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Deering, Alaska, 1925. Photo credit: University of Alaska Anchorage, Thomas Sexton collection, UAA-hmc-0219-136, 
Alaska Digital Archives.
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Beluga meat drying at Kotzebue in early 1960s. Photo credit: Wien Collection, Anchorage Museum, B1985.027.1469, 
Alaska Digital Archives. 
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Introduction  

While most residents live in the Borough’s 11 villages, 
historically, the people of the region lived in family-based 
groups, migrating to seasonal camps in the spring and back 
to more protected upriver areas during the fall. Today, this 
seasonal cycle repeats each year as people spend extended 
periods away from their homes at camps along the coast and 
on the sides of inland rivers.  

Each of the Borough’s communities has its own story of 
why it was selected for a permanent settlement, which local 
resources are most valued, and what kinds of changes are 
currently shaping daily life. 

Working under a federal Coastal Impact Assistance Program 
(CIAP) grant, the Borough included the seven communities 
closest to the Chukchi Sea for this initial study. Kivalina, 
Kotzebue and Deering are located immediately adjacent to 
the coast, and Noatak, Noorvik, Buckland, and Selawik are 
located along rivers. The four communities not included in 
this project, Kiana, Ambler, Shungnak, and Kobuk, are no 

less important, and they will likely be included in future 
mapping projects initiated by the Borough. 

Although unique in many ways, the communities share 
much in common. All are located on a waterway, none 
is connected to the outside world by road, all have local 
governments (tribal and/or city), and they all reside within 
and are part of the Northwest Arctic Borough. 

At 39,000 square miles, the Borough is the second largest 
municipality in Alaska—larger than many states in the 
Lower 48. Incorporated in 1986 as a home-rule municipality, 
the Borough has all powers not specifically limited by its 
charter or state or federal law. Other than for Kotzebue, the 
Borough has responsibility for land use planning, permitting 
and zoning, which are administered by the mayor through 
the Planning Department with some approvals assigned 
to the Planning Commission. The 11 elected members of 
the Borough Assembly have the ultimate authority for the 
comprehensive plan, zoning changes, and permit appeals.

Every community in the Borough is incorporated as a 
second class city, except Noatak, which has no municipal 
government, only a tribal government. All registered voters 
of a community elect a seven-member city council and a city 

Modern day subsistence camp near Kotzebue. Photo credit: Peter Metcalfe.
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mayor. Other than Kotzebue, which has a city manager, all 
communities have a strong mayor form of government where 
the mayor is responsible for administration—even though 
some hire city administrators to address day-to-day affairs. 
City governments are often responsible for managing certain 
utilities such as laundromats and water and sewer facilities. 

Each village in the Borough is a federally recognized tribe 
governed by a seven-member tribal council that elects a 
president and appoints an administrator to manage day-
to-day affairs. The tribes have a special government-to-
government relationship with federal agencies designed 
to ensure consultation during federal decision-making 
processes. Tribes also have some authority to address 
certain kinds of social issues, such as adoption and domestic 
violence. A recent (2014) final rule by the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs gives Alaska tribes the ability to have lands they 
own held in trust by the federal government. That rule gives 
tribes more sovereignty because lands held in trust generally 
are exempt from local and state regulation, and such lands 
also enable the tribes to apply for special funding.1 Native 
allotments are also held in trust by the federal government 
and are exempt from local and state regulation. 

Throughout most parts of the state, Alaska Natives hold 
shares in both regional and local Native corporations 
organized under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 
1971 (ANCSA). Other than Kikiktagruk Iñupiat Corporation 
(KIC) in Kotzebue, all of the local Native corporations in the 
Borough merged with the NANA Regional Corporation in 
1972. Both KIC and NANA operate a number of subsidiaries 
and provide dividends to their shareholders. 

As the regional hub for Northwest Alaska, Kotzebue 
provides many goods and services to the Borough’s villages, 
including jet transportation, a hospital and elder care facility, 
and a variety of businesses. Its residents, however, continue 
their hunting and gathering traditions like people in the 
smaller villages. 

Many of the Borough’s villagers wear many hats today, from 
working as government officials to serving on a variety of 
local, state, and federal committees, to sitting on the boards of 
NANA, KIC, or Maniilaq (a regional private nonprofit health 
care provider). Many people are as comfortable running a 
meeting with Roberts Rules of Order as they are dropping nets 
through the ice in the manner of their ancestors. 

In Part 1 of this chapter, for each of the seven participating 
villages, we begin by providing a brief history of some of 
the events that have influenced Iñupiaq traditional food 
harvesting patterns in and around the village over the past 
125 years. The village history is followed by a table showing 
results of Alaska Department of Fish and Game surveys of 
the amounts and kinds of traditional foods people are eating 
in each village today alongside the results of our interviews 
with village participants who identified their search areas for 
the maps in this atlas. A brief narrative summary of the foods 
people are harvesting and eating today accompanies the 

table. Next, we hear about villagers’ harvesting, processing, 
preservation, and sharing routines, and the significance of 
these routines in modern village life, in the words of local 
people. Each village section then concludes with a set of 
maps showing local harvesters’ search areas, preceded 
with a short summary titled “What the maps tell us . . .” 
Each village’s maps are divided by season and subsistence 
species.2 

Atlas users should bear in mind that the maps in the first 
part of this chapter indicate the areas in which borough 
residents reported to us they search for various traditional 
food resources (see ch.1, pp. 12-19). They should therefore 
not be taken to demarcate the full extent of a species’ habitat. 
Borrowing language from geographic information systems 
(GIS), individual search areas are frequently referred to as 
“polygons” throughout the atlas.

Although we took steps to ensure data were statistically 
representative of each community as a whole, only a subset 
of the population in each village provided data, so it is 
possible that some important search areas have been missed. 
Furthermore, although these data represent the search areas 
over the life spans of the people we interviewed, ecosystems, 
including both the plants and animals in the region, are 
not static. Habitat changes with the times—especially in 
times of climate change—and Iñupiaq subsistence practices 
will continue to evolve. Therefore, the maps should be 
considered a snapshot of the areas people go to hunt, trap, 
fish, and gather at this point in history. 

The study-area-wide maps provided in Part 2 of this chapter 
are based solely on local and traditional knowledge gathered 
in researchers’ interviews with local villagers. The maps 
combine search areas from all of the village maps in the 
first part of the chapter in order to present a picture of 
where people go to hunt, fish, trap, and gather all across the 
region of the Borough covered by this study. The maps in 
the second part of this chapter also incorporate input from 
local advisory group members regarding where species are 

Borrowing language from geographic 
information systems (GIS), individual 
search areas are frequently referred 
to as “polygons” throughout this 
atlas, even though search areas are 
circumscribed with curved lines, 
rather than appearing as geometric 
polygons, on the maps in this chapter.
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located during different times of the year. Please see p. 15 
for a more detailed explanation of the methods used to create 
study-area-wide maps. These chapter 2 maps augment those 
in chapter 4 showing important areas for coastal and marine 
species, which in some cases were informed by local and 
traditional knowledge gathered in this study but in general 
take into account findings of outside studies and sources.

A note about seasonal map divisions— In the Arctic, 
seasonality is closely related to the ice conditions at sea 
and in the rivers. Generally, fall time is designated as the 
time when freeze up begins, winter is when most bodies of 

water are frozen solid, spring is associated with the break-
up of ice, and summer is the time of open water. However, 
because this usage is somewhat different from how seasonal 
boundaries are thought of in other regions of the world, for 
this atlas, and for the sake of communicating to people in 
other climates, seasons are defined as follows; Spring: Mar 
– May; Summer: Jun – Aug; Fall: Sep – Nov; Winter: Dec 
– Feb. Recognizing that people in the Arctic usually speak 
of the annual subsistence cycle as beginning at break-up, we 
organized seasonal maps on the page beginning with spring 
at the upper left.

1. While the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act extinguished aboriginal title and claims based on aboriginal title, the new rule allows 
those tribes that own lands to have them held in trust by the federal government.

2. A complete list of species included in this study, along with the category in which each is grouped, is provided at Appendix J.

Photo credit: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
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Photo credit: Northwest Arctic Borough.

Ipnatchiaq
(Deering) 



CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps        3635        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps

T h e  P e op l e  of  th e  Ip na tch ia q
/ong beIore the first miner dropped the first shoYel 
of Ipnatchiaq gold-rich gravel into a sluice box, the 
,pnatchiaƥmiut �³people oI the ,pnatchiaT 5iYer´� harYested 
Iood Irom a diYerse supply oI fish� plants� and small and 
large land animals that lived in and migrated through the 
riYer basin� and marine mammals and fish Irom the water 
and sea ice off the nearby coast. Much has happened in 
the liYes oI the ,pnatchiaƥmiut oYer the years between that 
first gold striNe and the time oI the study that led to the 
maps in this atlas. Like the histories of all of the Borough’s 
communities, the story of the village now called Deering 
testifies to the ability oI the region¶s original people to adapt 
by finding ways to continue to harYest traditional Iood 
resources even during long periods of cultural and economic 
upheaval.  

Most Iñupi aq families moved around during the year, but it 
is belieYed that� up to the time the first Ioreign ships arriYed 
on the shores of the Northwest Arctic in the late 1700s ,1 the 
,pnatchiaƥmiut� once one oI the largest groups on the 6eward 
Peninsuula, lived most of their year upriver from the spit 
where Deering is currently located, southeast of Cape Deceit 
on the southern coast of Kotzebue Sound. Although the 
international whaling industry and fur trade would greatly 
reduce the traditional ocean resources available to them, the 
,pnatchiaƥmiut remained in their traditional dwellings on 

the river well into the 1800s. After gold was found on the 
northern side of the Seward Peninsula, though, the number 
and size of mining operations on the Ipnatchiaq would grow 
rapidly, bringing permanent economic change to the region. 

Drying salmon at Deering, 1912. Photo credit: Alaska 
^tate Liďrary ,istoricaů �oůůections͕ �^LͲWϭϭͲϬϬϳ �ůasŬa 
Digital Archives.

Ip na tch ia q  ( D e e ring )  

Deering. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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By the end of the 1800s, a new settlement had sprung up 
near the mouth of the river to supply the mining operations. 
In 1901, the community of Deering (believed to have been 
named after the 90-ton schooner Abbie Deering, in the area 
around that time2� was assigned its own 8�6� 3ost 2Ifice� 
During this early mining era, the Native economy started 
to shift from seasonal subsistence and trading to year-
round paid labor, as the river’s longtime residents began to 
take work in the industry. While the underlying economy 
changed� the ,xupiaT cycle oI hunting� fishing� and gathering 
continued. F ollowing the arrival of gold-seekers, the U .S. 
federal government and evangelists from the continental 
states and Southeast Alaska began to take notice of the 
northern people, beginning a long period of schoolhouse 
education in non-Native ways of thinking, being, and eating.  

:ith the consent oI 3resbyterian eYangelist 6heldon -acNson� 
who served as the U .S. G eneral Agent for Education, the 
Northwest Arctic’s schools, in their earliest days, were 
operated by Christian groups. In Deering, missionaries of 
the Evangelical Society of F riends (Q uakers) would build 
the first church and become the town¶s first school teachers� 
$lthough -acNson had begun to bring reindeer to the region 
to provide a new protein source and draw more indigenous 
people into the market economy, with so many miners 
moving into the area, competition for food resources was 
getting tight in the ,pnatchiaT basin� ,ncreasingly finding 
themselves at risk, the people of the Ipnatchiaq region turned 
to churches and schools where they were given medicine 
and food. Teachers often complained about students’ lack of 
regular attendance, however, as families continued to travel 
away Irom the spit to find traditional Ioods at Yarious times 
of the year.

In many of the writings of white educators during this 
period, Iñupi aq people of all ages were referred to as 
children, with well-meaning missionaries and other federally 
dispatched teachers seeing their own role as protectors. 

In a letter to the U .S. Senate committee on Indian Affairs 
about Alaska Natives in 1901, missionary William Duncan, 
in condemning a proposed government policy that aimed 
to ³leaYe natiYes to themselYes� to fight their own way� 
work out their own destiny, and take the same chances as 
whites,”  argued that that kind of approach failed to take 
into consideration fundamental differences between the two 
races:

When we contrast the condition of the two peoples—
whites with centuries, and the Indians, still as children 
maNing their first lessons in ciYili]ed liIe²then the 
seeming fairness of this proposal vanishes. F or a race to 
be a fair one the competitors should be equally matched. 
A struggle between a full-grown man and a child leaves 
no room for speculation as to the results of the contest.3 

In 1914, in a particularly dramatic act of this kind of 
protectionism, the missionaries and U .S. government 
oIficials decided 1atiYes� especially women� should be 
removed from proximity to the white men working the 
camps in the area. Deering’s population would be reduced 
significantly aIter a campaign was launched to get the 
,pnatchiaƥmiut to moYe away Irom the miners²and the 
Ipnatchiaq—and resettled at a new location 60 miles away 
on the Kobuk R iver. The teacher Charles R eplogle reported 
to his Bureau of Education superiors in Washington, 
D.C., that “ [ a] t a vote taken in Deering this place was 

W e  re f e r to D e e ring as  
“I p nat ch iaq ” an d th e  p e op l e  as  th e  
“Ipnatchiaġmiut” to be consistent 
w ith  m ode rn s tan dar diz at ion of  
th e  Iñ up iaq  l an gu age .  In ol de r 
te xt s , an d e ve n in s om e  m ode rn 
w ritings , t h e  te rm s  “I nm ac h uk ”  an d 
“I nm ac h uk m iut” m ay b e  f ound.  

In s om e  p ub l is h e d w ork s , s uch  as  
E rne s t B urch ’ s  Iñupiaq Eskimo 
Nations of Northwest Alaska ( 1998) , 
the term “Pittaġmiut” is also used 
to de s crib e  th e  p e op l e  w h o once  
l ive d in th e  D e e ring an d G oodh op e  
R ive r ar e a ( see m ap  on p . 6) .

Ernie Fox at nozzle on No. 8 claim on Inmachuk.   
Whoto creĚit͗ �ůasŬa ^tate Liďrary ,istoricaů �oůůections͕ 
�^LͲWϭϭϮͲϬϴϵ͕ �ůasŬa Digitaů �rchiǀes͘
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named Noorvik, which means ‘ transplanted.’” 4 People 
were reluctant to move, so the Deering school was closed, 
removing an important safety net for many locals at that 
time. Many relented and moved inland. A couple of years 
later� a nightmare Àu epidemic would worN its way up the 
west coast of Alaska and take the lives of over half of the 
Arctic’s Iñupi at.

In time, the mining would run out, just as the whaling and 
fur trades had, leaving local Iñupi at, who had survived 
epidemics, occupation, and the near depletion of many of 
their traditional food resources, to continue their cycle of 
seasonal hunting� fishing� and gathering on the northern edge 
of the Seward Peninsula. But things had changed in a big 
way for the people of the north. 

Though non-Native educators never could quite get 
Deering’s Natives to give up their way of looking at and 
living in the world,5 the years between the peninsula’s 
early-20th century mining boom and the discovery of oil 
on Alaska’s North Slope, which would lead to the Alaska 
Native Claims Settlement Act, were not easy.6 But, against 
immense odds� the ,pnatchiaƥmiut had liYed through a 
perilous century and a half. 

Although still one of the smallest villages in the Borough, 
Deering’s population has been increasing for many years 
now—from 95 in 19607  to 122 in 20108 to an estimated 152 
in -uly oI �����9 While the population continues to rebound 
from disease and relocation, and many of the traditional 
food resources so nearly depleted during a hundred years 
of outside occupation have come back, the sandy spit the 
Yillage sits on now Iaces new threats oI Àooding and erosion� 
Because the highest point of land is less than 10 feet above 
sea level, Deering has become vulnerable to storms that roll 

in across the sound from the Chukchi Sea. Before a sea wall 
was constructed in ����� high tides would Àood the Yillage�10 
In addition to the sea wall, in the 1980s a bridge was built 
across the channel behind the village, connecting the 
community to a state-run airstrip. The road continues past 
the airport, south out of town through abandoned reindeer 
corrals and processing sites and old gold mining to some 
of the places locals like to go to hunt and gather upriver. 
Another road extends west from the village for a couple of 
miles to a high bluff overlooking Kotzebue Sound. 

Deering classroom, early 20th century. Photo credit: 
University of �ůasŬa &airďanŬs͕ �orĚeůia L͘M͘ Eoďůe 
Collection, UAF-1973-203-7, Alaska Digital Archives.

Friends’ Church at Deering, 1929. Photo credit: 
Alaska State Liďrary ,istoricaů �oůůections͕ �^LͲWϰϱͲϬϬϱϳ͕ 
Alaska Digital Archives.

In tim e , t h e  m ining w oul d run  
out, j us t as  th e  w h al ing an d f ur 
trad e s  h ad , l e avi ng l ocal  Iñ up iat ,  
w h o h ad  s urvi ve d e p ide m ics , 
occup at ion, an d th e  ne ar  de p l e tion 
of  m an y of  th e ir trad itional  f ood 
re s ource s , t o continue  th e ir cyc l e  
oI seasonal huntinJ� ¿shinJ� and 
gat h e ring on  th e  north e rn e dge  of   
th e  S e w ar d P e nins ul a.



CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps        3837        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps

The modern Native Village of Deering is a federally 
recognized tribe. In 1970, t he community incorporated as 
a second-class city under state law. It is governed both by 
the municipality and the tribe. The Mayor and City Council 
oversee day-to-day government functions and the Tribal 
President and Council govern tribal affairs.  Like other 
communities in the Northwest Arctic Borough (with the 
exception of Kotzebue), Deering’s local ANCSA corporation 
merged with the NANA R egional Corporation in 1972. 

A combination of state, city, tribal, and federal entities serves 
the needs of the local people. Maniilaq Association, a private 
nonprofit� proYides medical care at the local clinic� 7he tribe 
owns the grocery store and fuel service and the Borough 
runs the school. The city operates the sewage system, the 
landfill� and a washeteria where community members can do 
laundry and use showers though many still go to the river or 
to two nearby springs to get water, in addition to collecting 
rainwater off their roofs.11 The federal government also 
has a presence in Deering—the 2.7 m illion-acre federally 
protected Bering Land Bridge National Preserve borders the 
community.12  

The people of Deering are used to long, cold winters and 
cool summers, with temperatures generally ranging from 
���� )ahrenheit in -anuary to ��� in -uly� 5ainIall aYerages 
11-12 inches a year, with about three feet of snow falling 
in a typical winter. Historically, the cooler temperatures in 
this region kept the sea frozen over from about mid-October 

until early -uly� 'epending on ice leYels� bearded seals are 
usually hunted on the ice in late -une� ,n the summer� locals 
take their boats up the river and out into the sound. In the 
wintertime, snow machines traverse the tundra, frozen rivers, 
and sea ice.13

Deering sea wall, constructed in 1984. Photo Credit: 
Department of �ommerce͕ �ommunity anĚ �conomic 
Deǀeůopment͖ Diǀision of �ommunity anĚ Zegionaů 
�ffairs͛ �ommunity Whoto Liďrary͘ 

Utica, an abandoned mining town near Deering. Whoto creĚit͗ Department of �ommerce͕ �ommunity anĚ �conomic 
Deǀeůopment͖ Diǀision of �ommunity anĚ Zegionaů �ffairs͛ �ommunity Whoto Liďrary͘
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1. NANA website. Deering. http://nana.com/regional/about-us/
overview-of-region/deering/

2. 2rth� 'onald -� ����� 'eering� Dictionary  of Alask a P lace 
N ames.  G eological Survey Professional Paper 567. 

3. Wexler, Lisa. 2006. Learning R esistance: Iñupi at and the U .S. 
Bureau of Education 1885-1906—Deconstructing Assimilation 
Strategies and Implications for Today. J ournal of American 
I ndian E ducation, Vol. 45, No. 1, p. 24.

4. R eplogle, Charles. 1916. Annual R eport of the U nited States 
Public School at Deering, on Kotzebue Sound, Arctic Ocean. 
R eport on the Work of the Bureau of Education for the Natives 
of Alaska, 1914-15. Department of the Interior, Bureau of 
Education, Bulletin 1916, No. 47, p. 50. 

5. Ibid at 51. R eplogle lamented in his report how the students 
would “ soon drop into the regular Eskimo habits”  after leaving 
school at the end of the day.

6. -oe 6enungetuN chronicled liIe in the Bering 6ea region during 
the mid-1900s in his book G ive or T ak e a C entury , written 
after oil was discovered and before ANCSA.

7. U .S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census. 1960. 
Census of the Population: 1960. Vol. 1, Part 3, Alaska. http://
laborstats.alaska.gov/census/hist.htm.

8. U .S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census 2010. 
http://laborstats.alaska.gov/census/hist.htm. Note: 2010 census 
data were used for village and borough population references 
in many places in this atlas.

9. State of Alaska, Department of Labor and Workforce 
Development. 2014. Population Estimates. http://laborstats.
alaska.gov.

10. Moto, Calvin. 2013. Interview with Sarah Betcher on 
September 17. 

11. Iyatunguk, Alvin. 2013. Personal communication with Sarah 
Betcher dated September 18. 

12. U .S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service. 2015. 
http://www.nps.gov/bela/planyourvisit/upload/Visitor-G uide-
pdf-F INAL-web.pdf. 

13. Nana.com

14. State of Alaska, Department of Commerce, Community, and 
Economic Development. Community Database, Deering. 
https://www.commerce.alaska.gov/dcra/DCR AExternal/
community/Details/a4fffa30-0aa6-4d10-8399-d86e555a9182. 
Accessed 22 Aug. 2015. 

15. 6ee� e�g�� +ensley� :illiam /�� ,ƥƥiaƥruN� ����� )ifty  M iles 
F rom T omorrow :  A M emoir of Alask a and the R eal P eople.  
New Y ork. Picador.

7raditional hunting� fishing� and gathering actiYities still 
provide the mainstays of the local Iñupi aq diet. Non-native 
foods are brought in from outside and sold in the local 
store. Since, like the other villages in the Northwest Arctic 
Borough, Deering has no road access, supplies come in on 

planes or barges. F reight can get in by barge only during 
ice-free summer months, though, so, for much of the year, 
locals rely on planes that come and go on the state-run gravel 
airstrip to get goods and people in and out. The high cost of 
air transport is reÀected in steep local prices Ior both goods 
and serYices� ,n -uly ����� a gallon oI gas cost ������14

7he history oI the ,pnatchiaƥmiut is a tale oI pragmatism 
and endurance. Elders who witnessed the near extinction of 
food resources by outside industry and the near extinction 
oI the ,xupiaT people by outside diseases in the first part 
of the 1900s would live to see their communities and their 
region rebound. Despite over 150 years of outside pressure, 
the traditional food resources, and the Iñupi aq people of 
the Ipnatchiaq R iver region who had always relied on 
those resources to live, managed to avoid extinction. As 
they always have, Deering’s citizens continue to hunt, 
fish� and gather today� as illustrated on the maps and heard 
in the voices speaking in this atlas. The history of the 
,pnatchiaƥmiut� some oI whom would find a new home 
in Noorvik and others who stayed or returned to build the 
sand spit village of Deering, tells of but one example of 
the ability of the people of the Northwest Arctic not only 
to adapt to change but, in the process of adapting, turn 
history to their region’s advantage by achieving new forms 
oI selI�goYernance and gaining greater inÀuence oYer the 
management of local resources.15

Fishing at Deering. Late 1940s. Photo credit: 
University of �ůasŬa &airďanŬs͕ 'eorge �͘ MorůanĚer 
photographs͕ h�&ͲϭϵϵϵϳͲϭϬϴͲϯϲϰ͕ �ůasŬa Digitaů 
Archives. 
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T ra ditiona l  f oods  im p orta nt to th e  p e op l e  of  D e e ring t oda y

Out of all of the food people from Deering get from the land 
and water around the village to take home or share, ugruk  
(bearded seal) makes up the biggest portion. Well over half 
of the people from Deering who participated in this study 
reported hunting ugruk , which, according to the Alaska 
Department of F ish and G ame, makes up nearly a third of 
the total traditional Ioods hunted� fished� or gathered in the 
area.1

Locals’ second most-often eaten food is qal ugruaq  (chum 
salmon). All but one of the people from Deering who 
contributed to the study reported catching and eating 
qa lugruaq . All but two Deering residents interviewed hunted 
for tuttu (caribou), and it’s believed to be a staple in pretty 
much everyone’s diet as a result of sharing. 

Everybody who took part in the Deering study likes to eat 
berries, and most go out to pick them. While berries make up 
a smaller part of the traditional diet by mass, people cover a 
lot of territory (almost a quarter of the areas around Deering 
mapped in this study) looking for them. Aqpi k  are the most 
sought-after, with asriavik  (blueberries) a close second. 

Iqsraġutilik (Canada geese) were the birds mentioned most 
often by name, followed closely by niġliqnaq (brant). All of 
the people who contributed to the maps talked about getting 
mannik  (eggs), and all but one mentioned amaqt uq  (pink 
salmon) and qal ugruaq  �chum�� 0any other fish are caught 
around Deering, too, but none were mentioned as often as 
amaqt uq  and qal ugruaq .

DEERING TRADITIONAL FOODS BY EDIBLE MASS, UNIQUE AREAS AND PEOPLE

^W��/�^

�z �D/�L� M�^^ 
Έй O& dOd�L &OOD 

,�Zs�^d�D 1Ή

�z EhM��Z O& 
hE/Yh� �Z��^ 

Έй O& Ϯϯϱ M�WW�D 
WOLz'OE^Ή

�z WZOWOZd/OE  
O& W�Zd/�/W�Ed^  
Έй O& ϭϭ D��Z/E' 

Z�^/D�Ed^ /E ^dhDzΉ

Ugruk  
Bearded Seal
(Erignathus barbatus)

31.5 3.8 63.5

Qualugruaq  
Chum Salmon 
(Oncorhuynchus keta)

21.9 5.1 90.9

Tuttu 
�ariďou  
(Rangifer tarandus)

21.4 9.4 81.8

�ĞƌƌiĞƐ:  
Asriavik ;�ůueďerriesͿ͕ Aqpik 
;^aůmonďerriesͿ anĚ others

1.3 20.4 100.0

Mannik 
�ggs 
;Wrimariůy ^eaguůůͿ

0.1 20.4 100.0

Niġliq  
'eese 1.6 11.5 72.7

Amaqtuq 
Pink Salmon 
(Oncorhynchus gorbuscha)

4.1 5.1 90.9

1. ³(dible mass´ numbers in the first column are Irom $')	* subsistence harYest surYey data� 6ee &ommunity 6ubsistence ,nIormation 
System (CSIS) data at http://www.adfg.alaska.gov/sb/CSIS/index.cfm? ADF G = harvInfo.harvestCommSelComm.
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D e e ring  V oice s
It is September in the Northwest Arctic, but the air is still 
warm.1 A young boy tends a wooden greenhouse box. “ My 
family grows vegetables here every summer,”  he says, 
opening the lid and pointing out the remaining green shoots. 
By $ugust� the growing season is usually finished� but� 
this year, several tenacious green shoots can still be seen 
sprouting from the soil. 

U p the Ipnatchiaq, the caribou are on the move to their 
winter habitat. They are at their prime—fat, with thick, full 
skins. Caribou provide important protein for the local diet. 
This evening, a few people in the village are planning to go 
out into the country on four-wheelers in hopes of getting fat 
caribou. 

5aymond /ee -r�� a 1orthwest $rctic Borough 9illage 
Coordinator who is visiting from Buckland, sets out with a 
group oI hunters� their riÀes slung oYer their shoulders� 7hey 
cross knee-deep channels of the Ipnatchiaq several times on 
their four-wheelers. The younger men hold back, waiting 
to proceed until the older, more experienced, hunters have 
picked a spot to cross. After several hours out, and with 
darkness approaching, they have yet to get a caribou. 

The daylight has almost completely escaped by the time the 
hunters return to the Yillage� $ group oI eYening fishermen 
are trying their luck for late-run silver salmon at the mouth 
of the river. U tilizing the glow from the headlights of their 
four-wheelers, the hunters stop to help out. People are 
cutting up the fish with their ulus, tossing the meat into 
a giant plastic tub. This time of year, it takes more than 
darNness to shut down the fishing� 7here¶s a lot to get done�

Calvin Moto Sr. is a respected Deering elder. Born in the 
1930s, he has lived in the village most of his life. He doesn’t 
hunt anymore, but others “ always make sure the elders have 
fresh seal oil and stuff like that.”

³/ate -une� we get ugruk  (bearded seal). We’ve been getting 
them for thousands of years . . .  an opening—a passage 
through the ice—that’s what we have to wait for.”  When 
there is no ice for the ugruk  to haul out on, nobody bothers 
to try to hunt them. 

“ We get caribou. Muskox—by permit. R ight now it’s moose 
season. West of here, geese, crane, brant. We go to where 
they lay their eggs. That point out here (he points to the 
west) we get what we call crowbill or arctic murre. We get 
mitiq  (eiders). We used to have one or two loons, but not 
anymore� $round the first part oI -uly� we go get our eggs 
Irom there� seagull eggs� used to be puIfins�´  ,n 0ay and 
-une� 'eering residents also harYest goose eggs� ³0ostly 
the young guys do it now, but they distribute to the elders.”  
Calvin points to a wall that bears a gallery of family photos. 
³, haYe Iour� fiYe grandsons who hunt all the time� so , 
am never without caribou and trout. Or fall time, when it 
freezes, they get tomcods and . . . seals.”  

6almon fill the stomachs oI 'eering¶s residents most oI the 
year. “ We get our salmon run. F irst we get the humpies2, 
then we get the dogs or the chums. R ight now it’s silvers. We 
fish along the riYer� 1ot Iar²Must by the airport�´ +e points 
in the direction of the state landing strip, just a short distance 
outside the village.  

