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Alaska’s Native Cultures Celebrate Their
Uniqueness
by Melissa DeVaughn

About 20 percent of Alaska’s 650,000 residents are Native or of Native descent, but
there was a time when their cultures dominated this vast land. As the state continues to
grow, Alaska’s Natives are finding it more important than ever to celebrate their heritage
and educate residents and visitors about Alaska’s first peoples.

The following is a short primer on the breakdown on the five major cultural groupings
found in Alaska. A good source for further information is the Alaska Native Heritage
Center in Anchorage, which features exhibits and programs on all of Alaska’s Native
cultures. The Alaska Native Heritage Center makes a great starting point for your cul-
tural visit to Alaska, with informative displays on each of Alaska’s cultural groupings.

In general, there are three groups of Alaska Natives — Indian, Eskimo and Aleut. The
terms “Inuit” and “Native American” are sometimes used in place of “Eskimo” and
“Indian” in an effort to be politically correct, but in Alaska, Eskimo and Indian are not
considered derogatory terms. In fact, Eskimos pride themselves on their heritage.

Within the three categories, Native culture is further divided into five cultures based on
similarities in tradition, language and proximity. At the Alaska Native Heritage Center,
there are houses representing each of the five cultures, and visitors to the Center can
learn how the different Native groups lived.

Tlingit, Haida, Eyak and Tsimshian 
The Haida (HIGH-duh) are an Indian group that immigrated from Canada and now live
primarily in Southeast Alaska and Prince of Wales Island. The Tlingit (CLINK-it) popula-
tion is about 11,000 strong. Tlingits are an Indian group living mostly in Southeast.
Tsimshian (SHIM-shee-ann) is a small group from Metlakatla living in Alaska’s only
reservation. Eyaks (EE-yaks) are Natives related to the Athabaskans but influenced greatly
by the Tlingits. The Eyak language is nearly extinct with only one known living speaker.

Athabaskans
An Interior Alaska Indian group whose early territory ranged from the Brooks Range in
Alaska’s Far North to Cook Inlet in Southcentral Alaska and from near Norton Sound in



the west to the Canadian border and beyond. There are 11 known languages among the
varying groups of Athabaskans (ath-uh-BASS-kuns), among them the Eyak language of
Prince William Sound, even though the Alaska Native Heritage Center puts the Eyak
Natives with Southeast Alaska groups. Athabaskans traditionally depended on rivers for
their subsistence and settled near some of Alaska’s larger rivers, including the Yukon,
Tanana, Susitna, Kuskokwim and Copper rivers.

Inupiaq and St. Lawrence Island Yupik Eskimos
The Inupiaq (in-NOO-pee-ak) and the St. Lawrence Island Yupik (YOO-pik) people call
themselves the “Real People,” according the Native Heritage Center, and their homeland
is in north and northwest Alaska. They largely subsist on what the land provides and
still hunt whales, seals, walrus and other large animals and gather berries in season.
They also hunt birds and fish when the conditions are right. These two groups of Native
people have been put in the same category because of their similar subsistence patterns,
the way they constructed their homes and the tools they used to survive. Saint Lawrence
Island Yupiks speak Siberian Yupik, which is different from the languages spoken by
other Yupik Eskimos.

Yup’ik and Cu’pik
People in these two groups of Eskimos live in Southwest Alaska in places like Nome,
Unalakleet and Perryville. They are named for the dialects of the languages they speak.
Like the Yupiks of Saint Lawrence Island and the Inupiaq of north and northwestern
Alaska, they depend upon a subsistence lifestyle for their livelihood, and elders tell sto-
ries of traditional ways of life to teach younger generations about their heritage.

Aleut and Alutiiq
The two cultures are found in Southwest Alaska and the Aleutian Islands. Two Aleut
(AL-ee-oot) settlements are in the Pribilof Islands, and Alutiiqs (a-LOO-ticks) are associ-
ated with Kodiak Island. The Aleuts and Alutiiq lived a maritime existence and depend-
ed upon the sea for their survival. In the 18th century, Russians came to Aleut and
Alutiiq land, and the population was forever changed. Today the Russian influence on
their way of life remains, and theRussian Orthodox Church plays a large part in their
lives. The Aleuts and Alutiiq have two languages, Unangax and Sugcestun.

WANT TO KNOW MORE?

Alaska Native Heritage Center
The Alaska Native Heritage Center, which provided most of the information for this
article, offers tours and interpretive displays celebrating all of Alaska’s Native people.
8800 Heritage Center Drive, Anchorage, AK 99506
(907) 330-8000 or (800) 315-6608
http://www.alaskanative.net/
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Traditional Travels: Indigenous
Cultures Shine in Alaskan Tours
by Amy Cockerham

In the Tlingit culture, animals talk. 

One day some 30 years ago, a land otter told John Katzeek’s father that it was going to
take his son away. Instinctively, the father, a Tlingit elder, killed the otter.

Shortly thereafter, his son, John, was diagnosed with cancer. And while he survived and
is now cancer-free, his father strongly believes that his son would have died had he not
killed the otter, which in Tlingit culture is the bearer of bad news.

Today, John Katzeek tells that story and dozens of other Tlingit legends as he and his
wife, Cheryl, offer guided tours to the Tlingit village of Klukwan, just outside Haines in
Southeast Alaska. The Katzeeks believe incorporating personal stories into their tour
helps visitors better understand the Tlingit culture, thereby perpetuating it.

The Katzeeks are owners of Keet Gooshi Tours  (“keet gooshi” means killer whale in the
Tlingit language) and by virtue of John’s birth into the tribe, are the only people allowed
to take visitors to Klukwan, a village of about 160 permanent residents. 

The eight corner poles that support Klukwan’s Killer Whale Fin House are carved in tra-
ditional Tlingit fashion, and the Katzeeks tell the legends depicted on them. Later, visi-
tors are escorted down the banks of the Chilkat River in the heart of the Chilkat Bald
Eagle Preserve to see the Katzeeks’ family smokehouses, where salmon strips dry in the
sun, Tlingit-style.

“We talk about the importance of living off the land,” said Cheryl Katzeek. 

The Katzeeks’ tour is steeped in traditional Alaska Native legend and culture, and its
goal is to show visitors the pride of Alaska’s first residents. Many of the businesses offer-
ing cultural tours are owned by Alaska Native regional or village corporations (see side-
bar on Alaska’s Regional Native corporations), so educating the public on Alaska’s
indigenous culture is practically part of the mission statement.



“Tourism is giving us an opportunity to share the knowledge learned by our (elders), and
we ourselves become the teachers,” said Camille Ferguson, economic development direc-
tor for Sitka Tribal Tours in Sitka.

Ferguson’s company offers bus and walking tours of Sitka. Walking tours are suited to
different fitness levels and center around Sitka National Historical Park, home to more
than a dozen towering totem poles lined around a scenic, ocean-view walking trail
through the park. As the trail winds along the Indian River, guides tell visitors about the
Tlingit’s reliance on salmon as a resource and explain traditional fishing methods.

Guides take clients on hikes through the expansive Tongass National Forest, the world’s
largest temperate rain forest and the source for nearly all the resources the Tlingit people
traditionally used. Native elders, historians and an herbalist train guides so they can
point out medicinal or edible plants and explain their traditional use.

“An alder isn’t just an alder. The tree is used for making spoons and the bark is used
medicinally, not to mention wood chips for smoking fish,” Ferguson said. “The Sitka
spruce isn’t just a spruce. The roots are used for making baskets… The pitch was used as
salve for cuts and abrasions.”

A tour of Saxman village near Ketchikan in Southeast Alaska provides another look at
Tlingit culture through the eyes of its people. Saxman Native Village Tours feature a vil-
lage experience where guests learn simple phrases like “hello” and “thank you” in
Tlingit, watch artisans carve mammoth totem poles, experience the Cape Fox Dancers
and have the opportunity to buy authentic Alaska Native arts at The Village Store.

Artists in the totem-carving shed take breaks from the intense labor of sculpting to
answer guests’ questions. 

“The carving center is something I stand in awe of, not only because of the quality of the
art but because we have this talent to share,” said Rebecca Mix, general manager of
Saxman Village Tours. Mix said anywhere from two to five carvers are on hand to speak
to visitors seven days a week.

Mix said one of the greatest aspects of Saxman Village Tours is the impact that serving
as a tour host has on the Tlingit youth of Saxman.

“Instead of being ashamed of their culture, they have people wanting to learn about their
culture and paying good money to do it,” Mix said. “If I had people applauding me
seven or eight times a day, I’d feel great, too.”

Far north of Tlingit cultural tours in Southeast Alaska, visitors can tour the Inupiat com-
munity of Kotzebue with Tour Arctic, another Alaska Native corporation-owned enter-
prise. Kotzebue is only home to around 3,000 people, mostly Alaska Native, 26 miles
north of the Arctic Circle.



A day trip from Anchorage or Fairbanks with Tour Arctic includes airfare from the
departure city, a visit to Culture Camp to listen to elders describe the process of smoking
fish or making traditional garments, a guided city tour, a walk on the rolling, delicate
tundra and a visit to the Museum of the Arctic. An overnight at Tour Arctic’s Nullagvik
Hotel in Kotzebue is an option, as is adding on a similar day tour in Nome, just south of
Kotzebue on the Alaska Peninsula.

Fairbanks-based Trans Arctic Circle Treks offers an even more off-the-beaten path
approach to cultural tourism. The company takes visitors up in twin-engine Navajos –
the quintessential Alaska bush plane – for guided excursions to Fort Yukon and
Anaktuvuk Pass, which are both authentic Alaska Native villages of just a few hundred
people.

Guests of Trans Arctic Circle Treks are led through the villages by local elders, and vil-
lage life is explained in their own words. Travelers to Anaktuvuk Pass learn that the vil-
lage is an in holding in the heart of the Brooks Range and Gates of the Arctic National
Park, positioned to intersect the primordial migration route of caribou by the thousand.

Another company offering northern Alaska experiences that highlight Native culture is
Northern Alaska Tour Company, which includes flying guests between Anchorage and
Fairbanks to villages and towns in the arctic. Barrow, the northernmost town in the U.S.,
Kotzebue and Anaktuvuk Pass are destinations that feature a look at village life from the
perspective of Native guides, along with a look at museums, culture camps, locally made
crafts and Native ceremony. 

