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Preface

Superlatives are hard to resist when describing the great Wrangell-St. Elias
National Park and Preserve. It is the largest park in North America and the loftiest.
Often referred to as the “mountain wilderness,” it includes coastal and interior
lowlands as well as the continent’s highest range. Further description of the region’s
physical features follows in Chapter 1 of this study. The region is not yet much
visited but is certain to gain popularity in time, particularly as facilities for visitors
increase. That Alaskans know and appreciate the park was acknowledged in the 1990
state legislature’s passage of resolutions supporting visitor facilities at Copper Center
and in the park itself. '

The history of the region is not well known but it is not lacking in significance
and dates back to the European discovery of Alaska. Of course, prehistorical events
affecting aboriginal inhabitants go back several thousands years, while geological
events can be traced as far back as anywhere in Alaska. Some attention is given here
to prehistory and geological history, but the emphasis is on the historical period from
the mideighteenth century.

Regional history offers the particular value of its proximity to the locale, but it
should always be set in a larger context as well—with state, national, or international
events—for a fuller understanding.

The Alaska bibliography is not rich in regional histories that can be utilized as
sources and guides to other studies so the National Park Service’s resource studies are
of interest to other historians although they are commissioned for in-service use.
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Chapter 1

Description and Themes

Description

“It is like a vast city, with battlements, towers, minarets, and domes of
fantastic architecture, rising where we knew that only the berg-covered waters
extended.” Thus did the American geologist I. C. Russell describe his view of Mount
St. Elias one hundred years ago. The mirage of a wondrous, eerie phantom city was a
not out of place given the magnificence of the mountains and the lands that lay behind
them. Russell and other scientists, explorers, mountain climbers, prospectors,
hunters, and adventurers labored to learn more about the great region and to define its
meaning to others. It was their burden to experience the region as a real place—a
resource to be used and not a fantasy. !

Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve is the largest park in the United
States. It includes some of the grandest and least known physical features on the
continent. Six times larger than Yellowstone National Park, it encompasses an area of
13,188,024 million acres in southcentral Alaska. From the coast of the Gulf of Alaska
the park extends some 160 miles to the north to enclose the country’s largest glacier
system. Its eastern border is formed by the boundary between Canada and the United
States and extends to include the upper portion of Alaska’s coastal panhandle bounded
by Canada to the north. Kluane National Park and Territorial Game Sanctuary of
Canada encompasses 5.4 million acres across the international boundary, thus joining
as parks an expansive wilderness region of nearly twenty million acres.

The great Copper River forms part of Wrangell-St. Elias Park’s western border
along with towering mountains of the Chugach Range. Six of North America’s ten
highest mountains are within this range. The Wrangell Mountains of the interior
encloses the country’s largest glacier system and includes the Nabesna Glacier—the
world’s longest interior valley glacier. Other prominent geographic features are the
huge glaciers flowing from the Chugach Mountains and St. Elias Range into the sea,
including the Malaspina, which is the largest piedmont glacier in North America, and
the 127-mile-long Bagley Icefield.

Ecosystems

The land and marine ecosystems comprise elevations from below sea level to
peaks higher than 18,000 feet. Alpine tundra covers 40 percent of the surface; glaciers
and icefields, 25 percent; upland spruce-hardwood forest, 10 percent; coastal western
hemlock-Sitka spruce forest, 5 percent; wave-stirred beach, 5 percent; and other
ecosystems, 15 percent. There are six hundred miles of riverine environment, ninety
miles of wave-stirred beach, and ten miles of wave-beaten rocky coast.

Climate

The interior lowlands in the vicinity of the Wrangell Mountains can experience
very cold winter temperatures: Gulkana and Northway often record the coldest
temperatures in Alaska, sometimes to less than minus sixty-degrees Fahrenheit.
McCarthy and Chitina do not get that cold, and, of course, the region near the coast
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benefits from warming maritime influences. From the coast to the crest of the
Chugach Mountains the climate is characterized by frequent cloudy conditions and a
heavy rainfall. The average anruial temperature is forty degrees Fahrenheit. North of
the Chugach the average temperature is colder at thirty-five degrees and the rainfall is
less. Summers temperatures can reach ninety degrees in the interior. Rainfall is
sparse in the interior. Gulkana receives between eleven and fourteen inches a year.
Promoters of mining during the Klondike gold rush era often contended that the
Copper River country had the best climate in Alaska and boasted of the long growing
season in summer. Of course, they exaggerated, as agricultural experiments later
proved. Generally, it can be said that the climate is one of extremes from winter to
summer.

The narrow coastline along the Gulf of Alaska is known for its beauty and its
hazards to navigators because of occasional fierce winds of up to one hundred knots,
high waves, and fifteen- to eighteen-foot tidal range. Precipitation averages from one
hundred to one hundred sixty inches a year.

Wildlife

But the resource offers more than dramatic scenery. It is rich in wildlife,
including moose, caribou, brown and black bear, wolves, wolverines, mountain
goats, and the largest specimens of Dall sheep known. Fish and birds abound. Bird
populations migrating along the coast are also particularly notable, including half of the
world’s trumpeter swans. The Copper River delta supports some of the largest
populations of bird life known. It is the principal nesting ground for the world
population of dusky Canada geese and a significant feeding area for many other kinds
of migrating fowl. The coastline from Yakutat Bay to Prince William Sound is an
important habitat for bald eagles, harbor seals, sea otters, sea lions, and many varieties
of seabirds.

Geology

Four geologic terranes have been identified in the Cooper River basin. From
north to south these are called Wrangellia, Chugach, Prince William, and Yakutat.
Each terrane is composed of rocks in adjacent terranes, and each is separated from the
others by faults. Evidence suggests that these terranes probably came long distances
to reach their present positions. The Chugach, Prince William, and Yakutat terranes
include large underwater portions and are bound on the south by seismically active
faults. Their proximity to the Pacific Plate is interesting to scientists because the
Pacific Plate moves some 2.5 inches every year.

Included within the Wrangellia terrane is the Copper River basin, including the
lowland and the Wrangell Mountains volcanoes. Geological history is visibly clear in
this region as the terrane is composed of old basalt lava flows, called the Nikolai
Greenstone, covered with a thick layer of limestone, known as the Chitistone
Limestone. The active Wrangell Mountains volcanic field covers 3,800 square miles.
It is the eastern end of the Aleutian system of volcanoes formed by the subduction and
melting of the Pacific plate under the North American plate. The Copper River basin
probably developed in response to the same forces of subduction along the Alaska
continental margin. Over the past few million years the basin has, at different times,
been either filled with or free of, glacial ice. In ice-free times a large glacial lake has
filled the basin, covering more than two thousand square miles. The last presence of
the lake dates back ten thousand years. Evidence of it can be seen in the prominent
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bluffs of the Copper River which show the glacial deposits that once accumulated on
the lake shore.

The Chugach terrane includes the Chugach Mountains. Rocks are Mesozoic—
sixty-six to two hundred million years old—deep-sea sedimentary and oceanic in
character, and form a 1,200-mile-long belt bordering the Gulf of Alaska that is thirty-
five to sixty miles wide. Composition of the sedimentary rocks indicates extensive
erosion of an old volcanic arc and subsequent deposition by turbidity currents in the
ocean. Concurrent with the sedimentation cycles, large areas of submarine volcanism
produced lavas that were later mixed with the turbidity deposits by plate movements
that brought the Chugach terrane from its original position of about the latitude of
California to its present resting site in Alaska. Gold and copper deposits lie within this
Chugach terrane.

The Prince William terrane forms a belt more than sixty miles wide extending
east of the Copper River and Prince William Sound to the southwest beneath the
continental shelf and the continental slope off Kodiak, a distance of 550 miles. Rocks
are deep-sea fan turbidities similar to those of the Chugach terrane but younger.

The Yakutat terrane contains the huge Bering and Malaspina glaciers. They are
made up of sandstone and other rocks, ranging in age from twenty to fifty million
years old. The terrane probably reached its present position during the late Cenozoic
(fifty to one hundred million years ago), traveling some six hundred miles from the
south through slippage along the Chugach-St. Elias fault system. The trip may have
started some twenty-five million years ago.

Other Resources

Historically, the region has been noted for its mineral riches, especially copper.
Gold and other minerals have also been mined in the middle and northern sections of
the region.

Along the coast scattered forests of Sitka spruce and western hemlock cling to
the coast. Interior forests hold white and black spruce, aspen, birch, and poplar.
Most of what is considered harvestable timber is found on the beaches and river
bottoms adjacent to the Copper and Chitina rivers. In the region there are 88,000 acres
of forest land containing about 1.8 billion board feet.

Native Corporations

Most of the park area lies within the AHTNA Native Corporation region,
although small portions are in Sealaska, Chugach, and Doyon regions. In the area
adjoining the park are sixteen communities, of which Cordova, Valdez, and
Glennallen are the largest. Population is about four thousand around the park.
Natives account for about one quarter of that total.

National Park Service

The National Park Service preserves and manages the scenic, wildlife,
scientific, historic, and recreational values of this vast region of rugged mountains and
scattered lowlands.
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Inholdings

Within the park are 709,140 acres of private inholdings—Iland with nonfederal
owners—mostly in the Chitina River valley and along the upper reaches of the Copper
River and its tributaries.

Access

Access to the region is by way of the Alaska, Glenn, Richardson, and
Edgerton highways from the north and west. Sea access from the south is by way of
the ports of Yakutat, Valdez, and Cordova or by riverboat up the Copper River. A
primitive trail system still exists, but much of the access to the park lands is by float or
wheeled aircraft.

Themes of This Study

This Historic Resource Study is mandated by the National Historic
Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, and other laws and administrative directives
requiring the identification of historic and cultural sites. The two major purposes of
this study are: To help identify sites that qualify for the National Historic Register and
as a planning aid. The effort of identifying and evaluating all historic resources
includes the collection, evaluation, synthesis, and presentation of data and research
findings concerning the region’s historic resources. As an aid to planning, the study
can help guide park management of cultural resources and aid interpretation of
historical themes.

This study has two parts: The first part, a historical narrative, is included here;
the second part, which includes recommendations and listing of historic sites, will be
published in a second volume. Themes are addressed in the study as a part of the
chronological/topical narrative. Historic themes include the story of the peoples who
inhabited the land and their use of the resources, including Native peoples and whites;
the mining frontier; transportation; scientific investigation; mountaineering; exploration
and surveying; and communities.

History always concerns people but developing an understanding of the people
requires knowledge of their natural environment, their use of the environment, and
their beliefs about it. Of whites in the region we usually ask, “What brought them to
the country? What was the lure?”” Of the Natives we focus on other considerations
and note that their environment does not consist of a land and sea to be utilized only
for its yield of sustenance. We notice, for example, that the Tlingit blurred the lines
between animal and man, between animate and inanimate beings. As anthropologist
Frederica de Laguna tells us: “The Tlingit shares his world with his nonhuman
relatives and fellow creatures just as he shares it with other people.””2

Mountains dominate the Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve.
Prospectors searched for signs of precious metals in those mountains; mountaineers
sought the physical challenge of the climb; and scientists unraveled the mysteries of
their glaciers and volcanoes.