Like most everybody else in the Northwest Arctic, Calvin 
also eats food brought in from the outside. “ But when I 
eat 1atiYe Ioods� , am more satisfied�´ he says� ³, sleep 
longer. If I eat mostly nalaugmiut (white person) meat, 
cattle and stuff, it don’t stay with me as much as seal and 
stuII liNe that�´ $s he speaNs� the room fills with the warm 
and enticing aroma of a crock-pot full of caribou and cut 
vegetables he’s got going. 

Deering garden box. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher. 

Calvin Moto Sr.’s Caribou Stew. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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Down the road from Calvin’s house is the Deering Native 
Store, which Susie Fleming manages. She’s one of the 
hunters who went out with Raymond the evening before. 
After managing the village store for several years, she’s 
witnessed firsthand the changes in the ways people are 
eating. 

“Our customers rely on what we can’t come up with 
locally—starches, vegetables, fruit.” People don’t generally 
buy meat and fish at the store. “I never order fish except fish 
sticks. Most of the households use a lot of caribou meat. 
We have a lot of hunters in our community and we basically 
prefer caribou meat and, more recently, moose meat. In the 
last few years, some people get a muskox permit and collect 
a muskox.”

Susie walks around the store pointing out various items—
boxed and canned milk that will survive the long trip to the 
village. Most of what is in the store is either packaged or 
frozen. Very little red meat can be found in the freezers. 

Susie is concerned about the cost of getting meat the 
traditional ways. “I realized that over time my husband and I 
had spent more on fuel. But we were using it more to subsist. 
Not only did fuel prices rise, but everything else went up.” In 
today’s world, the costs must be taken into account, she says. 
It’s becoming more and more expensive to hunt.

Maniilaq has a support program that helps out local hunters 
who bring back food for elders, reimbursing expenses for 
gas and ammunition. Alvin Iyatunguk Sr., a long time hunter, 
is an advocate for the program. “If it wasn’t for that support, 
there would be a lot of hunters that can’t afford to get ten 
gallons of gas because a lot of people depend on seasonal 
work…sometimes there is no work for two or three years. 
That Hunter Support…I am very happy for that and it gives 
everyone an opportunity to hunt for an elder.” 

Alvin describes where he usually goes hunting: “We 
have to go to where the caribou herd is; same as with the 
birds—geese, ducks. During the winter, ptarmigan. We 
do a lot of caribou hunting. Once in a great while, if there 
is an opportunity to get a wolf or a wolverine, we might 
take advantage of that. My son wants to get a moose every 
fall. During the springtime, right after it breaks up, we get 

trout, arctic char, here by the mouth. I also set a net. We 
get grayling. That run isn’t very long. Maybe three weeks. 
Right after the trout is done, we wait for the salmon. We 
have two runs—one run that comes early in the summer and 
a second one that comes kind of late during the fall, before 
it starts freezing up. We try to do a lot of seining to get as 
much salmon as we can. That salmon is pretty important 
for wintertime. We’ve got to fish for my parents, my wife’s 
parents, for other elders, and for us.” 

The Ipnatchiaġmiut wait for breakup to get ugruk. “Third 
week or second week of June is when we mainly do our 
ugruk hunting—our bearded seals. It all depends on the ice 
conditions, the weather, the wind. It all depends on where 
the ugruks are and if we can find them. Three ugruks would 
be enough for us to make seal oil, black meat, and blubber.” 
Alvin eats the oil about every other day.

“I would rather live off the land than buy a $20 or $30 roast 
from the store, because that’s pretty expensive. If we could 
have caribou every day, that would be great.” 

He puts up a lot of the food he brings in to eat during the 
winter months, including dried meat. “Springtime is when 
we make a lot of our jerky. We try to make enough to last 
during the summer and fall time—then do it again.” There’s 
also gathering plants. “Oh yeah, a couple weeks ago, me 
and my family went up to get masu; underground roots. We 
put them in seal oil.” The berries are “a big thing . . . the 
women take that pretty seriously. Blueberries, cranberries, 
crowberries.”

Alvin says going out to get food is “more important to a 
person than anything else. Where else can you live and just 
go off into the land and get a caribou and bring it home? Or 

Typical village grocery store shelves of nalaugmiut 
(“white person”) food. Photo credit: University of 
Alaska Anchorage, Miriam Bell papers, uaa-hmc-1074-
b2-f4-b-10-32, Alaska Digital Archives. 

“When I eat Native foods, I am 
more satisfied,” says Calvin. “I sleep 
longer. If I eat mostly nalaugmiut 
(white person) meat, cattle and 
stuff, it don’t stay with me as 
much as seal and stuff like that.”
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get your fish? There aren’t many places that you can do that 
and depend on it. We depend on it three hundred and sixty 
five days during the year. We got our season hunts; we got 
our gatherings during the summer. If we didn’t have it, a lot 
of families would be struggling.”

He voices concerns about the rapid changes he is seeing in 
the weather and about industrial development. “If we don’t 
protect our oceans and our land, a lot of these animals won’t 
migrate through, and they won’t have the vegetation they 

need to live. If we don’t have a clean ocean, we won’t have 
salmon or trout or tomcods come back.” He connects all of 
the hunting, fishing, and gathering people do to the future 
survival of his village. “If we didn’t have it, how could we 
survive? If we didn’t have it, I don’t think there would even 
be villages. People would just have to move on and live 
where it’s cheaper to buy a hamburger.” 

Loading the ATV for caribou hunting. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher. 

1. The “Voices” sections for each of the villages in this chapter are based on interviews conducted by Sarah Betcher in 2013 and 2014. 

2. For English, Iñupiaq, and scientific names of species mentioned by local speakers in the “Voices” sections, refer to Appendix J.
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InterpretinJ the &olor 6cale 
on 0aps in this &hapter

In the maps in this chapter, the darker the color on the 
map, the more people from the village go to that area to 
search for the resource. The areas with the lightest color 
are generally used by only one of the study participants 
in the village. Please note, sometimes areas may look 
slightly darker because they lie over land, which is 
tinted gray on the base maps. Water appears in light 
blue on the maps, which slightly lightens up the search 
area oYerlay� $ll maps reÀ ect inIormation gathered Irom 
participating villagers in Part 1 of this study.

W hat the maps tell us… 
$s has been the case Ior so long� 'eering¶s hunters� fi shers� 
and gatherers frequent the water and land around the nearby 
Ipnatchiaq R iver. F ish, including pink and chum salmon, are 
caught from near where the river pours out into Kotzebue 
Sound close to the village. Caribou hunters usually drive 
out of town, past the airport, through old placer mining 
and reindeer sites, to where the caribou migrate through. 
Berries, roots, and herbs are found at traditional gathering 
locations throughout the area around the village and at Cape 
Deceit. Chamisso Island is a longtime popular egg gathering 
location. Villagers take snow machines out on the ice in 
late -une to get ugruk  (bearded seals), and some Deering 
residents hold state muskox permits.

The following search area maps, organized by plant and 
animal species and season, show the places around Deering 
local people who participated in the study told researchers 
they liNe to go to hunt� trap� fi sh� and gather�

Bluff near Deering. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

�Z��^ ^,OWE /E 
d,� LIGHTEST 

SHADE �Z� h^�D 
�z d,� L��^d 

EhM��Z O& ^dhDz 
W�Zd/�/W�Ed^ 
Z�^/D/E' /E 

D��Z/E'.

�Z��^ ^,OWE 
/E d,� DARKEST 
SHADE �Z� h^�D 
�z d,� 'Z��d�^d 

EhM��Z O& ^dhDz 
W�Zd/�/W�Ed^ 
Z�^/D/E' /E 

D��Z/E'͘
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D e e ring
Marine Mammals

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

D e e ring
Marine Mammals

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

D e e ring
Marine Mammals

Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

Summer
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D e e ring
Eggs

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

D e e ring
Eggs

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 



Nuurvik 
(Noorvik)

CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

      Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps        6261        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps

Photo credit: Northwest Arctic Borough.
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N e w  S ite ,  A ncie nt T ra ditions
Built by ,xupiat Irom the 3ittaƥmiut and .uuƾmiut regions1 
who moved to the current village site at the urging of 
Q uaker missionaries 100 years ago, Nuurvik, which is said 
to mean “ a place that is moved to”  in Iñupi aq,2 is home to 
639 people today.3 The third largest village in the Northwest 
Arctic Borough, Noorvik remains a productive subsistence 
community. 

Deering residents who, in 1914, were brought by Q uaker 
missionary Charles R eplogle to the new village  site on the 
south side of the Nazuruk Channel of the Kobuk R iver—a 
distance of about 75 m iles across Kotzebue Sound—were 
joined by another group of Iñupi at from Oksik, a community 
farther up the Kobuk R iver. The historical record shows that 
many people from the Kobuk region were already well-
acquainted with R eplogle at the time of the move.4 Minutes 
of the California Y early Meeting of the F riends Church 
from 1915 show 130 church members registered in Oksik, 
but the same document shows that community’s population 
to be only 87 a t the time, indicating that missionaries had 
successfully engaged with many Iñupi at who, up to the point 
of joining the new settlement, had been dispersed around the 
Kobuk R iver area.5  

The Nazuruk Channel is one of the larger of several strands 
that run through the broad Kobuk delta. The area, home 
territory oI the .uuƾmiut nation� is bounded on the west 

by the waters of Hotham Inlet, known to locals as “ Kobuk 
Lake.”  The inlet is shallow—usually less than 20 feet deep, 
but its waters are Nnown to rise significantly during maMor 
storm events.6 Inarguably, though, Noorvik’s site in the curve 

Church lets out in Noorvik. 1907. Photo credit: 
University of �ůasŬa �nchorage͕ Whiůip anĚ Zetta 
ZeeĚ papers͕ h��ͲhmcͲϬϰϬϭͲaůďumϭͲϴa͕ �ůasŬa 
Digital Archives.

N uurv ik  ( N oorv ik )

Noorvik shore with subsistence camps in the distance. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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of the channel provided a person much greater shelter from 
the elements than did the Deering spit. 

As discussed earlier in this chapter’s history of Deering 
(see p. 36), in their reports to back-east superiors, teachers 
argued for relocation as a means to separate the Iñupi at 
Irom the corrupting inÀuences oI non�1atiYe worNers in 
the G oodhope mining region. The teachers also frequently 
made clear their wishes to get off of the exposed coast, 
where they had hastily constructed school houses and 
churches in an effort to consolidate the dispersed and 
nomadic Iñupi at in permanent communities. As one visitor 
to the region reported in 1914, “ The frame houses are 
comparatively recent departures [ from sod houses]  and but 
few in number… These frame dwellings were built by the 
natives of lumber purchased from the States at an exorbitant 
price…[ A] lthough, perhaps more pleasing to the eye, these 
dwellings really possess no advantage over the sod igloos 
in utility. They are colder and therefore require more fuel.” 7  
And fuel, limited to driftwood and seal oil at the time, was 
hard to come by. 

An article on Iñupi aq evangelical and telegraph operator 
Isaac Newlin published in the national periodical Suns et 
M agaz ine in 1922 provides a candid glimpse of outsiders’ 
perceptions of the “ bleak Arctic sea coast”  at the time—and 
the superior situation perceived for the “ colonists”  of the 
new Noorvik:

Y oung Newlin, with other progressive natives, is now 
seeking civic improvements in his village. Noorvik is 
the historic Eskimo village that was built overnight. 
The Noorvik natives originally lived at Deering on the 
bleak Arctic sea coast where they made their homes in 

the semi-underground hovels of their ancestors because 
of lack of timber. F ood was also scarce, so the populace 
one day packed up and drove their dogs and reindeers 
nearly two hundred miles up the Kobuk R iver, where the 
*oYernment presented them with a domain fiIteen miles 
sTuare abounding in game� fish� and timber� 2n this tract 
in the Arctic wilderness Isaac and his parents and the 
other colonists under the leadership of the G overnment 
teachers built a village with well laid out streets, neat 
single-family houses, gardens, a mercantile company, a 
sawmill, an electric light plant, and a wireless telegraph 
station which keeps them in touch with the outside 
world.8

2Yer the first three years aIter the moYe� the Bureau oI 
,ndian $IIairs spent more than ������� to build 1oorYiN²
many times over what it was spending on any other 
community in the region. The Bureau re-routed lumber and 
other resources allocated to Oksik to the new settlement 
and provided money for a Native cooperative store. 
Walter Shields, superintendent of the northern district, 
called Noorvik “ the most important project we have ever 
undertaken in the region.” 9 ,n ����� the first hospital in the 
area was constructed.10 

Q uaker historian A.O. R oberts, in his book T omorrow  I s 
G row ing O ld, writes that, in 1926 (four years after the 
Suns et article), when the explorer Knud R asmussen11 visited 
villages on the Noatak and the Kobuk, “ [ h] e found Noorvik 
to be a remarkable place, well worth the visit. There were 
three schoolteachers, a government inspector, a doctor 
and two nurses to attend to the various departments of the 
hospital. He found ‘ everything arranged on the most modern 
lines¶ with a fine hospital � � � ,t seemed almost too good to 
be true although he thought lights out at 9 o’clock12 . . . and 
the prohibition of smoking were a little bit restrictive.” 13 

Noorvik teacher’s house, early 1920s. Photo credit: 
hniǀersity of �ůasŬa �nchorage͕ Whiůip anĚ Zetta ZeeĚ 
papers͕ h��ͲhmcͲϬϰϬϭͲaůďumϭͲϯϰď͕ �ůasŬa Digitaů 
Archives. 

Muskrat hunting, early 1900s. Photo credit: Alaska 
^tate ,istoricaů Liďrary �ĚǁarĚ ^heriff �urtis �oůůection͕ 
�^LͲWϰϵͲϭϴ͕ �ůasŬa Digitaů �rchiǀes͘
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As R asmussen himself wrote of the new village in his book 
Across Arctic America,

Much could be said for and against such an arrangement. 
Theoretically, it looks excellent, as an experiment in 
systematic popular education. But it is always risky to 
interfere overmuch in the private life of grown men and 
women.14 

The curfew and smoking ban were not the only constraints 
placed on the Iñupi aq people who were brought to the 
new settlement. In a history of the community included in 
Noorvik’s C ommunity  C omprehensive Development P lan 
2006-2016 (rev. May 2006), today’s local planners recount 
that “ Noorvik experienced [ a]  language shift to English 
from Iñupi aq with schools and western institutions utilizing 
duress with families and children to use English as their 
first language�´15 Even though the community gained tribal 
status early on, in 1939, it did not lift its ban on Native 
dancing until 2010, when it took the national stage that 
year as the first community in the 8�6� to be counted in the 
federal decennial census. According to one article, “ Tribal 
leaders formally approved the proposal [ to lift the dancing 

ban]  after it received the blessing of the Noorvik F riends 
Church, despite opposition from a few elders.” 16 In studying 
the dynamics surrounding the evolution of religious beliefs 
in the North, Ernest Burch observed that “ the Iñupi at 
carried out the Christianization of most of Arctic Alaska 
themselves.” 17  In Noorvik, at the same time the community’s 
first residents were adapting to not Must an earlier bedtime but 
new ways of worshipping, speaking, and eating, traditional 
hunting� trapping� fishing� and gathering routines continued 
to occupy a central place in villagers’ lives. 

Though President Wilson had allotted land for the Noorvik 
settlement, unlike reservations in the Lower 48, the 
government imposed no limitation on Natives’ movement 
in and out of the reserve.18 The seasonal Iñupi aq food-
harvesting cycle continued on uninterrupted after the 
relocation, though terrestrial mammals would come to play 
a more predominant role in the diets of those who’d grown 
up on seal and whale in the Ipnatchiaq region. R asmussen 
observed that Noorvik’s men “ have to leave the settlement 
and scatter in distant camps throughout the forest, while 
women and children are left behind out of regard to the 
schooling.” 19 In time, this would change, as summer camp 
living reassumed its central role in Iñupi aq family life (see 
pp. 70- 73) . 

In 1926, the village of Noorvik’s population had reached 
271, w ith an estimated 74 a dditional Iñupi at scattered 
around the area.20 The government school had 96 students 
enrolled. But by 1930 the local population had decreased by 
almost 100 people.21 Notably, over those 10 years, Deering’s 
population rebounded from 73 t o 183, a few more than the 
number of people who live there today.22 

$s a result oI the significant inYestment the Iederal 
goYernment made in 1oorYiN when it was first settled� unliNe 
other villages in the Borough, a good deal of infrastructure, 
including a telegraph, was already in place by the time 
1oorYiN got its 8�6� 3ost 2Ifice in ����� 7oday� as is true oI 
most of the Borough’s communities, various governmental 
entities play a role in running the village. As noted above, 
back in 1939, the Native Community of Noorvik became 
a recognized tribe under the Indian R eorganization Act 

“F irs t to b e  counte d . . .”

“O n Jan uar y 25, 2010, t h e  vi l l age  
of  N oorvi k  w as  nat ional  ne w s  as  th e  
city w e l com e d th e  e ntire  country t o 
toZn Ior the ¿rst enumeration� or 
counting, of  an  A m e rican  citiz e n as  
part oI the ���� &ensus� 1oorYiN 
(lder and ::II 9eteran� &liIton 
-acNson� Zas the ¿rst person to be 
counted in the ���� &ensus� 
 
F e de ral  an d s tat e  dign itar ie s  as  w e l l  
a s  nat ional  m e dia at te nde d cul tural  
e ve nts  ove r a t w o- day p e riod in th e  
v il l age .”  

F rom  T he H unter, V ol . 22, N o. 1, 
Jan uar y/ F e b ruar y 2010.

Noorvik Post Office. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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(IR A). The community incorporated as a second-class city in 
1964.23  Noorvik’s village ANCSA corporation merged with 
NANA, the regional corporation, in 1972.

Noorvik sits downriver from the 1.7- million-acre Kobuk 
Valley National Park, one of the four large federally 
protected reserves in the surrounding area. Subsistence 
activities are allowed in the park at all times of the year.

Historically, the Kobuk R iver has been navigable from 
early -une to mid�2ctober� ,n ����� breaN�up is Iorecasted 
to occur around May 18.24 Temperatures range between 10 
below zero to 16 degrees above F ahrenheit in the winter and 
between 40 and 65 degrees during the summer months. Total 
snowIall aYerages about fiYe Ieet�25 

Though its Western-style economy got a head start on many 
of the other villages in the Borough,  Noorvik’s employment 
picture today resembles that of most of the other arctic 
villages. According to the 2010 census report, 61%  of 
residents over the age of 16 work jobs during the peak 
employment quarter of the year while only 50%  work during 
all four quarters of the year. Out of those listed as employed 
in the state¶s labor database ��� earn less than ������ 
annually.26 Here, as elsewhere in the region, subsistence 
hunting� trapping� fishing� and gathering help fill the gap 
created by the absence of regular paychecks. 

The majority of local employment opportunities are found 
with the Borough’s school district, at Noorvik Elementary 
or Aqqaluk High School. Most of the good jobs are with 
the city, the tribe, and the Maniilaq-run health clinic. Some 
residents take rotation employment with the R ed Dog Mine 
and some Moin firefighting crews� worN in the commercial 

fishing industry� or find other seasonal worN out oI .ot]ebue� 
*oing afield to find summer worN can get in the way oI Iood 
gathering. Sometimes working full time in Noorvik itself 
cuts into the time needed for subsistence harvesting, as Lee 
Ballot, Sr., mentions on p. 70. 

Noorvik is not connected to any other village by road. There 
are a few gravel roads in the area, including those to the 
airstrip� waterIront boat launch� the landfill²all used mostly 
by four-wheelers, though there are some cars and trucks in 
Noorvik. A 7.5- mile-long road runs out to a gravel pit. The 
Kobuk R iver serves as the major transportation corridor for 
boats in the summer and snow machines in the winter. 

Passenger aircraft and cargo planes come and go all year, 
using the state-operated landing strip. The village has a bulk 
fuel storage facility, and the city, tribe, and a few private 
entities sell heating oil, propane, and gasoline at prices 
indicative of the village’s high transportation costs (gas was 
����� a gallon and heating Iuel ����� in -anuary oI ������27  
Large freight and bulk goods come in on shallow-draft 
barges during the summer months. 

Noorvik’s electricity is supplied by the Alaska Village 
Electric Cooperative (AVEC), which generates power with 
diesel generators and three wind turbines that help to reduce 
diesel consumption. The local water and sanitation system is 
better than in many arctic villages, with pretty much every 
home having indoor plumbing. The city operates a Class 1 
treatment plant, which uses a vacuum removal system less 
vulnerable to freezing to deliver sewage and wastewater to 
a stabilization pond located a few miles from the village. 
1oorYiN has trash picN�up and a landfill� <ou can call a 
cab to help get your luggage to the airstrip and shop at 
the sporting goods store or local bible shop. The Noorvik 
Native Store, established at the time the village was built, 
is still serving its local customers. Overall, Noorvik’s early 
introduction into the ways of American small town living 
endowed the village with the kinds of infrastructure that 
make life in an arctic village easier in today’s world. 

Noorvik school. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

“S ub s is te nce  re s ource  com m is s ions  
h ave  b e e n e s tab l is h e d f or m os t 
nat ional  p ar k s  an d m onum e nts  
in A l as k a t o p rovi de  m e an ingf ul  
p ar ticip at ion an d invol ve m e nt 
of  l ocal  s ub s is te nce  us e rs  in 
p l an ning an d m an age m e nt 
de cis ions  af f e cting s ub s is te nce .”

N at ional  P ar k  S e rvi ce  
h ttp : / / w w w .n p s .gov/ noat / l e ar n/ h is toryc ul ture /
l oad e r.c f m ?c s M odul e = s e curity/

Jet¿le	PaJeI' �������  
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As we hear in the Noorvik voices speaking later in this 
chapter, “ the place moved to” —a place laid out according 
to the unfamiliar urban planning conventions of the early 
20th century, where children were required to attend school 
and everyone was expected to go to sleep early in a new 
kind of bed and get up and do new kinds of work—retained 
at its core the way of life its residents had acquired over 
centuries in the places they moved from. While much of 
the local Iñupi aq year-round diet now comes from upriver 
animals and fish� people in 1oorYiN still craYe the Ioods 
their ancestors ate routinely before the move to the Kobuk 
region. R esidents like Edith Pungalik often trade with shore-
side communities for marine foods, like the whale meat she 
gets from Savoonga and Point Hope and herring eggs from 
Shaktoolik (see p. 73) .

$s -ames 'ucNer said oI the relocations that went on in the 
region during the late 1800s and early 1900s, “ [ t] he Iñupi at 
ability to gain a subsistence Irom traditional fish and game 
abetted by Western technology left them free to choose 
their future—a future enriched by options offered in the 
white towns and in the school centered villages. The natives 
exercised that essential freedom in choosing their personal 
and collective futures.” 28 The personal and collective future 
chosen by the Iñupi at who arrived at the new settlement of 
Nuurvik would bear a strong resemblance to their ancestral 
past, and the local people continue to carry forward those 
same hunting� fishing� trapping� gathering� preserYation� and 
sharing traditions today.

Maniilaq Association Community Health Clinic. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

Salmon drying on Noorvik beach. Photo credit: 
Steve McCutcheon, Mc�utcheon �oůůection͖ �nchorage 
Museum, B1990.014.5.AKNative.15.27, Alaska 
Digital Archives. 

“:e� the InupiaT &ommunit\ oI 
N oorvi k  G uide d w ith  S p iritual ity 
an d U til iz ing O ur R e s p e ct f or E l de rs  
an d E ac h  O th e r, S trive  to E ns ure  
a 6aIe and +ealth\ &ommunit\ 
Wh il e  P re s e rvi ng O ur H e ritage  
and &ulture :ith 8nit\�”

“&ommunit\ 9ision” stated in 1oorYiN 
&ommunit\ &omprehensiYe Plan ����������
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In Noorvik today, tuttu (caribou) provides the greatest 
portion of traditional food in the local diet. According to 
$lasNa 'epartment oI )ish and *ame �$')	*� surYeys�1 it 
makes up a full 1/3 of the wild food consumed by Noorvik’s 
residents. All but four of the people who participated in this 
study reported hunting for tuttu. Out of all of the search area 
polygons we placed on maps, the largest number are used 
for caribou hunting (15.8% ), though almost as many map 
polygons were recorded for berry picking (15.5% ). 

Q alugruaq  �chum salmon� is the locally aYailable fish caught 
by the most people, but more sii �sheefish� is consumed 
overall by edible mass. Next to tuttu, sii represents the 
second largest portion of subsistence foods by mass 
consumed� according to $')	*� $ll oI the people we 
talNed to said they eat whitefish� too� Si ulik  (pike) is another 
popular local fish²all but a Iew people we interYiewed said 
they fish Ior piNe�

A hundred percent of the Noorvik residents we interviewed 
reported harvesting berries, with all but two bringing home 
aq pik  (salmonberries) and all but three collecting asriavik  
(blueberries).

T ra ditiona l  f oods  im p orta nt to th e  p e op l e  of  N oorv ik  toda y

Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

1. U nless otherwise indicated, subsistence harvest numbers in this chapter are from as-yet-unpublished 2014 data generously provided to 
our researcher by $')	* staII� 

NOORVIK TRADITIONAL FOODS BY EDIBLE MASS, UNIQUE AREAS AND PEOPLE

^W��/�^

�z �D/�L� M�^^ 
Έй O& dOd�L &OOD 

,�Zs�^d�D1Ή

�z EhM��Z O& 
hE/Yh� �Z��^ 

Έй O& ϲϮϳ M�WW�D 
WOLz'OE^Ή

�z WZOWOZd/OE 
O& W�Zd/�/W�Ed^  
Έй O& Ϯϱ EOOZs/< 

Z�^/D�Ed^ /E ^dhDzΉ

Tuttu 
�ariďou  
(Rangifer tarandus)

33 15.8 84

Sii  
Sheefish 
(Stenodus leucicthys)

19 12.9 80

Qualugruaq  
Chum Salmon 
(Oncorhynchus keta)

16 4.6 92

�ĞƌƌiĞƐ:  
Asriavik ;�ůueďerriesͿ͕ Aqpik 
;^aůmonďerriesͿ anĚ others

1  
;aůů ďerriesͿ 15.5 100

Whitefish
;eǆcůuĚing sheefishͿ 13 8.9 100

Siulik  
Pike  
(Esox lucius)

5 6.9 84
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N oorv ik  V oice s
,t¶s a mild mid�-uly day in 1oorYiN�1 Several skiffs are 
pulled up along the bank of the Nazuruk Channel. People 
are busy loading and unloading supplies. Across the channel, 
fish hang drying on racNs at Iamily fish camps� 

A gravel road runs along the river, then turns up to the 
village. Closer to the river, houses are raised on tall posts, 
ready for the next time the river comes up over the banks. 
Houses farther back look like many of the homes in other 
villages in the Borough, their foundations raised only 
slightly off the permafrost. 

Outside one of the houses, next to a small shed, Lee Ballot, 
Sr. and two of his sons are busy repairing a net. Lee spent his 
early years in Selawik and moved to Noorvik in the 1980s. 
G rowing up, his family stayed at their camp for the whole 
summer and came back in the fall. “ That’s how I learned 
everything I know,”  he says. “ I’ve been taking these boys 
out since they were babies,”  he nods toward his sons. 
³, would taNe them out eYerywhere we went²fishing 
wintertime, summer.”

Back in Selawik, his family “ did everything Iñupi aq and 
hardly ate any white man food. There was only one store in 
the whole community to get the basics� :e liYed oII fish� 
:ith fish� berries� caribou� moose� you won¶t starYe�´ 

These days, Lee is working as a tribal manager at the 
1oorYiN community oIfice²a Mob that¶s been Neeping him 
from going out as much as he used to. “ It’s hard out here 
when you live on subsistence and then try to have a job 
at the same time. It provides gas, though.”  He gestures 

to the river running past the small trees behind his house 
“ Especially this time of year. I would prefer to be off work 
and be out there salmon fishing� :e haYe a salmon camp �� 
or 15 minutes out from here.”  F amilies in the area share the 
camp� located in an especially good fishing spot� 

+e traces his annual hunting and fishing routine� ³:e go 
with the season. F all, you do your caribou hunting and fur-
bearing animals. Spring, that is when everybody goes out to 
the laNe to hooN Ior sheefish� $Iter springtime you do your 
geese hunting� summertime catching whitefish� -uly you get 
your salmon� $ugust� maybe 6eptember� you get whitefish 
again that are coming back from up river, and then there’s 

Edith Pungalik of Noorvik hangs fish to dry. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher. 

Noorvik residents work together to repair 
a hanging rack. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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freeze up. We put our nets underneath the ice. We get out 
there soon as the ice gets thick to walk enough to put the net 
under the ice.”

Although people in Noorvik continue the cycle he describes, 
Lee says he has noticed people aren’t living as long as they 
used to. “They were living to 90s, 100s. You don’t see that 
nowadays. You’re lucky to hit 80.” Middle-aged himself 
(by the old measure), he suspects it has to do with people’s 
changing diets. From his current situation, he knows all too 
well how circumstances can change what a person can get to 
eat. The food is “free,” he says, “it’s in the water, it’s on the 
land. And you can survive on it.” But it costs gas money to 
go out, so that makes it important to bring something back. If 
a hunting trip doesn’t result in food in the freezer, there will 
be more trips to the store. “It’s expensive to try to live with 
what the store has,” he says.  

Even in lean times, though, people share what they get. 
You’ll find the traditional foods in a house even though no 
one there is able to go out. “Sharing is a big thing out here. 
My wife’s sisters, they don’t have a boat to set their net, so 
we share with them.  One of them the other day helped us 
cut fish. You cut ‘em, you take them home. 

“That’s just how we do it out here . . . when they go out 
fishing in the springtime, they’ll get them a sled-load at a 
time. They’ll call on VHF: ‘anybody want fish?’ You don’t 
expect anything back. It’s an Iñupiaq value we have out 
here, sharing with those that can’t get it or don’t have the 
transportation to get it.”

These days, Lee eats mostly caribou, moose, and fish. “I 
don’t have a snow machine to go geese hunting springtime, 
so we get by with what we have.” He’s got quite a bit of 
food put away in his deep freeze and a rack of salmon still 
drying. “These are half-dried salmon. You don’t want to dry 
these too much. The elders love this stuff. I love them too.” 
Shifting the food around in his freezer, he grabs a bag of fish. 