For many Alaska Natives, displaying their culture through tourism is a matter of pride,
and benefits the tribe or corporation far beyond the bottom line.

“It is the foresight of our elders who acknowledged the need to participate (in tourism)
in order to hand down our ‘living culture’ before it is just history in a museum,”
Ferguson, of Sitka Tribal Tours, said. “I don’t really look at it as just cultural tours. It’s
more like interactive cultural tourism.”

IF YOU GO

Keet Gooshi Tours
info@keetgooshi.com
(877) 776-2168
http://www.keetgooshi.com/

Haines Convention & Visitors Bureau
hcvb@haines.ak.us
(800) 458-3579
http://www.haines.ak.us/



Sitka Tribal Tours
tourreservations@sitkatribal.com
(888) 270-8687
http://tribaltours.sitkatribal.com/

Sitka Convention & Visitors Bureau
scvb@sitka.org
(907) 747-5940
http://www.sitka.org/

Saxman Native Village Tours
info@capefoxtours.com
(907) 225-4846
http://www.capefoxtours.com/

Ketchikan Visitors Bureau
info@visit-ketchikan.com
(800) 770-3300
http://www.visit-ketchikan.com/

Tour Arctic
info@tourarctic.com
(800) 523-7405
http://www.tour-arctic.com/

Anchorage Convention & Visitors Bureau
info@anchorage.net
(907) 276-4118
http://www.anchorage.net/

Trans Arctic Circle Treks
arctictreks@alaska.com
(907) 479-5451
http://www.arctictreks.com/

Northern Alaska Tour Company
adventure@northernalaska.com
(907) 474-1986 
http://www.northernalaska.com/

Fairbanks Convention & Visitors Bureau
info@explorefairbanks.com
(800) 327-5774
http://www.explorefairbanks.com/

Photo credits in order of appearance: Photos 1 & 2 courtesy of Keet Gooshi Tours; Photo 3 Alaska Division of Tourism.



Native Corporations are Big Players 
in Alaska Tourism
Many visitors to Alaska are interested in its unique cultural makeup, and choose tours or
destinations that spotlight Alaska Native culture. What is lesser known is the fact that
some Alaska Native corporations – formed in 1971 when the state settled its land claims
with its indigenous people -- have developed tourism products in the more conventional
forms. Day cruises, hotels, motor coach tours, rental cabins, RV parks, car rentals and
salmon bakes are just some of the tourism businesses owned by Alaska Natives. 

In 1971, President Richard Nixon signed the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act
(ANCSA), which formed 13 regional corporations to settle aboriginal land claims of
Alaska Native people. The ANCSA legislation marked a major departure from the reser-
vation system of American Indians in the
Continental United States by providing con-
veyance of land and seed capital to Native for-
profit corporations representing various
regions of the state. Every Alaska Native born
on or before 1971 received 100 shares of their
respective regional corporation’s stock, and
each of these corporations then invested in
various business enterprises to provide divi-
dends to its Alaska Native shareholders. It was
the first settlement of its kind between Native
Americans and the federal government: Alaska
Natives were provided a corporate structure
for holding land and capital, with the freedom to control their own economic and social
future.

Today, these corporations have investments all over the United States. Tourism is a
prominent part of many of these corporations’ profiles. Here is a list of those regional
corporations with investments in Alaska tourism.

Bering Straits Native Corp.
http://www.bnsc.com/
Bering Straits Native Corp. represents shareholders in the Seward Peninsula area in
Northwest Alaska. In Nome, the corporation owns the Aurora Inn and Stampede Car
Rentals. Call 800.354.4606 for reservations in Nome.   



Cook Inlet Region, Inc. 
http://www.ciri.com/
Cook Inlet Region, Inc., or CIRI, represents Alaska Natives of all cultural backgrounds
in urban Anchorage. CIRI is unique among the 13 corporations for this structure; most
are based on cultural groups specific to a certain geographic area. CIRI is also one of the
most heavily invested in Alaska’s visitor industry with numerous businesses operating
under the CIRI umbrella including:

• Alaska Heritage Tours specializes in custom one-to seven-day packages to Denali
National Park, Prince William Sound and Kenai Fjords National Park. Packages include
overnight accommodations, coach and rail or rent-a-car transportation and a selection of
soft-adventure activities. Activities might include wildlife and glacier cruises or river raft-
ing, sea kayaking or flightseeing. Customized activities range from wildlife tours and
float trips in Denali to jet-boat excursions and flightseeing from Talkeetna. 

• Anchorage RV Park: The Anchorage RV Park opened in 1997 as a summer operation
for the many visitors traveling throughout Alaska in recreational vehicles. The park
offers 195 full hook-up sites with an array of amenities including water; individual sewer
and electric hook-ups; laundry and shower facilities; a community room with fireplace,
modem hook-up, television, convenience shop; pay phones, gift shop; and on-site man-
agers and staff available 24 hours a day. 

• Kenai Fjords Tours: Kenai Fjords Tours operates sightseeing tours out of Seward,
Alaska - located on the southwestern tip of the Kenai Peninsula 127 miles south of
Anchorage. The tour offer trips into Resurrection Bay and the Kenai Fjords National
Park, March through November. Cruise options include a salmon buffet on Fox Island,
kayaking or overnight accommodations at Kenai Fjords Wilderness Lodge.
Transportation from Anchorage to Seward is also available aboard the Wildlife Express
Rail Car. http://www.kenaifjords.com/

• Prince William Sound Cruises and Tours: Tours from the town of Valdez to Mears
and Columbia glaciers aboard one of five vessels ranging in size from 75 to 95 feet. The
company offers the only round-trip day excursion between Whittier and Valdez and
overnight stays at Growler Island Wilderness Camp also are available. 
Go to http://www.princewilliamsound.com/

• The Seward Windsong Lodge: The lodge is located two miles north of the Seward
Small Boat Harbor and six miles from Exit Glacier. http://www.sewardwindsong.com/

• The Talkeetna Alaskan Lodge: The 98-room lodge is located just two hours from
Anchorage on 35 acres overlooking Mount McKinley and in just outside the town of
Talkeetna. In the Lodge's Base Camp Lounge is the Climber's Hall of Fame, where pho-
tographs hang of the first 10 inductees, who are noted for their courageous climbs and
contributions to Mt. McKinley expeditions. http://www.talkeetnalodge.com/



Doyon, Ltd.
http://www.doyon.com/
With land entitlement of 12.5 million acres, Doyon is the largest private landowner in
Alaska and is one of the largest private landowners in North America. Doyon lands
extend from the Brooks Range on the north to the Alaska Range on the south. The
Alaska-Canada border forms the eastern border and the western portion almost reaches
Norton Sound. Doyon’s tourism operations include:

• Kantishna Roadhouse: One of Denali National Park & Preserve’s most legendary
properties, the roadhouse has evolved from a gold miner's tent camp into a modern
Alaskan resort with a rustic flavor. Kantishna Roadhouse now offers 32 full-service cab-
ins, a dining area, a library resource room, a handcrafted bar and a spacious lobby.
info@kantishnaroadhouse.com or (800) 942-7420

• Kantishna Wilderness Trails: This day tour takes visitors via motor coach on a spec-
tacular 95-mile trip into the heart of Denali National Park. Along the way, wildlife view-
ing is the activity of choice, but guests are also treated to lunch at Kantishna Roadhouse,
gold panning, a sled dog demonstration and narration on the history of the park and
Kantishna. info@denalirivercabins.com or (800) 230-7275

• Denali River Cabins and Cedars Lodge: These two properties sit near the banks of
the Nenana River, just a few miles from the entrance to the national park. Many of the
cabins are perched directly on the banks of the river, and feature an expansive deck area
for enjoying the view. The cabins are fully furnished with private baths and all the
amenities, but for those who prefer a more traditional hotel stay, the Cedars Lodge pro-
vides the perfect option. Bracketing the two properties is the Denali Roadhouse
Restaurant. info@denalirivercabins.com or (800) 230-7275

NANA Regional Corp., Inc. 
http://www.nana.com/
NANA represents the people of Alaska’s Northwest Arctic, the Inupiat Eskimos. It owns
the second-largest hotel group in the state, and also operates tours in the village of
Kotzebue and Nome through Tour Arctic, which include:

• Arctic Caribou Inn: The Inn is a hotel complex in Deadhorse along the infamous
Haul Road to the northern reaches of the state, and is operated seasonally from May to
September. The 84-room hotel is a renovated oil field camp and caters primarily to
tourists and visitors passing through Deadhorse on business. Phone: (907) 265-4147

• Tour Arctic Corporation: Operates ground tours in Kotzebue and facilitates a day
trip to the village of Kiana. Tour Arctic’s Kotzebue operation provides a full-service pro-
gram for overnight visitors, with a village tour of Kotzebue and an introduction to
Inupiat culture. Interpretive stops include the NANA Museum of the Arctic, the muse-
um’s Inupiat Culture Camp and the National Park Service’s Western Arctic National
Parklands Visitor Information Center. Guests also take a walk on the tundra and learn
about the plants and animals that thrive there. Overnight visitors stay at NANA’s
Nullagvik Hotel, which overlooks Kotzebue Sound. Inupiaq tour guides explain the
region’s Native history and culture, providing visitors with an authentic Arctic experi-
ence. http://www.tour-arctic.com/ or (907) 265-4180



• Hotel operations include:
• Courtyard by Marriott: Courtyard by Marriott, near the Ted Stevens Anchorage

International Airport, is designed for the business traveler. Phone (907) 245-0322.
• Nullagvik Hotel, Kotzebue: Offers comfortable, modern rooms. The hotel is right

on the Kotzebue Sound, one-half mile from the airport and within easy walking distance
of all businesses and shops in Kotzebue. It features a full service restaurant, a conference
and banquet room, a laundry room and a travel agency. http://www.nullagvik.com/ or
(907) 442-3331. 

• Residence Inn by Marriott: Located in mid-town Anchorage, the hotel caters to
extended-stay business travelers and features services ranging from a complimentary
breakfast buffet to grocery shopping services. The 148 suites are centrally located close
to state and federal administration offices, the University of Alaska Anchorage and other
mid-town businesses. Phone (907) 563-9844. 

• SpringHill Suites by Marriott, Anchorage: Located in mid-town Anchorage, the
hotel offers 102 suites, an indoor pool and exercise room and guest laundry facilities.
Phone (907) 562-3247. 

