Athapaskans
Along the Yukon

One af the few women tn her village able o pedorm the anclent Athapaskan songs,

Raren Esmailka (right) hopes to pass them on to her daughter, Whitney, Ir
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of being surept away forever by a flood of modern problems
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vS5Y, they said. Nothing toat She came to & stop at a small island, and
Wearing snowshoes 1s just like walk we put on our snowshoes. | struggled. Ellen

e between twa willows i me. She wore gquilted snow pants, & home

nints 20" weather on an island in the froeen maode parka, mittens, mooseskin mulduk

¥Yukon River, it did not seemall that eas Sunglasses protected her eyves from the harsh
Ellen Peters, kneeling in front of me on STIOW 2L
snowshoes; looked up from her rubbit snare We plunged into thick willow growth, fal

wing a4 snare line Ellen koows by heart. Sh

Ellen has been snaring rabbits most of hi pointed out willows that rabhbits had gnowed
70 years, Small, less than o hundred pounds, el showed me broken branches wher
she agreed ie me, aman twice her size moost had brushed by with their huge racl
nd half her age, along lo he P on this i [ antlers: When she meets a moose on her
AVibapaskan Indians like Ellen have trail, she stands guietly until the anima
trapped, fshed, and bunted along the maddl spnses her presence, Lthen she stamps her feet

Yukon River in north-central Alaska for af i whistles to scare it off, She also pointed

o themselves as Hena, "the people,” moves steadily ahead, smoking cigaretts

In Ellen's village of Nulato, on the banks whistling "Amiazing Groos 15 she peers

||"'i_- 1'|._:|: i, W hoohedl a _=.---_--._.! N r',;--'|_'_l. the willows at her smares. >he ties |
bhehind the new Hravo snowmaobile he noase of wire onto a willow ihoa rabhbit ¢

on Maork had bought with money earned setting out about 30 snares alonge a 1
from fghting forest fin I balanved on the stretch. Today Ellen will find only two rab-
runners of the sled while she drove the Bravo  bits caught in her wire shares

il of town, onto the frozen Yukon, and I'hiere used to be lots more rabbits, she tell

three miles UprIver to her snares, Ellen ha

i i DA LR TS bl ; ; g
sticker pasted ontd bor Srow oD nriests mtinue their stoshy of Alng) i
windshield: "Mothers Against Drunk FIETy witn with " Eskimo Hunters of the Berning




Fox tracks in the snow are the only signs of activity when the temperatizre falls Nicknamed “gem of the Yulkon,™ Ruby was home to 10,000 at the turn of the
to 35 below on a Februory might in Ruby, an Athapaeskan village of 200 people. century, when many Indian villages were overrun by white gold seekers.




migrated from an original Athapazkan homie-

land across the Bering Strait or developed
their culture in place in the Alaska-Yokon
British Columbia region is still a matter of
debate. In either case the Athapaskans have

oceupied Alaska for a very long time, even

longer than the Exlimns

ot Athapaskan

¢ lKovikon region, I

ared in Alaska, ts home to some 2,400 'r"-"[':-'-:
It stretches 375 miles along the Yukon River,
from Beaver to Kaltag, and includes remote
villages scattered up the Koyukuk River

which empties into the Yukon about 25 miles

below Galena

s variec

The population of these villa
from under a hundred in Hughes to about o
thousand in Galena, including the Air Force
personnel stationed there. Two F-15 fighter

jets scramble out of Galena as part of our
fronthine defense syvstem guarding the
harder between the Tnited States gnd the
Soviet Union

Mo roads connect these villages. so trons
poOrtation 1s Oy mr or on the river In sammer
riverhs s ply the Yukon, which
flows brown with suspended sediment. Owver

als and bar

a mile wide in places, the Yokon in winter

= od3 W I'IIII'I:-' white h L1 _-".'l""‘-l'll

1WHY
||:-.' nowmabiles and dogsleds. The river ice
can grow more than four feet thick

