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Abstract:
By 1966, the King Island Inupiat had moved from their island village and lived at Nome. Little
has been written about the de facto relocation of the King Islanders — and how and why it
happened. What follows is an ethnohistory of the relocation based on the anthropology and
history of the Bering Strait region, archival records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs and interviews
with King Islanders in Nome. The heart of the matter was the village’s school. Based on the
evidence, the BIA closed the school because of the expense and inconvenience of operating' at
King Island. This accomplished what the BIA had been unable for decades to do by persuasion —
to move the village to the mainland. The immediate result of the closure, the resettlement of the
villagers in Nome, fits within the established pattern of BIA policy over time, one that had

assimilation as its ultimate goal.
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Preface

Fresh out of the University of Detroit, I moved to Nome, Alaska in the summer of 1992
for what was to be a one-year service trip at KNOM-Nome. That one year somehow stretched
into ten.

Typically, when an outsider thinks of Nome, two topics come to mind: the Gold Rush
and the Iditarod. But spend a little time there on the ground and one can not help but notice that
there is a great deal of history there waiting to be written. One such part of the region’s history is
that of how the King Islanders came to live in Nome.

My first introduction to their story came from Tom Ellanna, who talked about his
family’s history and the island while we worked together at the Safety Roadhouse in the summer
of 1993. A few years later, I took a brief course in the Inupiat language that was taught by
Bernadette Alvanna Stimpfle, who taught us the King Island dialect. Her class included not just
language, but also an introduction into their culture and history. The island figured largely in
both their stories and sounded a great deal like a “Paradise Lost.”

But no one could tell me exactly why they had ended up in Nome, or when. Checking in
town, I heard a number of explanations. Some said it was because most of the King Islanders
moved into Nome for medical reasons, or to get jobs, or to live more easily. Others said the
school was the reason — that it had been closed because too few children were left after families
began moving in to Nome — or because the Bureau of Indian Affairs had shut it down because of
a rock hazard at the island. So I grew interested in finding out, “What exactly happened?”

What follows is my attempt to answer that question. It is by no means a final, exhaustive

look at the subject. More information no doubt resides in archived material in Washington D.C,
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viii
and the Association on American Indian Affairs archives. This thesis relies heavily on archived
federal documents. Those who wish to pursue this topic further would do well to interview more
of the King Islanders in Nome and Anchorage; 1 could only include a limited amount of their
interview comments due to space and time limitations.

No one can complete a thesis without a great deal of help. 1 am indebted to a number of
people:

The King Island Flders Advisory Committee for allowing me to do this project, and those
who consented to be interviewed: Cecilia and Edward Muktoyuk, Sr., Tom Ellanna, Agatha
Kokuluk, Lucy Koyuk, Rose Koezuna, and Gabriel Muktoyuk, Sr. Gabriel also served as the
project monitor for the EAC and helped edit the drafts. Thanks to Renee Carlisle, (who did a
great deal of work), Lisa Ellanna-Brandt, and Janet Muktoyuk for their help in coordinating
events, interviews, and insight. To all of you and the rest of the community, I am grateful for the
opportunity to tell this story.

Thanks to the Northern Studies Department and Judith Kleinfeld for the teaching
assistantship that made the financial burden less burdensome. Lael Morgan should be held
responsible for my decision to stay in graduate school thanks to her encouragement and faith in
me early on. Other students in the department let me bounce ideas around and listened patiently
to me talk about King Island and the relocation. Lisa Morris deserves special credit for coffee
and friendly advice about writing, editing, and working with the subject matter.

Also due is Father John Staudenmaier, S.1., of the University of Detroit Mercy for
friendship, insight, the “dead elephant” theory, and an excellent education in the work of a
historian.

My committee members, William Schneider, Lawrence Kaplan, and David Koester. A
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X
special thanks to Father Louis L. Renner, S.J. and Deanna Kingston for becoming impromptu,
unofficial committee members.

Dorothy Jean Ray is an excellent historian and her contribution to the understanding of
northwest Alaska can not be understated. My understanding of the region’s history comes largely
from her work.

To all of you, Quyaana!!
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Leaving King Island: the Closure of a BIA School and Its Consequences

Chapter 1

Introduction

In the summer of 1966, when the last families settled in Nome, the Inupiat Eskimo
village on King Island ceased to exist except in the memories of those who had lived there. That
summer, as their people had been doing prior to the existence of Nome and the state of Alaska,
the remaining villagers made the long trip by skinboat' to the mainland — except this time there
would be no return trip in the fall. So ended a community and lifestyle extraordinary even by
Arctic standards.

That people occupied the island at all attests eloquently to the powers of human
adaptation. King Island lies 40 miles west of Cape Douglas in Bering Strait, south of the village
of Wales. The island, mostly granite, stretches ncarly two and 2 miles long and one and is /2
mile wide. It rises steeply 1200 feet out of the Bering Sea. Boats can be landed in only three
" locations because most of the shoreline consists of steep embankments with no beaches. Most of
the year, pack ice prevents any arrival or departure except by helicopter. The most recent village
site on the south side has a 45 percent grade. There, on long driftwood poles gathered nearby,
perched the homes the King Island people built into and lashed to the slope with braided walrus
hide. [Figure 1.]

Ncwceomers, even the most seasoned Arctic adventurcrs, had a common reaction at the

sight of the island. Usually, they marveled that anyone managed to live there. In 1924, the

'The Inupiat used two types of skinboat: the gayaq and umiaq. Both consisted of a hand-made wooden
frame; the former was covered with bearded seal hide, the latter with split walrus hide. The gayag was a
smaller, covered craft for a single man, while the umiaq was a much larger open boat that could carry
several dozen people. Spellings used in this paper are in Inupiaq; the anglicized terms are kayak and
umiak.
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Figure 1. The village at King Island in 1964. In the right foreground is the school, which closed in
1959, uitimately leading to the abandonment of the island by the King Islanders. Photo by Joseph S.

Rychetnik,
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explorer Knud Rasmussen, who had just seen most of the North American Arctic during a three-
year sled journey from Greenland to the Bering Strait, went to the island after meeting the King
Islanders, who were summering in Nome. He was so impresscd by them that he included them in
his description of Alaskan Natives. Of King Island, he wrote:

It is beyond question the most inhospitable island I have ever seen. In calm

weather it is generally wrapped in fog; and when clear; harried by fierce winds,

with a heavy swell that makes landing difficult among the broken rocks and

churning waters at the foot of the cliffs. For a great part of the winter the place is

cut off from the mainland altogether.’

Clearly, the island was not an easy place to live. Bureau of Indian Affairs Specialist
Martin N.S. Holm, writing up a school site visit in 1951, was amazed that the Bureau managed to
operate a school there at all. “Getting the supplies up to the village is backbreaking,” he wrote:

They are lightered ashore by skinboats, and placed on the rocks. Most of the

cartoon (sic) supplies are carried up the steps and the slope to the school and the

village. A small cable pulls up the oil barrels. It takes two weeks to get

everything up and stored away. The space on the rocks is very small and the

supplies are handed from man to man far enough up the slope to make room for

everything, and to get them above high water mark. 1t is the most difficult

operation I’ve seen, requires the most work, the most time.?