“These are dry. These are smoked salmon!” he says with a 
song in his voice as he displays a dark, narrow strip. “I have 
more at camp; I just brought some. 

“I filet them half dry. And we freeze them whole, too,”  
he says as he holds up a large fish. Grabbing a bag of dried 
fish, he remarks, “I like to give these away. I got a lot of 
relatives over at Selawik and, whenever they come in, I  
give them salmon.”

Lee continues to rummage around in his freezer. “Caribou!” 
he announces, holding up a leg bone. “Salmon eggs!”—a 
full Ziploc bag. “These are good boiled,” he comments. He 
raises the midsection of a very large fish. “This is what we 
caught. This is a sheefish.” He extracts another bag: “Salmon 
heads!” As he puts the bag back in, he mentions some things 
he’s run out of. “I don’t have any berries. I didn’t get out yet. 
But I hope to get out there soon and go pick some berries.”

“Where I was born, in Selawik, they don’t get salmon at all. 
Lucky if they get one maybe. I’ll share these with them,” 
he explains, holding up a bag full of fish. He’s got jars of 
grease, too. “This seal oil,” he explains, “was sent here from 
Point Hope. Somebody sent them fish. Out here it’s a trading 
thing. Over there, they get the whales and seals, so we trade. 
You send them a little fish, they’ll send a bunch of seal oil. 
Because it’s abundant there.” 

“Here is some dried meat, caribou meat, that I keep in the 
freezer,” he says, holding up a long strip of dried meat. 
He puts it back and shuts the freezer. “We were lucky 
last winter. They stuck around for the winter.” He pauses, 
remembering. “That really helped us to get by. Normally, 
they’d move on and we had to go miles and miles. Or go 
without meat. There was lots across on the Buckland side, 
and my sons went out there and caught a whole bunch. That 
got us through the winter.” Back outside, he gets back to 
helping the boys repair the net.

Others in his neighborhood are busy doing the same. People 
of all ages are walking around with berry-picking buckets. 
Several people down by the river and in town are in various 
stages of preparing fish to dry. 

Lee Ballot, Sr. works on his net. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

“The food is free. It’s in the water; 
it’s on the land. And you can 
survive on it. It’s expensive to try 
to live with what the store has.”

Lee Ballot Sr.
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Edith Pungalik sits near a little shed down the hill from 
her house.  She’s made a nice spot to work, next to a 
coYered drying racN where she has a smoNy fire going to 
Neep the summer Àies oII her winter dinner� +er young 
granddaughters stand by, watching her work. “ I keep putting 
fire on my fish out here so the rain won¶t let them spoil� 7hat 
warm smoNe and fire Neep them Irom getting spoiled and 
they are drying right now. When we see starters (larvae) in 
our drying fish� we always taNe them oII� 7he Àies don¶t liNe 
the smoke.”  

(dith¶s sons catch the fish and she does the cleaning and 
cutting. She dries some and wraps up some to be put in 
the Iree]er� ³, cut the fish right away�´ 6he describes how 
sometimes she¶ll fill a bucNet with water and rocN salt to salt 
the fish� ³, maNe dried fish right now�´ she e[plains� adding 
“ springtime, right after ice break, we set net. There’s lots 
oI whitefish and piNes� especially in our camp� 7hat¶s when 
they really start running. And salmon. We freeze them, too, 
for winter. And dry and make salted salmon.”  

6he continues to cut fish with her ulu while her 
granddaughters Tuietly watch� :hen she¶s got all oI the fish 
cut up, she takes a break and goes to the house, where she 
changes out oI her fish cutting clothes into a purple atikáuk. 
On the kitchen table, Edith has laid out an assortment of 
traditional food (see p. 73) . Her husband sits nearby before a 
muted TV as she recounts her years growing up in the area:  
“ We mostly stayed at camp. That is why we learned to put 
away food for winter. When we start having kids, able to 
help us at camp, we start to bring them down to camp and let 
them scale fish and let them learn what we learned Irom our 
parents� 5ight now� they Nnow what to hunt� how to fish�´

Her father died when she was very young, so her mother 
took on the role of both parents, teaching her and her siblings 
how to hunt� trap� fish� and picN� ³:hen the water Iree]es 
and there was snow, we set snares. We got rabbits and 
sometimes ptarmigan and weasel. Summertime, my sisters, 
we cut fish� we go seining� hang and put away Ior the winter� 
right across the river.”  She points to the spot below her 
house where she had been cutting and hanging fish earlier� 
³0om used to put �� whitefish strings together and tie them 
and put them away in an [ underground]  cache.”  She says the 
fish lasted longer then� when it was colder�

“ I make a bucket of salmon heads and bellies and salt them. 
I have a bucket under the house right now. I put water in it 
before I cover it.”  Salmon heads are baking in the oven, and 
the Iaint smell oI fish is in the air� 

She goes back to talking about her childhood: “ F rom our 
camp, we’d go pick berries. Salmonberries, blueberries, 
cranberries, blackberries. R ight across our camp in an 
area where we always go to pick.”  Edith speaks about 
other things they would gather in the summer, including, 
“ Sourdock. We call them quaġaq. And rhubarbs.” 1 

She explains how people are still getting these foods like 
they did when she was a child. “ Next month, last part 
of August and September, that’s when they start getting 
caribou, when they cross the rivers. People wait for August 
to start hunting for moose. That’s when the season is open 

Edith Pungalik uses an ulu to cut fish for drying. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

1. This section is based on interviews conducted by Sarah Betcher. 

2. The speaker is referring to “ wild rhubarb”  ( P oly gonum alask anum) , which is very different than the rhubarb ( R heum rhabarbarum)  
commonly found in Southeast Alaska and the Lower 48. 

“S p ringt im e , r igh t af te r ice  
b re ak , w e  s e t ne t. T h e re ’ s  l ots  of  
Zhite¿sh and piNes� especiall\ in 
our ca m p . T h at ’ s  w h e n th e y r e al l y 
s tar t running. A nd s al m on. W e  
f re e z e  th e m , t oo, f or w inte r. A nd 
dry an d m ak e  s al te d s al m on.”

E dith  P ungal ik
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again for hunting. That is when everybody is happy.” Edith 
pauses with a big smile. “They can’t wait to hunt again.” 
She points at her husband, sitting on the couch. “He hunt 
everything. Once in a great while we get bear. I get him 
ready to hunt for birds in springtime.” 

“Mostly we eat what we hunt and fish. Those are the main 
foods we have. When we have money to buy groceries, 
we buy.” Edith uses the foods she has on the table as an 
example of some of the foods she eats. She holds an old jar 
of mayonnaise now filled with seal oil. “This one is bearded 
seal I buy from a lady last summer. Every day I can’t go 
without seal oil. Main menu,” she laughs as she puts down 
the jar. She grabs a plate of fish and pulls one piece off and 
puts in on a tray in front of her. “This is salmon I baked.” 

Out in another building near the main house, Edith opens 
a freezer full of large freezer bags packed with wild foods. 
Pointing to a group of purple and pink filled Ziploc bags, she 
says, “These are berries from last summer.” She points to a 
group of dark colored bags: “some are caribous, and goose, 
and fish.” She reaches in and pulls up a vacuum-sealed 
package. “This one is from Savoonga. I think it’s whale meat 
or walrus meat. They half dry it.” She says they trade a lot 
of their foods with seaside communities. She selects a bag to 
bring back into the house. 

At the table, she pulls out the contents. “These are whitefish. 
And this one is part of a pike that a friend brought me not too 
long ago.” We used to put this kind of fish into seal oil along 
with Eskimo potato, what you get from the ground.” She 
pulls off small pieces of fish. “Eat it like this, Iñupiaq style.”

She uses an ulu to cut a piece of pink meat from a bone. 
“Beluga maktak. From Point Hope.” She points to a 
colander of small white eggs. “These are herring eggs from 
Shaktoolik.” A large cast iron pot of what looks a bit like 

macaroni and meat goulash sits on the table nearby. Edith 
picks up a large spoon and starts stirring the contents. “This 
one is caribou meat. I fry the caribou in one pot and the 
vegetables in the other pot. I sauté veggies, and when they 
are done, I just put together.”

Edith shows off a big bag of berries. “I was thinking to make 
jam out of these.” She stirs some in a bowl. “That’s the only 
thing we have for dessert—or sourdocks or rhubarbs. There 
are a lot of people picking right now. People are going up the 
river in boats to go pick salmonberries.”

“I keep food on the table all the time. People come every day 
to eat. Our children, their children. I never put it away.”

Edith’s traditional sampler, with bowhead 
and beluga, salmon, and herring eggs. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

Dried whitefish. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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W hat the maps tell us…
Noorvik can be distinguished from other villages in this 
study in that it has fewer distinct “ hot spots”  for subsistence 
foods. While traditional food-harvesting activities take 
place along the Kobuk R iver, and especially the river delta, 
throughout the year, many families have their own camps 
on the delta and tend to do a lot of harvesting in the areas 
immediately around their camps. The Kobuk delta, with 
its countless sloughs and small laNes� is Iull oI fi sh at Must 
about any location, and the wetlands also make ideal habitat 
Ior waterIowl� 7he .obuN 5iYer À ows into .obuN /aNe 
�+otham ,nlet�� which is rich in sheefi sh� especially along 
the shallower waters near the coast� $ good deal oI fi shing 
is done along the Kobuk R iver very near the village for 
a Yariety oI species� including salmon and whitefi sh� and 
some of the larger islands in the river are popular spots for 
harvesting different types of roots and greens. At times when 
caribou are scarce, people will go upriver to Onion Portage, 
where caribou can be found crossing the river during their 
migrations most years. People will also frequent the areas 
around Buckland and Kiwalik for caribou in years when they 
are present there longer than elsewhere.

Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

InterpretinJ the &olor 6cale 
on 0aps in this &hapter

In the maps in this chapter, the darker the color on the 
map, the more people from the village go to that area to 
search for the resource. The areas with the lightest color 
are generally used by only one of the study participants 
in the village. Please note, sometimes areas may look 
slightly darker because they lie over land, which is 
tinted gray on the base maps. Water appears in light 
blue on the maps, which slightly lightens up the search 
area oYerlay� $ll maps reÀ ect inIormation gathered Irom 
participating villagers in Part 1 of this study.
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N oorv i k
Birds
F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

N oorv i k
Birds
Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

N oorv i k
Birds

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

N oorv i k
Birds

Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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N oorv i k
Birds

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 



N oorv i k
Eggs

All Seasons - Spring only

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 
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N oorv i k
All Subsistence Species

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 

N oorv i k
All Subsistence Species

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 

N oorv i k
All Subsistence Species

F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 

N oorv i k
All Subsistence Species

Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 
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N oorv i k
All Subsistence Species

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 

CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps        9089        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps



Kivalliñiq
(Kivalina)

Photo credit: Department of Commerce, Community and Economic Development; 
Division of Community and Regional Affairs’ Community Photo Library.
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T h e  P e op l e  of  th e  U a l l iik
/ong beIore the first commercial whaling ship appeared 
on the horizon of the Chukchi Sea or anyone in the Arctic 
uttered the English words “ global warming,”  the people of 
the U alliik (Wulik) R iver hunted spring whales that migrated 
up the coast and seals that lay in the thick ice along the 
western edge of today’s Northwest Arctic Borough. Before 
outsiders, unaware of the beating it would take over the 
coming winter storms, built a drafty wood-plank school on 
an exposed barrier island and required Iñupi aq children to 
attend� the .iYallixiƥmiut hunted not only seals� whales� and 
walruses� but a seasonal abundance oI fish� caribou� marmot 
and other small land mammals, bear, ptarmigan, and roots, 
eggs, seeds, and berries near upriver wintering sites.1 As Paul 
2ngtooguN writes� seasonal hunting and fishing actiYities 
were not randomly pursued, but “ were planned based on 
the Nnowledge oI where animals and fish had been Iound in 
the past and knowledge about weather conditions and the 
changing patterns of climate.” 2 The same remains true today.

Kivalina is located near the mouth of the Wulik R iver, 
about six and a half miles south of the Kivalina R iver. The 
village is bounded to the east by the 11-mile-long Kivalina 
/agoon �.iYallixaƥum 7asia�� into which both the :uliN 
and the Kivalina rivers drain and mix with the Chukchi 
6ea� 7raditionally� the .iYallixiƥmiut hunted� fished� and 
gathered throughout the watersheds of these two important 

rivers, traveling inland at least as far as the jagged De Long 
Mountains and the Kuukpak (Kukpuk) R iver and along the 
coast from the Omikviorok R iver north to the rocky bluffs 
about halfway between Kivalina and Cape Thompson.3  
Local and traditional knowledge suggests that indigenous 
people have occupied the coastal region “ since long before 
the R oman era of Western Europe.” 4 U sing available 
genealogical data, social anthropologist Dr. Ernest S. “ Tiger”  
Burch estimated the .iYallixiƥmiut nation to haYe been 
founded no later than the mid-1700s , probably earlier.5 

K iv a l l iñ iq  ( K iv a l ina )

A s  P au l  O ngt oogu k  w rite s , s e as onal  
huntinJ and ¿shinJ actiYities Zere 
not ran dom l y p urs ue d, b ut “w e re  
p l an ne d b as e d on th e  k now l e dge  of  
Zhere animals and ¿sh had been 
f ound in th e  p as t an d k now l e dge  
ab out w e at h e r conditions  an d th e  
ch an gi ng p at te rns  of  cl im at e .”

The incoming tide rises over buildings in Kivalina in 2012. Whoto creĚit͗ Department of Commerce, Community  
anĚ �conomic Deǀeůopment͖ Diǀision of �ommunity anĚ Zegionaů �ffairs͛ �ommunity Whoto Liďrary͘ 
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Before intrusion from the outside world, every spring the 
.iYallixiƥmiut spread out among many camps strung out 
along the entire length of coastline within their territory. 
In April and May, they held a bowhead whale hunt near 
the northerly whaling camp of Nuvua. But the main spring 
hunting activities revolved around bearded seals. Spring was 
also the best time to hunt ducks, geese, and other birds.6

By early to mid -uly� the coastal sea ice had typically 
cleared� marNing the time when the .iYallixiƥmiut would 
gather near the mouth of the Kivalina R iver, where feasting, 
dancing, and other festivities took place. As Iñupi aq elders 
told (rnest Burch� the .iYallixiƥmiut ³celebrated the )ourth 
oI -uly long beIore :hites came to northern $lasNa� 7́

After the festivities ended, some people traveled south to 
the Sisualik fair by boat, frequently accompanied by a party 
that had come down from Point Hope to trade, compete, 
and commune. Others would head upriver for the summer 
caribou hunt that provided meat for summer eating and skins 
for sewing. 

In the fall months, all of the people who had been camped 
out by the sea traveled upstream to small settlements along 
the lengths oI the two riYers� Iocusing first on seining Ior 
fish� and later� when the riYers began to Iree]e� on the 
fall caribou hunt. The fall hunt brought in fat caribou that 
provided meat to be preserved in underground freezers and 
eaten over the long winter. While the spring hunts were 
typically done in small parties, the fall hunts enlisted a more 
organized group effort that focused on coralling caribou into 
entrapments.8 

Coralling could continue throughout the winter, but was 
typically most successful in the fall months. During the 
winter months� fish traps would be set in riYers whereYer 
open water persisted, and jigging for char, grayling, and 
burbot through the ice was common practice after freeze-up.

The “ Marrow F estival”  marked the return of the light. All 
of the leg bones of caribou consumed over the winter were 
cracked open and the marrow removed and placed in a large 
pot and cooked in water. The fat was skimmed off the top 
and eaten or stored in caribou stomachs for consumption 
over the remainder of the year.9 After this festival, it was 
time to return to the coastal settlements to begin preparations 
for the next seal hunt.

In the mid-1880s, a major disruption of the local food 
gathering cycle and Iñupi aq way of life began when 
American ships that had been hunting whales in the Atlantic 
began to explore the continent’s western seas, eventually 
finding their way through the 1orth 3acific to the $rctic� 
In 1848, the whaling vessel Supe rior, out of New Y ork, 
passed through the Bering Strait and into the Chukchi, 
where the crew found bowhead whales to be plentiful. Word 
of their success traveled quickly through the industry, and 
the next year 154 ships entered the waters. The catch sold 
Ior ���������� �eTuiYalent to about ����� million today��10 
Between 1848 and 1914, commercial whalers nearly hunted 
the bowhead to depletion, with most taken between 1848 and 
1878. 11 

Caribou populations crashed in the 1880s, leading to region-
wide Iood shortages that hit the .iYallixiƥmiut especially 
hard. It is thought that as many as half of the people around 
.iYalina starYed or died oI disease in the first winter�12 In 
the following years, after returning children, women, and 
elders to the upriver winter houses, the more able-bodied 
hunters would go off on long excursions into the hills in 
search of caribou. Most of the few who survived left the area 
during this time� and the .iYallixiƥmiut nation eIIectiYely 
ceased to exist as a cohesive social unit until around the 
turn of century, when people gradually began to return and 
regroup.13 They would soon face another threat to their 
continued e[istence� when the ���� Àu epidemic swept up 
the Alaska coast, claiming many lives. By 1920, Kivalina’s 
population had dropped to 87 f rom 350-400 in 1906.14 

In the 1890s, workers (and their families) from the Seward 
Peninsula hired on to work with white whalers around Point 
+ope� and many� finding abandoned shelters� came to settle 
in the .iYalina area� ,n time� an estimated �� .iYallixiƥmiut 
Iamilies oI the many who had Àed oYer the preYious 
decade now returned, though the caribou herd remained 
mostly absent from the region. This group of “ original”  
.iYallixiƥmiut continued their cycle oI going inland in the 
winter, but the newcomers from the Seward Peninsula stayed 
on the coast year-round. In the early 1900s, tensions grew 
between the .iYallixiƥmiut and the immigrants� until most oI 
the newcomers moved away.15 

	  

Reindeer festival competition banners from early 
1900s. Photo credit: Alaska State ,istoricaů Liďrary͕ 
Danieů ^͘ Eeuman �oůůection͘ �^LͲWϯϬϳͲϭϭϲϬ͕ �ůasŬa 
Digital Archives.
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7he new century brought the first missionaries to the 
region. Concurrently, the long arm of the federal Bureau 
oI ,ndian $IIairs in :ashington� '�&� finally reached the 
.iYallixiƥmiut� :hile many in .iYalina will recount benefits 
of the works of Christian evangelists over the past century, 
locals uniformly date the main challenge the village faces 
today²Àooding²to the year ����� when missionaries and 
the BIA insisted a school be constructed on the exposed 
barrier reef and Iñupi aq children be required to attend. As 
5eYerend -oshua *riIfin wrote in an (piscopal 1ews 6erYice 
article in 2012, 

>w@ith the construction oI the first school in ����� the 
federal government forced an autonomous and semi-
nomadic society, the Kivalliñi gmiut, to settle on what 
had been a summer hunting camp. Despite its role in the 
forced sedentarization and assimilation of Kivalina’s 
people, U .S. government support remains unavailable 
for climate-induced relocation projects.16

Today, warming arctic temperatures are affecting where 
and when villagers in every community in the Northwest 
Arctic Borough go to harvest traditional food (see, e . g. , 
p. 103), but when it comes to the far-north effects of climate 
change, no village in the region faces greater challenges than 
Kivalina, the Borough’s northernmost community. While 
village residents are still harvesting seals and the occasional 
bowhead, and they still have land under their homes, many 

wonder how the community will be able to stay together 
after the ice moves farther off shore and the water comes in 
over the island.

As Paul Ongtooguk recounts in his article “ Aspects of 
Traditional Iñupi at Education,” 17  “ when the missionaries 
arrived in Kivalina in the summer, they set the school 
building on a sand spit, not considering that their school 
would be held primarily in the winter and that the winter 

Martha Swan of Kivalina, whose husband, Milton, became the first ordained Iñupiaq priest in the Episcopal 
Church. Whoto creĚit͗ hniǀersity of �ůasŬa &airďanŬs͕ Mary �oǆ photos͘ h�&ͲϮϬϬϭͲϭϮϵͲϭϴϴ͕ �ůasŬa Digitaů �rchiǀes͘

“I n orde r to q ual if y f or dis as te r re l ie f  
an  e xt re m e  w e at h e r e ve nt ne e ds  
to h ap p e n;  b ut w h at ’ s  th re at e ning  
th e  l ive s  of  K ival ina’ s  com m unity 
is  e ros ion, w h ich  is  not one  of  th e  
de¿ned disasters in the 86 Iederal 
dis as te r re s p ons e  l e gi s l at ion.”

w w w .p ol ar s e a360.c om
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locations for the Alaska Native people in that region would 
have been by fresh water, in the tree line across the lagoon.”   
In an article in the December 1914 I ndian Sc hool J ournal, 
Emil Krulish, having just returned from a cruise to Barrow 
on the revenue cutter B ear, described three house types he 
saw in Kivalina: “ sod igloos, frame houses, and tents.” 18 

The aerial view of Kivalina at the right, from September 
1939, shows sod houses of the type constructed for winter 
shelter (and food storage) on higher ground across the 
lagoon and up the rivers in pre-contact times. The school 
and other wood-framed structures stand out from the sod 
houses and tents. As noted above, following the famine 
of the late 1800s, newcomers from the Seward Peninsula 
�6aNmaliaƥruitch� settled year�round Ior seYeral years on 
the abandoned coast beIore finding liIe too harsh there 
(physically and socially) and returning south. The presence 
of sod houses near the coast may have led missionaries to 
mistake the coastal sites for permanent settlements of the 
.iYallixiƥmiut� 2r the site may haYe been chosen Ior the 
school simply because it was easier for boats to land and 
oIÀoad building supplies there�19 Whatever their thinking, 
the BIA’s and early missionaries’ decision in 1905 set the 
stage Ior the diIficult situation the Yillagers oI .iYalina find 
themselves in today.

Eventually, the caribou returned, and the villagers reassumed 
their traditional pattern of spending much of the year upriver 
fishing and hunting caribou and other land mammals� $s 
in most of the other communities in the region at that time, 
once the school was constructed, keeping children in it year-
round proved impossible. One Kivalina teacher reported to 
superiors back east, “ The irregularity of attendance is due to 
the fact that many of the children accompanied their parents 
up the riYers at Yarious seasons Ior hunting and fishing� thus 
interfering greatly with their presence in school.” 20 

In the decades following the completion of Kivalina’s 
first school� the community added more inIrastructure� 
A population and nutritional recovery effort that was put 
in place by the U .S. government from 1896 to 1902 had 
brought reindeer to the Kivalina area and funded training 
for some residents to become reindeer herders. Almost two 
generations later� in ����� the Yillage got a 8�6� 3ost 2Ifice� 

That same year, villagers became a federally recognized tribe 
under the Indian R eorganization Act (IR A).21

The importance of subsistence to Kivalina’s way of life 
was documented in the late 1950s when the U .S. Atomic 
(nergy &ommission made plans to detonate fiYe nuclear 
devices to create a deepwater port 50 miles up the coast at 
Point Thompson.22 President Kennedy canceled the program, 
called “ Project Chariot,”  in 1962.23 In a study prepared for 
the project in 1961, Doris Saario described life in Kivalina, 
including details of the subsistence harvests for 1959 and 
1960. The author noted that over half of the village’s people 
at that time still lived in sod houses.24 

By 1970, K ivalina had grown to 188 people.25 Over the next 
decade, new wood homes and other structures were built 
and the village got electrical power. A second school was 
also constructed on the island during that era. Today, another 
new Kivalina school is in the works, though the general 
consensus is it will have to be built at or near a new village 
site on the other side of the lagoon.

During its 2015 regular session, the Alaska Legislature 
budgeted oYer ��� million Ior the new .iYalina school� 
as mandated by the 2012 settlement of the K asay ulie rural 
education lawsuit won by Alaska Native villagers over 15 
years earlier, which required equal educational opportunities 
for Alaska’s rural students.26 The school, the last that 
remained to be funded under the settlement agreement,27  
has been a long time coming—and a lot has happened while 
villagers have been waiting. It now must be built on higher 

In this 1939 photo, sod houses can be seen 
alongside newer wood structures. Photo credit: 
ZecorĚs of the �ureau of /nĚian �ffairs :uneau �rea 
Office͕ ZecorĚ 'roup ϳϱ͕ �oǆ ϴ͕ Eationaů �rchiǀes͕ 
Wacific �ůasŬa Zegion͕ �nchorage͘

	  
	  

Project Chariot Phase III Progress Report.
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ground at or near a new village site. State Senator Donny 
Olson (D-G olovin) who represents the region, together with 
then 1orthwest $rctic Borough mayor 5eggie -oule� made 
a strong pitch to include money for a road to access the new 
school,28 but there was no road in the settlement, so Kivalina 
now has money for a new school that children have no way 
to get to.29 

While its shores continue to erode,30 Kivalina’s population 
continues to grow, with 374 r esidents counted in the 2010 
census and 411 estimated in 2014. In spite of all of the 
challenges the community has passed through over the last 
years, Iñupi aq traditions remain strong on the peninsula 
today. Kivalina is the only village in the Borough where 
people hunt the bowhead whale. In mid-April of 2015, 
Kivalina crews grew hopeful for a good whaling year after 
Point Hope whalers successfully brought in two bowheads.31

Successful harvesting of bowhead, caribou, and other 
subsistence resources sustains the island village where 
paid employment opportunities are few. At the time of the 
2010 Census, 70%  of Kivalina’s residents over the age 
of 16 worked at seasonal jobs, while only 49%  had paid 
employment year�round� 7hirty�fiYe percent oI the people 
who haYe Mobs oI any Nind earn less than ������ a year�32

Y ear-round employers today include the Northwest Arctic 
Borough School District, the City of Kivalina, Maniilaq 
Association, NANA R egional Corporation, tribal council, 

airlines,34 and the Native store (which burned to the ground 
in December of 2014).35 R otation employment is offered at 
the R ed Dog Mine, which is closer to Kivalina than it is to 
most other villages.

	  
Butchering reindeer at Kivalina. Photo credit: 
University of �ůasŬa �nchorage͕ 'ůenn �oǁersoǆ photos͕ 
UAA-hmc-0731-18, Alaska Digital Archives.

S ub s is te nce  W h a l ing P rov ide s  M ore  th a n F ood
The bones of the whale are useful. The [ vertebrae are]  
divided among the crews, who usually eat the meat frozen 
during hunting trips. In the old days before the introduction 
of the ladder, they were used as steps to climb out of the 
subterranean entrance hallway. They can still be used as 
work tables for cutting, chopping and carving.

The ribs are used for fences and as posts for tying things on 
to, but their main use was for rafters of the traditional sod 
houses and for fences around the graveyard. They were also 
used for arrow points and spear points. They can still be used 
Ior fish net sinNers� handles oI ulut (plural for ulu, woman’s 
knife, woman’s knives) and other knives and as back ends of 
seal spears. Along with the shoulder blades, they were also 
used to pack down the moss and mud of the sod houses.

In the semi-subterranean sod houses of the old days, the 
shoulder blade played an important part in the ventilation of the home. As a piiqs i, it was placed by the pallitchat, the 
outside entrance into the iglu� and deÀected the wind into the house when the house was too warm or humid� ,t was 
placed on the other side of the pallitchat to prevent the draft from coming in. The position of the piiqs i depended on the 
wind direction. The shoulder blade can also be used as a door mat outside of a house.

F rom :KalinJ��$�:a\�RI�/iIH²$ġYiġiFK�IJlauniƾat�1iġinPun by Tupou L. (Q ipuk) Pulu, R uth (Tatqavin) R amoth-
6ampson� and $ngie �,piiশiN� 1ewlin�33

Whale bone arch at Kivalina. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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Some of the services available in the community include 
the 3re.���th school and a nonprofit clinic operated by 
Maniilaq Association, which employs three health aides and 
provides a Med-Evac service. The general store is owned 
by the Alaska Native Industries Cooperative Association 
(ANICA).36

The most recent road construction project involved 
improvement of the road that runs along the Kivalina 
shoreline in 2009. The new road also functions to help 
mitigate erosion. The gravel roads are used in the summer 
by four-wheeler vehicles and by pedestrians. In the winter 
months many residents use snow machines for recreation 
and subsistence activities. 

Air travel for passenger and cargo uses the state-owned 
gravel landing strip. Built in the 1960s north of the village 
and west of the cemetery, the runway, about a half-mile long 
and 60 feet wide, is extremely exposed to ocean storms, 
with little land now leIt on either side� 'aily Àights arriYe 

Irom .ot]ebue and bi�weeNly Àights depart Ior 3oint +ope� 
:eather�related Àight cancellations are common� especially 
during the winter, often affecting the availability of supplies.

Kivalina has barge service during the summer when the 
Chukchi Sea is ice-free. The barge can transport large bulk 
items such as vehicles, household goods, large grocery 
orders, and bulk fuel. Whether shipments come in through 
air or marine transport, shipping costs are high. G eneral 
supplies cost around ������� Ior a �� sT� It� shipping 
container, which can hold up to 27 t ons of cargo shipped 
from Anchorage or Seattle.37  Barging dry goods to Kivalina 
Irom $nchorage or 6eattle costs between ������ and ������ 
for a metric ton.

+igh shipping costs are reÀected in the price oI goods and 
services purchased in the community. Electricity is available 
through diesel-generated power, run by the Alaska Village 
Electric Co-Op (AVEC). According to a 2013 census report, 
the residential rate Ior electricity was ����� per N:h�

Individual households must haul their own sewage to the 
&lass � landfill the tribe operates Must out oI town� $ pipe 
in the Wulik R iver gathers water for the village at a point 
downstream from the R ed Dog mine.

While beach erosion and severe winter storms may be the 
greatest concern of Kivalina’s villagers today, fears related to 
contamination from the mine run a close second. Measured 
by national income standards, Kivalina is an impoverished 
community that needs good jobs. But, by traditional 
standards, since recovering from periods of disease and 
famine over the past 150 years, Kivalina has been rich in 
resources. People drank clean water from the Wulik R iver 
and enjoyed the pure meat of readily available game.