In the 19th century the Russians discovered

N W3k Drume Country

ior beaver furs, and they established t

g the river, inchuding one in t
fage of Nulato, The Russian influence
nin Athapaskan farnilies with names like
Demiozki and Demisntiefl. 1t iz L L
of to see Indian children with biright red |

running through a vill

me. Her people used the fur to make socks, FIRST CROSSED this country by pline

Bath might turns the Pitka
house [nfo o madhowse—and
tests the ahility of Joosin
Pitla to jugele her three sons
in and out of the tub, With

a snowstorm raging outside
their home in Kaoltog, her
hushand, Rondy, clears a
path (right} to the family
snowimohile, which he uses

couts, and mitten liners, roasting the meat en route from Fairbanks to Yupik

or catting

1 1 1 el ¥ EaT Ll
Eskimo villages an the Bering sea-

Coact I'he view DEIOW WAS Mesmer-
pure enjoyment of being on the river IZIng. Snow-1o] Pl hills and mountzins

‘As long as my legs are good,"" Ellen says

ered with spruce, birch, and aspen ralled
I'll keep doing this. [ really like it down to the wide, white, f

rozen Yukon River

inids thick with wallow and

II." I-!l.': -'.1..._ I
NTANS of the Athapaskan langungs sprice . chest high 1n snow, fed on

family stretch from Alaska’s interior the willows at river's edge
to tuke his older bays to school

during heavy weather, Despite
the high price tag, most
Athapaslkans find o snow-
maobile cheaper in the long

run than keeping a dog team.

peross northern Canadn te Hudsar On one of those trips 1o visit the Eskimos

Bay. They have been traced as far the largest group of native Alaskans—1 was
south as northern Mexico. The Navajo and informed, to my surprise, that the state iz alsa
the Apache speak languages identified home to nearly 23,000 Indians. Eager to

13 Athapaskan, Whether their ancestors explore the secrets of their survival in this

18 Lthapackans Along the Yikon i
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5,500 Alnskans

DESCENDED from win

consider

themselves Athapaskans; 2,400 of
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beautiful but harsh land, curious to learn
how they are adjusting to 20th-century

o I returned with my partner, phio-
'.--qru]-ln'r Don Dell, to meet the Dena

f |‘..I NEES

Diena, ower the centuries, have learned to
survive biv living in harmony with nature
They learned to live off what the land and
river provide, In the Kovukon region you do
not try to dominate nature, bot work with it
Everything along the river has its own time
and season taken in the summer,
moose in the fall; caribou herds pass through
during winter. The surrounding forests pro
vide fuel for stoves and lumber for building
cabins and fish wheels

Mow the Athapaskans
sons of survival, but in an environment much
stranger and harsher than any they
to, In less than a generation's time they have
moved BWEY from their subsistence life-stvle
along the river into the high risks and corpo-
rate stress of the [ate 20th century

The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act
of 1971 "I.“lll'=l‘l:'rr 862, 5 million dollars and 44
million acres of land for distribution among
E i '_"'lrrlllr_-lilllh"- J'r'ilil"‘-\-l'fl ||'|;_" fl'.'-'.' ﬁﬁ_ﬂ‘.'r_- Tllﬁl"
ples of Alnska. Each native village was also
ir1|_|1r'[]:-|'¢t-.f].
wiere issued to each qualifying native person

Ihe settlement terms were, at the time
foreign concepts to most Alaska natives. As
a villager in Nulato rems “One day we
were Indians standing on the bank, watching
the river go by, The next day we were corpo-

"ulln'fli‘l' Are

must learn new les-

are used

ind a hundred shiarves of stock

ked,

ration members.”