To the King Islanders, however, the rocky outcropping was home, concerning which they

*Knud Rasmussen. Across Arctic America. Fairbanks: University of Alaska Press, 1998, 344.

3Martin N.S. Holm, BIA Education Specialist, to Max Penrod, Area Educationalist, “Supcrvisory Visit,
King Island, October 4 and 5, 1951.” Records of the Burcau of Indian Affairs, (BIA) Juneau Area Office
(JAO). General Subject Correspondence 1933-63. File: 056, Reports of Field Trips [1.2] Education, June 1,
1948 to December 31, 1950. [April 24, 1950 to Nov. 24, 1950. RG 75, Box 12, 04/01/13/(1). National
Archives and Record Administration, (NARA) Anchorage, AK.
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built up centuries of specialized knowledge about the birds, marine mammals, plants, weather
conditions, and ocean currents. The historic purposc of their annual migration to the mainland
had been several-fold: to get resources they could not get at the island, such as caribou, salmon,
and berries; to trade and socialize; and once the city of Nome had sprung to life, for the men to
work seasonally in town for wages.

Every year until 1959, the entire King Island village would transplant itself to a makeshift
village just east of Nome for the short summer of the region. Like most Bering Strait Natives,
they had already for decades incorporated a variety of European goods and technologies into their
lifestyle. King Island men had eamed a reputation as particularly skillful ivory carvers. They
sold their carvings to local tourist shops. Many women added to the family income by skin-
sewing. Some men earned wages working as longshoremen or general laborers. The cash
income derived from summer jobs in Nome allowed them to purchase basic goods such as flour,
and the gasoline and ammunition used in their subsistence lifestyle, one which still depended
nearly entirely on the success of the village’s hunters. As fall approached on the Seward
Peninsula, the entire community would again pack up their belongings, board the Coast Guard
cutter, and make the voyage back to their homes some 90 miles northwest of Nome. [Figure 2.]
Leaving the Island

In 1966, this yearly cycle ended. The end of the island community was made all but a
foregone conclusion several years earlier, when the BIA decided to close down the school it had
operated there since 1931.* When the BIA shut down the school in the fall of 1959, families with
school age children had no choice but to remain in Nome year-round. A dwindling number of
residents returned to the island in the following years, but eventually the rest of the community

trickled into Nome permanently as well. The closure of the school made the move inevitable.

*While the school was constructed in 1929, some evidence suggests the school opened in 1931.
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Figure 2. The King Islanders return to the village in 1950 on the Alaska Native Service barge,
North Star. In the fall, villagers, school teachers, skinboats and supplies for the winter went back to the
island after spending the summer on the mainland. Supplies had to be lightered via skinboat to the rocks
below the village. Photo: courtesy Juan Munoz.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



6

Whether the King Islanders would have eventually abandoned the island on their own is a subject
for speculation, but it is telling that many small villages in rural Alaska persist to this day despite
nearly a century of predictions that Alaska Natives inevitably would abandon them.
The Problem

To date, very little has been written about the de facto relocation of the King Islanders,
although as a group they have drawn a great deal of attention from the press and researchers.
There is considerable confusion even among tribal members regarding the agency’s decision to
close the school, both in terms of the reasoning behind the action — its intent — and the chain of
events. No attention seems to have been paid to what the King Islanders themselves may have
wanted. Even more important than the “why” of the school closure and the issues arising from
that decision is the impact of the move on the King Islanders and Nome. King Island is one of
only a few villages of more recent times that was essentially required to move — if it wanted a
school for the education of its children — to a larger regional center like Nome. What was, what is
the impact of the move on the King Island community, which still retains a distinct identity and
dialect in Nome and Anchorage? Other Alaskan Native villagers who have moved to regional
centers like Nome, or even further away to Anchorage and Seattle, can return to a functioning
village located on their homeland... but King Island is no longer a viable community.

What follows is a history of the ‘relocation’ of the King Island village. As such, it relies
heavily on documentary evidence from BIA archival materials. In an attempt to provide a
balanced perspective on the events, 1, in 2001 and 2002, conducted interviews with several King
Islanders of different age groups. Archival oral history from former King Island residents has
also been used. It is important to note that, in 1959, the King Islanders were living a lifestyle

that, for the most part, resembled that of their ancestors, no matter the inclusion of European
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goods and technologies. For that reason, an attempt has been made to leaven this history with
anthropological considerations — in particular when considering the impacts of the move to
Nome. To that degree, this can be considered an ethnohistory’ of the move from the village at
King Island.

At first glance, the answer to the question, “Why did the BIA close the school?” secems a
simplc one. Decpending on whom one reads, it is either the rock slide hazard on the island or the
declining number of residents wintering there in the late 50s. Father Louis L. Renner, S.J., sums
it up in his biography of Jesuit missionary Bellarmine Lafortune:

For countless generations, King Island had been the permanent home of the King

Island people, but around 1950, more and more families began to make Nome

their year-round home. Nome offered job opportunities, better medical care, and

a less arduous and hazardous way of life. By the summer of 1966, the island was

completely abandoned, and the village has become a ghost village on a ghost

island except for a few weeks, usually in late spring, when several boatloads of

King Islanders visit the island to hunt walrus, gather greens and eggs, or simply

visit their.ancestral home again.®
Neither explanation holds up upon further examination of the evidence. Based on a careful
reading of the BIA archival material and other histories of the Bering Strait region, the BIA shut
down the school because of the expense and inconvenience of operating at King Island. Doing so

accomplished what the Bureau had been unable for decades to do by persuasion — to move the

*The American Heritage Dictionary, Fourth Edition, 2000, defines ethnohistory: The study of especially
native or non-Western peoples from a combined historical and anthropological viewpoint, using written
documents, oral literature, material culture, and ethnographic data.

®Louis L. Renner, S.J., in collaboration with Dorothy Jean Ray. Pioneer Missionary to the Bering Strait
Eskimos: Bellarmine Lafortune, S.J. Portland, OR: Binford and Mort, 1979, introduction, Xiv.
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village to the mainland. In a wider context, the immediate result of the school closure, the
resettlement of the villagers in Nome, fits well within the established pattern of BIA policy over
time, one that has assimilation as its ultimate goal; and to go a step further, within the established
pattern of how dominant cultures have dealt with unassimilated indigenous groups around the
world.

The story of the King Island villagers did not end with their move to Nome. At first, they
created another “village” of sorts right next to Nome. Their dissatisfaction as a group with the
mainland, and Nome in particular, was evident — so much so that for years afterwards they
lobbied the BIA to relocate them yet again to a site at Cape Woolley. This movement, which
drew the attention of Outside press and interest groups, appears to have died out after years of
broken promises by federal officials, although it has resurfaced time and again. The long-term
impacts of the move include the accelerated loss of culture and language, a rise in alcoholism,
and a loss of solidarity as a group.

