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Qizhjeh

The Historic Tanaina Village of Kijik
and the
Kijik Archeological District

I(ijik District, occupied by the Lake Clark
Tanaina Indians until early in the twentieth century,
is located on the north side of Lake Clark, southwest
Alaska, approximately 260 km southwest of Anchorage
and 51 km northeast of the village of Nondalton (map
1). The district is situated in a broad lowland area
between Kijik Lake and Lake Clark, bordered by the
upland areas of Kijik Mountain to the north and a
mountain, called Dghilishla or ''small mountain' by the
Lake Clark Tanaina, to the south of Kijik Lake (map
2). Mixed spruce-hardwood forest, interspersed with
grassy meadows, grows on the well-drained portions of
land within the district and muskeg swamp covers the
poorly drained areas.

Kijik District consists of three Kijik settlement
areas on the east side of Kijik River and Kijik Fish
Camp to the west of Kijik River. The settlement areas
on the east side of Kijik River include historic Kijik
village and cemetery on Lake Clark (map 2: area A)
and two older winter settlements (map 2: areas B and
C) to the north. Kijik Fish Camp includes the site of
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the historic summer fish camp and an older winter
village site (maps 2 and 3).

HISTORICAL SUMMARY

Kijik District is historically associated with
the establishment of the Tanaina Indians in the Lake
Clark area some time prior to European contact. The
Tanaina Indians belong to the Athabaskan branch of the
Na-Dene language family; ''"Tanaina' comes from the word
ta naina [Dena'’'ina] which means '"people' (Osgood 1937:
15). Their close relationship to other Athabaskan
Indians of Alaska has long been recognized. Baron
von Wrangell, observing in 1839 the close linguistic
and cultural ties of the Tanaina to the Indians of
interior Alaska, suggested that they probably had
migrated from across the mountains (Wrangell 1970:12).
According to A. B. Schanz, who visited Kijik during
his exploration of the remote Lake Clark region in
1891, the Kijik people themselves acknowledged that
they were an offshoot of the interior Indians (Schanz
1891; Porter 1893:93-96).

The Lake Clark Tanaina appear to have been well
established in the area around Lake Clark, including
the upper Mulchatna and upper Stony rivers, Sixmile
Lake and the eastern two-thirds of Iliamna Lake, at
the time of European contact (VanStone and Townsend
1970:13). Unlike the other Tanaina Indians around
Cook Inlet, who were oriented toward a maritime
economy and the hunting of sea mammals, the Lake Clark
Tanaina were interior-oriented, occupying an ecologi-
cal niche between the ranges of mountains west of Cook
Inlet and east of Bristol Bay (VanStone and Townsend
1970:14). In addition to hunting game animals and
birds, the Lake Clark Tanaina utilized the red salmon
which enter Lake Clark and its tributary streams in
vast numbers. An old Tanaina chief from the adjacent
Iliamna vicinity, interviewed in 1906, related that



the first Tanaina who came into the area relied
primarily on hunting land mammals for subsistence.
Since there were no moose in the Lake Clark area at
that time, they began to exploit salmon as a food
source (Townsend 1965:192). This reliance on salmon
is the most likely reason for the establishment of
Kijik, one of the largest and longest occupied Tanaina
settlements in the interior, and for its continuation
until abandonment in the early 1900s.

It is still unknown when Kijik was founded.
VanStone and Townsend (1970:22) suggest that Tanaina
from Cook Inlet may have moved to Lake Clark during
the late eighteenth century to escape harassment from
Russians who were establishing themselves on the
inlet. Kijik appears already to have been an estab-
lished village when the Russians first penetrated the
remote Lake Clark area near the end of the eighteenth
century. In the late 1700s the Russian hunter Vasilii
Ivanov was sent from Kodiak by the Lebedev Company on
an exploratory expedition through country populated by
Tanaina north of Lake Iliamna (Ivanov in Davydov 1977:
200). He and his party proceeded from Lake Iliamna up
through the Nugulna (Newhalen) River, across Lake
Klichikh (Clark), and on to the north. Ivanov
observed four occupied villages north of Lake Clark
though he did not identify any by name (Ivanov in
Davydov 1977:200).