Inn the ald di ivs o one would kave dreasmed
of laying claim to the land. It belonged not
just to Diena but to the moose, caribon,
and the hirds as well. The river was shared
by the fish in it anel the people on it. But
today strips of erange tape, marking plots
and subplots, flutter along the banks of the
Yukon. Signs nailed to trees warn of private
propetrty and against cutting wood. Villapers
find themselves buried in & blizzard of corpo-
rate papers. Even the 'Jllln[|n=,_; and fishing
they have depended on
are ir'-l'”'-ﬂ'”'l[-..lﬁ ."|J.5l_:'."'.'. Lo |JI.'f' INEES. PErMILs,

bezrs,

thousands of venrs

and regulations

Bankruptcy, unemployment, and alcohol-
ism are making survivil problematic for
many Athapaskans. Faced with frightening
changes in their life-style and an uncertain
1L[L'J]t many find they are drowning, figura
and literally

Athapaskans Alenp the Yubon

Mernk emong Athapaskans has
reached epidemic proportions. The
rate for young native men is more

for non

Alcohol Moods their villages

than five tirmes the rate

native men
Father Bill Cardy, a priest serving several
villages on the middle Yukon, testified about
the effects of aleohol on village life to Alas-
ka's Alcoholic Beverage Control Board. He
recounted that testimony to me: “ Eighty
percent of our people who use alcohol use it
In two vears I have buried 16
Alcohol was report-
edly involved in all 16 deaths. In 22 months
I have witnessed only four natural deaths”

Beer and whiskey can be ordered from
Fairbanks liquor stores that cater to the vil
lages. Getting aleohol out to the Yukon is
not cheap, but it finds a ready market once it
arrives there. | saw one man in Galena pay

|l:'-1r|:1'I:\'|_'|_1.'

young men .HI1| Women

£24 for a case of beer and another $24 1o Oy
it to a villege downriver

At the Native Hospital in Anchorage [
talked with Vick: Hild, who coordinates the
[etal aleohol syndrome (FAS) pragram for the
Alaska Native “L’.'-|‘h Board. Among Alnska
f habies born with FAS
it more than double the pational average

natives the number of

Right now we have one of the kighest rates
shie noted
In one region she followed clogely for a vear,
one out of every four babies was born with
fetal aleohol syndrome

Dian Doll and | drove to that region, There
in CGalkana, an ."-';fh.:;.*.t-—k.-ll*. village near the
L::"[I[H'F River, we met Frank and Pauline
George nnd their three children,
15, Kelsey, 6, and Amy, 3

Kelsey (page 61) was born with FAS,
weeks premature, weighing only five pounds,
lils lungs and cyes permanently damaged. He
b to remain in the hll'=||i1'|J o month before
heing taken home

among the populations studisd,”

Murearet,

thred

three years younger, are .nln-ul '.I;r SHITIE SEFE
Both are energetic. But Kelsey suffers bouts
of bronchitis and catches colds easily

"IWsam Pauline said
“The rest didn't make it. They were too
small." Four other babies born to the
Creorges all had FAS, "Their blood was too
miuch alcohol," she explained
anything uboot thiz FAS, or that drinking
could be that bad.”

Both Frank and Pauline are recovering
alcohotics, Pauline, born of alcoholic parens,

cle he lived,”™

"1 never knew

51



began drinking with them ns a teenager. “It

was my mom, my dad, and me,” she said
At 19 she married Frank, who was 34, They
moved into the hittle house at the hottom of
the hollow and continued drinking together
I used Lo go into the village every morning

arid got a bottle,” Frank recialled

Joth wenl for treatment after Kel
Bort, They are st [
together. =T

kids are happy for us having
stopper drinking,” Frank said. Pauline nod
ded and Ia
while it makes me cry to see him suffer,” she
sajd, “He's got a lot of hyper in him. That's

because of the alcohol. Thece is nothing the

| at her son, Y Every once in'a

doctors can di

N MOTHER'S DAY I climbed the hill
thowve Nulato to the cemelery
iverlooking !'ru' river. Ellen Peters

