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Introduction

Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve, a unit of the National Park Service, is a
place of sprawling superlatives. The largest national park in the United States, it
encompasses some 20,587 square miles, or more than 13 million acres of land in
southcentral Alaska (see Map 1). Sitting at a point where North American and Pacific
tectonic plates collide at a wrenched right angle, the landscape of Wrangell-St. Elias
ranges from the sea to the lofty summit of Mount St. Elias—at 18,008 feet, the second
tallest peak in Alaska and the fourth tallest in North America. Indeed, fourteen of the
twenty tallest peaks in North America are found in the Wrangell and St. Elias Mountain
Ranges intersecting in the park. This unit of the National Park Service (NPS) also
contains the most extensive array of glaciers and ice fields on the planet outside of polar
regions. Indeed, the southern portion of the park, the study area of this document, is
home to Hubbard Glacier, the world’s longest tidewater glacier, and Malaspina Glacier,
the world’s largest piedmont glacier. Established in 1980 under the Alaska National
Interest Lands Conservation Act, much of the park consists of formally designated
wilderness, representing the largest such wilderness area in the United States. Together
with Canada’s contiguous Kluane National Park, Tatshenshini-Alsek Provincial Park
and the United States’ Glacier Bay National Park, Wrangell-St. Elias is part of
UNESCO’s Kluane/Wrangell-St. Elias/Glacier Bay/ Tatshenshini-Alsek World Heritage
Site—one of the largest terrestrial protected areas on Earth.

Simultaneously, it is clear that the reputation of Wrangell-St. Elias as a “wilderness” is
not entirely consistent with the park’s ground truth. The lands and resources within
this park have long been home to myriad Alaska Native communities —from the
Yakutat Tlingit and Eyak to the south to Ahtna and Upper Tanana Athabascan peoples
of the interior. Certain Native communities descend from former park inhabitants.
Indeed, some trace their very origins as a people to events, still described in their oral
traditions, that took place on what are now park lands. Archaeological evidence
suggests thousands of years of human history in or near what is today the park, even if
the changing landscape, including the advance and retreat of the park’s many glaciers,
has sometimes obscured this deeper history. The diverse resources of the park—its fish,
game, and plants—have long sustained human communities. Copper objects gathered
within today’s park boundaries were once centerpieces of traditional social, economic
and ceremonial life, not just locally but to a network of Native communities extending
across Alaska and well beyond. Even into the present day, certain Native communities
subsist in part on resources obtained within the boundaries of the preserve. Many
landmarks within the park are still revered or held to be sacred; some are invoked in
ceremony, stories, songs, and regalia, in an acknowledgement of their role in clan
origins and traditional ownership of these prominent places. In this sense, the park is
anything but the “wilderness” that many visitors assume it to be. The northwestern
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shorelines of Yakutat and Disenchantment Bays, specifically, are said to abound in
“sacred places.” This point remains only partially explored in this document, but
deserves greater attention in future consultation and research relating to Wrangell-St.
Elias.

As steward of this sprawling park, the National Park Service has a mandate to
document this human heritage. Guided by many federal laws, policies, and regulations,
the NIPS is required to manage and interpret the landscape with due attention to its
human history and to the interests of human communities that still use and revere this
unique place into present day. Compliance, specifically in regards to Section 106 of the
National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, is essential to agency operations and to the
upholding of federal obligations to Alaska Native communities. Section 106 deals
directly with requirements surrounding NPS consultation with Native American tribes.
Compliance is not always an easy task. In order to meet their responsibilities, NPS staff
must sort through the sometimes complex history and territorial ties of numerous
modern Alaska Native communities. This requires a review of the historical and
ethnographic record as well as direct communication with Alaska Native communities
regarding places and resources of interest to them. The current document represents
one component of this much larger effort.

Guided by this mandate, the National Park Service initiated a series of studies, working
in collaboration with park-associated Native communities, to provide basic
documentation of the nature of Alaska Native ties to Wrangell-St. Elias National Park
and Preserve. The current study represents one of a series of baseline reports on Alaska
Native ties to the park. Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve includes parts of
the traditional territories of three general Alaska Native groups—the Upper Tanana and
Ahtna Athabascans and the Yakutat Tlingit. Prior to the current effort, the park
completed ethnographic overviews and assessments in the upper Tanana and Ahtna
regions, which are located in the central and northern parts of the park. However, the
southern coastal region of the park, in the traditional lands of the Yakutat Tlingit and
Eyak communities of the Gulf of Alaska, had not been the focus of even basic,
systematic documentation by the NPS. The Tlingit people have traditionally occupied
and used that part of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve in the vicinity of Icy
Bay and Disenchantment Bay, the Malaspina Glacier and Forelands, and the present-
day community of Yakutat, but have a deeper history that includes other portions of
what is today the park. The absence of even baseline NPS documentation of their ties to
lands within the park remained a significant gap.

To address this gap in documentation, the NPS initiated the current “ethnographic
overview and assessment.” An ethnographic overview and assessment (EO&A) is the
most basic and fundamental anthropological research report that can be undertaken by
the NPS. An EO&A is commonly used by the NPS to identify park-associated groups
who view park lands and resources as culturally and historically significant, as well as
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to illuminate basic patterns in their use and valuation of such lands and resources. As
such, an EO&A is typically the first ethnographic report a NPS unit will undertake for a
park unit, and may serve as a foundation for later, more detailed investigations of
certain topics through other types of studies and reports. A brief description of this
report type is provided in Chapter 2 of the NPS Cultural Resource Management
Guidelines (NPS-28), and this chapter can be accessed online.l As per the guidance in
NPS-28, an ethnographic overview and assessment involves the following:

“This basic report emphasizes the review and analysis of accessible
archival and documentary data on park ethnographic resources and the
groups who traditionally define such cultural and natural features as
significant to their ethnic heritage and cultural viability. Limited
interviews and discussions occur with the traditionally associated people
in order to supplement and assess the documentary evidence and identify
gaps in the available data” (USDOINPS 1998b).

Thus, an ethnographic overview and assessment consists principally of literature
review and modest archival research, focusing especially on materials that have already
been recorded for a particular study area. While the knowledge and perspectives of
living people from traditionally-associated communities are included, EO&A studies
tend to accentuate the written record available in existing ethnographic and historical
sources. Studies that more clearly accentuate contemporary Alaska Native perspectives,
and systematically document these perspectives ethnographically, are also possible as a
future outcome of this study. Indeed, the reconnaissance interviews conducted as part
of the current study were highly informative, suggesting that expanded future studies
would be well advised in collaboration with the Yakutat Tlingit and Eyak communities.
Such spinoff efforts are proposed in the conclusion to this report.

The main product of this research is the summary report that follows, synthesizing
prior ethnographic literature and related materials into a narrative that, while meeting
academic standards, is meant to be understandable to park managers and the interested
public. The document that follows presents basic information regarding Yakutat Tlingit
culture and history, specifically focusing on the Kwaashk’ikwaan and Galyax-
Kaagwaantaan clans, which may be salient to future interpretation and management
relating to Wrangell-St. Elias.2 The research was initiated to illuminate the interests of
the Yakutat Tlingit, who are the emphasis of this document. Yet, the document also
incorporates select material on the Eyak community of Cordova, specifically the Native
community of Katalla, at the request of the Yakutat Tlingit Tribal Council—reflecting
the longstanding connections between the two communities and of segments of the
Eyak community to the region encompassed by this study. Cumulatively, this research
has sought to illuminate ties between these communities and lands in the park that may
serve as a background reference for tribal and agency staff, alike, as they seek to
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understand the park’s Alaska Native history and to protect cultural resources of mutual
concern. In this light, the investigation has maintained a special emphasis on traditional
land and resource use in the Yakutat and Eyak traditional territories—especially as
those practices relate to the lands and resources of Wrangell-St. Elias since the time of
European contact.

This research involved the systematic review and integration of existing documentation
—reviewing published sources (such as the vast collections on Yakutat Tlingit culture
by Frederica de Laguna) thoroughly, while also consulting a wide range of lesser
known and often unpublished sources. The PI, Co-PI, and the project’s research
assistants identified recurring themes in those sources, then filled gaps in the existing
documentation through original archival research, as well as interviews with Yakutat
Tlingit consultants. Topics that were particularly sought out in the course of this
research included, but were not limited to:

Oral traditions regarding the significance of particular lands or resources within
Wrangell-St. Elias within Yakutat Tlingit history and culture

Traditional Yakutat Tlingit use or occupation of particular lands within
Wrangell-St. Elias

Traditional Yakutat uses, perceptions, and values relating to specific natural
resources of cultural significance within Wrangell-St. Elias

Changes in land and resource use patterns emanating from historical
developments

Enduring interests and concerns of Yakutat Tlingit people regarding Wrangell-St.
Elias lands and resources of cultural and historical significance.

Organizing the outcomes of this research thematically, the document provides a
compendium of information assembled to assist agency staff and Alaska Native
representatives in the consultation process regarding these Alaska Native communities.
This information has been organized into three primary sections: 1) a “Foundations”
section that focuses on cultural practices of the Yakutat Tlingit and Eyak that were well
established at the time of European contact and have direct bearing on park lands and
resources; 2) A “Transitions” section that discusses the many historical forces that
affected life for the Yakutat Tlingit and Eyak, and outlines some of the implications of
those changes as they relate to the park; 3) A “Modern Connections” section that
discusses enduring Yakutat Tlingit and Eyak connections to lands and resources in
Wrangell-St. Elias since roughly the time of park creation. A conclusion section
summarizes findings, but also points in the direction of additional research questions
and needs for the future.

The collected information can be used to help inform park management decisions, to
orient new park staff to the cultural context of the park, and provide interpretive
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materials for use by the NPS and by the Alaska Native institutions of Yakutat and
Cordova. In time, this information might also be used to guide management plans for
places and resources of particular importance to peoples traditionally associated with
the southern flank of Wrangell-St. Elias; to provide documentation of the cultural
significance of certain sites, structures or natural areas for such purposes as National
Register nominations; to understand and protect traditional subsistence practices in a
larger cultural context; to help facilitate working relationships between the NPS and
area Native organizations and governments; to facilitate park-tribe collaboration in
interpretive programs; and to provide recommendations and direction for future
research, as well as a general context for developing specialized ethnographic studies.
An associated Annotated Bibliography, available as a separate document, identifies
certain materials relating to these themes within Yakutat Tlingit and Eyak traditional
territories. We hope this annotated bibliography will be a resource of enduring value to
Alaska Native readers, the NPS, scholars, and the general public as they seek additional
information on the history and culture of this unique place. Additionally, a parallel
study of the Dry Bay area clans is underway at the time of this writing, directed by
authors Deur and Thornton, working in collaboration with the Yakutat Tlingit Tribe
and Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve.