• SpringHill Suites by Marriott, Fairbanks: Located on the banks of the Chena
River, the hotel features the same amenities as its sister hotel in Anchorage. Phone (907)
451-6552.

The other Alaska Native Corporations:
Ahtna, Inc.
Aleut Corp.
Arctic Slope Regional Corp.
Bristol Bay Native Corp.
Calista Corp.
Chugach Alaska Corp.
Koniag, Inc.
Sealaska Corp.
13th Regional Corp. (Seattle)

Photo credit: Kristen Kemmerling/ATIA?.



Russian Remains: Alaska Once
Dominated by Another World Power
by Melissa DeVaughn

When the United States purchased Alaska from Russia in 1867, $7.2 million seemed like
an enormous price tag for 586,412 square miles of what many considered nothing but
frozen wasteland. Today, that amount seems like a bargain as Alaska has proven to be a
state rich in gold, oil, timber, minerals and incredible natural beauty. 

Nonetheless, the influence of Russian ownership and early expeditions to Alaska left a
strong imprint on the people of contemporary Alaska. Be it spiritual, cultural or archi-
tectural, Russia’s impact on Alaska is still evident today.

Russia’s interest in Alaska began with Vitus Bering’s expedition in 1741. Bering and his
crew reached what is now Kayak Island, but the ship wrecked and Bering and much of
his crew perished. Those who stayed through the winter and survived the disastrous
event brought home luxurious sea otter skins that spurred a rush to Alaska by other
Russian explorers. Grigori Shelekhov was one such entrepreneur, who in 1784 founded
the first permanent settlement in Alaska on Kodiak Island and sent Alexander Baranov
to manage his business interest, the Russian American Company. 

Kodiak Island was the first place in Alaska that the Russians settled, first in secluded
Three Saints Bay and later in the present-day city of Kodiak. A walking tour of the city
can include the museum, Holy Resurrection Russian Orthodox Church and the Saint
Innocent Veniaminov Research Institute Museum. There is also a yearly event celebrating
the canonization of one of the Russian priests, Saint Herman, in an area outside of town
called Monk’s Lagoon. 

“I don’t think people expect us to have so much Russian history,” said Alice Ryser of the
Baranov Museum in Kodiak. “Even our Russian visitors are surprised. But you can see
(the influence) everywhere. … Even the street names around here are Russian.”

Today, Kodiak still looks the part of a Russian settlement.



“The building that we’re in is the oldest Russian log structure in North America, and it
was a warehouse for Baranov and the Russian American Company,” Ryser continued.
“It was built in 1808, and there are other remnants from that time, too, that show how
much the Russians were here.”

As the Russians became involved with the sea otter skin industry, they inevitably clashed
with Alaska Natives who had lived in Alaska for thousands of years. The Natives saw
the Russian influx as an intrusion on their lives and livelihoods. That hostility later led
to several confrontations between Russian explorers and Alaska Natives. One such battle
occurred on the Kenai Peninsula, following the arrival in 1786 of Russian fur traders,
who settled the area by 1791. 

There were parts of Russian culture that did take hold with Alaska’s indigenous people:
when Russian Orthodox priests arrived along with the settlers, they introduced Alaska
Natives to Christianity and Russian churches began to multiply. 

But cultural tension mounted, and in 1797 a battle for the Kenai erupted between the
Dena’ina Athabaskans and the Lebedev Company, the fur trading company based on the
Kenai. More than 100 Russians, Dena’ina and other Natives were killed. 

Because the Russians didn’t stay long on the Kenai, it’s easy to write off the importance
of this blip in history. But it could have turned out differently had the Dena’ina people
not resisted the Russians’ presence. 

“This is the only place (in Alaska) where the Native presence defeated the Russian pres-
ence,” said Ricky Gease executive director of the Kenai Visitors and Cultural Center. 

Today, Kenai Peninsula towns like Ninilchik and Kenai have wonderfully scenic onion-
domed churches and an active community of Russian Orthodox believers. Old Town
Kenai, the site of the original Russian settlement, is a nice place to learn more. Gease
said daily walking tours of the area are available, as are interpretive programs at the
nearby cultural center. 

From the Kenai Peninsula, Russian fur traders eventually moved east. By 1796, they
arrived in Yakutat and later settled in Sitka, which became the Russian capital. The
Tlingit Indians living in the area knew that submission to the Russians meant allegiance
to their czar and slave labor to the fur trade company. The 1802 battle between the
Tlingits and the Russians killed nearly all of the Russians and their Aleut slaves.

Undaunted by the battle, the Russian American Co.’s Baranov arrived ready to fight in
1804. For six days he fought the Tlingits, this time overpowering them. The Russians
named their newly acquired land New Archangel. The island on which Sitka is located,
Baranof Island, is named for Alexander Baranof. 



Sitka is one of the best places to learn about Russia’s influence on Alaska. Just take a
walk around the city. Sitkan Jane Eidler arranges a fascinating 90-minute historic walk-
ing tour of downtown Sitka, which takes in some of Russia’s most notable influences:
enjoy lofty views of the surrounding islands and ocean from Castle Hill (where, inciden-
tally, control over Alaska was officially transferred to the United States in 1867); see a
recreated Russian blockhouse; visit the old Russian cemetery and the Lutheran cemetery
where Russian Princess Maksoutoff is buried; check out Saint Michael’s Russian
Orthodox Cathedral; visit the Russian Bishop’s House, which is part of Sitka National
Historical Park; you’ll also see many historic houses that bear the stamp of Russian
influence.

IF YOU GO

Sitka Walking Tours
Contact Sitka resident and historian Jane Eidler at (907) 747-5354 for more informa-
tion.  

Sitka Convention & Visitors Bureau
P.O. Box 1226, Sitka, AK 99835
(907) 747-594
http://www.sitka.org/

Kenai Visitors and Cultural Center
11471 Kenai Spur Hwy, Kenai, AK 99611
(907) 283-1991
http://www.visitkenai.com/

Baranov Museum
101 Marine Way, Kodiak, AK  99615
(907) 486-5920
http://www.ptialaska.net/~baranov/

Kodiak Island Convention & Visitors Bureau
100 Marine Way, Suite 200, Kodiak, AK 99615
(907) 486-4782
http://www.kodiak.org/

Photo credits in order of appearance: Kristen Kemmerling/ATIA; Frank Flavin/ATIA; Kristen Kemmerling/ATIA.



A Most Holy Journey

If you’re in Kodiak in early August, you can take part in a community celebration of one
of the island’s most unique residents. On August 9, pilgrims from around the world
gather in Kodiak to celebrate the canonization of Saint Herman by the Russian
Orthodox Church.

Father Herman came to Kodiak in 1794 to
convert Alaska Natives to Christianity and
protect them from abuse by the fur traders
of the Russian American Co., whom he
believed were taking advantage of the
locals. He helped build the first church in
Kodiak and eventually moved to a nearby
island, which he named New Valaam, now
called Spruce Island.

There, at Monk’s Lagoon, he started an
orphanage and school for Native children and developed what was probably the first
experimental agriculture station in Alaska. Father Herman is also credited with miracu-
lous powers, including healings, averting a tsunami and befriending Kodiak brown bears.
He died on the island in 1837.

Father Herman was canonized Saint Herman on Aug. 9, 1970, and each year on that
date a flotilla of boats line up at Saint Paul Harbor in Kodiak to ferry pilgrims to
Monk’s Lagoon for a short service commemorating Herman’s elevation to sainthood.
There is no charge to participate, and all who want to visit this holy place are welcome.
The trip takes most of the day, so bring a lunch.

For more information, contact Father John Dunlop at the Holy Resurrection Russian
Orthodox Church, 414 Mission Road,
Kodiak, AK 99615 or call (907) 486-3854.
Further information can be had online at
http://www.alaskanchurch.org/

Photo credits: Alaska Division of Tourism.



Historical Names that have Lived on

More than 250 years have passed since Russians first entered Alaska territory and dis-
covered its majesty. Today, the names of many of those first explorers have remained,
their deeds etched in history. Here are just a few of the better known (with slight
changes that reflect Americanized spellings).

Chirikof
Chirikof Island, Point and Cape are named for Alexei Chirikov, a Russian who in 1728
sailed with the better-known Vitus Bering, a Danish captain-lieutenant in the Russian
Army. The pair and their crew sailed toward Alaska under orders from Russia’s tsar,
Peter the Great. On this first expedition, they sighted and named Saint Lawrence Island,
and made the first official European record of Alaska. Chirikof Island and Point are
located in the Aleutians. The cape is in Southeast Alaska. 

Shelikof
Shelikof Strait, Island and Bay get their names
from Gregorii Shelikhov, the first Russian to
settle a sea otter-fur trading post, arriving on
Kodiak Island in 1784 and setting up shop at
an area about 75 miles southwest of present-
day Kodiak. The Aleuts in the area, which
Shelikhov called Three Saints Bay, resisted the
Russians’ arrival, but in the end were over-
powered and worked for the company.
Shelikhov eventually made his way to
Southeast Alaska, where Shelikof Island and
Bay are located. Shelikof Strait encompasses a passage of water off Kodiak.

Pribilof
Gerasim Pribilov was the first Russian to visit the area that is now named after him, the
Pribilof Islands, in 1786. These western Alaska islands are some of the most remote in
the state, north of the Aleutian Chain in the Bering Sea.

Baranof
Alexander Baranov is a name that will be heard across the state. There is a Baranof
Lake, Island, River and even community called Baranof, in Southeast Alaska. Baranof
was a powerful, Siberia-born man who first came to Alaska in 1791 to manage the
Shelikhov fur-trading business. In 1799 he became chief manager of the Russian
American Company and created the first permanent Russian settlement, moving the
company from Three Saints Bay to Saint Paul Harbor, in what is today downtown
Kodiak. Baranov’s presence in Alaska goes as far as Southeast Alaska, where in Sitka he
also had dominance over the Russian American Company.



Rezanof
Nicolai Rezanov is credited with starting the first museum and library in Alaska, and a
lake in Southeast Alaska is named for him. As one of the Russian American Company
directors, he first sent books to the Kodiak trading post, and trained locals in collecting
natural history samples for a museum. As the Russian American Company gained a
stronghold in Southeast Alaska, the collections were moved to Sitka. 