The Russians plundered Native villages around
Lake Iliamna in 1793 (Bancroft 1886:340), but there is
no historic documentation or oral record that they
reached as far as Kijik. Although war plays a promi-
nent part in the oral history of Lake Clark people,
these traditions concern the Tanaina's Yupik-speaking
Eskimo neighbors rather than the Russians. Their very
isolation may have saved the people of Kijik from any
direct confrontation with the Russians, who appear to
have been more interested in exploring the outlying
areas from Kodiak to establish trade relations with
the inland peoples than in raiding.

Russian and later American exploration of the
area around Kijik continued at long intervals during
the nineteenth century. Because neither the geography
of the Lake Clark area nor the settlements in the



vicinity were well known in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, names and locations are often
confused in explorers' accounts of the period. The
many variations on the name "Kijik' all appear to be
European interpretations of the Tanaina word Qizhjeh
(table 1). The name of the settlement, once the
largest and most important village on Lake Clark, is
derived from the Tanaina name for the lake, Qizhjeh
Vena. The fact that there were several Kijik settle-
ments in the vicinity over time adds to the confusion
over location.

Table 1. Variations on the name "Kijik.'

Name Source

Klichikh Davydov 1977

Kyzzhakh Wrangell 1970

Kichik . Petroff 1884; Martin and
Katz 1912

Kilchich Schanz 1891

Kuchik Elliott 1900

Kichik, Kilchik Hodge 1907

Nikhkak Hodge 1910; Schanz 1891;
Spurr 1899; Martin and
Katz 1912

Keeghik, Nikhak W. Osgood 1904

Kidzhik Fedorova 1973

First mention of Kijik by name comes from Peter
Korsakovskii, who led a detachment of Russians on an
expedition overland through the Lake Clark area in
1818. He located "Kidzhik'" on his map of the area
(Fedorova 1973:65). F. P. von Wrangell (1970:9), at
one time General Manager of the Russian American
Company, refers to Lake Clark as "Kyzzhakh" in his
discourse on the Tanaina, written in 1839 and based on
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the explorations of Ivan Vasilev and Andrey Glazunov.
By 1840 historic Kijik village on the shore of Lake
Clark had been established (Townsend 1970). It was at
historic Kijik and its summer settlement at Kijik Fish
Camp that the Kijik Tanaina dwelt until the Kijik area
was abandoned shortly after 1900.

"Kichik'" is listed in the tenth census of the
United States (Petroff 1884). Petroff locates it on
the east side of "Kichik" Lake, which is shown as much
smaller than Lake Clark. The large summer fish camp
where the Kijik people caught and processed red salmon
is near the east end of Kijik Lake some 2.5 km up-
stream from historic Kijik village on Lake Clark.
Petroff may have confused Lake Clark (Qizhjeh Vena)
with Kijik Lake (K'g'uya Vena or ''red salmon lake') and
the winter settlement at Kijik village with Kijik Fish
Camp. Such an error could easily occur given the poor
geographic knowledge of the time and the proximity of
Kijik's main winter village and its summer fish camp
on the two different lakes.

The name '"Kichik'" is absent from the eleventh
census although the name 'Nikhkak'" is listed and
shown on the map at the location of historic Kijik
village at the mouth of Kijik River on Lake Clark
(Porter 1893). This information was provided by A. B.
Schanz and J. W. Clark of the Leslie Expedition, the
first Americans to enter the Lake Clark area after the
Alaska Purchase. Schanz, who identified Kijik as
"Nikhkak'" on his map of the area, took a census and
described the inhabitants of the village (Schanz 1891;
Porter 1893:93-96). While taking the census Schanz
was told of a second, older settlement referred to by
the Kijik inhabitants as '"Kilchich' some 9 miles
upriver (Schanz 1891). Schanz did not visit this
settlement, but included its inhabitants in his total
count for "Nikhkak.'" One of the old settlements found
in Kijik District may represent the remains of
"Kilchich.'" Although the distance from this settle-
ment to historic Kijik as reported by Schanz is
greater than that from Kijik to any of the three
known older settlements, the discrepancy could be
explained by the fact that the Tanaina and the
Americans could not speak each other's language and



that Schanz himself did not visit the place reported.