As the subijects of this study are multifaceted, the research involved a multifaceted
team. The Principal Investigator, Dr. Douglas Deur (Portland State University
Department of Anthropology) and the Co-Principal Investigator, Dr. Thomas Thornton
(University of Oxford School of Geography and the Environment) collaborated in the
identification and analysis of existing literatures, as well as interviews with Yakutat
Tlingit Tribe members. Both are specialists in Northwest Coast traditional land and
resource knowledge. Between them, they have decades’ worth of experience working
with Tlingit communities and on National Park Service ethnographic research projects.
Along with anthropology research assistants Rachel Lahoff and Jamie Hebert, they
produced the current report on the basis of their research findings. In these tasks, the
team worked closely with PSU cartographer Gabriel Rousseau, to insure the fidelity of
maps to the content and spirit of their original sources. This project was accomplished
through a cooperative agreement between the NPS and Portland State University, with
Wrangell-St. Elias cultural anthropologist Dr. Barbara Cellarius, who oversaw the
project on behalf of the park and participated in a variety of research tasks. The Yakutat
Tlingit Tribe provided considerable oversight in the original development of the project
proposal. At the onset of this research, the research team returned to Yakutat to meet
Yakutat Tlingit Tribes representatives to ascertain their needs and interests. These
interactions helped shape the content and configuration of the report in a variety of
ways.

This document is in no way assumed to be the “final word” on Alaska Native

relationships with Wrangell-St. Elias lands and resources, but to be a useful tool in
understanding the larger context of these relationships. Many of the document’s
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findings may be familiar to readers already familiar with Yakutat and Cordova culture
and history. We hope that the report will provide information gathered in a useful
format as a sort of introductory reference work, and will serve to confirm and expand
existing knowledge of the topic. For less seasoned cultural resource managers, or
resource managers from other fields attempting to comprehend Alaska Native ties to
lands and resources, hopefully this document will provide a useful orientation to the
rich human history of what is today Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve. So
too, we hope the document will be of value to the younger generations of Yakutat
Tlingits as they explore their rich culture and history, on the basis of both written
records and the oral traditions of their people. We wish the Yakutat Tlingit tribe every
success in documenting and protecting their cultural legacy in the region and hope the
materials in this report will be of value to those efforts. These goals are at the heart of
the current study, and are reflected in the content of the document that follows.
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Methods

The current study represents efforts to illuminate patterns of use and occupation of
Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve by the Yakutat Tlingit, relying especially
on the methods of ethnography and ethnohistory. As such, this research involved a
broad review of historical and ethnographic information on these themes, drawn from
local, regional, and national sources, as well as interviews with Alaska Native
representatives and considerable information provided by tribal and agency
representatives.

This research was not the work of a single individual, but of a multidisciplinary
research team with a diverse range of skills. Drs. Douglas Deur and Thomas Thornton
served as lead authors for the report that follows; they directed all research tasks, taking
a lead role in literature review and archival research, as well as jointly carrying out all
project interviews in the course of three separate trips to Yakutat. Rachel Lahoff and
Jamie Hebert, of the Portland State University Department of Anthropology’s Office of
Applied Anthropological Research, contributed significantly to this work as well. Both
are research assistants with masters’ degrees, experience in ethnographic research, and
research specialties relating to US national parks and Tlingit resource practices
respectively. Gabriel Rousseau (PSU Department of Geography) provided mapping and
Geographical Information Systems (GIS) support. Yakutat Tlingit Tribe representatives
played an important role in the development and refinement of project goals; a few,
including (but not limited to) Elaine Abraham, Judy Ramos and Walter Porter provided
useful general advice early in the project that shaped the general direction of the project
in various ways. Bert Adams Sr. served as the formal liaison and Research Associate for
the project, and organized all project interviews as well as providing materials and
insights relating to the history of Yakutat. LaRue Barnes of the Ilanka Cultural Institute
provided guidance on the availability of Eyak materials. Each of the interviewees,
identified in the “Sources” section at the end of this document, also contributed
considerable expertise to the document and are cited where appropriate. Agency staff
also played a critical role—especially Dr. Barbara Cellarius, Wrangell-St. Elias Cultural
Anthropologist, who helped to initiate, design, and execute the research project. She
participated in certain research tasks and oversaw tribal consultation regarding the
project, including direct meetings with the Yakutat Tlingit Tribe. Michele Jesperson and
Mary Beth Moss of Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve also contributed their
perspectives and guidance to the current effort. The resulting report is truly a group
effort, and the individuals listed here all deserve recognition for their contributions.

Prior to the initiation of this project, Barbara Cellarius of Wrangell-St. Elias initiated
consultation with the Yakutat Tlingit Tribal Council regarding the planned research.
These exchanges helped to refine the focus of the current project. Yakutat participants in
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the project encouraged emphases that complemented existing research by the park and
tribe, as well as the addition of an interview component. All of these suggestions were
ultimately built into the research design. Cellarius then initiated a Cooperative
Ecosystem Studies Unit (CESU) Task Agreement between the National Park Service
(NPS) and Portland State University (PSU)—where Deur and Thornton are both
affiliated as faculty.

At the onset of research, Drs. Deur and Thornton met with Yakutat Tlingit Tribe (YTT)
representatives and Wrangell-St. Elias staff to discuss project objectives as well as tribal
and agency needs. The needs shared in these exchanges were key to the development of
the project work plan. Deur and Thornton invited the Yakutat Tlingit Tribe to provide
any materials they viewed as pertinent to the study area and objectives; Wrangell-St.
Elias staff were also invited to contribute agency documents from their collections. Both
Yakutat Tlingit and NPS representatives expressed interest in a document that, while
staying within the limited scope of an EO&A report, would illuminate specific Yakutat
connections with lands and resources now under the management of Wrangell-St. Elias,
while also setting these connections within an historical context. The YTT council also
requested that Eyak information be included where appropriate in the project report,
including certain details relating to the separate Native community of Katalla (Cordova
area), due to the longstanding connections between Tlingit and Eyak within the study
area. Community interest in having Deur and Thornton conduct interviews with
knowledgeable members of the Yakutat Tlingit community was also reaffirmed.
(Carrying out parallel interviews with Cordova residents was initially discussed,
however funding limitations and other obstacles resulted in the deferment of a Cordova
interview component.) YTT representatives also asserted that the research needed to
have outcomes that might aid in the education of tribal youth. Each of these research
objectives was embodied in a project work plan, which was developed by Deur and
Thornton and approved by Wrangell-St. Elias staff. These initial exchanges with YTT
and Wrangell-St. Elias staff were helpful in identifying data gaps within existing
documentation, and Yakutat individuals shared knowledge and perspectives that are
reflected in the current report.

The research that followed involved a review of existing published documentation,
including a synthesis of the historical literature relating to the Yakutat Tlingit and Eyak
areas of interest, as well as ethnographic writings relating to these communities. The
initial literature research was conducted principally in the library collections of the
University of Washington, Portland State University, and remotely accessible
collections of the University of Alaska system. The research team also reviewed key
sources identified in various on-line research collections. The research team identified
major published and unpublished sources of information regarding Tlingit and Eyak
history and culture that might relate to the study area in the course of this initial
investigation. On the basis of this initial review, and existing literature review
documents within NPS files, the team developed an annotated bibliography of key
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sources, which is available as a separate document. This annotated bibliography served
as a guide for the research that followed, but is also a standalone product. It is meant to
be a resource for agency and tribal representatives, or any other individual wishing to
navigate the sources pertaining to the study area. The materials listed in this annotated
bibliography were reviewed for specific references to the study area, but were also
consulted in the development of general narratives regarding the cultural and historical
context of Yakutat Tlingit connections to lands and resources within what is today
Wrangell-St. Elias.

In addition, this research involved a detailed review of archival materials relating to the
study’s themes in local, regional, and national collections. The current project did not
include in its scope or budget significant accommodation for travel relating to archival
research, aside from travels incidental to fieldwork. However, the research team made
an effort to consult a wide range of archival or “gray literature” — academic,
government or business documents that are not commercially published — media that
were remotely accessible in either digital form or through interlibrary loan. The
research team then reviewed pertinent materials with collections housed in a number of
repositories, directly when possible in the course of visits to Yakutat, Juneau and
Anchorage, but more often remotely through downloaded reports and data requests to
specific repositories. Accessed collections included but were not limited to the
following:

Alaska Native Harbor Seal Commission

Alaska State Archives, Division of Libraries, Archives, and Museums
Alaska State Department of Fish and Game, Division of Commercial Fisheries
Alaska State Department of Fish and Game, Subsistence Division
Alaska State Department of Fish and Game, Yakutat Regional Planning Team
Alaska State Historical Library

Alaska Native Brotherhood and Alaska Native Sisterhood Grand Camp
Bryn Mawr College, Special Collections

Central Council Tlingit and Haida Indian Tribes of Alaska

The Chugach Alaska Corporation

Chugachmiut, Inc.

City and Borough of Yakutat

City of Cordova

Copper River Knowledge System, Ecotrust

Cordova Chamber of Commerce

Cordova Historical Society

The Eyak Corporation

Ilanka Cultural Center, Native Village of Eyak

Native Village of Eyak

Province of British Columbia, Archives and Records Service

Sealaska Heritage Institute
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Sheldon Jackson Museum

Smithsonian Institution, National Anthropological Archives

Tlingit-Haida Regional Housing Authority

US Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Alaska Outer Continental Shelf Office
US Census Bureau

US National Archives and Records Administration (various record groups)

US National Park Service, Alaska System Support Office

US National Park Service, Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve

US National Park Service, National NAGPRA Program

US National Park Service, Pacific Northwest Cooperative Ecosystem Studies Unit
US National Park Service, Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve
University of Alaska, Fairbanks Oral History Program, Project Jukebox
University of Wisconsin Digital Collections, History Collection

Yak-Tat Kwaan

Yakutat Tlingit Tribe

Yakutat Chamber of Commerce

The research team consulted a wide range of other repositories of archival or gray
literature beyond those included on this list, but most not as regularly or
consequentially. In addition, Deur and Thornton reviewed their own field notebooks
from past Tlingit research to seek information directly relevant to the project and the
Wrangell-St. Elias study area. So too, residents of Yakutat kindly opened their personal
collections of notes and photos for the benefit of this study. Some of those materials
found their way into the current report.