Several of the people in Kivalina we interviewed for this 
mapping project voiced concerns about pollution leaking 
from the mine’s tailings facility into the river water they 
drinN and fish Irom �see, e .g. , pp. 103 and 534), and some 
villagers have sued the mine over permit violations and 

Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

“M y p oint w as , you  can ’ t h ave  a 
s ch ool  unl e s s  you  b uil d a r oad  to 
it, s o w h at ’ s  th e  us e  of  goi ng an d 
p utting m one y as ide  if  you ’ re  not 
goi ng t o p ut m one y [ tow ar d]  a r oad  
or e ve n th e  p l an ning of  a r oad ?” 

S e n. D onny O l s on 
T he Arc tic  S ounde r, A p ril  17, 2015 
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prevailed,39 though R ed Dog’s owners opted to pay an 
�� million fine40 rather than remedy the discharge into R ed 
'og &reeN� which Àows into the :uliN 5iYer� R ed Dog’s 
owners have been working to abate impacts from the 55-mile 
road that runs from the mine to the port, after studies by 
the National Park Service41 and the state found lead, zinc, 
and cadmium in the roadside fauna that caribou and other 
animals ingest.42 Many residents believe all of the industrial 
activity around the port has caused whales to move farther 
offshore, out of reach of hunters already forced to contend 
with ever-decreasing sea ice. Borough residents need the 
mine’s contribution to their cash economy. Traditional 
hunting� fishing� and gathering actiYities now oIten reTuire 
money for fuel to run snow machines and four-wheelers, 
ammunition Ior riÀes� and electrical power Ior Iood 
preserYation� but the .iYallixiƥmiut Nnow their traditional 
way oI liIe will be lost iI the Iood they hunt and fish is not 
healthy—and if the beluga migrates too far offshore.

,t is hard to find a Yillage in the Borough that is more 
resilient or more threatened than Kivalina. In many ways, 
the people oI the 8alliiN haYe transcended the diIficulties 
of the past. At the same time, they have been left a legacy 
of serious problems still in need of resolution. Kivalina’s 
residents have always found a way to sustain themselves 
and their culture. “ We’re not going to stop doing what we’re 
trying to do,”  said tribal president Millie Hawley iQ����� 
after the legislature refused to put the road across the lagoon 
in the budget. “ Our community is still here and we’ll 
continue to do our best to look out for our people.” 43  

“I  w as  vi s iting a l ocal  f am il y at  its  
sealinJ camp about ¿Iteen miles 
s outh e as t of  th e  vi l l age . I ts  m e m b e rs  
liYed in tents complete Zith Àoors� 
b e ds , s tove s , s te re o s ys te m s , an d 
lots oI tapes� $ &% radio Zas used 
to m ai ntai n contac t w ith  th e  vi l l age , 
an d al s o w ith  h unte rs  b oat ing am ong 
th e  l oos e  p an s  of  s e a i ce . A f te r a 
dinne r of  s e a l  m e at , r ice , an d s e al  
oil , w e  l is te ne d to w orl d ne w s  on 
th e  rad io. T h e  b road cas t concl ude d 
w ith  th e  s tock  m ar k e t re p ort, w h ich  
s tim ul at e d am ong m y Iñ up iaq  f rie nds  
a d is cus s ion of  th e  s tat e  of  th e  w orl d 
e conom y , p a rticul ar l y o n th e  e f f e ct 
th at  l ow e r oil  p rice s  m igh t h ave  on 
it. T h e n th e y w e nt out an d re s um e d 
s e al  h unting. B y 1990 t h e  p l ac e  w h e re  
th e ir cam p  w as  l ocat e d h ad  b e com e  
th e  p ort s ite  f or th e  R e d D og M ine .” 

E rne s t S . B urch , Jr ., i n  
“N orth  A l as k an  E s k im os :
$ &hanJinJ :a\ oI /iIe”38

Red Dog Port. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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T ra ditiona l  f oods  im p orta nt to th e  p e op l e  of  K iv a l ina t oda y

KIVALINA TRADITIONAL FOODS BY EDIBLE MASS, UNIQUE AREAS AND PEOPLE

^W��/�^

�z �D/�L� M�^^ 
Έй O& dOd�L &OOD 

,�Zs�^d�D4Ή

�z EhM��Z O& 
hE/Yh� �Z��^ 

Έй O& ϮϱϮ M�WW�D 
WOLz'OE^Ή

�z WZOWOZd/OE 
O& W�Zd/�/W�Ed^  
Έй O& ϭϱ </s�L/E� 

Z�^/D�Ed^ /E ^dhDzΉ

Ugruk  
Bearded Seal
(Erignathus barbatus)

39.0 6.7 80.0

YĂlƵŬƉiŬͬ�qĂlƵŬƉiŬ  
droutͬDoůůy sarĚen
(Salvelinus malma)

25.9 11.9 100.0

Tuttu  
�ariďou  
(Rangifer tarandus)

13.9 19.4 86.7

Sisuaq  
Beluga whale
(Delphinapterus leucas)

10.8 8.3 86.7

Aqpik  
^aůmonďerry 
(Rubus chamaemorus)

1.2 9.9 40.0

�ŵĂġƵq  
Wolf 
(Canis lupus)

n/a5 8.7 66.7

Niġliq  
'eese 
;aůů speciesͿ

1.2 9.5 80.0

The variety of subsistence foods that make up the diets of 
today’s Kivalina villagers mirrors that consumed by people 
from the area in the days of old.1 According to subsistence 
harvest surveys conducted by the Alaska Department of F ish 
and *ame �$')	*��2  ugruk  (bearded seal) makes up the 
greatest portion of the total traditional food harvested around 
.iYalina ���� by edible mass� other seals contribute another 
2.2% ). Trout (qal uk pik  or aqal uk pik ), mostly Dolly Varden,3 
make up a little over a quarter of the food caught and eaten 
(25.9% ) in the area, and tuttu (caribou) compose 13.9% . 
Today, sisuaq , or beluga whale, continues to contribute over 
one-tenth of the local traditional diet (10.8% ). Numerous 
other plants, birds, and mammals are harvested in smaller 
amounts.4  

The documented local and traditional knowledge gathered 
from Kivalina residents and reported on maps for this project 
provides a different way to look at traditional hunting, 
fishing� and gathering by local residents� :e plotted a total 
of 252 polygons with overlapping subsistence search areas Meat drying in Kivalina. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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on the Kivalina maps. In our interviews (see Chapter 1, 
Methods, Part 1), caribou hunting occurred in the greatest 
proportion of polygons. Local hunters reported searching 
for caribou inside 49 map polygons—in other words, across 
19.4% of the total polygons mapped for all subsistence 
resources. (Note, polygons are of different sizes, so the 
number of polygons does not necessarily correlate to the 
size of a search area—though the polygons for caribou, 
seals, and belugas tended to be large.) Participants assigned 
trout fishing (mostly for Dolly Varden) to 30 map polygons 
(11.9% of polygons). Aqpik (salmonberries) are sought 
inside 25 different map polygons (9.9%). Though they are 
hunted for traditional uses other than eating, many people 
mentioned amaġuq5 (wolf) to us; hunters look for wolf inside 
22 (or 8.7%) of the mapped polygons. Study participants 
documented 21 polygons for beluga search areas (8.3% 
of mapped polygons). The areas where Kivalina residents 
search for their central traditional food staple, ugruk 
(bearded seal), were marked on 17 map polygons (6.7% 
of polygons). Geese represent the bird group that Kivalina 
participants mentioned most often (“geese” are hunted inside 
24 map polygons, or 9.5% of the total). Niġliqnaq (brant) 
was the specific goose searched for in the greatest number of 
polygons. (For more explanation of what “search area” does 
and does not mean in this study, see pp. 16-19 in chapter 1.)

Another dimension that the local and traditional knowledge 
documented in this study adds to the ADF&G data can be 
seen in the fact that, of the 15 people we interviewed in 

Kivalina, all (100%) reported that they fish for “trout” or 
“Dolly Varden”; 13 people (86.7% of the 15 participants) 
hunt caribou; 13 (86.7%) hunt beluga, 12 (80%) hunt 
bearded seal, 12 (80%) hunt geese, with kaŋuq, or snow 
geese, being the variety hunted most frequently.6 Ten out of 
the 15 interviewees (66.7%) hunt wolves. 

As we can see from our Kivalina findings, the local and 
traditional knowledge documented in this study makes an 
important contribution to the information considered by 
future planners by adding to ADF&G’s harvest statistics data 
on what food and other subsistence resources local Iñupiat 
value. For example, while whales may not make up a great 
portion of the food presently consumed, they are still among 
the species most people (86.7%) spend time looking for. 
Also, subsistence pursuits that cut across age and gender 
lines, like fishing and berry picking, account for a big part 
of Kivalina’s subsistence activity. Caribou, as a central 
traditional resource, remains among the most sought-after 
food (highest by area and second highest by number of 
polygons and second highest by number of harvesters), even 
though ADF&G reports the still-cherished tuttu as presently 
making up only 13.9% of villagers’ traditional food diet.

1. See Burch, E. 1998. The Iñupiaq Eskimo Nations of Northwest Alaska. Fairbanks: U of Alaska Press. 1998.

2. Unless otherwise indicated, subsistence harvest numbers in this chapter are from 2014 data generously provided to our researcher by 
ADF&G staff. 

3. What locals refer to as “trout” most commonly refers to Dolly Varden (Salvelinus malma), but may occasionally refer to Lake Trout 
(S. namaycush) or Arctic Char (S. alpinus).  In Iñupiaq, the terms qalukpik and aqalukpik are today used somewhat interchangeably for 
these species.

4. It should be noted that ADF&G’s numbers are based on a single year’s harvest. The department’s historical statistics support what we 
know from local and traditional knowledge—that availabilty of a species can fluctuate from year to year. See Community Subsistence 
Information System (CSIS) data at http://www.adfg.alaska.gov/sb/CSIS/index.cfm?ADFG=harvInfo.harvestCommSelComm. Accessed 
5 May 2015.

5. Because wolves are not hunted for food, ADF&G does not include them in food harvest surveys.

6. Note, Kivalina participants attributed the most goose search areas to brant, while the variety hunted by the greatest number of people is 
the snow goose. (See chapter 1 for more discussion of the differences between these two findings.)



CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps        102101        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps

K iv a l ina  V oice s
It’s October. By this time of year, an icy barrier should have 
formed along the island’s western shore, but this year the 
waves continue to lap the breakwater. The caribou meat 
and skins hung up and swaying in the wind along the gravel 
streets of Kivalina leave no doubt it is peak hunting season.1 

-oe and /ona 6wan¶s house sits on the lagoon side oI 
the village. Lona is dressed in a colorful parka with a 
wolverine ruff—three layers of fur sewn around a hood. 
The house smells of the caribou intestines she’s put up in a 
cool spot to cure. In the main room, meat strips dry above 
the wood stove. A bowl of seal meat soaks in oil on the 
kitchen counter. Several freezers line the wall behind the 
dining room table. Lona sits down by them. Born in 1936, 
she remembers when winter food supplies were stored in 
outdoor underground freezers. “ They start using these kinds 
of freezers to store food away.”  She points to all of the deep 
freezes behind her. “ I used to only have one. Now I got 
one� two� three� Iour� � � and fiYe outside�´ 6he says they are 
always full. “ Sometimes somebody will get walrus in the 
springtime. We always share with the village.”  

Lona is getting a little hard of hearing. She’s most 
comfortable speaking Iñupi aq, so she has her young 
granddaughter sitting with her in case she needs help hearing 
or translating. 

She has always lived in Kivalina, beginning in one of the old 
sod huts. The surrounding land was bigger then. Men and 
women traditionally have different responsibilities when it 
comes to subsistence, she explains. Her mother taught her 

what she knows about processing seals and caribou. “ Before 
my husband got weak, he used to hunt for us, until our three 
younger boys take over the hunting. All the boys hunt and all 
my eight daughters work the animals that they bring home. 
7hey go fishing up riYer and stay up there Ior about a weeN 
gathering fish� trout� graylings� whitefish � � � brants� white 
goose, and all kinds of birds.”

Lona gathers plants that she uses as medicine. “ Stinkweed. 
It always help[ s] . I boil it. I always keep it in my sigluaq  
(cache in the ground), where I keep my oils and paniqt aqs  
�dried fish��´ 6he also picNs masu,2 a root many locals like to 
gather and eat after soaking it in seal oil. 

She walks over and opens all the freezers and shows off her 
many bagged foods, describing their contents: “ Caribous, 
ugruk s� fish and these are Iats Irom caribous�´ 6he continues 
to shuIÀe around her Iro]en Iood items� ³7his is walrus and 
these are paniqt aqs  �dried fish�� 7hese are whitefish worNed 
by my daughters.”  

/ona¶s husband -oseph has spent all oI his liIe in and around 
Kivalina, too. Like his wife’s, his memories of the old 
Yillage go way bacN� -oe¶s Iamily liYed semi�nomadically� 
moving around in search of caribou and other animals and 
fish� ³5ight now� Iall time� we go seining upriYer� :e spend 
our time up there maybe two or three weeks and put them 
away by the thousands� maybe ����� sacNs per Iamily� 7he 
one who had a skin boat always took as many as they could. 
F ifteen—maybe one from each family.”  In addition to meat 
and fish� -oe gathers masu (an edible root) in the fall—
“ Eskimo potatoes,”  he says. “ We usually do it every year.”  

Lona Swan wearing a parka with a traditional wolverine ruff with claws. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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“I glanced around . . . and realized 
a very cool thing. There wasn’t 
any white-man food on that table. 
Not even a Lipton’s teabag.”

Seth Kantner, writing in the Bristol 
Bay Times about sitting down to dinner 
at Joe and Lona Swan’s house.

As now, when Joe was a boy, the seasons drove villagers’ 
search patterns: 

We hunt by the season. Springtime we hunted whales; 
belugas . . . summer time we usually got a lot of belugas 
. . . March, April we hunt ugruk, bearded seal, because 
they start to migrate in March through the ice. We dry 
up the bearded seal [meat]. We put away the blubber for 
seal oil in June. There is always enough seal. That is the 
most important meat that we have. That is the main thing 
we hunt throughout the year. They still hunt for stray 
whales. They go through here every year.

We use the seal blubber to keep the fire going, and it 
lasts a few hours. We don’t have wood all the time 
[because we] depend on driftwood. Sometimes the 
whole beach will be wiped out. That is why we depend 
on blubber in wintertime.

The Swans eat caribou or seal pretty much every day. “Two 
groups of caribou migrate, one from the north and one from 
the south,” says Joe. “I never buy store-bought meats—only 
once a month, maybe. We bought some canned salmon 
maybe 10 years ago. I never depend on the store for food. I 
depend on the hunt. We have ptarmigan all year round. We 
fish all year round. We hunt caribou all year round.”

Traditional harvesting methods are regulated by Iñupiaq 
ethics, he says. “The rule is hunt what you can eat. If you 
can’t eat it, you leave it alone. We are always trying to 
protect what we eat.” He offers an example: “The rule is for 
us to make sure we let the first bunch of caribou pass by.” 
The same thing goes for whales. “Don’t block the migration 
of the mammal,” he instructs in a serious voice.  

Joe is acutely aware of the changes taking place in the arctic 
environment—not just the thinning ice, but things like 

melting permafrost changing where he and his family go 
to pick berries. He describes his family and other Kivalina 
residents as “adaptable,” but he worries the Red Dog mine 
infrastructure may be changing the migration habits of 
caribou and whales. His concerns are personal, as his family 
has always relied on these animals for their livelihood. He 
and Lona go up to the Kivalina River to get water because 
of contaminants they believe are in the public drinking 
water from the tailings pond that drains into Red Dog Creek, 
which runs directly into the Wulik, the City’s drinking water 
source. They cannot afford to buy bottled water. Lona’s 
food, fur and skin clothing, and home all reflect her lifelong 
reliance on the wealth of traditional resources in and around 
her village. 

This time of year the drying racks fill up fast, and skins and 
meat can be seen hanging off of porch railings and other 
improvised structures up and down the village streets.  

Caribou, seal, and salmon drying together in Kivalina. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.



CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

      Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps        104103        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps

Just down the street from the Swans’ House, Oran Knox 
Sr. is in his qanitchaq (Arctic entry). Around him lie many 
hunting tools and containers. His grandchildren come in to 
check out what’s going on, then go back outside, as Oran 
takes off a large parka and sits down on the couch. “I just 
turned 74 this last month. I have a bit of experience with 
hunting in the Kivalina area. I always followed . . . older 
people’s hunting.” He speaks in a relaxed way. “Last spring 
there were lots of belugas a couple miles from here. We 
always start getting bearded seals in May/June.” 

“Right now, they’re starting to hunt caribous. They are real 
fat right now. Thousands of them. The caribous come from 
up north and they’ll go in the flats right there.” Oran points 
off to the east. 

He’s seen a lot of changes to hunting methods over the 
years. “They start using jet boats to go hunt trout.” Again, he 
points off to the east. “Arctic chars they call them.” He again 
points out across the lagoon. “The mouth of the river is right 
there. Some people try to get whitefish. We always wait till 
the water goes down in the river.” Fish are easier to catch 
when the water’s low, he explains. “Wintertime, we always 
ice hooking. Arctic chars, trout. Ice fishing you got to hit the 
right day and they always bite in the fall.” 

Over his lifetime in the Arctic, Oran has come to know the 
subtler things. “All kind of animals are scared of the west 
wind,” he says. “Every time we have west wind no animals 
move around.” 

 “When we want to eat fresh meat, we hunt; when we want 
fresh fish, we go fishing.” This self-sufficiency “is what 
Eskimo life is all about.” When asked how often he goes to 
the store for non-Native food, he wrinkles up his face up and 
answers slowly, “No . . . No . . . even my kids like Eskimo 
food. They eat it for breakfast!” 

A truckload of Caribou meat. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

Kivalina land mammal stew. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

1. This section is based on interviews conducted by Sarah Betcher. 

2. The edible root often known as masru is called masu in the coastal dialect. 
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W hat the maps tell us…
The combined area over which Kivalina residents search for 
their traditional foods today, as displayed on the map on the 
“ All Subsistence”  map on p. 122, for the most part mirrors 
the traditional territory oI the .iYallixiƥmiut delineated on 
Ernest Burch’s map on p. 6 in chapter 1. According to local 
and traditional knowledge documented in this and other 
studies, long before the oldest person in Kivalina today was 
born� the annual .iYallixiƥmiut subsistence cycle consisted 
oI upriYer fi shing and caribou hunting in the Iall� and more 
limited ice fi shing in the winter� Iollowed by a moYe to the 
coast in the spring to prepare for the spring and summer seal 
and whale hunts, with another big caribou hunt taking place 
in the summer. With the exception of reduced whale hunting 
many believe to be caused by shrinking sea ice (see, e .g. ,
pp. 506-507)  and activity associated with the R ed Dog port 
(see, e .g. � p� ����� the traditional .iYalixiƥmiut harYesting 
cycle, though interrupted at earlier times in modern history, 
appears to have been restored.

Kivalina residents walk across the lagoon to meet arriving snow machines.
Photo credit: Damian ^atterthǁaiteͲWhiůůips͘

InterpretinJ the &olor 6cale 
on 0aps in this &hapter

In the maps in this chapter, the darker the color on the 
map, the more people from the village go to that area to 
search for the resource. The areas with the lightest color 
are generally used by only one of the study participants 
in the village. Please note, sometimes areas may look 
slightly darker because they lie over land, which is 
tinted gray on the base maps. Water appears in light 
blue on the maps, which slightly lightens up the search 
area oYerlay� $ll maps reÀ ect inIormation gathered Irom 
participating villagers in Part 1 of this study.
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K i v a l ina
Marine Mammals

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 



K
iv

al
in

a
B

ird
s

W
in

te
r

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, 
M

et
ho

ds
, P

ar
t 1

) 

K
iv

al
in

a
B

ird
s

Sp
rin

g

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, 
M

et
ho

ds
, P

ar
t 1

) 

K
iv

al
in

a
B

ird
s

Su
m

m
er

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, 
M

et
ho

ds
, P

ar
t 1

) 

CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps        108107        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps



K i v a l ina
Birds

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K i v a l ina
Eggs

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K i v a l ina
F ish

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K i v a l ina
F ish

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K i v a l ina
F ish
F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K i v a l ina
F ish

Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K i v a l ina
F ish

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K i v a l ina
Miscellaneous: Crab

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K i v a l ina
Large G ame

F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K i v a l ina
Large G ame

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K i v a l ina
Large G ame

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K i v a l ina
Large G ame

Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K i v a l ina
Large G ame
All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K i v a l ina
Small G ame
All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K i v a l ina
Plants

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K i v a l ina
All Subsistence Species

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 

K i v a l ina
All Subsistence Species

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 

K i v a l ina
All Subsistence Species

F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 

K i v a l ina
All Subsistence Species

Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 
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K i v a l ina
All Subsistence Species

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 



Photo credit: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
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Siilvik
(Selawik)
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T h e  P e op l e  of  th e  L ow e r 
6iiশYiim .uuƾa
Two Iñ upiaq words are commonly associated with the village 
oI 6elawiN and its surroundings� 7he fi rst� ³$NuliƥaT�´ 
describes the place “ where the river meets together.” 1  The 
second� ³6iiশYiN�´ means ³sheefi sh place�´ 7o this day� the 
place where the river meets together continues to create 
conditions Ior abundant subsistence fi shing� 7he Iertile 
Selawik drainage is believed to have been inhabited for 
at least 10,000 years, and probably much longer. Two 
distinct but closely allied Iñ upiaq groups have historically 
liYed on the 6iiশYiim .uuƾa �6elawiN 5iYer�� the 6iiশYiim 
.aƾianiƥmiut� meaning ³6elawiN headwaters people�´ and 
the .iitaaƥmiut� meaning ³people down below�´2 

Accessible and protected year round, today’s village site 
was once a winter camp that supplied local Iñ upiat with 
Ireshwater fi sh across the seasons�3 In spring, just like they do 
today, people went out in small family groups to their camps. 
Before Selawik became a permanent community, many 
people also maintained winter camps away from the current 
Yillage location� :hen the fi rst outsiders arriYed� around the 
middle of the1800s, they had trouble getting a good count 
of how many people were residing in the lower drainage 
because everyone was so spread out—a testament to how 
many good fi shing and trapping spots could be Iound on the 
lower Selawik. The 1880 census counted only 100 people, 

Selawik residents, who traveled upriver on the ice 
to hunt small land mammals, float back home after 
break-up. 1920s. Photo credit: University of Alaska 
&airďanŬs͕ �anĚace Waugaman �oůůection͘ h�&ͲϮϬϬϯͲ
183-13, Alaska Digital Archives.

6iiশYiN �6elaZiN�

Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.



CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps        126125        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps

CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

but (rnest Burch estimates ��� .iitaaƥmiut were liYing in the 
area at the time, making it the most populous region within 
the boundaries of today’s Northwest Arctic Borough.4  

G iven early arctic peoples’ complete reliance on an 
abundant year-round food supply, it is no wonder the 
Selawik drainage became a major Iñ upiaq population center, 
and its appeal appears to be holding fast today. With 87 6 
residents, Selawik is second in size only to Kotzebue among 
the Borough’s communities.5 The  Alaska Native Claims 
Settlement Act (ANCSA) regional corporation, NANA, 
projects Selawik’s population will increase to about 1,17 0 
by the year 2020.6  

7he area was first written about by non�1atiYes in ����� 
when Lieutenant Lavrenty Alekseyevich Z agoskin of the 
Imperial R ussian Navy7  ventured upriver. F or several years 
after that, the lower Selawik’s Iñupi at continued on relatively 
undisturbed. By all reports, the area during this time period 
remained rich in traditional resources, with reliable supplies 
oI sheefish� whitefish� and ugruk  (bearded seal).8  

Also, through the middle of the 1800s, according to 
documented local and traditional Nnowledge� .iitaaƥmiut 
country lay at the southern boundary of both the Western 
Arctic caribou herd and “ within at least the summer range 
of”  the Nulato Hills caribou herd. As a result, the people had 
access to caribou meat all year round. Both herds apparently 
began declining in the 1870s . While the western arctic 
caribou would eventually rebound, the same was not true 
for the Nulato Hills herd, which is believed to have become 
extinct by 1890.9  

,n the Iace oI Àuctuations in the caribou populations� 
.iitaaƥmiut country remained ³fish country�´10 “ In both the 
Selawik and Kotzebue districts,”  wrote Burch in Soc ial L ife 
in N orthw est Alask a� ³whitefish moYe in to ponds and laNes 
during the spring Àood� :hen the water leYel drops they are 
trapped making them easy prey11 . . . After a good summer 
and fall, the supplies owned at the end of October by the 
member of even a single household could weigh in the 
tons.” 12 By applying early aquaculture techniques, the locals 

made eYen more oI the fishery� $s Burch e[plained� ³>i@n the 
Selawik district, even in the early contact period, the Natives 
. . . sometimes dug trenches between landlocked lakes and 
nearby rivers. Water rushing out of the lakes enlarged the 
trenches into permanent channels linking the two bodies of 
water.”  In contrast to ground sloughing occurring today as 
a result of melting permafrost (see p. 126), which deposits 
sediments in streams� harming fish habitat� this type oI 
worN IreTuently had a positiYe eIIect on fish populations by 
opening up new spawning areas and fish migration routes�13  

The 1880 census taker, Ivan Petrof,14 mistakenly assuming 
most of the region’s population lived at the ocean’s edge, 
wrote that, since Lieutenant Z agoskin, 40 years earlier, 
reached “ merely the headwaters of the Selawik river, . . . the 
only reliable information concerning this route rests upon the 
statements of a few intelligent15 half-breed traders.” 16 

In his summary of local population dynamics, Z agoskin went 
on to report that “ [ n] o trace or shadow of Christianity and its 
teaching has found its way to these desolate regions, the dark 
night of shamanism, or sorcery, still hanging over the human 
mind.” 17  Soon, however, after the F riends mission was 
established in Kotzebue, Iñupi at from the Kobuk, Noatak, 
and Selawik drainages who traveled downriver to coastal 
trade Iairs would become acTuainted with the region¶s first 
Christians.18 By the turn of the 20th century, Iñupi aq converts 
had themselves begun to preach the Christian gospel. Among 
these, two names appear frequently in the written histories—
0aniiশaT19 and a young man from U nalakleet named 
U yaraq. When local Iñupi at encountered men among their 

Selawik residents, early 1900s, identified as: top 
row, L-R: Aniuvak, Robert Smith, Taluqruaq Jones, 
Kitty Qitupan Gravey; bottom row, L-R: Charlie 
Jones, Sr., Ellen Makpiiq Jones, Mabel Jones 
Mitchell, and Bert Akumgan Jones. Photo credit: 
University of �ůasŬa &airďanŬs͕ h�&ͲϭϵϴϴͲϱϯͲϲ͕ �ůasŬa 
Digital Archives.

G ive n e ar l y ar ctic p e op l e s ’   
com p l e te  re l ian ce  on an  ab undan t 
ye ar - round f ood s up p l y , i t is  no 
w onde r th e  S e l aw ik  drai nage  
b e cam e  a m aj or Iñ up iaq  p op ul at ion 
ce nte r, an d its  ap p e al  ap p e ar s  
to b e  h ol ding f as t today .
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own people who could break the traditional taboos without 
consequence, the words of non-Native missionaries began 
to gain credence.20 As mentioned in the Noorvik section of 
this chapter (see pp.64-65), the Q uakers were building their 
missions on the coast at a time when people were facing 
both food shortages and dangerous illnesses for which the 
missionaries, not the shamans, had effective medicines. 
According to Q uaker historian A.O. R oberts, U yaraq was an 
especially effective voice for the new faith in the Selawik 
region, where locals constructed a schoolhouse in 1897 a nd, 
later, a church.21 Writes R oberts, 

by 1911 there were some 200 people living in Selawik. 
Almost all took part in the F riends church. Log houses 
were built in addition to sod igloos. Between 1910 and 
1922, 140 names are listed in the birth records. During 
the same period fiIty�seYen persons died�22 

As recounted by local planners in the village history written 
for the 2007- 2017 S elawik Comprehensive Development 
Plan, “ [ i] n 1909, the U .S. R epublic School opened in 
Selawik and used English as the means of instruction while 
discouraging the use of Iñupi aq—e.g. teachers only allowed 
children that spoke English to be invited and attend school 
parties.” 23 'uring this period� the .iitaaƥmiut way oI liIe 
incorporated new foods and new economic means, as locals 
learned how to plant vegetable gardens24 and herd reindeer.25 
Walter C. Shields, the U .S. Department of Education’s 
Superintendent of Schools in the Northwestern District, 
offered his perspective on the situation in his 1912-13 report 
to Washington, D.C., superiors: 

:hile most >,xupiat@ can secure a suIficient amount 
of the food of the country, yet in their advance in 
civilization they have begun to need the foods of 
civilization. Instead of bewailing the fact that the 
Eskimo can not get along on the food of his ancestors 
we should recognize the fact that we wish to lift him to a 
higher plane of living. No doubt he was happy and well 
a century ago, but progress must come.26   

The superintendent’s words highlight the link between the 
local food harvesting cycle and the Iñupi aq world view. 
Shifting the local diet to the “ foods of civilization”  is 
described as a key part of the government’s plan to “ lift”  the 
arctic people to a “ higher plane of living.”  These days, the 
“ progress”  the superintendent refers to may be measured 
in health problems and economic hardship by all reports 
unNnown to the residents oI the rich lower 6iiশYiim .uuƾa 
before outsiders arrived (see, e .g. , p. 125).

