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THE INUPIAT HERITAGE CENTER is a p lace f o r l e a r n i n g , s h a r i n g , r e m e m b e r i n g , 

a n d pass ing o n I n u p i a t t r a d i t i o n s . Its c o l l e c t i o n s in a r c h e o l o g y , a r t , e t h n o l o g y , 

h i s t o r i c a l p h o t o g r a p h y , a n d o r a l h i s t o r y h e l p p e r p e t u a t e t h e I n u p i a t c u l t u r e , 

h i s to ry , a n d l a n g u a g e o f t h e N o r t h S lope t h r o u g h e x h i b i t s , classes, p e r f o r ­

m a n c e s , a n d a c t i v i t i e s . 

T h e f a c i l i t y i n c l u d e s a ga l l e r y , a t r a d i t i o n a l r o o m f o r w o r k i n g o n a r ts a n d 

c ra f t s , a c l a s s r o o m , a n d a l a r g e c o n f e r e n c e / p e r f o r m a n c e r o o m . It a lso c o n ­

t a i n s t h e o f f i c e s o f t h e I n u p i a t H is to ry , L a n g u a g e a n d C u l t u r e C o m m i s s i o n 

a n d t h e Tuzzy C o n s o r t i u m L ib ra ry . 

T h e C e n t e r houses a n d m a i n t a i n s c o l l e c t i o n s a n d a rch i ves w h i l e a g i f t s h o p 

sells loca l c ra f t s l i k e b a l e e n baske ts , i v o r y c a r v i n g s , j e w e l r y , a n d e d u c a t i o n a l 

m a t e r i a l s . T h e C e n t e r o p e n e d t o t h e p u b l i c i n ea r l y 1999 a n d is c u r r e n t l y 

m a n a g e d by t h e N o r t h S lope B o r o u g h D e p a r t m e n t o f I n u p i a t H is to ry , 

L a n g u a g e , a n d C u l t u r e . 

T h a n k y o u f o r y o u r v is i t . 

Q u y a n a q , i s i q a t t a a g i a g a v i h . Exterior view of Inupiat Heritage Center. 
NPS PHOTOGRAPH 

People of Whaling 

The Inupiat Heritage 
Center is a place where 
Inupiat people can share, 
practice, and remember 
the i r t rad i t iona l ways. The 
Tradit ional Room serves a 
unique funct ion in the 
community, provid ing a 
space where t rad i t iona l 
activities can be carried on 
and taugh t to the next 
generat ion. In February 
and March, wha l ing crews 
bui ld , repair and cover 
the i r skin boats in the 
Tradit ional Room. During 
marathon sewing sessions, 
the wives and female 
fr iends and relatives of the 
wha l ing crews sew the 
amiq, or skin covering, 

on to the umiaq, a process 
which can take all day and 
n ight , in the summer 
months, the Center hosts 
demonstrat ions of Inupiat 
dancing, games, and the 
blanket toss. The IHC also 
sponsors a variety of l i fe­
long learning opportuni t ies: 
school tours and class 
activities; Ijisagvik College's 
classes on Ihupiaq 
language, sewing, art, and 
dance; and the Barrow 
Arctic Science Consort ium 
public lecture series. 

ABC (Arnold Brower Crew): 
Sewing their umiaq are Cheryl 
Brower, Ellen Frantz, and 
Vera Williams, MAGE COURTESY HC 

Below: Women sewing cover on umiaq, circa 1921-1922. 
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&SCIENCE, BA21-753 

Left: The "People of Whaling Exhibit". 
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The Inupiat Heritage Cen­
ter's permanent exhibi t , 
"The People of W h a l i n g " , 
is a w i n d o w into the wo r l d 
of the Inupiat people and 
their t rad i t iona l and mod­
ern life and values, t o ld 
f r om the Inupiaq perspec­
t ive. Inupiaq l i fe centers 
around hunt ing the bow-
head whale, and in the 