The move had one other major consequence for the King Islanders. In 1974, when a
severe fall storm battered Nome, their second village at East End was completely destroyed, and
they again had to relocate. Yet, their story does not end there. After the storm, new homes were
built for them in the center of Nome by the federal government. To this day, the majority of them
live in Nome and Anchorage, perhaps half of the estimated 500-plus King Islanders. Unlike many

Alaskan Natives who moved to the Nome area, they have not chosen to join the local

tribe’, Nome Eskimo Community. To this day, the Ugiuvangmiut® retain their own tribal

"While the term tribe is commonly understood to mean Lower 48 reservation groups, the U.S. government
formally recognized many Alaskan Native communities and groups as “tribes™ in 1995. Nome Eskimo
Community is one such group. Many of these groups were already organized with Indian Reorganization
Act councils, or IRAs. At present there are more than 220 federally recognized tribes in Alaska.

8Ugiuvangmiut is the King Islanders name for themselves. Its spelling in the Latin alphabet, like that of
many Inupiaq words, has varied over time. I have chosen to use the spelling used by Alaska Native
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government, Inupiaq dialect and identity — although that identity may now rest upon their

experience of dislocation. Central to this story are the concepts of identity and home.

Language Center linguist Lawrence Kaplan in his collection of King Island stories, Ugiuvangmiut
Quliapyuit.
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Chapter 2

Background

Strangest of all the strange places visited, members of the crew agree, is King
Island. This cliff-guarded spot lies west of Nome and for four months of the year
fog draws a curtain, hiding the Island from the eyes of the few mariners who
travel these waters. For the other eight months, the Island is engulfed in ice. Less
than a mile long, and rising steeply out of the sea, there is no safe anchorage
around the Island’s shore. Here is the winter home of the King Island Eskimos
who in summer go to Nome to sell their ivory carvings to the townspeople and
tourist visitors, and to hold native dances.’

Prior to their relocation to Nome, the Ugiuvangmiut had occupied the island from
somewhere between 200 and 2000 years.' Oral accounts indicate three other village sites existed
on the island in prehistoric times. In 1732, Russian surveyor Mikhail Gvozdev was the first
European to sight the island." The community appears as “Okibian” on the map he produced in
1743. (Ivan Kobelev'? was the first European to go ashore at the island in 1791.) Upon official
“discovery” by Captain James Cook in 1778, it was given its current name in honor of Lieutenant

James King, a member of Cook’s party. The King Istanders, of course, had a name in their own

°Craig Dinsmore, “Bering Sea Patrol.” The Alaska Sportsman (March 1941): 23.

“Linda Ellanna, “Ukiuvungmiut: Cliff Dwellers of the Bering Strait.” Alaska Fish Tales and Game Trails
(1981): 2.

""Dorothy Jean Ray. “The Kheuveren Legend” in Ethnohistory in the Arctic, Kingston, Ontario: the
Limestone Press, 1983, originally published in The Alaska Journal (Summer 1976): 146-53.

“Dorothy Jean Ray. The Eskimos of the Bering Strait: 1650-1898. Seattle and London: University of
Washington Press, 1975, 53.
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dialect for their home, Ugiuvak"’, which may be translated as “place for winter.””’* [Figure 3.]

Despite the misgivings of newcomers, the location had much to recommend it. A deep
cave 1/4 mile from the village provided a natural deep freeze, allowing the islanders to store large
quantities of food against lean times. A small stream, or kuuk, near the village provided fresh
water. Researcher Frances Ross, who wintered on the island in 1931, concluded that outsiders
had completely misgauged the value of the location:

One question may be asked: why do these Eskimos live on this isolated rock?

Why are 9 to 10 months of the year spent under the most trying conditions of

severe weather and ice conditions? The answer is found in one of their legends

(page (sic) There is never a shortage of food at Ukiuvak. Although the emphasis

throughout this report has largely been placed upon marine mammals, seals,

walrus, and polar bear, several varieties of fish as well as crabs and shrimps are

found in abundance in the waters surrounding the island. Thousands of sea birds

and eggs are obtained from the rookeries. When unfavorable weather conditions

prevent daily hunting, the community falls back upon a great supply of food

stored in their natural freezer: kitekok."
One might ask, what does a people living in the Arctic need with a natural freezer? The obvious

answer is that few places in the region remain frozen year-round. More significant was the

BThe “correct” spelling has varied over time, one finds Okibian, Ukivok, and Ugiuvak. I have again chosen
to use the form given by the Alaska Native Language Center.

"“In the course of her research in the early 1960s for “In Eskimo Place-Names in Bering Strait and
Vicinity”, Ray’s informants responded that Ukivuk or Uivuk was just a name, without special meaning.
Only one of her informants, a Cape Prince of Wales man, suggested that it translated to ‘winter” or ‘winter
place.” Ray writes, “Apparently no one else on King Island had connected ugiuvauk with ugiuk (“winter™),
but after learning of the relationship, others agreed that this might well be the meaning of the name.” See

“Eskimo Place-Names in Bering Strait and Vicinity.” Names 19 (1971): 1-33.

“Frances Anna Ross. The Eskimo Community House, Stanford University, 1958, 86.
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particular importance of the spring hunt for seals and walrus in the region’s traditional
economics. Should that hunt fail because of poor hunting conditions or other factors, a village
could face the specter of starvation. One of the first ethnographers in Bering Strait, Edward
Nelson, mentions such an instance. While aboard the U.S. Revenue Cutter Corwin in March
1880, he found a mixed village of Sledge and King Island people between Cape Nome and
Sledge Island. “These people had united there and were living peaceably together in order to fish
for crabs and tomcods and to hunt for seals, as the supply of food had become exhausted in at
their homes,” he wrote.'® Being able to store foods for an indefinite amount of time tipped the
scale in favor of remaining on the island.

However steep and rocky the geography of King Island, its location in Bering Strait, with
its strong currents, made it an ideal place from which to pursue the most important good in their
subsistence economy: the Pacific walrus. [Figure 4.] The arca is an excellent place for hunters to
pursue the herds of walrus during their spring and fall migrations through Bering Strait. Walrus
provided meat, blubber, waterproof gear, rope, and most significantly, the skins for umiat.'” The
largest portion of harvested resources came from umiag crews. Therefore, good access to walrus
skins (and meat, biubber, and later ivory) generally meant a healthy economy overall. Moreover,
its location in the Strait means that King Island has moving ice for a longer time than many other
places in the region, and hence, open leads at which it was possible to hunt on foot for the other
staple of the traditional Inupiat economy: the seal. In short, King Island was a very good place to
find food year-round.

The mainland Natives’ name for the King and other Bering Strait islanders reflects this

*William Fitzhugh and Aron Crowel, eds. “ Eskimo About the Bering Strait” in Crossroads of Continents.
Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Press, 1988, 23-25.

