he death of Anna Nelson Harry

at age 76 ina Junean hospital on

February 1. 19682 and the publi-

cation of a collection of her aral
tiales a vear later are racent reminders that
i tiny, litlle known Alaska Native culture
is nearly extinct bul thal its narrative arl
has been pressrved,

The brief obituary in the February 4,
1982 Juneaw Empire heging  bluntly,
“Anna Harry of Yakutat died Monday,"
and  concludes, "Burial will be in
Yakutar."

Yakutat is a Tlingit village on the
Pacific coast west of the 51, Elias Moun-
taing, Sampson Harry, Anna's second
hushand, was a Tlingil. Her first hushand,
Galushia Melson, was, like Anna, an Evak
Indian of the Copper River Della,

The book of her aral tales is titled in
Honar of Evak: The Art of Anna Nelson
Harry 1t s edited by Michael E. Krauss,
but Professor Krouss' contribution is
much greater than the wuswal work of an
editor,

He has furnished Evak-language tosts
of Anna's slories, transcribed from lapes
he recorded over the past 20 years, to
document the dying language. He has
provided annotation of the texts, com-
mentary on Anna's rendilions of the
stories, and an introduction on the Tyak
people and their fate. Finally, he has sup-
plied two kinds of English translations:
firat, and maost important, one in a form of
verse, which approximates the aral styla
of Anna’s narration; and second, for most
of the texts, free transiations in prose,

From the perspective of today, the story
of the Evak people is the most tragic chap-
ter in the history of Alaska Native cul-
tures, Fewer than 20 Evaks remain alive,
only two of whom still speak the Evak
languaze. These people and their lang-
uage are on the brink of extinction,

However, from the traditional point of
view of the Evaks, their tragedy would be
seen as a relative matter. As a proup that
has always been small by comparison to
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its neighbors, the Evak would realize that,
in the past, other small nations and Loy
cultural groups have suffered the same
fate and that, in the future, still others
will succumb. The Eyak slory may he the
muost tragic for now, but not forever. In (he
waorld thatl the Evaks have known there
are o absolutes; everything is relative,
and relationships are always changing,

n the European Renaissance, man
sought immortality in one of two
ways—either by reproducing  his
physical self in natural children with ex-
pectations that they would continue o
perpetuate his line through infinite gener-
atinns or by giving physical form to the
workings of his mind and imagination in
fasting works of literoture and art, The
first method is no longer open to the
Eviks; the second has been made possible
only during the last half century through
the interest of a few anthropologists and
linguists in the culture. language and
folklore of the Evak people,
Anthropologist Frederica de Laguna
was doing archaenlogical work in Prince
William Sound during the summer of
1930 when she met Galushia Nelson, an
Evak man aboul 40 years of age. Galushia

showed de Laguna the abandoned places
where Evak villages had once stood, and
the anthropologist acquired other infor-
mation about the people who remained,
the clture, and the language.

De Laguna was associated with the Uni-
versily of Pennsylvania Museum, which,
three years later, joined the Danish Na-
tional Museum in sponsoring an expedi-
tion to Prince William Sound for the pri-
mary purpose of studying the archasalogy
and ethnology of the Chugach Eskimos,
DOr. Kaj Hirket-Smith represented the
Danish institution. Doring the expedition,
the two anthropologists spent 17 days in
and around Cordova, The book that re-
sulted from their study, The Evak Indians
af the Copper River Delta, Alasks, was
published five vears later, in 19234,

For the next quarter of a century, while
the number of Evak or part-Evak people
diminished from 40 to 20 and while the
Eyak lanpguape was used less and less, no
further study was made of the culture, and
only brief and sporadic study was made of
the language. The paople were neglected
or forgotten as a cultural entity.

In 14963, linguist Michael Krauss went
to Cordova and Yakutal to work with three
surviving speakers of Evak in an effort 1o




EYAK

by John W. Bernet

"Fewer than 20 Evaks remain
alive, only two of whom still
speak the Evak language.”