el her granddanghter Carla were

at the graves to offer food to the spirits of

Ellen's four children burd
and the

{.ground ne

voung girl cleared

r the white crosses and
rtweies and sticks, A

coming off the still frozer

icult Lo start the fre. It tool

river made it di

several tries before they had a blpze, burning

¢ cardboard box in which they had
carried the food

As the flames grew, Ellen put food onto

four paper piates. She served roast moose

iressimg, gravy, and

lad, speaking to her

e5 af food into the

I hope vou like this

dend YOUNRE as she 2ot §

fire: " Here my children,
food,” She |-\|-|.'.:I.~.'-.:. to the dead Stephen

1L pressnt zhe had no money for ciga-

20 he would have o seitle for the

she sprinkled over the fire
ngers Ellen dug four holes in the
mud around the edee of the Are. Polling a
whiskey hottle from a sack, she poured some
nto ench hole, “Stephen must be thirsty, ™
che told her granddaughter, “look how thot
poes down =0 quick.” And she poared i litthe

more into that hole

ren line the walls

Photographs of her child

pf the sn

Ul frame house she shiares with two

of her grindchiidren. ©f the 15 children Ellen
bore, only six are lving: Five died in infancy
"Alcohol," Ellen said, waving her hand
tevvweard |||,|:'|_- j_'|_"1|.|,'-i af the others, “these all
diedl from alcohal

“People used to die when they were old,

“I dig just enough gold to pay

my hills,” says Bill Carlo
{above) as his grond-
daughter picks through a
pr:r:_.‘iai worth S 1000 from
his mine near Rompart.
“Anytime I run short of
casft, I gro dig up a Hietle,”
His measured approach
is shaved by Darlene Lord
(left) and her mother, Anna,
as thev cut strips of king
wabmon-—a dietary staple for
Athapaskans during the
winter, Chem salmon are
oo courlit by commercial
operators rmainky for the
rog {rightl—na prize dish
to fopanese buyvers, wiho
pay top dolloar




Nulate, The
arvnmd @ pole
Then the

in this lend of
gquick and unexpected death. This

ph Semualan, who died in o

ert, bids farewell
rough Albert Evans
(teft, at right), whao budit the fence
arownd Josep e,




we would go to say good-bye and they

| tell us stories about their lives
were good, happy deaths," she recalled
Hme to <ay good-bye, 1t's all that dope and
wenhal [t's ¢ ;:l.-l'll| .

HE RIVER IS QUIET and smooth and
strang al nine o'clock on a summer
evening. The sun remains "i:._'ll OvEl
the Yukon as Pat Madros and 1

head apriver to start his fish wheel. Pad
points out five red foves plaving on the shore.

Tre

s starting Lo change color splash bright

nnd orange on the hills above us. Y1 love
r the drone of the

this river," Pat tells me ove
motor. “ T eould ride it for weeks.'

Artiving at his fish wheel, Pat ties his boat
to'& log. When he pulls out a plank wedged
beneath one of the wire baskets, the wheel
slowly beging to tiarn

He explained that a fish whes] runs on the
spme principle as a paddle wheel, Flosting
1

:
logs are lnshed together into a rectangular

Prime money-maker for Athapaskarns is
the North Slope oil-drilling operation
run by o subgidiery of Dovon, Limited,
the corporation created to manage 12.5
million geres covered by the 1971 Alasia
Nutive Cloims Settlement Act. Yet to
Doyon president Morris Thompson (foc-
ing page), the jobs ereated are more
valuahle than profits—"Full-time jobs in
the villages are virtually nonexistent.”
Native Aloskans {ohove) make up 45
percent of Dovon's oil-field worlk foree.

frame. Two wooden uprights support an axle
that revolves with two wire-mesh baskets and
two wooden paddies, Each dips into the
river, betng pushed by the current: first a
basket, then a paddle, then the other bashet
Salmon swimming upriver are scooped up by
ind dropped into & wooden box at

the baskets
the side of the wheel

I'ke fish wheel, turning by itself, requires
no tending. We found something hyvpnotic in

wiatrhing the hig wheel turn, splashing into

the cold, moddy Yukon, When the fish are

National Geographic, Felruary 1090

lifted out af the water, they flop and thrash in

the basket; the sound can be heard halfway

across the wide river

When Pat untied his boat, he did not start
the enmne, cantent Lo drift downriver toward
home, enjoving the Yukon in the evening
light. “In the fa

mpose, " he s

I'when we're hunting
“sometimes it's so dark

when we come back, all vou can see are the
mountaintops.’

