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0. GENERAL INFORMATION ON THE ALEUTIAN ISLANDS

The Aleut people are now living in the Commander Islands in Russia, the Pribilof Islands, the West-
ern part of the Alaska Peninsula as well as in the Aleutian Islands in the United States. Aleuts were forced
to leave the Aleutian Islands and move to the Pribilof Islands after the discovery of the Pribilof Islands by
Russians in 1780 (JocHELSON 1868:43), to the Commander Islands from Atka and Attu in 1826 and to the
Kuril Islands since 1828, including 30 people from Attu in 1872, then to the Commander Islands in 1888 to
hunt sea otters for the Russian-American Company (JocHELSON 1968:42-43). Excluding such dislocations,
the Aleut original homeland is the Aleutian Islands and the Alaska Peninsula.

The Aleutian Islands are located north of 52 degrees north latitude stretching West to East in 30
degrees wide in longitude, dividing the Bering Sea from the north Pacific. Though geographically and in
cultural areas the Aleutian Islands are classified as Arctic, there exists no tundra (that is, free from per-
mafrost) and no ocean ice except in the Cold Bay area on the Alaska Peninsula. The Islands may be
thought to have an exceptional non-Arctic warmer environment in the Arctic cultural area because the cold
water and winds of the relatively shallow Bering Sea meet the warm water and air of the Japan Current
as it crosses the north Pacific above the extremely deep Aleutian Trench, both air turbulence and fog are
formed in all seasons, and it is often called the ‘birthplace of fog and wind.” The tide moving through nar-
row straits between some of the steep and sharp-edged islands becomes mountainous riptides (LANTIS
1984:161) especially on the Pacific side.

Native people living in the Aleutian Islands have been wholly dependent on local coastal and marine
resources such as sea mammals, fish, sea birds, invertebrates and driftwood, and there are no trees grow-
ing in the islands. By using local resources through many generations, the Aleutian Islanders have

elaborated special adaptation strategies, producing the Aleut culture from a general Eskimo base.

1. DOES ISLAND ENVIRONMENT ADAPTATION SIMPLY MEAN A MARITIME
ADAPTATION?

After the two previous International Abashiri symposiums held in 1993 and 1994 where the taiga and
tundra environments have been taken up as themes for discussion, island environment is the third topic in
a serial environment in the North. The first time I was informed of the theme for this symposium, I natu-
rally remember the 1986 1st International Symposium held in Sapporo and Abashiri, the theme of which
was the “Maritime adaptations in the North Pacific” where McCarTNEY and OsHiMA read their papers on
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Aleut Maritime Adaptations from ethno-archaeological and ethnolinguistic viewpoints respectively.

In those papers much emphasis was placed solely on a maritime environment without referring to the
features of an island environment. This sort of attitude may come from the prerequisite that an island en-
vironment entails a maritime environment. For example, one of the important conclusions concerning Aleut
adaptations given in MCCARTNEY’s paper is that among the four biogeographical subregions in southern
Alaska: (1) the Bristle Bay subregion, (2) the Aleutian Island subregion, (3) the southern Alaska
Peninsula-Shelikof Strait-Cook Inlet subregion and (4) the eastern Kenai Peninsula-Prince William Sound
subregion, the Aleutian subregion is uniquely classified as a Maritime type with full dependence on mari-
time resources significantly different from a Modified Maritime type as seen in (3) the southern Alaska
Peninsula-Shelikof Strait area and in (4) the ecastern Kenai Peninsula-Prince William Sound area
(McCarTNEY 1986:33).

What biogeographical feature is responsible for this areal peculiarity of Aleut culture? McCARTNEY
(cf. Table 1, McCarTNEY 1986:26-27) gives only one obvious feature, that is, a lack of large terrestrial
mammals, and this feature is clearly of an island environment which is contrastive to other similar geo-
graphical areas, such as peninsula and continental coastal environments.