And we can understand and appreciate the Tlingit beliefs about mountains,
their notion held in earlier times that St. Elias and Fairweather were married.
“Fairweather was the woman and St. Elias the man. They had lots of slaves, work
people and children. During a family quarrel they separated. Mount St. Elias traveled
west and took a lot of slaves and men with him, and from them the range of mountains
between Mounts St. Elias and Fairweather.were formed.” The story even explains the
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means of communication between the two mountains. Mount Reaburn is the slave of
both Mount St. Elias and Mount Fairweather and goes back and forth between them
with their messages.3

Glacier spirits lived inside the glaciers, and Natives feared those who lived in
male glaciers. It was best to avoid cooking near a male glacier because the spirits
might come out and bother you. De Laguna learned from her Native informant that the
“female glacier has a large medial moraine and is retreating and that the male was
probably a cleaner one on the advance or about to advance.

The retreat of the glacier covering Icy Bay was explained by another story.
Someone threw a dead dog and the entrails of a Tsimshian Indian on the glacier, and
this caused the retreat. Similarly, men fell into crevasses of the Nunatak and Hidden
glaciers, and their rotting caused the glaciers to retreat.

Another story told by the Yakutat Tlingit attributed the presence of glaciers near
Yakutat to a family dispute. They had been selfish and nasty children until turned into
ice by a mother who was angry at their unkindness to her daughter.

The sensitivity had to be respected. Parents taught their children never to
speak in a bad way of animals or glaciers.

The Uses of This Study

Major themes governing the history of the Wrangell-St. Elias region are best
illustrated by organizing this resource study into chapters according to chronological
and topical form. The study provides an overview of the principal historical themes,
and the notes and bibliography serve as guides to further reading. An appreciation of
the themes sets the framework for interpretation of the park story and for an evaluation
of historic sites.
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Chapter 1 Endnotes

1. Israel Russell, quoted in National Geographic Magazine advertisements (1989) in
reference to the first expedition (Russell, 1890) that the society ever sponsored.

2. Alaska Geographic Society, Yakutat: The Turbulent Crescent, (2/4. Anchorage: AGS,
1975), 21. :

3. Ibid.



Chapter 2

Maritime Approaches

Fog surrounded the ship until clearing around noon. Yet the day remained
gray and drizzly, and the Russian voyagers aboard St. Peter had only a few glimpses
of the sun as winds occasionally parted the clouds. The voyagers believed that land
was near. Suddenly the fog lifted to reveal a magnificent and welcome sight—a
towering peak arising from a chain of snow-covered mountains. It was July 16,
1741, the feast day of St. Elias on the Orthodox Church calendar, so according to
legend Vitus Bering named the lofty peak for the saint. This was the Russian
mariner’s first glimpse of Alaska. A few days later, landing on what later came to be
called Kayak Island, Bering gave it the saint’s name as well. Actually, the
circumstances of the name St. Elias were somewhat different. From the narrative of
Sven Waxell, one of Bering’s officers, we have a more accurate report:

On this day we sighted land in the direction of N by W and at a distance of
about 25 German miles [120 nautical miles]. This land consisted of huge, high
snow-covered mountains. We attempted to sail in closer towards land, but, as
we had only light and shifting winds, it was not until 20th July that we let go
our anchor in the neighborhood of an island of considerable size, lying at no
great distance from the mainland ... On our map we called the place Cape Elila,
since ... it was on Elila’s day that we had anchored there.!

At the pleasant sight of land, the sailors expressed their jubilation, embracing
each other, and crying with joy. They had found North America and would surely be
richly rewarded by the Tsar. Actually, the initial discovery of Alaska had been made
on July 15 by the second ship of Bering’s command, Sz. Paul, under Capt. Alexei
Chirikov. Weather conditions had forced a separation of the two ships the previous
month. Thus, Chirikov’s earlier sighting probably was of Prince of Wales Island in
the Alexander Archipelago.

According to Georg Steller, scientist of the expedition, the discovery did not
lower Captain Bering’s anxieties. “A great discovery no doubt,” he said as his
officers congratulated him, “but who knows where we are, when we shall see Russia,
and what we shall have to eat in the meantime?” Bering had good reason for concern.
The voyage had been hard and would grow harder. He was among the many mariners
who did not live to see Mother Russia again.?

The exploration of Alaska and the first scientific investigations of its resources
began when Steller landed on Kayak Island. His brief stay on Kayak Island did not
allow him much time for scientific work, but he made the most of his few hours
ashore, collecting plant and animal specimens. Obviously, and understandably, the
young scientist was dazzled by the unique opportunity presented so tantalizingly to
him. A huge new land awaited the discoveries of the first trained observer to land
there—but there was little time to reap the unparalleled opportunity.

In this study it seems important to report Steller’s observations in some detail
as he recorded them in his journal entry for July 20, 1741:

“As soon as I was on land with the protection and assistance of one man, and
realized that time was all too precious, I made the best of the situation and with all
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possible speed immediately headed for the mainland to get as close as I could to
discover people and habitations.” Very soon he did discover evidence of native
people.3

Steller eagerly scrutinized every sign: “Under a tree I found an old piece of log
hewn as a trough in which a few hours earlier the savages, lacking kettles and dishes,
had cooked meat with glowing stones.” Judging from the scattered bones, the Natives
had been eating an animal similar to a reindeer, although Steller did not observe any
such animals. He also saw portions of dried fish and numerous very large scallops
and blue mussels similar to those found in Kamchatka. He also noticed sweet grass
(cow parsnip) completely prepared for eating in Kamchadal fashion with water poured
on it to extract the sweetness.

Rather swiftly Steller concluded that the Alaskans and Kamchadals either had
trade connections or they were one nation, and the Alaskans had emigrated from Asia.
Although the Russians had not yet encountered the Aleutian Islands stretching across
the Bering Sea, Steller further conjectured that the similar customs of Alaskan and
Kamchatka Natives suggested that America extends farther westward and, opposite
Kamchatka, it is much closer in the north.

Steller walked a couple of miles farther along the beach, then followed a path
into a deep woods. He encountered an underground hut and examined it and its
contents closely, noticing utensils made of tree bark, arrows, and bales of thongs. He
sent his helper back to the beach with samples of these things and continued to search
for people until he spotted smoke from a campfire: “I now had the certain hope of
meeting people and learning from them what I needed for a complete report.” He
hurried back to the beach with more of his plant specimens and “dead tired, I made ...
descriptions on the beach of the rarer plants which I was afraid might wither and was
delighted to be able to test out the excellent water for tea.”™

Steller, beside himself with excitement, dispatched a sailor to Bering aboard
ship, asking for “the small yawl and a few more men for a couple of hours” so that he
could get around easier for specimen collection and possible contact with the Natives.
The response from Bering dashed his expectations: “In an hour or so I received the
patriotic and gracious answer: I was to get my butt on board pronto, or without
waiting, they would leave me stranded.”

In a bitter mood Steller did what he could “to snatch together everything
possible before our flight from shore, and because it was already toward evening, I
went one again on a tour to the west.” After returning to the ship with various
observations and collections, he noted more conclusions about the new land. There
were several indications that the climate was warmer than that of Kamchatka. As he
was aware that his sponsors might be more concerned about his observations on
valuable minerals than anything else he explained his lack of data: “My failure to have
much to report is not attributable to my carelessness or laziness. Therefore, I freely
admit that I noted nothing but sand and gray rock.”6

In observing another kind of valuable resource he was more successful. He
found the excrements of otters everywhere along the shore. This was a promising find
because it suggested that taking fur animals would be comparatively easy in contrast to
Kamchatka, where the hunter-shy animals never came ashore. Of land animals Steller
was able to report sightings of black and red foxes and did not find them particularly
shy.

He was pleased to report on ten different kinds of birds along with the familiar
raven and magpie. The new birds were easily distinguished from the European and
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Siberian by their very particularly bright coloring. Among these, of course, was what
was later called Steller’s jay. His assistant brought him a specimen which excited him.
He recalled having seen the same bird in a book about the Carolinas. The find was
further evidence that he was in America.

Bering was anxious and impatient, fearful of the safety of his men. Science
had to be his secondary consideration, and he ordered his unhappy scientist to board
ship once the crew had filled their water casks. Steller lamented the decision but could
not alter it. Why spend ten years getting to America for ten hours, he wondered.

As we know Bering’s apprehension was not misplaced. His ship was
wrecked on one of the Commander Islands off the coast of Kamchatka. He soon died,
as did many other crewmen who were stranded on Bering Island over the winter. The
survivors managed to get away in spring, Steller among them, carrying the specimens
he had leisure to collect over the enforced stranding on the island.

The rugged mountains guarding the coast allow only a few entries from the
Gulf of Alaska, but Icy Bay and Yakutat Bay are prominent. Yakutat Bay offers a
magnificent inlet, twenty miles wide at its capes. Its shore is also hospitable, wooded
lowland extending twenty-five miles to where the foothills begin. Searchers for the
fabled Northwest Passage hoped that this great bay would provide the long sought
passage across North America that would give Europe easy access to the wealth of
Asia.

There were no further approaches to the region until 1778. That year the
greatest of Pacific Ocean navigators, Captain James Cook, sailed past the entrance to
Yakutat Bay. Thinking that Bering had anchored there rather than off Kayak Island,
he named the inlet Bering’s Bay. The weather was clear enough for Cook’s men to
see Mount St. Elias and other peaks, but they did not linger long enough to enter
Yakutat Bay or otherwise examine the immediate coastline.

Eight years later a French navigator—J. F. de Galaup La Perouse—was the
first to bring a ship into the bay. After a long voyage from Hawaii, La Perouse
approached the coast in the fog, which lifted on June 23 to expose the mountain
Bering had named earlier. La Perouse took in the view with a sense of foreboding:
The view of “masses of snow covering a sterile, treeless soil was painful. The
mountains appeared close to the sea, which breaks against a shelf of land.” He
observed black rocks, which appeared as if calcined by fire, which had no plant
covering and formed a striking contrast to the whiteness of the snow in the
background. The French officer attempted to find an anchorage but failed.”

La Perouse named the bay Baie de Monti after one of his officers. The
astronomer of the expedition calculated that Mount St. Elias was only 12,660 feet in
elevation, far short of its actual 18,008 feet. Sailing west out of the bay La Perouse
reached Icy Bay, which he called Bering’s Bay, confusing it with Yakutat Bay so
named by Cook. After failing to enter Icy Bay the Frenchman southeastward to
discover Lituya Bay, where he remained for some time after several crewmen
drowned.

