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Father Kaiakokonok said a lot of people thought it was the end. The kids were happy they were having 

all kinds of earthquakes. People were fishing like usual for Foster from Kodiak. They were salting and 

smoking the salmon. He talked about two lagoons where people would do their seining. They would 

bring the fish ashore and hang the seining nets up on the beach. They would butcher the fish. They 

would salt the belly part and smoke the back part. When the smoked salmon was done Foster would 

freight them across to Kodiak or ship them outside or sell some. He said the schooner used to transport 

the fish was 40-50 feet long with two masks. The boat was named Alice. It once hit the rocks and sank. 

The boat was later raised. The repaired the boat on the beach and it was used again to freight the fish. 

The owner of the boat, Foster, started a small store at Kaflia Bay. One of the boys running the store was 

Douglas Dimitri. 

During one of the summers the eruption happened. It happened on June 6, [1912]. That afternoon 

everyone was running around and getting excited. Some people were climbing up the hills to see the 

smoky mountain. They could see it in two places. The Katmai people located on the southwest side of 

the bay could see it and on the north side the Douglas people could see it. They camped in the summer. 

The people from Douglas could see miles and miles to the west. They could see the volcano from the 

hills. One old man from Katmai started telling the people to put away water. When the ashes came 

down there would be no water anywhere. They put up a big supply of water and stored it away. In the 

afternoon it was bright sunshine and that was when the volcano started. Long before dusk about five or 

six in the evening it started to get dark. The fine pumice was coming down. It was all in different sizes. 

Fortunately no one was hit in the head by the larger material. They started to see the bay turning white 

gradually. Then the dark came gradually. It got darker and darker and then it was pitch black. The people 

started to gather up. The Douglas people came across where the Katmai people were camped. At that 

time some of them had started to live at Kaflia at that time. They had a log cabin instead of a barabara. 

Other people had built cabins. People started to gather there during the eruption. There was no wind at 

that time. People would soak up a piece of cloth with seal oil or whale oil. Just before the eruption a big 

whale had drifted ashore and people butchered it. The people put up lots of meat and grease from the 

whale. They used it on the rags and lamps. They didn’t have kerosene all the time. They wrapped the 

soaked rags around sticks and had torches. The man who warned them about saving water also told all 

the people to turn their boats upside down so the boats wouldn’t fill with ashes. At night they would use 

the torches. The darkness lasted a long time. He was told later the darkness lasted 48 hours. During the 

time of the eruption it was very hot. They could see red in the sky. The pumice that first came out was 

all white. During the darkness the pumice came down as fine as powder. The ground was always moving 

during the eruption. People made a special prayer during the darkness. They prayed for help. A little 

while after that it started getting murky outside. When it cleared it was bright sunshine and everything 



was gray and white with ashes. All the elders got together to decide which boys to send to Kodiak for 

help. They sent three kayaks with nine people. A couple of days after a steamer came to pick up the 

people. On their way over to Kodiak they stopped and picked up more people at Ugyak Bay.  

Tolletson asked if the ash stung their eyes. Kaiakokonok said people couldn’t walk around without a cap 

at that time. He said a lot of creatures got lost at that time. He was glad there was not wind at that time. 

He said the people were lucky to survive that kind of eruption.  

Tolletson asked if there were many earthquakes before the eruption happened. Kaiakokonok said they 

were noticing big jerks and rumbling from the volcano. The Savonoski people knew the eruption was 

coming and they all moved down to Naknek. The people in his village knew something was going to 

happen, too. He said there must have been a light westerly wind and that is why the ash came to them. 

He said there were six inches of ash on Kodiak Island. There were lots of ashes at Afognak. They used to 

play in the ash. It was so fine it would stick to your skin. Just about the time it lightened up the people 

started to run out of water. The storekeeper had a pipe collecting water from the hillside. It helped 

them survive. Kaiakokonok said Foster was not there at the time of the eruption. He said a lot of people 

saw porpoises affected by the ash. There used to be a lot of porpoises in the bay. His father used to be 

able to call them. They used to hunt them. The man who counseled everyone during the eruption was 

called grandfather by everyone. Kaiakokonok said to the children it was all a lot of fun.  

Tolletson asked about the seabirds. Kaiakokonok said after the eruption they didn’t see any birds. He 

said the small birds like the sparrows could fly, but they couldn’t see where they were going. He thought 

they starved to death because everything was covered in ashes.  

Tolletson asked where they went after they were taken to Afognak. Kaiakokonok said they stayed there 

for a couple of weeks. The Coast Guard gave them a long time to decide where to go. They could go 

westward or eastward from Kodiak. They weren’t sure about where to go. Some people wanted to go 

southeast. Some people wanted to go west. There were so many people where they were staying some 

people had to pitch tents. They went to Ivanof Bay. They had a lot of supplies with them. The Tahoma 

carried a lot of supplies and the elders. He talked about salmon fishing at Ivanof Bay. Two trappers came 

over to their Ivanof Bay area and told them about the snow slides that happen in the winter and the bay 

freezing up. The people believed them and got together to decide to move again. The trappers actually 

lived at Ivanof Bay and just didn’t want competition. The people decided to move to Perryville. It has a 

view and they can travel a ways inland. Kaiakokonok talked about the way the two trappers behaved.  

Tolletson asked what the village of Katmai was like before the eruption. Kaiakokonok said the river was a 

nice clean little river. It was a windy river. It had crystal clear water. In the summer thousands of salmon 

would come up the river. They had all kinds of species of salmon. They had kettle fish (hooligans) in the 

spring. The rivers used to be plugged with the fish. The front of the village used to have geese and 

swans. In the summer people used to put up a lot of dried fish. They people used to use hooks to get the 

salmon. The creek was why the people selected that location for a village. In the winter he used to go 

with his father and catch Dolly Varden and trout.  

Tolletson ask what kind of mammals they had at Kenai. Kaiakokonok said they had moose and caribou. 

Right before the eruption too place the animals were disappearing or not as many. He thought the 

animals must have known something and went somewhere safe. Several years before the eruption the 

moose and caribou were gradually disappearing. The animal numbers were reducing. Everyone used to 



have dog teams at that time. They kept some dogs loose. If they smelled moose or caribou they would 

start barking and alert everyone about the moose. Tolletson asked if he ate many sea animals. 

Kaiakokonok said yes. His dad used to tell him they lived poor during the Russian time. His ancestry is 

Athabascan. His dad told him during Russian time there used to be a lot of sea otters. People would get 

all the sea otter they wanted. The first Russians brought rifles. The people would earn a rifle by getting 

sea otters. They had to get enough otter pelts to measure up to the height of the rifle. When they first 

saw a rifle the Indian people didn’t believe the bullet could go through anything.   

 


