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A 1 fred Stepeti n
Summari zed bys D e b b i e  V a n D y k e

TOPIC: War Y e a r s  and T h e i r  E f f e c t  on the A l eut P e o p l e

D u t c h  H a r b o r  w a s  b o m b e d  J u n e  3, 1942 by the Japanese. A f e w  d a y s  
later t h e  J a p a n e s e  i n v aded Attu. T h e y  took 26 r e s i d e n t s  as 
p r i s o n e r s  to J a p a n  w h e r e  t h e y  w e r e  put into c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camps. 
T h e y  w e r e  r e l e a s e d  soon a f ter the war, but the A m e r i c a n s  did not 
p e r m i t  t h e m  to r e t u r n  to Attu.

On J u l y  12, 1942 A l f r e d  was e v a c u a t e d  wi t h  a g r o u p  of p e o p l e  f r o m
U n a l a s k a  with o n l y  two days' notice. T h e y  w e r e  told to t a k e  o n l y  
o n e  s u i t c a s e  wi t h  th e m  (Alfred m e n t i o n e d  in 1/26 c l a s s  that the 
w h i t e  p e o p l e  in U n a l a s k a  w e r e  p e r m i t t e d  to r e m a i n  there). T h e y  
w e r e  put on b o a t s  and as th e y  left t h e  h a r b o r  and p a s s e d  the 
c h u r c h  all the e l d e r s  knelt down and prayed, saying, "Will I ever 
s ee y o u  a g a i n ? "  This e v a c u a t i o n  was hard on e v e r y o n e ,  as t h e y  
w e r e  told n o t h i n g  and did not k n o w  if t h e y  w e r e  g o i n g  to return. 
A u g u s t  12, 1942 th e y  a r r i v e d  in Wrangell. T h i s  e v a c u a t i o n
a f f e c t e d  e i g h t  A l e u t i a n  v i l l a g e s ,  Nikol s k i ,  Akutan, U n a l a s k a ,  
Ku s h e g a ,  M u k u s h u n , Atka, St. Paul, and St. George. E v e r y t h i n g  
w a s  d o n e  so q u i c k l y  th a t  r e l a t i v e s  in t h e  o t h e r  a r e a s  did not 
kn o w  each o t h e r ' s  w h e r e a b o u t s  (i.e. A l f r e d  had a s i s t e r  in
N i k o l s k i  and he d i d n ' t  kn o w  w h e r e  she w a s  going). On A u g u s t  25, 
1942 the U n a l a s k a  g roup w a s  p l a c e d  at Bernet. Inlet (fishing
camp). The p e o p l e  of N i k o l s k i ,  A k u t a n  and M u k u s h u n  w e r e  p l a c e d  
n e a r  K e t c h i k a n ,  the p e o p l e  of A t k a  w e r e  p l a c e d  at a f i s h i n g  camp 
c a l l e d  " K i l isnu" and the p e o p l e  of St. Paul and St. G e o r g e  w e r e  
p l a c e d  at. two d i f f e r e n t  c a n n e r i e s  at. F o n t e r  Bay. The p e o p l e  w e r e  
not. f r e e  to c o m e  and go;; t h e y  b e c a m e  w a r d s  of the federal
g o v e r n m e n t .

L I F E  IN THE E V A C U A T I O N  C A M P

T h e  e v a c u a t i o n  camp c o n s i s t e d  of n i n e  t w o - b e d r o o m  h o u s e s  and o n e  
b u n k h o u s e  with e l e v e n  rooms. A year after the arrival of t h e  
gr oup f r o m  U n a l a s k a  four m o r e  h o u s e s  w e r e  b uilt to h o u s e  180 
people. The h o u s e s  w e r e  h e a t e d  by w o o d s t o v e s .  T h e r e  was no 
r u n n i n g  w a t e r  or e l e c t r i c i t y ,  no school, church, h o s p i t a l  or 
c l i n i c  in the? camp. The n e a r e s t  h o spital was 80 m i l e s  away, a 
t w o - h o u r  boat ride. T h e  on l y  medical s u p p l i e s  in t h e  camp w e r e  a 
fi rst aid kit he l d  by t h e  school t e a c h e r  ' s wife. The? A l e u t  e l d e r s  
h e l p e d  t h e m s e l v e s  with t heir own remedies. Fo o d  was r a t i o n e d  to 
t h e  A l e u t s  by t h e  federal g o v e r n m e n t  (.e„ one d a y  t h e y  w e r e  g iven 
ap p les, a n o t h e r  d a y  apples, a n o t h e r  day flour and sugar). T h e y  
had no m e a n s  of c o m m u n i c a t i o n  with the o u t s i d e  world, so at. the 
p o i n t  of t h e  b a y  t h e y  b u i l t  a fire. If s o m e o n e  f r o m  a d i s t a n c e  
s a w  the f i r e  b u r n i n g  it. meant t h e r e  w a s  an e m e r g e n c y  at. t h e  camp.
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S i n c e  A l f r e d  w a s  a teena g e r ,  he was a b l e  to l e a v e  t h e  c a m p  to 
a t t e n d  v o c a t i o n a l  school at Wrangell. S t u d e n t s  in g r a d e s  8 - 1 2  
w e r e  t a k e n  a w a y  to school in S e p t e m b e r  and did not r e t u r n  till 
May.