The French discovered Yakutat Bay, but Capt. George Dixon, a British fur
trader, first explored its shores in May 1787. Dixon gave us our first chart of the bay
region and the first description of its inhabitants:

“They are of a middle size, their limbs straight and well shaped, but, like the
rest of the inhabitants we have seen on the coast, are particularly fond of painting their
faces with a variety of colors, so that it is not an easy matter to discover their real
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complexion.” Face washing was important to Dixon, and he induced a young woman

to try it:

Her countenance had all the cheerful glow of an English milk maid, and the
healthy red which flushed her cheeks was even beautifully contrasted with the
whiteness of her neck; her eyes were black and sparkling; her eyebrows the
same color, and most beautifully arched; her forehead so remarkably clear that
the transparent veins were seen meandering around even in their minutest
branches—in short, she was what would be reckoned as handsome even in

England.8

Dixon was less impressed with the Native housing—"the most wretched
hovels that can possibly be conceived: a few poles stuck in the ground—without order
or regularity, recrossed and covered with loose boards ... quite insufficient to keep out
the snow and rain.” What the captain saw, of course, were the temporary summer
hunting shelters. Later visitors saw the substantial spruce plank buildings that served
for permanent housing. These were large structures, usually supported on the inside
by four huge carved and painted posts, with an opening in the roof to allow smoke
from cook fires to escape.?

Driven by quest for the Northwest Passage, European cartographers toyed
with fantastic geography of the North Pacific throughout the eighteenth century. Late
in the century interest focused on an alleged earlier voyage by one Maldonado, who
was said to have discovered the Strait of Anian, or the Northwest Passage from the
Pacific to the Atlantic, at about the latitude of Yakutat Bay. Maritime rivals of Spain
believed that the Spanish had suppressed information about Maldonado’s geographic
discovery, fearing that other Europeans would covet their New World holdings. But,
as the Spanish were themselves fooled by rumors of this voyage, the government
ordered Alejandro Malaspina, then in Mexico on a voyage of discovery, to investigate
the Maldonado entry.

Malaspina reached ice-choked Yakutat Bay in June 1791 and explored the
eastern shore. Its glacier-fed waters did not open into the interior by way of the
legendary Strait of Anian, and Malaspina named the inner body of water
Disappointment Bay. Subsequently, Hubbard and other glaciers receded, but even
their disappearance did not reveal an entry into the continent.

The Spanish established an observatory on shore to fix the location of the
place. From 26 June to 6 July 1791 they also gathered wood and water and bartered
with the Indians for sea otter skins. The Indians were curious and pleasant to the
visitors but there was some tension when thefts occurred. “This was told to one
chief,” wrote Tomas de Suria, “who regretted it very much.” Though the stolen items
were returned, tensions grew. “We began to see them armed with bows and arrows,
knives and lances.” Violence was avoided, and the mariners finished their work after
a few days.10

Aside from describing the appearances of the Indians, their habitations, and
some social customs, de Suria speculated on their religion: “We could not find any
trace of their religion although to me it appears that they bestow some worship on the
sun.”11

The Spanish were quite curious about leadership among the Natives. Incidents
they observed suggested that supreme command vested in the chief and that his
positon is hereditary in his family. The visitors also noted that other ranks existed in
the society, creating an inequality of rank. It seemed odd to find differences in
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authority among men who seemed so equal in their limited needs and their means of
satisfying them.

The natives apparently preferred the establishment of fixed abodes, where
hunting and fishing provide abundant subsistence, to wandering. They did not seem
to have the need to invade the territories of others but did have to defend their own.
Consequently, they were warriors. Their customs, their music and their dances
reflected a warlike character, and they seemed proud of their military reputation. The
Spanish were impressed by the natives’ footlong knives made of iron and wondered
where they got the metal. They knew that Dixon had traded there prior to their visit
but doubted that he traded the natives enough iron for their needs.

Among the necessary formalities charged to Spanish explorers was that of
making a ceremonious claim to the territory. Officers gathered on July 2nd, built a
small pyramid of rocks and placed at its base a formal claim document secured in a
bottle and supported by a coin. The notice read: “The Corvettes of His Majesty
Descubierta and Atrevida commanded by Don Alejandro Malaspina and Don Jose
Bustamente discovered this port on the 20th of June, 1791, and called it Desengano
[Detection], taking possession of it in the name of His Catholic Majesty.”12

Though Malaspina may have been disappointed that the bay did not lead to the
Northwest Passage, he expressed a sense of accomplishment in extending Spanish
sovereignty to the far north of America. He had not seen any signs of gold or other
precious metals or jewels, but they might be discovered later. Meanwhile, he had
added territory and done important scientific work. After planting the claim notice that
was supposed to alert other Europeans to Spanish priority, there was little more to do
except to gather up a few rocks for later scientific study and sail on.

Three years later, in 1794, the British were back under the command of Capt.
George Vancouver, who surely earns credit for the first careful investigation of the
southern Alaska coast. Vancouver’s narrative shows that the search for water
passages into the interior had not abated. He was no more successful than Malaspina
in finding a navigable opening. By the end of his survey of the Northwest Coast from
the Columbia River to the Bering Strait, Vancouver believed that he had been able to
“remove every doubt, and set aside every opinion of a north-west passage, or any
water communication navigable for shipping, existing within the north Pacific, and the
interior of the American continent, within the limits of our researches.”!3

Conclusion

Accounts of eighteenth century voyages of approach to the Wrangell-St. Elias
express a certain purity of purpose that provides a sound grounding for the scientific
investigation theme of this study. Although international rivalry motivated some
voyages, others, such as Dixon’s, had searched for exploitable resources as a prime
objective. Regardless of motivation, each probing of the coast resulted in valuable
observations that contributed to knowledge. Accurate charts were drawn, physical
features and people were described, mountains were measured, and geological and
other specimens were gathered. Information gained about the course of the glaciers
was of particular interest to later scientists who studied glacial behavior. The early
mariners recorded the position of coastal glaciers carefully because their calving ice
could impede navigation.

All in all it can be said that a good beginning was made some 250 years ago to
the long effort of learning about the land and its people. In the years that have passed
much has been learned about the region surrounding Mount St. Elias, though most of
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the scientific effort has taken place over the last 100 years. One important theme of
this historic study of the Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve, of which the
great mountain is a part, is that of the scientific inquiry that began with Steller and
continues today. Science brought many of the first Western visitors to the region, and
what they learned has influenced the course of regional development.
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Chapter 3

Native Peoples

Much of the Wrangell-St. Elias region is a mountainous, icy world devoid of
human settlement. More hospitable, lower areas were the home lands of the native
peoples. The Copper River Valley, extending inland from Prince William Sound, is
one such region. A rolling lowland, forested with birch and spruce and dotted with
lakes, it abounds with fowl, fish, and large animals. The headwaters of the Chisana
and White rivers resemble the Copper River valley in appearance and the availability of
food resources. At some time in the distant past, still disputed among archaeologists,
prehistoric people ventured into these verdant lowlands and stayed.

Evidence of remains discovered at Healy Lake places the earliest human
civilization in Alaska about ten thousand years ago. Based on this and other evidence
it appears that humans entered the Wrangell-St. Elias area between 4000 and 6000
B.C. As the glacier ice retreated and more land became habitable, early inhabitants
developed social organizations, shifting patterns of settlement, and diverse languages.
The land seemed to have been sparsely populated in prehistoric times—perhaps never
much exceeding 2,200 souls.

Six distinct language groups inhabited the Wrangell-St. Elias region in early
times. The Ahtna lived in the upper Copper River and its tributaries; the Upper Tanana
dwelled in the Nabesna and Chisana River valleys; the Tutchone are identified with the
White River drainage; the Yakutat Tlingit occupied the coast but ventured inland for
seasonal hunting; and the Eyak, were also coastal dwellers and inland hunters in the
region. Interior Indians are linked with the Athapaskan linguistic group and the
Tlingits are representatives of that dominant southeast Alaska people. The Eyaks’
linguistic affiliation is something of a puzzle because they borrowed words from the
Tlingit and the Chugach Eskimo to add to their own unique tongue.

Some scholars have believed that the Ahtna was by far the largest group living
within the Wrangell-St. Elias region, perhaps two thousand in number.
Ethnohistorian James VanStone, to the contrary, noted that U.S. Army explorer
Henry Allen estimated the number of Ahtna people at 336 in the entire Copper River
Valley in 1885—and doubted that the population was greater earlier.!

Game in the region was not plentiful enough to support great numbers, hence a
pattern developed of small villages of twenty to thirty members of a familial clan at the
Jjunctions of the Copper River and its tributaries. A denae headed each village. He
was the principal hunter and, when the fur trade developed, the leading trapper and
trader. At some point two larger villages developed at major travel points: Taral in the
Copper River canyon near the confluence with the Chitina River and Batzulnetas at the
junction of the Copper River and the trail north across the Alaska Range.

The Upper Tanana population was only about one hundred in early historic
times, perhaps decimated by an epidemic of scarlet fever in 1851. Some people lived
in villages on the Nabesna and the Chisana rivers, but most lived in the flats of the
Tanana River.

The Tutchone or Stick Indians numbered only about fifty and lived on the
upper White River. They were related to a larger group inhabiting Canada’s southwest
Yukon Territory.
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The Yakutat people were not populous and did not occupy their villages on the
south shores of Disenchantment Bay until after what has been called the little ice age
from 1500 to 1850 A.D. The receding glaciers provided newly exposed land.

The Eyaks, who have been studied extensively by Michael Krauss of the
University of Alaska Fairbanks, probably emanated from the Ahtna. Apparently, they
moved down the Copper River to its mouth, then southeast across the Bagley Icefield
to occupy the coast between Yakataga and Yakutat. Pressure from larger groups of
Chugach Eskimo and Yakutat Tlingits reduced their numbers to a few inhabitants of
two coastal villages, Eyak and Alagnak.

Cultural attainment levels among Alaska’s native peoples often are measured
by comparing standards of craftsmanship exhibited by objects of their material culture.
The cultural attainment of the Wrangell-St. Elias region’s peoples in clothing,
implements, and housing is distinguished. They wove close knit baskets and spruce
root hats and made useful objects of metal, stone, wood, and bone. Abundant native
copper found on the tributaries of the Nizina, upper Nabesna, and White rivers made
its way into weapon points and became a valuable trade item. For clothing they
utilized fur-bearing animals, ornamenting articles with porcupine quills, shells, and
bones before buttons and beads were acquired from traders.

Dimitriv Tarkhanov was the first European to visit the Ahtnas (see Chapter 4).
He was also the first to describe in full the subsistence cycle and other elements of the
Yakutat Tlingits’ material culture. He also provided the first written account of a
Yakutat Tlingit Shaman’s seance: “They make a fireplace in the middle of the house.
All the local villagers gather down to the youngest. On the floor they put out poles,
they beat them rapidly and sing in their own language. The Shaman is all decorated
with eagle down, face and hair. He runs around the fire and yells. He bends his head
back, stops, and embraces an Aleut [presumably the Aleut was one who worked for
the Russian traders]. ... He talks in a fierce manner ... Then he takes ... [totemic
images] resembling birds and fish, and he carries them in his hands. On his head he
puts [images of] various painted birds, which he plays [represents]. So he ends his
shamanistic performance.’”2

The quality of Yakutat culture was not lost on the young engineer. “They paint
or carve masterfully,” he noted in admiration. He described the houses of the Yakutats
and the Eyaks. They were made of stout planks with floor of wooden blocks, and
with partitions which separated sleeping quarters of different families. A fireplace in
the middle of the house served for all cooking done by up to fifteen families in
residence. In such crowded quarters harmony reigned: “They were not at all inclined
to quarrel, having no nonsense or gossip, only friendly relations and love for one
another.”