Anna Medson Harry,
Yakutal, abawt 18975
3 Caresy of Mardho

study and document the language, record
it and describe its srammar and vocaln-
lary. One of these speakers was the widow
of Galushia, Anna MNelson [arry, then re-
married toa Tlingit man, Sampson Harey,
Were it not for the work done by Krauss
and Anna aver nearly two decades, Evak
literature in the Evak language probably
would never have appeared in print,

he Evak people are thought to

have migrated (o the Copper River

Delta [rom somewhere upstream
in interior Alaska: Their closest linguistic
relatives were Athabaskans, but after thev
settled along the coast of the Gull of
Alaska they had practically no further
contact with Athahaskan peoples to the
north,

Instead, thev found themselves, a
aroup of perhaps never more than 1,000
people, ocoupying coastal territory de-
sired by both the Eskimos to the west and
the Tlingits to the southeast, These were
much larger groups who, unlike the
Evaks, had developed the skills of water-
crafl—of subsisting vpon the life of the
sea and of waging war from the water. The
Eyaks, with their inland heritage, had be-
come a people of the share, living upon

M ¥ OO AUt

I couldn’t believe you were going to
die.
Howwonld I hear you?
T wisgh this,
o go back 10 you there.
Y ou are no more.
My child speaks to methat way.
Ijust hreak out in tears and lament,

Allalone here I'll go arcund.
Like Ravens I'll live alone,

My aunts are dying off on me and
alone Il be living,

Why, | wonder, are these things
happening to me?

My uncles also have all died out oo
meand [ can't forget them.

After my uncles all

died off,

my aunis are dying off nexe,
I'mall alomne,

With some children I survive,
onthis earth.

Only T Keep bursting into tears,
Tthink about where my

aunts are.

Sheis my aunt and my last aunt is
gone.

Where will I go next?

Wherever will 1 go next?

They are already all extinet,
They have been wiped out.
Maybe me, 1 wonder, mayhe Our

Father wants it this way for me,
that I should livealone,

I only pray for it and my spirits
FRCIVET.

Arcund here,

that's why this land,

aplace to pray,

Twalk around.

I try to go there.

Alone,

alone around here | walk around on
the beach at low tide.

I just burst inta tears,

I sit down on a rock.

Onlythe Eyaks,

the Eyaks,

they are all dying off.

Just a very few at Eyalk

thers.

They survived from Eyalk,

but they too are becoming extinct.
Useless to go back there.,

My unclestoo have all died out on
({iLLH

Afler my uncles all died out my
aunts next

fiell,

1o die.

Yeos,
whyisitTalone,
just I alone have survived?

I survive,

{Recarded on fape, Yakotat, Jume: 15 1972)

the shellfish af tidewater and the salimon
which entered the Copper River in the
SUMMeE,

Ironically, it was an Eskimo place name
by which this small, unique group of n-
dians identified themselves and became
known in later limes. The name Evak is
only their pronunciation of a word from
the Alutiig [or Sugpiaqg) language [lan-
suage of the Eskimos of the Gulf of
Alaskaj—lpya'ag—meaning the throat of
a lake, where a river or stream finds its
SOLITCE.

The Eyak people probably would have
eventually succumbed to their larger
neighbors, even if Russian and American

caucasians had never intruded upon
Alaska, Butl the coming of non-Native
commercial  enterprizes  to Alaskan
waters and coastal territories hastened
this fate of the Evaks,

In the mid-eighteenth century, when
the Russians began exploring and settling
the Morth American tervilory, the Evaks
may have numbered about 500, Nearly a
century and a hall [ater, in 1889, this
number had been reduced by about half,
but the 200 Evak people still constituted
a relatively intact cultural group concen-
trated at Cordova,

The vear 1888 was fateful, however.

continued on page 61
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continuved from page 27

The San Francisco cannery business
moved into Evak territory establishing
twao canneries in the ares of present-day
Cordova and two others to the epst on
Controller Bay. The crew of cach cannery
consisted of about 140 warkers, all men
and all imported, nocmally 70 whites and
70 Asians who had been shanghaied from
seaports in China and Japan,

Although the cannery business was a
seasonal operation, usually lasting from
May through October, the ratio of cannery
laborers to Eyak inhabitants of the area
during this half of the vear was about
three to one. During thess years drugs
were introduced to Alaska, as sailing
ships traveling between west-coas! porls
of the United States and China returned
with opium as well as human cargo.