Veniaminof
Perhaps a sign of his elevated status, a volcano in the Aleutians is named for this venera-
ble Russian priest, who eventually became sainted as Saint Innocent. Ionn Veniaminov
came to Unalaska in 1824, where he started a school. He also helped develop an alpha-
bet for the Aleuts on Fox Island, before eventually being named Metropolitan of Russia
in 1858. 

— Sources: “The Associated Press Stylebook for Alaska,” by Dean Gottehrer; “Alaska’s
Heritage,” by Joan Antonson and William Hanable; and “Alaska Off the Beaten Path,”
by Melissa DeVaughn

Photo credits: Alaska Division of Tourism.



Cultural Connections: Alaska’s Museums
and Cultural Centers Offer a Glimpse of
Everyday Life
by Melissa DeVaughn

One of the most interesting aspects of Alaska’s historical and cultural timeline is its
diversity. From the ancient ancestors of today’s Alaska Natives to the arrival of the
Russians and the influx of fortune-seekers during the Klondike Gold Rush, there was
always something exciting going on way up here in the north. 

It all starts with Alaska’s most distinctive culture — that of its aboriginal people, the
Alaska Natives that make up nearly 20 percent of its population today. Native history,
and indeed human history, plays a huge role in Alaska’s history. One place to learn more
is the Alaska Native Heritage Center, in its fifth year of operation, and one of the most
culturally enlightening places to visit if you’re passing through Anchorage. 

The 26-acre site is a mini-recreation of Native life that celebrates traditional and modern
ways and includes tours, workshops and lectures by Native artists and leaders. 

“What we try to do is become what some people describe as a living museum,” said Kay
Ashton with the Center. “We have presentations that involve live performances, includ-
ing dancing and story-telling, demonstrations of Native games and other different pre-
sentations. These events are for large audiences and it gives them an idea of what it is
like to live here today and in years past.”

A visit to the Alaska Native Heritage Center begins at the 26,000-square-foot Welcome
House, which is designed to acquaint visitors with Native history through timelines on
the walls and a selection of short documentary films about the five Native cultures —
Athabaskan, Aleut, Inupiaq, Yupik, and Tlingit (which also includes Eyak, Haida and
Tsimshian). Visiting artists and performers will explain their work — just ask as you
browse the center. 

“Our small collections area has artist studios,” Ashton said. “We have demonstrating
artists who work their crafts and sell their crafts to people, and they can talk about their



work with you as you visit. It is very interesting because we have work represented from
each of the five cultures and some is very old and some is contemporary.” 

Outside the Welcome House the cultural education continues. There are five mini-vil-
lages on the grounds that recreate authentic Native ways, from the dwellings to the tools
to the décor. Ashton said this feature is a key part of the Center’s mission. 

“The unique part about our heritage center is we have a lake on the property and we
hire cultural representatives for the summer who actually stay in the houses, representing
each of the five houses,” she said. “They give presentations when each of the tours come
in, and there are touch-and-feel items that people get to touch and ask questions about.”

Ashton said the Alaska Native Heritage Center is reaching its goal of education and self-
preservation — for visitors and Natives alike. 

“A lot of the Native community is separated from their village or has lost touch or for-
gotten or has never had the chance to learn from their elders,” she said. “Or they may
just miss their Native culture. We, as visitors, also learn a lot from the Native communi-
ty, so we get information, too.”

Elsewhere in Anchorage, there is the not-to-be-missed Anchorage Museum of History
and Art, which is home to some 17,500 historic objects plus more than 350,000 histori-
cal photographs. 

“For the size of this museum and the size of this staff we are amazingly
productive,” says marketing director Janet Asaro. “We have 20 exhibit
changes a year, which is a phenomenal amount especially for a museum of its
size.”

The museum, which takes up nearly a city block at Seventh Avenue and A Street, has
two levels, starting with an art gallery featuring prominent artists like Sydney Laurence
and Fred Machetanz as well as national shows, juried exhibits, photographs, watercolors
and more.  

The journey continues upstairs, where on the walls overlooking the atrium are photos of
pioneer Alaska families accompanied by stories of their struggles and triumphs. Asaro
said it is one of the most popular exhibits at the museum.

“I think it gives (visitors) a new appreciation for ‘real’ Alaska,” she said. 

Asaro said the museum doesn’t have enough space to show more than 10 percent of its
collection at any given time. Most of the museum’s exhibits are directly related to Alaska
and Alaska Native culture — such as an entire room showing how Native cultures lived
and thrived before the arrival of Europeans. 

And then there is the rest of the state.



Although Anchorage boasts two of the largest museum and culture centers, there are
some equally as impressive places to see elsewhere in Alaska. 
In Southeast, for instance, there are several notable places to learn more about the local
history and culture. Memorabilia from the Klondike Gold Rush at the Skagway Museum
and Archives includes “good guy” Frank Reid’s will, “bad guy” Soapy Smith’s tie, an
Eskimo kayak and an Indian canoe.

In Alaska’s state capital, there are a couple of options, including the Juneau-Douglas
City Museum and the Alaska State Museum. The former includes exhibits on Juneau’s
early days as a gold-mining community, and it’s gradual transformation to the economy
of today. 

Not far away is the Alaska State Museum, which is a particularly good place for chil-
dren to visit. On the second floor is a child-sized copy of Captain James Cook’s ship, the
Discovery, and there also is a collection of wild animal pelts for children to touch and
feel. 

Farther north in Fairbanks, the University of Alaska Museum continues to collect and
preserve historic artifacts, and a tour of this soon-to-be-expanded building will provide
visitors with a sense of the entire state’s cultural past. 

“I think the thing that really makes our museum different than what people expect is
that instead of organizing things by type — instead of a hall of mammals or a hall of
birds — we organize ours by region,” said the Kerynn Fisher, who works at the UA
Museum. “So visitors can see things in connection to the land. You can go to the west-
ern Arctic coast and watch videos on Yupik dance or a whale hunt, or you can go to
Southcentral and see about life in that part of the state.”

The museum splits the state into five regions — Southcentral, Southeast, Interior,
Western Arctic coast and Southwest. Fairbanks, which is in the Interior, gets special con-
sideration. 

“You’ll see our gold-mining past, and that’s something that we have primarily in the
Interior gallery,” Fisher said. “We have a really nice display on women of the Gold
Rush, like Klondike Kate and Ethel Berry.”

The UA Museum also features the state’s largest gold nugget and jewelry display, and the
largest collection of high-latitude dinosaurs and related vertebrates in the world. While
you’re there, don’t miss Blue Babe, the museum’s best-known artifact, a 36,000-year-old
steppe bison discovered by gold miners in 1979 and now a permanent resident.

In the far north, there are several opportunities to explore Native culture, at the Inupiat
Heritage Center in Barrow or the Museum of the Arctic in Kotzebue. 



Both locations provide visitors with a better understanding of what life is like in the
region, what types of animals and birds live there and the tools and skills needed to sur-
vive. 

At the Museum of the Arctic, learn about Eskimo sewing, dancing, leathercraft and ivory
carving, or watch the Eskimo blanket toss, in which participants are thrown up to 30
feet in the air by a group of people holding a giant, round blanket made of walrus hide.

At the Inupiat Heritage Center in Barrow, visit the extensive avian species exhibit, or
learn about traditional whaling practices. Barrow’s whaling culture is rich, and the center
was designated as a National Park Service-affiliated area of the New Bedford Whaling
National Historical Park in New Bedford, Mass. to keep the Alaska Natives’ whaling
heritage alive. More than 2,000 whaling voyages from New Bedford sailed into arctic
waters in the 1800s and 1900s, and many of the Inupiat in and around Barrow partici-
pated in commercial whaling.

Much to the surprise of many visitors, the legendary Gold Rush went all the way to
Nome on the western coast of Alaska, where a stampede to its “golden beaches”

occurred at the turn of the 20th century. The Carrie McLain Museum, while small, is
packed with information on what life was like during those times. Because Nome is
home to the finish line of the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race each year, there is also tons of
information on dog mushing. The community’s dependence on dog-powered travel goes
back much further than the Iditarod; Native people have used teams of dogs for cen-
turies.

In Southwestern Alaska, the Museum of the Aleutians is a 9,400-square-foot building
that is in the process of cataloging and preserving bits of Alaska’s prehistory. It is the
only archaeological research and museum storage facility for the Aleutian Chain and a
great place to learn about the Unangan people, ancestors of today’s Aleut Natives. 

Kodiak Island, too, is rich in culture, not only in its Native population (visit the Alutiiq
Museum and Archaeological Repository to learn more about Native life) but also the
European history. The Baranov Museum is named for Russian fur trader Alexander
Baranov, who settled first in Kodiak and later in Southeast Alaska. The museum is
housed in the oldest Russian building in Alaska, built around 1808.



IF YOU GO

Alaska Native Heritage Center
8800 Heritage Center Drive, Anchorage, AK  99506
(800) 315-6608 or (907) 330-8000
http://www.alaskanative.net/

Anchorage Museum of History and Art
121 W. Seventh Ave., Anchorage, AK 99501
(907) 343-4326
http://www.anchoragemuseum.org/

Skagway Museum and Archives
(907) 983-2420
http://www.skagwaymuseum.org/

Juneau-Douglas City Museum
155 South Seward St., Juneau, AK 99801
(907) 586-3572
http://www.juneau.lib.ak.us/parksrec/

Alaska State Museum
395 Whittier St., Juneau, AK 99801
(907) 465-2901
http://www.museums.state.ak.us/asmhome.html/

University of Alaska Museum
756960 Fairbanks, AK 99775
(907) 474-7505
http://www.uaf.edu/museum/

Inupiat Heritage Center
P.O. Box 749, Barrow, AK 99723
(907) 852-4594

Museum of the Arctic
Call (907) 442-3747 for details on this Kotzebue museum’s operating hours or book a
tour through Tour Arctic (800) 523-7405 or online at http://www.tour-arctic.com/

Carrie McLain Museum
P.O. Box 240 H-P, Nome, AK 99762
(907) 443-6630 or (907) 443-6624
http://www.nomealaska.org/



Museum of the Aleutians
P.O. Box 648, Unalaska, AK 99685
(907) 581-5150
http://www.aleutians.org/

Alutiiq Heritage Foundation
215 Mission Road, Suite 101, Kodiak, AK 99615
(907) 486-7004
http://www.alutiiqmuseum.com/

Baranov Museum
101 Marine Way, Kodiak, AK  99615
(907) 486-5920
http://www.ptialaska.net/~baranov/

Photo credits in order of appearance: Alaska Native Heritage Center; Alaska Division of Tourism; Alaska Division of Tourism.