Such houses were built near streams because of the all important salmon
fishery. Among fishing methods was what he called an “enclosed fishery.” The
Indians built traps, “then they set off upstream, whence they came back down, beating
on the canoe with sticks, striking spears in the water and driving the frightened fish
into their traps ... the traps produced such a large quantity that they could hardly drag
them ashore.”

His descriptions of the Eyaks and the Ahtnas were not as detailed as those
concerning the Yakutat among whom he spent a year. Of the Eyaks he only reported
that it was there custom to hold a commemorative potlatch each year in January. He
did provide details on the Ahtna, their customs, their salmon and hunting subsistence,
and their use of slaves. “Their livelihood they get from the Copper River, red salmon,
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which comes from the sea to spawn in June. They take a sack, plaited of animal sinew
in loose mesh, and they dry yukola on racks; they sour the fresh fish in holes in the
ground. The heads and the intestines they heat with stones in wooden troughs. ... Fall
and spring they dig up roots, hunt rabbits, fall and spring they catch squirrels, in
summer with snares.”>

He liked the Ahtnas better than any other Alaska natives he had encountered.
“The Ahtnas are very virtuous,” he reported, “the female as well as the male sex
compared with others [natives]. ... These Indians appreciated all that was done for
them,” unlike some he had seen. “If you don’t give, they are angry, they advertize
that you are bad.”®

From Tarkhanov we learn that the Ahtna and upper Tanana people made brush
shelters for temporary use on fishing and hunting excursions but made strong
permanent houses of poles, bark, and skins. Such permanent houses were eighteen
feet square, framed with spruce poles, and covered with spruce bark. Builders also
used moss to fill chinks between poles and keep the place warmer. Walls rose to
nearly four feet under the eaves. A ledge, raised three feet above the ground,
extending four to five feet, provided sitting and sleeping space. Storage and other
sleeping areas for women, children, and dogs was provided under the shelf. Smoke
from the cooking fire escaped from a large hole in the roof. Entry to the house was
through a small storm shed curtained by animal skins. natives also built bath houses.

Marriage and kinship determined the composition of the small villages of
twenty to thirty inhabitants led by a capable hunter. The leader’s wealth was often
measured by the number of his copper possessions. The shaman was another
powerful figure, charged with conducting hunting and other traditional ceremonies and
healing the sick. Little is know about the prehistorical culture because of the swift
adaptation of the natives to Christianity and other white ways after contact in the
nineteenth century.

Village people hunted, fished, and gathered berries within a specific area. The
Upper Tanana relied on caribou for meat while the Ahtna hunted moose, goats, and
sheep. During winter small animals, rabbits, squirrels, and others were snared. Early
spring was known as the “starving time,” the long, belt-tightening period as stored
products of the fall’s gathering diminished and before the salmon run started. Starving
was less common after contact and the introduction of Western technology, notably the
fish wheel, which made gathering great numbers of salmon for preservation easier.

The Eyak

Michael Krauss of the University of Alaska Fairbanks has been the outstanding
linguistic scholar of the Eyaks, Frederica de Laguna and Kaj Birket-Smith were the
pioneer ethnologists to investigate the Copper River delta culture. De Laguna, who is
presently working on the Ahtna culture, made her first investigations of the Eyak in the
1930s in association with Kaj Birket-Smith. In 1930 she was guided by an Eyak,
Galushia Nelson, and met the first white trader among the Eyak, Charles Rosenberg.
Five years later de Laguna also interviewed Col. William Abercrombie, the retired
officer who was the first American explorer of the Copper River and had visited the
Eyak villages in 1884. That Abercrombie and de Laguna got together was a fortunate
occurrence for regional scholarship. “His written report on that expedition,” de
Laguna said of Abercrombie, “contains perhaps the most important information to be
found in any published source, but it is very little in comparison to what he was able to
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tell in conversation. In spite of the fact that his visit to the Eyak was 51 years ago, the
Colonel retains a vivid and detailed memory of what he saw.”’

The Eyak villages included Eyak, near Mile Six of the Copper River and
Northwestern Railway, where at one time a Russian trading post had been established;
Alaganik, Mile 21 on the railway; Fort, below Eyak on the Eyak River, another
supposed site of a Russian trading post; Beach or Whelk, on the narrow isthmus
between Eyak Lake and Cordova Bay, roughly the site of the old Native village of
Cordova; and summer camps at Mountain Slough and Point Whitshed. Eyak
populations reported by various observers beginning in 1818 never numbered more
than 154. By the time Krauss began his studies in the 1960s, he had only a couple of
survivors to help him understand their language, and they have since died.

De Laguna described what housing and other material artifacts remained in the
Eyak villages by 1930 and tried to piece together an outline of their cultural history.
De Laguna’s sources indicated that the Eyak did not get along with the Eskimos. Their
slaves were Eskimos, but they never adopted Eskimos into their tribe because they
“had no use for them.” In modern times, however, some Eyak men took Eskimos for
wives. Eyaks got along better with the Tlingits and appreciated that they were closely
related to them and followed the same form of moiety organization. Eyaks voyaged by
canoe to Yakutat for trading with the Tlingits, and they exchanged visits to attend
important potlatches. Eyaks were favorably disposed to the Ahtna and traded with
them on the latter’s voyages downriver, but only saw the few traders who came to the
delta. Despite such good relations, the Eyaks were afraid to venture into the Ahtna
country and believed the Ahtna shamans to be more powerful than their own. The
Eyak could not understand the Eskimo, Ahtna, or Tlingit languages, although they had
some Tlingit words in their own language. This lack of understanding and an
uncertainty about the peaceful intentions of the others contributed to the uneasiness all
three Native groups felt at the time of Abercrombie’s explorations.®

In the early 1880s the Eyaks still lived rather primitive lives despite having
access to white trade items such as rifles. Changes came fast for them after the first
cannery was established at what is now Cordova some time between 1884 and 1890.
“By the end of the century,” de Laguna noted, “the ‘civilizing’ of the Eyak was
practically complete, and they had almost ceased to exist as a separate tribal entity.”

The Upper Tanana Indians

Robert A. McKennan began his anthropological studies among the Upper
Tanana Indians about the same time that Birket-Smith and de Laguna were
investigating the Eyak. McKennan spend nine months in the field from September
1929, starting into the country from McCarthy, crossing the Wrangell Range to the
headwaters of the White, Chisana, and Nabesna rivers. He traveled on foot with pack
horses, then by dog team, and later by boat to visit all the Indian camps in the Upper
Tanana region except the small Scottie Creek band. Although he had some help from
prospectors and traders, hie traveled with natives most of the time, “living their life as
far as possible and accompanying them on all their activities such as hunting and
trapping ... Some informants excelled in giving me information of a technological
nature, others were excellent raconteurs of the native mythology, and still others were
at their best in clearing up questions in the areas of social organization or religion.10

The young anthropologist appreciated the uniqueness of his opportunity:

No fur traders—Russian, British, or American—had penetrated the region
during the nineteenth century, and not until the short-lived Chisana stampede
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of 1913 had miners in any numbers found their way into the mountains of the
Chisana and Nabesna basins. As a result much of the original Indian culture
was still functioning in 1929, and it was my good fortune to deal with
informants who were living here when the first white men entered the Upper
Tanana area.ll

What McKennan identified as the Upper Tanana area was bound on the north
by an arc extending from the confluence of the Tok and Tanana rivers to the boundary
of Canada; on the east by a line extending just beyond the boundary; on the south by a
line roughly following the White River and the Skolai Pass; and on the west by a line
commencing north of McCarthy and bearing north to the Upper Nabesna River,
Suslota Pass, and the Tanana River. McKennan found a small population, only some
152 Indians living in five different bands. Of these bands only the one located at the
mouth of Cross Creek inhabited the present limits of the Wrangell-St. Elias region.

The isolation of the region made it relatively easy for McKennan to trace the
impact of white culture. The major factor, of course, was the Chisana gold boom that
began in 1913 (although there had been a short-lived stampede into the upper Chisana
in the summer of 1911 as well). By 1916 only about two hundred miners wintered at
Chisana, and the population declined rapidly from that time. Only seven whites, one
of them a woman, lived in the area when McKennan visited there in 1929. McKennan
observed that the Indians benefited from the rivalry among traders. These hearty
entrepreneurs included Milo Hajdukovich, brother of John Hajdukovich; Ted Lowell,
with stores at Tanana Crossing, Tetlin, and the mouth of the Nabesna; and Herman
Kessler, near the mouth of Gardiner Creek, whose principal customers were the
Scottie Creek band, who sometimes patronized Canadian traders at Snag River and
Wellesley Lake. Traders had to pay high prices for furs, or natives found another
buyer. Material goods, including stoves, rifles, tents, and cloth altered the Indian
culture, but in ways that were “largely superficial.”12

By the time McKennan published his study of the Upper Tanana Indians in
1959 great changes had taken place in the region. Alterations in the Native culture
could no longer be described as superficial with the advent of Bureau of Education
schools, highway construction, and other fast-paced changes of the World War II era
and regional developments since that time.

The Ahtna

The most recent study of the Ahtna [or Atna as the co-authors prefer] was by
Frederica de Laguna and Catherine McClellan, two long-time scholars of Alaska
natives. They identify the Ahtna territory as including 23,000 square miles of the
Copper River valley. The extreme northwestern part of this area (before Cantwell was
founded in 1916) was hunting territory shared by the Atna, Tanaina, and Lower
Tanana Indians, and lacked clear boundaries.”13

A detailed description of the Ahtna culture is beyond the scope of this study,
but scholars de Laguna and McClellan indicate its complexity. Their discussions of
subtle relationships and qualities of behavior provide a sense of the culture’s
distinction: “Not only is there avoidance (‘shyness, shaming’) between brother and
sister (including parallel cousins of the opposite sex), varying in degree according to
differences in age, upon which authority also depends. Avoidance is strongest
between the oldest sibling and his or her junior.”14
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The authors go on to describe the various grades of reserve, respect, shyness,
or shaming, which

are first exhibited at or shortly after puberty, to be slowly relaxed after
menopause or during old age. Except at Mentasta, the honorific title of ‘you’
... is used to call an avoidance or respect relative when speech is absolutely
necessary; even these relatives do not look directly at each other. In such
cases, the honorific third person plural is employed instead of second person
singular, especially if the senior is questioning or instructing the junior, while
the latter is not supposed to answer back. If one’s father, mother, or oldest
sibling are dead, circumlocutions are substituted for the ordinary kin terms
when referring to them. These forms are still observed by older persons or in
old-fashioned families.13

De Laguna and McClellan also offer a good description of shamans and the
process by which one became a shaman in former times.