Visiting Utqiagvik 

"People of Wha l i ng " 
exhibit , you have the 
oppor tun i t y t o fu l ly enter 
the unique wor ld of Ihupiaq 
wha l i ng . You can observe 
life on the ice at wha le 
camp; feel t he joy of com­
muni ty sharing and 
celebrat ion at Nalukataq, 
the annual wha le feast and 
blanket toss; and experience 

the respect the Inupiat 
pi 'ople feel for the whale 
when it gives itself t o a 
hunter. The seasonal round 
of other subsistence ac t iv ­
ités, such as f ishing, seal 
ount ing, and caribou hunt­
ing, are also impor tan t 
elements in Ihupiaq l i fe. 
Lust as in Ihupiaq wha l ing , 
the mixture of t rad i t ional 

and modern tools and 
practices tha t are used in 
subsistence hunt ing are 
manifestat ions of the con­
t inu i ty and change tha t 
exists in modern Inupiat 
cul ture. The Inupiat Heri­
tage Center col laborated 
w i th the University of Alaska 
Museum of the North t o 
develop this unique and 

world-class exhibit , and 
consulted w i t h members of 
seven North Slope commu­
nities t o develop profi les 
tha t h igh l ight the traits 
and history of their villages, 
and which show the varia­
t i on between the inland 
and coastal Ihupiaq life­
styles. 

The Inupiat Heritage 
Center is located in 
Utqiagvik, Alaska, the 
largest city in the North 
Slope Borough and the 
nor thernmost city in the 
United States.Utqiagvik can 
be reached via commercial 
and charter f l ights f r om 
Anchorage and Fairbanks. 

Located on the Arctic 
Ocean, Utqiagvik is cool t o 
cold all year. Summer can 
br ing f og , w ind and rain 

Aerial view of Utqiagvik. 

and temperatures range 
f rom highs around 70 to 
lows in to the 30s. Win te r 
temperatures are normal ly 
be low zero, of ten dropping 
t o minus 30 and lower. 
W ind o f ten exacerbates 
the cold temperatures. 
Visitors should br ing 
raincoats and sweaters or 
l ight jackets in the summer 
and warm boots, mitts, and 
heavy parkas w i t h hoods in 
the winter. 

| A Place of Living Culture 

Above: After anchoring a block and tackle to the ice, "all 
hands walk away" until the whale is hauled onto the ice. 
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The home of Alaska's 
Inupiat people is a treeless 
tundra , bordered by the 
nearly impassable Brooks 
Range t o the south, the 
vast Colville River Delta t o 
the east, the Arctic Ocean 
to the nor th and the 
Chukchi Sea to the west. 
The 70,000-odd square 
miles of tundra is wh ipped 
by bi t ter winds and suffers 
w in te r temperatures of 
minus 30 and below. The 

sun refuses to set for 72 
days around the summer 
solstice, but every 
November it hides behind 
the hor izon and plunges 
the region into darkness 
unt i l January. The Arctic 
plain is a "polar desert" 
where precip i tat ion 
averages no more than 5-7 
inches o f rain or snow each 
year (most snow blows in 
f r om elsewhere). Rivers, 
streams, lakes, and sea are 

all f rozen for most of the 
year, and the pure, 
blazing wh i te l ight tha t 
reflects of f the snow can 
bl ind a human being. 

The Arctic Slope is a 
dynamic place, where life 
thrives and is constantly 
on the move. Mil l ions o f 
birds migrate here every 
summer f rom around the 
wo r l d t o mate and raise 
their young, just as the 

great bowhead whales 
migrate t o the cold waters 
of the Beaufort Sea every 
spring to calve. Hundreds 
of thousands of caribou 
roam the tundra in the 
summer, heading south 
every au tumn in herds so 
vast they defy imaginat ion. 
The ocean teems w i t h rich 
and varied marine l i fe, 
including r inged and 
bearded seals, walrus, and 
polar bears (a marine 

William Smyth's "Natives of 
Elson's Bay." 1825-1828. 
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mammal). Using these 
resources, the Inupiat 
people were able t o not 
only survive, but t o 
f lour ish, bu i ld ing a 
complex society in one of 
the most demanding 
climates on Earth. 

traditional Inupiat Whaling 

One and a half mil lennia 
ago, around 600 AD, wha l ­
ing became a major part of 
Arctic Eskimo culture. For 
the next thousand years, 
the Eskimos of Siberia, 
Alaska, Canada and Green­
land possessed the most so­
phisticated wha l ing tech­
nology in the wor ld . Every 
spring, wha l ing crews 
wou ld cut miles of road 
th rough several miles of 
jagged sea ice so t ha t they 
wou ld have a path over 
which they could drag their 
umiaqs ( l ight and f lexible 
skin boats) t o the edge of 
the ice. When they reached 
the lead, a six-week-long 
vigil began as they wa i ted 
for the whales. They slept 
and ate l i t t le, because they 
had to be ready to launch 
their umiaq at a moment 's 
notice. 