Sleep with the Fishes at the Alaska
SeaLife Center:
“Nocturnes” are Learning Fun
By Amy Cockerham

In a state-of-the-art facility in Seward, children scan darkness with flashlights, signaling
to one another without speaking.

Moving in the quietly burbling darkness, students are attempting to communicate with
each other during an Alaska SeaLife Center “Nocturne” – an educational sleepover pro-
gram put on by the Center to help educate schoolchildren about Alaska’s marine life.

The students mimick plankton, which use chemicals in their body to create a glow that
communicates with other plankton. The program, called “Bioluminesce: Life in the
Midnight Zone,” is one of the SeaLife Center’s most popular Nocturne programs. The
Center offers overnight coursework geared at all age levels as part of its three-tiered mis-
sion focused on rehabilitating injured marine animals, researching the marine environ-
ment and educating Alaskans and visitors alike on Alaska’s coastal ecology.

“Our aim is actually to get as many people out there educated about marine resources as
possible,” said Darin Trobaugh, education specialist at the Alaska SeaLife Center. “The
more kids we can get here the better off we are. If they bed down with the animals, they
get more of a connection and it creates a sort of stewardship (among children).”

Participants in the sleepover program spend the night nestled in the SeaLife Center’s
Rugged Coast Gallery, which is home to a Steller’s sea lion, a pair of harbor seals and
dozens of seabirds.

The Alaska SeaLife Center has been hosting Nocturnes since it opened its doors in 1998,
and offers well over a dozen different programs tailored to the sleepover format. The
programs, which are nearly entirely designed in-house and include content standards
information for teachers, suit students in grades K-12. 



Overnighters at the SeaLife Center can learn how to read a radio collar, dissect a squid,
investigate careers in marine science and peel off layers of the past through coastal
archaeology.

“Connecting with the Past: Coastal Archaeology,” is one of the SeaLife Center’s pro-
grams aimed at older students, and also represents a partnership with the National Park
Service through the local Kenai Fjords National Park. Students in this program not only
learn about the archaeological remains of coastal Alaska, but Alaska Native cultures and
how investigating the past is inspiring a cultural rebirth amongst the area’s Native
Alutiiq population.

“In all our programs we’re working to bring a research component into them to give
people an idea of what else the SeaLife Center does,” Trobaugh said.

The Center takes stewardship seriously. Its construction was partially funded through
settlement funds from the 1989 Exxon Valdez Oil Spill, and now the facility is home to
all manner of marine life and colorful interpretive displays all aimed at introducing visi-
tors to life on Alaska’s coast. Behind the scenes, biologists and animal specialists work to
protect life on the coast by studying populations of some of Alaska’s most iconic ani-
mals: Steller sea lions, sea otters, harbor seals, puffins, king crab, salmon and octopus,
not to mention the lowly plankton.

Groups of all types are welcome to participate in the Alaska SeaLife Center’s Nocturne
programs – sleepovers are available every night of the week with advance booking. 

IF YOU GO

Alaska SeaLife Center
visit@alaskasealife.org
(800) 224-2525
http://www.alaskasealife.org/

Photo credits: The Alaska SeaLife Center.



Cultural Camps and Classes
Cultural experiences for school groups and individuals, similar to those being explored
by museums and cultural centers around the country, are being offered at two leading
Alaska institutions: The University of Alaska Museum in Fairbanks and the Native
Heritage Center in Anchorage.  

At the University of Alaska Museum in Fairbanks, a unique program called Junior
Curators Camp allows middle and high school-age students to participate in a hands-on
learning approach. The camps are held when students are on winter, spring and summer
breaks, and are open to students from around the country. 

Topics for the camps, which are open to students in grades 7-12, run the gamut.
Curriculum for the most recent camp include:
ß learning how to construct winter shelters 
ß identifying local animal tracks 
ß signaling for help and other cold weather survival techniques

An artist generally teaches each camp, which gives students the chance to learn the muse-
um’s messages in a fun and real way, from the Fairbanks area who offers opportunities
to learn and explore the natural world. The camps also include curators, scientists, natu-
ralists and other educators. 

The next Junior Curators Camp is scheduled for spring break in March 2004. The topic
is pottery, and Fairbanks clay artist Ida Knaebel will teach the course. The camp will
allow students to learn the basics of pottery, including handbuilding techniques like
pinchpot, coil, slab, texturing and glazing. Knaebel teaches not only the mechanics of the
art, but also the history and storytelling associated with the ancient art. 

The price to participate in the UA Museum’s three-day Junior Curators Camp is $60 per
student. New camp programs are posted on the University’s website as they are devel-
oped. 

At the Alaska Native Heritage Center
(ANHC), in Anchorage, visitors can partici-
pate in the preservation of Native Alaska lan-
guage, dance and art through a new Cultural
Education Program, which began in January
2004. The program consists of hands-on class-
es where the public can learn the basics of
Native Alaska culture taught by Master
Artists, Elders, Tradition Bearers and ANHC
staff members.



Workshops range from making traditional headdresses, learning traditional
Native languages such as Tlingit, Dena’ina Athabascan, Yup’ik, Sugpiaq and
Inupiaq and learning the techniques and cultural significance of dances and
songs from all Native cultures.

Art and language classes are limited to 15 participants of high school age or older, and
are filled on a first come, first-serve basis. Dance classes are open to all ages and registra-
tion is not required.

Arts and crafts sessions for children between the ages of five and 18 also
are available. Instructions include how to make Yup’ik Medicine Pouches, Inupiaq/Saint
Lawrence Island Yup’ik Eskimo Yoyos, Alutiiq Visors, Southeast Stone Necklaces and
Athabascan Necklaces.

For more information on these programs or to sign up, visit the Alaska
Native Heritage Center's website at www.alaskanative.net  or call (907)
330-8002. 

Those Interested in the University of Alaska Museum programs in Fairbanks can call
(907) 474-6948 for information and reservations, or email museum.education@uaf.edu.
Or, visit the University of Alaska Museum in Fairbanks’ website at
http://www.uaf.edu/museum/ and click on “education.”

Photo credits: Alaska Native Heritage Center.



Treasures of the Toils: As Dig Afognak winds
down, new sites offer chance to explore
by Melissa DeVaughn

Dig Afognak was one of Alaska’s first archaeology sites offering programs that incorpo-
rated visitors into the excavation as a way to help them learn more about Alaska’s histo-
ry and culture, and earn money for the dig. 

The program began nearly nine years ago in the small island village of Afognak near
Kodiak, and tourists were encouraged to sign on as archaeologists for a day or week or
more. Today, new options are cropping up to both fill the gap for visitors and help
unravel Alaska’s fascinating indigenous cultures and their history in this land.

In Unalaska, an active commercial fishing town in the Aleutian Island chain, researchers
at the Museum of the Aleutians will continue work on the local Amaknak Bridge site.
Work began in 2003 at the site, and already archaeologists have uncovered some 20,000
items, including artwork and household tools. Last year, 10 distinct houses were found
at the site, including stone walls and chimneys estimated to be 3,000 years old.

“It’s really revolutionizing our view of prehistory,” according to Dr. Rick Knecht, lead
researcher on the dig. Knecht said some of the things unearthed at the Amaknak site,
including beads, artwork and lip plugs, have always been associated with the time period
just prior to Russian contact with the Aleutians in the 1700s, but scientists are now
accepting that Aleuts in the Aleutians traded these items much earlier.

There are still options for budding archaeologists to do a little bit of excavating in
Kodiak, too. Although the project is on a smaller scale than the intensive Dig Afognak
program, the Zaimka Mound site could reveal even more important clues to prehistoric
life in Kodiak.

Researchers suspect that there could be artifacts that date 5,000 years earlier than cur-
rently documented material. The site is believed to be a prehistoric settlement buried
under a meadow at Cliff Point. Earlier searches of the area yielded stone tools and the
remainders of tents that are some of the oldest ever recorded on Kodiak Island and the
surrounding area.

The program is operated by researchers at the Alutiiq Museum and Archaeological
Repository, and the public is welcome to volunteer during this year’s work, which is set
to begin in late July. Visitors meet up with dig staff at the museum in the morning with
sack lunch in hand and spend the day sorting ancient artifacts in a water screen and
unearthing tent rings up to 7,500 years old. The Zaimka Mound site represents the early
Ocean Bay time period, marked by a fishing village culture.  



According to Patrick Saltonstall, a curator at the Alutiiq Museum and leader of the
Zaimka Mound dig program, the cultural evidence he and his crew are unearthing now
on Kodiak Island is literally re-writing the current understanding of the area’s Alutiiq
people. 
“We’re an active research institution, so it’s very satisfying,” Saltonstall said. “What we
excavated last year will be in the school curriculum this year, so what we learn goes
directly back into the Native community. We’re writing the history books for the Alutiiq
people themselves.”

There are currently more than 50,000 pieces representing researchers’ work. The fruits
of their ongoing labors are being examined, cleaned and preserved in the repository’s
lab, and will be available for viewing at the Alutiiq Museum.

IF YOU GO

Kodiak Island Convention & Visitors Bureau
100 Marine Way, Suite 200, Kodiak, AK 99615
(907) 486-4782
http://www.kodiak.org/

Alutiiq Museum & Archaeological Repository
215 Mission Road, Suite 101, Kodiak, AK 99615
(907) 486-7004 (to take part in the Zaimka Mound research project, call Patrick
Saltonstall at extension three)
http://www.alutiiqmuseum.com/



From Wilderness to Wellness, Depression Era
Homestead Program Allowed Hardscrabble
Families to Start Anew in Alaska
by Melissa DeVaughn

The year was 1934 when the Federal Emergency Relief Administration sent
Midwesterners from the Lower 48 north to Alaska. The people had few possessions —
the Great Depression nearly did them in. But what they lacked in personal belongings,
they made up for in hope and determination. 

That year, 202 farming families took a risk and realized a dream, creating homes where
there was once wilderness. Today, their legacy remains as part of Southcentral Alaska’s
rich farming culture: in the Matanuska and Susitna Valleys there are fields of green filled
with giant, Alaska-size vegetables and pastures where grazing cattle, sheep and horses
roam. In fact, if it weren’t for the massive snow-capped mountains in the background
and the moose that often wander through the fields, it would look like any other
Midwestern prairie. 