The next morning, although i was clouds
and cold, we returned to the whee| with his
wife, Mary, They tossed salmon into two
plastic bins they had brought along, They
had caught about three dozen, most about 2
inches long, a few closer to three feet

Back home Mary flattened o cardboard
hox ento the table next to their smokehouse
an cleaning fish. She cut the head,
and fins with three deft slices, dumping
them into & bucket to be boiled for dog food

Fat watched for a while and offered to
help. He picked up the curved fish knife and
chopped at the tail, clearly not familiar with

work usually reserved for women. Though
hi= wife tried showing him how to doit, he
soom cuf his finger. Mary sent him inside,

nng, “Men are not g

oid for cutting fish.'

N 173 limited-entry commercial fishing
permits were introduced to regulate
Alaska's fishing industry, Along the
middle Yukon permits are granted for

74 gill nets and 159 fish wheels: With many
more applications than permits, these have
become a valuable commeodity. The going
price for a gill-net permit is about $9,800: for
twheel permit, nearly 13,000, As the
escalates, fewer Athapaskan Ashermen
cin afford permits, so outsiders buy them
While most Athapaskan families in the
Booyikon region still spend their summers

1 for the winter, those with com
their energy harvesting
eges from the fat bellies of female zalmon

dryving

mercial permits spend

ready Lo spawn. Processors from Japan have
moved in to buy the roe. Salmon roe is as
popular in Japan-as sirloin steak in the U. 5
Jerry Felton i= manager for Towa America,
Inc. , which operates out of Galena. “One
hundred tons of roe go through this district
each year,” he told me, “and we get the
majority of it." Each morning of the season
he zends a boat up and down the river to buy
roe from the cammercial fishermen. Back in

Athirposkans Aleowp the Vakon

Galena it is cleaned, soaked in brine; sorted
by size and guality, and crated to be flown
first to Anchorase, then to _].-:[‘:l.‘:n
Competition for the roe has Increased
Plants offer four to Ave dollars a mtined, An
average fish carries just under one pound
Pat Madros has built his own roe plant
fish camp, 25

A plywood cabin among

nedr his father's tradition:
miles below Kr A
the trees just above the Yukon serves as

home for Pat and his family during the i

ing season. Collaborating with the buver for
& Japanese company out of Anchorage, Pat

sometimes |ooked upon with SUspHcion by

Ala:

(8 natives, who are used to getting the
most oult -'|:' what |i'|l_:".' harvest, The lempla
tion is to grab the roe and dump the fish,
wasting good food

In the village of Kaltag the commercial
fishermen formed a cooperative. They sought
i better price for gas and oil by buving it
bulk and a better position to bargain with the



“t's‘.j-h' I'||E|'|'|r[|ur:_-,rr_' I'('-i."-(l[l'\1r|.-l.|ril1_'- L it

"-lhh of [l:'lll'l".“rll'lL [hr:]': social, o 11|[|Lr.11. .|r1||
personal interests mall its business ventures
For instande, any land deals must consides
the subsiztence needs of the villages included
in the project.
Doyon has made major investments in oil
exploration on Alaska’s North Sl Dovon
o Y (P LI IR “rjtllmsr I.nr Joint Venture owns four I1i_j£ oil-
}'t’ h“wm R A A Yty T drilling rigs and leases them o companies

like ARCO Alnska, which prefer the leasing
arrangement to the expense of owning the

vy kL LNl i (i f\l‘ IR 1 b A R I T i o7 Lkl e il ; ' | rips. Doyon Drilling’s crews operate the rigs,
e eyt . LARGRLL it L L |l ' ¢ and nearly hall its emplovees ore shaveholders

Ay o

in the parent corporation.