YUnmiat is the plural of umiag.
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Figure 4. Two men prepare to go hunting. Although regarded by outsiders as a forbidding,
desolate place, the island was an ideal location for an Inupiat village — the walrus and seal hunting were
excellent, and birds, king crab, and edible greens and berries were available. Juan and Rie Munoz spent
1951 on the island as teachers.. Photo courtesy of Juan Munoz.
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15
reality. They called them Imaangmiut, or “people of the open water.”"

Prior to contact with non-Natives, the Ugiuvangmiut built houses of rock, sod and
driftwood into the hillside. The mens’ communal houses on the island were still constructed in
this fashion at the time the island was abandoned. Scholars estimate it was during the latter half
of the 19th century when they switched to homes with walrus-skin walls over a square wooden
frame, with moss and grass insulating the ceilings and walls. The split walrus hide was stretched
around the building to protect against the elements and lashed with thongs. Later still, they began
to build wooden frame homes. Both were perched on stilts anchored to the slope with braided
walrus hide, as King Island elder Margaret Seegana recalled in Ugiuvangmiut Quliapyuit:

Long driftwood poles were wedged into the earth so that they rested on bedrock;

earth and rocks were then pressed around these stilts to hold them firmly.

Platforms of split driftwood logs were built on tops of the stilts té serve as the

flooring of the structure. Generally two large rooms were built on top of a

platform and served as separate dwellings in a sort of duplex. These rooms were

built at the back of the platform with another long space in front, the length of

both rooms. This was the storm shed, used for storage. In the middle was a door

leading to the porch."”

Eventually, wooden stairs and boardwalks were built as well.

"Father Louis L. Renner, S.J. “Charles Olaranna: Chief of the King Islanders.” The Alaska Journal, Spring
1983: 15. Renner explains: “/maaq is open water as found in the winter sea ice. For eight months of the
year, from October to July, the island is isolated from the mainland of the two continents by the ever-
moving ice fields that choke Bering Strait. Shifting leads in the ice constantly open and close. These are
called imaag, and this ‘open water’ makes the island inaccessible.”

""Margaret Seegana, “Traditional Life on King Island,” in Ugiuvangmiut Quliapyuit, King Island Tales.
Alaska Native Language Center and University of Alaska Press: Fairbanks, 1988, 9.
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The Ethnographic Past - Bering Strait Natives and the King Islanders

Some understanding of the ethnographic past, or traditional®

culture, of the Inupiat is
crucial to understanding the vast changes wrought by the move to Nome. Anthropologists divide
the indigenous people of the Alaskan side of the Bering Strait region into two major groups: the
Yupik-speaking Bering Sea peoples, and the Inupiag-speaking North Alaskans'. The
ethnolinguistic boundary between the two lies at the edge of Norton Sound on the far
southeastern end of the Seward Peninsula. Scholars divide the North Alaskans, who range from
Norton Sound up through the north coast of the state, into four groups: North Coast, Interior,
Kotzebue, and Bering Strait people.

While there are regional differences between the North Alaskans, they have a common
cultural base, the core of which is adaptation to the arctic and subarctic environment. As Ray

observes, “Technological, social, and ritual practices surrounding the hunting of arctic marine

mammals are the foundation on which most Eskimo cultures rest.”” North Alaskan villages

*The problem of talking about any culture is the ever changing nature of human societies. Often, people
describe “traditional” indigenous cultures, meaning those cultures before contact with Europeans. This too
is problematic, because those cultures did not exist in an unchanging state before the arrival of outsiders.
This is evident particularly in the Bering Strait region. Trade relationships existed between Alaskan and
Russian Natives, and between different groups of Alaskan Natives. It is naive to think that these
interactions did not affect those groups. After the spread of the Russian empire into its Far East in the mid-
17th century, Russian goods made their way into Alaskan communities. Even if one considers “traditional”
cultures to be those at the turn of the 20™ century, Alaskan Native cultures had already been introduced to
firearms, liquor, the whaling industry, and a whole slew of trade goods. Ethnographic information is at best
a snapshot of a culture at one moment in time. That said, one must be able to describe the Inupiat cultures
that existed — in comparison and contrast to that of Inupiat culture in later periods. Indeed, the culture of
the King Islanders in 1959 was different than that of today, and could reasonably be termed “traditional” as
well. Because the earliest ethnographic data gathered in the Bering Strait region comes in the late 19"
century, that information will be the basis for discussion of “traditional” culturc in this ethnographic

background, though not the sole source.

21 Another group, confined to St. Lawrence Island, speaks Siberian Yupik. Culturally, they are closest to the
Asiatic Eskimos of Russia.

"Ray, Dorothy Jean. Nineteenth Century Settlement and Subsistence Patterns in Bering Strait, In

Ethnohistory in the Arctic: Bering Strait Eskimo, edited by R.A. Pierce. Kingston, Ontario: The Limestone
Press, 1983, 42
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tended to be concentrated on the coast, usually at spits, for marine mammal hunting on ice and
open water.

A further distinction can be drawn between Bering Strait people based on the focus of
their economies. Dorothy Jean Ray divides their 19" century economies into whaling-walrus
hunters, small marine mammal hunters, and caribou hunters. In general, Bering Strait tribes’
technological, economic, and cultural adaptations were pointed to the pursuit of marine
mammals. The King Islanders’ traditional economy falls within the ‘whaling-walrus hunting’
category.

The yearly cycle coincided with arrival and abundance of particular species. Fitzhugh
cautions though, that “despite the appearance of a lot of resources, survival depended on the

success of spring walrus and whale hunts with other resources as supplements.”*

In the spring,
when the ice loosened and open leads formed in the ice, men hunted seals and walrus moving
north at the open leads. Hundreds of species of birds returned soon after. With summer, came
the arrival of salmon, more birds, and marine mammal hunting continued on open water. Many
types of edible greens became available during the short growing season of the arctic. On the
mainland, caribou were corralled in groups and killed. In the late summer and early fall it was
time for berry picking. With fall came a brief break in activity, while villagers waited for ice to
form and become strong enough on which to hunt.

At King Island, in the winter they spent more time indoors, dancing and composing new

songs, celebrating festivals, and making new clothes. Once the ice was strong enough, the

villages” men hunted on foot for bearded and common seals.

ZFitzhugh, William. “Eskimos: Hunters of the Frozen Coasts,” in Crossroads of Continents. Washington
D.C.: Smithsonian Press, 1988.
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The King Islanders’ names for the months reflect this yearly cycle. Their word for
October, SigutuuGvik, means “icy month.” November, or Mayuagtuwik, means “going up to the
back of the island to hunt there.”** King Island elder Paul Tiulana discusses many of the months’
names in 4 Place for Winter, explaining that in November, the wind begins to blow strongly from
the north, forcing ice to the island on the north side and away from the south side of the island.
Because it was unsafe to hunt on foot from the south, the men would climb vup and over the island
to the north side. July, the month when the King Islanders would arrive in Nome, was
IkpiNnailag, or “going over to the mainland.”