When shamanistic dreams begin, they might last a year or more, and should
never be revealed. The novice secluded himself for at least 30 days, rather like
a girl at puberty, and avoided places where women walked. He dared not
refuse the call, although another shaman might remove the new power if the
novice were ‘mean,’ and likely to become a ‘bad doctor.’16

According to McKennan,

The shaman was forbidden to cut his hair or to change his clothing, but wore
on it some of his magic things, all decorated with beads and ribbons, pretty
things which he had dreamed and which only his daughter could make. ...
Some magic objects were called the ‘doctor’s spear,’ like the nose ring and
bracelet which one man used to kill caribou. Others were apparently used to
shoot disease into a victim’s body. One magic object was a huge boulder by
the Copper River, another a pile driver on the railway!

Each shaman was a specialist, able to cure certain types of illness such as soul
loss or object intrusion, to perform operations with a wooden knife that left no
scar, to cure wounds, or to perform wonderful feats (holding burning coals in
the mouth, or letting a child thrust an arrow through the shaman’s body which
did no hurt.”

The Indians divided the year into two parts, the summer beginning in May with
breakup and winter, which started in November. Activities varied cyclically through
the months, as follows.

May: People dispersed in small groups along the rivers and creeks for fishing
and hunting. Lower Ahtna people trapped beaver and made a trading trip to the
coast. Muskrat was trapped higher on the river and a caribou hunt occupied
the Middle, Western, and Upper Ahtna.

June: Families began to gather at salmon fishing camps on the rivers. Dipnets
and fishing platforms are made.

July: Families engaged in catching and drying salmon.
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August: Root and berry gathering and hunting of waterfowl. Families began
to scatter and move upland for the summer meat hunt of game birds, squirrels,
etc.

September: Caribou hunters built caribou fences and corrals. Hunters went
after sheep and goats, dried meat and either cached it or carried it to winter
camps. Berry picking and root digging continued as did salmon and steelhead
fishing for those who remain on the rivers. Lower Ahtna made a trading trip to
the coast so they could get back before freeze-up.

October: Families started to retire to winter headquarters in river valleys,
trapping and hunting as they moved from the mountains to lower lands.

November/December/January: Families gathered in winter houses, living on
stored provisions with some ice fishing on the lakes.

February: Families dispersed into forests for late winter and spring trapping
and rabbit snaring. Some Lower Ahtna made a winter trading trip to the coast
on the frozen river, returning before breakup.

April: Spring hunting and trapping continued, including moose hunting.
Trading ventures to the coast were undertaken.

Each band of people had a chief whose role was of economic importance. He
was responsible for “feeding his people, for moral lectures, for enforcing the
traditional ‘law’ within his own settlement, and defending his people in legitimate
grievances involving another group.”18

Trading

Russian efforts to establish trading posts in the Copper River valley interior
have been discussed elsewhere (see Chapter 4). Although the Russian ventures ended
in 1847 with the killing of several traders by the Ahtna, their presence from 1822
effectively established a trading pattern. By 1850, as Anthropologist James Katz said,
“there is little question that the participation had grown to a full commitment to a dual
economy by the final quarter of the century. During the nineteenth century, the Ahtna
became inextricably linked to the international commodity market in furs, and the
diffusion of the economic patterns of the fur trade throughout Ahtna society must be
seen as the most important historical development of the early post-contact era,”??

Chief Nicolai of the Ahtna told Capt. William Abercrombie about bringing
copper downriver to the Russians who wanted the metal for bolts used in ship
building. Trading in copper between natives of the interior and the coast, particularly
the Eyak, antedated the Russian interest. Frederica de Laguna believes that the early
trade was a limited one and utilized the Keystone Canyon and Lowe River route to the
coast at what became Valdez, thence across Prince William Sound to Nuchek.
Abercrombie found a well-worn trail up the canyon and across to Tiekel in the Copper
River valley. He also found a shell heap at the mouth of the Lowe River which he
thought was evidence of an “Eskimo village founded because of the copper traffic.”20

After 1868, according to Abercrombie’s speculations, this route was
abandoned because of the measles epidemic that year or because of quarrels between
Eyaks and Eskimos at Ellamar. It is possible that from this time the Ahtna began
bringing copper downriver in their skin boats and that the delta village of Alaganik was
founded for the copper trade. Whether the Ahtna took the copper to Nuchek or
commissioned the Eyak for this is a matter of controversy.
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The Alaska Commercial Company (ACC), which became the major fur trading
enterprise in Alaska after the Russian American Company withdrew, did not establish
any posts in the Cooper River valley interior. In the early 1890s the company started
stores at Tatitlek, a village near Bligh Island and forty miles northwest of Cordova; at
Odiak; at Cape Martin; and at Valdez, but all these posts shut down before the 1898
gold rush. The records of the Kodiak branch of ACC, which serviced stations in
Cook Inlet and Prince William Sound, only mention Copper River Indians in
connection with the Valdez store. This suggests that the major portion of the interior
fur trade was conducted at canneries on the Eyak River. When the 1891 Schwatka
expedition reached the Copper river from the Yukon and White rivers, the explorers
were traveled to the coast with Chief Nicolai from Taral. About this time Charles
Rosenberg, an independent trader, established a trading post at Alaganik, a village in
the Copper River delta. ACC competed, too, not by establishing a fixed post, but by
sending George Fleming to one of the canneries with goods every summer from the
mid-1890s.21

Another trade traffic route sometimes used by Copper River natives was the
overland passage to upper Cook Inlet. The ACC trader at Tyonek was ambitious
enough in 1894 to send a man with $200 in trade goods to the Copper River interior
from upper Cook Inlet, but apparently this experiment was not repeated. The venture
may have been inspired by the arrival at Tyonek in spring 1894 of a trader named
Andrew Holman who brought in Copper River furs.

For reasons that are not clear ACC'’s fur trade declined through the 1890s.
With the gold rush everything changed as the company and its rivals shifted from the
fur rade to provisioning miners. Copper River natives no longer had to depend upon
ACC for goods because the stampeders brought tons of provisions into the country,
much of which was sold off cheaply or abandoned when the golden expectations of
the 98 rushers were not met. This blow to commerce and the general uncertainty of
traders in regard to the Ahtna is expressed in a lament from H. C. Turell, the ACC’s
agent at Knik: “There was so much goods taken in and left on Copper River last and
this summer that [I] do not expect much trade from Copper River natives, although
one cannot be sure in regard to them.”?2

A new trading pattern emerged from the gold rush. Valdez and stations along
the Valdez Trail, such as Copper Center, emerged as the mercantile centers for natives
and whites. After 1910, with the production of copper and the construction of the
Copper River and Northwestern Railway, other stations, such as Chitina and
McCarthy, became important supply centers. The final gold stampede—inspired
evolution occurred with the Chisana boom of 1913. Early Chisana miners outfitted at
Dawson, but as the area boomed the route from the railroad to McCarthy, thence
overland to the mining camp became the better established one.

John Hajdukovich and the Upper Tanana Indians

With the decline of Chisana, trade patterns for the northern reaches of the
Wrangell-St. Elias area shifted to some extent. The field was left open for an
enterprising, independent trader, John Hajdukovich, who went into the Upper Tanana
district sometime between 1915 and 1922 and remained a powerful influence in the
area until his death in 1965. Hajdukovich showed a deep concern for natives and
aggressively protected what he perceived to be their best interests. He strived to keep
liquor out of his district and achieved a political triumph in 1930 when Congress
established the Tetlin Indian Reserve.23
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The trader’s region extended to include the Nabesna area, where Herman
Kessler kept a store from the 1920s. (Nabesna Village should not be confused with
the Nabesna site of the Nabesna Mining Company that is within the Wrangell-St. Elias
National Park and Preserve. Nabesna Village was located six miles southwest of the
Northway Junction, which is outside the park, yet close enough to provide some focus
for trade and Native history in the region.

Other stores operated or provisioned by Hajdukovich included one near
Gardiner Creek on the Chisana River; the mouth of the Healy River; Tetlin; Last Tetlin;
and Moose Creek. Merchandise was brought to the stores by boat in summer and
dogsled in winter, and transportation costs kept prices high. The cost of freight from
Fairbanks to McCarthy, ninety miles by auto, was $20 a ton; from McCarthy to
Tanana Crossing, seventy river miles, cost $100 per ton; from Tanana Crossing to
Tetlin was another fifty miles by river.

Trail building and maintenance in the region was the responsibility of the
Alaska Road Commission, which was always swamped with demands for more work
than its budget allowed. Hajdukovich frequently petitioned the Alaska Road
Commission for improvements in his district and sometimes won the contract for
construction.

Another benefit reached the region in 1924 when the Bureau of Education
established a school at Tetlin. The first teacher, Jack Singleton, was an able and
dedicated man. Natives from Nabesna moved to Tetlin every summer for fishing and
to take advantage of Singleton’s willingness to instruct the children during the fishing
season.

Matters of trade, economic prospects, native welfare, trail and road
maintenance, and education were closely interwoven. In 1927 Hajdukovich petitioned
the road commission, the Bureau of Education, and the U.S. Geological Survey.
From the road commission he wanted trails and roads that would encourage mineral
development. From the Bureau of Education he wanted a new school at Tanana
Crossing; and from the U.S. Geological Survey he wanted a geological survey of the
Mentasta Pass region. Bureaucrats responded more favorably than usual because of
the work of Carl Whitham, a persistent prospector who discovered lode gold deposits
on the upper Nabesna River in 1925. Within four years he began production and gave
new hope for the region’s commercial development. To encourage miners, the U.S.
Geological Survey commenced a program in 1929 for the investigation of mineral
resources of the eastern part of the Alaska Range from the Delta River to the
international boundary. For the Wrangell-St. Elias surveys were scheduled for the
area between Big Tok and Nabesna rivers in 1931 and 1934; the area between Suslota
Lake and Nabesna River in 1938; and the area between Chisana River and the
international boundary in 1940. During the same period the U.S. Geological Survey
also conducted topographical surveys in the region from 1937 to 1939.

Among those who appreciated Hajdukovich’s concern for natives was Earl
Beck of the Bureau of Education. Beck conceded that the trader benefited directly in
fur trading volume by refusing to traffic in liquor: “A drunken native did not produce
as much fur as the same native would if he were sober all the time.” Yet Beck believed
that Hajdukovich was also motivated by concern for the Indians’ well-being—as other
traders were not: “The trader that does not give liquor in some form or other in Alaska
is the exception rather than the rule.”24

Robert A. McKennan, the pioneer anthropologist of the Upper Tanana Indian
culture, benefited from Hajdukovich’s guidance when he began his investigations in
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1930. The two men traveled together and McKennan had ample opportunity to
appreciate the trader’s role as “the patron saint and father confessor” to the Tetlin and
Nabesna Indians.25

Wendell Endicott, hunter and author, praised the trader as “wise, sane, and
clear-thinking,” observing with admiration his attempts to discourage Indians from
impoverishing themselves with the potlatch. Save something for your old age, the
trader admonished. He noted that some Copper Center Indians traveled as far as
Healy to attend a notable potlatch.26

Miner Carl Whitham was a vociferous opponent of Hajdukovich’s lobbying
for a Tetlin Reserve in which he was aided by prominent men he had guided for,
including Endicott and William Beach. Whitham protested “the biggest and rawest
land sovereignty grabbing plan ever attempted by any autocratic bureau in
Washington, D.C., and will if carried through as planned mean stagnation and decay
of Alaska progress for all time to come.”?’