Compiling the information gathered from published, archival, and gray literature
sources, the researchers analyzed these items for recurring themes relating to Wrangell-
St. Elias lands and resources, and their broader cultural and historical context. We also
identified inconsistencies and data gaps, and sought to remedy these, initially, through
follow-up literature review.

In truth, the Yakutat Tlingit study area is somewhat unique in terms of available
documentation. In many respects, the challenge facing the research team, in light of the
limited scope of the EO&A, was not so much a scarcity of information, but a veritable
glut—a situation requiring the research team to find ways of summarizing existing
sources rather than assembling an exhaustive recounting of all references to Yakutat
Tlingit ties to the area. Coverage of the study area in published sources and widely
available gray literatures is robust.3 This is due especially to the lifetime of research and
publication by anthropologist Frederica de Laguna. By 1949, de Laguna began a
lifetime’s work on Yakutat Tlingit culture and history that proved to be definitive. This
work was manifested in her magnum opus, “Under Mount Saint Elias” — a three-volume
set that embodied most of her own research, while also summarizing and integrating
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most of the relevant accounts of explorers, historians, and anthropologists that had
preceded her (de Laguna 1972). Her other works significantly developed the themes
presented in that book, presenting the bulk of her research findings in published form
(see reviews in de Laguna 1990a, 1990b).

In the wake of de Laguna’s work, there have been a number of key researchers who
have advanced Yakutat Tlingit research into recent times, such as Julie Cruikshank and
Aron Crowell, who have expanded in various ways on de Laguna’s momentum and
legacy. The presence of a number of skilled professional researchers and educators
within the Yakutat Tlingit community—such as Judy Ramos, Elaine Abraham, Bert
Adams Sr., and George Ramos Sr., to name a few—as well as the prominence of Tlingit
researchers of Yakutat heritage such as Nora Dauenhauer, also contributes significantly
to the growing literature on Yakutat.# The community of Yakutat is somewhat famous
in the historical literatures pertaining to the Russian occupation of Alaska and
Northwest Coast maritime history, as well as the field of glaciology, and those sources
make frequent mention of relevant details, large and small. Add to that a growing gray
literature relating to subsistence, commercial fisheries, and the public lands flanking
Yakutat, and one sees that conventional “gaps in the literature” are relatively few. In
this respect, the Yakutat region stands in sharp contrast to other portions of Wrangell-
St. Elias, or other NPS units elsewhere in Alaska or beyond.

Still, gaps remain. No prior source has organized references to Wrangell-St. Elias
specifically, of course, but that may be the lesser of the gaps identified. More critically, it
is clear that much knowledge of the study area still resides largely in the recollections of
contemporary Alaska Native people. As certain practices have declined and fewer
people occupy lands or use resources in Wrangell-St. Elias, this knowledge is a valuable
and increasingly rare asset. With this in mind, all parties agreed that this EO&A, more
than many, should elicit and illuminate the knowledge and perspectives of Yakutat
Tlingit people through a reconnaissance interviewing effort. In developing this report,
we were responding to comments such as those of George Ramos Sr., that there is a vast
amount of knowledge in the Yakutat community that has gone unheeded and
unrecorded: “there are a lot of stories out there and they never get heard” (GR). With
this lesson in mind, the researchers conducted ethnographic interviews with
individuals who were knowledgeable of, or have personal, family, and community
(kwéan) ties to lands now within Wrangell-St. Elias.

The literature review in de Laguna’s works was, for all practical purposes,
comprehensive at the time of her writing — especially her overview in “Under Mount
Saint Elias™ (1972), but also in her two contributions to the Handbook of North American
Indians (de Laguna 1990a, 1990b) and others. These monumental thematic overviews
already being complete, there was little incentive in the current project to reinvent those
widely known overview statements. In this light, the authors instead were able to
produce a general narrative that relates to the culture and history of Yakutat Tlingit
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specifically as it relates to Wrangell-St. Elias, as well as to bring the work of de Laguna
and her contemporaries up-to-date by discussing changing relationships to Wrangell-St.
Elias in the last half century — up to and including the period of NPS management. In
this respect, the current study does not solely tread the ground ordinarily covered by a
conventional “Ethnographic Overview and Assessment,” but has incorporated —
thematically and methodologically — elements of other NPS ethnography program
report types, including the Ethnohistory (focusing on historical changes within the
community and their ties to the land) and the Traditional Use Study (focusing on the
documentation of contemporary peoples’ practices, values and perspectives).

In order to illuminate these themes, interviews were essential. Some effort was made to
interview a cross-section of the community of Yakutat Tlingit knowledge holders, in the
course of two separate rounds of interviews. These included clan leaders who possess
the right to share clan knowledge regarding their origins and ancestral migrations
through what is now the park. Deur and Thornton interviewed other cultural
specialists; they also sought out elderly resource harvesters who have witnessed
significant changes in use of and access to the park, and younger people who have
grown up largely within the period of NPS management. All interviewees were chosen
and recruited by Yakutat Tlingit Tribe elder, Bert Adams Sr., who served as the YTT
liaison and Research Associate for the current research, as well as other NPS research
underway in the community. Following Tlingit protocols, Adams organized interviews
so that clan leaders and historians were the first to be interviewed, followed by other
members of the community—principally but not exclusively drawn from the clan
associated with what is today Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve. In sum,
formal interviews were conducted with 14 individuals, while this report also quotes or
paraphrases three additional “informal interviewees” using transcripts and recordings
from prior studies. Interviewees’ initials are used within in-line citations in the text of
this report, while a key to these initials is included in the “Sources” section at the end of
this document. A number of other individuals provided valuable information and
perspectives, but did not choose to be formally interviewed. These “informal
interviewees” are not quoted directly in the text, though some of the most informative
are identified at the end of this document, also in the Sources section.

Interviews were conducted at mutually convenient times and locations. After being
informed about the project goals and the potential uses of the results, interviewees were
asked if they wished to participate. Interviews, as well as other activities of the research
team, were carried out in a manner consistent with the ethical guidelines established by
the American Anthropological Association and the Society for Applied Anthropology.>
All formal interviewees participated in an informed consent process and signed a PSU
consent form indicating their willingness to participate in the research. Interviews were
inductive, being structured but open-ended. Questions invited interviewees to
contribute any observations they might wish to share regarding cultural sites and
practices known to be associated with Wrangell-St. Elias. Recognizing that the range of
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resources and Tlingit associations are numerous and diverse, and that each interviewee
spoke from his or her area of expertise, researchers found it best to “cast the net
broadly” in interviews rather than provide rigidly predetermined topics and questions
to interviewees. Thus, questions focused on areas of topical specialty for the
interviewees. Clan leaders were asked to discuss the deeper meanings of Wrangell-St.
Elias lands and resources to their clan based on ancient oral traditions and Tlingit land
ownership conventions, for example, while subsistence or commercial fishermen might
be asked about the locations, frequency, and methods of fishing along the Wrangell-St.
Elias coast in recent decades. Outcomes of these interviews, as well as literature review
and other project tasks, were compiled and analyzed for recurring themes. On the basis
of this analysis, we have developed the current thematic report, using concepts and
terms understandable by anthropological non-specialists, for use by the Superintendent
and resource management staff of Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve, and
also for the Tlingit and Eyak people of Yakutat and Cordova.t

Based on formal reconnaissance interviews, informal interviews with many others, as
well as a concise literature review, the researchers have developed the following
thematic summary of past and present ties of Yakutat Tlingit and Eyak people to lands
and resources now within Wrangell-St. Elias. This thematic summary addresses the
origins of particular clans, their journeys through what is today the park by ancestors,
and the enduring relevance of landmarks associated with those journeys; it addresses
historical patterns of resource use in what is today the park and preserve; it addresses
the general history of Yakutat people insofar as it has a bearing on relationships with
Wrangell-St. Elias; it addresses changing uses and views of lands within Wrangell-St.
Elias within living memory. Together, these accounts suggest a deep and enduring
relationship between Yakutat Tlingit people and Wrangell-St. Elias, and point toward
many possible avenues of future investigation.

We hope that this rich history, illuminated by many quotations from contemporary
knowledge-holders, will be of use to readers who wish to follow up on specific themes
in the future. In light of the tremendous breadth and diversity of materials consulted
over the course of this project, with the intent of addressing the interests of Alaska
Native communities over large areas and large swaths of time, this document has, by
necessity, summarized the outcomes of this research and only presents fine-grained
details on certain topics where such detail seems warranted. An exhaustive treatment
of the cultural heritage, Native and non-Native histories, and enduring ties to lands and
resources that converge at Wrangell-St. Elias would represent a monumental work,
indeed. The complexity of the region’s history ensures that perhaps no one account can
tell the whole story to the satisfaction of all parties with a stake in that history. Certain
gaps in the current document are inevitable and should be acknowledged in advance.
In no way should this document be assumed to represent “the final word” on Yakutat
Tlingit ties to Wrangell-St. Elias. There are many more topics to be investigated, and the
history of Yakutat Tlingit use of these lands and resources will continue to unfold over
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time. In the interim, the sources listed in the bibliography and cited throughout should
be consulted by anyone wishing to develop a more detailed understanding of the rich
cultural traditions and history of this place.
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YAKUTAT TLINGIT AND WRANGELL-ST. ELIAS:
AN INTRODUCTION

The lands now within Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve encompass
portions of the largest boreal forest ecosystem in the world, containing spruce, aspen
and balsam poplar trees, muskeg, and a variety of habitats—coastal, riverine and
montane. The environment of Wrangell-St. Elias is the product of dynamic geological
processes over millions of years, forming some of the world’s tallest mountain peaks
meeting in four convergent mountain ranges (Wrangell, St. Elias and Chugach
Mountains, and the Alaska Range), seven fragmented terranes, thousands of lava flows
that make up the Wrangell VVolcanic Field, and North America’s largest glacial system.
These dramatic landforms have been transected by watersheds large and small,
including powerful, glacier-fed rivers—often heavy with sediment—that traverse the
park. Wrangell-St. Elias boundaries encompass two major watersheds: the Yukon River
drainage and the Copper River drainage. The Copper River begins on Mount Wrangell
rising out of the Copper Glacier and flows 280 miles to the Copper River Delta near
Cordova. The delta is a diverse region, including large areas of intertidal and freshwater
wetlands, marshes, tidal channels, sedge meadows, ponds, estuarine mudflats, and
delta and barrier islands near the mouth of the Copper River.