The traditional Inupiat universe was one peopled with spirits. All animals had souls and
proper conduct was necessary to ensure the cooperation of those animals in the hunt. It was
believed that their spirits visited the village to see how they had been treated.  Other spirits,
good and evil, existed - either to be placated or from which one had to be protected. Prior to the
conversion of the Inupiat to Christianity, shamans held considerable power within the
community, because they were brokers between the spirit world and the rest of the village. They
interpreted signs, performed seances and other rituals, and treated illnesses. Numerous festivals
and rituals were observed, usually with dancing. Dances had many purposes and meanings,
according to King Island elder Margaret Seegana, and were held for nearly every occasion:

Dance was related to survival of the community because it boosted morale and

could represent success, failure, joy, sorrow, life, death, comedy, and sacredness,

among other things. The dances told stories, and the words of dance songs

matched the movements of the performers. Great feats and accomplishments of

#*Paul Tiulana with Vivian Senungetuk. 4 Place for Winter: Paul Tiulana's Story, Anchorage: CIRI
Foundation, 1987, 10-15.
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kinsmen were reenacted in dance. For example, if a man went hunting during a

time of famine or bad weather and brought back a polar bear or a bearded seal to

feed the village, a member of his immediatc family or a close relative might

compose a song with accompanying motions to reenact the event. These dances

were kept within the family and handed down through the generations.”

For the King Islanders, one omnipotent being, Silam Inua, governed all of nature.
As was common with many indigenous groups who made contact with Catholicism, residuals of
the earlier Inupiat spirituality remained within the King Islander’s new Christian cosmology.
Dances to honor the spirits of animals killed, most notably of polar bears, continued to be
observed. Another traditional belief that continued was that of what anthropologists term “name
souls.” In addition to the individual soul that left upon death, name souls recycled through the
community. Infants were given the names of the deceased in the belief that the name soul then
returned in that individual, along with its personality traits and relationships. These names were
not gender specific, nor was an individual limited to one name. The bestowal of such a name
brought with it the relationship of that person to others in the village - so a child could also be a
grandfather, an aa}?aa, to someone much older than him/herself.

Despite a number of local variations, Eskimo naming systems (Inuit and Yupik)

seem overwhelmingly to share common features which can be understood as

resting on a limited number of spiritual and social principles. Spiritually, life is

based on a finite number of recycling name-souls which provide communal

continuity. The fundamental social principle of Eskimo naming is to provide

links among individuals within a community and beyond thus functioning as an

“Margaret Seegana, 25.
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integral part of ‘Eskimo kinship’ which provides a variety of cultural means to

turn ‘strangers’ into ‘relatives.’*

The conversion of the King Islanders to Catholicism was achieved by Father Bellarmine
Lafortune, S.J. in the first decades of the 20" century. Lafortune arrived in Nome in 1903, shortly
after the initial frenzy of the gold rush — at a time when both the King and Diomede Islanders
were still pagans. He had limited success converting them as a group until after community
members who had converted to Methodism died in 1918. (They had remained on the mainland at
the Methodist mission and perished in the influenza pandemic of 1918.) Many scholars have
mentioned the huge influence of Lafortune in the King Island community. The majority of King
Islanders remain Catholic to this day.

Unlike many missionaries, Lafortune did not try to completely suppress his parishioners’
traditional singing and dancing, although he did encourage that the pre—Cilristian religious nature
of them to be left to the past. Renner concludes that his tolerance of traditional singing and
dancing sprang from his enjoyment of the dances themselves, and also from the fact that the
dancing was “innocent” because men and women usually did not touch each other.”” His
empathy and flexibility is also evident in that he did not object to men hunting on Sunday.

Should animals be sighted before Mass, the service would be delayed until they had their chance
at hunting. Lafortune’s presence loomed large in the lives of the King Islanders — he encouraged
them to remain on the island away from the “Sin City” of Nome, assisted them in securing

- medical care, and when they were on the mainland, helped them find work.

Lafortune lobbied his Superiors for years before being granted permission and support to

*peter Schweitzer and Golovko, Evgeniy V. “Local Identities and Traveling Names: Interethnic Aspects of
Personal Naming in the Bering Strait Area.” Arctic Anthropology (1997): 34, v. 1, 167-180.

*Louis L. Renner, S.J. Pioneer Missionary to the Bering Strait Eskimos. Bellarmine Lafortune, S.J.
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build a church on King Island in 1929. Father Renner speculates in his biography of Lafortune®®
that the announcement that the United States Bureau of Education would finally build a
government school there pushed the Church to act. The islanders had been requesting a
government school since 1911, and so in 1929 got both a school and church. English was the
working language of the school house, but outside its walls Inupiaq was the language used. Even
after a 30-year presence of the school on the island, the King Islanders kept their language.

The majority of their diet consisted of what they could harvest from the sea. Men carried
out two types of hunting done at different times of year: in the late fall and winter, they hunted
alone on foot on the moving ice; in the spring, umiaqg crews pursued walrus and bearded seals.
Hunting was done also by single men in gavat.” Each man had his own gayag built for him; only
a few men had the skill necessary to build such craft. Hunting on foot out on the moving ice was
a dangerous undertaking, and a great deal of attention had to be paid to changing weather and ice
conditions. It required great agility and stamina, for hunters might venture as far as 10 miles out
on the ice. Any number of men went out hunting and never returned, as Paul Tiulana explained:

If we were out hunting south of the island and the wind started to blow, we had

to start running. The wind from the north pushes the ice away from the south of '

the island and the sea opens up. If we lost our breath and stopped in five

minutes, there would be an open lead, open water, between us and the island.

We would not be able to cross it. We had to run constantly, maybe five miles,

maybe ten miles, until we reached a safe point, without stopping at all and

carrying our hunting bags. Everything about us had to be prepared for our

*Ibid.

¥ Qayat is the plural form of gayaq.
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survival.*®

Different rules for dividing the catch existed, depending on the type of hunting and type
of animal harvested. Members of a boat crew received shares of the catch. The village’s
economy was based upon the harvest of polar bear, seals, and walrus. Several types of seal
provided meat and blubber. A significant number of goods, other than food, came from the
harvest of marine mammals. Seal blubber, when rendered into oil, could be burned in lamps for
heat and light, and used as a preservative for other foods. Bearded seal hides were used to cover
gayat and made into the soles of kammit.’' Gut would used to make waterproof clothing and
gear, drum heads, and floats. Long strips of tanned walrus hide were used as rope. Hides of
various seals were used for making parkas and pants, and sinew provided thread for village
seamstresses. For many of the Bering Strait Inupiat, the walrus was the most important resource,
as noted earlier, because skinboats were covered with the split hides of female walrus.

The boats themselves, and female walrus hides, were therefore very valuable. Those who
owned skin boats and mustered crews held high status within communities. Often one captain, or
umialig, would emerge as a leader within a village. Individuals could also achieve status by
demonstrating good hunting skills and the ability to provide for the community. Others who had
the ability to deals with outsiders, European and Native, held prestige within the community.