The Cordova Chamber of Commerce also opposed the plan as “an attack on the
development of Alaska.” Others saw a threat to the existing hunting situation. The
Alaska Game Commission resolved “that the setting aside of large areas for the same
purposes as the Tetlin Reservation is detrimental to the interests of the Territory.”28

Boundaries of the reserve continued to be a concern of Hajdukovich even after
it was created because of the liquor problem. He found that Herman Kessler, the
trader at Nabesna Village, had shipped in three tons of booze and other goods in 1932
- and in 1937 brought in even more and was trading to Indians from Nabesna and
elsewhere in the region. He was not successful in getting the reserve enlarged so that
Kessler’s traffic could be policed, nor was he able to get the government to act against
Kessler. In disgust he resigned his long-held office as U.S. commissioner.

Aside from the Hajdukovich trading area, there is little that is distinctive of the
trading history within the Wrangell-St. Elias region. For the most part the trade was
tied to highway or railroad communities and ebbed or flowed with the local currents of
prosperity. Mostly, after the shutdown of the Kennecott mines and the railroad, it
ebbed. There were traders like Lawrence DeWitt of Gulkana, who ventured away
from the road in the 1930s to call at Indian villages, but their roles have not been well
documented.

An exception should be made for the place of O. A. Nelson, a Missouri school
teacher who moved to Alaska to become a surveyor on the construction of the Copper
River and Northwestern Railway in 1908, then acted as engineer on other railroad
projects until retiring to become a storekeeper in about 1932. After the railroad shut
down in 1938, Nelson stayed on in Chitina and eventually bought most the buildings
in what became a virtual ghost town but for his Chitina Cash Store. He trucked
merchandise in from Valdez during the summer and served the needs of about seventy-
five natives and twenty-five whites who still lived in the area in the 1940s and 50s.2

Archaeological Studies

In 1936 Froelich G. Rainey undertook a pioneer expedition to archaeological
sites in the Copper River valley, sponsored by the American Museum of Natural
History and the University of Alaska. He made his initial survey traveling from
Fairbanks to Copper Center, thence up the river and crossing over to the Nabesna and
the upper Tanana River. Little scientific work had been done in central Alaska prior to
this time, and he had to depend upon information gained from natives living in the area
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in locating old semipermanent dwellings and “the focal points for the seasonal
concentration of the shifting, partly nomadic population.”30

Rainey’s observations of the material condition of the Copper River natives
confirmed what he had learned in the reports of Henry Allen, the U.S. Army explorer
who traveled in 1885, and earlier Russian trader reports. It was a game-poor region
where Indians faced periodic famine. “Present conditions are apparently no better; we
saw no game during the summer of 1936 and found the few remaining Indian groups
anxiously awaiting the salmon run to allay their hunger.”3!

Though Rainey did not have great expectations for the results of archaeological
work in central Alaska, he noted that prehistoric dwelling sites had been reported in the
Copper River country. Allen had noted old house sites above the mouth of the Chitina
River, and modern highway builders working the stretch from Gulkana to Nabesna
found house sites and crude stone tools near Indian River, a tributary of the upper
Copper River. Another house site had been reported near Batzulnetas.

Acting on information gathered from local natives, Rainey found and excavated
sites near Gakona, at Slana, and near Batzulneta. Results of his investigation were
mixed. The Gakona site proved to be historic, but he was pleased to find pre-
Columbian pits near Batzulneta which were probably used for fish storage. He
believed that the indications there suggested that in earlier times the region must have
supported a larger population than that observed by Allen and later travelers. The
sparse white population of the upper Copper region mitigated against the discovery of
additional sites worthy of investigation, but he needed more evidence of early
populations. “A thorough knowledge of the archeological remains in this area,” he
concluded, “will depend upon its settlement and agricultural development.”32

In 1970 James VanStone, the second archeological investigator in the Copper
River area, made a limited excavation at Taral Creek, south of Chitina. He believed
that the site had been a Russian post. Nearby he also discovered what he assumed
were Indian house pits of postcontact origin.33

In 1973 Anne D. Shinkwin, a University of Alaska archeologist sponsored by
the National Park Service, excavated a very interesting early nineteenth century site
near Chitina. Shinkwin theorized that the site would represent a protohistoric
settlement, a place that predated Allen’s explorations but not contact with Europeans.
The recovery of European trade goods and other evidence confirmed her expectations,
and she placed the site in the 1816-1838 era. The people of that period had obvious
trade contacts with the coast, and their material culture resembled that of another
coastal village on Knight Island in the Yakutat region 34

Research on Ahtna historic sites done by Holly Reckord of the Cooperative
Park Studies Unit between 1974 and 1976 lists 115 separate sites and provides a
summary of the available information on each. She had been directed by the AHTNA,
Inc. to concentrate on known sites outside lands already selected by the AHTNA
villages, so her investigation was not meant to be comprehensive.3>

Ahtna Place Names

James Kari and Mildred Buck published a major study of 1,383 Ahtna place
names in 1983. Place name studies include valuable information about the people,
their views of the environment, and its resources in addition to geography. A number
of Ahtna elders assisted the authors. Unfortunately, the booklet does not include
annotations that explain the name. Annotations could have been an important and
lively source of information by the single example offered about Tahneta Pass, at the
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head of the Matanuska River. According to a story long told by elders, people used to
carry a handful of soil from their homes when they took the river trail to Cook Inlet.
The Ahtna name for Tahneta Pass, Nekets ’alyaexden, means “where we turn
around.” It was the place where they looked back at their homeland before venturing
into the little known country, scattered the soil from home they carried, and “made a
prayer for a safe journey.”36

The AHTNA Regional Corporation

AHTNA, Inc. is one of the regional corporation created by the Alaska Native
Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) of 1971. The corporation owns 18,488,000 acres
of the Chitina River valley. Eight villages, including Cantwell on the upper Susitna
qualified as village corporations under terms of ANCSA. Total AHTNA enrollment
recorded in 1973 was 1,038, making it the least populous corporation area in Alaska.
The corporation is unique, however, in the historical unity of the villages assigned to
AHTNA, Inc. As ethnologist Holly Reckord noted “the AHTNA shareholders trace
their historical roots to a single cultural grouping, the Ahtna. In aboriginal times their
ancestors were the sole inhabitants of the Copper River valley above Wood Canyon.
They spoke several dialects of a single Athapaskan language and shared cultural
values, social traits, and technological inventories. Ancestral unity means that the
selection of historical sites should not be hampered by the politics of tribalism or
regionalism.”37

Ahtna individuals participated in Alaska native organizations and contributed
some leaders to the Alaska Native Brotherhood, founded in 1954, and to the thrust that
resulted in the passage of ANCSA. AHTNA, Inc. was involved in several joint
ventures with Alyeska Pipeline Service Company, Ahtna individuals worked on the
construction of the trans-Alaska pipeline.

The Ahtna people have begun reviving the traditional culture. Elders have
encouraged respect for story telling and old ceremonies, including the potlatch.
Interest has been stimulated in native dancing, singing, and native foods. The Ahtna
language was introduced in the schools in 1975.

Ahtna leaders have a sophisticated understanding of political and economic
power. They opposed enrolling their children in public schools during the 1950s, but
nevertheless were forced to do so. Considerable cultural disruption followed, as many
families were forced to move from subsistence villages to Copper Center, Glennallen,
and Gulkana to comply with government edicts. They understand the dynamics of
change and the value of education in maintaining power in the larger community.

At this writing the Ahtna and other native groups await legislative and judicial
decisions that could greatly affect their future. Determinations of native sovereignty
and laws on subsistence rights head the list of controversial issues awaiting resolution.

Conclusion

Natives of the region had distinct cultural identities, beliefs, and languages for
thousands of years before whites entered the region. Although the fur trade changed
certain subsistence and travel patterns and brought more imported goods into the
community, the effect on traditional native cultures was minimal at first. Changes
mushroomed during the gold rush ear (1900-1914), which brought schools, roads
communities of whites, and other forms of contact that accelerated the assimilation
process. With the gold rush era changes were more marked and came faster. In time
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there were schools, roads, white communities, and other forms of contact that
accelerated the assimilation process. The variety and complexity of traditional Native
cultures cannot be fully described here, but interested readers may refer to books cited
in the notes and bibliography.

The work of Robert McKennan, Frederica de Laguna, and other scholars who
made field studies after reading the historical literature contain a common thread of
cultural interaction. Each tried to determine what the native culture was like before
contact, to evaluate the process of change, and to trace developments from the contact
period to the present. Wrangell-St. Elias was a field for the scientific study of peoples
as well as one where the land and resources have been investigated. Studies in
anthropology, archeology, language, and place names have been referred to here. The
scholarly scrutiny continues today in all fields.
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Chapter 4

The Russian Era

Russian fur traders first reached Alaska in the early 1760s, some twenty years
after Bering’s discovery voyage. They gathered furs along the Alaska Peninsula, then
explored and occupied parts of the coast above and below the peninsula. The fur trade
was very profitable to the fur merchants and to the tsar, whose tax equaled 10 percent
of the sales on the lively Chinese market.

As the Russians developed their bases and extended their range, relying on
Aleut hunters, they were aware of the interest of other nations—Spain, England, and
France. Only the Russians established permanent colonies, initially on the Aleutians
and at Kodiak. The tsar encouraged traders to enter the Alaska field until 1799 when
Grigorii Shelikov’s company was given exclusive rights to Alaska.l

Russian exploration and trade in the Wrangell-St. Elias region began in the
1790s. During a period of considerable expansion the Russians sought new fur
sources, moving from their bases on the Aleutians, Kodiak, and Kenai to the east and
southeast along the mainland coast. Yakutat had been viewed favorably as a post from
the time of the first Russian visit in 1788. In 1791 Shelikov had planned an
agricultural granary there and expected to eventually establish the colony’s capital at
Yakutat. In 1793 a trading party of 180 baidarkas, with native hunters from the
Alaska Peninsula and Chugach led by Russian promyshlenniki, called at Yakutat to
trade with the Tlingits. The next year an even larger party, some 500 baidarkas,
arrived to trade.

Traders S. Purtov and D. Kulikalow of the Shelikov-Golikov Company
advised their employer on their progress: “We made them [the Yakutats] to understand
that we wanted their friendship and to prove their feelings the chief presented us with
Yakutat Sound and the small islands that are in it.” As prospects looked good for furs,
Alexander Baranov, manager of the firm that would later become the Russian
American Company and hold a monopoly on fur trading in Alaska, decided to
establish a permanent post in 1795. This was a significant undertaking as the only
Russian effort to bring permanent settlers, as distinguished from fur traders, to
Alaska. Shelikov recruited a party of serfs, including some former convicts for the
pioneering community.2

He sent full instructions to Baranov:

In case it cannot be avoided and some foreign ship comes, let them see that the
Russians live in a well organized way. Don’t give them reasons to think that
Russians live in America in the same abominable way as in Okhotsk.