Three climactic zones can be found within Wrangell-St. Elias: maritime, transitional and
interior. And within these zones are approximately five ecoregions: lowlands, wetlands,
uplands, sub-alpine and alpine. The presence of permafrost (permanently frozen
ground) greatly affects the vegetation within these ecoregions. The lowlands support
black spruce, muskeg, mosses and understory shrubs (alder, dwarf birch, crowberry,
willows, Labrador tea and blueberry) in basins where north facing slopes are underlain
by permafrost. In the Copper and Chitina River basins and along the coast, wetlands are
prominent. These are characterized by sedges, mosses, grasses, forbs and scattered
shrubs (horsetails, spike rush and buckbean). The uplands are rivers where soil is well
irrigated and suited for the growth of trees like white spruce, paper birch and aspen. In
the drier, southern uplands, aspen trees dominate, along with more woodland and dry
steppe species (grasses, sagebrush, juniper, herbaceous perennials), while the sub-
alpine ecoregion varies according to the tree line of each forest. Above this line, spruce
trees become sparse, and tundra shrubs dominate. Characteristics of the alpine
ecoregion are variable depending upon geographic location and soil composition. The
more protected northern slopes support low shrub communities of dwarf birch,
willows, alder, mountain avens, spring beauty, mountain sorrel, buttercups, club moss
and grasses. Permanent ice and snow fields, rock outcrop and rubbly colluvium —a
result of extensive glaciations — are unique features of the park. Other categorizations of
the region, such as the Level Ill ecoregions maps of the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency, provide a relatively simplified picture of ecological zones (see Map 2). Still,
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each of these regional characterizations confirms the generalization that the outermost
coast is occupied by forest, while much of the landscape and all of the interior is
relatively un-vegetated, rocky, and icebound.

Each of these ecoregions support abundant wildlife, including birds (shorebirds, swans,
geese, ducks, warblers, thrushes, sparrows, rock ptarmigan, spruce grouse, great
horned owls, northern hawk owls, woodpeckers, gray jay, raven, black billed magpie,
American robin, murrelets and the dark eyed junco, to name a few), fish (steelhead,
lake, cutthroat and rainbow trout, sockeye, coho, Chinook, humpback and pink salmon,
burbot and round whitefish), land mammals (Dall sheep, mountain goats, caribou,
wolves, bison, black and brown bears, lynx, wolverine, beaver, marten, porcupine, fox,
coyotes, marmots, river otters, ground squirrels, pikas and voles), and marine mammals
(sea lions, harbor seals, sea otters, porpoises and whales).

In addition to these ecoregions, Wrangell-St. Elias encompasses over 122 miles of
coastline and over 1,000 miles of intertidal areas. Icy and Disenchantment Bay and the
Malaspina Forelands are the only areas of respite in a coastline that claims some of the
highest mountains and largest ice fields in North America, rising to the fourth highest
peak in North America — Mount St. Elias (18,009 feet) — and containing the largest
tidewater glacier, Hubbard Glacier. Glaciers extend from the mountains almost to the
tidewaters, producing steep cliffs that rise abruptly from the ocean, creating an intricate
topography of deep, narrow channels carved by glacial and geographic dynamism.
Weather often confounds the nautical traveler. The coast, when not encased in fog and
clouds, is often an exposed front for forceful winter storms. Add to this the silt that
erupts from the many rivers and streams dispensing churning water into the ocean,
shifting and recreating the shoreline from one year to the next, and the coast becomes a
dangerous, magnificent place where one can witness the turbulent intersection of
environmental forces. This dynamic landscape is part of the traditional homeland of
many Alaska Native people, especially its southern coast, which remains a cornerstone
of the Yakutat Tlingit homeland. Its environments are dynamic, its deglaciated margins
affording a modest but growing foothold as exposed rock gives way to scrub and forest
over time (Map 2).

On maps, Yakutat proper is defined by city limits and borough boundaries, yet for the
Yakutat Tlingit, “Yakutat,” or Yaakwdaat, is an entire region, a homeland that expands
beyond standard cartography and incorporates three territories and three cultures from
Copper River to Lituya Bay. It includes land now confined by the Wrangell-St. Elias
Park and Preserve, where the ancestors left miles of footsteps over generations of
human history. Some report that at one time, Yakutat Tlingit were asked to define a
reservation, and they “asked for everything from Icy Bay to Lituya Bay,” reflecting their
association with this entire, sprawling territory (GR). Victoria Demmert explains the
significance of the Yakutat as a homeland:
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“[W]hen we say ‘Yakutat,” Yakutat is you know, up to Strawberry Point
[on the Copper River Delta] all the way to Lituya Bay. That’s the area of
importance to us. That’s a place to us. So Yakutat to us is the whole area.
...It’s all important” (VD).

This report takes an historical and cultural-ecological view of the ties of coastal Gulf of
Alaska peoples (specifically Yakutat Tlingit and less prominently Eyak) to landscapes
and places in Wrangell-St. Elias. Landscape and place-making are co-evolutionary
processes between people and land—including upland, intertidal and subtidal lands—
that inhabitants, along with other species and geological processes, conceptualize,
utilize, cultivate, and thus shape over time (Thornton and Deur 2015). These
interactions are critical to creating and maintaining the vital material, social and
symbolic dimensions of place that define landscapes in human thought and practice.

The Wrangell-St Elias mountains and Yakutat Forelands represent some of the most
rugged and dynamic landscapes anywhere in the world, having been subject to major
tectonic shifts, glaciations and deglaciations, high magnitude floods, vegetative
successions and alterations, and other dramatic environmental changes. It is not a
coincidence then that Yakutat territory, particularly its most dynamic landscapes, such
as the Dry Bay-Alsek River, Yakutat Bay-Russell Fiord, Icy Bay, Bering Glacier and
Bagley Ice Field, Cape Yakataga and Kaliakh River and Controller Bay regions are
associated with major indigenous environmental change narratives and the activities of
the great Transformer-Trickster, Raven (de Laguna 1972).7 For these landscapes are also
the sites of great social change, particularly of clan migrations, settlements,
displacements and other social-ecological transformations, all of which are documented
in clan histories. All of these events—from those that Yakutat Tlingit associate with
Raven in mythic time, to those linked to clan migrations and settlements in deep
historical time, to the contemporary memories of living inhabitants of these places—are
part of the biography and character of the landscape, and for Tlingit, the landscape
incorporates the spiritual dimension, as well as the land, sea and sky (JR).8

In Being and Place among the Tlingit, Thornton (2008) proposes a general framework for
an anthropological analysis of landscape and place making, focusing on four key
cultural structures that are fundamental in mediating human relationships to place.
These are: (1) social organization, which groups and distributes people on the landscape
and helps to coordinate their spatial world and interactions with place; (2) language and
cognitive structures, which shape how places are perceived and conceptualized; (3)
material production, particularly subsistence production, which informs how places are
used to sustain human life; and (4) ritual processes, which serve to symbolize, sanctify,
condense, connect, transform and transcend various dimensions of time, space and
place in ways that profoundly shape human place consciousness, identity and
experience. Each of these cultural structures is at once a response to the physical
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environment and a constitutive process in the making of landscapes. Collectively, they
are fundamental to understanding the relationship between people and places across
cultures.

These four cultural structures are useful as anthropological frames of analysis of place-
making processes — means by which humans define their environment, simultaneously
shaping and being shaped by it. More significantly, however, the four cultural
structures are the main means through which

“Tlingits themselves ‘reciprocally appropriate’ the landscape, to borrow
Scott Momaday'’s (1974:80) felicitous phrase. It is through these processes
that Tlingits ‘invest themselves in the landscape,” and at the same time,
‘incorporate’ the landscape into their ‘most fundamental experience (80)
(Thornton 2008:8).

Changes in language and expressive culture, land rights and use, social organization
and ceremonial life have affected both the quantity and quality of Tlingit interactions
with their traditional territories, particularly in the post-contact era since 1800. Yet, as
this report makes clear, ties to land are still strong among contemporary Yakutat
Tlingit, many of whom continue to reckon ties to these landscapes through one or more
of these enduring cultural structures. This is true despite the fact that many of the
landscapes, for example Icy Bay and Tsiu River, are quite distant from the
contemporary settlement at Yakutat.

The phenomenal experience of place [i.e. experiencing place through the senses]
reinforces these complex symbolic and material relationships with landscape. These
complex relationships can be understood not only by examining key cultural structures
that forge them but also through the uniquely expressive cultural forms, or “genres” of
place, that represent them. In fact, Tlingit have a term for genres of place that take on
sacred status as possessions: at.6ow (literally “owned things” or “sacred possessions”).
At.6ow include not only geographic sites themselves, but material and symbolic
resources that Tlingit matrilineages identify as emblematic and constituent of their
being and relations to specific landscapes. At.6ow are multimedia in form, and are
deployed most poignantly in ritual, to bolster individual and collective claims about
identity, being, place and other prerogatives. At.0ow are both representations and tools
of emplacement. In the absence of being there, they give to place a sense of tangibility
through their immediacy and multimediacy. For example, settlement is prohibited on
most federal lands, including National Park Service and Tongass National Forest lands,
which together make up more than three quarters of the land base in Southeast Alaska.
Within parks and other public lands, hunting, fishing, gathering and other activities are
variously regulated and may be limited or banned. These constraints, too, have
contributed to alienation of Tlingits from landscapes they historically inhabited and
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utilized throughout their traditional areas of interest. The loss of connection to places
through dwelling has made it more incumbent on people to continue their identification
with lands through symbolic means such as at.6ow.

According to the late Angoon elder Lydia George (see Thornton 2008), the places Tlingit
hold sacred tend to have four components: a name, a story, a song (typically
accompanied by a dance) and a design (or crest). Each of these components is itself an
at.6ow, a chronotope (a fusion of time-space and event) and a genre of place. Together
they constitute a cultural nexus of sacredness that endow places, and the people who
possess them, with profound significance. In the context of ritual, at.6ow may take on a
spiritual agency such that participants sense they have been literally transported to
ancestral places (see Thornton 2008; chapter 5).