Additional mapping of the area around Lake Clark
was done in 1902 by Wilfred Osgood (1904) for the U.S.
Biological Survey. Osgood visited Kijik and its
people at that time and recorded two variations,
"Keeghik'" and ''Nikhak,'" for the name of Kijik. By
1909, when G. C. Martin and F. J. Katz (1912:20)
surveyed and mapped the Lake Clark-Iliamna region for
the USGS, Kijik (''Nikhkak') had been abandoned. The
depletion in number of Kijik residents appears to have
taken place over several years. If "Kichik'" and
"Nikhkak,'" of the 1880 and 1890 censuses respectively,
are indeed the same settlements or parts of the same
population, there is an evident decline in population
from 91 people in 1880 (Petroff 1884:17) to 42 in 1890
(Porter 1893:5). By 1902 Wilfred Osgood observed a
total of 22 people in Kijik (W. Osgood 1904:129). In
1901-1902, a measles epidemic seriously depleted the
Kijik population and provided the impetus to found a
new settlement at Nondalton on Sixmile Lake, which was
closer to the trading posts on Iliamna Lake and the
canneries of Bristol Bay (VanStone -and Townsend
1970:24). Throughout this period, trade and social
contacts between the Lake Clark and Cook Inlet Tanaina
continued by way of the passes through the Chigmit
Mountains. In 1940 the people moved again, 2 miles
further south on Sixmile Lake, to found the present
village of Nondalton, thus continuing the tradition of
periodic resettlement established by their Kijik
forebears.

Missionary Activity

Missionary activity of the Russian Orthodox
Church in the Lake Clark area probably began before
1796; however, acceptance of Christianity among the
people of Lake Clark region was not immediate
(Townsend 1965:36-53). Although Father Juvenal
passed through the area in 1796 and may have been
killed in the vicinity, little, if any, further
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missionary activity occurred there until after 1845
(VanStone and Townsend 1970:20). When the Russian
Church established the mission at Nikolaevskii Redoubt
on Kenai Peninsula in 1845, Hieromonk Nikolai and his
priests began to make more frequent forays into the
interior around Lake Clark (Tikhmenev 1978:383).

The name Kijik begins to crop up frequently in
the records of the Russian Orthodox Church of Alaska
in the mid-1870s (VanStone and Townsend 1970:21). By
this time, historic Kijik village, with its cemetery,
had almost certainly been established on Lake Clark.
Church membership at Kijik increased significantly in
1877 when, according to records on file at Nushagak
Mission, 32 people in Kijik were baptized. The
records from 1881 indicate 21 more baptisms. People
wept at these first christenings as the men of Kijik
were obliged to cut off their hair, which they pre-
viously had worn long except when in mourning
(interview data). From this time on, Kijik residents
regularly celebrated the traditional Christian rituals
of baptism, confirmation, marriage, and burial.

RECENT INVESTIGATIONS

Several parties have investigated Kijik in recent
years. In 1966 James VanStone and Joan Townsend
(1970) excavated 18 structures at historic Kijik
village, including 12 houses, 5 bath houses, 1
unidentified structure, and 6 cache pits, and opened
11 test trenches (figure 1). Additionally, they
examined the old church left standing at Kijik
cemetery and excavated a structure east of the main
part of the cemetery 150 m southeast of the site of
historic Kijik village. At the end of that season,
VanStone made limited archeological tests in the north
and south meadows on the outlet river from Kijik Lake.
He found midden material containing historic artifacts
on both sides of the river (VanStone and Townsend

11
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Figure 1. Site map of historic Kijik village, reproduced from VanStone and
Townsend (1970:26). The features are identified in tables 2 through 5.



1970:194-202). In 1975 historic Kijik village and
cemetery (area A: maps 2, 4, 5), an older settlement
site at the base of Kijik Mountain (map.2, area C),
and Kijik Fish Camp (maps 2, 3, 8, 9) were recorded
during a preliminary survey of historic Native sites
in the Cook Inlet area by the Cook Inlet Historic
Sites Project (CIHSP 1975:122-124). The Kijik area
was further investigated in 1976 during a survey of
the Lake Clark area for the National Park Service
(Smith and Shields 1977). In 1977, C. M. Brown,
historian for the Bureau of Land Management, Alaska
State Office, prepared a nomination for Kijik Historic
District, and the district was placed on the National
Register of Historic Places. In 1981, as a result of
data recently collected in the Kijik area which added
new settlement areas to Kijik District, the original
nomination was amended to increase the size of the
district's boundaries.