As in other North Alaskan and Bering Sea communities, the mens’ communal house, or
qagsri, played an important role in the social life at King Island. Renner stresses its significance:
“It was in the kagrit that the men and older boys spent most of their indoor time, working on

hunting gear, carving ivory, socializing, telling stories, politicking, taking sweat baths, engaging

¥Tijulana, 16.

* Kammit are boots in the King Island dialect, frequently called muklugs elsewhere.
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in various gymnastics, and athletic activities. There they also ate, and there the older boys slept
until thcy marricd.” As many as five gagsrit may have cxisted there at onc time. These houses
had their own membership and customs, and retlected alliances or political factions within the
village.

Boat crews also reflected these factions, but womens’ social networks ultimately
governed the distribution of resources within the village. At King Island, once a man brought
meat home, it was up to his wife to distribute it as she decided best. In this way, in addition to the
rules governing division of the catch, no matter the personalitics involved, resources were
distributed within the community. Other social structures mitigating the inherent factionalism in
the community were partner and cross (sometimes called ‘teasing’) cousins, and certain
celebrations such as the Polar Bear Dance.

Of course, there were disadvantages to life on the island. For most of the year, the
moving ice that surrounded the island kept its residents isolated from the rest of the world. No
landing strip existed, so planes could land only occasionally there upon the sea ice in front of the
village.*

The King Islanders did not have access to the terrestrial animals used by other Inupiat for
food and clothing, nor could they harvest the abundant salmon runs that return to mainland river
systems. There were limited greens and berries, compared to those available on the mainland, to
be harvested from the top of the island. The King Islanders’ solution was to travel to the
mainland each summer to trade with the mainlanders, pick berries and greens, hunt caribou, and

fish. They maintained alliances with the Teller area and Kauwerak people, intermarrying and

32Renner, “Charles Olaranna, Chief of the King Islanders,” [8.

3There were three known landings at King Island — four, if one includes the crash that the photographer Joe
Rychetnik walked away from in 1961.
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trading with them. In the fall, before the usual rough weather came, they would return by umiaq
to the island for the winter.

Russian Influence in Northwest Alaska

Despite the presence of the Russians in Alaska for 146 years (from 1741-1867), Northern
Alaska remained virtually untouched by European Russians. This lack of contact was not the
case with the Alaskan Natives and their Russian counterparts. Evidence from the 18" century
suggests that the maritime Chukchi and Asiatic Eskimo often visited Alaskan scttlements for
trade and festivals — as well as for war. The purpose of warfare was to take furs and prisoners,
who would become slaves. Karl Merck, a member of the Northeastern Geographic Expedition of
1785-98 mentions the Chukchi crossing the Strait and attacking the Alaskans. Russian accounts
bear witness to the tension between the groups. When Ivan Kobelev stopped at King Island in the
summer of 1791, his party was met by islanders wearing armor and bearing lances and bows.

When they saw that the islanders had spotted them in the sea, the Chukchi of

Kobelev’s party stopped their skin boats, donned “kuiaks” (Chukchi armor), and

took spears and bows and arrows in hand, as in battle readiness. Kobelev asked

them why .they were preparing for war when they were not coming for war, and

they explained that was the custom of the King Islanders, who would meet them

in just such a manner.*

Kobelev reported that his party was received with great friendliness. The Russians and
islanders then traded — the islanders offering furs from the mainland and the Russians proffering
spears, knives, hatchets and other iron goods along with beads. When they left two days later, as

when they had arrived, both sides were armed.

¥Dorothy Jean Ray. The Eskimos of the Bering Strait, 1650-1898, 54.
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But significant changes had begun much earlier with the advent of Russian control of its
own Far East, particularly after the Russian crown ceased its efforts at pacifying its Chukchi
people by force.” After reaching an understanding in the 1780s with the Chukchi over tribute,
peaceful relations between the Chukchi and their neighbors took hold, and a lively trade
flourished in the Far East and spread to the islands and the Alaskan mainland. The King
Islanders and other islanders in Bering Strait served as middlemen in the trade between Russian
and mainland Alaskan Natives prior to any real presence of non-Natives in the region.

The growth of trade between the two sides of Bering Strait was further encouraged by
the establishment of a trade fair on the Anyui River in Siberia in 1789.3° The Chukchi traveled
hundreds of miles to the fair, taking Alaskan goods, and in turn bringing luxury items to Bering
Strait. In exchange for fox and marten furs, Alaskan Natives received tobacco, beads, and a
variety of iron goods: plates, knives, axes, harpoon heads and later, reindécr skins. Ray calls the
development at Anyui the most significant factor in the swift growth of trade at the beginning of

| the 19" century. The Anyui Trade Fair is also significant because it created the first stable supply
of tobacco available to Alaskan Natives. It also helped turn local markets into international ones.

“Athabaskan Indians living along the Yukon River traded furs to Indian traders, such as
those living along the Unalakleet River, who in turn traded with Norton Sound and northern
Eskimo traders,” writes Kathryn Koutsky, “Eskimos added more foreign products to their
material culture and became increasingly active both as traders and trappers.”® The increase in

- trade also contributed to the southward migration of the Malemiut, an Inupiat people from

*The Anyui is a tributary of the Kotyma River. See Kathryn Koutsky, Early Days on Norton Sound and
Bering Strait Vol. IV and Dorothy Jean Ray, Eskimos of Bering Strait 1650-1898 for more discussion of the
growth of trade and the Anyui Trade Fair.

3K outsky, ibid.
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Kotzebue Sound, into the southern Seward Peninsula. They gradually displaced the Yupik-
speaking Eskimos already there. The King Islanders, along with the Malemiut, Sledge Islanders,
and the Wales villagers, were the most active groups in this intercontinental system of trade.

Europeans entered commercial trade in northwest Alaska when the Russian American
Company established a trading post at St. Michael in 1833, followed by one at Unalakleet. In
fact, the Russians were drawn northward by reports of the robust trade going on at Bering Strait.
In order to cut into the action, they established St. Michael near the mouth of the Yukon River.
Their efforts did little to disrupt the system of Alaskan-Siberian trade, but did affect some of the
Eskimo traders who were more reliant on trade to the south. The Russians later established a post
at the mouth of the Unalakleet River in 1837. They did not devotc a great deal of energy to
expanding their trade in the region further. It was in this commercial period that Eskimos first
began to be hired to work as interpreters and guides. St. Michael continued to have an important
presence in the region for ships and expeditions venturing north until after the gold rushes at the
turn of the century.

In addition to introducing tobacco to Alaska’s inhabitants, the Russians also brought
alcohol. Although Russians in Alaska were forbidden to trade it to the Natives, by the mid-19th
century, many groups had acquired a taste for it.”” Prohibition went into effect across Russian
American at the beginning of 1846.