As Evak women fell prey to white and
Asian men, Evak men and women alike
were plied with drugs and drink and suf-
fered grievously from epidemic disenses,
dissolution and violence. Birket-Smith
and de Laguna comment that “by the end
of the century the ‘civilizing' of the Evak
was practically complete, and they had
almost ceased to exist as a separate tribal
entity.™

n 18849, Galushia Nelson was barn in

the Evak village of Alaganik, 20 miles

east of the village known as Evak on
the throat of the lake. By the time he was
three years old, in 1892, most inhabitants
of Alaganik had died from epidemic dis-
eases, and those who remained joined
people from Evak Villages in moving to the
wesl side of the lake. By the turn of the
century, Eyak Village was no longer
inhabited. Galushia was taken from his
homeland in 1902, at age 13, and placed
in Chemawa Indian School near Salem,
Oregon, where he stayed for 10 years. By
1905, anly 16 yvears after the establish-
ment of the canneries and three vears
after Galushia's departure, about 50 Eyak
people still survived.

In 1806, the same vear that Cordova
was founded near the new Evak settle-
ment [now known as Old Town), a girl-
child was born into the squalor and
wretchedness that had become characler-
istic of Evak life. Given the name Annie,
sha was soon orphaned and raised by an
Eyak family who, according to Hirket-
Smith and de Laguna, "neglected her
shamefully,” They cite one example of
neplect: “A dislipuring scar on her neck is
said to be the result of some skin disease

which went untended, The little gir had
te sleep wilth the dogs beside the fire and
it is their tongues which are supposed to
have cured her.'

During the time that Galushia was
away, his people and their culture were
sickening and dying. The change be-
tween what he had left a5 o youth of 13
and what he returned o as 8 man in his
lale 20's was so great and shocked him so
deeply that he tried to kill himself. Facing
life. he mareied the voung woman Annie,
17 years younger than himsell, in 1918

When de Laguna visited the Cordova
area, Galushia was the logical person to
serve as informant and interpreter be-
cause of his background and experience
in both the western and Native cultures
and because of his fluency in the English
language, But the many vears which he
had spent in the states had deprived him
of much of his cultural heritage, and he
was nob nearly so familiar with Evak
folklore as was his wife, Anna,

Birket-Smith and de Laguna collected
traditional Evak tales from three nar-
rators—Johnny Stevens, Dld Man Dude
and Galushia Nelson—bul the greatost
number came [rom Galushin. Yel they
note thal e had learned them from Anna,
who in turn had learned them from Old
Chief Joe, an Evak of an older generation
who had died between de Laguna's first
and second visits.

Although Galushia nareated most of his
stories in English, he was being prompted
by Anna and in many instances was actu-
ally translating into Enalish what she was
narrating in  Evak. Thus, whereas
Galushia is identified as the teller of most
of the tales in the Birket-Smith-and-de
Laguna collection, Anna was the real
SOLTCE.

At the tims he was providing the an-
thropologists with much of their informa-
tion, Galushia was i1l with tuberculosis
and unable to work. He died in 1938
Anna then left Cordova, moved to Yakutat
and married again,

hen Krauss  undertook the
eleventh-hour study of the
Evak lanpuage in 1963, he
found three native speakers of Evak with
whom he could work—Lena Saska
Nackian and Marie Stevens Smith living
at that time in Cordova, and Anna Nelson
Harry in Yakutat. In spite of some loss of
her sense of hearing, Anna became a prin-
cipal informant, contributing about three-
Fourths of the Evak texts that Krauss re-
corded, In contrast to Galushia who, as a
biow, had left a deteriorating Evak society
and then, some 13 vears later, suffered the
shock of seeing it near total destruction,
Anna had experienced the tragic changes
gradually and first hand,
In retelling many of the same tales she

Talushia MNelson's family and members of the expedition, Cordova, 1933, Left to right, clockwise:
Galushia Nelson, Johnny Nelson, Anna Neizon, Merman Repnolds, Kaj Birket-Smith, Frederica

de Laguna. (photo countesy of Frederica de Laqgura)
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