In 1978, while doing surface reconnaissance of
the area, Steven Behnke found the foundations of old
barabaras in the woods about 1 km north of historic
Kijik village (area B: map 7) (Behnke, personal
communication). These semisubterranean houses, which
are reported to have been the typical dwellings of
the Tanaina Indians at European contact, correspond
favorably with Wilfred Osgood's report of ''very
ancient traces of a large village of former times"
about a half mile back of Kijik when he visited the
still occupied historic Kijik village in 1902 (W.
Osgood 1904:329). In 1979 and 1980, anthropologists
from the Cooperative Park Studies Unit (CPSU),
University of Alaska, Fairbanks, assisted by Bureau of
Indian Affairs personnel, surveyed the sites more
completely for the Alaska Native Historic Sites
Project (14(h) (1) Project).

15



LOCATION AND ENVIRONMENT

The sites of the three Kijik settlements east of
Kijik River are located on three .streams (map 2). The
northeastern part of the area is drained by a stream
known locally as Priest Rock Creek, which runs east to
Lake Clark. Another small creek drains the central
part of the site, then runs south into a slough near

"the southeastern corner of the area. To the west,
Kijik River marks a southward course, then branches
into numerous distributary streams before entering
Lake Clark.

Historic Kijik village, area A, excavated by
VanStone and Townsend in 1966, is located in a
grassy clearing on the north side of the easternmost
distributary stream of Kijik River where it enters
Lake Clark. An old stream channel cuts through the
village area and widens out into a flat, willow-
covered area to the southeast between the village site
and Kijik cemetery. The site of historic Kijik village
is in this old channel. Spruce-hardwood forest is
encroaching on the site from the north, and from the
east willow scrub impinges upon it.

Kijik cemetery is adjacent to and at the south-
east end of historic Kijik village on the north side
of Lake Clark (plate 1). The cemetery is situated on
an old lake terrace, cut off and isolated by the old
river channel that contains historic Kijik village.
Along the eastern border of the cemetery is a small
slough that drains a small creek, called Qil'ihtnu
or '"bad river" in Tanaina, running in from the north.
The cemetery, aligned northwest-southeast, is 480 m
long and 118 m at its widest point. A heavy growth of
spruce-hardwood forest covers the old lake terrace
that contains the cemetery. Sphagnum moss and lowbush
cranberry thickly cover the forest floor on the
western half of the cemetery. The eastern half
contains an understory of willow and rose. The Kijik
River delta, some 2.5 km wide, lies directly southwest
of the cemetery.

Area B, North Kijik, is on the upper end of the

14



Plate 1. Historic Kijik village and Kijik cemetery (aerial photograph, 1979).




small stream Qil'’ihtnu that drains south to the
slough at the southeast corner of historic Kijik. It
is situated on a raised area between the present
stream and an old channel from Kijik River that joins
the present stream some 75 m east of the site (map 7).
Mature forest covers North Kijik. White spruce trees
predominate; birch and cottonwood occur in lesser
numbers. Alders and willows grow along both sides of
the creek, and moss, fern, highbush cranberry, low-
bush cranberry, dwarf dogwood, horsetail, and lichen
cover the forest floor. Thick grass grows under a
stand of cottonwoods at the western end of the area.
Mature spruce, birch, and cottonwood trees grow
within the house foundations.

Area C, Kijik Mountain settlement, is on a creek
known locally as Priest Rock Creek, near the base of
Kijik Mountain. It is situated at the base of a low
ridge that runs almost due west to Kijik River.
Beavers have been actively building dams along the
stream in recent years, and much of the area is
flooded, forming a swamp over the site. The site area
is heavily vegetated and moderately wooded between
inundated places. Alders and willows grow in the
swampland with cottonwood, birch, and black spruce
on higher ground. Moss and other bog plants cover
the ground around the sloughs.

Kijik Fish Camp is located west of Kijik River,
on both sides of the outlet river draining into Kijik
River from Kijik Lake. The outlet river is known to
the Lake Clark Tanaina as Vighuzdlen or ''creek that
runs into a swifter river.'" The historic component of
Kijik Fish Camp is situated in the meadows on the
north and south sides of the outlet river, and the
earlier component is located in the woods on the
north side of the river.