Stories and songs are components of oral tradition, which may contain just about any
enduring notion, belief or narrative of place that is consciously transmitted from one
generation to the next. Through the plots and settings of story and song, societies define
themselves in time and space. While not all myths are explicitly explanatory or didactic
in nature, through their settings, characters and tropes these narratives chronicle human
relations with the landscape over time. When discussing native place-names in an area,
Tlingits often make the general comment that “all these places have stories behind
them,” the implication being that vital parts of Tlingit history, and thus their own
history and identity, are tied to these places.

Because place is so central to oral tradition, place-names are often key elements of
narrative and history. But they also stand on their own as a domain of knowledge,
identity and at.6ow, and therefore as a genre of place. As linguistic artefacts on the land,
geographic names function not only to define places but also to re-present them in
human knowledge, thought and speech. Naming, of course, is a ubiquitous cultural
trait born of the need to communicate distinctions between persons, places and things.
Place naming in particular is motivated by the desire to distinguish meaningful spaces
from space in general. As icons, indexes and symbols of place phenomena, place-names
have enormous referential power. They evoke not only material aspects of the
landscape but also human tasks, events, emotions and other mental associations tied to
those locales. As Lévi-Strauss observes, “Space is a society of named places, just as
people are landmarks within the group (1966:168).” Thus, “both are designated by
proper names, which can be substituted for each other in many circumstances common
to many societies.” This pattern is strongly evident in Tlingit naming.
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Movements of Clans and Cultures into the Yakutat Region

In the Yakutat region prior to contact with Euro-Americans, the Tlingit and the Proto-
Athabaskan-speaking Eyak were in the process of melding two distinct cultures
creating the Yakutat Tlingit, combining both Athabaskan and Tlingit identities with
Tlingit language and largely Tlingit social organization. The close relationship with the
Eyak is reflected in the name “Yakutat,” itself. The name is Tlingit, Yaakwdaat (“the
place where canoes rest”), but originally derives from an Eyak name Diya’quda’t, or
Ya.gada.at (“A lagoon is forming” [from the glacier’s retreat]; see Cruikshank 2005:31),
and was influenced by the Tlingit word yaakw (“‘canoe, boat”). The intersection and
ultimate integration of these two groups is the result of a northward expansion by the
Tlingit into the Yakutat area, which had previously been settled by a southerly
migrating Eyak. As de Laguna recounts, there was a

“northwestward expansion of Tlingit from what the Yakutat people call
‘the Southeast of Alaska,” some coming on foot along the shore or over the
glacier highways, or going inland over the Chilkat Pass and down the
Alsek River to Dry Bay, while others paddled their canoes up from Cross
Sound or farther south” (de Laguna 1972:17).

The Tlingit pressed northward from Dry Bay, expanding into the Yakutat region prior
to the arrival of Europeans in Alaska. This northward expansion has conventionally
been believed to date to the 18th century, but recent archaeological investigations
suggest the possibility of much earlier dates (JR). Thus, the NPS has acknowledged that
the Tlingit “ultimately occup[ied] the coast as far as Cape Yakataga. Most of those who
used the present park lived around Yakutat Bay” (Bleakley 2002: 2). One summary
pronouncement by de Laguna reads, “The territory of the Yakutat tribe extends along
the Gulf of Alaska from Icy Bay to Dry Bay, inclusive” (de Laguna 1949: 1).

When the Tlingit arrived in the area from the Italio River, east of Yakutat, and
westward to Cape Suckling, they found it already inhabited by the Eyak (de Laguna
1990). Like the clans of the Yakutat Tlingit, “The Eyak emanated from an interior
group...They apparently moved down the Copper River to its mouth, then
southeastward across the Bering Glacier to occupy the coast between Yakataga and
Cape Fairweather” (Bleakley 2002: 2).° The Eyak are linguistically related to the
Athabaskan people who also traveled from the interior through Copper River Delta and
Wrangell-St. Elias territory to the Yakutat area.10

By the late eighteenth century, the Tlingit had come to dominate the Eyak. Some Eyak

were pushed northward, settling especially in areas just west of the Copper River Delta,
in the villages of Eyak and Alaganik near present-day Cordova, while those remaining

Yakutat Tlingit and Wrangell-St. Elias: An Ethnographic Overview and Assessment 23


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tlingit_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eyak

Aesugiigg
T ],

Ay

TETO Y

v

THPIOE] TEUOTTLERT]

Arepumiog
R} [euones]

eSSl

ey pare i |, (pog
se paaadagy Loquuea

SR

SHUEIPU] UEILIDWLY MHON JO HOOUPUER] 21]) ul TU—M.MAHUH‘— SY

SOLIO)LLID J, [eUOnIpel ],
YeA ] pue jsu |,

OAIISAL] PUENIE] [EUOIeN]

SR TG - BRI A

Map 3

Yakutat Tlingit and Wrangell-St. Elias: An Ethnographic Overview and Assessment

24



in Yakutat became “Tlingitized,” absorbed into the Tlingit culture, adopting Tlingit
language and social structure.

Within traditional Tlingit social structure, the clan has served as the primary unit of
government, as well as a means by which to organize social and economic relations.
Traditionally, chiefs are the headmen of the clans or lineages, and the clan possessed the
most substantial power. The matrilineal clan (related through the maternal line) is the
oldest and most basic unit of Tlingit social structure and the foundation of both
individual and group identity. Tlingits consider a person to be of the mother's clan, a
child of the father's clan, and a grandchild of other clans. Traditionally, this identity
formed the basis for nearly all social action (Thornton 2002:171). As will be discussed
throughout this document, this clan identity also formed the basis for diverse
associations with traditional clan territories, including special connections to
landmarks, and special claims on natural resources.

Over time, prolonged contact in the Yakutat area through intermarriage, trade and
warfare formally united Eyak and Tlingit. The Eyak were adopted through
intermarriage into the Tlingit’s clan-based social structure with some ease. As de
Laguna summarizes,

“According to tradition, the village [at Knight Island] was founded by the
chief of the Kwashkakwan (Hump-backed Salmon People), a local Raven
clan, and by his brother-in-law, a chief of the Teqweydi, an Eagle clan
from southeastern Alaska. The latter are supposed to have been
responsible for the introduction of the Tlingit clan system and Tlingit
language into this formerly Eyak-speaking area” (de Laguna 1949: 2).11

In order to best understand the Tlingit clan system and the integration of Tlingit and
Eyak, it is important to introduce the concept of moieties. The Tlingit, like the Eyak,
recognize two exogamous — meaning outmarrying — moieties, Raven and Eagle.12
Rather than functioning as socio-political units, these two moieties organized
individuals into opposite groups (gune tkama i) that intermarried. As such, the two
moieties were a means of regulating marriage among the Tlingit clans, while at the
same time incorporating Eyak into the social structure. Raven (sometimes mentioned as
“Crow”) and Eagle made integration of Eyak into the Tlingit social structure fairly
simple. It was this process of emersion that produced the Yakutat Tlingit group, by and
large, as they exist today. De Laguna clarifies that,

“Absorption of Eyak speakers from Italio River to Icy Bay in the late
eighteenth and beginning nineteenth centuries produces a second Tlingit
tribe, the Yakutat, with whom the Dry Bay merged about 1910 (de
Laguna 1990: 203).
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While widely accepted as “Tlingit,” the people of Yakutat still stand apart culturally.13
Not only have the Tlingit of Yakutat manifested many Athabaskan influences, but the
Eyak of the Cordova region showed strong Tlingit ties and influences as well—some
sources suggesting Tlingit living in the Eyak communities as far west as the Copper
River seasonally.14 The Athabaskan admixture has been cited as a source of various
minor departures from Tlingit conventions, such as dialect distinctions from other
Tlingit speakers, stylistic distinctions in their artwork (Oberg 1973: 15), a slightly more
“egalitarian” quality to potlatches and other events (Kan 1989: 235-360), slight
differences in mortuary customs and the like (Krause 1956: 66, 158-60; Swanton 1908:
398). Various historical sources make passing reference to the ongoing sharing of songs
and other ceremonial property between the Tlingit and their kin and neighbors at the
mouth of the Copper River well into modern times (e.g., Kan 1999: 147-48). Efforts to
differentiate these two groups are common, and yet yield sometimes complex and
contradictory outcomes; the maps of the Smithsonian’s Handbook of North American
Indians series, for example, showing a sort of overlapping area of interest between the
two groups that contains much of their cumulative territory and includes lands now
within Wrangell-St. Elias (see Map 3).

Migration Narratives of Yakutat Clans

Yakutat Tlingit maintain detailed oral traditions, from the perspectives of both Tlingit
and Athabaskan ancestors, regarding the joining of Tlingit people and the Athabaskans
who migrated through what is now Wrangell-St. Elias, into a single entity at Yakutat
where they shared the Tlingit language and social organization.> According to Tlingit
oral tradition from the Dry Bay area, the original explorer of this country on behalf of
the Tlingit was a man named Kaakeix’wti (also known as “the man who killed his
sleep”), a Xakwnukweidi (person of the people from Sandbar Fort), from the settlement
of Xakwnoowu in Dundas Bay near Glacier Bay in Cross Sound. Kaakeix’wti struck out
on an epic quest to the interior after killing his sleep, which appeared to him in the form
of a bird. Looking for seals, he canoed into Cross Sound, moving west toward a place
called Nagukhéen (Rolling Creek, a small sockeye system at Cape Spencer). After
rounding Cape Spencer (Nagukyada), he headed inland on foot to Mount Fairweather
(Tsalxaan, “Land of the Ground Squirrels”) and then returned to the coast, emerging
near Lituya Bay at a place called Yakwdeiyi (Canoe Road, inside Cape Fairweather) near
Lak’asgi X’aayi (Seaweed Point). He continued his journey north to Dry Bay (Gunaaxoo,
“Among the Athabascans”) and then navigated up the Alsek (Aalseix’, “[Resting
Place?]”) and Copper (Eekhéeni, “Copper River”) rivers to the interior, where he lived
among the Athabaskans for two years, teaching them how to trap and prepare certain
fish and animals efficiently and in quantity. After two years, Kaakeix’wti packed his
belongings and returned with some Athabaskans to Glacier Bay. Re-entering Tlingit
country, they reached the coast at Chookanhéeni (Grass Creek), home of the Chookaneidi
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(People of Chookanhéeni) clan; but the Chookaneidi told the visitors to head across the
bay to L’eiwshashakee Aan (Glacial Sand Hill Town) at Bartlett Cove. Here they
encountered the Xakwnukweidi group that would later become the Kaagwaantaan
(Thornton 2008).