In early spring Don Doll and T visited
Diovon's Rig 14, drilling in the Kuparok oil
field. Daily flights shuttle ARCD and Doyon

mplovees between Anchorage and the North

Slope. A 90-minute et fight took us to Prud-
hoe Bay, where we |:.||:|||h =l & Twin Otter fon
1 20-minute hop to Kuparuk

A Dovon truck took us the final 15 miles
over gravel roads to the rig itsell. Oil flows
from the wells toa central processing facility
that then pipes it to Prudhoe Bay. From there
it ig funneled into the trans-Alaska pipeline,
which runs 800 miles to Valdex, inzouth-
centrad Alaska

Rig 14 rose up out of the flat, snow-covered
tundra like a golden skysc lJ_]‘_ll‘_I It stands 182
feet high, 100 feet long, 52 feet wide. Amaz-
ingly, this 2. 4-million-pound structure moves
from =site to site on cight gigantic fives, ¢ach
12 feet tall and 3 feel wide

roe companies. Not that that helped in 1987 Jim Spaulding, “tool pusher;” or boss of
Eie i i el i v when they signed a contract with a company the rig; ml-'-.'-; s to the “de e house," the rig's
takes some getting used to for offering to buy both roe and fish The buyer  command central, The drill penetrates down
residents of Nulato, who were cementéd the deal with an initial 510,000, 90 Lo 120 feet an hour, CINE s muUch as
relocated to high grownd and the Indians began delivering their rog 10,000 feet of earth in & week. Its precise
after Yukon River flooding an fish (o him. But at the end of the scason depth and location show up on the geolo-

the dealer told them he was broke, and the 13 graph, which records the drill's .{l'prlu al one-
members of the Kaltag Fishermen's Associn-  foof intervals, "It costs ARCO $100,000 a
tion found themselves out 375,000 and with dey to drill a well,” Jim yelled over the drill"s

threatened the old willage
{bove, in bachground).
Federal officials, who supplied
the new houses shipped from
Seattle, ingisted on the

hilltop locatiog.

no stockpile of fish for the winter ahead pounding, “so they want to know thev're get-
ting their money's worth

o Tt o Asilato II.F' ' '-?fi’f.'f-'_-‘-.: 10N :'nr. Alnska natives The crew numbers 50, COURHNG those or
doesn’t hutve plumbing, resi- in [!I.I'. i’\."}-"l..!{r'l'l region is Dioyon the rig and the support staff in the three-story
dents must bring water from Limited, with acreage larger than mudular living quarters, also on wheels
She bl o thiats Romies Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Evervone works a 1 2-hour ~I3ifl. which
chore that gives 13-year-old Maszachusetts combined; when title is con- means two emplovees {or every job: cooks,
Patrick Madros, fr. (right), veved, the corporation will be the largest pri-  maids, janitors, roughnecks, and roust
o weleome excuse to drive vate iandholder in North America. " Dovon™ abouts. When not working; they can relax in
the fomily snowmobile, i5 o Russian leanword meaning * chief™ the recreation center; playing pool, watching

i

38 Nationgl Geopraphic, Felruary 1900 Athapaskans Along the Yukon



A river of s witshes over family ond friends
during the funeral of National Guardsman
Justin Pa (Left). He drowned in the Yilon
trying to catch a fulling boat motor.