When the crew spotted a 
whale, they wou ld silently 
paddle up to it. The har-
pooner wou ld stand up in 
the bow of the boat, raise 
his heavy harpoon and 
strike. At tached to the har­
poon was the " p o k e " - a 
f loa t fashioned f rom the 

inf lated skin of a seal. 
When the wounded animal 
dived, it dragged this enor­
mous bal loon behind it, 
s lowing its progress and ex­
hausting it. Every t ime the 
whale resurfaced t o 
breathe, the poke wou ld 
surface first, indicat ing t o 
the whalers where the 
whale was about t o rise. 
During the hunt , the umia-
lik (whal ing captain) and 
the harpooner sang magi ­
cal songs to entice the 
wha le t o them and to pro­
tect their crew f rom harm. 
They cont inued to attach 
pokes t o the whale unt i l it 
was exhausted enough t o 
a l low itself t o be stabbed 
w i t h the ki l l ing lance, or 
unt i l it simply died f r o m 
blood loss. A successul 
wha l ing crew believed tha t 
the 60-ton animal had giv­
en itself t o them as a result 
of their virtuousness in the 
preceding year and the i r 
r igid adherance to the 
proper rituals. Ihupiaq 
wha l ing was both a means 
of subsistence and a rel i­
gious r i tual , and the t w o 
could not be seperated. 

In 1848, New Bedford, Mas­
sachusetts, was the wha l ­
ing capital o f the wo r l d . 
Known as the "City t ha t Lit 
the Wor l d , " it was the 
home t o the oi l barons o f 
its day, the whaleship o w n ­
er'.. Whale oil lit city streets 
and lubricated the mighty 
machines of the Industrial 
Revolut ion. When petro­
leum replaced whale oil as 
an i l luminant in the 1860s, 
the industry tu rned its 
a t ten t ion to baleen, which 
was in high demand 
because of its use in ladies' 
corsets. Whale stocks in the 
At lant ic were already badly 
diminished when the 19th 
century dawned, and 
whaleships were forced t o 
sail around Cape Horn into 
the Pacific on voyages tha t 
could take four years or 
more. As more and more 
whales fel l t o the whalers' 
onslaught, the ships were 
-orced to wo rk their way 
across t he Pacific, con t inu­
ing steadily, inexorably 
nor th . In 1848, the New 
Bedford wha l ing captain 
Thomas Roys stumbled 
upon the bowhead wha l ­

ing grounds in Bering Strait 
(Alaska), a discovery which 
not only pro longed the life 
of the commercial wha l ing 
industry, but wou ld br ing 
young wha lemen f rom 
Massachusetts and around 
the wo r l d into contact w i t h 
Alaska's Inupiat Eskimos, 
w h o had depended on 
thebowhead whales for 
generations. 

In the early years of t he 
Arctic wha l ing industry, 
commercial whalers were 
cautious of encounters 
w i t h the Inupiat, who , 
whi le generous to strangers 
in need, were known to 
protect their ancestral 
lands vigrorously. But as 
the whalers depleted the 
whales and walrus popula­
t ions, Inupiat people began 
to go hungry, and many 
wen t t o wo rk fo r the 
whalers on the commercial 
ships. 

By the 1880s, commercial 
whalers began t o set up 
semi-permanent wha l ing 
stations in and near Inupiat 
communit ies f r om Point 

Painting of whal ing vessel. 
COURTESY NATIONAL RARK S E R V O , HARPERS FERRY 

CENTER, ARTIST T H O M A S FREEMAN 

Hope to Barrow. These 
shore-based wha l ing 
stations bor rowed much of 
the i r technique and 
technology f rom their 
Inupiat neighbors: they 
used Inupiat crews and set 
ou t f r o m the ice edge in 
skin boats, or umiat . The 
whalers blended this age-
old technique w i t h the i r 
new innovations, like 
bomb guns, and so a new 
type of wha l ing arose tha t 
was a fusion of Inupiat and 
American techniques. A t 
the same t ime, some com­
mercial whalers decided to 
stay in the Arctic and bui ld 
lives here. Charles Brower 
and Fred Hopson were just 
t w o o f these whalers w h o 
marr ied Ihupiaq w o m e n 
and founded new dynasties 
in Barrow. Their descen­
dants cont ine the wha l ing 
t rad i t ion of the i r fo re fa­
thers, bo th Yankee and 
Inupiat, t o this very day. 