After the Little Ice Age glacial advance pushed the Tlingit out of Glacier Bay (see
Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1987:245-92; Glacier Bay National Park official map, post
2012), Kaakeix’wti and his group moved with the Kaagwaantaan to Lulxagu (Fireweed
Pebble Beach), where they built several large houses and a fort (Kax’noowd, “Female
Grouse Fort”) and sponsored lavish potlatches with their newfound wealth from the
interior trade. Timbers for one of these houses were damaged by fire, and,
consequently, the dwelling earned the name Kaawagaani Hit, or “Charred House.” It is
for this house and the events surrounding it that the Kaagwaantaan are named.
Afterward some of the Kaagwaantaan moved to Sitka. As Deikeenaak’w (Swanton’s
consultant [1909:346]) put it, emphasizing ancestral ties to the landscape: “Because we
are their descendants we [the Sitka Kaagwaantaan] are here also. They continue to be
here because we occupy their places.”

Though this is a migration narrative related specifically to the discovery of Dry Bay, in
essence, these versions of the movement of Kaakeix’wti tell the history of Tlingit
discovery and inhabitation of the Gulf of Alaska, which became a vanguard of Tlingit
culture spreading northwestwardly from Southeast Alaska’s Alexander Archipelago,
described below, and of Eyak and Athabaskan culture spreading southeastwardly from
the interior via the Copper River and Alsek River valleys. Kaakeix'wti is a key figure
who linked Eyak, Athabaskan and Tlingit people, and who paved the way for trade,
intermarriage and cohabitation among these people in what is now Yakutat territory
between Controller Bay and Lituya Bay.16 Thus, the greater Wrangell-St. Elias area was
also a great cultural mixing zone.

The Migration of the Galyax-Kaagwaantaan Clan

Each of the clans that inhabit the Yakutat area possess oral migration stories reflecting
their different journeys through the landscape, including portions of Wrangell-St. Elias
(see Map 4). These oral traditions not only set the foundation for understanding clan
oral traditions, crests and other traditional properties, but also left placenames tied to
the land, often relating to the migrations and early history of the clans; those
placenames or their locations are sometimes referenced by numbers that are keyed to a
placename map (see Map 5) and table (Table 1) that follow. The general subject of
placenames will be discussed in more detail in later sections.
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Ted Valle spoke to the research team about the origins, migration and settlements of his
clan, the Galydx-Kaagwaantaan, as told to him in part by his mother. Valle’s account is
as follows:

“And in the beginning my mother was telling me how we got to where we
are was sometime a long time ago, and nobody knows. We didn’t have
calendars, we didn’t have watches or anything then, but our people
slowly moved sometime during a flood because our people were floating
around in the ocean. Nobody knows how long we floated around, but
when we were heading [our leader] told the people, ‘Wherever’s there’s
logs, there’s got to be rivers, so we’ll go over there.” And we went there.
And the river that we came into and went into was what the Caucasian
people today called Kaliakh, but our name for it was Galyax. So that’s
where we first went in and we started to build a village there. And | don’t
know exactly where it was but it’s on Kaliakh River somewhere. ...l don’t
know how many years passed, passed, passed, and our people started to
spread out in both directions. Some were going up toward [Bering River]
and that’s as far as they got” (TV).%7

The Kaagwaantaan settled for a time in the Bering River tributary. According to Valle,

“We started here. Some people settled there also. Basically some [at]
Kaliakh and [Strawberry] Point to Bering [River]. And they went up to
Bering...there’s a tributary there...the one by Haines and Klukwan.

“And we were starting to get worried because we were—[who]
were we going to marry with us? We’re going to start disappearing.
...That’s what we were thinking, the people were thinking. But then they
come across some Eyaks...And we, eventually we [ended] up
intermarrying with them.

“...Then we built them houses up there on the Bering [River] and
then another group had gone down toward Yakataga, the other way, and
they built more little villages in Kaliakh of course, that was the main
village. And in Tsiu they built a small village. And actually it’s around
Tsiu...the next river from Kaliakh was the Duktoth. And | can’t remember
a Tlingit name or Eyak name for it either, but the people call it Daktaal
[from the Eyak for “cooked”, #31; see Map 5]. We didn’t build a village
there or anything, but we moved on down to Yakataga [#32; see Map 5].
And pretty much that was the extent of our first branch” (TV).
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Valle’s account of the migration of the Galyax-Kaagwaantaan conforms well with de
Laguna’s (1972:101) account of the migration recorded over a half-century ago,
demonstrating the robustness of enduring oral tradition on this point:

“It was here [Kaliakh River] that the Kagwantan came, drifting in canoes,
during the Flood, and landed because they were attracted by the beautiful
mountain above the river. This is Kulthieth or ‘Robin’ (?) Mountain, called
TcAwat [Ch'awdax' ‘Robin Mountain,” from Eyak, #30; see Map 5] which
was described as striped with all pretty colors (banded sedimentary
rocks?), as if it had been painted, and was bright where the water ran
down. There was formerly a village, Gi*liyA or GatyAX> [Gilyax or
Galyax, #29 = river; see Map 5] on the Kaliakh River near this
mountain...Harrington gives kalyAx as the Eyak name for the river.
According to Krauss, galyAx means ‘the lowest' of a series. One of my
informants who had visited this area as a boy in 1900 saw the remains of a
large old-style house on the west side of the river. This was the Beaver
House of the [Galyax Kaagwaantaan], and the village their ‘capital town,’
where they defended themselves against an Aleut attack. The famous
Teqgwedi [Teikweidi] from Yakutat, Xatgawet, is said to have fought
beside the local chief, his father-in-law. The Kwackqwan [Kwask] also
lived here.”

De Laguna notes that some informants linked this group to the Sitka Kaagwaantaan,
but the link is not obvious, except that the Sitka Kaagwaantaan originated at Glacier
Bay, from whence the proto-Kaagwaantaan’s “Man Who Killed His Sleep,” Kaakeix’witi,
made his famous trip to Copper River to trade and intermarry with the Athabaskans.
De Laguna suggests that the Galyax-Kaagwaantaan moved originally from Copper
River, perhaps as a result of the Flood or a dispute, and became lost in the fog as they
moved south, before finding the coast again at Kaliakh River.

The Migration of the Kwéaashk’ikwaan Clan

De Laguna (1972:231ff) recorded several versions of the Kwaashk’ikwéaan migration
narrative, which followed the movements of this clan from the Chitina Valley where
their settlement was said to be on the Little Bremner River (Ginéix). The research team
heard several abbreviated versions of this story, which were said to have been learned
from Harry Bremner, one of de Laguna’s primary consultants.18 The migration route,
which de Laguna thought probably “followed the route up the Tana Glacier, over the
Bering Glacier, and down the Duktoth River” (1972:101; see Map 4), forms a sacred trail
and traditional cultural property to the clan. It is also of broader historical significance
to Alaska and United States history, as it details the original settlement of parts of
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Table 1: Placenames identified by Thornton (2012), keyed to Map 5

Tlingit Name Translation Location

1 | Anaxanak Mistake (Wrong Turn) (from | Western branch of Copper
Eyak, originally Alutiiq) River

2 | K'aagan Héendk'u | Stickleback Creek Mouth of Copper River

3 | Kaa Yahaayi Ghosts Near Copper River

4 | Tsa'diug™ On the Place of [Frequently Camp on Martin River
Absent*] Mud Flats (from
Eyak, Ts'a'diq)

5 | Kaataanaa ——* (from Eyak, Qa:ta:lah) Katalla settlement

6 | Saaxw T'adak Behind the Cockles Village on Softuk Lagoon

7 | Gixdéak [X'aat'i] ——* (from Eyak, originally Fox or Kiktak Island

Alutiiqg, Qikertaq) [Island]

8 | K'ixboliyaa Teeth (from Eyak, River between Katalla and
K'uxu:tiyah) Cape Martin
9 | Eek Héeni Copper River Copper River

10 | Gixdaklak Behind Gixdak (#7) Village at Cape Martin

11 | Gixdak [X'aa] Gixdak (#7) [Point] Strawberry Point

12 | Xaat Aa Duls'el' Yé | Where They Dig Spruce Cordova
Roots

13 | Thaattt'aat* Small Kayak* (from Eyak or | Wingham Island
Athabaskan

14 | Gindk Egg Island (from Eyak, Kanak Island
originally Alutiiq)

15 | Kanaltalgi X'aat'x'i | Spongy Islands Are Floating* | Bering River Delta

Saani Dax
Nalhashch*

16 | Kaasheishxaaw Aa | Dragonfly Lake Bering Lake

17 | Yaay Ka On the Humpback Whale Kayak Island

18 | Yéil Xakwdli Raven's Harpoon Line Okalee Spit

19 | Jilkaat Cache (from Eyak) Below Cordova

20 | S'igeekaawu Hidi | Dead Person House Cave on Kayak Island

21 | Yaay Shaayi Whale Head Lemesurier Point on

northeast end of Kayak
Island
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Tlingit Name

Translation

Location

22 | Anakéi * South side of lake near
Bering River
23 | Ukwyanta* * Mountain above Bering
River
24 | Yéil Katsees Raven's Float Between base of Kalee Spit
and Cape Suckling
21.4 | Yéil Hit Raven's House Cave at Cape Suckling
25 | Axdalée Place with Lots of Whales Settlement at Okalee River
(from Eyak, A:xdalih,
originally Alutiig, Arwertuli)
26 | She-ta-ha-na-ta* Northward (upstream) He Seal River area
Lives*
27 | Ts'iyuh* Black Bear (from Eyak) Tsiu River
28 | Djuke* ——* (from Eyak) Stream entering Kaliakh
River
29 | Galyéax The Lowermost (from Eyak, | Kaliakh River
Gatyax
30 | Ch'awaax' Robin Mountain Robinson Mountain
31 | Daktaat* Cooked* (from Eyak, Daqta:t) | Duktoth River
(Gexta'at®)
32 | Yéil X'us.eeti Raven's Footprints Cape Yakataga
33 | Tayeesk'™ Little Adze* Cape Yakataga
34 | Yéil (Yeil) T'ooch’ Black Raven Gulf of Alaska (Pacific
Ocean)
35 | Yakwdeiyi Canoe Road Inside Cape Yakataga
36 | Yéil Naasa.aayi* Raven's Bentwood Box* Cape Yakataga
37 | Gutsaxw* Muddy Water (from Eyak) White River
38 | Héen Tlein Big Creek Big River
39 | Teey Aani* (Was'ei | Yellow Cedar Bark Town West of Icy Bay

