be smoke. People 

didn’t know what to think about that at the time. In later years, a number of events seem 

to have fulfilled this prophecy: someone burned a large amount of material she had won 

at an auction at Holikachuk; everyone abandoned Holikachuk in 1963; and, some time 

after the move to Grayling, a fire was started at Holikachuk that burned down a large 

number of the structures which were still standing on one side of the village.

The discursive context in which these stories were told illustrates the relation of medicine 

men (and the perception of them) to the construct of what is shared among a group of 

people. While these stories do little to articulate the finer points of who is exactly within 

this group -  although they do focus mainly around the people of Holikachuk village as 

the group -  they do help define the content, as opposed to the form, of a ‘group.’ In the 

context of residents and an anthropologist working together on the topic of documenting 

and preserving ‘traditional cultural knowledge,’ the frequency and prominence of these 

stories and statements hints at the important role these images play in the construction of
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group consciousness -  consciousness about what it was like in the group in times past, 

and consciousness in terms of sharing the loss of these elements of local culture. 

Medicine men are intricately linked in these stories with social cohesion, the 

supernatural, subsistence practices, and the ceremonial cycle, elements of local practice 

and social structure which have been linked to each other throughout this thesis. In some 

narratives, such as prophecy narratives, medicine men are a medium for understanding 

and reconstructing history in locally meaningful ways. In these and other respects, 

medicine men and stories and perceptions of them occupy a ubiquitous position in local 

consciousness for the interpretation of history, the relation of the past to the present, the 

recognition of culture change, and the situation of this knowledge in a framework that 

allows for understandings of shared experience -  even if it is one of loss.

1 Julie Raymond-Yakoubian has been told stories about medicine men in very similar 
discursive contexts during other visits to Grayling. In one trip, she was told of a number 
of prohibitions and proscriptions for behaving around medicine-objects and medicine 
men. One proscription is that you are supposed to bum food when talking about 
medicine men or when going near their graves; another states that if you cut spruce poles 
and put them standing up in the ground, you can walk over them to get rid of bad 
medicine. One story was about a former resident who took a .44 from a medicine man’s 
grave area, which, the narrator stated, you are not supposed to do, as these objects have 
strong medicine and can make you die by removing them. The man took the gun home, 
and while he was sleeping his wife shot and killed him with it. The narrator’s father told 
him (the narrator) to retrieve the gun and return it to the grave area to prevent more bad 
medicine from happening (J. Raymond-Yakoubian, n.d.).
2 Wilson amended this story when he remembered it more precisely later on, off-tape. He 
noted that the medicine man tried three times before the moose finally showed up. He 
tried, then asked the people if there was a result, to which they responded “no”; on the 
third try, people heard the sound of moose in the woods -  after that, there were many 
moose and no one went hungry.
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Section 8: Placing Blame. Gaining Insight

In the first section of the present work, I forwarded the thesis that forms of discursive 

practice provide a means, etic and emic, for critically engaging the historically and 

locally constructed web of meanings that inscribe and inform the lived social reality of 

ethnic identity and consciousness in Grayling. This paper, I argued, would be a foray 

into that web.

This thesis, taken as a whole, situated individual narratives and narrative categories, 

discussed in each section, in relation to each other as a larger body of narrative discourse. 

Thus, the narratives were placed within various dialogic contexts and frames, discussions 

of social history, and dialogues on personal and social dynamics at the local level. They 

were situated around a common theme: ethnic identity and consciousness. As stated 

earlier, the context in which the narratives were elicited as well as their form and content 

proved this theme to be an analytically acceptable vantage point.

Perhaps most importantly, the narratives were taken as narratives; that is, as instances of 

discourse, as dialogically situated conversational tools, as symbolic packages, and as 

complex communicative devices. The goal of this work was not to carve a new 

theoretical or methodological path in the fields of narrative analysis or ethnicity 

scholarship. Nor was this an attempt to synthesize standard approaches to oral history or 

ethnicity, or to reconcile the extreme ends of ‘etic history’ with ‘emic history’. In fact, 

one of the points repeatedly raised was that etic and emic history are inextricably linked 

in the creation, maintenance and expression of each other.

In some instances, as in Section 2, the narratives and discursive forms presented 

themselves as alternate historical models and explanations. In other cases, it was helpful 

to tie together various local views and scholarly interpretations with a primer, as was the 

case with the stories about the last Stick Dance. On some occasions, particular themes
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and genres of narrative and narrative elements were highlighted by Grayling residents in 

ways that emphasize the importance of particular issues in the construction of cultural 

identity -  for example, the prominence of subsistence issues, medicine men, and the 

Innoko River in many narratives. Boundaries and markers were subverted and erected in 

narratives as well, and relations with outsiders were sometimes subtly and sometimes 

forcefully fleshed out.

In each of these instances, narratives were not presented simply as the means by which 

locals tell their history. Nor was local knowledge used to “fill in the gaps” in etic history, 

or the other way around. Furthermore, the differing forms of information were not used 

to simply complement or corroborate each other, forming a well-synthesized, holistic 

explanation. In reality, loose ends were left undone; in some instances I posited 

explanations, and in some instances I let the collected data simply stand on their own, to 

the extent possible and conflicting as they may have been. While I organized these 

discursive forms, the forms themselves and the people who crafted them (be they 19th 

century explorers or 20th century villagers) played no small role in this organization.

The limitations of the present work are partially a result of the influence I, as 

ethnographer and author, have exerted in my presentation of the information. 

Additionally, however, the limitations are inherent. I used the various informational 

sources as discursive inputs -  vocal, textual, etc. -  different forces and voices that have 

weaved together to form a sociohistorical web. My analysis was a foray into that web, 

one perspective on that web, and also a part of its construction.