The land immediately east of Kijik Lake on the
north side of the river is low and boggy, rising
slightly to the forested area east of a small branch
stream (map 4). South of Kijik Lake outlet, the
valley flat gives way to steep, forested slopes.
About 450 m downriver from Kijik outlet is a meadow
on both sides of the river, the north meadow at
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somewhat higher elevation than the south meadow
(plate 2). Young birch and willow are encroaching
on the south meadow and spruce-hardwood forest
impinges slightly at the edges of the north meadow.

DESCRIPTION OF THE SITES

Features at the site areas within Kijik District
vary considerably in form and function. A description
of the cultural features reflecting Native use of each
site area follows.

Area A: Historic Kijik Village and Cemetery
(maps 5, 6, 6A)

Forty-one cache pits used to stow supplies of
food are visible in addition to the excavations made
by VanStone and Townsend (1970) at historic Kijik
village in 1966. Cultural features in the cemetery
reflecting Native use include: the partially standing
remnants of a small hewn-log church at the west end of
the cemetery; four three-barred wooden crosses,
typical of Orthodox grave markers; and the foundations
of three historic buildings, one of which was exca-
vated by VanStone and Townsend. East of the known
graves are 12 round or rectangular pits, identified as
cache pits, found at random intervals in the western
two-thirds of the cemetery.

The inventory of cultural features listed in
tables 2, 3, 4, and 5 includes those excavated by
VanStone and Townsend, still observable at the site,
as well as those identified here as cache pits.
VanStone and Townsend found 29 cache pits, 6 of which
they tested. We found an additional 18 pits, bringing

18



Plate 2. Aerial view of Kijik Fish Camp, looking south, 1979.
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the total to 47 (map 5). The features are shown in
the following tables.

Table 2. House foundations at historic Kijik
excavated by VanStone and Townsend in 1966
and discussed in their monograph (1970).

House number (map 5) VanStone & Townsend (1970) map

H1 KS-1
H2 KS-2
H3 KS-3
H4 KS-7
HS5

H6 KS-9
H7 KS-10
H8 , KS-13
H9 KS-14
H10 KS-16
H11 KS-17
H12 KS-18

Table 3. Bath houses and one questionable
structure excavated by VanStone and Townsend
and discussed in their monograph (1970).

Structure number VanStone & Townsend Dimensions

(map 5) (1970) map
Bl KS-5 2.65m by 2.9 m
B2 KS-6 2.0 mby 2.1 m
B3 KS-11 2.1 mby 2.2 m
B4 KS-12 2.0 mby 2.1 m
BS KS-4 1.5 m by 3.5 m
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Table 4. Test trenches excavated by
VanStone and Townsend and discussed
in their monograph (1970).

Trench number Dimensions Depth
KT-1 1.2mby 1.5 m 0.5 m
KT-2 1.0mby 1.0 m 0.3 m
KT-3 1.5mby 2.0m 0.6 m
KT-4 1.5m by 5.5 m 0.5 m
KT-5 1.0m by 5.0 m 0.5m
KT-6 4.0mby 4.0 m 0.3 m
KT-7 2.8 m by 4.2 m 0.4 m
KT-8* 2.6mby 3.7 m 0.5 m
KT-9 2.0m by 2.5 m 0.2 m
KT-10 2.0 m by 3.3 m 0.3 m
KT-11 3.8 m by 4.0 m 0.4 m

*Identified as a midden in VanStone and Townsend
(1970).

Table 5. Cache pits at historic Kijik village.

Pit number VanStone & Townsend Dimensions  Depth
(map 5) number (1970)

P 1% KC-6 0.8 mby 1.9m 0.6 m
P 2%* 0.7 m by 0.7m 0.4 m
p 3** 1.2mby 1.5m 0.5 m
P 4** 1.2mby 1.5m 0.5m
p 5% KC-5 1.1mby 1.5m 0.6 m
P 6 0.4 mby 0.8 m 0.3 m
P 7 0.4 mby 0.8 m 0.3 m
P 8 0.4 mby 0.4m 0.2 m
P gx¥ 1.0 m by 1.0 m 0.5 m

(continued)

22



Table 5 (continued)

Depth

Dimensions

Pit number VanStone § Townsend

number (1970)

(map 5)
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