Ivory whale talisman attached to umiaq skin covering. 
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Charles D. Brower w i th two baleen plates, circa 1925. 

Agviq: The Bowhead Whale 

The bowhead whale is the 
only baleen whale tha t 
spends its ent i re life near 
the sea ice. Two of t he 
physiological features of 
the bowhead tha t enable it 
to survive in the harsh Arctic 
seas are w h a t made t hem 
so attract ive t o n ineteenth 
century wha lemen: the i r 

blubber and their baleen. 
The bowhead's blubber is 
up to 1 V-i feet thick, and is 
used fo r insulat ion, f o o d 
storage, and padding. 
Their baleen lines the i r 
upper jaw, and it is used to 
f i l ter microscopic organisms 
f r o m seawater. 

Commercial Whaling Products 

The products of the com­
mercial wha l ing industry 
were everywhere in 19th 
century America and 
Europe. Supple baleen was 
the 19th century's plastic, 
and was used for the stays 
of corsets for Victorian 
ladies. Baleen was also 
used in scores of other 

products f r om parasol ribs 
t o f ishing poles. The oil 
rendered f rom whale blub­
ber was used t o lubricate 
the machines of the Indus­
t r ia l Revolut ion, t o l ight 
streetlamps, and to 
degrease woo l in text i le 
factories. 

"Mrs. Jim Allen and son. Point Hope, Alaska." 
POSTCARD COURTESY UC BERKELEY LIBRARY 

TontactTIs 

The IHC is open Monday - Friday: 
8:30 am - 5:00 pm (closed noon-1 pm) 
Saturday: 2:00 pm - 4:00 pm 
(May 15 th rough September 15 only) 
Closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year's Day 
and all other North Slope Borough holidays. 

Admission is charged and group rates are available. 
For groups of ten or more persons, reservations are 
recommended. Facilities are handicap accessible. 

Website: 
www.nps.gov/ inup or www.nor th-s lope.org 
Tel.: (907) 852-4594 
Fax: (907) 852-4224 

Address: 
Inupiat Heritage Center 
P.O. Box 69 
Utqiagvik, AK 99723 
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| From the City that Lit the World to the Ends of the Earth: Commercial Whaling in the 19th Century 

The Inupiat People 

Ihupiaq life was supremely 
adapted to the arctic envi­
ronment , and depended 
who l l y on animal products. 
Their semi-subterranean 
w in te r houses were con­
structed f rom whalebone 
and ear th, their lamps l i t 
and houses warmed by 
whale and seal oi l , and 
the i r tools were made f rom 
bone, ivory, baleen, and 
stone. Inupiat c lo th ing, " 
some of the most sophisti­
cated ou tdoor gear ever 
created, was made f r o m 
the hides of caribou and 
seals and designed on the 
"ai r capture" principle, in 
which the c lo th ing is cut 
t o a l low an insulating layer 
of air t o surround the 
body. Clothing had to be 
l igh twe ight , wa rm, and 
strong. Inupiaq seamstress­
es were skilled artisans, 
creat ing works of art in 
which f o r m and func t ion 
were intimately inter twined. 
Social l ife revolved around 
the family; there was no 
government or social rank 
outside of the fami ly struc­
ture . For most of the year, 
people lived in small v i l lag­
es t h a t ranged in size f r o m 
10 to 800 people, and 
could be made up o f one 
or several extended fami ­
lies. The largest settlements, 
like Point Hope (Tikigaq), 
Barrow (Utqiagvik) and 
Point Barrow (Nuvuk) were 
located near favorable 
wha l ing spots. Ihupiaq 
nations were decentral ized 
and comprised of groups of 
15 - 40 interrelated families 
w h o shared the same te r r i ­
tory, unique local dress, 
dialect, customs, and beliefs. 

Illustration of bowhead whale. 
BY LARRY A H Y A K A N A 

Harpoon rest. 
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