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1. INTRODUCTION: THE ALEUTIAN ENVIRONMENT

There are many problems inherent in attempting to fully assess the
cultural resources of an area such as that encompassed in the boundaries
of the Aleut Corporation. While there are many things which bind the
area together into a unified whole, there are also many differences
which must be taken into consideration. Yet both the differences and
the unifying aspects are, in large part, caused by the geographic location
and environmental effects of the region upon its inhabitants.

The Aleut Corporation consists of the Aleutian Islands themselves--a
chain of volcanic mountaintops reaching out over 1,100 miles across the
northern Pacific; a 200-mile portion of the lower Alaska Peninsula and
the island groups (Shumagin, Popov, and Sanak) off the Peninsula's
southern coast; and the Pribilof Islands, located in the Bering Sea 300
miles west of the Alaskan mainland and 200 miles north of the Aleutians.

The Aleutian Islands are comprised of five major island groups, from
west to east: Near, Rat, Andreanof, Island of the Four Mountains, and
Fox. There are well over 100 major islands in the Chain, with innumer-

able small islands, islets and rocks. The islands are located between

172924 E (Attu) and 162922' W (Unimak); the southernmost island (Amchitka)

Ties at approximately 51°922' N, and the northernmost (Unimak) at 51°51' N.
The Pribilof Islands consist of two large islands, St. George and St. Paul,
and the smaller Walrus and Otter Islands. The easternmost boundary of

the Aleut Corporation lies on the Alaska Peninsula at approximately

160°00* W. Only Amak Island lies off the northern coast of the Peninsula,



while the Sanak and Shumagin groups, as well as numerous other islands,
lie off the Peninsula's southern coast.

Their position, separating the Bering Sea from the north Pacific,
give the Aleutian Islands their most striking characteristic--their cli-
mate. Fogs, storms, and high winds are common throughout much of the
year. Temperatures, however, though relatively cold are not severely so,
and drop below zero only rarely. Most of the Chain is overcast during
the year, and measurable precipitation occurs more than two-thirds of the
year.]

Another characteristic of the Aleutian area is its topography. The
islands form the crest of the Aleutian Range extending from the Alaska
Peninsula, with volcanic peaks rising on the northern coasts of the
islands to as much as 10,000 feet (Shishaldin Volcano on Unimak Island),
although elevations are usually less than 5,000 feet. These islands form
"one of the world's most active seismic zones.“2 Elevations on the Alaska
Peninsula are somewhat higher.

Vegetatively, the Aleutians are characterized by alpine or moist
tundra. Due to terrain and climate trees are almost totally absent,
except'for those transplanted by the Russians onto the Shumagin Islands

and Unalaska, and those planted by military servicemen on their Aleutian

bases in the 1940s. Plant life in the western Aleutians is typical of

1
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Aleutian Islands Wilderness Study
Report (n.p.: 1973), pp. 6-9; hereafter cited as WSR.

State of Alaska, Alaska Regional Profiles; Southwest Region, ed. by
Lidia L. Selkregg )published by University of Alaska, Arctic Environmental
Information and Data Center, n.d.), p. 3; hereafter cited as SW
Regional Profile.
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that found on the Russian Kamchatka Peninsula, whi]é that of the eastern
Islands is similar to that of the Alaska Peninsula, where there is a
greater abundance of wet tundra in the marshy areas of the Peninsula's
northern coast (and the northern coast of Unimak, in the eastern Aleutians),
and high brush (not found on the islands at all) on the southern coast.
Fewer plants are found in the central Aleutians than in the eastern or
western extremes.3 Marine vegetation is quite abundant, and an important
source of subsistence for birds and marine mammals.

A major nesting region and breeding ground, the Aleutian area is
host for 183 species and subspecies of birds. Ducks and geese winter on
many of the islands; eagles and falcons are permanent residents of most
of the Chain; and many shorebirds, such as sandpipers, breed on the
islands and the Peninsu]a.4 It is mainly because of the wildfowl popu-
lation that the Aleutians were established as a wildlife refuge in 1913.

Eighteen species of terrestrial mammals and twenty-one species of
marine mammals have been reported in the Aleutians area. Of the terres-
trial mammals, only the fox is thought to be native to the area, the
others being introduced by man.’ Caribou were established on A&ak Island
in the 1950s, although they were known to have been on the eastern
Aleutian Island of Unimak much earlier, and of course they are also pre-
sent on the Alaska Peninsula. Reindeer were introduced to Atka Island
in 1914, and even earlier on Unalaska. Most of the islands are inhabited

by foxes (mainly red and bTue), although trapping has proved economically

3
Ibid., p. 158.
4

Ibid., pp. 181-86; WSR, pp. 143-68.