Hauled downriver by the hoatlood (hattam),
aleohol brings a d it keind of prief to
Athapaskans. Ri ing aleohatic Pauline
Cepiarie i | :
symudrome (FAS). He el i
FAS-damuaged fungs irht along
with his sickness, ™ she recalls with a shudder,

witked on oil rnes in Tesas, where be earnedd
200000 g venr. With Doveon he has doubled
his salary. " For

hard, and down there 1 Pl

At home 1 like to kick

i tub ang drink be




Superhighway of Aloska’s interior; the Yukon River is plied by speedboats during remote villages, “rivers are vital to our well-being, ™ savs an Athapaskan
the June race to Fairbanks, Winter traffic is by snowmobile, More than linking teacher, “IF I can't get to the Fver once @ year, [ don't feel whole.™
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Kathy showed me other com
products, ineluding potpourti, herhal t
nd spr . il callected by willag

“T'mt lucky to be alive,” says
Roger Huntington of Gualena,
wiho ance spent weekends at
hix hurting cabin (top right)
tending traps set for moarten
{ubove). Badly burned when his
plane crashed in the bush, Hun-
tington tore off his Taming
clothes—then hiked seven miles
in ::'r'la-:l'l_"-::ru_'l_-' weather for .'1:'|']=
.1']Ilr'-.' thor o Sy .'ulr_'." ﬁ'l_l_ul:r
wedrs a plostic mask and body
suit to help heal the skin grofis

covering hiz bady.




s and mintature
v them, and distributed for

AN §
As people rht their
ommunity hall, Amy Van

2, showed me t
Radish
roips the size of pumpkins. Amy
s seeds and 5 to the v
1 500l = rich, and

'k ent Ly
gie. Inzide sat the
ever seen. A
Shad
rabbil of the kindergs
t the Galena

skan vills
chools, u
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City wirys are required
study for Joe Wright amnd
Stephanie Alexander (left),
whose backeountr hoarl
district sends students
to Fairbanls each year to
lewrn skills such s apening
o hank account or apply-
for-a job. A second
tuste af the city comes
during Spring Festival,
when students asually clad
in blue feans stage o
fashion show (helow). But
maving to the city af]
graduation, savs a school
officinl, “is a tronsiton o
lof of ouwr kids hove
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On the Inst night of the festival the organiz-
ers mounted an awards banguet and a fash-
ion show. A dozen girls and four boys bad

volunteered to model lothes f:'.lr_-'_-' solected

from the racks at | C Pennev. Stanng hard
into the dressing-room mirrors, they combed
their hair and fiddled nervously with thei
unaccustomed apparel. The music started,
and, as they had carefully rehearsed, they
sauntered one by one onto the stage In fromt

of i wall-size mural of spruce and birch trees
rCiative

r their apprs
}

.
they turned and posed fo

audience belore :'.'-I.!'IIJ!I'I'ir-'
of the dressing rooms. Flashis from the cam-
eras of fellow students, teachers, and parents
gave the fesl of

Bruce Kleven calls such experiences learn-

an opening in Pars

ing “urban survivil skills.,” He helps run a
program (o teach them to Athapaskan
vouths. High school students from the vil
lages -p-.-n-| two weeks living and working at
the school district's headguariers in Nenana,
ahout an hour's car ride west of Fairbanks.

They work with a journeyman printer and
professional reporter, studying graphic arts
and journalizm while producing an issue of
the sthool distrct's newsletter, Han Zaod{i-
! ive on the river.” The students

"ee. e 13
provide stories, poems, and reports about
their own villages

They also take field trips into Fairbanks to
sharpen such urban survival skills as using a
bus schedule, obtaining & driver's license,
miking hotel reservations, filling out job

applications, apening a bank accounl, order-
ing food in 8 restaurant and then calculat-
ing the tHp.

“The iden is not to make seazsoned city
dwellers out of these students,™ Kleven
explained. “The thrust is to expose students
to situations and conditions they will face
whenever ‘.]11_'.‘. lesve the village Remember,
pur students live in one of the maost remote
areas in the U, 8. They are ill-eqguipped to
function in Fairbanks"

0N AND 1 spend our final days with
the Kovukon Athapaskans st the
Stickdance —a traditional wesk-
for their dead, Tt is
said to have originated near the Yukon tri-
bittary of Bear Creek. There, according to
legend, o man received a vision of the Stick-

|I JME THEmo

dance in o cdream after the rest of his family
died, leaving him to mourn alone. Today the

hack to the safety

ceremony is observed in only two villages on
the Yukon: Kaltag and Nulato,

It can take months and even vears for a
family honoting deceased members to pre-
pare for a Stickdandée—saving up gifts to
distribute, choosing the people who will
represent the dead they honor, making the
clothes that will symbolize that identity