Likewise Osuimva (OsHmva 1986b) proposes linguistic evidence of sea-oriented characteristics of Aleut
culture as the results of a study of vocabulary, that is, 1) A sharp distinction between land and sea mam-
mals and its corresponding distinction between food from land and sea, 2) A distinction between seca water
and fresh water, 3) Different names of salmon in the sea and in the river, 4) A distinction between reefs
connected to the land and offshore reefs, 5) Onomastic inclination to the coastline and reefs (for example,
‘octopus-gaffing place names on the submarine reef’), on the other hand, a rare naming of rivers and in-
land landmarks (cf. Maps 9-11, BercosLanDp 1994:610-612), 6) A distinction of verbs signifying the move-
ment inland and those of land to beach and to sea, 7) A prohibition of carrying in a kayak (skin boat)
things from land such as grass and woman’s hair while going in the sea, 8) “Sea” is subjected to a word ta-
boo, for example, the replacement of ‘always moving’ by “a lot of the needed or whales”, 9) “Sea water”
as a symbol of a source of power as well as the sun, 10) Fear of devils in the mountains.

The list of features above, though they are only suggestive of the features of an island culture, are
not systematic, so that because this sort of linguistic approach shows only the reflection of cultural traits

through symbolical meanings, it should be supported by other aspects of the culture.

2. WHAT FEATURES OF MARITIME ADAPTATION ARE OF ISLAND
ADAPTATION?

We understand that island adaptation is deeply embedded into maritime adaptation from the previ-
ous section so that it is often difficult to separate island adaptations from maritime ones. The next ques-
tion is whether we can enumerate the island adaptation features from within elements of maritime adapta-
tion strategies or not.

McCARTNEY answers negatively to this question in another place in his paper, saying that there seems
to be no features of island cultures in procurement systems (McCarTngy 1986:30-31). It means that we
have to search for other aspects of Aleut culture to explain the highest density of population in the south-
ern Alaska area which is achieved by the Aleut’s full dependency on maritime resources (MCCARTNEY
1984:33).

For the discussion of this symposium, I have reread several major ethnographies such as of
Veniaminov, Jochelson, Lantis, Laughlin and so on, to examine if we can enumerate island adaptation fea-
tures in the Aleut procurement systems and also to find out the possible cultural traits other than in these
procurement systems.

I will tentatively propose six features as follows. The list includes environmental factors on the left
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and their correlating adaptation strategies on the right. I use the expression “tentatively” to mean we have
to apply these features to the other areas like the Kuril Islands and to compare between the islands, pe-
ninsula and continental coastal cultures in terms of these features enumerated solely from the Aleut culture

in this symposium.

Environmental features Adaptation Strategies
1) Only sea transportation skin boat
2) Great number of islands fishing camp
3) Rich maritime resource refinement of hunting skills
4) Unstable weather condition navigation techniques using wind and tide
5) Poor vegetation driftwood culture
6) Complex coastline beach economy

3. KAYAKS (SKIN BOATS) AS THE ONLY MEANS OF TRANSPORTATION

Since it was not everywhere possible to go on foot from village to village in the Aleutians, beaches
and kayaks were essential for peaceful or martial travel as well as for hunting (LANTIS 1984:166). One fea-
ture found in the Aleut culture, when compared in terms of Eskimo traditions, is the absence of dog trac-
tion because of mountainous terrain (LanTis 1984:169). The sea is the only way of communication with the
outside world. The permanent village sites were chosen in favor of easy access to the dwelling places from
the sea by boat, the sea-ice-free Bering Sea side with lower waves being preferred to the Pacific side.

In the mid 19th century, a Russian Orthodox priest, Father Veniaminov, who had lived among Aleuts
for several decades, said this “when an Aleut is in his one-hatch baidarka (or kayak), dressed in his na-
tional costume, he is an entirely different man from the one ashore. As such times, it appears as if he has
been created for the baidarka or that the baidarka was invented to display him to the best advantage.”
(Veniaminov 1984:160)

As Veniaminov said, the skin boats were indispensable for their local life, and the Aleut people phys-
ically adapted themselves to their kayaks. Just the simple act of sitting in a kayak requires special training.
According to Veniaminov, Russians couldn’t sit like Aleuts did (VENiAMINOV 1984:160). Aleuts sit in a kay-
ak through a hole on top, stretching out their legs forward (JocHerson 1968:11) and keep the same pos-
ture during the long hunting travel, leaning forward and back while paddling and shooting harpoons (ac-
cording to the information from Simeon Pletnikoff born in 1911 and having lived on Umnak island).