Not all the goods the Russians brought to Alaska were addictive. One good frequently
overlooked is tea, which was eagerly adopted by indigenous groups across Alaska. (In King

Island dialect, tea is saayuq; on the mainland it is called chaayug — in both instances the word is

*"Ray, Eskimos of Bering Strait, 1650-1898, 179.
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borrowed from the Russian chai.) Bogojavlensky’s research bears witness to the importance of a
seemingly innocuous item:

Older King Islanders speak of the advent of the regular stockpiling and use of

Western food as the most important watershed in their history. Stores of flour,

sugar, and tea erased the chances for general starvation due to hunting failure.

The introduction of the rifle is not considered to have been at all as crucial to

well-being. Time and again, the symbols for this epochal watershed, ‘tea’ and

‘before tea’ were explicated to me. ‘The ancient way of life was when we drank

boiled blood instead of tea.” The word for tea (a loan from Russian) and the

word for cache are homonyms, and there is a play on words that exploits this fact

to comment on how hunger is staved off by two such disparate devices of the

same name, one aboriginal, the other peculiarly alien.*®

Smallpox, the first epidemic to reach Norton Sound, struck Alaska with devastating
consequences in 1838. Ray ranks the severity of the outbreak with that of the measles in 1900
and the influenza in 1918. The Russians launched a vaccination program and the epidemic ended
by 1840. The program seems to have stopped the spread of the disease northward, for it did not
spread beyond Koyuk or Golovin.

A large influx of non-Russian outsiders into Bering Strait began in 1848. The Yankee
whaling fleet finally “discovered” the rich grounds of Alaska in that year, and the first of many
ships searching for the lost Franklin Expedition went through its waters. The search for Sir John
Franklin ended in 1854, but the number of whalers passing through the region grew with the

passage of time. With the arrival of the whalers also came the American liquor trade, though the

*Sergei Bogojavlensky, Imaangmiut Eskimo Careers: Skinboats in Bering Strait. Ph.D. diss., Harvard
University, 1969, 23.
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traftic in alcohol was largely the work of trading vessels that followed the whalers north. The
whaling industry did not have the catastrophic impact upon local pcoples in Bering Strait that it
did further north along Alaska’s coast, but its impact was felt nonetheless.*

In the first three years of whaling, from 1848 to 1851, some 250 vessels returned from
Alaskan waters with whale oil. The number of vessels cach year remained near 200 until the late
1850s, when the number of vessels (in tandem with the number of whales) began to decline.
Initially, the whalers kept to the business of whaling, but in the late 1860s, the depletion of the
whale stocks led them to pursue trade and walrus hunting as well. The whalers indiscriminately
slaughtered thousands of animals each season, leaving the carcasses to rot.* Citing Edward
Nelson, who wrote in 1887 that the walrus population was not over 50 percent of that 10 years
earlier, Ray concludes that it is possible that by the 1870s only 1/4 of the pre-whaling population
of walrus remained.*’ Despite the wanton waste, Ray concludes that well-being of most Bering
Strait tribes, cven the islanders dependent on walrus, was not severely affected. Sergel
Bogojavlensky, who wrote his dissertation about King Island and Diomede skinboat crews in
1969, did conclude that the whalers had an impact, at least, on the island populations of Bering
Strait:

The whalers did often stop off at villages on the islands. They traded for walrus

ivory, boat crews, warm clothing and especially the excellent waterproof

*For further information on whaling in Bering Strait, see Bockstoce, John R. Whales, ice and men: the
history of whaling in the Western Arctic. 2™ ed. Seattle: University of Washington Press in association with
the New Bedford Whaling Museum, 1995.

*“The number of walrus taken is uncertain, Dorothy Jean Ray cites a San Francisco Weekly Bulletin article
in 1866 that reports 50,000 animals taken by the Western Arctic fleet. However, that number may be a
misprint or exaggeration. Other sources suggest 60,000 animals taken between 1868 and 1872. Ray herself
says that the higher number could be due to a huge initial take of a heretofore largely untouched population.

‘”Ray, Eskimos of Bering Strait 1650-1898, 200.
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footwear made of seal esophagi and skins. Trade goods became relatively

common. Disease, liquor and cross-cultural violence and even massacres also

arrived.”
Both Ray and Bogojavlensky link the establishment of reindeer herding in Alaska to the
decimation of the walrus herds. Having witnessed the vast number of walrus taken by whalers,
and having found several villages near starvation in 1890, Captain Michael Healy of the U.S.
Revenue Cutter Bear was compelied to suggest* the venture to then U.S. Commissioner of
Education Sheldon Jackson. King Island was one of the villages suffering through starvation that
the Bear visited, but as Bogojavlensky wryly notes, it is one of the last places that would support
a single reindeer. According to two of Bogojavlensky’s informants, the famine was not due to
the whalers” walrus take, but came about because of the failure of the spring seal hunt due to poor
ice conditions.

Members of the Western Union Telegraph Expedition spent two years, from 1865-1867,
on the Seward Peninsula. The purpose of the endeavor was to unite Europe and North America
via an underwater cable between Siberia and Alaska. Nearly 300 young men were dispatched to
cach side of the stréit. While the impact of the 40 men who overwintered at Port Clarence was
negligible, it did bring about more knowledge of the mineral potential of the region. Some

ethnographic information was gathered by scientists of the expedition*, and nearly 45 miles of

“Bogojavlensky, Imaangmiut Eskimo Careers,. 22

“Apparently, the idea was not Healy’s, but one he adopted from the naturalist Charles H. Townshend who
was aboard the Corwin in 1885. See Ray, “The Eskimos and Domesticated Reindeer” in The Eskimos of
the Bering Strait 1650-1898.

*Several members of the expedition gathered natural history specimens and meteorological data for the
Smithsonian Institution and Chicago Academy of Sciences. William H. Dall and Frederick Whymper
recorded the most information on the Norton Sound area, but John L. Harrington of the Port Clarence
contingent “published” the first newspaper in any language in Alaska, the Esqimaux. Other members of
the expedition published books or their diaries. Sprinkled throughout are descriptions of Alaskan Native
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telegraph poles raised, but the project ended abruptly in 1867 when its members suddenly learned
that a cable had been successfully laid in the Atlantic Ocean.*® They also learned that they were
now on American soil.

The Russian crown had begun trying to entice the United States into purchasing the
territory prior to the U.S. Civil War, but was finally successful in 1867. Russia was willing to let
go of the possession, because the empire was overextended after the loss of the Crimean War to
Great Britain, and the fear of further British expansion in the North Pacific. For a sum of
$7,200,000 the Russians sold Alaska to the upstart power of the United States. Russia’s legacy in
Alaska was one of local control and a trade relationship with its colony. The Russians had, after
all, arrived in search of furs — not intent on resettling its aboriginal population or to take
possession of the land.

The American Period Begins
By the time the United States took possession of the territory, the Russian American
» Company operated 17 schools for the benefit of the Aleut and southeastern Indian populations -
primarily those engaged in fur harvest for the Russian American Company. Less than a dozen
non-Natives lived north of St. Michael at this time.