Please, dear friend, for your own pleasure and satisfaction, plan the new
settlement to be beautiful and pleasant to live in. Have public squares for
meetings and gatherings. The streets must not be very long but wide, and
must radiate from the squares. If you choose a place in the woods, leave the
trees on the streets in front of the houses and in the garden. The houses should
be well separated, which will make the settlement look bigger. The vegetable
gardens must be separated from the street by good fences. For God’s Sake,
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don’t do things in the small village style. ... In time, this small settlement will
become a big city.3

Shelikov advised on the treatment of natives:

If possible, invite the peaceful natives to live closer to the settlement. From
them you can always obtain required information, and you can use their labor,
though not, of course, without pay or favor of some kind. Coming often to
the settlement, they will get used to our way of living. They will bring berries
for sale, and other products.

The Russians should be in close contact with the natives, but one important
rule must be observed. At night, there should be very few natives in the
settlement, and the sentries should let nobody in. They also should have
signals, and beat iron plates at regular intervals, by hourglass. Have skilled
workers make a bell, which would be useful also for the church. I shipped to
you 20 pounds of copper. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to try to get some from the
Copper River. To make it easier for the Russians, I suggest that half of the
sentries can be Americans devoted to us. The monastery and church should be
constructed in such a manner that the monks will not see what the laymen are
doing, and the laymen will not see what the monks are doing.4

Shelikov was a stern leader:

The settlers, hunters, and the Americans should be under strict surveillance.
Devise police regulations for them. If a settler becomes turbulent, punish him
by sending him to work for the company in some other place, give his job in
the settlement to one of the hunters, and drag him from job to job for about a
year to that the others will know what will happen if a man becomes
troublesome.?

The trader’s concern for foreign competition was manifest:

Two or three batteries should have high turrets, and on them a big Russian
crest. Over the wharf, if you have one in the same place, should fly a
merchant flag. Everything must be impressive and look important, especially
when a foreign ship arrives. ... We are very much astonished at your
unconcern about the visit of the English ship (Phoenix, Capt. Hugh Moore).
You knew, even before you got the new regulations, that visits by foreign
vessels cannot be tolerated. ... In the future, please act according to instruction
of His High Excellency, and be bold enough to tell the foreigners that they
have no right to trade.6

On a spring voyage from Kodiak that year Baranov did not land his settlers

because of the hostility of the Tlingits. The party returned to Kodiak, then Baranov
tried again in August. This time, after negotiations with the native chief secured his
son as a hostage, the Russians left a number of settlers. The settlers were not very
good prospects as pioneers. They were not accustomed to self-reliance and incentive
and were terribly afraid of the Indians. Nor was Yakutat as promising a place for
agriculture as the Russian fur traders had hoped.

The Russian settlers ran out of food and suffered from hunger over the 1795-

1796 winter. As the Indians were also short of food, they were not able to help the
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Russians. The arrival of a Russian ship in the summer saved the lives of the settlers.
Despite the suffering, the colony accomplished the first wintering by Russians among
the Tlingits. (The colony near Sitka was not established until 1799). Friendly
relations had been established between the two races, although the Russians only
gained freedom of movement by giving gifts when their compatriots arrived.

With the landing of stores and construction materials in 1796 the Russians
located a site for a permanent fort. Work commenced on a log structure surrounded by
a ditch for greater security from Indian attack. Buildings included a barracks, two
storehouses, a smokehouse, a cache, a blacksmith shop, and a steambath enclosed by
a log fence protected by cannon.

Forgotten Voyage

With a base on the mainland coast Russian expansion, or at least exploration of
the interior was certain to follow. Farther north along the coast the great delta of the
Copper River suggested an obvious route for penetration. The discovery of the mouth
of the river had been made by Leontii Nagaieff in 1781 but without any immediate
results. Apparently, four expeditions had been launched but all were turned back
before making much progress because of the difficult navigation and native hostility.”

Though the Yakutat colony was not particularly well located for exploration of
the interior by way of the Copper River, it did serve as a base. Some years after the
first abortive ventures in the 1780s it was the starting point for a successful expedition
into the interior. We know about this expedition because of the recent discovery of a
manuscript journal in the Soviet archives. Prior to the surfacing of this document, it
had been assumed that the Russian knowledge of the middle Copper River had been
deferred to the 1819 investigation made by Klimovskii (discussed later in this chapter).

The forgotten expedition was made by Dmitriv Tarkhanov. Tarkhanov was
not a fur trader but a member of the Mining Engineers Corps who had been in Alaska
since 1794. After Baranov gained permission from the natives for a venture upriver,
Tarkhanov set off from Yakutat for the Copper River on snowshoes in September
1796. An important expedition goal related to the legendary Northwest Passage.
Tarkhanov was instructed to go up the Copper River to reach a sea bay of large lakes
which was connected to the sea via Hudson Bay. Baranov probably had greater hopes
for an economic goal more likely to be discovered than the Northwest Passage.
Copper deposits had long been rumored to exist upriver. (The name Ahtna means
copper and the name Chitina River also meant Copper River to natives.)

It was no coincidence that the Russians had designated a mining engineer for
Copper River exploration. The Russians had first heard about the copper from the
Chugach Eskimos in 1783, and Baranov had been urged to look for it by his
employers. In responding to them Baranov showed his accord: “Concerning
American copper, it has long been my intention to penetrate the Copper River.”

Tarkhanov did some local traveling initially, including a visit to Chief Eltekh of
the Eyak village located on upper Yakutat Bay. Among his traveling companions was
Fyodor, the son of the Tlingit chief who had been in Kodiak as a hostage over the
winter. He probably was baptized that year with Baranov as godfather and thus
became the first Tlingit converted to Orthodox Christianity. From the Eyak village the
Russian set out with Chief Eltekh and others for the northwest and the Copper River.
The Yakutat Tlingits and Eyaks had established a trade relationship so travel through
the Eyak country was not dangerous.
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Two months of travel took the party from Yakutat to Icy Bay, then to the
principal Eyak village called Kaiiakh. Tarkhanov found the travel hard because the
Tlingits except for chief Eltekh would not help carry his baggage. He was relieved to
reach the Eyak village and rested there for some months, well-fed and cared for by the
hospitable villagers. When the Russian moved on to the region of Controller Bay,
Tarkhanov took Eyaks along, but most refused to travel into Ahtna country with him.
They feared the climate, the long distances involved, and the hostility of the Copper
River Indians. Tarkhanov’s last effort at persuasion was made at a village that later
became known as Chilkat. (The local natives were Eyaks, but they became virtually
assimilated into the Tlingits in the nineteenth century.)

The Russian and three Eyaks reached the first Ahtna village, and he distributed
gifts of beads and tobacco, noting that the family kept two slaves. His hosts
accompanied him farther, but hunger forced their early return. In a fresh attempt the
party got lost in the maze of the Copper River delta. Slaves dispatched by the local
Ahtnas saved them from death by finding them and guiding them back to the village in
March 1797. The Russian touched the conscience of the Ahtnas in discussing slavery
and gained the use of one slave for the river voyage, after exchanging suitable gifts.

It was either March or April when Tarkhanov and his companions reached the
Copper River and started up over the ice. Soon they ran out of food and were reduced
to eating boiled pieces of fur seal skin and fir bark. They were in bad shape when they
dragged into the village of Takekat, which was on the Kenna River tributary of the
Copper. Tarkhanov was viewed as a sensation because he was the first European
these people had seen. People gathered from miles around to look at the strange man,
and his hosts, honored by the presence of such a curiosity, treated him very well.

Tarkhanov was intrigued by the presence of natives from the upper river,
probably from the Gulkana River area, who offered to take him along when they
finished their trading. They told him that they traded in the neighborhood of Lake
Tazlina each year with Indians from Cook Inlet who knew about Russians and could
make the sign of the cross. These Kenai natives, as we now understand, traveled up
the Susitna River and crossed over to the Copper country. But Tarkhanov, too ill to
take advantage of the opportunity, was forced to retreat to the mouth of the Copper for
rest and recuperation. As his health worsened he had to give up plans to return upriver
and eventually returned to Kodiak. He was unable to recover from the effects of his
arduous journey and returned to Russia as an invalid in 1798.

Although Tarkhanov did not succeed in his travel goals, his expedition was
invaluable. He was the first European to visit the Ahtnas (see Chapter 3).

Other Russian Explorations

Klimovskii, as mentioned earlier, led the 1819 expedition upriver to either the
mouth of the Chitina or the Gulkana, perhaps making the Russians the first whites to
visit the village of Taral. The Russians established a trading post, but neither its
precise location nor its duration is known. As an expedition led by Grigorieff in 1843
was stopped by hostile Indians, it may be that the original post was abandoned
sometime before this date. Other evidence indicated that the post had been maintained
for a number of years before troubles forced its closure.?

The Russian American Company tried to reestablish trade and further explore
the river with the Rufus Sereberinikoff expedition in 1847-1848. The party wintered
over at Taral near the mouth of the Chitina River, then started upriver again in May
1848. After reaching the mouth of the Tazlina, they left the river to explore the Tazlina
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Lake region, returning after two weeks to the river. By this time it was June, and they
started downriver. About a month later, at some unknown point, they were killed by
natives. According to information derived later from Chief Nicolai, there had been
three massacres of Russians by Indians during this period—one above Taral and two
below. These mishaps were enough to discourage other attempts to trade on the river
during the time of the Russian American Company’s existence.

In the oral tradition of the Athabascan people of the upper Copper River, there
is an account of the killing of the Sereberinikoff party. The story, as related by Katie
John of Batzulnetas and Fred John, Sr. of Mentasta, provides interesting details and a
good sense of the value of oral tradition:

When the first Russians came up the Copper River and up this way they were
mean, they were hungry for blood. Those Russians were probably after fur or
something like that. At every village they ask who the chief is and kick him
and whip him with a whip with knots on the end. They took everything from
the Indians. The Russians come up Slana River to Batzulnetas. The story start
in Batzulnetas.

In Batzulnetas village they had a big chief. And the chief went down to the
Russians and they grab him, tie him to a stump and whip him right there. The
chief he had a knife, a knife right in his mukluk. The chief reached for his
knife but one Native says no there is too many there. Just watch. We might
do something after. He would have killed four or five Russians right there.
And the chief he says, ‘People like you people red-headed do me like that.’
Then the Russians ask what he said and this Aleut came up with the
Russians—said, ‘He said, Oh he hurt.” And the Russians laughed. The chief
gave up and never pulled his knife. Then the chief went back and said, ‘Let’s
go, as far as I am going I will kill myself anyway.’

Batzulnetas was a big village and had many places. But the Russians took the
women and chased out the men from their homes. The Russians killed the
dogs and made the women tan the hides. This was something they had never
done before. The women had never tanned one dog hide. They took
everything: the spears, stick guns (bows), arrows and all those things the
Russians took away. They try to make the Indians starve to death. However,
out in the woods the Indians have cache and everything. They just go to the
cache and eat the stuff there.