Some limitations and new directions are, therefore, currently manifesting themselves as I 

write. For example, my wife, writing up her own analysis from fieldwork, has discovered 

fascinating archival data pertaining to the 1960s in Grayling and Holikachuk villages. 

Additionally, my involvement in an ongoing project with Dr. James Kari of the Alaska 

Native Language Center is leading to a fruitful mapping of the geographical placename
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knowledge of Holikachuk speakers. In other venues, much work still needs to be 

completed. One limitation on the analysis presented in this thesis is the relative lack of 

first-hand, contemporary input on these issues from people living in villages near 

Grayling -  e.g. Nulato, Kaltag, Shageluk, Anvik, Holy Cross, McGrath, etc. In one vein, 

such information exists, distilled through other sources. For example, we have 

information about ethnonymic and autonymic classifications of the people of the Innoko 

and Yukon regions found throughout the works and manuscripts of both early and recent 

scholars and observers like Cornelius Osgood, Jules Jette, John Chapman, Frederica de 

Laguna, James Kari, and Miranda Wright. This information is based in varying degrees 

on local perceptions. Nonetheless, detailed comparisons of native-language autonymic 

and ethnonymic classifications, English-language (villager) autonymic and ethnonymic 

classifications, and etic ethnonymic classifications, from a variety of villages and sources, 

would lead to a richer analysis of ethnonymy and its role in processes of ethnicity and 

identity.

In conclusion, I would like to offer a brief presentation of two types of discourse that I 

engaged in during my fieldwork but have not discussed in detail to this point. These two 

discourses were influential in providing an impetus for my sociohistorical inquiry; they 

are tidbits of observations, statements, stories and other things that influenced my 

thinking while in the field. I will not dwell on either for an extended period; such 

introspective analysis is useful only to a point before it starts to become as analytically 

cumbersome as the hidden and monopolizingly authoritative “Author” in the oft-critiqued 

early works of anthropology (Clifford 1986).

Statements and laments of blame for the Toss’ or ‘erosion’ of “our culture” abound 

throughout my notes on conversations with Grayling residents. It was commonly stated 

that ‘culture,’ redefined locally as ‘traditional culture,’ is in a state of disrepair in 

Grayling. Many residents made statements as to what is the cause, or who is to blame, 

for this -  most commonly blamed are government, alcohol, television, and apathy on the
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part of the youth. In most cases, these statements are made matter-of-factly, with little or 

no elaboration. While many in the younger generation acknowledge their role in 

promoting this ever-widening intergenerational gap, several also pointed out that elders 

didn’t exactly try their hardest to impress traditional values upon them either. The extent 

to which each of these assessments of blame is ‘correct’ is really beside the point, except, 

perhaps, for social workers -  too many other factors come into play, many of them rooted 

in trends and patterns that have been developing for decades and even centuries.

One resident stated that 15 years of television had destroyed the ways of passing 

knowledge along from generation to generation. While the blame is squarely placed here 

on a recent phenomenon, historical analysis shows this process to have deeper roots -  for 

example, in the patterns and influences leading to the decreasing importance and role of 

the kashim, a place for elders and leaders to perpetuate knowledge and values and 

“community” itself through stories, songs, and other activities. Some elders blamed 

children for becoming overly interested in television and other activities to take any 

interest in dances and the native language, and cited this as the reason for their decline. 

Of course, the processes of culture change by which dances, ceremonies, and the native 

language became things of the past extend much further back in time than the current 

generation of youth. During my fieldwork I occasionally took stock of the different 

explanations people were giving for the problems attributed to contemporary village life 

and the status of ‘native culture.’ The frequency of such laments of blame spurred me to 

investigate the deeper historical patterns these recent phenomenon were enmeshed within 

and bom out of. These statements and laments also refined my appreciation for the ways 

in which these historical processes are played out in the present -  how recent phenomena 

are related to the past, how historical consciousness is manifest, and how these utterances 

form a part of an ongoing web of socially and individually situated and managed 

discourse on ethnic identity.
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One resident told me during the beginning of my field research that he didn’t know how I 

was going to be able to understand people, as the only way to find out was to “live it” 

(see quotes at the end of Section 1). Towards the end of my stay, he related several 

stories of strange experiences he had while out in the woods around Grayling and on the 

Innoko. He told stories of hearing mysterious noises in the woods that sounded like 

human activity, but being unable to find anyone. He mentioned a time when he cut down 

a tree and then realized he was in a graveyard when it landed on a cross -  later that night, 

at 40 degrees below zero, the cabin he was in grew so hot that he had to sleep outside, 

even though there was no burning heat source inside. He also spoke of the “woodsmen” 

-  runaway hermits with super-human powers that will track and spook people but are 

rarely seen. He asked my wife and me if we had ever had experiences like that; I related 

a story of a time when I was near Dishkakat years before, for fieldwork purposes, and 

while stranded out on the Innoko when my boat’s engine flooded, I heard many peculiar 

noises from the woods, some of them sounding like infants crying. We had other similar 

experiences during this fieldwork at Dishkakat, and I mentioned some more to this 

resident. He said that it was something I’d never forget, and a good experience to have, 

while at the same time warning that it is not good for people to think about things like 

that too much or it will happen all the time. He also conveyed the overall impression that 

these experiences were important, and a part of the process of just “living it” that he had 

mentioned to me earlier in my stay.

This affirmation of my experiences, and the role one resident seemed to feel they should 

play in my understanding, served as an aid in my search to situate my own role in the 

meaning-making process. I would like to think that this recognition has moved me 

further away from this resident’s other opinion that I would simply be “like a 

missionary,” putting things into my own words, and more towards his second opinion - 

understanding things a little better by living it -  and, in this vein, exploring the ideas of 

ethnicity, history, and culture as lived entities.
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