The valley was scarcely settled before 1935, when the New Deal administration of
President Franklin D. Roosevelt sent colonists to settle the area as part of a grand experi-
ment to relocate impoverished rural residents where they might make a fresh start. The
Alaska Rural Rehabilitation Corporation purchased land, which was originally divided
into 40-acre tracts, and offered long-term, low interest loans to the settlers. As part of
the deal, the settlers had to clear the land and bring it up to farming standards, a tall
order in such a wild place. 

Laura France Stenberg was just a child in 1935 when she first stepped foot on Alaska
soil. Her brother Miles was 13. As far as they and their three other siblings were con-
cerned, it was just an adventure. But to their parents it was a chance to escape the hard-
ships of the Depression, start anew, build a home and create new lives. 

Today, the Stenberg and France names are known throughout the area. Three genera-
tions later, ask anyone in the France-Stenberg clan if they think they’ll ever leave this
land they’ve grown to love, and you’ll get a resounding “No.”



“There was such a closeness between the colonist people,” Laura said. “Even now, every
year we have a colony dinner. … You don’t see these people for years and you just go up
to them and start talking.”

The work of creating a farm in the valley town of Palmer, Alaska amid spruce trees and
tundra came hard, though. Settlers first lived in a temporary tent city while waiting for
supplies to build permanent homes. The colonists had to adjust to harsher winter condi-
tions than they were used to, and by July of 1936, 67 of the original 202 families called
it quits. And in 1937, there were only a few gardens and a dairy. The government hoped
for better results, and while the colonists were indeed on their way, it took much longer
than expected. By September of 1938, only 2,000 acres were cleared, and a quarter of
the sites had to be doubled in size because of poor soil conditions. 

It was at about that time that Claire Kopperud arrived. She was in her early 20s and she
promised her mother she would be gone only a few months. In fact, she left her home
near Buffalo, N.Y. with only one suitcase in hand — just enough to get by, she thought. 

That was 65 years ago. Today, Kopperud is living out her retirement in a tidy, white,
two-story home on Palmer’s Alaska Street, an area she watched grow from a tent city of
a couple hundred colonists to a thriving agricultural community of a couple thousand.

“I came in September (1938) and said I’d be back (to New York) in May,” Kopperud
recalls. “But Alaska was so beautiful. … Here were meadows without a single footprint
on them.”

Kopperud was trained as a nurse and spent most of her time tending to colonists and
their families at the colonist hospital. She cared for the sick, counseled the grief-stricken
and, more than anything else, delivered lots and lots of babies.
She recalled one girl, a 12-year-old named Louise, who came in suffering from tuberculo-
sis. It was autumn and the little girl sat in the hospital’s quarantine ward flipping
through a Sears and Roebuck catalog. 

“She had never seen one of these catalogs before,” Kopperud says. After a while, a miner
friend of the family came along and told Louise, “You order anything you’d like and I’ll
pay for it.” 

As Christmas neared, Kopperud says, the postmaster called the hospital and said some-
body better come down and collect all their packages — the post office was running out
of room.

“Do you know that little girl bought a gift for everybody she’d ever heard of?”
Kopperud says. “She gave me a little pink mirror and comb set.”

Louise died that February. Kopperud says she always thinks fondly of Louise — and is
thankful to the miner who paid for all the gifts. It reminds her of a time when the com-
munity stuck together to survive.



Although harsh conditions persisted much of the time, Kopperud managed to make the
best of life in the Matanuska Valley. In fact, she thrived in it and spent much of her free
time exploring the wilderness around her home. After working long shifts at the hospi-
tal, she and her friends would go to Independence Mine at Hatcher Pass to ski. Or she
would ride her bike along the slowly developing roads. 

Kopperud eventually married and raised four boys. She never felt the urge to leave
Palmer; it was, after all, her home.

“Everybody was so friendly here,” she says. “My kids grew up like Huckleberry Finn. I
never had to worry.”

The Frances stayed, too. Laura got married and had her own children. New families
arrived, but at least half of the students at the school were descendents of the original
colonists.

Today Palmer and the surrounding community look different — from Kopperud’s living
room window she can look out at Alaska Street and still envision the hayfield that it
used to be. There are so many more people in town now that she only recognizes a few
faces when she goes to the grocery store. But still, this place is her home, and she can’t
imagine living anywhere else. 

“It’s just kind of evolved in a perfect little way,” she says, glancing toward the road. “At
first it was a path, then gravel. Now it’s a nice, paved road. … This is still a nice place to
live.”

IF YOU GO

The Mat-Su Convention & Visitors Bureau
HC 01, Box 6166, Palmer, AK  99645
(907) 746-5000
http://www.alaskavisit.com/

Palmer Chamber of Commerce
P.O. Box 45, Palmer, AK  99645
(907) 745-2880
http://www.palmerchamber.org/

Colony Days, Valley of Dreams: This festival celebrates the original families who found-
ed a farming community in Palmer in 1934 and 1935. Craft fair, carriage rides, games,
foot race, entertainment, food booths, car races and much more. The event is set for
Friday, June 13, through Sunday, June 15, 2003. Visit the Palmer Chamber of Commerce
for more details.

Photo credits in order of appearance: Alaska Division of Tourism; Frank Flavin/ATIA; Alaska Division of Business and Community
Development.



Opportunities Abound in Culturally-rich
Alaska: Celebrate with the Locals in Some
of the State’s Best Events
by Melissa DeVaughn

Here’s a curious fact about Alaska: very few of its non-Native residents were born here.
As recently as 1915, the population was small, and when people moved to Alaska, they
brought with them the traditions and cultures of their home state or country.

Many Alaska residents came to this state by serving in the U.S. Armed Forces. Others
came to help build Alaska’s infrastructure through projects like the Alaska Railroad and,
later, the Trans-Alaska Pipeline. With so many “outsiders” migrating north, modern-day
Alaska is a wealth of music festivals, cultural celebrations and rituals. Factor in the
incredible depth of the different indigenous cultures, and you begin to appreciate the
myriad opportunities that exist to sing, dance, perform or just listen to traditional music
and stories – all while surrounded by some of the most incredible natural scenery in the
world. The following are just some of the many cultural events in Alaska:

1. Anchorage Folk Festival – Anchorage 

The Anchorage Folk Festival features performances by more than 120 performers from
throughout Alaska as well as special guest artists from around the world. Singers,
dancers, storytellers and a variety of groups perform traditional and original material in
styles ranging from Celtic, bluegrass, jazz, klezmer and more. There also are workshops,
dances and other special events. The Anchorage Folk Festival is held mid-January and
features two full weeks of music. 

2. Native Youth Olympics – Anchorage

More than 100 young people from across Alaska assemble every year in Anchorage at
the end of April to demonstrate and participate in their favorite Alaska Native games.
The first Native Youth Olympics, conceived and organized by students attending a
boarding school in Anchorage, were held in 1971. These students wanted an opportunity
to demonstrate their favorite Native games. By sharing the games with others, they



hoped Alaskans would remember the many traditional contests of their forefathers. Each
event is based on traditional Native skills, and range from the Alaskan High Kick to the
Seal Hop. 

3. Juneteenth Celebration – Anchorage

The Juneteenth Celebration has been celebrated in Anchorage for over 20 years, and is
observed across the nation to commemorate the end of slavery. Juneteenth commemo-
rates African American freedom and emphasizes education and achievement. The cele-
bration is held in mid-June and includes many activities, such as a small banquet,
singing, dancing, recitals, skits bands, ethnic food, craft vendors and games for adults
and children. 

4. Blues on the Green – Anchorage

Each year, more than 5,000 music lovers flock to Blues on the Green, an annual festival
featuring top blues musicians and other entertainment. In the past, music and dancing
groups such as Indigenous Touring, the Mighty Untouchables and the Backstreet Blues
Band have performed at the festival. Other artists have included Bo Diddley, Otis Rush
and Too Slim. The festival is held at the Kincaid Park Amphitheater in Anchorage’s love-
ly, wooded Kincaid Park.

5. Sitka Summer Music Festival and Alaska Airlines Autumn Classics and Winter
Classics – Sitka and Anchorage

A land of snow-covered peaks, beautiful islands and spectacular wildlife comes alive dur-
ing the month of June as world-class chamber music emanates from Harrigan Centennial
Hall in the Southeast Alaska town of Sitka. Every summer, the Sitka Summer Music
Festival attracts classical musicians to Sitka from Asia, Europe, Canada and the United
States. The Sitka Summer Music Festival, which is sponsored in part by the National
Endowment for the Arts, lasts three weeks and features a full calendar of events, includ-
ing a few traveling concerts in other Southeast Alaska towns. The Alaska Airlines
Autumn Classics in September and the Winter Classics in February are the urban coun-
terparts to Sitka’s celebration, and are both held in Alaska’s largest city, Anchorage.
These concert series are held on the campus of Alaska Pacific University, and both fea-
ture a variety of music and an international cast of musicians.

6. Alaska Day Festival – Sitka

The Alaska Day Festival commemorates the transfer of Alaska from Russia to the United
States on October 18, 1867 on Sitka’s Castle Hill. The celebration spans four days and
includes concerts, a reenactment ceremony, a period costume ball, dances, dinners,



contests and a parade. The festival is held in mid-October each year as the rest of the
state celebrates Alaska Day as a state holiday.

7. Sitka Whalefest

The Sitka Whalefest is a celebration of Sitka’s diverse and abundant marine mammal
population held each year in early November. Attendees at the festival can learn about
the most recent studies on humpback whales and other Alaskan marine wildlife by
attending slide shows, workshops, whale-watching tours and discussions. The festival
also features a concert and other community events. 

8. Russian Christmas and Starring – Kodiak

In the 1700’s Russian traders settled Alaska, and the legacy of their culture and tradi-
tions still remains. Today, many Alaskan communities celebrate Russian Orthodox
Christmas and “Starring” during the holiday season. Starring is an Orthodox tradition
in which groups of people go from house to house carrying a large, twirling star, singing
carols of joyful news. Starring is considered “social glue,” an activity that brings isolated
communities together in celebration. Starring became a way for people to connect with
each other, bringing a sense of belonging away from home. The Russian Christmas and
Starring celebration is held during the first week of January.