Bill TcHERPANOFF (from Akutan, born in 1902) was one of the last generation who traveled in a kay-
ak and it seemed to be difficult for him to squat down, and so he sat on his hips with his legs stretched
out in his home as well as eating wild celery as if in a skin boat. He explained the reason for it, saying
that he trained himself, as his father had used to do, to sit as long as possible with his legs stretched out in
his home and to practice spear-throwing in front of his house. Adaptation to sitting long in a kayak is re-
sponsible for a bad-looking posture of any Aleut walking on the ground (Veniammvov 1984:160).

Kayaks are an indispensable way of traveling in the Aleutians. Bill Tcheripanoff reported that in
Aleut tradition a man has to own a kayak before marriage. Owning a house is not a prerequisite to mar-
riage. He made a trip to Belkofski on the Alaska Peninsula from Akutan to receive his wife-to-be, ANNIE
(born in 1910). He traveled in a one-hatch kayak to reach Awnnie’s house. After working for his
father-in-law, trapping foxes and bears and fishing for several months on the Peninsula, he made a return
trip with Annie lying inside a kayak all the way to Akutan.

How did the Aleut people regard their only means of transportation, a kayak? Sergie Sovoroff from
Umnak born in 1902 explained that a kayak had been designed as if it were a sea otter (c¢f. LANGHLIN
1980:34). Its split bow represents the two front paws of a sea otter lying on its back in the sea. We have

linguistic reflections of their idea: for example, a keel (chuniX) means a ‘spine’ and the verb ‘to turn a
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boat upside down’ (saakuusix) also means ‘to lie on the belly’.

A kayak is thought to be a very private possession. Each man built his kayak to his own body
measurements like arms, hands and fingers (LANTIS 1984:173), so that it couldn’t be given to others. Other
hunting gear like harpoons and throwing boards were also regarded as extremely private properties
(Osumva 1984a:70). Hunting and fishing gear, a kayak and tools belonged to the husband, while the house
and all that it contained belonged to the wife (LanTis 1984:177). Hunting and war weapons, various
clothes and domestic utensils used to be buried with the deceased in a grave and the bottom of every arti-
cle was broken out (VENnIAMINOV 1984:196-197).

Bill TcHErIPANOFF from Akutan, while talking about the bets in traditional gambling, said that a man
needs nothing other than his harpoons and throwers, so that he can bet everything, even a house and a
wife (OsHMA 1984a:70-71).

An Aleut used to be proud of traveling and hunting alone in a one-hatch kayak. Traditional two-hatch
kayaks were only necessary for old men and young hunters-to-be. A young man training on the job went in
a two-hatch kayak with his mentor, usually his maternal uncle, to get trained in paddling and shooting. Af-
ter the introduction of firearms, even expert hunters had to use two-hatch kayaks because a rear paddler

had to steady their kayak in order to shoot their guns (JocHELSON 1968:55).

4. LAND DEVELOPED AS DWELLING AND FISHING CAMPS

One of the Aleut subsistence activities near their village is fishing; that is, offshore deep sea fishing
and river fishing. Fishing methods and techniques vary. In carlier ethnographic records we can find those
various traditional fishing methods, the same as reported in 20th century ethnographies.

As for the deep sea fishing of halibut and cod, bone hooks were tied to lines made of seaweed in
Kanaga of the Andreanof Islands in 1761 (JocHELSON 1968:5,11). Deep sea fishing of halibut and cod
gave the Aleuts a relatively static supply of food, compared with sea mammal hunting, usually caught in
the bay in summer and caught out of the bay even in the coldest time of winter in the Andreanof Islands
in 1774 (JocueLson 1968:8) if the weather permitted. Other fish caught in the sea were salmon, flounder,
herring and sculpin (LanTis 1984:175).