The Alaska district and its inhabitants drew little attention from the United States

government in the immediate period after its purchase in 1867. From 1867 to 1884, the whole

region was nominally administered by the military.

settlements, subsistence, and practices. See Dorothy Jean Ray, Eskimos of Bering Strait, 158-169.

“The physical artifacts of their effort remain. Bogojavlensky’s informants within the King Island
community at Nome in 1966 still had stories about the telegraph expedition. He was shown an heirloom
bracelet made of wire from the would-be telegraph system. Some of the poles were taken to King Island
and used in the construction of homes.
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The first American school in the district had come in 1877, when Presbyterian missionary
Sheldon Jackson established a mission school at Fort Wrangell. Jackson went on to establish
himself as an ‘Alaskan expert’ in the ensuing years, lecturing and writing unceasingly about the

plight of the Alaska Native and the mineral and agricultural potential of the district.*

In January
1880, Jackson convened a now-famous meeting of mission groups with an interest in Alaska. As
a result of the meeting, the various denominations agreed upon spheres of influcnce in the district.
The government in turn, ended up contracting with the various missions already present to
provide education, sparing itself the cost of establishing schools across the far flung and distant
land. Contract schooling lasted until the mid-1890s, when Lower 48 interdenominational rivalry
(a split primarily between Protestants and Catholics) led the federal government to end the
practice everywhere. Still, some exceptions were made for the unique situation in Alaska, as
Henningsen notes in Reading, Writing, and Reindeer:

Nevertheless, the Alaskan situation mandated that some exceptions be allowed:

government teachers were still sent to mission stations, and contracts continued

between mission boards and the Bureau of Education for the management of

various government-sponsored industrial education projects, such as reindeer

raising in northern and western Alaska, and for provision of medical care for

Natives. And, in isolated instances, direct contracting with missions for formal

schooling continued: as late as 1920 the Bureau of Education paid the salaries of

three of the eight nuns reaching at the Holy Cross (Roman Catholic) School for

natives on the Yukon River.”

“See Dorothy Jean Ray, Eskimos of Bering Strait, 1650-1898 and Victor William Henningsen I11. Reading,
Writing and Reindeer: the development of federal education in Alaska, 1877-1920. 1987,

“"Henningsen, 83.
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No provision for civil government in the new U.S. territory came until the passage of the
Organic Act of 1884. Henningsen observes that with the Act, “From an ignored American
possession, Alaska had become a virtually ignored American colony ruled directly from
Washington.” The Act did not really address the concerns of the district’s white inhabitants,
who were clamoring for representation in Washington, D.C., and the means by which to levy
taxcs and acquire homesteads of land title.

What came with the Organic Act was the creation of the Alaska Bureau of Education,
which was to scc to the education of Alaska’s children, regardless of race. The majority of
children were Native, but there were some 400 or so whitc children in the district. The language
of the Act, “without reference to race,” was not an example of enlightened progressivism, but a
reflection of an understanding of the Alaska reality. As a district, there was no Legislature by
which to collect taxes and therefore fund a school system. By directing the Secretary of the
Interior to make provisions for the education of all children, whites were insured access to
education. (Government schools for Indians were limited to Indians in the Lower 48.) The
federal government also determined that Alaska’s indigenous people were self-sufficient enough
that the extension of other federal programs on the scale of those being provided to reservation
Indians in the Lower 48 was unwarranted. At first Bureau schools were funded by license fees,
but later Congress provided for them by direct appropriation. Sheldon Jackson was named the
first General Agent of Education in 1885.

The first real presence of the U.S. government on the ground in Bering Strait came in

1890, when Jackson began recruiting teachers for schools at the larger Native villages of Wales,

“*Henningsen, 62.
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Point Hope and Barrow.® Already, the Mission Covenant Church of Sweden had begun a
mission school at Unalaklect in 1887, however, there is no indication any actual schooling began
there until 1889 — due to the fact the missionary had problems with both English and the Native
language. Another contract school was established at Golovnin Bay in 1893 and Mitletok,
northeast of Wales, in 1898. Schools for reindeer herders were established at Teller Reindeer
Station and Eaton Station later in the decade.

By the time the three new schools were established in 1890, 10 contract schools, 16
public schools, and 10 entirely mission-funded schools held classes in the territory, along with an
unknown number of Russian schools.” Jackson’s school at Wales holds the further distinction,
or notoriety, as the place where the missionary Harrison Thornton was shot and killed with a
whaling gun by three young villagers. The three schools met only with marginal success in their
attempts at prosletyzing and education, the teachers generally being unprepared and unequipped
by their churches or the Burcau of Education for life and their work in Alaskan Native
communities.

Despite Jackson’s efforts, there was no significant increase in the number of schools in
Alaska until the frenzied quest for gold drew tens of thousands of white men first to the Interior,
and then to Nome. A school would not be built at King Island until 1929.

Gold
The news of gold strikes in the Klondike traveled quickly in 1897, and caused a veritable

horde of stampeders to descend upon St. Michael during the shipping season of that year.

“An unsuccessful attempt to begin an American school at St. Michael began in 1886. The Protestant
Episcopal missionary Octavius Parker moved on to Anvik in 1887. See the chapter “Schools and Missions™
by Dorothy Jean Ray in Eskimo of the Bering Strait 1650-1898 for another excellent look at the
development of schools in the region and Sheldon Jackson as the head of education in the territory.

“Ray, Eskimos of Bering Strait, 1650-1898, 215.
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As soon as these ships docked in Seattle and San Francisco, respectively,

delirium spread over the waterfront, and almost immediately miners, prospectors,

adventurers, and malcontents crowded onto all kinds of vessels pressed into

service to accommodate them and their ‘outfits” of food, clothing, and

equipment. Saint Michael suddenly became a metropolis: more ships than ever

before were built on the ways, and huge buildings ~ hotels, storechouses, bakeries,

and mercantile establishments — sprang from the earth.”

On the all-water route to the scene of the activity, would-be prospectors sailed to St.
Michael and then took steam ships and sternwheelers up the Yukon River. Many arrived too late
to make the trip upriver and were stranded there for the winter. Only the establishment of Fort St.
Michael in October kept order.

More were to follow the next year. They arrived in the gold fields and found all the best
claims staked by the end of 1898. As a result, thousands of men were already within the territory
when news of gold strikes in the Fish River area began to spread. The Fish River, some 90 miles
from present day Nome, gave rise to Council City in 1898. It was Council City from which the
fateful journey of .the “Three Lucky Swedes,” one of whom was in fact, Norwegian, began. They
found gold on Anvil Creek in December of 1898 — and set into motion events that would
irrevocably change life in Northwestern Alaska.™

Throughout that winter, as news of the Nome strike spread, miners from the Klondike

and St. Michael began to travel toward the area. When word reached outside Alaska in the spring

*'Ray, Eskimos of Bering Strait, 1650-1898, 203.
**Whether Jafet Lindburg, John Brynteson, and Erik Lindblom “found” gold is a matter of perspective --

and perhaps, now, mythology. Ray says they were shown where the gold was by their Eskimo guide, Too-
Rig-Luck.
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