Today, the village is also feeling the effects of far away 
industry, as rising temperatures thaw the permafrost along 
the banks of the Selawik R iver. In 2006, a section of thawed 
ground caved in, dumping a large mass of earth into the river 
about fiYe miles upstream Irom the Yillage�27  The ground on 
which much of Selawik’s infrastructure is built, including 
the supports for the big bridges, is slowly sinking.28 No 
one disputes that the village is facing high costs for climate 
change effects in the coming years, just as no one knows 
how those costs will be paid.29

Alaska Natives were granted citizenship in 1924 when 
Congress passed the Citizenship Act, and Selawik organized 
under the Alaska Native Town Site Act in 1926. The local 
3ost 2Ifice opened in ����� ,n ����� the ,xupiaT people 

Selawik garden. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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of Selawik voted unanimously to reorganize as the Native 
Village of Selawik under the Indian R eorganization Act.30

In 1972, f ollowing passage of the Alaska Native Claims 
Settlement Act (ANCSA), Selawik’s village corporation 
merged with NANA R egional Corporation.31 In 1977, 
Selawik incorporated as a second class city under state law. 
In the current Selawik Comprehensive Development Plan it 
is noted that “ [ p] rior to 1955 and the introduction of welfare 
in Selawik, all members of the family (youngest to oldest) 
had to work together in active subsistence lifestyles to 
survive.” 32 Still, through all of its government restructuring 
and other adaptations to non-Native cultural norms, Selawik 
remains an actiYe hunting� trapping� fishing� and gathering 
community. In addition to small and large land mammals and 
many Yarieties oI fish aYailable to locals� the surrounding 
Selawik National Wildlife R efuge welcomes countless 
species of migrating birds every spring.33 

Measured by the standards of a pre-contact subsistence 
economy� the .iitaaƥmiut were a Yery wealthy group� with 
all�season fish� seals� whales� and bears coming up the riYer� 
and caribou regularly passing through or staying in the area 
at different times of the year. While late spring ice could 
maNe transportation diIficult� residents oI the lower 6elawiN 
traYeled regularly to the coast to barter with their e[cess fish� 
furs, and crafts.34  

In contrast, few economic opportunities arise in the village 
today. At the time of the 2010 census, of the residents over 
the age of 16 years, 62%  were employed seasonally. Only 
44%  had work for all four quarters of the year. In line with 
the economic hardship found in most, if not all, of the 
Borough’s communities in modern times, the income bracket 
with most Selawik residents in it (33% ) earns less than 
������ a year�35 Employment opportunities peak during the 

ice-free summer months when barge services are operating. 
6ome seasonal firefighting positions are aYailable with the 
Bureau of Land Management, and a few residents work in 
commercial fishing� 

Selawik’s steady jobs are mostly found in the pre-K-12th 
grade Davis-R amoth School, in city and tribal government 
oIfices� in grocery stores� with the regional nonprofit 
Maniilaq Association Community Health Clinic, and in 
the Selawik National Wildlife R efuge. Some residents gain 
income from making and selling handicrafts locally and in 
larger cities.36  

The community extends across three riverbanks, connected 
by two long bridges. R esidents travel around the swampy 
Àats on boardwalNs big enough to handle Iour�wheeler and 
motorcycle traIfic in the summer and snow machines in the 
winter. F acilities and services available in Selawik include 
the 8�6� 3ost 2Ifice� a community library� a Iew churches� 
a Yolunteer fire department� and one 3ublic 6aIety 2Ificer 
(VPSO).37  

The extensive network of small river channels is used for 
travel by small boat in the ice-free summer months between 
roughly early -une and the middle oI 2ctober� 'uring this 
timeframe, freight companies can use the ice-free water to 
access the established barge landing to bring in cargo, fuel, 
and other larger supplies. People and small freight come and 
go via airplane on the gravel, state-owned R oland Norton 
Memorial Airstrip. 

The Native Village of Selawik owns the fuel operations. 
$ccording to a ���� report� heating Iuel was at ����� a 
gallon� and gasonline costs ����� a gallon�38  The Alaska 
Village Electric Cooperative (AVEC) operates diesel-
generated power, supplemented by four wind turbines. 

Selawik grocery store. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

City water pump. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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Bridge to Selawik airstrip. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

Taking into account state power cost equalization (PCE) 
subsidies� electricity ranges anywhere Irom ����� to ����� 
per kilowatt-hour in Selawik and similar arctic villages 
�depending on leYel oI use�� compared with ����� per N:h 
in Anchorage.39

A city-operated pump system pulls water from the Selawik 
5iYer� which is chlorinated and Àuoridated beIore entering 
a heated storage tank. F rom there, several circulation lines 
reach roughly 95%  of the occupied homes, which have 
indoor plumbing. The remaining 5%  of households must 
gather their own river water, collect rainwater, or melt ice 
from the river in the winter. The city also oversees a Class 1 
sewage stabili]ation pond and a &lass � open�pit landfill�40   

Like other villages in the Northwest Arctic Borough today, 
two cycles continue to propel the local economy forward. 
7he first is the modern�age cycle oI seasonal wage�based 
employment opportunities. The second continues the 
ancient cycle oI hunting� trapping� fishing� and gathering� 
Though food-gathering activities continue to rule the hearts 
and minds of the vast majority of borough residents, in 
many communities where the most beneficial employment 
opportunities arise at the same time of year as the most 
beneficial hunting� fishing� and gathering opportunities� Iood 
harvesting and preservation can end up taking a back seat 
to the paycheck. The growing village of Selawik continues 
to benefit Irom a year�round supply oI fish and caribou� 
largely in thanks to the surrounding expanses of protected 
land� :ith so much at staNe� today¶s .iitaaƥmiut Iace the 
challenge oI finding a path Iorward Ior 6elawiN that will 
ensure continuing access to the area’s historic abundance of 
traditional resources while creating new opportunities for 
other sorts oI economic growth²perhaps the best definition 
of progress in a modern Iñupi aq community.

6elaZiN &ommunit\ 9ision
Selawik works in unity to live sober and healthy 
lifestyles while sustaining our environment and 
Inupiaq values in changing times.

Se law ik  C ommunity  C omprehensive Development 
P lan 2007- 2017
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T ra ditiona l  f oods  im p orta nt to th e  p e op l e  of  S e l a w ik  toda y

1. $lasNa 'ept� oI )ish and *ame� $')	*� 6ubsistence� &ommunity 6ubsistence ,nIormation 6ystem�  
http://www.adfg.alaska.gov/sb/CSIS/. Accessed 1 F eb 2013.

SELAWIK TRADITIONAL FOODS BY EDIBLE MASS, UNIQUE AREAS AND PEOPLE

^W��/�^

�z �D/�L� M�^^ 
Έй O& dOd�L &OOD 

,�Zs�^d�D1Ή

�z EhM��Z O& 
hE/Yh� �Z��^ 

Έй O& ϳϰϮ M�WW�D 
WOLz'OE^Ή

�z WZOWOZd/OE 
O& W�Zd/�/W�Ed^  
Έй O& ϯϱ ^�L�W/< 

Z�^/D�Ed^ /E ^dhDzΉ

Whitefish
;eǆcůuĚing sheefishͿ 34.8 10.4 82.9

Tuttu  
�ariďou  
(Rangifer tarandus)

23.1 16.3 97.1

Sii  
Sheefish 
(Stenodus leucicthys)

16.0 21.7 100.0

Berries 
;ďůueďerry͕ cranďerry͕ 
saůmonďerry͕ ďůacŬďerryͿ

1.1 16.4 94.3

Siulik  
Pike  
(Esox lucius)

13.5 15.4 97.1

:hitefish constitutes the greatest amount oI traditional Iood 
consumed in Selawik today, making up 34.8%  of the total 
edible mass harvested.1 The next most abundant food source 
is tuttu (caribou), which makes up 23.1%  of the local diet, 
followed by sii �sheefish� at ������ $t Yillagers¶ direction� 
we drew a total of 742 ove rlapping polygons of various sizes 
on the Selawik maps showing where people go to search 
for their traditional foods. Of the 742 pol ygons, the highest 
number (21.7% ) marked places people go to look for sii 
�sheefish�� Iollowed by berries �������� especially aqpi k  
�salmonberries� ������ $bout the same number oI places 

(16.3%  of total mapped polygons) are associated with tuttu 
(caribou) hunting. F inally, in terms of food resources the 
greatest numbers of study participants go out to search for, all 
35 of the people in Selawik who contributed to this mapping 
proMect ������ indicated they fish Ior sii. All but one (97.1% ) 
hunt caribou� and the same is true Ior piNe fishing� 7hirty�two 
people ������� identified places they go to picN berries� with 
everyone in this group looking for salmonberries and 31 of 
them looking for blueberries.
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S e l a w ik  V oice s
It’s been an unusually cold and rainy summer,1 and that 
can be bad for berries. F amilies hoping to pick and freeze 
several pounds to hold them over the long winter months 
are preparing to be disappointed. Among the 11 villages 
of the Northwest Arctic Borough, Selawik is known for its 
abundance of aqpi k s.2 The Borough’s villagers sometimes 
travel around the region in small planes, and it’s not unheard 
oI Ior someone to Ày into 6elawiN to spend time with Iriends 
and family picking berries. F lying low over the Selawik 
drainage on a clear summer morning offers intimate views of 
the vast marshland and many lakes that surround the village, 
as well as creeNs and riYers Àowing out oI the mountains to 
the east.

(llenore 6unii -acNson picNs up a Yisitor at the state�owned 
R oland Norton Memorial Airstrip and heads home on her 
four-wheeler, crossing the bridge from the airport side over 
to a well-constructed broad boardwalk that leads to her 
house in the village. Everything in Selawik is built to stay 
above the water—not only the wood-plank thoroughfares but 
water and sewer pipes, too. 

Sunii gets her company settled in. They have plans to go 
berry picking the next day. 

Home to about 800 people, Selawik is a big village but small 
enough that people know their roles in the community and 
the roles of others. The most active hunters stand out in 
borough villages with a strong tradition of food sharing. No 
one has to go without the foods that have made up the diet of 

people living in this drainage for centuries. If you are unable 
to go out and hunt, someone will share with you.

In recent years, the government has coined a word for 
people who provide a lot of traditional food to others in 
their villages: “ super-harvesters”  (see pp. 399-400). R alph 
R amoth, Sr., now one of the oldest men in Selawik at over 
�� years� no doubt has met the state¶s definition all his liIe� 
But he’s only been doing what he was raised to do. Inside 
his house, he relaxes in a comfortable chair next to an array 
of sewing tools and pelts. His grandchildren can be heard 
playing outside. “ I start to hunt . . . ever since I’m a little 
boy. I do a lot of trapping and do a lot of hunting and do a lot 
oI fishing�´ 

“ My mom raised me. She showed me how to hang the nets. 
:e spent summers in camp fishing�´ +is Iamily has the same 
fish camp they¶Ye used Ior generations� 5alph¶s Iather died 
when R alph was just a boy. He learned the Iñupi aq traditions 
“ by following people around, like the older people, who 
went out hunting� or fishing� or trapping�´ and how to care 
for his family—“ what we gotta do for the home . . . like 
cutting wood for winter.”

F rom the age of 18 until he retired, R alph worked for the U .S. 
F ish and Wildlife Service. The role of the U SF WS, as he sees 
it, is to “ protect the land, to protect the wildlife. But, mostly, 
. . . the land. So there will be no development in the R efuge.”  
7he land has to be protected� he e[plains� ³because oI the fish 
around the R efuge.”  While he worked a regular job, R alph 
continued his traditional harvesting and sharing routines. 

Selawik salmon drying. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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“We got pike all year round. You could fish any time. Even 
now [July], you could set a little net for whitefish [though] 
when the water gets warm, people don’t really fish that 
much. We got a lot of whitefish, more than we can use. And 
we got a lot of sheefish, cisco. We don’t have salmon.” An 
extensive trading network remains active among the villages. 
What one village doesn’t have can be traded for with 
another village. Selawik villagers commonly trade excess sii 
(sheefish), pike, and whitefish. “People trade down the coast 
for seal skins or seal oil or whatever they got to trade with.” 

In addition to fishing, Ralph has been hunting all his life. 
“Caribou in the wintertime. During the migration time, 
they go through the village. We got moose, depending on 
the moose season . . . a lot of rabbits and muskrats, birds in 
springtime and all through summer. And ptarmigan in winter.

“In the fall time, they start preparing for trapping. They go 
trapping all winter long,” he says. “Late spring, they prepare 
for the spring season like muskrat hunting. Summer, they 
prepare for summer gathering—anything that grows around 
the land. A lot of people dry a lot of fish for winter use.”

Now that he’s older, Ralph has begun to depend on others. 
“They have a program down in Kotzebue through Maniilaq 
to supply some of the hunters with gas and ammunition 
to hunt for the elders,” he explains. “Once you become an 
elder, they hunt for you.” Friends and family routinely share 
with elders, but support from the Maniilaq Association helps 
with the effort. 

Ralph wouldn’t think of living anywhere else. “When you 
become an elder, it’s more comfortable to stay home in the 

village.” In Selawik, he can appreciate “frozen fish and 
frozen caribou meat and moose. If we had to move to the 
city, I wouldn’t be going out. I would just be a sitting duck 
doing nothing.”

Henry and Sunii Jackson keep their motorboat anchored up 
on the side of the river next to their house. They pull the 
anchor and motor over to a boat launch near a friend’s home. 
After loading up six passengers, they head out to where the 

Selawik in the 1980s. Photo credit: Department of 
Commerce, Community and Economic Development, 
Division of Community and Regional Affairs’ Community 
Photo Library. 

Cutting dry meat and maktak. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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group has had success finding the prized aqpiks. They follow 
the drainage’s narrow waterways, meandering through a 
treeless landscape covered with grass and willows. The 
group makes several stops, getting out to pick in different 
places. As they had feared might be the case, the wet 
summer is making it hard to fill their buckets. 

Everyone’s brought some food to share. They stop for lunch, 
spreading out a meal in the middle of the boat—fish heads, 
boiled salmon eggs, and maktak (whale blubber) share the 
board with non-native food staples like crackers, Spam, and 
granola bars. After a filling meal on the boat, the group heads 
back to Selawik with a couple of cups of berries for each 
person. With the price of boat gas at over $7 a gallon, the 
gathering of this small amount of the traditional delicacy has 
been expensive. 

Sunii has lived in Selawik since birth. Like Ralph, she lost 
a parent early in life. She was only one year old when her 
mother passed away, so she was raised by her grandparents 
who, from the beginning, instilled in her “knowledge of the 
land . . . a subsistence way.” 

“We were at camp during the summer and we would come 
here during the winter. In springtime, before break-up, my 
aana3 would take Diane4 and I, and we would walk to our 
spring camp.

“After break-up, we would stay there all summer, gathering 
berries, greens, checking net, fishing, getting small game—
muskrat, beavers. Ducks. We would walk and gather 
everything and put away and store food.” 

Sunii notices that young people are not nearly as involved 
with subsistence activities as they used to be. She teaches 
in local summer youth programs “berry picking and picking 
greens, setting net, where to set net. 

“We have to teach our young generation to maintain this 
subsistence way of life. To help lessen their food cost, 
hunting caribou and storing that caribou. Gathering fish, 
storing it away, drying it for the winter, gathering greens.” 
She teaches young people “when things are ripe and when 
it’s the time to gather sourdock, rhubarb, wild celery, 
onions. And to preserve it.” She teaches them about the 
best places to go to get salmonberries and blackberries. 
“There are certain places in our region where we can gather 
blackberries,” she says. “They aren’t everywhere.”

Sunii grew up living in a sod house, speaking only Iñupiaq 
with her grandparents, living mostly on traditional foods 
and getting around on sleds pulled by dog teams. She is 
thankful for some Western influences. She feels “fortunate 
to have technology to teach my Iñupiaq culture.” Having 
computers, GPS, VHF radios, and cell phones has helped 
make subsistence information more accessible, safe, and 
efficient. “If we need to get ahold of people, if we forget to 
carry supplies to our camp, we use our VHF. We use our 
cell phones.”

Lately, certain smaller animals and birds are becoming 
harder to find. “We have abundance of beaver. My brother 

Selawik fish eggs and heads. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

Aqpik (also called “cloudberries” and 
“salmonberries”). Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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is an avid muskrat hunter. He would sell the fur for income. 
Now, it’s very hard to find a muskrat—muskrats that we 
rely on for our winter food supply. We use the skins for our 
parkas and our mittens.” 

“We have to go to the hills to hunt ptarmigans now,” she 
says. She connects this development to changes in the local 
vegetation brought on by warmer temperatures. 

Sunii has watched villagers’ way of life change in many 
ways over the years. “When we were growing up, we’d 
go to our backyard to get dinner, setting snares. There’s no 
more willows to set snares anymore. My grandpa would go 
get fresh meat from the backyard. Now we can’t.” People 
still eat all of the traditional foods, but the process of getting 
them has changed. 

“We’ve started seeing muskox coming into our area. The 
bears that live in the mountains, they are now coming closer. 
We think they are looking for food in the valleys that they 

can’t find in the mountains. The migration of the caribou 
changes really fast.” She believes these changes in the large 
animals’ patterns are due to changes in the food chain. 

Full racks of fish stand drying along the river. The long 
days allow everyone to spend more time fishing and picking 
berries. One group after another can be seen going out on 
foot or in boats to search for berries. Even in sparse years 
like 2014 everyone will get a little aqpik to put away. 
Whether by offering a boat ride, loaning out traps and other 
equipment, or just sharing what they bring in, the people of 
Selawik find ways to make sure everyone partakes of the 
wide variety of traditional foods that the rich lower Selawik 
drainage continues to provide. 

Photo credit: Department of Commerce, Community and Economic Development, Division of Community and Regional 
Affairs’ Community Photo Library.

1. This piece compiles interviews conducted by Sarah Betcher in July 2014.

2. Locally, aqpik (Rubus chamaemorus) is used interchangeably with “salmonberry,” though many plant books list the common name as 
“cloudberry.” In other parts of the country “salmonberry” refers to R. spectabilis.

3. Grandmother.

4. The speaker’s sister.
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InterpretinJ the &olor 6cale 
on 0aps in this &hapter

In the maps in this chapter, the darker the color on the 
map, the more people from the village go to that area to 
search for the resource. The areas with the lightest color 
are generally used by only one of the study participants 
in the village. Please note, sometimes areas may look 
slightly darker because they lie over land, which is 
tinted gray on the base maps. Water appears in light 
blue on the maps, which slightly lightens up the search 
area oYerlay� $ll maps reÀ ect inIormation gathered Irom 
participating villagers in Part 1 of this study.

W hat the maps tell us…
A brief look at the Selawik maps on the following pages 
document that nearly all of the surrounding area is used with 
relatively high frequency, though the areas along the Selawik 
R iver and the marshy area between Selawik Lake and Inland 
Lake are especially productive.

F ish are available year-round in the river as well as the 
laNes� with whitefi sh Iound in nearly eYery little slough and 
channel in the region� and sheefi sh throughout 6elawiN /aNe� 
especially in the shallows near the banks. The eastern region 
oI 6elawiN /aNe is a particularly popular spot Ior ice fi shing 
among Selawik’s residents. Pike are also abundant in this 
region, and there is a well-known hot spot at the northern tip 
of Inland Lake where it is met by a drainage from the river.

7he marshy À atlands between and around the laNes proYide 
excellent wetland habitat for a variety of waterfowl, which 
can readily be found throughout the region in spring and fall. 
Eggs are harvested in the spring, with the region between 
the two lakes, as well as the region where the Selawik R iver 
drains into Selawik Lake, being especially popular.

During the migration, caribou can often be found near town, 
and will frequently migrate right across the frozen Selawik 
Lake. Some years, residents may travel farther south, around 
the base of the Selawik hills to the south of the lakes, or 
sometimes as far as the hills beyond Buckland. Moose are 
also fairly common in this region, especially along the river 
in the fall. Many residents who simply like to get out on the 
water will frequently travel a long way upriver in search of 
moose� and are always promised an abundance oI fi sh eYen 
when Iailing to fi nd a moose�

Marine mammals are rarely found this far inland, but once in 
a great while a lone seal or beluga whale will be spotted near 
town. Because these sightings are so rare, though, they are 
typically known and remembered by nearly all of the people.

�Z��^ ^,OWE /E 
d,� LIGHTEST 

SHADE �Z� h^�D 
�z d,� L��^d 

EhM��Z O& ^dhDz 
W�Zd/�/W�Ed^ 
Z�^/D/E' /E 

^�L�W/<.

�Z��^ ^,OWE 
/E d,� DARKEST 
SHADE �Z� h^�D 
�z d,� 'Z��d�^d 

EhM��Z O& ^dhDz 
W�Zd/�/W�Ed^ 
Z�^/D/E' /E 

^�L�W/<͘

S e l aw i k
Birds

All Seasons

Selawik post office. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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S e l a w i k
Eggs

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

S e l a w i k
Eggs

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

S e l a w i k
Eggs
F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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Photo credit: Alaska Village Electrical Cooperative (AVEC).

Nuataaq
(Noatak)
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7he People oI the 1uataam .uuƾa
F rom its origin at the 8,276 f oot-high Mt. Igikpak in the 
Shwatka Mountains of the Brooks R ange, the Nuataam 
.uuƾa �1oataN 5iYer� Àows oYer ��� miles west� with 
the DeLong Mountains rising to its north and the Baird 
Mountains to its south, before turning south and meandering 
another 95 miles to Kotzebue Sound, where it enters the 
sea near the mouth oI +otham ,nlet� :ell�defined at its 
source, in its southernmost 75 m iles the river spreads out 
across the Noatak basin in a wide system of braided, shallow 
channels. Archaeologists believe humans have inhabited the 
Noatak region for over 11,000 years.1 At one time, the area’s 
original people occupied at least 32 settlements along the 
upper and lower regions of the river.2 Today, approximately 
556 people,3  mostly descendents of the area’s original 
inhabitants, live in one community—the village of Nuataaq 
(Noatak)—located on the river’s west bank, just outside the 
federal Noatak National Preserve, 70 m iles above the Arctic 
Circle and about 55 miles north of Kotzebue.4  

Historically, two separate nations lived along the Noatak 
5iYer� 7he 1uataaƥmiut occupied the headwater regions 
from Itivlik, or Howard Pass, to the upriver portion of the 
1oataN &anyon� 7he 1aapaTtuƥmiut occupied the region 
from the downriver portion of the Noatak Canyon to just 
below where the 8allim .uuƾa²the (li 5iYer²Moins the 
Noatak.5 The two main groups diverged for much of the year, 

some heading upriver, with the caribou, and others staying 
in the forest. All gathered on the coast in spring to hunt 
seals and beluga.6 7he territory oI the 1aapaTtuƥmiut also 
included the Kuugruuraq (Kelly) and Kuugruaq (Kugrurok) 

Della Keats and Jenny Mitchell preparing fish 
at Sisualik Noatak camp, 1952. Photo credit: 
University of �ůasŬa &airďanŬs͕ �harůes s͘ Lucier 
Collection, UAF-1966-80-33. Alaska Digital Archives.

N ua ta a q  ( N oa ta k )

Noatak erosion mitigation. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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river drainages, and areas extending along the southern 
Chukchi coastline 10 to 15 miles from Rabbit Creek in 
both directions. Present-day Noatak lies near the center of 
the old Naapaqtuġmiut region, where residents continue 
to hunt, fi sh, trap, and gather throughout the traditional 
Nuataaġmiut and Naapaqtuġmiut grounds.7 Since the 
permanent village was established in 1908,8 locals have 
harvested most of their food from the lower river drainage 
and coastal regions, but, increasingly, caribou and moose 
hunters travel farther inland to search for meat for their and 
their neighbors’ winter supplies.9 

The annual food-gathering cycle of the earliest people 
inhabiting the Noatak region began in the spring, with the 
move to the coast. Some families set up camp out on the ice; 
some stayed on the shore.10 Ugruk (bearded seal) hunting 
would get underway in late June. As described by social 
anthropologist Dr. Ernest S. (“Tiger”) Burch, “[t]hroughout 
the spring and summer the Napaaqtuġmiut lived in a type of 
dome-shaped house [consisting of] a frame of willow poles 
that were placed in the ground in a circle, bent over, and 
tied together at the top. A caribou skin was placed over 
the frame.”11  

The historical record shows spring trips to the coast 
continued uninterrupted after the arrival of outsiders.12  
Though the dwellings at the summer camps have changed 
shape over the years, the spring migration of Noatak 
residents to their historical sites at places like Sisualik 
(Sheshalik) and Nuvġurok continues to this day. As 
planners noted in the 2009 Red Dog Mine Supplemental 
Environmental Impact Statement (RDSEIS), 

the duration of residents’ trips to Sheshalik varies. Those 
individuals with employment or other responsibilities 
in Noatak or elsewhere reported taking multiple trips 
of shorter duration, while others travel to Sheshalik in 
May or June and stay there until the end of the summer, 
traveling back to Noatak in time for the fall caribou 
hunting season.13

The coastal camps provide ready access for fi shing, sealing, 
whaling, and bird hunting.14 Most of the beluga hunting at 
Sisualik occurs in June and July.15 A recent Alaska Native 
Tribal Health Consortium report provides a glimpse of 
Iñupiaq summer life at the coast: 

Today, during the sealing and fi shing seasons, Sisualik 
is still like a small village, with family owned camps 
stretching for miles along the coast of Kotzebue Sound. 
There are no local services in Sisualik, nor is there much 
in the way of infrastructure. Electricity is provided by 
small diesel generators or solar panels. Water is hauled 
from Kotzebue, Noatak, or collected from tundra 
streams in the vicinity.16

In early times, the people from the Noatak River drainage 
would leave the coast in August to return to their scattered 
settlements in time for the spawning run of chum salmon. 
Most located their winter huts near productive salmon 
streams. After storing the food brought back from the coast, 
the men would travel upriver in search of caribou while 
the women fi shed, usually with sealskin or willow seines.17 
A rainy summer could cause the river to run fast, making 
seining diffi cult. As Burch writes, back then, a good year 
was a dry year.18 After freeze-up, ice fi shing added to winter 
food supplies. In years of winter shortages, hunters would 
return to the coast to harvest more ugruk (bearded seal) from 
the nearshore ice.19

According to Burch, the same food shortage that led to 
famine in the early 1880s in the Selawik drainage (see 
p. 216) struck people living along the Noatak River, with 
equally awful effects.20 The historical record suggests that, 
by the time missionaries established the fi rst school in 
Noatak in 1908, food resources had rebounded—though 
people had apparently not forgotten the bad years. In his 

Grace Bailey at Sisualik repairing a whitefish 
net, with granddaughter nearby, 1952. Photo 
Credit: University of Alaska Fairbanks, Charles V. Lucier 
collection, UAF-1966-80-27. Alaska Digital Archives.

Men and dogs starting up the Noatak River, 
early 1900s. Photo credit: Alaska Digital Archives, 
ASL-P949-03. 
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“Annual Report of the United States Public School at 
Noatak, in Arctic Alaska (1912-13),” teacher Frank Snowden 
wrote:

The natives were very successful in fishing during 
the summer, and they also swelled their caches to 
overflowing during the late-fall. As winter drew nearer, 
game seemed to multiply, and at no times during the 
whole winter were there any signs of a dearth of food. 
This has certainly been one of the most prosperous 
years the natives have ever enjoyed; they caught red and 
white fox, wolverine, and caribou in abundance. And, as 
fur has increased in value, they look forward to having 
more money this summer than they have had for several 
years. That the natives are waking up to their situation 
is manifested in the orders they sent to the States this 
spring for supplies. They are storing these in the event 
that next winter does not bring the success this one did.21

The early 20th century population of Noatak was also helped 
by a several-month-long quarantine in 1918 that, according 
to Quaker historian A.O. Roberts,22 spared residents from 
the influenza epidemic that took so many Iñupiaq lives in 
villages farther to the south. The 1910 U.S. Census reported 
121 people living in Noatak; by 1930, that number had 
nearly doubled to 212.23

According to the Noatak history reported on the NANA 
website, the village was founded when

Friends Church missionaries asked families living in sod 
houses in various settlements along the Noatak River 
to establish a permanent community where the Friends 
Church would build a school and place of worship. 
Elders selected the current site of Noatak, which at 
the time was a seasonal hunting and fishing campsite, 
because of its strategic location for access to various 
camp sites, its ready supply of wood for heating, its 

fishing productivity and its year-round hunting and 
trapping.24

The first airplane to land in Noatak arrived in the 1920s. 
Eventually, the state built a 3,992-foot landing strip. In 1939, 
the Native Village of Noatak was established as a recognized 
Indian tribe under the Indian Reorganization Act, which 
became law that year, and the Post Office was built a year 
later. Unlike other villages in the Northwest Arctic Borough, 
Noatak has not incorporated as a municipality. The tribe 
governs the village and provides basic services. The ANCSA 
village corporation merged with NANA along with the 
Borough’s other villages in the 1970s.25

Noatak’s 550+ residents, 95% of whom are Iñupiat, today 
live and work in old and new sections of the village. Modern 
housing, mostly constructed by the Northwest Iñupiat 
Housing Authority, has been built farther inland in the 
general area of the Maniilaq clinic and the school. The old 
village lies closer to the river.26

People heat their homes with oil and wood. Heating oil and 
gasoline can be purchased and pumped at the Native store. 
With freight barges unable to make it up the shallow river 
to the village since the early 1990s, fuel prices in Noatak 
are among the highest in the region. According to the 2011 
Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium (ANTHC) climate 
change report for Noatak, in 2010, the per-gallon price for 
fuel oil was as high as $10.99 and $11.99 for gasoline. In 
times of fuel shortage the prices can be as high as $15.00 per 
gallon.27 Some supplies still come in on shallow draft boats 
that navigate the river’s channels during the ice-free months, 
typically late May through early October.28

Some year-round employment opportunities can be 
found in Noatak—with the tribe, school district, Maniilaq 
Association, or at a few retail operations. Residents also 
work at the Red Dog Mine or hire on with the seasonal 
commercial fishing industry out of Kotzebue. According to 

Noatak Friends Church and Native Store. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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the State of Alaska’s community statistics, among Noatak 
villagers who work, 31% earn less than $5,000 a year.29 With 
dependence on subsistence rising with every wage dollar not 
paid, local people continue to rely on local wild resources to 
put food on the table.