(93]



unfeasible since the late 1940s. Wolverines, weasels, land otter, mice,
ground squirrels, and rats are also found in the area.5 Moose and bears
are also found on the Alaska Pem’nsula.6

O0f the marine mammal population, the sea otter has been the most
significant historically. It once inhabited the entire region, until
decimated by Russian fur hunters in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies. Today, the sea otter population is over 100,000, Tocated mainly
in the central Aleutians and Sanak Islands group. Another important sea
mammal is the northern fur seal, which breeds on the Pribilof Island
rookeries and which has been significant economically since the discovery
of the Pribilofs in the 1780s. Also found in the Aleutians are northern
sea lions, harbor seals, walrus, and at least seven species of wha]es.7

Fish form another important aspect of the -Aleutian environment.
Freshwater streams throughout the Aleutians provide spawning areas for
sockeye, chum, pink, and coho salmon, and the waters of the area are
used.by great numbers of migrating sa]mon.8 The eastern Aleutians and
Alaska Peninsula have been significant historically, and are still
extremely important, as salmon fishing grounds. Much of the area's eco-

nomic importance in the twentieth century lies in this aspect of the

environment.

(3,

WSR, pp. 169-71.
SW Regional Profile, p. 189.

~Nf o

WSR, pp. 171-95.

o]

Ibid., pp. 197-203; pp. 200-203 of this Report list seventy-five
different inshore fishes collected at Amchitka Island as an indication
of the diversity and production of the area.
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Too often the Aleutian region has been the target of bad publicity
due to its environment. Titles of the more popular books about the

area--such as T.P. Bank's Birthplace of the Winds, Isobel Hutchinson's

Stepping Stones from Alaska to Asia, Murray Morgan's Bridge to Russia:

Those Amazing Aleutians, Simeon Oliver's Son of the Smoky Sea, and

Harold McCracken's Hunters of the Stormy Sea--either stress the Aleutians’

strategic location in terms of world politics and world war, or bring to
mind images of an area inhospitable to human habitation.9 These images
were strengthened--if not produced--by the attitudes of American service-
men stationed in the Aleutians during World War II and their sarcastic
remarks concerning Aleutian winds, Aleutian mosquitoes, and Aleutian sun-
shine (or, more specifically, the lack 1:her‘eof).]0

The image of the Aleutians as a harsh, forbidding, inhospitable,
almost barren environment is a somewhat misleading one, however, for this
region supported a considerable human population for generations before
European discovery of the islands. Perhaps the pre-contact Aleut popu-
lation was not so great as the 20,000 estimated by the priest Ivan

Veniaminov and other Russian explorers in the 1820s, but certainly it may

9

Titles are somewhat misleading; all of these works are more realistic
in their descriptions of the area than their titles suggest.

10

See, for example, "The Aleutians: They are Barren Links Between
Two Worlds," Life, 16 (March 13, 1944); 70-86, which describes the
Islands as "wild" and "inhospitable"; and also "Repulsive is a GI
Word Meaning the Aleutians," Newsweek, 26 (November 26, 1945); 63-65,
wherein is written the remark that the Aleutians are comprised of "terrain
where nothing existed that was needed by human 1ife except fresh water."



N
have been the 15,000 estimated by today's anthropologists. One of

these anthropologists, T.P. Bank, has written that "every island, no

matter howsmall, has contained native villages. Each bay, inlet, cove
and bight which affords protection from the worst storms was probably
inhabited at one or more times durin§ the period of Aleut occupation of
the Aleutian APC."]Z
It is undeniably because of, rather than in spite of, the Aleutian

environment that this occupation was possible. The Aleuts were well
adapted materially and socially to their maritime way of 1ife. Numerous
sites were available for the establishment of villages--both permanent
settlements and seasonal camps. Fresh water was readily available on
many islands of the Aleutian Chain in ponds, lakes and streams. The
waters of the Aleutians, supplemented by the availability of wildfowl and
plant life, provided the necessary subsistence resources; the strong cur-
rents of the Bering Sea and Pacific Ocean even supplied some--never
enough--driftwood for construction purposes. Indeed, the products of

the Aleutian environment were what drew Russian traders to the area,
which in turn caused the eventual decline of the Aleut population. The
whole history of human acitvity in the Aleutian region has been of a sim-

ilar nature: the environment and the people have always been intertwined,

1
Margaret Lantis, "The Aleut Social System, 1750 to 1810, From
Early Historical Sources," in Ethnohistory in Southwestern Alaska
and the Southern Yukon; Method and Content, ed. by Margaret Lantis
(Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1970): 139-301,
p. 172.
12
Theodore P. Bank, II, "Ecology of Prehistoric Aleutian Village
Sites,” Ecology, 34(April, 1953): 247.




sometimes leading to the destruction of one, sometimes to the destruction

of the other, but neither has ever been indifferent to the other.