Dak)

(Outside of Was'ei [#45])

40 | Ligaasi Aa Tabooed Lake Icy Bay

41 | Ts'ootsxan Y'aayi | Tsimshian Point Point Riou
42 | Ts'ootsxan Geeyi Tsimshian Bay Riou Bay
43 | Ana.oot Gil'i Aleut Bluff Icy Bay

44 | Sit' Kaxéowu Piles of Rock on the Glacier Icy Bay
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Tlingit Name

Translation

Location

45

Was'ei (Yas'ei) Yik

Inside of Was’ei/Yas’ei (see
#48)

Icy Bay

46 | Geesh Place below the End of the Halibut fishing bank, Icy

K'ishuwanyee Edge of the Base of the Kelp | Bay
46.1 | K'wat' X'aat'i Bird Egg Island Gull Island, Icy Bay

47 | Was'ei Tashaa Mountain Inland of Was'ei Mount St. Elias
(Shaa Tlein) (#45) (Big Mountain)

48 | Yas'ei* Héen Swampy* Creek Yahtse River

49 | Ligaasi Héen Tabooed Creek Yana Stream

50 | Galgox* (Galyax) Muddy* Yahtse River tributary

51 | Nasaaxix* * Malaspina Glacier

52 | Kwalaxuk'w* Dry Up Water [Little One]* Malaspina Glacier

53 | Sit' X'aayi Glacier Point Front of Malaspina Glacier

54 | Sit' Tlein Shaa K& | On the Mountain of the Big Sitkagi Bluffs

Glacier

55 | Taan Teiyi Sea Lion Rock At Sitkagi Bluffs

56 | Sit' Lutu Glacier Point (nostril) Malaspina Glacier, beach
in front

57 | Sit' Tlein Big Glacier Malaspina Glacier

58 | Kik* * Manby Stream or Kwik
Stream

59 | Yaat'dak* (Yatak*) |* Point Manby

60 | Shaanax Héen Valley Creek Creek behind Point
Manby

75 | Tsaa Héeni Seal Creek Grand Wash

89 | Yaakwdaat Geeyi | Canoe Rebounded Bay Yakutat Bay

90 | Laaxaa Near the Glacier (from Eyak, | Yakutat area

ta'xa’)
97 | Ch'adak' Aani Eagle Town Yakutat Bay
107 | Yat'a S'é.aa* (Yata- | Beside the Face of the Muddy | Esker Creek Estuary

sé'a, Yata-si'a')*

Lagoon *

124 | Sit' Kusa Narrow Glacier Turner Glacier
126 | X'aa Yayee Below the Point Yakutat Bay
148 | Gil' Shakee Aan Village on Top of the CIiff Bancas Point
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Tlingit Name

Translation

Location

167 | L'éiw Geeyi

Sand [Beach] Bay

Beach at head of
Disenchantment Bay

172 | At'éik*

Behind It*

Disenchantment Bay

183 | L'éiw Kunageiyi

Sand Little Bay

Yakutat Bay*

189 | Wéinaa Ta*

Head of Gypsum [Bay]

Bay at west end of Russell
Fiord

198 | Sit' Lutu

Glacier Point

Part of Hubbard Glacier
that sticks out into Russell
Fiord

199 | Néix Aa Daak
Kawdzikugu Yeé

Where Marble Rock Fell
Down

Point opposite Hubbard
Glacier

200 | T'ix' Ka Séet

Ice Overturning Strait

Passage from
Disenchantment Bay to
Nunatak Fiord

205 | Taasaa* Sit'

—* Glacier

Hubbard Glacier

208 | K'wat'
X'aat'ik'atsk'u

Little Bird Egg Island

Osier Island in Russell
Fiord

219 | K'wat' Aani

Bird (seagull) Egg Land

Eastern moraine, Hubbard
Glacier

222 | Sit' T'ooch’ Black Glacier Moraine of Hubbard
Glacier
229 | Sit' Tlein Big Glacier Hubbard Glacier

* Indicates an uncertain, unconfirmed, or partial placename.

Galyax-Kwaan and Yakutat Kwaan after the last ice age. The Gineix Kwaan/
Kwaashk’ikwéaan endured great hardship and deprivation as they made their way
toward Kaliakh River, where they encountered the Galydx-Kaagwaantaan. When they
finally arrived at the shores of Icy Bay, there was a point, but “no bay at all,” due to the
glacier. At Yakutat Bay, there was a glacier stretching from Point Manby to Krutoi
[“Head™] Island. Glaciers also blocked the head of Russell Fiord, forming Situk Lake
and draining into what is the Situk River.

This information was supplemented by our interviews with Elaine Abraham (EA),
Victoria Demmert (VD), Lena Farkus (LF), Judy Ramos (JR) and Ray Sensmeier (RS).
The migration story as told by Elaine Abraham begins at the Red River in Chitina:
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“Ah, the migration story. There’s a Red River in Chitina area and now
more entered the Canada area and north of Chitina...that we were little
people you know, we weren’t very tall. And they were different
Athabaskans, so they weren’t quite that big with the original Athabaskan
people. But they were so many. So many that when they went through the
river bank to challenge the other Athabaskan, the bank would just start
sliding into Copper River. ...They had swords and long spears and they
would challenge across the river, the other Athabaskan people. They
fought for their land in that whole area...

“They came to, the Yakutat area. And you know they starved, half
of them died along the way, or even more. But they finally decided to
follow what they thought was a rabbit. And it turned out to be Mount St.
Elias” (EA).

Ray Sensmeier identifies the Bremner River as the migratory path: “I talked to an elder
up there and he said he knew about our migration and he said we migrated along this
Bremner River” (RS). Sensmeier also describes the conflict that caused the Ravens to
leave Chitina and settle in Icy Bay:

“So it started out in Chitina with the Head Man, we didn’t have chiefs, we
had a spokesman for different houses. Like | come from the House of the
Half-Moon People. There’s many of them under Kwaashk’ikwéan and
then there’s a spokesman for all of them, which for us is, my clan is Byron
Mallott. And it starts—that man who is the Head Man had two sons and
they had a—whoever’s the Head Man had a large moose horn antler dish
that was embedded with | guess, nowadays they call them precious or
pretty stones, that represented his authority. And then when he got old
and was, | think he got sick and he died there were—he had two sons, one
younger one and one older one. And the younger one thought that he was
going to be the next in line and the people, they choose whoever they
want to follow you know, the one that’s the best one. ...Anyway, they
gave that moose horn antler dish to the older brother. So the younger
brother, he really got angry. ...We lived there for thirty or forty years and
the reason the migration started was because something that we don’t
believe in and that’s anger” (RS). 19

Gunéit Kwéan’ descendant, Lena Farkus, recounts the migration out of Chitina
using the Copper River:

“So they started from Copper River migrating down south. And so
eventually they made him the leader of that group that was migrating.
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Another brother went with him and they started walking toward the
snow. No snowmobiles and stuff. They started down south and they
would stop after they’d run out of food you know. And they would stop
in a place where they saw some different kind of animals and location so
they’d camp put some more food up, and then move on” (LF).20

Elaine Abraham continues the story of the migration, saying,

“Upon reaching the ‘ear of the rabbit,” the Ginéix Kwéaan turned toward
the Bagley Ice Field where they found both warmth and resources. They
decided to settle there and remained there for a several years. ...\We
actually lived in an area that Bagley Glacier. Apparently they were where
it was warm...and they had resources to eat. ...They lived in that Bagley
Glacier area for a long time” (EA).22

Elaine Abraham describes the general area that was occupied by the Ginéix Kwéaan
while living in the Bagley Ice Field:

“[Valerie and Turner glaciers are the] ones that I call the old woman and
the younger woman. ... That’s Bagley and then Turner is...one word that’s
old, ‘“The First Wife’ and ‘The Second Wife."... And these glaciers were
bigger than they are [now] at that time they were there. ...But Valerie was
the one that was a young female that first decided to take these people in
that were wandering around on their land from Bagley. ...So the two
women glaciers had a lot to do with the spiritual inception and guidance
of these foreigners” (EA).

After they left Bagley Ice Field, they made their way towards Icy Bay, then on to
Yakutat. Prior to arriving in Yakutat, they first settled in Icy Bay:

“So they kept moving down and moving down and one day they were
getting low on food again and so the leader told two young men to go
down and check around to where there’s some animals and fish. So they
went and they saw some blood on the ice on the glacier. | always think it’s
probably Malaspina [Glacier]. That’s what | always think. And anyway,
they saw blood on there and they said, ‘There must be people about.” They
went back and told their leader. So he told them to go on down and check
down further and you know, hunt for food if they saw any kind of animal
or fish. So they were gone for a while and came back and on this one lake,
Taboo Lake [Ligaasi Aa, #40; see Map 5] they call it in English. And they
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saw some canoes there and some people but they were kind of not sure if
they should just go there and say hi you know, ‘How are you?’ They just
kind of stayed around that area and finally they just got friendly with
them and found out who they were. And these people hunted a fur seal.
... It’s the kind of seals you hunt in the ice. So they made this boat [gudiyé€],
canoe so that they could hunt in the ice for seals.

“...And so they kind of stayed in that, where Mount St. Elias is area
by Icy Bay. And that’s where they lived for a while. ...And when they
stopped by Icy Bay by Mount St. Elias, they were just getting to be more
people and more people that they couldn’t live in one long house
anymore. So they moved, they built a house a long house, and the leader
said, ‘I'm going to give myself the name “Shaadaa” because I’m going to
live by the mountain,” Shaa yadaa [*“Around the face of the mountain™]
and off the mountain area. That name’s been in my family all these years
on down” (LF).

Ray Sensmeier confirms this name for Mount St. Elias given by Farkus:

“Prior to that they saw the top of Mount St. Elias and it looked like a
seagull. That’s all they could see of it so they went toward that...Mount St.
Elias was you know where they—that’s the only thing they could see and
they went toward that. And the common name in Yakutat used to be
Shaada. Shaa is ‘Mountain’ and Shaadaa is ‘Around the Mountain’” (RS).