O u t b r e a k s  of impetigo, lice, and b o i l s  o c c u r r e d  in the 
camps. D o c t o r s  and d e n t i s t s  v i s i t e d  the c a m p s  i n f r e q u e n t l y .  The 
p e o p l e  r e c e i v e d  n e t s  so th e y  c o u l d  go gill net t i n g ,  w h i c h  is not 
t h eir t r a d i t i o n a l  way of fishing. T h e r e  w e r e  n o  a n i m a l s  for the 
men to hunt. O n l y  b l u e b e r r i e s  and c r a n b e r r i e s  w e r e  nearby, w h i c h  
t h e  w o m e n  picked. P s y c h o l o g i c a l l y ,  r e l o c a t i o n  had an e f f e c t  on 
e v e r y o n e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  the young. The e l d e r s  did not want to die 
in t h e s e  r e l o c a t i o n  camps. An e l d e r l y  lady w h o  did die t h e r e  was 
t a k e n  h o m e  to be buried.

R E T U R N  H O M E

When t h e  p e o p l e  went back to t h e i r  v i l l a g e s ,  t h e y  had to s tart 
over. T h e y  w e r e  g i ven w o o d - f r a m e  h o u s e s  c a l l e d  c a b a n a s  and t h e y  
r e b u i l t  their homes. When the p e o p l e  of M u k u s h u n  and K u s h e g a  
w e r e  a l l o w e d  to l eave the r e l o c a t i o n  camp t h e y  w e r e  g i v e n  a 
choice. T h e y  c o u l d  e i t h e r  go back to t h eir v i l l a g e s  and s t art 
f r o m  scr a t c h ,  b e c a u s e  G I ' s  had r a n s a c k e d  t h eir villa g e s ,  or t h e y  
c o u l d  g o  to o n e  of the o t her A l e u t i a n  villages. S o m e  c h o s e  
A k u t a n  and o t h e r s  c h o s e  Una 3. ask a , a l t h o u g h  t w o  b r o t h e r s  did 
r e t u r n  to Kushega. The p e o p l e  from B o r k a  w e r e  al s o  g i v e n  t h e  
s a m e  c h o ice, and th e y  c h o s e  to live in Unalaska. T h r e e  A l eut 
v i l l a g e s  w e r e  c o m p l e t e l y  d e s troyed. T h e y  w e r e  K u s h e g a ,  Borka, 
and C h u r n o w s k i . What was left i n s i d e  the c h u r c h e s  at Ku s h e g a ,  
M u k u s h u n  and B o r k a  was m o v e d  to t h e  ch u r c h  at Unalaska.

C O M P E N S A T I O N

U n d e r  P r e s i d e n t  C a r t e r  a commissi 
r e l o c a t i o n  of J a p a n e s e - A m e r i c a n s  
wer e i n c 1ud ed bee a u s e  doc u m ent s 
s u b s t a n t i a t i n g  the r e l o c a t i o n ,  
d e s t r o y e d  by t h e  B u r e a u  of India 
C o r p o r a t i o n  h i r e d  a W a s h i n g t o n  f 
and so t h e  A l e u t s  w e r e  i n c l u d e d  i 
si on. In 1983 the c o m m i s s i o n  
r e c o m m e n d e d  c o m p e n s a t i o n  to indi 
s a t. i o n t a t h e c o m m u n i t i e s , e s t 
center. B e f o r e  the last electi 
s t o p p e d  t h e  Aleuts' c o m p e n s a t i o n  
m e n t i o n i n g r e b u i 1 d i n g t h e i r c h u r c 
t h e  d o c t r i n e  of s e p a r a t i o n  of c 
so o n  t o  c o m e  up a g ain in C o n g r e s s  
of t a k i n g  a g r o u p  of p e o p l e  into 
d o c u m e n t  what s u r v i v o r s  of the r 
T h i s  w a s  on televi s i o n .