But the Russians don’t know there is another village seven miles up from
Batzulnetas on Suslota Creek. The chief sent a young fellow up to the Suslota
to tell them how they were chased out of the village. The people from Suslota
send down a lot of clothing, blankets, and things. So the people move up,
way up the creek and make the spruce tree winter camp. The people from
Suslota came down and they got everything and everybody start making
arrows and like that right there.

They start training for war. We get there and start training ourselves for war.
The Batzulnetas people, Suslota village people and some from Mentasta. We
all got down there. October I think the Russians came up. That October,
November, December and January we train. It lasted until January. Well
those days when they train like that they have to get up early in the morning
and go out. Went out and jumped to the top of spruce trees and rip them
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down. They run, cut wood and all those things. Try to run faster than the
other. They used to train themselves.

After they were training three months they send down some boys to
Batzulnetas to tell the women, all the Indian women, to pack up the Russians’
guns with sticks and to put water in their muzzle loaders. And all the women
did that. A lot of Aleuts came up with the Russians and all those Aleuts
understood the language. This Indian chief came up and told them it’s going to
start early in the morning; they are going to attack the Russians in the village.
And they tell the Aleuts when we start, just sit still. The Batzulnetas chief talk
to the Aleut chief and said we clean that building out [the Russian blockhouse]
at night time by the morning. Don’t sleep; get up at midnight. All the
Russians will be sleeping in the building. And the Aleut chief told his men to
sit still.

Early in the morning the people in Batzulnetas heard all kinds of animal noises.
That’s what they used to do when war, make all kinds of animal talk. And the
village people started to get excited. They attack. The Russians get up and try
to shoot their muzzle loaders but nothing fires. An Indian jumps in with arrow
giving and giving, killing and killing. The Russians try to go out the roof and
they got that spear. And all that spearing out there. The Indians cleaned
everyone out. All the Russians.

The Aleut boys they were all safe and all the Indian women. The Russians
killed only one Native. At the end a big building full of Russians was ankle
deep in blood. They burned up that building; when I was a child I saw the
place where they burned the bodies in Batzulnetas. That building was packed
full of Russians.

After the Russians were killed, one Aleut half-breed—his daddy a Russian—
they ruin him. The Aleut chief said, ‘I will take him back.” He knew his
family; they were Eyak. The Aleuts went down the river about twelve miles
and the Aleut half-breed try to kill them with a spear. He said that they helped
the people there kill the Russians. Every time he get up tried to kill the other
Aleuts with a spear. The Aleut chief sent up a boy to the Batzulnetas Indians to
tell them they better come down and kill that fellow. They came down and
speared him.10

The full account has been quoted here to give a sense of the oral tradition on
the Copper River. What we know of the incident from other sources is not at variance
with what has been passed along by Indian storytellers.

Russian Colony at Yakutat

The settlers at Yakutat did not fulfill the expectations of their employers. In
1799 the Russian American Company was chartered to end the competition among
Russian traders in Alaska. As field manager Alexander Baranov and other members of
the dominant company of Shelikov-Golikov held their places in the new company,
policy changes were not drastic. That year Baranov answered the unending chorus of
complaints from the Yakutat colony to voyage to New Russia, as Yakutat was named,
and investigate the administration. Manager Ivan Polomoshnoi was fired. Among the
charges against him was that he showed too much sensitivity to complaints from
natives about the Russians’ maltreatment of them.!! The change of administration,
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which put Nikolai Mouhlin in charge, did not prevent a major disaster that summer
when an unspecified epidemic devastated the colony, causing twenty deaths.

New Russia was not so far from the colony at Old Sitka so as to be unaffected
by events there. Panic spread in the colony when the Russians heard that the Tlingits
at Sitka rose up and massacred the traders there, but the local Indians remained
peaceful. New manager Stepan Larionov was ordered to build ships for the company
and responded with the Alexander Nevski, fifty-five feet long and of 100 tons burden,
and the slightly smaller Catherine. Another new vessel, Yermak, also was launched at
the Yakutat colony. All of these vessels with Russian crews from the colony
participated in Baranov’s successful expedition in 1804 to retake Sitka from the
Tlingits.

In October 1805 the Yakutat Tlingits became aroused by a dispute over
interferences with their fishing grounds. They attacked the Russian fort and
slaughtered its forty residents. The report of Ivan Repin to Baranov described the
disaster:

I venture to report to the Most Honorable Aleksandr Andreevich or, if by
Grace of God he has not yet arrived in Kadiak, then to Your Honor Ivan
Ivanovich: Ibeg you, My Dear sir, not to be alarmed by my letter. On the
evening of August 26th a three-man Aleut baidarka arrived from Yakutat and
brought sad news: our enemies, the native workers, and part of the Yakutat
natives have massacred all the Russians and our late chief Stepan Fedorovich
Larionov. All were slain, to the last man. Only the children of the Russians
were spared. I am afraid to report to you, Dear Sir, these sad tidings. I asked
several times: ‘Is this really true?” And I was told that it was all too true. The
Chugach natives from the village of Kanikhliut fled last year from Sitka and
were kept at Yakutat temporarily. Six of the Chugach and four Kadiak natives
were sent by the late Larionov to pick berries and when they returned home all
in the fort were dead. They saw the dead lying everywhere in the fort. Not
waiting for their comrades they took a baidarka and went in the bay. They
were shot at three times but nobody was killed. On their way from Yakutat
they stopped overnight five times and from this I gather that the massacre took
place about the 20th. I asked also if they had heard any news as to how things
were at New Archangel. They replied that they heard from the inhabitants of
Akoi that not a single baidarka is to be seen there now but that they heard
nothing about the Russians there. There was no ship at Yakutat this summer. -

So here is my news for you, My Dear Sirs. Men were alive at home in the fort
and were at work making a gate and were all killed right there.

I venture to report further. On August 18th, a baidara arrived from Copper
River and toion Matvei with twelve men brought the murderer of the interpreter
Aleshka and also two escaped native workers: Mikheika and another. He
found them up the Atna. He promised to bring also the murderers of
Galaktionov and the escaped workers. He assured me that he will serve the
Most Honorable Collegiate Councillor Aleksandr Andreevich Baranov
faithfully and promised to come again in the latter part of September. Other
toions promised to come also. This toion Matvei brought a few garments:
four martin skin kamleikas, seven sewed kamleikas, three fur parkas made of
young deerskins, one parka made of deerskins and 13 river beavers. He ways
that he did not see the up river natives and that it was on account of that he
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brought so little. The murderers of Galaktionov were not at home but went
hunting up the Chetitna [Chitina?]. He promises to bring these murderers and
escaped workers, but asks his son to be taken to Nuchik and wants him to be
looked after by you, My Dear Sirs. I wonder if they have some other thoughts
on their minds, that they promise to come this fall. They see how few men we
have and I beg you to send men to reinforce us. Even a small reinforcement
will help, because we are in grave danger.

I have dispatched a baidara to make fish traps in the creeks for catching our
winter supply of salmon. Sixty thousand humpback salmon were prepared
this summer. At the other fishtrap, twenty thousand red salmon. God will help
us to catch some silver salmon yet. Duck hunters provided us with 142 parkas
made of bird skins. This is counting Nuchik, but not counting last year’s 55
parkas. This year the hunting of birds was not very good—there were very
few of them.

I am sending at the same time with this letter the murderer of the interpreter.
When his accomplices are brought in, I will send them immediately. As we do
not have a blacksmith, I am sending a rifle to be repaired. Some were sent
before for the same purpose. Please send company tobacco; that which we
have is fast being used.12

Stirred by the ease of their victory, natives planned an attack on Port Etches,
Hinchinbrook Island, but one of their Chugach Eskimo captives warned the Russians.
The Chugach Eskimos, friendly to the Russians and traditional enemies to the
Yakutats, invited the visitors to a feast. The Yakutats, perhaps assuming that the
Chugach wished help in removing the Russian yoke, were foolish enough to attend.
During the festivities the Chugach killed all but several of the guests who fled.

The Yakutats did not succeed in spreading their revolt, but neither did the
Russians try to reestablish their post. For a time the Russians considered retaking
Yakutat essential to control of their trading network, but other priorities, such as the
Yukon trade and establishing agricultural colonies elsewhere, became more important.
As the years passed the Yakutats had nothing to fear from the Russians and may have
sometimes missed the trading opportunities the Europeans offered. At any rate, they
were receptive to the first American traders to appear after the Alaska purchase. Oral
tradition is that the community suffered a disastrous smallpox epidemic in 1836-1839.
The population estimate for 1835 was only 150. By 1861 the estimate had reached
300, and this number was also given in the first U.S. Census in 1880.

Conclusion

Despite its early start as the first Russian fur trading post on the mainland, the
Yakutat region was not influenced by the Europeans for long. Neither was the impact
of the Russians on the Copper River interior of lasting duration, and there was no
implantation of institutions such as the Orthodox Church. The Russians penetrated a
portion of the Wrangell-St. Elias region to trade and gather furs, encountered
considerable hostility that discouraged their enterprise, and withdrew before 1850 after
a few years. As there was no Russian presence within the Wrangell-St. Elias region
after the late 1840s, the transfer of Alaska to the United States and withdrawal of the
Russian American Company had no immediate effects on the area.
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Chapter 5

Abercrombie and Allen Explore the Copper River

Brig. Gen. Nelson A. Miles, the Civil War soldier and commander of the
Department of the Columbia and a famed Indian fighter, was not content to see the
U.S. Army excluded from Alaska. In 1868 the navy took over administration of the
territory from the army, but Miles decided that exploration was still his responsibility.
Accordingly, Miles sent Lt. Frederick Schwatka to the Yukon in 1883 and Lt. William
Abercrombie to the Copper River in 1884. Miles ordered Abercrombie to ascend the
Copper River then explore the Tanana River Valley. To justify the expeditions, Miles
directed his explorers to investigate the alleged hostility of natives—a proper matter of
concern for the army. As Abercrombie putit: “The conflicting interests between the
white people and the Indian of the Territory were likely in the near future to result in
serious disturbance, hence it was deemed important that all possible information as to
the facts should be obtained for the guidance of the military branch of the
Government.”!

Abercrombie’s party landed at Nuchek, site of a trading post, on June 16,
1884 and reached the Copper River mouth five days later. With the help of local
Indians the soldiers tried to paddle their small boats upstream. When this failed, they
commenced the arduous job of pulling their boats against the current and soon
wondered if the river were a serviceable route to the interior. Abercrombie described
their travails:

The water had now grown so cold that it was impossible to make any headway
against it. Wading deeper than midway between the knees and trunk, one
would be paralyzed after submersion for fifteen or twenty minutes so that all
draft power was gone for a time, forcing the men to let go the towline and run
up and down the bank to warm themselves. The water was running off a bank
of ice of many thousands of acres in extent, and its effects were beginning to
show themselves upon the men, whose members were becoming more or less
rheumatic and swollen.?

As Abercrombie ascended the river, he saw other evidence that navigation of
the river would be perilous even for larger, well-powered boats. The presence of two
great glaciers gave the officer an opportunity to flatter his patrons (he named one for
General Miles and the other for George Washington Childs of Philadelphia) but was
otherwise threatening. The glaciers’ movement sheared off leading edges of ice and
rock into the river: “The water<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>