In the Icy Bay area, according to Farkus: “They build houses at the foothills of Mount St.
Elias—Moon House, Mountain House. They stayed because there was lots of game”
(LF).22 Lena Farkus (2012) recounted that after the Gunéit Kwaan/ Kwaashk'ikwaan
crossed Malaspina Glacier upon leaving Icy Bay, they eventually came to Yakutat Bay
and settled at Knight Island.23 Here they intermarried with the Teikweidi in addition to
the Galyax-Kaagwaantaan. A prominent Teikweidi leader, Xatgaaweéit, married two
Kwaashk'ikwaan sisters. His brothers-in-law went to get fish at Humpback (Humpy)
Creek but the local owners of the creek broke up their canoes. When they went back to
Knight Island, the brothers-in-law told the people what had happened. Xatgaaweéit had
copper from Copper River, so he bought Humpback Creek from the owners for his
brothers-in-law. This is when the Gunéit Kwaan became Kwaashk'ikwaan, being named
for that Humpback Creek. Eventually the Kwaashk'ikwéan consolidated their territory
from just west of Icy Bay to Lost River, east of Yakutat Bay, leading de Laguna to
conclude that “No other sib [clan or house group] along the Gulf Coast controlled such
a wealth of natural resources, except possibly the [Galyax-Kaagwaantaan]...” (de
Laguna 1972:465). Kwéaashk' Héeni (Humpy Creek) similarly became an at.6ow or sacred
possession of the clan.
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Like the Galyax-Kaagwaantaan survival of the Flood, the Kwaashk’ikwéaan migration to
Galyax-Kaagwaantaan constitutes an epic. Their journey to the coast was a multi-year
struggle for survival, involving a long period of settlement on the Bagley Ice Field. As
with the Galyax-Kaagwaantaan, the Kwaashk’ikwéaan were without their opposite
moiety, and thus their ability to legitimately procreate was put at risk. It was thus
fortuitous that these two clans, one Raven and the other Eagle, found each other at Icy
Bay on what is still today known as the “Lost Coast.”24 Like the Galyax-Kaagwaantaan,
the Kwaashk’ikwéan also took a mountain, in this case Mount St. Elias, as a crest,
because these mountains “saved them,” just as the female glaciers, similarly
conceptualized as living beings (Cruikshank 2005) “took them in” in Elaine Abraham’s
words. So too each clan took several animals they encountered along the way to their
eventual settlement in Icy Bay and later Yakutat Bay. Finally, both clans showed great
adaptive capacity and resilience in accommodating to the rugged conditions and
alternative resources afforded by the glaciated landscapes in Galyax-Kwaan. Eventually
both groups became quite rich: For this reason these migration stories have the status of
at.6ow (sacred possessions) and shagoon (heritage and destiny) and continue to bind
modern Yakutat Tlingits to these landscapes.?>

In summarizing the multiple and complex relations that exist between Yakutat clans
and landscapes within and adjacent to Wrangell-St. Elias, it is clear that there are
numerous clan territories, migration routes, refuges, settlements, subsistence locales,
landmarks and other sacred sites that are worthy of national interest and
conservation.26 The migration and settlement stories of the Galyax-Kaagwaantaan and
Gunéit Kwéan/ Kwaéashk'ikwaan are nothing less than heroic, and exemplify in many
ways the means by which Tlingits and Eyaks traditionally appropriate places as part of
their clan identity, and come to feel that they belong to places as much as places belong to
them. Biography, history and geography, as de Laguna suggests, are fused in the
ancestral landscapes of the “Lost Coast,” where both tribes were “lost” but became
pioneers of new settlements, and eventually great wealth. The rich and potent
associations with these landscapes are kept alive through continued use of placenames,
stories, songs, dances and crests, and through hunting, fishing and gathering at key
sites. These connections extend not only from the coast to the interior but also from the
Gulf of Alaska coast down to Southeast Alaska, from whence, according to Tlingit oral
narratives, the sleepless hero, Kaakeix’wti, first made his epic journey among the
Athabaskans.

This multimediacy of memory, realized through multiple cultural structures, the
“poetics of dwelling” and the “re-membering” of selves in ancestral places, has served
well the collective memory and being of the Eyak, Tlingit and Athabaskan descendants
of these landscapes. When the Yakutat Tlingit went to visit their interior relatives some
thirty years ago at a special ceremony hosted by the Eyak Corporation to recognize the
historical connections between the groups, they were struck by the commonality of
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memory and culture. Elaine Abraham met a local elder there, “pretty well in age. And it
was really interesting to listen to him tell the people about the [people that left them,
including her clan ancestors] and their—he told our migration story just the way we tell
it (EA).” Judy Ramos also remembers this ceremony. She was struck by the similarities
between the hosts’ dances and songs and those of her own Yakutat group: “[W]hen |
watched the...dancers dance a song, it was the same song we sing...Mentasta Dancers
too, the way they dance it is the way we dance it” (JR). Bert Adams Sr. has also
observed these similarities in the dance regalia, reporting that when *“[we] went over to
Mentasta about ... two, three years ago, and they had their dancers come and perform
for us...Judy and | was amazed at how similar it was to Yakutat, you know. And the
regalia was pretty much the same as well. So you know, we’re pretty close (BA).” This
closeness reveals the power of place and shared history to remain resonant in memory
and oral history, and the unique expressive power of various genres of place among the
cultures inhabiting Wrangell-St. Elias and its environs.

Yakutat Tlingit Clan Organization

As will be discussed throughout this document, Yakutat Tlingit clan identity formed
the basis for diverse associations with traditional clan territories, including special
connections to landmarks, and special claims on natural resources. When mapped
based on Yakutat Tlingit knowledge and tradition, these associations differ
substantially from outside definitions of tribal territory. These mapping efforts can
reveal the locations of the constituent clans of the Yaakwdaat Kwaan (see Map 6), but
also to show how the aggregated communities’ territories — such as those of the larger
Laaxaayix Kwaan — are juxtaposed with those of other aggregated communities (see
Map 7). These Yakutat Tlingit definitions of territory lend significant clarity to claims
made by Yakutat Tlingit, past and present, on lands and resources within Wrangell-St.
Elias and beyond.

There are five major clans within the traditional Tlingit territory in the Yakutat area:
Teikweidi; Shunkukeidi; Galix Kaagwaantaan; L’unax.adi; and Kwéaashk’ikwaan. The
Teikweidi, Shunkukeidi and Galix Kaagwaantaan clans are of the Eagle moiety, and the
L’unax.adi and Kwaashk’ikwéan clans are of the Raven moiety.2’ These five clans
migrated to the Yakutat Bay region in the pre-contact era. Upon arrival in Yakutat, they
continued to operate as independent clans, but took on an increasingly shared identity
as members of the Laaxaayix Kwaan (Glacier Inside People) — also known as Yaakwdaat
Kwaan (Lagoon is forming People—from the Eyak term Diya’quda’t), hinting at the unique
geological condition of Yakutat Bay, where the vast glaciers were retreating to reveal
new waterways. The five Yakutat clans were then subdivided into lineages or house
groups.28
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Together, the clan and house group (a sublineage of the clan) claim material and
symbolic property—at.6ow—as part of their ancestry, heritage, and their destiny— shuka
(literally “that which lies before us”). This property includes geographic sites, such as
salmon streams, halibut banks, shellfish beds, fort sites and prominent mountains—as
in the case of Robin (or Kulthieth) Mountain for the Galyax-Kaagwaantaan—as well as
symbolic capital, such as ceremonial regalia, stories, songs, spirits and names. As with
shukd, there is a collective and individual element to at.6ow. The sum total of a person’s
at.0ow serves to mark that individual as a distinct member of the community and
constitutes a pillar and line of personal identity within a meshwork of social, historical
and geographical ties to land. In summing up the foundational role that these
possessions play in identity and being, both past and future, Lukaax.adi elder Emma
Marks, originally from Dry Bay, declared, “Our at.6ow are our life” (in Dauenhauer and
Dauenhauer 1994.v).

Another important means by which symbolic connections of Tlingit clans to place are
reproduced is through shagdon. This term, also subsidiary to shuka, may be translated as
“heritage” or “destiny,” and is often used to reference the collective ancestry, history
and geography of a clan. According to de Laguna (1972, 2:813), shagéon means or
implies “the destiny of a people (or individual), established in the past by the ancestors
and extending to the descendants. It is one way of expressing ‘the way things are.”” The
concept is especially important in ritual, where a clan’s history and prerogatives,
including territorial rights, are negotiated and validated by the opposite moiety.
Shagéon also is embodied in Tlingit naming practices. Clans are named for ancestral
territories, and individuals are named after clan ancestors.2? In these and other ways the
concept of shagéon merges place and being. Thus, as one elder put it, “if you sell our
land, you sell our ancestors.” Even Alaska Native Corporations, including the Eyak and
Yak-Tat Kwaan village corporations, despite having fee simple ownership (i.e., with the
right to sell) of large tracts of land, have opted overwhelmingly to retain their land
rather than alienate it through sale.

Iconography, a visual representation of at.6ow, comprises another important expressive
medium though which people represent sacred relationships to place. Tlingit icons and
motifs in visual art function on a number of different levels. They reference events,
emotions, kin, places and other themes that are fundamental to individual and social
group identity. The most sacred icons are clan crests—manifestations of animals, places
and other entities—that are incorporated into artistic designs, regalia and other cultural
forms:

“In addition to crests derived from totemic animals, there are those which
symbolize places. The most prominent of these are the two mountains,
Saint Elias and Fairweather, of the Kwackgwan and TYuknaxadi [and
Takdeintaan] respectively” (de Laguna 1972:456).30
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Mount St. Elias (Was'ei Tashaa, #47; see Map 5), the tallest mountain on the coast,
served as a beacon for seafaring mariners and for land travellers traversing the Bering
and Tana glaciers between the Interior and the coast. The Kwéaashk'ikwaan hold Mount
St. Elias as a sacred crest and symbolize it on at.6ow, such as ceremonial regalia (see de
Laguna 1972, pl. 152). Thus, Kaagwaantaan possesses crests for Mount St. Elias as well
as for the Robinson Mountains — another key landmark in their migration narrative and
early history (TV).31 Many of the names of the clans and their houses reveal distinctive
geographical or geological features, such as Shaa Hit (Mount St. Elias House).32 For
more examples, see Table 2 below. Crests,