IT. ALEUTIAN ARCHAEOLOGY

In 1953 Albert C. Spaulding of the University of Michigan wrote
that despite over eighty years of archaeological investigation in the
area "detailed scientific archaeology in the Aleutians is in its
infancy.“] Almost twenty years later Allen P. McCartney similarly noted
that "prehistoric inquiry in the island has been spotty at best,” and
that “Spaulding's conclusions regarding the state of Aleutian archae-
ology . . . still apply very well today.“2 There is an even greater
dearth of information regarding the prehistory of the lower Alaska Pen-
insula and the Shumagin Is]ands.3

However meager the results--and they are not a11 that bad--the
Aleutian Islands have intrigued archaeologists and archaeology-minded

naturalists for over 100 years, and the history of archaeological re-

search in the region has included some highly significant scientists, as

1

Albert C. Spaulding, "The Current Status of Aleutian Archaeology,"
Socie;y for American Archaeology, Memoirs, 9(1953): p. 31.

Allen P. McCartney, "An Archaeological Site Survey and Inventory
for the Aleutian Islands National Wildlife Refuge, Alaska, 1972;"
unpublished report submitted to the Wilderness Studies Branch, U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service, Anchorage, Alaska, November 1, 1972, pp. 40, 41;
hereagter cited as McCartney, "Aleutian Islands Survey."

Allen P. McCartney, "An Archaeological Site Survey and Inventory
for the Alaska Peninsula, Shumagin Islands and Other Islands of the
Alaska Peninsula, 1973;" unpublished report submitted to the Refuges
Branch, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Anchorage, Alaska, July, 1973,
P. 2; herafter cited as McCartney, "Alaska Peninsula Survey."



well as provided equally significant theorizing about the early inhébi-
tants of the Chain.

Thé first such scientist to be considered was William Healy Dall,
who had been, between 1865 and 1867, a member of the Western Union
Telegraph Extension's scientific corps and succeeded Robert Kennicott as
leader of the WUTE Russian-American division. Following the abandonment
of the telegfaph project, Dall remained in the North to carry out scien-
tific investigations, among these archaeological investigations con-
ducted from Attu to the Alaska Peninsula and beyond, to Kodiak Island,
in the early 1870s.

McCartney has noted the implications of the conclusions drawn by
Dall from his Aleutian studies. Some of these conclusions have been
supported by more recent work in the area: the Aleutian Islands were
populated from east to west, in more than one migration, and were occu-
pied for a considerable time span; midden evidence also suggested to
Dall a gradual progression from Eskimo to historic Aleut traits without
significant interruption. Other of Dall's assumptions--for instance,
his breakdown of midden evidence into three stages of food staples and
food procurement methods (Littoral, Fishing, and Hunting Periods), which
were supposedly to have corresponded with developmental stages of the
Aleut popula:ion--have been found to be erroneous by more recent

researchers.

4 : _
McCartney, "Aleutian Islands Survey," pp. 32-33; William Healy
Dall, "On Succession in the Shell-Heaps of the Aleutian Islands,"

in "Tribes of the Extreme Northwest," Contributions to North American

Ethnology, Vol. 1 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1877): 41-106.




Although largely theoretical, and based on relatively little empir-
ical data, Dall's work in the Aleutians deserves more than the criticism
leveled at it by Spaulding: "Certainly no subsequent investigation has
produced the slightest evidence to support Dall's conc]usions."5 Dall's
early investigations were indeed significant, if only for the fact of
their extensiveness at the time when they were carried out in relation
to the state of the science of archaeology in the same period. Moreover,
McCartney notes that “though some of Dall's reasoning proved to be de-
ductively fallacious, he was the first to utilize ethnographic materials
and information to interpret artifacts."6

Aside from Alphonse Louis Pinart's less extensive collection gath-
ered from Aleutian burial caves in the 1870s, no more major archaeological
work was done in the Aleutian Islands until the twentieth century, when
Waldemar Jochelson, who led the anthropology section of the Imperial
Russian Geographical Society's Aleutian-Kamchatka Expedition, spent nine-
teen months in 1909-1910 investigating thirteen village sites on the
islands of Attu, Atka, Umnak, and Unalaska. In coordination with the
archaeological work, ethnographic and linguistic research was also con-
ducted.