As in all of the Northwest Arctic Borough villages 
participating in this study, traditional hunting, fishing, 
trapping, and gathering are braided through modern Iñupiaq 
life in Noatak in much the same way the river braids 
itself through the sandy delta. But, just as those formerly 
navigable river channels are losing depth to rising arctic 
temperatures,30 so are local subsistence harvesters losing 
once-secure subsistence food resources under pressures from 
outside—most notably, upriver big game trophy hunting.31

With vast areas of federal preserves in Noatak’s immediate 
vicinity (the Noatak River runs through both the 10,265 
square mile Noatak National Preserve and the 13,238 square 
mile Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve), it 
would be easy to assume the village’s hunters enjoy ready 
access to their traditional large mammal food sources. The 
Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act,32 which 
established the reserves, allows subsistence hunting on 
them, but it also provides nonresident trophy hunters access 
to the same big game resources that local Iñupiaq villagers 
depend on to survive. As of July, 2014, eight trophy hunting 
transport companies held permits to operate in the Preserve.33

At its peak in 2003, the Western Arctic Caribou Herd 
numbered 490,000 animals. The last caribou census, 
conducted by ADF&G in 2013, counted fewer than half that 
many—about 235,000.34 The situation, in the words of one 
ADF&G writer, is “a crisis in the making.”35

While ADF&G’s game managers attribute the decline of the 
herd to a variety of causes—from increased predation by 
wolves and bears to changes in caribou grazing resources 
as a result of warming arctic temperatures36—many local 
residents point to the influx of sport hunters over the 
past few decades. It is not just the number of caribou the 
outsiders hunt, say villagers, but where they go to hunt. In a 

Napaaqtuġmiut School, completed in 2009, houses 
elementary, middle, and secondary students. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

SOURCE: NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

INCREASE IN VISITORS TO  
NOATAK NATIONAL PRESERVE BETWEEN 

1983 AND 2013

RECREATION 
VISITORS

NON-
RECREATION 
VISITORS

1983

January 85 100

February 50 200

March 100 460

April 175 300

May 100 25

June 400 140

July 1,000 250

August 1,500 600

September 900 250

October 200 0

November 75 75

December 20 100

1983 Totals 4,605 2,500

2013

January 2,200 800

February 1,100 350

March 1,000 300

April 600 300

May 600 432

June 700 456

July 1,357 500

August 1,050 325

September 1,000 450

October 900 400

November 4,500 1,500

December 1,900 350

2013 Totals 16,907 6,163
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recent Alask a Dispatch N ew s article, Enoch Mitchell from 
Noatak pointed to an incident where commercial guides had 
set up camp on the caribou migration route. “ [ The caribou]  
couldn’t pass because there were hunters on the other side of 
the river,”  he said. “ It’s affecting the village quite a bit. They 
could hunt above where we hunt and then the caribou would 
pass by us, too.” 37

U nder Title 8 of ANILCA, the State of Alaska has authority 
to manage fish and game on Iederal land reserYes under 
certain conditions, one of which is that subsistence be 
given priority over “ other purposes.” 38 The law put in place 
local and regional advisory groups to prepare proposals 
for the state Board of G ame. Whenever the Board refuses 
or modifies a recommendation� it is reTuired by law to 
state clearly the factual basis for its decision.39 Sometimes, 
$')	* also establishes worNing groups to bring user 
groups together to try to resolve management disputes. 

1owhere in $lasNa is the conÀict between subsistence and 
trophy hunting more severe than in G ame Management U nit 
23 (G MU  23) along the Noatak R iver.40 In a 2006 article in 
Alask a F ish and W ildlife N ew s� 1ome $')	* educator 
6ue 6teinacher wrote about the conÀict building between 
subsistence and trophy hunters in G MU  23:

[ Iñupi at]  are meat hunters, generally leaving behind the 
racNs²large or small²in the field with the gut pile� 
Each fall they watch in disbelief as pallet after pallet of 
antlers—and very little meat—disappear into the bellies 
of Alaska Airlines jets. “ I see these guys on a daily basis. 
µ2Nay� where¶s your meat�¶ , asN them" 1o meat� -ust 
antlers,”  complains an Alaska Airlines cargo agent.41

In 2008, the department organized the U nit 23 Working 
*roup to bring staNeholders together to try to find 
cooperative game management solutions (see box on next 
page). A broader working group, the Western Arctic Caribou 
Herd Working G roup, has been set up to try to resolve user 
conÀicts across the herd¶s territory� ,ts stated mission is

[ t] o work together to ensure the long term conservation 
of the Western Arctic Caribou Herd and the ecosystem 
on which it depends, and to maintain traditional and 
other uses Ior the benefit oI all people now and in the 
future.42

In cooperation with the working groups, over the past few 
years state game managers have taken some steps to address 
the problems commercial operations are creating for local 
Yillagers� including imposing Àight restrictions in the 1oataN 
&ontrolled 8se $rea� which e[tends fiYe miles on either side 
of the river from the sea up to the mouth of Sapun Creek (see 
p. 157)  for much of the fall.

In early 2015, the Noatak and Kivalina Advisory Committee 
submitted an agenda change request (ACR  3) for the Board 
of G ame’s 2016 meeting, requesting the Noatak Controlled 

U se Area be enlarged to 20 miles on either side of the river, 
informing the Board that 

 Ź subsistence needs for caribou of the villages of 
1oataN and .iYalina are not being met�

 Ź caribou migrations are being diverted away from 
the villages of Noatak and Kivalina and have been 
for three years by hunters who are too densely 
populated along the river causing the caribou to move 
further out of their normal migration that would 
normally go through the current Controlled U se 
Area which was established to protect traditional 
hunting areas by people in 1oataN and .iYalina�

 Ź young people are losing valuable information and 
time with elders who are passing on such as caribou 
hide preparation� sewing and hunting sNills� 

 Ź we are losing our identity with the caribou. People 
are spending substantial amounts oI money �������
1500) to try to get caribou and are unsuccessful.43

In 1987, H eather Noble wrote in a Duke Law R eview article 
that� Ior ,xupiaT Yillagers at that time� it was ³more eIficient 
to use earned money to purchase equipment for hunting and 
fishing than to buy Iood�´45 In 2015, with locals spending 
������ on unsuccessIul caribou hunting trips� 1oataN¶s 
people are becoming increasingly concerned that this may no 
longer be the case.

W h e re  O uts ide  h unte rs  s e t up
+unter conÀict between residents and nonresidents is 
highest in U nit 23 — an area in the Northwest Arctic — 
where most of the caribou are taken.

1ear 1oataN� hunters Irom 2utside are Àown in and set 
up camp on the Noatak R iver in spots that divert the 
herd away from town and away from local subsistence 
users, said Noatak’s Enoch Mitchell.

“ They couldn’t pass because there were hunters on the 
other side of the river,”  Mitchell said. “ It’s affecting 
the village quite a bit. They could hunt above where we 
hunt and then the caribou would pass by us, too.”

He added that the herd is coming later each year and 
crossing farther north, forcing local hunters to travel 
longer distances.

“ We have to do something now before they get 
depleted,”  Mitchell said.

SOURCE: �L�^<� D/^W�d�, E�W^͕  
D���M��Z Ϯϴ͕ ϮϬϭϰ44
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U nit 2 3  W ork ing  G roup
“ The U nit 23 Working G roup formed in early 2008 to discuss issues related to fall hunting and to work toward developing 
solutions that all can support. The 20-member group includes representatives of regional and tribal governments 
and organizations, land and wildlife management agencies, the Big G ame Commercial Services Board, the Alaska 
Professional Hunters Association (which include representatives from the hunting guide and transport industries), F ish 
and G ame Advisory Committees, the Northwest Arctic R egional Advisory Council, and the Board of G ame and F ederal 
Subsistence Board.”  

d,� ^�s�E s/LL�'�^ /E d,/^ ^dhDz Z�^/D� /E '�M� M�E�'�M�Ed hE/d Έ'MhΉ Ϯϯ͕ OhdL/E�D /E Z�D OE d,� 
M�W OE d,� L�&d͘ d,� �L�^<� D�W�ZdM�Ed O& &/^, �ED '�M� �^d��L/^,�D d,� EO�d�< �OEdZOLL�D h^� 
�Z�� W/d,/E 'Mh Ϯϯ Έ^,OWE OE d,� Z/',dΉ �^ W�Zd O& d,� ^d�d�͛^ �&&OZd dO �E^hZ� �D�Yh�d� L�Z'� 
'�M� ^h�^/^d�E�� Z�^OhZ��^ Z�M�/E�D �s�/L��L� dO LO��L s/LL�'�Z^͘ 

U nit 2 3 W ork ing G roup  P urp os e
³7he purpose oI the group is to fi nd solutions to hunting conÀ icts that will preserYe the ,nupiaT Yalues oI the region� 
including opportunities for local hunters to take caribou as needed, while also providing reasonable opportunities for 
non-local hunters to hunt caribou in the unit. The group makes advisory  recommendations to the regulatory agencies and 
boards that manage hunting, land use and wildlife in U nit 23. The group works cooperatively to reach consensus decisions 
on what to recommend.”  (Emphasis in original.)

SOURCE: �L�^<� D�Wd͘ O& &/^, �ED '�M�͘ ϮϬϭϱ͘ 'Mh Ϯϯ WOZ</E' 'ZOhW͗ �DDZ�^^/E' &�LL ,hEd/E' 
�OE&L/�d^͘ ,ddW͗ͬͬWWW͘�D&'͘�L�^<�͘'Osͬ/ED�y͘�&M͍�D&'сWL�E^͘hE/dϮϯ͘ 
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³:KHtKHr�\Ru�FKRRsH�an�Rut¿�ttHG�Kunt��tKH�SHaFH�RI�PinG�RI�a�JuiGHG�Kunt�Rr�
a drop hunt, our  base camps are all ideally  located adj acent to maj or travel 
routes for caribou as they  migrate into the K otz ebue Sound ar ea for w inter.”

F rom a Noatak area big game trophy guide advertisement.

“T h is  ye ar , t h e re  w e re  at  l e as t 100 s p orts  
h unte r cam p s —e ve ry c orne r. S ince  th is  
incre as e d, ou r car ib ou ar e  not cros s ing l ik e  
th e y u s e d to.” 

(ileen 6� )oster� 1oataN� ����
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“7he taNinJ on public lands oI ¿sh and ZildliIe Ior nonZasteIul subsistence uses
shall be accorded priorit\ oYer the taNinJ on such lands oI ¿sh and ZildliIe Ior  
oth e r p urp os e s .”  

 

�� 8�6�&� � ���� ������� �$1I/&$ � ��

�E �L�^<� E�d/s� dZ/��L ,��Ld, �OE^OZd/hM ^h�^/^d�E�� ,�Zs�^d/E' ^hZs�z Z�WOZd�D ͞&Zh^dZ�d/OE͟ 
Os�Z L��< O& ��Z/�Oh /E ϮϬϭϬ͘

SOURCE: ,ddW͗ͬͬWWW͘�D&'͘�L�^<�͘'Osͬ^�ͬ�^/^ͬ/ED�y͘�&M͍�D&'с,�Zs/E&O͘,�Zs�^d

DECREASE IN CARIBOU HARVESTING IN NOATAK BETWEEN 1999 AND 2010

ϣϫϫϫ ϤϢϣϢ

,ousehoůĚs ͞using͟ cariďou ϵϲй ϱϱй

й of hunters searching for cariďou ϳϰй ϮϬй

й of hunters successfuů ϳϮй ϮϬй

/nĚiǀiĚuaů cariďou harǀesteĚ 683 66

WounĚs of cariďou meat harǀesteĚ 92,902 8,937

Name Inupiat Traditional Season 2010–2011 
Season

Comments

Bearded Seal Ugruk June Sea ice conditions are 
changing

Greater dependence on seal because of high cost 
of living.

Beluga Whale Sisuak April Same We wait til word from the coast, Kivalina and sur-
rounding, then head out from Noatak.

Blueberries Asiavik End of July Same It was a good berry season.

Caribou Tuttu August–Winter No Caribou season 
(missing)

Frustration–there was potential for boating all the 
way into October but no Caribou.

Chum Salmon Qalugrauq July–Sept Same Drying salmon has been di�cult. Temperature is 
often too warm.

Dolly Varden Trout Aqalukpiq Year Round Same People did not catch many trout this year.

Moose Tiniikaq September–October Same Harvested as you come upon them, not necessarily 
heavily sought after, 3 moose were harvested by 
community members this year.

Salmonberry Aqpik End of July–August Same

Whitefish Sii, Qaalgig September–October,  
May–June

No change Some big whitefish caught recently by some proud 
community harvesters.
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T ra ditiona l  f oods  im p orta nt to th e  p e op l e  of  N oa ta k  toda y

NOATAK TRADITIONAL FOODS BY EDIBLE MASS, UNIQUE AREAS AND PEOPLE

^W��/�^

�z �D/�L�  
M�^^ Έй O& 
dOd�L &OOD 
,�Zs�^d�D1Ή

�z EhM��Z O& 
hE/Yh� �Z��^ 

Έй O& ϯϴϲ M�WW�D 
WOLz'OE^Ή

�z WZOWOZd/OE  
O& W�Zd/�/W�Ed^  
Έй O& ϯϱ EO�d�< 

Z�^/D�Ed^ /E ^dhDzΉ

Tuttu  
�ariďou  
(Rangifer tarandus)

31.4 18.1 94.4

YĂlƵŬƉiŬͬ�qĂlƵŬƉiŬ  
droutͬDoůůy sarĚen
(Salvelinus malma)

16.8 11.1 100.0

Ugruk  
Bearded Seal
(Erignathus barbatus)

13.0 6.0 88.9

Qalagruaq
Chum Salmon
(Oncorhynchus keta)

12.9 2.1 33.35

Berries 
;ďůueďerry͕ cranďerry͕ saůmonďerry͕Ϩ 
ďůacŬďerry comďineĚͿ

4.5 10.9 66.7

Ivugasrugruk  
Mallard 
(Anas platyrhynchos)

0.1 8.8 72.2

Sisuaq 
Beluga whale
(Delphinapterus leucas)

4.0 6.0 88.9

Whitefish
;eǆcůuĚing sheefish͖ see n͘ ϰͿ 7.4 7.3 88.9

$ccording to $')	*¶s subsistence harYest data�1  
caribou provide the most edible mass of traditional food 
(31.4%  of total harvest) in Noatak, followed by “ trout”  
(16.8% ), bearded seal (13.0% ), and qal agruaq  or chum 
salmon (12.9% ).

R eferring to villagers’ reports of how many places they go 
to search for subsistence foods (%  of mapped polygons, 
as shown in the second column of the table), caribou were 
again at the top of the list2 at 70 pol ygons (18.1% ), followed 

by trout at 43 polygons (11.1% ), ivugasrugruk , or mallard, 
at 34 (8.8% ), and different combinations of berries—most 
commonly salmonberry, asraivik  or blueberry, Saunġaq, or 
“ blackberry,”  or “ crowberry”  and cranberry3 designated in 
42 (10.9% ).

F inally, in terms of the number of individuals surveyed who 
mentioned each species, trout was at the top of the list (100%  
of individuals), followed by caribou (94.4% ), and beluga, 
bearded seal� and ³whitefish4”  (each at 88.9% ).



CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

      Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps        162161        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenting Our Way of Life through Maps

1. The numbers in the first column reflect Alaska Dept. of Fish 
and Game data. Community Subsistence Information System. 
http://www.adfg.alaska.gov/sb/CSIS/. Compared to the 
2010 figure in the table on p. 159 (20%), this shows a slight 
improvement in hunter success. 

2. The number of polygons indicates the number of areas hunters 
searched for caribou; a hunter may have many search areas, 
but still bring home little meat. See explanation in ch. 1, 
pp. 16-17. 

3. Cranberries are known by several different names in Iñupiaq; 
see Appendix J.

4. “Whitefish” is another commonly used term that includes 
several different related species of salmonids, including 

most commonly, qausriluk or siyyuilaq the broad whitefish 
(Coregonus nasus); qaalġiq or ikkuiyiq, humpback whitefish 
(C. pidschian); quptik, round whitefish (Prosopium 
cylindraceum); and may also include tipuk, Bering cisco (C. 
laurettae) and qalusraaq, aŋuutituuq, or qalutchiaq, or least 
cisco (C. sardinella).

5. Many respondents simply identified “salmon” without further 
identifying species. “Salmon” was identified by 72.2% of 
respondents.

6. Akpiq
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N oa ta k  V oice s
It’s late September1 and all of the passengers on the 
incoming Àight strain to spot caribou on the ground below� 
Some are coming home. Others chose this time of year to 
visit friends and relatives in Noatak, hoping to be there 
when the caribou come through. Once on the ground, all 
are greeted by villagers who have come to load their gear 
onto ATVs and offer a lift the short distance to scattering of 
houses nearby. 

R obert Kirk, a well-known local food harvester lives in 
one of the larger houses. With building materials being 
so expensive to get into the village, most homes, even the 
newer ones, tend to be small. R obert explains that, with a job 
at the R ed Dog Mine that ran most of the year, he managed 
to afford a good-sized home. He worked that job 16 years 
and left the mine in 2002.  

“ This time of year it’s primarily caribou,”  he says. “ Moose, 
if we happen to come across one. But it’s primarily caribou. 
One moose and at least four caribou and that will get us 
through until we can hunt with snow machines.”  He lists 
off the family members and friends he shares meat with. All 
have limited access to traditional foods for one reason or 
another—a widow, a family who lives in a larger community 
with limited access to subsistence hunting. 

³$Iter Iree]e up� then we¶ll start fishing Ior trout�´ he 
explains. “ If we don’t get much trout by seining before 
Iree]e up� we¶ll be ice fishing pretty hard throughout 
October, November, and December. Then, when it gets back 

Robert Kirk’s house in Noatak. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher. 

Caribou meat drying on a Noatak porch. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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into January/February, we’ll go back to hunting caribou, and 
that will get us through until spring.” 

Once the meat is in, Robert usually returns to Noatak to fish. 
“We will be ice fishing for trout as they leave the creeks. 
They’ll be heading out to sea, so we’ll be trying to get the 
big trout that are leaving,” he explains. “In the spring we’ll 
work our way down to Sisualik, where it’s time to hunt 
ugruk. And, if there’s beluga around, we will get beluga.” 
He also collects beach greens2 from the Sisualik tidelands. 
The summer “is primarily gathering berries—salmonberries, 
blueberries, blackberries, cranberries, any roots we can find. 
Like masru.3 A few greens that we find on the beaches at 
Sisualik.”

Robert has two camps—one upriver and one on the coast. He 
heats his house in Noatak with heating oil, but burns wood 
at his upriver camp. “That’s our primary source of heat right 
now.” He brings water up to the camp in pails. “At Sisualik, 
we have to bring out water, or collect rainwater off the roof.” 

After leaving the Red Dog, he took a full-time job at 
Maniilaq Association. These days, he has to plan ahead if 
he’s going to go out hunting and gathering. He not only takes 
about three weeks off work each year to hunt but “there is 
always evenings after work that we would go out and seine 
for fish. So, like for instance, this week, so long as the river 
is flowing, we’ll go out after work and go seine for trout 
until it gets dark,” he says.

“When we are seining for trout and whitefish, we’ll put them 
in burlap sacks and leave them on the beach in an attempt 
to age the fish without spoiling them. We will put a bed of 
willow down, to allow air to circulate underneath, and we’ll 
put a layer of sacked fish, and then well put another layer of 

willow, and then another layer of sacked fish and cover it as 
densely as we can with willows on top to let air in but try to 
not let sun hit the sacks themselves. This part of the year, we 
start hanging fish with the eggs in the fish.

Working on harvesting and preserving food all year is 
something Robert’s always done. “It’s in my blood,” he says. 
“My son, he enjoys doing it when he is home, too. It’s food 
that I enjoy eating. On top of that, I know where it’s coming 
from and what’s in it. I could say that with 100% certainty. 
I could drop the Western food so easily,” he adds. “But I 
choose not to.” 

Up the street, a group of relatives and friends are busy 
cutting up a moose they got upriver. Outside of a few of the 
nearby houses, people have hung up caribou meat to dry on 
various kinds of racks. Along the river, stands a full rack of 

Cutting and wrapping moose meat. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

Fish drying on bank of the Noatak River. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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fish. Dead spawners litter the river bank, while a few can still 
be seen splashing their way up river.

Evelyn Shy stirs a pot of caribou soup on the stove. Three 
generations occupy the couch in her living room. Evelyn, a 
highly respected elder who in her younger years spent much 
of her time harvesting subsistence foods, stopped going 
to camp when her husband died in 1987. Before that, they 
would go to Sisualik every spring. While the men hunted 
ugruk “and whatever they could catch on the ice,” the 
women caught and dried fish. “We put nets out and catch lots 
of whitefish and hang them. Cut them up and hang them.” 
Evelyn’s dining room is full of family photos of her fishing 
and gathering days. 

No longer on the front lines of fishing and gathering, like 
many elders, Evelyn takes time to share with others the skills 
her mother once shared with her. “When I was growing 
up, our mother used to let us work the fish she’d catch. We 
would scale the whitefish and get some water for her and 
then rinse the fish and she’d let us hang them. And she’d 
show us how to cut them.” Those whitefish or trout fish, try 
not to tear the skin or they won’t be good to hang, her mother 
would tell her. Evelyn likes to eat both trout and whitefish. 
“And those whitefish eggs . . . were good. Trout we put them 
away for our quaq.4 Or, if they were big, we would filet it 
and put it away for the winter—put it in the food saver or 
Ziploc.” 

September is the best time to dry fish—when there is 
sunshine and not too many flies around to lay eggs on the 
fish. In the hotter months, she’s had to work hard to keep 
the larvae-laying flies off the fish. “We create smoke to try 
to keep the flies away from them.” With today’s warmer 
conditions, villagers keep fires going most of the time to 
keep the flies off. The time of freeze up has become hard 
to predict, but the river is usually frozen by October. “In 
the winter, we go ice fishing as soon as the river freezes 
up. We just put those fish away. Later in winter, we are still 
ice fishing. And hunting for caribou whatever they could in 
tundra; the hills. They go hunting. When the trapping season 
opens, they go trapping—November 15.” 

Ice fishing continues on into the spring. “It’s a lot of fun 
to go ice fishing springtime when it gets warm,” she says. 
“Some people go hunt caribou or go ptarmigan hunting.”

Evelyn thinks traditional hunting, fishing, and gathering is 
changing because of changes in the weather. People have to 
be more careful because the ice could be too thin. It rains 
when it used to be snowing and the permafrost has been 
melting along the river. 

She walks to the freezer and shows what she’s managed to 
put up, making particular mention of her favorite foods. She 
holds out the container she obviously treasures most—a 
large jar of dried seal meat packed in seal oil that she always 
keeps at the ready.

1.   This section compiles interviews conducted by Sarah Betcher in Noatak in 2013.

2.   Sea lovage (Hedysarum apinum).

3.   Edible taproot (Hedysarum alpinum) from the Alpine sweetvetch plant.

4.   “Frozen meat.” Note, quaq refers not only to meat that is frozen to store but also to meat that is eaten frozen.

Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.  
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W hat the maps tell us . . .
There can be little doubt that the Noatak R iver is the 
main transportation route for subsistence activity for the 
1oataN residents� $ Yariety oI fi sh can be Iound in the riYer 
throughout the year. In the fall, hunters will travel great 
distances by boat in search of caribou crossing the river, and 
moose are frequently found near the riverbanks as well. In 
the springtime, waterfowl are abundant, and nests full of 
eggs can be found along the riverbanks and countless creeks 
and sloughs that drain into the river.

Though Noatak is located upriver, many of the village’s 
hunters continue to hunt for marine mammals regularly. 
While young seals can occasionally be found exploring the 
waters at the river’s mouth, most of the search is focused 
on the Kotzebue Sound waters along the Baldwin Peninsula 
and the area around Sealing Point at the southwest corner 
of Cape Krusenstern, with some hunters going farther north 
along the coast, up to Kivalina and beyond. Both Noatak and 
Kotzebue residents have regular campsites at Sisualik, the 
spit that projects into Kotzebue Sound near the mouth of the 
Noatak R iver. Here, migrating salmon may be caught in the 
shallow waters, nesting birds are prevalent, and berries and a 
variety of other plants may be found in abundance.  

)or those unable to get Iar Irom home� eYen the À ats 
surrounding the village offer a wide variety of game, 
including many migratory bird species, and ptarmigan year-
round, as well as hares, foxes, and other small game.

InterpretinJ the &olor 6cale 
on 0aps in this &hapter

In the maps in this chapter, the darker the color on the 
map, the more people from the village go to that area to 
search for the resource. The areas with the lightest color 
are generally used by only one of the study participants 
in the village. Please note, sometimes areas may look 
slightly darker because they lie over land, which is 
tinted gray on the base maps. Water appears in light 
blue on the maps, which slightly lightens up the search 
area oYerlay� $ll maps reÀ ect inIormation gathered Irom 
participating villagers in Part 1 of this study.

�Z��^ ^,OWE /E 
d,� LIGHTEST 

SHADE �Z� h^�D 
�z d,� L��^d 

EhM��Z O& ^dhDz 
W�Zd/�/W�Ed^ 
Z�^/D/E' /E 

EO�d�<.

�Z��^ ^,OWE 
/E d,� DARKEST 
SHADE �Z� h^�D 
�z d,� 'Z��d�^d 

EhM��Z O& ^dhDz 
W�Zd/�/W�Ed^ 
Z�^/D/E' /E 

EO�d�<͘
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N oa t a k
Marine Mammals

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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N oa t a k
Birds

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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N oa t a k
Eggs

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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N oa t a k
Large G ame

Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

N oa t a k
Large G ame

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

N oa t a k
Large G ame

F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

N oa t a k
Large G ame

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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N oa t a k
Large G ame

All

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

All Seasons
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N oa t a k
Small G ame
All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 



N
oa

ta
k

Pl
an

ts
W

in
te

r

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, 
M

et
ho

ds
, P

ar
t 1

) 

N
oa

ta
k

Pl
an

ts
W

in
te

r

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, 
M

et
ho

ds
, P

ar
t 1

) 

N
oa

ta
k

Pl
an

ts
W

in
te

r

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, 
M

et
ho

ds
, P

ar
t 1

) 

N
oa

ta
k

Pl
an

ts
Su

m
m

er

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, 
M

et
ho

ds
, P

ar
t 1

) 

N
oa

ta
k

Pl
an

ts
Sp

rin
g

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, 
M

et
ho

ds
, P

ar
t 1

) 

N
oa

ta
k

Pl
an

ts
Fa

ll

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, 
M

et
ho

ds
, P

ar
t 1

) 

CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps        180179        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps



N
oa

ta
k

Pl
an

ts
A

ll 
Se

as
on

s

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 

kn
ow

le
dg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, 
M

et
ho

ds
, P

ar
t 1

) 

CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps        182181        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps



N
oa

ta
k

A
ll 

Su
bs

is
te

nc
e 

Sp
ec

ie
s

A
ll 

Se
as

on
s

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 Ŭ

no
ǁ

ůe
Ěg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, M
et

ho
ds

, P
ar

t 1
) 

N
oa

ta
k

A
ll 

Su
bs

is
te

nc
e 

Sp
ec

ie
s

Fa
ll

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 Ŭ

no
ǁ

ůe
Ěg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, M
et

ho
ds

, P
ar

t 1
) 

N
oa

ta
k

A
ll 

Su
bs

is
te

nc
e 

Sp
ec

ie
s

Su
m

m
er

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 Ŭ

no
ǁ

ůe
Ěg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, M
et

ho
ds

, P
ar

t 1
) 

N
oa

ta
k

A
ll 

Su
bs

is
te

nc
e 

Sp
ec

ie
s

Sp
rin

g

So
ur

ce
: L

oc
al

 a
nĚ

 tr
aĚ

iti
on

aů
 Ŭ

no
ǁ

ůe
Ěg

e 
(s

ee
 C

h.
 1

, M
et

ho
ds

, P
ar

t 1
) 

CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps        182181        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps

W
in

te
r



Nunatchiaq 
(Buckland)

Photo credit: U.S. Army Corp of Engineers.
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7he .aƾiġmiut +erders
/ong beIore 6heldon -acNson imported reindeer to 
1orthwest $lasNa� the .aƾiƥmiut people oI the BucNland 
R iver drainage were already good herders. Every year at 
breaNup� aIter fishing abundant smelt Irom the riYer with 
dip nets, drying them at camps up and down the river, 
and storing them for later eating, the local people headed 
downriYer� $Iter stopping on the lower riYer Àats to gather 
seagull and duck eggs, once in Eschscholtz Bay, most of the 
boats would turn south and beach at the big summer camp at 
Elephant Point. A few would cross the bay to Sisiivik. Once 
settled in� the .aƾiƥmiut passed the time fishing Ior herring 
and whitefish along the shore while they waited� 1ot until 
the sea ice cleared from Kotzebue Sound would it be time 
to paddle up bay to just south of Nuvuat (Igloo Point), get 
the children and dogs quieted down, and climb the bluffs to 
watch for the annual arrival of the beluga.1 

Elders, recounting their memories in the mid-1900s, spoke 
of hundreds of beluga coming into the inner bay at high tide, 
where� in an eIIort to aYoid a shoal named .asiƥiaT�2 the 
whales would swim near enough to the shore to be corralled 
by nets stretched between hunters’ umiaqs on the outgoing 
tide. In those early times, before large international trading 
vessels and whale boats began to set anchor regularly in the 
20-foot-deep waters of the protected bay, Iñupi aq hunters 
were readily able to secure enough whale meat for the long 
winter� Because they couldn¶t fit more than a Iew spear Àoats 
in their small boats, only so many whales could be brought 
back at one time. The only other enforcer of a bag limit 
was the wind, since the local herding method required calm 

water.  Now, years go by when not a single beluga whale 
is harvested by Buckland’s hunters. Much has occurred at 
Elephant Point since those times in the elders’ memories, but 
it remains a place that embodies much of Buckland’s history.

