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Photos from Marie Beemer Bailey

Backed by snow-capped peaks and grass-covered mountains, facing Sitkalidak Island across the strait, Old Harbor has
the most beautiful setting of any village on Kodiak Island. Nor is the climate severe. We are comfortable in frame houses.

O THE wayfarer who doesn’t take
time to become acquainted with
Old Harbor, on the southeast shore
of Kodiak Island, it’s just another Alas-

ka fishing village that a number of
Aleuts and a few white people call
home. To those who pause for a long-
er look at its eye-appeal and visit with

While the men are fishing the women and children gather at the beach to ’c!ean
the fish. It’s more like a party than a chore, for everyone has a jolly time.
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its inhabitants, Old Harbor has much to
offer. Fred and I came here several
years ago as Alaska Native Service
teachers and find that the longer we
stay, the better we like it.

Though an ancient community com-
pared to most Alaskan settlements,
both its location and name have been
changed several times. The ancestors
of the Aleut inhabitants once lived
northeast of the present village, at the
entrance of Sitkalidak Narrows. Dur-
ing the Russian occupation, in a bloody
massacre which occurred about 1850,
two hundred Aleuts were killed and
most of their settlement was burned.

The survivors deserted the narrows
location and moved to a site east of
the present village, which they named
Staragon. Fights, feuds and pestilénce
caused the inhabitants to move again.
They chose Old Harbor, and their vil-
lage has been known by that name
ever since.

Facing Sitkalidak Island and backed
by a cyclorama of treeless but grass-
covered mountains, with a lagoon to
the east and Two-Headed Island to
the west, Old Harbor has the most
beautiful setting of any village on Ko-
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diak Island. From early spring to late
£all the mountains are dotted with wild-
flowers of brilliant hues and many
varieties. Alpine buttercups, Russian
rice, columbine, paintbrush, shooting
stars—to list only a few. All during the
warm summer days, which have fif-
teen to eighteen hours of daylight, we
have an ever-changing panorama of
floral parades.

In the mountain glen, where a spark-

With so much space and so few trees
on Kodiak Island, Old Harbor has a
tree growing through the sawmill roof!

ling creek winds through dense ferns
and shrubbery, myriads of song birds
nest and sing. Each spring day brings
us new feathered friends—canaries,
varied thrushes or Alaska robins, song
sparrows, downy and hairy woodpeck-
ers. Once I saw a humming bird among
the Alpine buttercups! Among the lar-
ger birds are magpies, Crows, ravens.
High on the mountaintops the bald
eagle, emblem of our country, reigns
supreme. The bright orange and red
fruit of the salmonberries against the
dark green leaves of their bushes, and
waterfalls cascading down the ravine
add all the artist needs for a picture
of complete, unstudied beauty.

“Old Harbor is the banana belt of
Alaska,” our radio operator often de-
clares. And after a year here we could
understand why the sourdoughs main-
tain we have only two seasons, spring
and fall. Moderated by the Japanese
Current, the climate permits the rais-
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ing of potatoes, cabbage, carrots, cauli-
flower, celery, turnips, rutabagas and
onions as well as the fast-maturing
radishes, lettuce and peas. We have
an abundance of wild berries—high
and low bush cranberries, blueberries,
wine berries and strawberries, besides
the salmonberries. It's a joy to pick

them, for there are no snakes. Edible
herbs including dandelions, marsh
marigold, Russian r ice, watercress,

wild carrots and celery, goose tongue
and rhubarb, are plentiful in the early
spring. Quantities of wild rose hips
are gathered in the late fall for pre-
serves and jellies.

We live comfortably in frame houses
and not, as many of our good friends
in the States might suspect, in under-
ground igloos or barabaras, and we
have no days of complete darkness in
winter.

I must hasten to add, however, that
it’s not always “June in January.” We
do experience williwaws, sudden
changes in temperature, and as many
as four or five consecutive days of
rain. Then, too, we have an occasional
earthquake. In April, 1945, we receiv-
ed radio warnings of an approaching
tidal wave, and prepared to flee to the
mountains. Fortunately that wasn’t
necessary.

North of the village are the flats
and beyond them the lagoon, a perfect
protection for small water craft, which
the children call the Ol Swimmin’
Hole. North and east of the lagoon is
Big Creek, which heads out of what
the natives call the Glacier, easily vis-
ible from the village. So 0Old Harbor
not only has its seascape and grass-
covered, flower-sprinkled mountains,
but its snow-capped peaks as well.
Big Creek, with the cottonwoods grow-
ing along its banks, is indescribably
beautiful. Once, after several attempts,
I managed to get a picture of a mag-
pie sitting on a cottonwood branch.

The Shuyak of Juneau calls bi-month-
ly with mail, freight and passengers.

0Old Harbor is a typical fishing vil-
lage. During the salmon run, Big Creek
is so packed with salmon that it seems
one more could not possibly squeeze
in. C. D. Gilpin of Garwood, New Jer-
sey, spent the summer of 1945 in Old
Harbor. When he saw the creek pack-
ed with salmon, he picked one out with
his hands and had his picture taken
with it. But he posed with his tele-
scope rod.

“People back home couldn’t believe
1 just reached down and picked it
up with my hands,” he explained.