The major conclusions resulting from Jochelson's research denied
much of Dall's earlier thoerizfng. Rather than Dall's three-stage evo-
lutionary process, Jochelson suggested that the earliest inhabitants of

the centuries old Aleut sites were culturally not far removed from the

5
Spaulding, "Current Status," p. 29.
6 ‘

McCartney, "Aleutian Islands Survey," p. 33.

10



Aleuts living on the islands at the time of European contact. Cultural
changes occurred, but were not as significant as the apparent cultural
continuity. McCartney notes that "Jochelson's valuable monograph estab-
lished Aleutian prehistory . . . and served as the major opus of Aleut
prehistory until the post-war period. It still remains one of the most
valuable sources for comparative midden material for the island chain."7

The next significant archaeological investigation in the Aleutians
was conducted by Ales Hrdlicka for the Smithsonian Institution between
1936 and 1938. Hrdlicka's examinations "remain the most extensive of
any in the Aleutians.“8 The results of this research were published in
1945, after Hrdlicka's death. While this publication is important in
terms of ethnographic material, McCartney finds it disappointing arch-
aeologically: ‘"practically no information indicative of systematic ex-
cavations or analysis is given; no quantitative data on the numbers of
artifacts for any particular site is offered nor are numbers of artifacts
per excavation units or levels, profile maps, or treatment of stylistic
changes through time or space."9

Based on skeletal differences, Hrdlicka constructed a dichotomy of
Aleut cultural periods and physical types, pre-Aleut and Aleut. The
latter were supposedly a later intrusion into the Aleutians, as the pre-

Aleut material seemed to make up the majority of the midden strata. The

pre-Aleut were dominant in the western Aleutians even after the Aleut

7
Ibid., p. 34.
8

Ibid., p. 35.
9
Ibid.

1




population migration from the east only a few centuries prior to Russ#an
discovery of the Islands. This is Hrdlicka's main contribution to
Aleutian archaeology, although the artifacts he excavated have not been

10
studied extensively to bear out all of his assertions.

The World War II period is easy to characterize in terms of its
effect on the development of Aleutign archaeology: it was extremely de-
structive. Military activities throughout much of the Chain disturbed
many of the archaeological sites that were already known from previous
investigations, as well as many more sites not previously discovered.
Archaeological pot-hunting was also common among military personnel, and
this §ort of activity on Amchitka Island is described in graphic detail
by Paul Guggenheim, who once worked under Hrdlicka and who was a first-
hand observer of the destruction of the Amchitka sites.]l Similar acti-
vitieg, as well as destruction caused byvmiTitary construction, took place
in other parts of the Aleutians, and led McCartney to comment that "archae-
ologists working for hundreds of years could not alter and damage the
number of sites that World War II forces did in 5 year's."]2

After the war, two major archaeological research projects were car-
ried out in the Aleutians. Theodore P. Bank II of the University of
Michigan led expeditions between 1948 and the early 1950s, and these

efforts were extended by Spaulding in 1962. The major excavations of

10
Ibid.
N

Paul Guggenheim, "An Anthropological Campaign on Amchitka,"
Scientific Monthly, 61(January, 1945): 21-32.

12
McCartney, "Aleutian Islands Survey," p. 36.

12



these researchers were at Unalaska and Amaknak (Bank), and on Agattu
(Spaulding). Minor excavating was done on Attu, Tanaga, Adak, Atka, and
Umnak. Bank's research contradicts Hrdlicka's two population theory,
and suggests that "isolation along the linear archipelago might have al-
lowed regional variations of a physical, 1ingui§tic and artifactual
nature to develop from one ancestral stock, thus forming a kind of con-
tinuum from east to west."]3

Also beginning in 1948, and continuing through a number of field
seasons through the 1960s, William Laughlin and his associates concen-
trated their efforts on two sites--Chaluka midden, and Anangula Island
core and blade site--in the Nikolski Bay region of Umnak Island. The
Chaluka site has produced the greatest amount of artifactual evidence of
any Aleutian site, and its great age makes Chaluka prehistory synonymous
with eastern Aleutian prehistory. Laughlin agrees with Hrdlicka's popu-
lation dichotomy, but calls these phases Paleo-Aleut and Neo-Aleut--
rather than Hrdlicka's pre-Aleut and Aleut--to stress the continuity of
Aleut culture in the anr‘ea.]4

Continuing research has been conducted in many areas of the

Aleutians, although it would be difficult to describe any of this research

as "major" investigations such as those of Dall, Hrdlicka, and Laughlin.
Some of the more recent work, however, has provided some significant ad-

ditional information for the study of Aleut prehistory.

For instance, the 1969-1970 survey and excavations on Amchitka Island

13

Ibid., p. 39.
14

Ibid., p. 38.
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