As for river fishing, small bags made of whale sinew and tied together like drag nets were used to
fish in the rivulets in the Andreanov Islands around 1764 (JocHerson 1968:11) and fish dams were made
of rock fence downriver and wooden fence upriver, where fish jumped over the rock fence and were lock-
ed between rock and wood fences and were caught by scoop nets (JocHeLson 1968:52). But seines are
probably adopted from the Russians (JocueLson 1968:51). A wooden box trap was added later to the fish
dams. This box trap was used during the thin salmon run (Simeon PLeTniKOFF from Umnak), set in the
evening and opened every morning (JOCHELSON 1968:52).

Red salmon ran from June to August, and from February to March, and during the busiest March
and July, 50 to 100 red salmon a day were caught. Hunchback (humpback, humpy or pink salmon) ran in
July and kisutch (silver salmon) ran from September to the beginning of December, and during the busiest
season, from the end of September to the beginning of October, each family catching 5 to 6 a day
(JocHELSON 1968:52).

All parts of the river are not fully used in the Aleutians. Many rivers in the chains are very short,
shallow and steep, so that as well as the fact that one cannot use them for transportation, river fishing is
done only at the river mouths, and upriver is not used for fishing or other activities. Furthermore, river
fishing did not seem to be an indispensable environment for Aleut dwelling places especially in the west-
ern Aleutian chains. We find in the records that there were no rivers and that 200 men and women were
living on Kanaga in 1774 (JocueLsoN 1968:7), there were no rivers on Chetkin (nowadays Sitkin) and 400
families (sic) (JocHELSON 1968:7) and there were no rivers, no fish and no edible roots and 400 families
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(sic) living on Tagadak in 1774 (JocHELSON 1968:7).

It seems to be doubtful if people were to live without salmon seasonally coming up the rivers in great
numbers which give them plenty of food. One possible answer we can get from modern ethnographical in-
formation is that if people on those three islands could have had fishing camps outside of their islands,
they could live a prosperous life. They could have traveled in kayaks to them to get sufficient fish there
like modern Akutan people.

Akutan people had fishing camps, composed of semi-earthen houses sufficient enough for sedentary
dwelling, on the other side of the island and on Akun island east of Akutan (Bill TcHERIPANOFF). Nikolski
people on Umnak island still use fishing camps on the Pacific side, where several semi-earthen houses are
constructed for camps (Simeon PLETNIKOFF).

Akutan people who have no rivers available near the village in which salmon can run up, went to their
camps close to the river 3 m wide and 1 m deep near the lake on Akun every year from June to August.
Staying in the semi-earthen houses and fishing, they brought back dried salmon to their home land. The
village chief divided the whole catch among villagers equally and each family received 600 to 900 salmon

(Larry MENsoFF born in 1915).

5. RICH MARINE RESOURCES

The use of abundant marine resources has already been discussed in many ethnological studies. All
local whale species except the sperm whale and killer whale (McCARTNEY 1975:294) were hunted and eat-
en or used for materials. Sea lions, fur seals, harbor (hair) seals, sea otters, and occasionally walruses
were hunted and used (LanTis 1984:174-175).

A hunt at which Aleuts were experts, especially good at sea otter hunting, was a major reason for
their conquest by the Russians (LanTis 1984:175). This means that Aleut hunting technology was well re-
fined at the time of their first contact with them.

Aleuts utilized almost every body part of a sea mammal (OsuimMa 1984b:64-65). Among the uses of
sea mammals, sea mammal oil seemed to take the most important role in Aleut life. Sea mammal oil
lamps used to be the only source of heating in the house. Seal oil was an essential condiment, which is
common to all Bering Sea Eskimos. Without seal oil, no matter how many fresh or dried fish they had they
thought they might starve or become ill (LanTis 1984:175). Dried roots and shellfish were always eaten
dipped in seal oil (LanTis 1984:175). Sea mammal meat or oily food were their most favorite food, there-
fore, it was understandable that relatives should not eat them during mourning periods in order to give
respect to the deceased (LanTis 1984:180).