9. Bear Country Summer Music Festival – Kodiak

Each year the Bear Country Summer Music Festival features a diverse gathering of musi-
cians specializing in forms from Cajun to country, Russian to rock and roll. Over 300
entertainers have visited Kodiak to perform since the festival’s inception in 1996, and
organizers bring in a national act every other year. Three stages are set up to allow the
bands to play back-to-back sets. With three fire pits and four camping areas, there is
room for everyone to congregate between performances. Seafood, turkey legs, pizza,
Cajun and Mexican fare are just some of the tasty food you can expect from the ven-
dors. There are also several “artistic creation” vendors that bring out their wares during
the long summer nights of music. The festival is held mid-July at the Kodiak State
Fairgrounds.

10. World Ice Art Championships – Fairbanks

The World Ice Art Championships consist of three ice-sculpting competitions that take
place during an 11-day stretch in March. The competition features the best ice sculptors
in the world, sculpting what Fairbanksans proudly proclaim is the best ice in the world.



Ice sculptures are created in several competitive classes – including abstract and realistic
work. Past work has run the gamut, from dragons and castles to scenes from Alice In
Wonderland, as well as completely expressionist abstract work. All ice sculptures are fin-
ished and lighted the day following the end of the competition. The public is invited to
watch the sculptures while they are being created during the first two weeks in March,
and to view the finished pieces during the final two weeks in March. The competition is
held at Fairbanks-based Ice Alaska’s Ice Park and also features a kids’ park with slides,
castles and ice animals for kids to play on.

11. Midnight Sun Intertribal Powwow – Fairbanks

A powwow is a traditional and spiritual family gathering of Native cultures. It is an
event during which members share stories, traditions and understandings, and honor and
respect other peoples’ ways. The Midnight Sun Intertribal Powwow is of particular sig-
nificance because there are such a variety of Native Americans, Alaska Natives and First
Nations people of Canada. The Midnight Sun Intertribal Powwow is held at the begin-
ning of June at the Tanana Valley Fairgrounds in Fairbanks.

12. Fairbanks Summer Arts Festival

The Fairbanks Summer Arts Festival draws residents and visitors for two weeks of
instruction and performance in dance, music, visual arts and ice skating. The original
purpose of the Festival was to provide study opportunities to local people who give their
time to be in performing arts groups. After more than 20 years, the Festival is recognized
nationally, and people from over the world come to participate either as registrants or
attendees. The festival is held annually in mid-July at the University of Alaska Fairbanks
Campus.

13. Athabascan Old-Time Fiddlers Festival

The Athabascan Old-Time Fiddlers Festival, held annually in Fairbanks, represents one
of Alaska’s richest musical traditions. Fiddles were introduced to the Athabascan Indians
of Interior Alaska by French and Arcadian trappers over 100 years ago. The Athabascan
people took to the music and adapted their own style based on a blend of traditional jigs
and reels with Native rhythms to accompany dances, potlatches and other community
celebrations. The festival began in 1983 and continues to draw musicians and music fans
to this fascinating festival with the goal of preserving the music and encouraging the
teaching of old time fiddling in villages and schools.



14. Camai Dance Festival – Bethel

Held the last weekend of March, the Camai Dance Festival is a welcoming festival of
Alaska Native dance. In the Yup’ik language, camai means “hello.” In the past 15 years,
this traditional form of expression has seen a resurgence, with many villages sponsoring
youth dance groups led by village elders who teach the songs, drumming and move-
ments. The Bethel High School gym is filled to capacity during the three days and nights
of dancing. 

15. Alaska Folk Festival – Juneau

The Alaska Folk Festival brings the entire town of Juneau together for performances
ranging from school groups to professionals to at-home hobbyists. Many people come
from miles away to see and participate in this festive event! The Festival is held in mid-
April, and admittance is free.

16. Juneau Jazz & Classics

Juneau Jazz and Classics is a nine-day celebration featuring music performed by classical,
jazz and blues musicians at various venues in the magnificently beautiful capital city of
Juneau. After nearly two decades, Juneau Jazz and Classics consistently presents world-
renowned artists in concerts on stage, on cruise ships, in workshops, in free events and
in family events. Juneau Jazz and Classics is held during the third week in May.

17. Little Norway Festival – Petersburg

The Little Norway Festival is held in the third weekend in May, and is Petersburg’s cele-
bration of Syttende Mai – Norwegian Independence Day – May 17. Petersburg was set-
tled by a Norwegian commercial fisherman in the late 1800s and is steeped in Norse tra-
ditions. The festival is held in downtown Petersburg, and features food, dances, craft
booths, a parade, a pageant, the Fish-O-Rama Seafood Feast and much more!

18. Julebukking – Petersburg

On Christmas Eve, the streets of downtown Petersburg fill with bundled shoppers as
local merchants offer customers food and spirits in appreciation for their business during
the year. Julebukking follows the rich Norwegian tradition in Petersburg. 



19. Palmer Colony Days

Palmer Colony Days honors the settlers who came to the Matanuska Valley in 1935 to
start an agricultural colony. The festival features a parade, the colony family reception,
an arts and crafts fair, children’s games and contests, horse drawn wagon rides, 5- and
10-kilometer races, shopping cart races, a nurseryman’s market and more. The festival is
held Friday through Sunday during the second weekend in June in downtown Palmer.

20. Colony Christmas – Palmer

The Colony Christmas celebration re-creates the early Christmases of the colonists who
arrived in Palmer in the 1930s. The celebration features horse drawn sleigh or wagon
rides, reindeer sled rides, a parade, a community Christmas tree lighting and caroling, an
arts and crafts fair, entertainment, visits with Santa, contests, fireworks and more. The
celebration is held during second Friday and Saturday of December in downtown
Palmer.

21. Talkeetna Moose Dropping Festival

Talkeetna hosts several unusual events during the year, but the annual Moose Dropping
Festival has been dubbed the most unusual. Keep in mind that what is being dropped is
moose droppings, not the moose themselves. The Moose Dropping Festival is held in
mid-July with a parade that kicks off the celebration. The festival also features a dessert
auction, the Glen Koch Memorial One-Pitch Softball Tournament and the Annual Chili
Cook Off, usually held the Friday before the festival. Also part of the celebration is the
Mountain Mother Contest, which pits Alaskan women in a contest of outdoor skills.

22. International Days – Hyder, AK & Stewart, BC

Stewart sits at the head of the Portland Canal, a 90-mile long ocean fjord, which forms a
natural boundary between Canada and Alaska, and, along with Stewart, B.C. right
across the border, is home to the International Days Festival. Both towns join in the
planning and provide many fun-filled activities throughout the celebration. These activi-
ties include a parade, a slow-pitch softball tournament, a truck rodeo, a scavenger hunt,
fireworks, kids games, a family dance and a potluck dinner. This festival is held from
July 1 – 4 every year and commemorates Canada Day July 1 and the U.S.’s Independence
Day July 4.



23. Girdwood Forest Faire

The Girdwood Forest Faire is a family fair that has become an annual event in the resort
town of Girdwood, Alaska located 36 miles south of Anchorage. The Forest Faire fea-
tures Alaskan artists, handcrafted items, exotic foods and entertainers from all over
Alaska. The event kicks off on a Saturday with the Forest Faire Parade and continues
throughout the weekend. The Girdwood Forest Faire is held annually during the first
weekend in July.

24. Earth, Fire & Fibre – Kenai

The Earth, Fire and Fibre show is an acclaimed, juried exhibition of artwork in craft
media from across Alaska and is held at the Kenai Visitors and Cultural Center. This
exhibition is held for an entire month, beginning at the end of September, running
through the end of October. 

25. Blueberry Festival – Ketchikan

The Blueberry Festival takes place in mid-August on Main Street in downtown
Ketchikan. The three-day festival includes nearly 100 vendors, an arts & crafts show, a
blueberry pie-eating contest, a two-day blueberry decathlon, a slug race, games, spelling
bees, a fun run, singers and musicians. The highlight of the festival is the food stands
that serve up Alaskan blueberries in a wide variety of dishes. The festival also features
the Gigglefeet Dance festival, a celebration of the diversity of dance and dancers in
Ketchikan. 

IF YOU GO

Anchorage Convention & Visitors Bureau
524 W. Fourth Ave., Anchorage, AK 99501
(907) 276-4118
info@anchorage.net
http://www.anchorage.net/

Anchorage Folk Festival
P.O. Box 243034, Anchorage, AK 99524-3034
(907) 566-2334
folks@anchoragefolkfestival.org
http://www.anchoragefolkfestival.org/

Native Youth Olympics – Anchorage
Administered by Cook Inlet Tribal Council
(907) 297-2011



Juneteenth Celebration – Anchorage
Contact Anchorage Convention & Visitors Bureau

Blues on the Green – Anchorage
Contact Anchorage Convention & Visitors Bureau

Sitka Convention & Visitors Bureau
P.O. Box 1226, Sitka, AK 99835
(907) 747-5940
scvb@sitka.org
http://www.sitka.org/

Sitka Summer Music Festival/Alaska Airlines Autumn Classics and Winter Classics
P.O. Box 3333, Sitka, Alaska 99835
(907) 747-6774
director@sitkamusicfestival.org 
http://www.sitkamusicfestival.org/

Alaska Day Festival – Sitka
Contact Sitka Convention & Visitors Bureau

Sitka Whalefest
Contact Sitka Convention & Visitors Bureau

Kodiak Island Convention & Visitors Bureau
100 Marine Way, Kodiak AK 99615
(907) 486-4782
kicvb@ptialaska.net
http://www.kodiak.org/

Russian Christmas and Starring – Kodiak
Contact Kodiak Island Convention & Visitors Bureau

Bear Country Summer Music Festival – Kodiak
Contact Kodiak Island Convention & Visitors Bureau

Fairbanks Convention & Visitors Bureau
550 First Ave., Fairbanks, AK 99701
(907) 457-3282
fcvb@explorefairbanks.com
http://www.explorefairbanks.com/

World Ice Art Championships - Fairbanks
PO Box 83134, Fairbanks, AK 99708
(907) 451-8250
iceart@icealaska.com
http://www.icealaska.com/



Athabascan Old-Time Fiddlers Festival
Contact the Fairbanks Convention & Visitors Bureau

Midnight Sun Intertribal Powwow – Fairbanks
PO Box 72786, Fairbanks, AK 99707
(907) 456-2245
info@midnightsunpowwow.org
http://www.midnightsunpowwow.org/