E,' 1|.|.

we join the people who come to the commu

rening of the week of the Stickdance

nity hnll carrving traditional foods—moose,
salmon, beaver, rabbit, ptarmigan —for the
shared meal thev call a potlatch. Afterward
the women stand in a solemn circle; eyes
downeast, swaying in place as they chant
songs composed for the dead

The hall becomes fuller each night as
friends and relatives from other villhiges on
fit by night the intensity
& huilds.

On Friday night, amid loud singing as the
women dance in-a circle around the hall, men

the river arrive, N

of the mournful

carry & tall, thin spruce tree—stripped of
branches and bark and wrapped in ribbons
to the cepter of the room. Wolf, fox, and

wolverine furs are draped on it as the people
syrge around, chanting und dancing in a
tight circle

Their hypnotic chanting and dancing con-
tinues nonstop through the night. Laughter
erupts and tears stream us the people remem-
her and grieve for their dead during the long

hours. Arguments and fights break oul as
some try Lo deown their grief and anger in
aleoshol

By morning the exhaustion is tangible;
some foll asleep despite the noise and con-
stant movement around the stick. As part of
the tradition, men force their way through
the dancers to tear the skins and ribbons from
the
Ik
between the houses down to the Yukon
I'here they break the stick into pieces and
hurl them onto the river ice

Immediately the chanting stops. Eerie
quiet descends over the village as people

k. Once it i= stripped, they carry it out

e village, still chanting as they snake

return to their homes to dleep

On the fital night —Saturday —those repre-
zeniting the dead are ritunlly dressed in their
new clothes. With eves downcast, they leave
the village hall in a-somber line to shake the
spirits from their clothing at the river s edge

1 sit with Ellen Peters on the floor of the
hall as we watch them leave. She tells me that

National Geographic, February 1930

she plans to honor ber own dead children at
MNulato's next Stickdance, which will be held
in twio vears,

“T'll start getting ready this spring before 1
put my garden in," she continues, ¥ Because
it will tuke me a long time, I'm not yvoung.
And I'm tired.” But it iz more the weariness
of griei, I think, than loss of vigor

Ihe departed return from the river, file in
gilently, and sit in a row in the hall

Suddenly the mood changes, The excite
ment af the traditional distribution of mfis
sparks a night of celebration

The next morning those who have assumed
the identity of the dead move through the vil
lage, shaking hands with the villagers, shar
ing food and drink, and saving farewell

LTHOUGH THE VILLAGERS faithfully
tried to adhere to the age-old rit-
uals during the Stickdance, much
of the meaning and symbolizm
behind the ceremonies appeared to have been
ost. Urniginally there were 14 songs to honor
the dead spirits: One has been forgotten, and

Athapaskans Along the Fukon

v
SSs

Living in the twilight world between old
wiws and new, Athapaskans in Kaltog
play night baseball under a midnight
sun, Games in Athapashan country often
logt deep into the night, played with the
same gusto it takes to survive here,

today the other 13 are only vaguelv remem-
bered by a handful of elders. During the
DTL‘:!‘UIL‘J:”:I' Lhese '.'L'f'l"lil.il'l.][]i:: SONES Were
played on a cassette tupe

The Athapaskians we met along the mighty
Yukon represent 8 culture that has struegled
to survive for thousands of vears Their
plaintive songs for the dead sound ever
more poignant as parts of their heritage erode
before their aves. Amid calls for increased
control over their own lives and welfare, Ath-
apaskans recognize that, although as & people
they are survivors, not ill among them will
wenther the current cultural transitions. The

unrecognized symbols and half-remembered
chants of the Stickdance mourn not onlv
those lost in the past hut also those who will
b lost to the future 0