Elephant Point received its name from Capt. Beechey of 
the British R oyal Navy in 1826, who wrote in his journal, 
“ I bestowed the name Elephant Point upon the point, to 
mark its vicinity to the place where [ mammoth]  fossils 
were found.” 5 R ecent archaeological evidence dates human 
occupation of the Kotzebue Sound area to 11,000 years.6 
A 2010 study dated ceramic artifacts found at Elephant 
Point to 500 years ago and found evidence of the intergroup 

Whoto creĚit͗ Eatiǀe siůůage of �ucŬůanĚ͘

N una tch ia q  ( B uck l a nd)

Beluga hunting. 1940. Photo credit: Alaska State Liďrary ,istoricaů �oůůections͕ Doyůe �͘ dripp Whoto �oůůection͘ 
�^LͲWϰϱϰͲϬϲϱ͘ �ůasŬa Digitaů �rchiǀes͘
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exchanges that the oral record has long associated with 
coastal trade fairs.7

According to the NANA website, “Buckland residents and 
their close ancestors have established villages at different 
points along the Buckland River at least five times in recent 
memory . . . [including] Elephant Point, New Site and Old 
Buckland. Pasturing or harvesting the village’s reindeer 
herd led to relocations to New Site and Old Buckland in the 
1920s.”8 

As can be heard in Bucklanders’ accounts of their beluga 
harvests, before the arrival of the first outsiders in the 
late-1700s, they “had a history of seasonal geographic 
mobility for hunting, trading, and feasting, and occasional 
relocation to a new territory to better exploit resources.”9 
The village histories in this chapter include many examples 
of the ways Iñupiat adapted to the new circumstances they 
found themselves in during the early post-contact period. 
In Buckland, many would take advantage of opportunities 

to manage reindeer herds—and to work as laborers in a 
reindeer processing plant built and operated by non-Native 
industrialists at their traditional subsistence site, Elephant 
Point.  

In 1885, Sheldon Jackson, a Presbyterian minister who had 
already operated several missions in the Lower 48, came 
to Southeast Alaska to spread the Christian gospel. Soon, 
the federal government appointed him General Agent of 
Education for the entire state. By the time Jackson arrived 
in the Northwest Arctic, years of international whaling, fur 
trading, and overhunting were making it difficult for Iñupiaq 
families to sustain themselves on their local traditional food 
resources. 

Jackson had proven to be a skilled fundraiser over his 
years of missionary work among both white and Native 
American followers in the western continental United States. 
When it came to getting private philanthropists and the 
U.S. government to finance his missions, he had long since 

BUCKLAND BELUGA HARVEST4

Year 1990 1995 2000 2005

Harvest 31 1 1 0

Beluga harvests in Kotzebue Sound 1977-2007. While beluga populations remain somewhat steady, over the 
past few years, Buckland residents report seeing few in Eschscholtz Bay, near Elephant Point. The summer of 
2007 was unusual. Airplane pilots reported killer whales in the area, which, many believe, kept the belugas 
close to shore, leading to a good harvest. Source: Kotzebue Marine Mammal News Vol. 1, No. 2. Alaska Beluga Whale 
Commission, September 2008, p. 2. 
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discovered the gold buried in the hearts of well-meaning 
American citizens who, as he wrote, aspired like he to bring 
Alaska Natives “out of barbarism into civilization.”10 On 
a visit to the Northwest Arctic in the late 1800s, Jackson, 
declaring a protein crisis among Natives, launched a plan to 
introduce reindeer to the region. Roxanne Willis, in her 2006 
article “A New Game in the North: Alaska Native Reindeer 
Herding, 1890–1940,” describes what he had in mind: 

[R]eindeer herding . . . started in the early 1890s as 
a modest plan to import small herds of reindeer from 
Siberia to feed the Eskimos of western Alaska, whom 
Jackson mistakenly believed were facing starvation. The 
idea soon grew far beyond its original scale, however, 
as Jackson and his sympathizers began imagining a vast 
reindeer industry in which whites and Eskimos would 
work together to make Alaska’s northern land profi table. 
In addition, Jackson believed that the herding program 
would gently, but thoroughly, “civilize” the Natives, 
changing hunters into capitalist entrepreneurs.11 

Over the next 60 years, the number of reindeer in the 
Northwest Arctic would grow to over 60,000, while local 
Natives would gain and lose and regain control of the 
industry. By far, the greatest profi ts on reindeer were made 
by the Lomen Bros., a white-owned enterprise out of Nome 
that bought up many of the reindeer in the early 1900s and 
built industrial plants in the region, including one at Elephant 
Point, where villagers worked as processors. 

After the Great Depression all but destroyed the Lower 48 
market for reindeer meat and hides, the government bought 
out Lomen and redistributed the company’s herds to the 
locals to use for subsistence and cash income. Among those 
enfranchised through the program was Paul Hadley of 
Buckland. During the robust reindeer years, few predicted 
the return of the Western Arctic Caribou Herd in the 1930s 
or that the herd would reach over 250,000 in western Alaska 
by the 1970s. By 1950, most of the Alaska reindeer herding 
operations had folded, as domesticated reindeer joined the 
growing caribou herds, but herding on the Seward Peninsula 
enjoyed relative success until about the 1980s,12 with the 
use of snow machines in round-ups allowing herders to live 
closer to their home villages.13 In the late-1980s, helicopters 
would sometimes be used to round up the reindeer, while 
the herders hid under canvas awaiting their arrival.14  But, 
over the next 20 years, the reindeer on the peninsula would 
follow the pattern of other reindeer across the Arctic and 
slowly merge with the large migrating caribou herds. As 
recently as 2000, state game managers were still pointing to 
predation and tundra overgrazing as the most likely cause of 

Lomen Bros. store and living quarters at Elephant 
Point. 1938. Photo credit: Anchorage Museum, Ickes 
Collection, AMRC-b75-175-13, Alaska Digital Archives.

Aerial view of Lomen Bros. reindeer processing 
operations at Elephant Point, 1930s. Photo credit: 
Anchorage Museum, Ickes Collection, AMRC-b75-175-11, 
Alaska Digital Archives. 

The BLM counted 19,500 caribou in 
the Buckland Valley in 1981. 

Source: Adams, L. and Connery, B.
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the reduction in reindeer numbers, while locals repeatedly 
reported having seen their animals joining migrating 
caribou.15

To the dismay of a federal government that had sent a great 
deal of money north to try to build a Native-controlled 
reindeer industry in Alaska, most local herders did little to 
interfere with reindeer that abandoned the herd. With the 

return of the caribou, tuttu once again became the central 
staple in the Iñupiaq diet. Until recently, the Hadleys in 
Buckland and a few other Iñupiat in Western Alaska still 
kept reindeer, but commercial herding has now all but 
disappeared. As Florence Nolton, daughter of Nathan 
Hadley, explains it, “they’re all off somewhere.”16

Today, most people with steady jobs in Buckland work for 
the city, the NWAB School District’s Buckland School, the 
tribe, the Maniilaq Association health clinic, or at the village 
store. Some residents take part in rotation employment in 
mining, especially at Red Dog Mine, or seasonal commercial 
fishing out of Kotzebue.

Like the Borough’s other villages, Buckland too faces 
challenges from the effects of climate change. In the spring, 
ice jams have been causing flooding.17 Once summer gets 
going, the Buckland River now runs at levels too low for 
barge traffic.18 In the winter, supplies often become depleted 
and travel is impeded because of frequent strong crosswinds 
at the local airstrip.19 Buckland has been incorporated 
as a second-class city since 1966. One of the 11 villages 
that make up the Northwest Arctic Borough (NWAB), the 
community is governed by the Borough assembly and has 
a village mayor. The village of Buckland is also a federally 
recognized tribe under the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA), 
which runs under a Tribal council and has a Tribal president. 
Two seats on the NANA board are filled by Buckland 
residents.

“When I was 14 years old–in 1954–
me and my friend Jimmy Gregg went 
rounding up with my father, Paul 
Hadley, and Marvin Thomas. Marvin 
and my dad were with the main herd, 
and Jimmy and I went to go pick up 
that one little bunch and there was 
this one big bull... We tell my father 
there’s the biggest reindeer we ever 
saw in our lives. Marvin and my dad 
hurry up and dress up, go up there 
and butcher that caribou. That’s 
when they [the caribou] first come 
in–in 1954... Anyway, they used to  
be here long time ago.” 
 
Reindeer herder Nathan Hadley from 
Buckland, quoted in Alaska Fish 
& Wildlife News, June 2003.

Grace Lee and her cousin David Lee dry smelt on 
the shores of the Buckland River in Northwest 
Alaska in 1998. Photo credit: Ethel Weber.

Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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According to the 2010 Census report, 70% of Bucklanders 
over the age of 16 were employed during part of the year, 
while only 54% had employment during all four quarters.20 
Seasonal work contributes to the reason why 28% of annual 
earnings (for those employed) earned below $5,000. These 

statistics represent close to average numbers for the past fi ve 
years. Buckland residents supplement the need for purchased 
food items with subsistence foods, especially proteins.

There are no roads connecting Buckland to other 
communities. Residents make use of four-wheelers and small 
boats in the summer and snowmobiles in the winter to hunt 
and gather and for recreation and travel. The state operates 
Buckland’s airstrip, located at about a mile southwest of the 
village, at about 25 feet above sea level.21 

In 2013, the city-run diesel-generated power company sold 
electricity at $0.47 per kWh, which included the use of 
two wind turbines with a capacity of 200 kWh. The wind 
turbines help decrease the community’s reliance on diesel. 

The public water supply in Buckland is pumped 300 feet 
from the Buckland River through an insulated pipe to the 
washeteria, where it is treated and stored in a 100,000-gallon 
tank. Honey buckets were recently replaced with indoor 
plumbing. The City also runs a class 3 landfi ll, located west 
of the community along a gravel road.

There is a U.S. Post Offi ce, and the Borough school district 
administers the preK-12 school.

As in other villages in the Borough, Buckland’s modern 
Iñupiaq families compensate for the high local cost of living 
and shortage of year-round, well-compensated jobs by 
carrying on their subsistence routines. With no beluga having 
come in for several years, memories of the times not so long 
ago when people of all ages would go together to Elephant 
Point for the annual hunt live on, alongside continuing hope 
that the whales will soon return. In the meantime, families 
continue to go downriver to the fl ats, where berries, roots, 
birds, and eggs remain plentiful. If it’s a nice day, they might 
continue on down to picnic on the always familiar beach at 
Elephant Point.22

“Like many Bucklanders, my family 
awaits the aqpik (salmonberries) at 
Flats during the spring in order to 
gather the fi rst batch, and to gather 
as many as we can. Picking aqpiks
means being outdoors—overlooking 
the vast tundra, breathing a much 
fresher tundra air, waving at the 
still and blooming hills, looking up 
at the clouds where the birds dance 
and sing, as if it is all mine. Once 
you learn to love the outdoors and 
pick aqpiks at the same time, you 
will always fi nd your aimmaq (berry 
container) full.”

Florence Nolton, Buckland

Photo credit: The Washington Post.
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In Buckland, caribou contributed the largest mass of edible 
food, making up 38%  of the edible mass of the total harvest. 
The next most abundant species were ugruk  (bearded seal) 
at 14% , and smelt at 9% . Of the 457 s earch polygons we 
drew on maps, caribou again accounted for most (16.6%  
of all polygons), followed by berries at 12.4%  (the most 
frequent of which was blackberries, occurring in 8.3%  of 
all polygons). G oose search areas accounted for 9.8%  of 
polygons, with Canada geese being the most frequently 
named species (6.1%  of all polygons). All the 20 study 
participants who contributed data in Buckland, reported 
harvesting caribou (100% ). Next most frequently pursued 
were berries, which 90%  of Buckland participants routinely 
go out to find �most oIten salmonberries� included by all 
interviewees mentioning berries, or 90%  of all interviewees). 
Beluga whales, bearded seal, sea gull eggs, and geese were 
all mentioned by 85%  of the interviewees. Among geese, 
Canada geese were the most frequently that were explicitly 
mentioned, occurring in 55%  of the interviews.

T ra ditiona l  f oods  im p orta nt to th e  p e op l e  of  B uck l a nd toda y

BUCKLAND TRADITIONAL FOODS BY EDIBLE MASS, UNIQUE AREAS AND PEOPLE

^W��/�^

�z �D/�L�  
MASS Έй O& 

dOd�L &OOD 
,�Zs�^d�D1Ή

�z EhM��Z O& 
hE/Yh� �Z��^ 

Έй O& ϰϱϳ M�WW�D 
WOLz'OE^Ή

�z WZOWOZd/OE 
O& W�Zd/�/W�Ed^  

Έй O& ϮϬ �h�<L�ED 
Z�^/D�Ed^ /E ^dhDzΉ

Tuttu  
�ariďou  
(Rangifer tarandus)

38 16.6 100

Ugruk  
Bearded Seal
(Erignathus barbatus)

14 5.3 85

/ųŚƵĂġŶiq
Smelt 
(Hypomesus olidus, Osmerus mordax)

9 4.2 75

�ĞƌƌiĞƐ: 
;ďůueďerry͕ cranďerry͕ saůmonďerry͕ 
ďůacŬďerry comďineĚͿ

2.9 12.4 90

Niġliq
'eese 1.0 9.8 85

Sisuaq  
Beluga whale
(Delphinapterus leucas)

0.02 4.2 85

^eaguůů �ggs <0.1 7.7 85

1. 7he numbers in the first column reÀect $lasNa 'ept� oI )ish and *ame data� &ommunity 6ubsistence ,nIormation 6ystem� http���www�
adfg.alaska.gov/sb/CSIS/.

2. 1ote that the data proYided Irom this surYey were specific to the year in which they were conducted�  Beluga harYest� in particular� may 
vary considerably depending on the timing and precise route of their migrations. Se e graph on p. 185.

“N ow  th at  I am  ol de r I re al iz e  th at  
m y p ar e nts  w e re n’ t s h ow ing u s  h ow  
to l ive  of f  th e  tundra f or f un. T h e y 
tau gh t us  h ow  b e cau s e  w e  ne e de d to 
k now  h ow  to s urvi ve .”  
 
D e nis e  H ad l e y , B uck l an d
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B uck l a nd V oice s
It is the middle of October and freeze up is late.1 ,I you À y 
east from Kotzebue across the Sound, make a sharp turn 
south, following the Baldwin Peninsula, cross Eschscholtz 
Bay, and turn up the river, you will soon arrive at the Iñupi aq 
village of Buckland. Once on the ground, you’re likely to 
encounter >Iormer@ 0ayor 7im *aYin� -r�� driYing the local 
road in his small truck.

Down along the river, the mayor assesses the erosion 
situation. The river’s edge is now within feet of the newly 
remodeled school and many homes. R apid erosion, and 
the À ooding it causes� worry *aYin and other BucNland 
residents. F looding has been a recurring problem for as 
long as people can remember, but, with the local weather 
warming up, more land is giving way.

The residential streets are muddy, pocked with deep, splash- 
spraying puddles. Some streets are blocked off for the sewer 
system construction project that has gotten underway. The 
road through town eventually leads up a hill, from which 
the whole surrounding area can be viewed. Mayor G avin 
points out the many places locals like to go to hunt caribou, 
moose, wolverines, muskox, and bears. Down in the village, 
R aymond Lee is getting ready to go out on one of those trips.

A lifetime Buckland resident, Lee is the mapping project’s 
village coordinator for both Buckland and Deering. 

R aymond started getting his hunting supplies ready the day 
beIore� now he Must needs to taNe his $79 to the pump at the 
local store to get fuel for the boat trip. Hunting is expensive 
these days. A boat trip down the river and back can easily 
cost oYer �����

Raymond Lee with mallard.
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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Raymond’s boat is anchored with several others alongside 
the river. Carrying the fuel jugs to the boat Raymond 
remarks, “As of today, October 16, this river should be 
frozen and we should be tomcod fishing.”

The next morning, Raymond heads north toward the mouth 
of the river through a flat treeless landscape covered with 
high shrubs. He’s brought extra ammunition for his rifle and 
containers to hold any food he finds. On the way, he passes 
several camps belonging to his family and friends. Some of 
the structures are heated by wood; others by oil. Raymond 
points out places he’s had successful hunts and other areas 
that are especially good for gathering eggs and picking 
berries.

After running a few miles down the Buckland River, 
Raymond spots a group of birds and shoots two. He motors 
to the side of the river and gets out to look for them in the 
tall grass. “Mallards,” he smiles. “Good eating ducks.” He 
examines the birds’ wing colors before bringing them back 
to the boat. He’ll prepare them later at home.

Continuing down the river, Raymond surveys the 
surrounding water. “If we see a seal, I will shoot it.” Like 
many of his neighbors, Raymond tries to consume seal oil 
daily. A little farther downriver, he points to the shore. “This 
is pretty much where the caribou cross—7 ½ miles from 
Buckland!”

It’s sunset by the time the mouth of the river comes into 
view. A herd of muskox—over 20 of them—grazes on 
nearby uplands. Raymond is surprised they don’t run off 
when he brings the boat closer. He expected them to scatter, 
he says, because “people harvest them.” The following 
morning, Raymond and another local hunter,  Amil Carter, 
Sr., head back out on the river, after loading guns, extra 
ammunition, and some empty containers.They’ve got a 12-
pack of soda, a box of crackers, and some canned tuna from 
the store to snack on. The bill totaled almost $50.

After the boat is loaded with all needed supplies and warm 
clothes, they motor down the river with eyes scanning the 
landscape for moving objects. Raymond stops the boat to 
load his gun. Amil remarks, “Buckland is a good place to be, 
especially when you are a man that likes to hunt. Because 
there is a little bit of everything—from the land, from the 
sea, and from the air—that passes through here seasonally.”

Being in wild unpredictable country, he and Raymond will 
not necessarily find the meat they’re looking for. Amil makes 
note of the fact that October’s not the easiest time of year to 
come across a caribou herd:

Buckland is right in the middle of the winter migration 
trail for the caribou. “November, December, January, 
February, March, we should have an abundance of 
caribou throughout our hills. And our caribou stay in that 
area for months just eating. That is why this is a good 
place to be as a Native person. Where food is abundant 
year round.

Amil appreciates the diversity of traditional foods that can 
be found around the village. He points out an area along the 
side of the river where his family has gathered masru2 for 
generations. Raymond drives the boat over to a tall bank 
on the western shore. The erosion requires them to step 
carefully on the loose soil held by exposed shrub roots. Amil 
pulls a digging tool out of his pack, and they walk over to 
some tall grass. “Masru is abundant in these flats. We gather 
in early spring and in fall time. You get it any other time and 
they are kinda firm. This time of the year to me is better, so 
it’s good to get whatever you need.”

The two men use their hands to dig out the narrow roots. 
With a wide smile, Amil says, “Just like our eggs from the 
island, we preserve them in seal oil and they stay good for 
years and get better with age.” When they have gathered a 
few roots, he instructs, “when you are done, we just cover 
the ground like this so they can grow again.” Amil and 
Raymond diligently cover the holes with grass. “That’s all 
about masruing.”

Back in the boat on on the river, it isn’t long before they 
spot a dark mass near the bank. Raymond slows the boat to a 
stop. Amil takes out his rifle. With a steady aim off the bow 
of the small boat, Amil shoots at a seal. He hits his target on 
the first shot, but fires two more to make sure.

Raymond motors quickly to where they saw the seal fall in 
the water. They have to move fast. This time of year, seals 
will sink due to the decrease in blubber during the warmer 
months. As they approach, they can see that the seal is just 
below the surface of the water. They grab it with their hands 
and together pull it up on the riverbank. Standing over it, 
Amil remarks, “this is a small one but it’s a bearded seal. If 
we continue to ride around today, we will see more seals out 
here. If we want, right now, we could cut the stomach open 
and get the intestines and peel the outer layer of fat off and 

Amil Carter, Sr. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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chop it up. It’s called qaunnaq. It’s a good tasting fat. It’s 
rich and it keeps you warm.” His eyes light up as he looks 
forward to eating this most cherished food.

Processing seal takes several days. Many families utilize the 
meat and the skin. Some of the organs are consumed and the 
blubber is made into oil. Amil talks about his family’s way 
of processing and preserving the seal oil. “They put it in the 
house at a temperature where it’s not too hot or cold and  
stir it daily. Within four or five days it will render and turn 
to oil.”

Raymond goes to get a black garbage bag ready to haul the 
animal away. As they’re wrapping it up, Amil says, “if you 
go to my house, you will see three freezers full of jars with 
masru, blueberries, aqpik (salmonberries/cloudberries), 
cranberries, blackberries, and seal.” The men explain how 
this catch will be shared in the community.“ That seal will 
probably make 10 gallons,” says Raymond. “Lots of people 
will be having some of this.”

After they load the seal on the boat for processing back 
in the village, they wait for a while for whatever comes 
by next. They see a few seals stealthily swimming in the 
distance. “This is how we hunt them,” Amil explains. “We 
go out and hope that we see some, and I’m glad we did.” He 
looks out toward the mouth of the river. “As the tide goes 
out, they hang out by the mouth. When the tide goes up, we 
see them all the way into Buckland and above.”

The sun is still up but the air is cool, as Raymond turns 
the boat for home. Back in town, they brew up a pot of hot 
coffee and drink it with powdered creamer. “You have to 
go out in the ocean in spring time,” offers Amil. “That’s the 
most important seal hunting time.”

He likes to fish in the early fall. This time of year it’s usually 
the right temperature to ferment the fish before they are put 
away in the freezer. “We hunt seasonal,” says Amil. “After 
the seals, the ducks start coming. Then they have their  
eggs and we look for their eggs.” He stops to think before 
continuing. “When all that is done, pretty soon our berries 
begin to get ripe—salmonberries, blackberries, blueberries. 

Even our moose is seasonal. There is a time that they are 
prime. Like our caribou—when they are the fattest. If you 
get them too early, then the skin is too thin. In the fall time, 
just about everything is in their prime.” Amil describes the 
many uses of animal fur, mostly for gloves, hats and boots. 
Pelts are not necessarily used by a hunter but are given to 
someone who knows how to sew with animal skin.

“This is what we rely on. Most of our food is natural—what 
we get out of the country.” Buckland’s elders all have a 
strong preference for the traditional food. Amil says they 
like the way it makes them feel. “It will keep you warm,” 
he emphasizes. “Just like this bear fat we have,” he jokes. 
“Much warmer than Spam.”

Ugruk hunting on the Buckland River. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.

1. This piece compiles interviews conducted by Sarah Betcher in October 2013.

2. Edible taproot of Alpine Sweetvetch (Hedysarum alpinum), in some parts of the Borough called masu.
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W hat the maps tell us . . .
Like the Noatak and Kobuk rivers, the Buckland R iver 
provides an abundance of food to those who inhabit its 
banks. When the smelt migrate up the river, nearly all of the 
Buckland residents come out to help with the seining, right 
alongside the village. Smelt are caught in such abundance—
hundreds in each net²that the residents struggle to fi nd 
suIfi cient À at areas to dry them on� ,n addition to the smelt� 
a number oI other fi sh species can be Iound throughout 
the year—trout are commonly caught in spring and early 
summer, salmon migrate throughout the summer, pike 
can be found at a variety of summer hotspots, and burbot, 
or “ mudshark,”  are a fall favorite. During the winter, 
many Buckland residents will travel north to the southern 
coastlines oI 6elawiN and .obuN laNes to fi sh Ior the sheefi sh 
that are commonly found in the shallows there.

7he estuary where the BucNland 5iYer À ows into 
Eschscholtz Bay is a very productive region, providing 
good feeding grounds for seals, among which ugruk chiaq , 
or young bearded seals, are especially frequent visitors. The 
À ats in and around the estuary are also a IaYorite nesting 
ground for a number of waterfowl species, which provide 
the locals with both fowl and fresh eggs in the spring. At 
the point where Eschscholtz Bay joins Kotzebue Sound lies 
Chamisso Island, another popular area for egg gathering. 
F requented by Buckland and Deering residents alike, the 
island, with its high rocky walls, is a favorite nesting round 
Ior murre� puIfi n� and seagulls�

In addition to the young bearded seals, the bay is frequented 
by adults, as well as other seal species, during their 
migration, and these can be found in much of the spring 
and summer. Although beluga have become less predictable 
visitors to Kotzebue Sound in recent years, when they do 
migrate through, they, too, can be found in the bay and at the 
river’s mouth.

The land around Buckland also provides rich hunting 
grounds. Caribou frequently migrate near the village and 
can often be found in the hills to the west of the village and 
around the base of the Selawik hills, which lie to the east. 
R aymond Lee, and many young Bucklanders who have 

learned from him, hunt wolves, making use of the furs while 
perhaps relieving the caribou a little from the predator. 
Moose can occasionally be found along the river, typically 
upstream from the village. In recent years, villagers hunt 
musk ox in numbers limited by state harvest restrictions.

A wide variety of berries, roots, and other greens can be 
found all along the river and the coastline surrounding
the bay.

InterpretinJ the &olor 6cale 
on 0aps in this &hapter

In the maps in this chapter, the darker the color on the 
map, the more people from the village go to that area to 
search for the resource. The areas with the lightest color 
are generally used by only one of the study participants 
in the village. Please note, sometimes areas may look 
slightly darker because they lie over land, which is 
tinted gray on the base maps. Water appears in light 
blue on the maps, which slightly lightens up the search 
area oYerlay� $ll maps reÀ ect inIormation gathered Irom 
participating villagers in Part 1 of this study.

Birds
All Seasons

�Z��^ ^,OWE /E 
d,� LIGHTEST 

SHADE �Z� h^�D 
�z d,� L��^d 

EhM��Z O& ^dhDz 
W�Zd/�/W�Ed^ 
Z�^/D/E' /E 
�h�<L�ED͘

�Z��^ ^,OWE 
/E d,� DARKEST 
SHADE �Z� h^�D 
�z d,� 'Z��d�^d 

EhM��Z O& ^dhDz 
W�Zd/�/W�Ed^ 
Z�^/D/E' /E 
�h�<L�ED.

B uck l a nd

Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.



B uck l a nd
Marine Mammals

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

B uck l a nd
Marine Mammals

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

B uck l a nd
Marine Mammals

F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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B uck l a nd
Eggs

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

B uck l a nd
Eggs

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

B uck l a nd
Eggs
F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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B uck l a nd
Plants

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

B uck l a nd
Plants
Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

B uck l a nd
Plants
F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

B uck l a nd
Plants
Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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B uck l a nd
Plants

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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Photo credit: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.

Qikiqtaġruq
(Kotzebue) 
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T h e  P e op l e  of  th e  
4iNiTtaġruT 5eJion
The modern port city of Kotzebue sits at the end of a 
three-mile-long spit on the Baldwin Peninsula, 26 miles 
north of the Arctic Circle in Northwest Alaska. The area 
surrounding today’s town site was traditionally inhabited 
by the 4iNiTtaƥruƾmiut or the ³3eople oI the 3eninsula�´ 
with qikiq meaning “ island” 1 and TiNiTtaƥruT �sometimes 
written “ Kikiktagruk” ) “ almost an island.”   Beyond what its 
,xupiaT name suggests� the 4iNiTtaƥruƾmiut nation occupied 
not only the peninsula but the lands immediately north of 
Kotzebue Sound, including present day Cape Krusenstern, 
Sisualik (Sheshalik Spit), and the mouth of the Noatak 
R iver extending up through the lower Noatak F lats to 
slightly upriver from where the Agashashok (“ Aggie” ) R iver 
�,ƥƥiitch isuam Nuuƾa� comes into the 1oataN� 

Well before the arrival of the explorer who gave his name 
to Kotzebue Sound,2  the 4iNiTtaƥruƾmiut hunted ugruk  
(bearded seals) on the ice, beluga from open channels in 
the ice, and caribou from the coastal uplands. Located near 
the mouths of several spawning streams and rivers, the 
area extending up the coast from the spit also welcomed 
annual returns oI a Yariety oI fish and birds� ,n addition to 

Sod house with bones. Kotzebue, mid-20th century.  
Photo credit: ^teǀe Mc�utcheon͕ Mc�utcheon �oůůection͖ 
Anchorage Museum, B1990.014.5.AKNative.35.28.4. Alaska 
Digital Archives.

4iNiTtaġruT �.ot]ebue�

Modern day Sisualik. Photo credit: Peter Metcalfe.
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having access to a broad spectrum of food resources, the 
Qikiqtaġruŋmiut benefitted from an asset still central to 
the community’s success to this day: “location, location, 
location.” Strategically situated on the edge of the 
Chukchi Sea near the outlets of three major river systems, 
Qikiqtaġruŋmiut territory historically served as a central 
trading zone.3 As the commercial and governmental center 
of the Northwest Arctic Borough today, Kotzebue carries 
forward its longstanding role as a regional economic 
enterprise zone. The Northwest Arctic Borough’s website 
lists just some of the ways the city continues to benefit from 
its location:

Kotzebue is the transfer point between ocean and inland 
shipping. It is also the air transport center for the region. 
Activities related to oil and minerals exploration and 
development have contributed to the economy.4

Recent archaeological work done by the National Park 
Service suggests people have inhabited the region around 
Kotzebue for over 11,000 years.5 In earliest recorded history, 
and continuing to this day, Qikiqtaġruŋmiut food harvesting, 
preserving, and storing routines follow an annual cycle. 
Traditionally, during the early stages of breakup, the focus 
was primarily on bearded seals, and the occasional ringed 
seal, from qayaq or umiaq, as openings in the ice allowed. 
As the spring progressed, waterfowl and eggs would be 
added to the diet.

After the ice went out, the people from various settlements 
converged at Sisualik (Sheshalik), hunting beluga and 
waterfowl and catching salmon or whitefish. This too 
remains true today at many cabins and camps around 
Sisualik, the mouth of the Noatak, and the southern region 
of Krusenstern—as well as at the tent cities near Kotzebue, 
where large numbers of semi-permanent camps support 
communal summer subsistence activities. 