on was set up to i n v e s t i g a t e  t h e  
and the A l e u t  people. A l e u t s  
w e r e  f o und in v a r i o u s  a r c h i v e s  

t h o u g h  <4t/3U?r d o c u m e n t s  had been 
n Affairs. In 1978 t h e  A l e u t  
irm to put t h eir c a s e  toget h e r ,  
n the p r o c e e d i n g s  of the c o m m i s -  
c o m p l e t e d  its i n v e s t i g a t i o n  and 
vidual s u r v i v o r s ,  and c o m p e n - 
a b 1 ishing a fund for a c u 11uraI 
on, M a j o r i t y  L e a d e r  J i m  W r i g h t  
b e c a u s e  A 1eut c o m m u n i t i e s  w e r e  

hes i n thei r peti ti o n . He ci ted 
hurch and state. T h i s  bill is 
( F e b r u a r y , 1988). A l f r e d  s p o k e  
d i f f e r e n t  A l e u t i a n  v i l l a g e s  to 

e l o c a t i o n  had to say a b o u t  it.

L O C A T I O N  0Fr C H U R C H

A l f r e d  told of the R u s s i a n  O r t h o d o x  c h u r c h  b e i n g  s i t u a t e d  d o w n -



town in U n a l a s k a  w h e r e  b u s i n e s s e s  w e r e  a l s o  located. W h e n  t h e y  
w e n t  to o n e  of t h e s e  b u s i n e s s e s  th e y  w o u l d  say, "I'm g o ing 
d o w n t o w n " ,  but if th e y  w e r e  g o i n g  to c h u r c h  t h e y  w o u l d  say, "I'm 
g o i n g  up to c h u r c h . "

Q U E S T I O N

W e r e  t h e  h a p p e n i n g s  of W o r l d  War II -foretold by t h e  e l d e r s ?

Alfred: Back in the 3 0 ' s e l d e r s  w o uld say t h e r e  is g o i n g  to be a
war, but t h e y  d i d n ' t  say with whom.

A GI used to p a s s  A l f r e d ' s  u n c l e ' s  p l a c e  e v e r y  m o r n i n g  to read 
t h e  w e a t h e r  r e p o r t  off t h e  t e l e t y p e  to the fis h e r m e n .  He c o u l d  
ask A l f r e d ' s  u n c l e  (Meedfa?) " W h a t ' s  t h e  w e a t h e r  g o i n g  to be like 
tod a y ? " ,  and he w o u l d  tell him. A fter he re a d  the t e l e t y p e
r e p o r t  to t h e  f i s h e r m e n  he w o uld add, "But (Meedfa?) sa i d . . . "

A l f r e d  still is w o n d e r i n g  why A l e u t s  n ever a t e  crab. Ms. Black 
r e p l i e d  that m a y b e  it is b e c a u s e  the c r a b s  are b e l i e v e d  t.o eat
the f l esh off c o r p s e s  that drowned!

A l e u t s  u s e  the R u s s i a n  a l p h a b e t  and h a v e  s o m e  R u s s i a n  loanwords. 
T h e  A l e u t  l a n g u a g e  is r e l a t e d  to the E s k i m o  language.

Ms. Blacks The S m i t h s o n i a n  I n s t i t u t e  is p r e p a r i n g  an e x h i b i t  of 
A l a s k a n  art, m o s t l y  T l i n g i t  and Aleut. Th i s  i n c l u d e s  i t e m s  that 
a r e  on loan f r o m  the S o v i e t  U nion for the f i r s t  time. I his
e x h i b i t  will a r r i v e  in A n c h o r a g e  two y e a r s  a f ter its o p e n i n g
date. D u r i n g  t h e  R u s s i a n  o c c u p a t i o n  of A l a s k a  a lot of a r t i f a c t s  
w e r e  t a k e n  back to R u s s i a  and Finland. Th e y  a r e  in s t o r a g e  in 
t h e s e  c o u n t r i e s .  In 1840 a m u s e u m  was o p e n e d  in Sitka. In 1876, 
wh e n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  p u r c h a s e d  Alaska, General D a v i s  got hold 
of t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n  and s o m e  of it e n ded up at the H a r v a r d  Museum.