Cottonwoods grow along the banks of Big Creek, which heads out of the glacier.




hunters,

I, too, had a fish-picking experience
that I'd have difficulty getting the folks
back home to believe. Once when re-
turning home after dark from digging
clams, we crossed the lagoon, which
is dry at low tide. Hearing a splash-
ing among the seaweed, we turned on
our flashlights and found stranded
fish. We filled our pails and went home
to tell about our dry-land fishing.

Every house in the village has a
drying rack and smokehouse. After
the canneries clase and the fishermen
are home from the sea, they go to the
creeks for their own winter supply.
While the mran catch the fish, the
women and children gather on the
beach to clean anqg prepare them. It’s
more like a party or a “bee” than a
chore. Everyone has a wonderful time.
It is then that the tantalizing odor of
smoked fish fills the air, New arrivals
hasten along the village streets to
make arrangements for a supply. I have
often seen a new-comer standing with
a smoked fish in his hand exclaiming
about its deliciousness and asking, “How
in the world do you do it?”

Old Harbor
expert bear-hunters.

wall. The nativeg are fearless hunters,
and several have bagged Kodiak bears
“single-handed.” Nick Kagueyak told
me how it was done:

“It’s very easy. Just wait until the

bear gets close, stands on its hind feet

and opens its mouth, Then you stick
the barrel of the gun down its throat
and fire.”

Easy, perhaps, but easier said than
done.

Pete Kahutak, another of Old Har-
bor’s renowned Kodiak-bear hunters,
merits much credit along that line, but
we shall remember him more for hav-
ing given us our dog, Brownie. Pete
called on us the morning after our
arrival, asked us our names and where
we were from, and whether we’d like
to go with a party to pack out a bear.

We introduced ourselves, told him
we were from Michigan and would
like very much to help pack out the
bear, but first we had to unpack and
get settled. Then Pete told us the hand-

The beach is our Main Street, the tide our traffic signal and a dory our auto.

is also the home of
Nearly every
house has its bear hide nailed on the

some brown dog we’d coaxed into the
house belonged to him. We’d had 3
little difficulty getting the dog inside,
but once accomplished, we couldn’t
make him go. As a matter of fact, we
never really forced the issue. Finally

Practically cvery house has its Kodiak
bear hide nailed to an outside wall.

Pete told us we could have him.

Brownie was born and raised on
Kodiak Island. He likes the ocean and
is a good swimmer and hunter. Once
Fred went out with some seal hunters
and when they were out about a mile
they sighted a head on the surface
of the water. One of the hunters aimed
to fire, but noticed it didn’t act quite
like a seal.

“That’s Brownie!” cried Fred. He had
Swum a mile. They helped him into
the boat, rejoicing that he hadn’t been
killed for a seal.

Once I found an old whaling har-
poon that had been buried for many
yvears. I showed it to Evan, and he
wouldn’t touch it until he had put on
his gloves. The natives still have many
superstitions regarding these weapons.
They are made of slate, and the dust
made during their shaping and sharp-
ening would cause infection in the
eyes, wounds and small scratches. Of
course they had no miracle drugs to
combat infections, and several har-
Poon makers died as a result.

Stepenina Aloklie is a veritable store-
house of Old Harbor lore, which has
come down to her by word of mouth
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from her forebears. She has told me
much about the vicissitudes of exist-
ence in her earlier years. She has trav-
eled by kayak from Old Harbor to
Dutch Harbor and other points along
the Aleutian Chain. She has told me
of fights with warlike tribes who liv-
ed high in the mountains.

When I showed Stepenina the har-
poon she threw up her hands in fright,
then called the neighbor children, who
happened to be in her home at the
time, to her side and spoke to them in
Aleut. They ran out excitedly, and
down the street from house to house
shouting, “The harpoon! Get away from
the harpoon! Stay away from the
harpoon!”

I can understand little of their lan-
guage, but I could understand that
Stepenina was not favorably disposed
toward my treasured harpoon!

Stepenina is the oldest resident of
the village. The first motion wpicture
she ever saw was one I had taken of
her and her neighbors. She enjoyed
it immensely.

Rolf Christian<en. a world traveler,
long ago chose Old Harbor as the place

Durban Hansen. once ski champion of
Norway, had seen much of Europe and
America before he settled In Alaska.

The one barabara, a holdover from ancient days, is now used for storing fish,
berries and seal oil. Still habitable, it was once home to a family of ten persons.

to settle down. A Norwegian by birth,
he has sailed the seven seas and called
at almost every port. He tells of bull-
fights in Barcelona, of the Kimberly
diamond mines in South Africa, of
whaling in the Antarctic and sailing
down to Rio. He is an expert fisherman,
and as such is known as ‘“Nookins”
all over Kodiak Island. We have few
large families in our village. Rolf’s is
one of them.

Durban Hansen, long-time Old Har-

borite, is a silver cup winner. A native
of Oslo, Hansen was ski champion of
Norway in 1905 and ’06. After tour-
ing Europe he came to the States as
a ski instructor. He told me of meeting
the renowned explorer, Roald Amund-
sen, in New York City, and being in-
vited to attend a meeting of the Nation-
al Geographic Society with him. What
a great day for New York City, with
two of Norway’s favorite sons honor-
ing her at once!

Proudly our school displays its Minute Man flag with the Schools at War em-
blem, awarded for distinguished services in behalf of the school savings program.



