Of the sea animal hunting activities, whaling is the most risky and unstable hunt so that whale hunters
were the most prestigious and respected hunters. Aleuts used a one-hatch kayak even for whale hunting,
which is largely different from Bering Sea Eskimos who were using an umiak (open deck skin boat).
Aleuts speared and left whales to drift ashore (LANTIS 1984:175).

Unstable hunting of whales needed, in addition to aconite to secure their hunt, a lot of magical
powers such as the feathers of a rosy finch, as a hunter’s amulet, attached to points not far from the place
of attack to attract whales to the shore (JocuerLson 1968:77).

After shooting a poisoned spear, a whale hunter lay on the right side of the body in a kayak for two
or three days in hope for hunted whale to come ashore close to their hunting place (Luke SHELIKOFF born
in 1908 based on his father’s story).

6. UNSTABLE WEATHER CONDITIONS AND NAVIGATION TECHNIQUES

Aleut people are said to navigate by currents, observing wind direction and tide because they often

- 89 —



couldn’t depend on astronomical observation in a foggy climate. In an emergency they could travel at
night, seeing almost nothing but feeling the direction of the water beneath them and the wind above them
(LanTis 1984:173) and also they use the sounds of waves breaking against rocks in the sea. Father
Veniaminov pointed out the Aleut’s excellent talents using their eyesight (Veniaminov 1984:163),
geographical knowledge (Veniammov 1984:164), and navigation technology by currents with deep knowl-
edge of wind and tide (VENIAMINOV 1984:274-275).

They had to depend much on the wind and tide so that they naturally regarded it as a sin to speak of
the wind, for it was believed that a storm might thus be incurred. In their proverbs SlaX
tunusaaGaanaXtxin “Don’t speak about winds” and slaX chiGanaX ulux, txin atxiiGan saGanaX “A
wind is not a river, some time or other it will stop” (JocugeLson 1968:86).

Akutan people used to have ‘a tide man’ and ‘a wind man.” They were ranked as subordinate to the
village chief. Both of them had to report their observation to the chief every morning. And then the chief

planned their hunting or fishing trip for the day (Bill TCHERIPANOFF).

7. POOR VEGETATION ON LAND

There are no trees growing in the islands. Instead of living trees, they have to depend on driftwood
the Japan Current and the currents in the Bering Sea carry to them. The Aleutian islanders have made the
most use of wood as a gift drifted from far away lands.

Driftwood was used for a frame of semi-earthen houses and many pieces of furniture such as a
notched-log ladder, benches (LanTis 1984:167) and household utensils such as wooden buckets and bowls
(LanTis 1984:169) in addition to a fine grass mat on the ground and as a partition (LanTis 1984:167).

The driftwood was also used for much hunting gear such as spear throwers, paddles, hunting imple-
ment shafts, fish spears, arrows, composite fishhooks (changed bone to wood) (LanTtis 1984:171), wooden
tubes as bail (LanTtis 1984:172) and flat wood seats in the kayaks (LanTtis 1984:172).

Among the uses of driftwood, the Aleut bentwood technology was artificially elaborated as
represented typically in light but durable kayak frames and wooden visors as hunting hats.

Though except for various kinds of grass for materials of well-known Aleut baskets, the vegetation is
very poor in the Aleutians, the island people made almost exhaustive use of plants, leaves and roots as
well as berries. There are cow parsnip, cranberry, crowberry, black lily bulb, cowslip, anemone greens,
' roots of anemone and.lupine (LanTis 1984:176). Berries were eaten with seal oil and stored for festivals in
winter, and the dried roots stored for winter were regarded as emergency food when famine hit upon

them.

8. COMPLEX COASTLINES AND COASTAL ECONOMY

The height of land doesn’t matter, but the depth of sea does matter for people whose lives were
spent at sea level (Lantis 1984:161). Many islands have very complex coastlines composed of cliffs,
lagoons, sandy beeches, reefs, rookeries, caves, submarine caves and so on. Aleut people have fully ex-
ploited and made the most use of the resources they can get from these complex coasts.