Fairbanks Summer Arts Festival
PO Box 80845, Fairbanks, AK 99708
(907) 474-8869
info@fsaf.org
http://www.fsaf.org/

Camai Dance Festival – Bethel
Bethel Council on the Arts
P.O. Box 264
Bethel, Alaska 99559 
bcarts@unicom-alaska.com
http://www.bethelarts.com/

Juneau Convention & Visitors Bureau
One Sealaska Plaza, Ste 305, Juneau, AK 99801
(907) 586-1737
info@traveljuneau.com
http://www.traveljuneau.com/

Alaska Folk Festival - Juneau
(907) 463-3316
http://www.juneau.com/aff/

Juneau Jazz & Classics
PO Box 22152, Juneau, AK 99802-2152
(907) 463-3378
info@jazzandclassics.org
http://www.jazzandclassics.org/

Petersburg Chamber of Commerce
PO Box 649, Petersburg, AK 99833
(907) 772-4636
chamber@petersburg.org
http://www.petersburg.org/



Little Norway Festival – Petersburg
Contact Petersburg Chamber of Commerce

Julebukking – Petersburg
Contact Petersburg Chamber of Commerce

Matanuska-Susitna Convention & Visitors Bureau
HC01 Box 6166 J21, Palmer, AK 99645
(907) 746-5000
info@alaskavisit.com
http://www.alaskavisit.com/

Palmer Colony Days
Greater Palmer Chamber of Commerce
PO Box 45, Palmer, AK 99645
(907) 745-2880
info@palmer.org
http://www.palmer.org/

Colony Christmas – Palmer
Greater Palmer Chamber of Commerce
PO Box 45, Palmer, AK 99645
(907) 745-2880
info@palmer.org
http://www.palmer.org/

Talkeetna Moose Dropping Festival
Operated by the Talkeetna Historical Society
PO Box 76, Talkeetna, AK 99676
(907) 733-2487

International Days – Hyder, AK & Stewart, BC
(250) 636-9224
editor@stewart-hyder.com
http://www.stewart-hyder.com/

Kenai Visitors and Cultural Center
11471 Kenai Spur Hwy, Kenai, AK 99611
(907) 283-1991
info@visitkenai.com
http://www.visitkenai.com/



Earth Fire & Fibre – Kenai
Contact Kenai Visitors & Cultural Center

Ketchikan Visitors Bureau
131 Front Street, Ketchikan, AK 99901
(907) 225-6166
info@visit-ketchikan.com
http://www.visit-ketchikan.com/

Blueberry Festival – Ketchikan
Ketchikan Area Arts and Humanities Council
716 Totem Way, Ketchikan, AK 99901
(907) 225-2211
ketcharts@kpunet.net
http://www.ketchikanarts.com/

Photo credits in order of appearance: Clark Mishler/ATIA; Alaska Division of Tourism; Alaska Division of Tourism.



Games Keep Culture Alive
by Amy Cockerham

Listening to the booming voice of World Eskimo-Indian Olympics emcee “Big Bob”
Aiken of Barrow, you’d never know the World Eskimo-Indian Olympics (WEIO) Games
began as an attempt to revive a dying tradition found in quiet rural Alaska life. 

In fact, the games celebrate the physical skills required for Natives to survive in the arc-
tic such as the blanket toss – based on a traditional practice of tossing people high above
the horizon on walrus skin blankets so they could scout for whales in the distance; the
scissors broad jump – helpful in negotiating moving ice floes; the two-foot high kick, one
hand reach, Alaska high kick, knee jump and many more. A perennial favorite on the
last night of the competition is the white men vs. Native women tug of war.

Today, the games are a mainstay on the calendars of Native people from Southeast
Alaska to the arctic north. Thousands of athletes, families and friends – as well as visi-
tors – gather each summer in Fairbanks to watch the games. And while WEIO is very
much an athletic competition, you’ll also find Native arts and crafts for sale, witness the
powerful drumbeat of ancient song and dance and glimpse the social fabric that holds
Alaska’s Native people together.

WEIO began in 1961, shortly after Alaska became a state. The rapidly growing state and
changing culture prompted several employees of the now-defunct Wein Airways to
organize the first games in an effort to preserve the powerful community aspect that
gatherings like WEIO provide for Native people. The first games were sponsored by the
City of Fairbanks. Since then, the games have grown and WEIO is now a nonprofit enti-
ty that exists solely to organize and execute the games. 

The week-long event takes place annually in mid-July, and is held at Fairbanks’s Big
Dipper Ice Arena. The games are staged on the rink floor and food, crafts and other
curiosities line the walkway that circles the rink above the seating area. Other contests
not to be missed include the Native Regalia competition, which features fine needlecraft
and beadwork in a fashion show of traditional Native garb, the Native baby competition
and, of course, the Miss WEIO competition.



IF YOU GO

World Eskimo-Indian Olympics
weio@weio.org
http://www.weio.org/

Fairbanks Convention & Visitors Bureau
550 First Ave., Fairbanks, AK 99701
(907) 457-3282
fcvb@explorefairbanks.com
http://www.explorefairbanks.com/

Photo credits: WEIO, Alaska Division of Tourism.



Etched in Gold: These Prospectors Made a
Name for Themselves 
by Melissa DeVaughn

Etched in Gold: These Prospectors Made a Name for Themselves

When prospectors discovered gold in Alaska, the place roiled with gold rush fever. Over
night, sleepy villages became giant tent cities with saloons, brothels and makeshift shops
offering anything from haircuts to letter-reading services. 

Skagway, for one, was a small town, but when prospectors found gold in 1897, the pop-
ulation ballooned to 20,000 in a matter of months. With the Gold Rush came fortune-
seeking characters that gave the era a unique wildness. Names like Soapy Smith, the
Three Lucky Swedes and Klondike Kate are forever etched in the state’s history as cultur-
al icons. Although gold mining started many years earlier, here are some of the better-
known figures of the Gold Rush era from the 1890s through the early 1900s.

1890
Richard Harris and Joe Juneau discovered gold and established the mining camp that
later became Juneau. But the real credit should go to an Auk Indian by the name of
Chief Kowee, who made the original discovery and led the prospectors to the find. The
name for Juneau, today the state capital, changed over the years from Harrisburg to
Pilzburg to Rockwell, but the final name, Juneau, won out after Joe Juneau reportedly
paid townsfolk to name the city in his honor.

1896
George Washington Carmack struck gold on Rabbit Creek in Canada’s Yukon in 1896.
Because of the big find, he renamed the creek Bonanza and staked claim to it. His was
the discovery that prompted thousands of fortune-seekers to head north to Alaska and
the Yukon during the Klondike Gold Rush.

Carmack was married to a Tagish Indian woman by the name of Kate, and had two
Tagish Indian partners, Skookum Jim Mason and Dawson “Tagish” Charley, at the time
of his discovery. Skookum Jim and Tagish Charley are figures still celebrated in Alaska
and the Yukon today. 



1897
Where there is money, there is corruption, and at this time, Skagway was no different. In
1897, as the Gold Rush began to gain momentum, a man named Jefferson “Soapy”
Smith took over the town in gang fashion, conning men and women out of their belong-
ings, stealing wallets, supplies and other goods and generally wreaking havoc on the
town. He employed about 100 fellow “bad guys” and ran bogus businesses that ripped
off newly-arriving adventurers before they even caught sight of the gold fields to the
north. 

Smith eventually met his match against Frank Reid, a town engineer who shot him
dead—but not without losing his own life in the confrontation. 

1897
Women, while in the minority, played a huge role in the Gold Rush years. Many started
businesses, assisted miners with chores and, in many cases, offered “entertainment” to
lonely men.

By 1900, according to the Gold Rush Centennial Task Force, 23 percent of Skagway’s
citizens were women, while in Nome, which was still at the height of its rush, about 10
percent of the population was female.

Two of these women were Annie Hall Strong, a jour-
nalist for the Skagway News, one of Alaska’s oldest
newspapers, and Klondike Kate, whose real name was
Kathleen Eloisa Rockwell. Klondike Kate came to the
Yukon to work in a dance hall and earned a reputa-
tion among men as the “Flame of the Yukon” for the
flaming red dress she wore during performances.

Ethel Berry was another prominent woman who
earned a reputation for her grit as a young woman who stood by her husband, Clarence,
as they staked a mining claim near Bonanza Creek and made a fortune. Berry managed
to make a home of the couple’s tiny base-camp cabin. She and her husband eventually
returned to the Lower 48 and lived in luxury for the rest of their days. 

1897
While everyone else was focused on gold, a Norwegian named Peter Buschmann settled
on Mitkof Island in Southeast Alaska with a different dream: fish. Buschmann opened a
salmon cannery on Mitkof Island, operated a sawmill and fished for herring in Alaska’s
abundant waters. So influential was he on the development of the small community that
sprung up around his entrepreneurship that it was eventually named in his honor. Today,
the town of Petersburg remains a thriving fishing community that annually pays homage
to its roots with the Little Norway Festival.



1898
Known as the “Three Lucky Swedes,” Jafet Lindberg, Erik Lindblom and John
Brynteson found gold in Anvil Creek just outside of Nome, and the subsequent rush
turned Nome into the largest city in the territory. Prospectors also discovered gold on the
beaches, and giant dredges were developed to separate the gold from the sand. Today,
Nome remains a busy mining community, although its wilder days have passed. 

1902
An Italian by the name of Felix Pedro was searching for gold in Alaska’s Interior, and his
discovery near present-day Fairbanks is considered the birth of that city. Today,
Fairbanks is Alaska’s second-largest city. In 1901, Fairbanks’ first trading post was
opened by E.T. Barnette after encouragement from Pedro. Pedro was convinced that the
area would soon become a gold-mining hot spot, and while it took a few years for min-
ing to take off, Fairbanks became (and still is) one of the most productive gold-mining
towns in Alaska. 

SOURCES: Gold Rush Centennial Task Force; “Alaska’s Heritage,” by Joan Antonson
and William Hannable; “The Alaska Almanac,” by Alaska Northwest Books; National
Park Service; “Alaska Off the Beaten Path,” by Melissa DeVaughn.

Photo credits in order of appearance: Alaska Division of Tourism; Kristen Kemmerling/ATIA; Clark Mishler/ATIA; Clark
Mishler/ATIA.