In an annual ritual that anthropologists and local custodians 
of oral history date back centuries, in late July and early 
August, Arctic peoples from far and wide gathered at 
Sisualik for the annual trade fair. According to the U.S. 
Park Service, Siberian (mostly Chukchi) visitors came to 
trade jade, reindeer skins, pottery and beads for local goods 
that were scarce near their home in what is now modern-
day Chukotka, Russia.6 Competitions, many involving 
skills related to food harvesting activities, featured selected 
representatives from different areas vying for top honors in 
archery and spearing, as well as other feats of agility and 
strength.7 As anthropologist T. Max Friesen writes, at the 
Russia fair, “[v]irtually anything could be traded, ranging 
from . . . labrets, beads, metal, and special skins, to ‘bulk 
goods’ such as dried meat or fish, whale oil, seal oil, and 
caribou skins.”8 In Alliance and Conflict: the World System 
of the Iñupiat Eskimos, Ernest Burch discusses extensively 
the social significance of the trade fair.9 Long after the arrival 
of outsiders and the establishment of permanent villages and 
schools, the annual gatherings on the coast continued. With 

dancing and other Iñupiaq traditions banned in many of the 
new villages, the fairs served to unite a diversity of arctic 
nations around deep cultural values held in common and 
helped to carry those values forward into modern times.  
As described in an Arctic Sounder article, some of today’s 
elders remain

emotionally affected by the missionaries who prohibited 
Eskimo songs and dances. Back then, the missionaries 
were confused when other villages gathered for trade 
fairs and had big dance celebrations. They didn’t 
understand the Eskimo dances or the language and 
believed it wasn’t good for the community.10

The fair now takes the form of the biennial Qatŋut. The 
National Park Service website reports that, for the first time 
since the beginning of the Cold War, Siberians traveled to 
Kotzebue in 2013 to join North American Iñupiat at Qatŋut.11  
Another important part of the 2013 Qatŋut reported in the 
Sounder was the arrival of young dance groups from several 
of the villages in the Northwest Arctic Borough. According 
to the Park Service article, “[w]hen the Noatak dancers 
took the stage it was announced that the group had only 
been recently formed, and that all the dancers were young 
people who had taken it upon themselves to resurrect the 

Archers competing at Sisualik, early 1900s.  
Photo credit: Alaska Digital Archives, UAA-hmc-0401-
album1-1-21b
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native dance group in their community.”12 Denali Whiting, 
who grew up between Kotzebue and the camps at Sisualik, 
described the signifi cance of her fellow youth bringing 
dancing to the fair. “We have the freedom ... the right ... to 
teach our traditional ways,” she said. “We are now free to 
dance with pride.”13 

In late summer, after the fair, people turned their attention to 
catching and drying salmon, along with picking berries and 
gathering greens and masu.14 Before the arrival of outsiders 
and the relocations that followed, major camps lined the 
northern shore of the sound and the western coast of the 
Baldwin Peninsula. While women dried fi sh and stored 
plants for winter, many of the men traveled by boat into the 
Baird Mountains and Igichuk Hills to look for caribou (and 
grizzly bears when opportunities arose), returning by the end 
of September.15

In the fall, caribou often migrated along the coastal region 
and, after freeze-up, would frequently cross Kotzebue Sound 
ice from the mouth of the Noatak drainage to the peninsula. 
If the ice wouldn’t hold them, they would go around Kobuk 
Lake (Hotham Inlet). Ptarmigan could be snared year-
round. Sheefi sh and whitefi sh lingered in the many lakes 
and lagoons, and spotted seals and young bearded seals 
stayed around for much of the year. Once the winter food 
supply had been secured in sod-covered deep freezes, it was 
time to sew, create protective face masks, and socialize. In 
November, winter festivals got underway in the Krusenstern 
area and continued through January. As remains true today, 
ice fi shing for sheefi sh, tomcod, and smelt, using both
nets and lines, occupied the winter months and provided 
fresh food.16

Based on the number of reported settlements and oral 
accounts of average household sizes, Ernest Burch estimated 
that the Qikiqtaġruŋmiut nation was made up of close to 400 

people at the beginning of the 1800s.17 The new century then 
brought a series of catastrophes that signifi cantly reduced 
that number. 

Recorded oral accounts from the Kotzebue region mention 
an event believed to have occurred sometime between 
1815 and 1820 on Taksruq saaŋa, a lagoon near modern-
day Kotzebue. While playing a ball game on the ice, nearly 
all of the members of what is spoken of as the largest 
Qikiqtaġruŋmiut settlement at the time fell through and 
either drowned or died later of hypothermia, leaving behind 
mostly elders and young children. As many as 110 people 
are thought to have perished in the incident.18 

The years between 1850 and 1900 delivered several blows 
to the Iñupiaq subsistence cycle.19  To feed robust markets 
in a faraway industrialized world, whalers from the East 
Coast of North America all but depleted the bowhead whale 
populations for baleen and the walrus populations for their 
tusks. Fur-bearing animals of many kinds were threatened 
with extinction by the international fur trade. 

In 1860, the whalers brought qaviqsirut or qaviqsinaq 
(“red sickness”), which claimed the lives of many 
Qikiqtaġruŋmiut.20 Not even a generation had passed before 
the region was struck with famine, threatening those who 
had survived the epidemic.

By mid-century, fi rearms were making Native caribou 
hunting more effi cient. During the same period, miners 
and other outsiders were getting their meat from the arctic 
herds. By the 1870s, the Seward Peninsula and Nulato herds 
had both entered sharp declines.21  Then, a series of severe 
winters struck. As Caleb Pungowiyi wrote, during the time 
of the Great Famine in western Alaska, there were very cold 
winters for a  long period. The main factor in the famine was 
the decimation of walrus and whale populations due to the 

A young modern-day trader at the 2013 Qatŋut
in Kotzebue. Photo credit: Northwest Arctic Borough.

In 1880s, during the time of the Great 
Famine in western Alaska, there were 
very cold winters for a long period. 
The main factor in the famine was 
the decimation of walrus and whale 
populations due to the commercial 
harvest by Yankee whalers, but lots 
of ice and the long, cold winters did 
not make things easier.

Caleb Pungowiyi
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commercial harvest by Yankee whalers, but lots of ice and 
the long, cold winters did not make things easier.22

Between the years 1881 and 1883, few Iñupiat in the 
region of today’s Northwest Arctic Borough could fi nd 
enough of the food sources they had depended on for 
centuries to feed their families. An estimated two-thirds of 
the Qikiqtaġruŋmiut starved to death or died from causes 
related to starvation over the course of these hard years. The 
1890s were also lean, with fewer deaths but considerable 
emigration to neighboring nations. Concurrently, some 
people from the inland region who had been hit hard by the 
famine came to live at the coast in hopes of subsisting on 
marine mammals.23

Against a backdrop of over 15 years of food shortages, 
disease, and dislocation, in July of 1897, Quaker 
missionaries Robert and Carrie Samms came ashore at Cape 

Blossom, where they were greeted by itinerant Iñupiaq 
evangelist Uyagak (see Selawik history at pp. 125-126).24  

That same year, the fi rst school was built, 25 and two years 
later, the village received a U.S. Post Offi ce and the name we 
call it by today.

For the reasons discussed earlier in other village histories 
in this chapter, following the construction of mission 
infrastructure at the center of an area that had once been 
home to scattered subsistence camps, local people would 
start to live near the new buildings at times of year when 
they weren’t hunting, fi shing, trapping, or gathering. 
Frustrated teachers who desired to stick to what was for them 
a normal schedule had to learn to take in stride the absence 
of students who were expected to be out harvesting food 

Friends Mission at Pt. Blossom, Kotzebue Sound. 
Early 1900s. Photo credit: University of Alaska 
Fairbanks, Cordelia L. M. Noble Collection.
UAF-1973-203-4. Alaska Digital Archives.

Photo credit: Peter Metcalfe. 

Kotzebue Dancers, mid-20th century. Hannah Jenson, Chester Sedik, Maine Garock;Leroy Lexford; Ken Worthy; 
Charles Jenson; Blanche Cinceh;York Wilson; Levi Rexford; Chester Sevek; Charlie Jensen; Blanche Lincoln; 
and others. Identifications by George Taylor and Jimmie Evak (some spellings uncertain) Photo credit: Alaska Digital 
Archives, UAF-2001-129-181. 



CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES CHAPTER 2: VILLAGES

Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps        218217        Iñuuniaḷiqput Iḷiḷugu Nunaŋŋuanun: Documenti ng Our Way of Life through Maps

with their families for much of the year.26 Adding to their 
frustration was the fact that conversation in the camps was 
always in Iñupiaq. As Ernest Burch writes in his book Social 
Life in Northwest Alaska:

Camp life was extremely important to the preservation 
and communication of traditional knowledge during the 
early 20th century because it kept people out on the land 
where their ancestors had lived, and thus in touch with 
the old place-names and the stories associated with them 
. . . [E]lders were often brought out from the mission-
school villages to provide entertainment in the form of 
storytelling sessions during the long nights.27

As Burch implies, only through the persistence of elders who 
continued to tell stories and transmit oral history after the 
arrival of the missionaries was so much of the oral record, 
dating back thousands of years, brought forward into the 
present day.28

Now the most populous community in the Northwest 
Arctic Borough, Kotzebue was for a long time among 
the smaller of the villages in the region. The U.S. census 
counted 200 people living in Kotzebue in 1900. Though it 
is more racially and culturally diverse than the surrounding 
villages, Kotzebue is still 73.6% Alaska Native, mostly 
Iñupiaq.29 The Native Village of Kotzebue, the federally 
recognized tribal government, represents Kotzebue’s 
Natives. A sovereign entity, the tribe, organized under the 
1934 Indian Reorganization Act, as amended for Alaska in 

1936, is commonly called the “Kotzebue IRA.” Although 
part of NANA Regional Corporation under the Alaska 
Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA), when the other 
village corporations located in the Northwest Arctic Borough 
merged with NANA in 1976, Kotzebue retained its separate 

Kotzebue Air Force Station in the 1960s. 
Photo credit: Wikipedia.

Kikiktagruk Iñupiat Corporation 

Though it is more racially and culturally diverse than 
the surrounding villages, Kotzebue is still 73.6% 
Alaska Native, mostly Iñupiaq.  The Native Village of 
Kotzebue, the federally-recognized tribal government, 
represents Kotzebue’s Natives. A sovereign entity, the 
tribe, organized under the 1934 Indian Reorganization 
Act, as amended for Alaska in 1936, is commonly 
called the “Kotzebue IRA.” Although part of NANA 
Regional Corporation under the Alaska Native 
Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA), when the other 
village corporations located in the Northwest Arctic 
Borough merged with NANA in 1976, Kotzebue 
retained its separate village corporation, Kikiktagruk 
Iñupiat Corporation (KIC), which runs a variety of 
construction, logistical support, and other enterprises 
out of its offi ces in Kotzebue and Anchorage. In 2014, 
KIC paid out dividends of $3.00/share in February 
and $5/share in December. The average member 
holds 100 shares, though some people have received 
more through ANCSA’s inheritance provisions.  

Nappairuq – “to build”

Founded in 1973 as an Alaskan 
Native Corporation (ANC), 
Kikiktagruk Inupiat Corporation 
(KIC) operates a diverse portfolio 
of companies across North America, 
offering quality services and products 
to clients in both the public and 
private sectors. Located in Kotzebue, 
Alaska, KIC proudly serves a 
shareholder base of Inupiat natives.

KIC Website
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village corporation, Kikiktagruk Iñupiat Corporation (KIC), 
which runs a variety of construction, logistical support, 
and other enterprises out of its offi ces in Kotzebue and 
Anchorage. In 2014, KIC paid out dividends of $3.00/share 
in February and $5/share in December. The average member 
holds 100 shares, though some people have received more 
through ANCSA’s inheritance provisions.30

By 1950, Kotzebue’s population had grown to 623.31 The 
community incorporated as a second class municipality 
under state law in 1958. It was only a matter of time before 
Kotzebue’s strategic location would bring about a growth 
spurt, and that time came during the Cold War when the Air 
Force built a missile intercept station at Kotzebue, beginning 
in 1957. The work, mostly done by the Army Transportation 
Corps, was completed in April 1958. Tours of duty at the 
station were limited to one year because of “psychological 
strain and physical hardships.”32 No longer needed after 
U.S.-Russia tensions eased, the squadron was deactivated 
in November of 1983 and the station turned into a Long-
Range Radar (LRR) site. In 1998, the site was remediated in 
“Operation Clean Sweep,” a military site cleanup program 
for abandoned Alaska bases. The work, performed by a civil 
engineering squadron out of Elmendorf Air Force Base, was 
completed in 2005.33 

Subsequent economic developments would contribute to 
the city’s rapid growth. In 1970, as recounted on the NANA 
Development Corporation website, “Kotzebue bush pilot 
Bob Baker noticed rust in a creek. He named the creek 
after his red dog.” Ten years later, in 1980, NANA made 
an ANCSA selection of a 120-square-mile block of land 
underlying the Red Dog Mine area, and, in 1982, signed 
an operating agreement with Canadian mining company 
Cominco to develop and operate the mine.34 In 1995, the 
regional nonprofi t Maniilaq Association completed a $42 
million health care facility, which acts as the primary health 
care center for the Borough.35

2010 port work. Photo credit: Peter Metcalfe.

Spring break-up. Photo credit: Damian Satterthwaite-Phillips.
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By 2000, Kotzebue’s population had reached 3,082. Today, 
many people work at white-collar jobs in health care, 
education, and, most notably, government. The employment 
picture is generally rosier here than in the smaller villages, 
with jobs available in air and marine freight transport and 
seasonal work available in construction and fi shing. In 2010, 
18% of those who had employment earned less than $5,000 
annually, with 291 workers collecting unemployment at 
some point during the year. Locals hold 112 commercial 
fi shing permits.36 Support services for exploratory oil drilling 
on federal offshore leases in the Chukchi, which commenced 
during the summer of 2015, will likely keep many local 
workers employed. 

Educational institutions in Kotzebue include the June Nelson 
Elementary School and the Kotzebue Middle/High School, 
both in the Northwest Arctic Borough school district. 
Across the street from these schools sits the University of 
Alaska Fairbanks’ Chukchi campus, which offers college 
level courses and houses the Chukchi Consortium library.37 
The tribe runs an Iñupiaq language immersion school, 
Nikaitchuat Iḷisaġviat, for children ages 3-7. 

The City of Kotzebue operates a harbor and marina, 
volunteer fi re department, police department, recreation 
center, landfi ll, and water utility. Transportation 
infrastructure is more developed in Kotzebue than in the 
rest of the Borough, including several paved roads leading 
out to the summer camps, the landfi ll, and the reservoir. 
Unlike the other villages, where the vehicles most commonly 
encountered on the roads during the summer months are 
ATVs, several Kotzebue residents drive cars and trucks, 
and locals and visitors keep a couple of cab companies in 
business. In the winter, it is not uncommon to encounter 
snow machines on plowed roads in addition to on the frozen 
tundra, rivers, lagoons, and ocean.  

The state-owned Ralph Wien Memorial Airport 
accommodates daily jet service to and from Anchorage, 
which connects with several air taxis that serve the region’s 
villages. Most goods and services come into villages via air 
transport these days. 

Goods, services and construction aggregates arrive in the 
sound on barges and container ships during the ice-free 
months. Sediments washed down by the rivers, especially 
the nearby Noatak, make for a shallow harbor, so deep-
draft vessels anchor out and transfer cargo to shore on 
smaller ships.38 Kotzebue competed to become a new Arctic 
deepwater port, but came in behind Nome and Port Clarence 
as preferred sites.39 Nevertheless, the city aspires to develop 
a deepwater port at Cape Blossom to better accommodate 
local shipping.

Even though Kotzebue is a place of modern amenities 
and good paychecks for many people, the community’s 
residents remain engaged in the annual local cycle of fi shing, 
gathering, and seal, whale, and caribou hunting. The shared 
fi sh camps found on the beaches north and south of town 
testify to a strong communal longing to savor salmon, ugruk, 
and berries—and the age-old experience of working together 
to harvest them.

Kotzebue pizza delivery. Photo credit: Peter Metcalfe.

Kotzebue freshwater pump station. 
Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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T ra ditiona l  f oods  im p orta nt to th e  p e op l e  of  K otz e b ue  toda y

1. 7he numbers in the first column reÀect $lasNa 'ept� oI )ish and *ame data� &ommunity 6ubsistence ,nIormation 6ystem� http���www�
adfg.alaska.gov/sb/CSIS/.

2. 7he figure ����� represents the percentage oI interYiewees who caught ³salmon´ oI any Nind� ,n the area around .ot]ebue� chum is 
by far the most prevalent species of salmon, so, for many people, “ salmon”  means “ chum salmon”  by default. Of all study participants, 
only 52.6%  explicitly stated that they caught “ chum salmon.”  The next most commonly mentioned species, “ pink”  and “ silver”  salmon, 
were each explicitly mentioned by only 7.9% . Of the 33 respondents who caught salmon of any kind, only three explicitly named a 
species other than chum without explicitly naming chum (one named king salmon and the other two named pink salmon).

KOTZEBUE TRADITIONAL FOODS BY EDIBLE MASS, UNIQUE AREAS AND PEOPLE

^W��/�^

�z �D/�L�  
M�^^ Έй O& 
dOd�L &OOD 
,�Zs�^d�D1Ή

�z EhM��Z O& 
hE/Yh� �Z��^ 

Έй O& Ϯ͕Ϭϱϴ M�WW�D 
WOLz'OE^Ή

�z WZOWOZd/OE 
O& W�Zd/�/W�Ed^  

Έй O& ϯϴ <Od���h� 
Z�^/D�Ed^ /E ^dhDzΉ

Tuttu  
�ariďou  
(Rangifer tarandus)

27.0 15.3 97.4

^ii  
Sheefish 
(Stenodus leucicthys)

22.4 10.3 97.4

Ugruk  
Bearded Seal
(Erignathus barbatus)

21.3 4.9 76.3

Qalagruaq
Chum Salmon
(Oncorhynchus keta)

14.0 2.7 чϴϲ͘ϴ1

Niġliq
'eese 0.1 10.2 84.21

�ĞƌƌiĞƐ: 
;ďůueďerry͕ cranďerry͕ saůmonďerry͕ 
ďůacŬďerry comďineĚͿ

2.6 9.8 100.0

In Kotzebue, caribou provided the largest mass of edible 
traditional food1, making up 27.0%  of the edible mass of 
the total harYest �$')	* ���� �� 7he ne[t most abundant 
species were sheefish at ������ bearded seal at ������ 
and chum salmon at 14.0% .  Of the 2,058 map polygons 
we drew in this study� caribou and sheefish were again at 
the top of the list, occurring in 15.3%  and 10.3%  of all 
search area polygons respectively. G eese were the next 
most common, occurring in 10.2% . F or geese, villagers 
mentioned brant most often by name (3.1%  of all polygons). 
Berries (9.8% ), was the next most common food item, 

with the top among them being blueberries (4.9% ) and 
salmonberries (4.7% ). Berries were the food sought by the 
greatest number of people in our study. All of the 38 study 
participants in Kotzebue said they search for berries, again 
with salmonberries and blueberries being the most frequent, 
named in 89.5%  and 86.8% 2 of the interviews respectively. 
After berries, the next most frequently mentioned items were 
again caribou and sheefish �both ������� Iollowed by salmon 
(86.8% ),2 with chum being the most frequently named 
(explicitly named in 52.6%  of the interviews). 
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K otz e b ue  V oice s
/iIelong .ot]ebue residents -ohn *allahorn and $lice 
Henry spend most of the year at their remote camp northeast 
of the Northwest Arctic Borough’s busy hub. Their cabin, 
built with the help of family and friends many years ago, is 
situated above the beach, near a meadow of tall grass, among 
a few deciduous trees. Inside, Alice stirs caribou soup on 
the woodstoYe� 6eated by the stoYe� -ohn openly shares the 
details of the couple’s way of life.1 

“ We live off the land . . . all year long. We put our nets out 
Ior all Ninds oI fish all summer and all spring� ,n the Iall 
time, when it freezes up, we put our nets under the ice for 
fish� $nd� when the caribou come� we do a lot oI caribou 
hunting. Sometimes moose hunting. Then we do hunting for 
geese, ducks, and whatever birds we can get for the winter.”   

-ohn and $lice don¶t oIten get the opportunity to traYel the 
25 miles back to town to get food. “ Mostly we live here all 
year�´ says -ohn� ³6ometimes� about three or Iour days a 
month, we stay in town. During the spring and fall we have 
to get supplies.”  Between April and October, he often looks 
for periods of seasonal work. “ F uel and everything else is 
so expensive, you’ve got to have a job to pay for some of 
the stuff that you need.”  Although he and Alice still keep 
a dog team, these days they use dogsleds less and less for 
everyday needs. “ I have two snow machines here that I use 
to haul firewood Ior heating the house and Ior cooNing dog 
food. I still use the dogs for checking our nets and hauling 

the fish bacN home on the sled� though²it maNes it a lot 
quicker and easier.”  

Several paths have been worn into the land around the cabin, 
leading to Iood caches� drying racNs� and the Nennel� -ohn 
stands by a small smokehouse built partially underground. 
³:e use this Ior smoNing salmon strips and drying fish�´ 

It’s not far to the beach, where a drying rack can be seen 
standing, a net draped over it. “ Keeps out the ravens and 
other birds�´ says -ohn� 7hey use the racN Ior salmon� mostly� 
The most prominent structure on the property is another 
drying rack—this one tall and loaded. “ That’s our cache,”  says 

Caribou meat. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher

Women cut up fish at Kotzebue fish camp. Photo credit: Sarah Betcher.
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John. “We got salmon for dog food and for our eating. There 
are salmon eggs hanging on the net.” Alice walks over to the 
drying eggs and pulls off a few to taste. The eggs are dried to 
preserve them, she explains. Caribou ribs have been set out to 
dry on the other side of the rack.

Alice and John stroll down to the water’s edge. He recounts 
how their family has been hunting birds here for as long as 
anyone can remember. “Ducks and geese? Sometimes we 
get about 30 or 40 and it lasts us the year. We get wigeons, 
pintails and Canadian geese during the fall,” says John, 
looking out across the distance.  

They walk up a hill a short distance away, Alice picking 
blueberries from bushes already turning a fall red  along the 
way. “This is where she picks berries when it’s dry out,” 
John says. Alice seems happy to let John do the talking. At 
the top of the rise, he points out a nearby caribou migration 
corridor. “This is where we wait. I take binoculars. I see a 
bunch of herds some times.” He’s hunted as many as 20, 
he says, to distribute among family and elders. “We share 
with other people.” He turns to a nearby pond. “I also go 
shee fishing down there on the ice all winter. Up here we 
have blueberries, blackberries, cranberries; fifteen twenty 
gallons each and that lasts us all winter.” Alice does most of 
the picking in August and September. “But I try to help out 
before the berries get too soft to pick,” says John. 

From the hill, John is also able to point out nearby areas 
where he gathers firewood and traps beaver. “First time I did 
it I got 16 beaver,” he says, then admits it’s usually more like 
four or five. “It’s good meat.” 

They walk back down to the water’s edge, where John and 
Alice have two single-engine boats. John explains that he 
uses them for different purposes depending on what he is 
out to catch and also depending on the weather. Two buckets 
of fish rest in the shallow mud next to one of the boats. 
“We have salmon and some little sheefish for the dogs. We 
get (the fish) out here in front. And we got some seals over 
here.” John points down the beach to the east. Alice leads the 
way to two large buckets next to two seals. “We got some 
blubber right here for seal oil,” says John. Alice tilts the 
opening of the bucket, revealing several pieces of blubber 
they’ve prepped for rendering into seal oil—an Iñupiaq 
staple. “The other day I got three spotted seals,” says John. 
Before they leave, John places a board back on top of the 
seals, saying he wants to try to keep them fresh. 

A seal skin has been stretched over another drying rack. 
“We’re getting this ready for a friend of ours,” says John, 
pointing at the spotted, short-haired pelt. “And this one over 
here is a caribou skin.” He touches a longer-haired brown 
and white pelt. “We will use that for mukluks.” A tarp has 
been draped over part of the rack. They lift it and survey 
rows of fish blowing in the wind. “She’s got little whitefish 
and salmon. On this side, we got big whitefish with eggs in 

it that we eat during the winter.” They walk out from under 
the tarp to a stick that holds drying meat. “The belly part of 
the caribou,” says John. He waves his hand over all of the 
caribou meat. “Everything that is here we call paniqtaq.”

John talks about the ways they trade for other traditional 
foods. “Sometimes I send them some sheefish and they 
send us walrus and fermented meat with the skin around it. 
It’s real good,” he says, adding “it’s nice to eat something 
different sometimes.” 

As they walk back to the house, Alice says to look out for 
rabbit tracks along the side. John hunts rabbits with snares. 
He usually sets three or four traps. “Mostly I trap beaver, 
lynx or martins.” On the other side of the house a small pen 
comes into view. “That’s a chicken coup. She keeps them 
there when it’s warm. I’ll show you where she keeps them 
for the winter.” They walk past a tree with several snares 
hanging from it toward an insulated, partially underground, 
chicken coup. 

They head back inside the house. “How much of the year do 
we do subsistence?” John asks. “We work at it all year long.” 
He smiles. “Around here, you got nothing else.”

1. This section is based on an interview conducted by Sarah Betcher in September of 2013.
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W hat the maps tell us .  .  .  
Owing to its central location, and to the fact that many people 
in Kotzebue have relocated from neighboring villages, 
Kotzebue residents tend to go farther than residents elsewhere, 
some occasionally returning to their home villages to hunt 
with family or old friends. Caribou migrations also affect the 
distances covered. In some years, when the Sound freezes 
early, caribou will cross from the area near the mouth of the 
Noatak R iver straight across to the Baldwin Peninsula, often 
coming within a few miles of town. In other years, though, 
when the caribou migrate farther inland, Kotzebue residents 
may travel as far as Onion Portage on the Kobuk R iver, 
upstream from Noorvik and Kiana, where, in recent years, 
caribou have been found most predictably to cross the river.

The Baldwin Peninsula itself is full of beavers and ptarmigan, 
and even the occasional brown bear or moose may be spotted, 
and many of the coastal regions are prime places to set up 
blinds when the waterfowl are migrating.  

Kotzebue offers relatively easy access to both the Sisualik 
area on the opposite side of the Sound to the north, and to the 
Kobuk R iver delta, across Kobuk Lake (Hotham Inlet) to the 
east. Both of these regions are especially productive estuaries. 
Like Noatak residents, Kotzebue residents have a number of 
camps around Sisualik and all along the northern coastline of 
the Sound. This is a prime location for catching chum salmon 
just before they begin their migration up the Noatak R iver, 
and Yarious other anadromous fi shes also migrate past here on 
their way to or from the sea. In some years, when beluga come 
into the sound, the shallow waters near Sisualik make for 
prime hunting grounds where hunters corral the beluga against 
the sandbars.

Both the Sisualik and Kobuk delta regions also provide 
excellent habitat for waterfowl and seabirds during the 
brooding and hatching seasons, and eggs can be found in 
abundance. Seagull eggs are a particular favorite of many 
Kotzebue residents, but duck, goose, and, occasionally, swan 
eggs are also harvested.

Sisualik also supplies locals with great expanses of berries 
and various other greens. The peninsula, too, has many good 
berry patches, and tundra tea and various medicinal herbs are 
also gathered.

The waters surrounding the peninsula similarly provide 
an abundance of food. Bearded seals are regular visitors 
to the Sound for much of the year, and spotted seals are 
also common. R inged and ribbon seals are somewhat less 
common. The shallow waters here and along the coast of 
.obuN /aNe proYide prime habitat Ior sheefi sh� $Iter Iree]e�
up, residents can be seen at the edge of town jigging for 
them through the ice on almost any given day, and it is not 
unusual to see large piles oI fi sh on the ice�

InterpretinJ the &olor 6cale 
on 0aps in this &hapter

In the maps in this chapter, the darker the color on the 
map, the more people from the village go to that area to 
search for the resource. The areas with the lightest color 
are generally used by only one of the study participants 
in the village. Please note, sometimes areas may look 
slightly darker because they lie over land, which is 
tinted gray on the base maps. Water appears in light 
blue on the maps, which slightly lightens up the search 
area oYerlay� $ll maps reÀ ect inIormation gathered Irom 
participating villagers in Part 1 of this study.

�Z��^ ^,OWE /E 
d,� LIGHTEST 

SHADE �Z� h^�D 
�z d,� L��^d 

EhM��Z O& ^dhDz 
W�Zd/�/W�Ed^ 
Z�^/D/E' /E 
<Od���h�.

�Z��^ ^,OWE 
/E d,� DARKEST 
SHADE �Z� h^�D 
�z d,� 'Z��d�^d 

EhM��Z O& ^dhDz 
W�Zd/�/W�Ed^ 
Z�^/D/E' /E 
<Od���h�͘

Photo Credit: Sarah Betcher.
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K otz e b ue
Marine Mammals

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K otz e b ue
Marine Mammals

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K otz e b ue
Marine Mammals

F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K otz e b ue
Marine Mammals

Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K otz e b ue
Marine Mammals

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K otz e b ue
Birds

Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K otz e b ue
Birds
F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K otz e b ue
Birds
Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K otz e b ue
Birds

Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K otz e b ue
Birds

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K otz e b ue
Eggs

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K otz e b ue
F ish

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K otz e b ue
F ish
F all

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K otz e b ue
F ish

Spring

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

K otz e b ue
F ish

Winter

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 

Summer
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K otz e b ue
F ish

All Seasons

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů 
knowledge (see Ch. 1, 
Methods, Part 1) 
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K otz e b ue
Miscellaneous
Crab-Summer

U rchin &  Snail-Spring, Summer

Source: Local anĚ traĚitionaů ŬnoǁůeĚge 
(see Ch. 1, Methods, Part 1) 

Crab
Summer

8rchin 	 6nail
Spring, Summer
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Steven Schaeffer with crane he shot. Photo credit: Wendie Schaeffer.
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