Plenty of sea birds like puffins and cormorants lay eggs in nests on cliffs and can be seen through out
the year. Aleuts gather sea bird eggs on the cliffs, lowering a boy or making a young man climb up, and
preserving them in oil (LanTis 1984:175). Cormorants and puffins were caught on the sea-coast by a noose
made of whalebone and their skins were made into women’s bird-skin parks (JocHELSON 1968:8,10).

Other migratory and resident birds like ducks, geese, ptarmigan could be hunted or snared by a
noose, deadlock or string shot throughout the year. Birds are relatively stable food resources for Aleut

people. Even sea gulls were eaten when food was lacking (JocueLsoN 1968:53).
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Another important coastal zone is beaches and reefs. Octopus, sea urchins and shellfish such as clams,
limpets, mussels give people a food supply all year round (McCARTNEY 1986:32). Even in the coldest time
of winter you can find some food while walking on the beach.

Even today old people say that alaGum achidaa nuXtalix anaGiX angaasada “when you reach the
beach, bring back something.” This proverb means, if you catch no fish, bring back shellfish or seaweed
or at least small pieces of driftwood. And we have an expression like aGuXkitiguun stuuluX txin atxaX-
tikuX “There comes an ebb tide, the table is set.” (Simeon PLerNKOFF from Umnak) He is also an expert
at gaffing octopus on a reef. His proverbs tell us that reefs are very important as a food reservoir and is
their mainstay.

This attitude toward the coasts is rooted deep into the Aleut tradition. We can find in the historical
records about the Andreanof Islands in 1774, that when the weather becomes stormy and continues so for
several days, it is not possible to set out to sea and famine strikes them and their wives and children. In
order to prevent starvation they go to the sea-coast, gather sea-weed and different shells, bring them
home and eat them raw. They look particularly for stranded dead sea-mammals. When God rewards
them, they eat the sea-mammals raw (JOCHELSON 1968:8)‘.

When hunting was unsuccessful, especially when the sea was too rough, people dug edible roots (Lan-
tis 1984:175). In winter when the digging of roots was impossible and the stormy sea prevented hunting
and supplies were wanting, they were threatened by famine, then they went with their wives and children
to the shore, gathered seaweed and every kind of edible shells and were glad when they found a stranded
whale or some other sea-mammal (JocHELSON 1968:11).

Judging from the above information and other sources, the Aleuts seem to have had a food prefer-
ence such as seal oil >> sea animal meat > fish > bird meat and eggs > edible roots > invertebrates &
seaweed.

On the basis that we can find any category of food lower than fish on the food preference scale, we
can safely say that the use of the ocean edge as a resource reservoir (McCarTNEY 1986:22) was
developed as the last mainstay for the community. This zone is also important for the daily activities of
the aged, the young, and the women remaining in the sedentary residence where they can easily get food
(OsHmma 1986a:45). Grasses for basketry and matting such as dune grass, a locally called wild rye or wild
barley are mainly found on hilly sandy bars (JocHeLson 1968:55) and can be included in this coastal
subsistence activities.

The economic importance of coastal zones are good examples of Aleut resourcefulness and island ad-
aptation. On one hand, men such as hunters and fishers have developed kayaks of high mobility and hunt-
ing and fishing technology. On the other hand, old men, women and young men have developed a coastal
economy such as bird egg gathering, bird hunting and beach combing.

On the base of relatively stable food resources from the coastal zones, the Aleut hunter-fishermen

could concentrate their energy on sea hunting and fishing.

9. CONCLUSIONS

To conclude the points discussed in previous sections I will sum up the interrelation of the six features
proposed in the first section.

One important environmental feature in the Aleutian Islands is the isolation and localization of dwell-
ing places but the Aleut people exploited their adjacent islands as fishing camps and hunting grounds be-
yond the limit of their homeland. Of course, this expansion of their activities was made possible by kayaks
of the highest quality and their navigation techniques and knowledge. Building kayaks were made possible
by driftwood and bentwood technology, and by large sea mammal hunting to supply enough skins.

Another feature of the island environment is their coastal zone complex enough but resourceful for a
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great of variety of “minor” activities, which made it possible to supply emergency food for people in the

famines caused by their harsh climate which is the third feature of an island environment.
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