


one had died in the village that
week and another persen was close
to death. On Saturday there would
he a Catholic funeral—the Jesuits
had brought their refigiop here in
the 1890s—oliowed by a traditional
Eskimo dance to send off the souls of
the departed. First the coffins had to
be made.

The Yukon Delra is a trecless
marsh Jarger than rhe state of
Louisiana. situated hundreds of miles
from the nearest paved road. Goods
arrive by barge or bush plane. The
only plywood to be had in Emmonak,
as well as the only woadworking
shop, was owned by Kwikpak, the
one significant employer in town. Sa
the village elders (a semi-official title
in Emmonak, skin ro city council-
man or alderman) had asked Jack
Schulteis if he would donate the
lumnber and the shop for the day.

Schulteis has white hair, a bristly
white chin, and the deepest voice
['ve ever heard. He holds a lot of im-
promptu meetings on the wood-
pallet stoop outside the tin garage
that is Kwikpak headquarrers, smok-
ing and tapping his ashes into the
mud and alder scrub. He grew up in
the lower forty-eight, he said, but
left for Alaska after being arrested at
a 1971 antiwar protest in Washing-
ton, D.C., and handcuffed overnight
in RFK Stadium, which motivatred
him to move as far from the center
of government as he could get. He
worked for fishing companies in the
Yuken Delra for thirty-five years and
has managed Kwikpak since it was
formed in 2002. He's known the lo-
cal families for decades and (s run-
ning a business that, in one of the
poorest towns in America, could eas-
ily slide into being a charity opera-
rion. *1 get calls all winter,” Schul-
teis told me as we sat in his office.
“Jack, they're tuming off my power.
Can the company give me a loan on
next year's catch? ‘Jack, I've got no
food.” And now it's coffins. What are
you gonna da?”

Most of the Yukon Delta is a Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge. Fishing is its
only industry. “The salmon are the
reason for our survival from day to
day.” seventy-one-year-old Martin
Moore told me. Moore’s classic
round Emmonak face is distin-

guished by the absence of several
teeth. “There’s no vimber in this re-
gion. No gold mining. There’s no
other potential for earning money.
Without the salmon, we would
starve.” In the 19705, Sheli Oil came
poking around but was rebuffed.
“The elders came to me after Shell
made some offers,” Schulreis re-
called, “and asked me what would
happen if they accepred. "Well,
vou'd have more money,’ | told
them. ‘But would things change?”
they asked. “Yes,” | said. ‘but vou'd
have money to buy things you want.”
Bur they said, ‘'We don't wanr things
to change.””

But things always change. The
Yupik had some control over their
land, bur the salmon were part of the
larger flow of things beyond Emmon-
ak. The town has never fully recov-
ered from what the Yupik call the
Disaster Years, 1998 ro 2001, when
the salmon failed to appear.

Each additional day the season
opening was delayed cost the town
thousands of dollars and deepen-
ed the gloom. There were too many
idle hands. Schulteis said they

were welcome to make
the coffins.

{ you compiled a list of the hun-
dred best sites in the Yukon Delta to
place a village, the squishy ground of
Emmonak would not be on it. The
Yupik themselves never thought ro
build anvthing more than a seasonal
fish camp there. They would catch
and smoke king salmon atl summer,
then in the fall would make the fifty-
mile trek to an old volcano that
poked through the delra muck,
where they could find things like
clean drinking water and moose to
hunt. That rhythm lasted more or
less from the end of the last ice age,
when the Yupik's ancestors wan-
dered across the Bering land bridge,
until the 1800s, when Russian fur
traders came 1o Alaska bearing
smallpox. The Jesuits who came
soon after found a ruined culture.
They collected the survivors and
started the first schocls in the area.

In the 1950s, rhe federal govern-
ment took over the job of educating
the Eskimos. The story goes that gov-
ernment planners had meant o trav-

el upriver to locate a new town on
the high ground. But they didn't
know how to navigate the shallow
Yukon, and their boat kept gerting
stuck on sandbars. At the site of Em-
monak. they gave up. They put up a
Bureau of Indian Affairs school and a
post office. Houses were hacked out
of the alders. In winter some Yupik
tried to move to their high-ground
homes, but rown officials came and
dragged the kids back to school,
Eventually everyone else followed.

Emmonak is now the largest town
for a hundred miles. Nine months of
the year it is frozen; the other three,
it is a soupy marsh. The houses stand
on posts, like women pulling up
their skirts to crass a stream. In the
19805, streets were buiit outr of
dredged mud, and they remain the
highest ground in town. Haphazard
paths of wooden pallets lead from
the streets ta the houses.

Within & minute of stepping off
the bush plane in Emmonak, | was
covered in mud. My new Muck
Boots, bought for the trip, didn't look
new anymore. But they got plenty of
attention in town. “l was just looking
for those in the L.L. Bean catalogue,”
said an old man who stopped me on
the street. “I bet they're really lighe”
i let him try one on. “Ouvoh, nice.
And warm.” Not that leng ago,
evervone in town would have wom
sealskin mukluks. Now they wear
plastic waders, except for the teenage
girls, who wear Crocs, mud squishing
through the holes.

Gordon Westlock, an Emmonak res-
ident in his fifties, remembers his first
pair of rubber baots. In the 19605, some
evangelical Christians had tried ro start
a new church in town but were having
difficulry luring the Yupik away from
the Jesuits. S they offered free rubber
baats to anyone who attended their
services. Gordon was twelve, He went.
He got his boots and felt very proud.
RBur when he went home, his mother
asked, “Where did vou get those
boots™ He rold her. She said, “Eskimos
don’t wear rubber boots. Get in the
boat.” She drove him to the mouth of
the river, eleven miles away, and pulied
ashore. She said, “Get ourt of the boat.”
He got out. She said, “I want you to
think about who vou are.” and left.
She didn't come back for a week. He
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drank the river water. He had no food.
But he knew that the mice in the
Yukon Delra excavate shelters under
the tundra, They dig up roots and tu-
bers, roll them into litele balls with
mud, and store them in the tiny bur-
rows for winter food, Gorden uncov-
ered these caches by feeling for soft
spots in the tundra and ate the "mouse
nuts." ] was so happy when they came
to get me. | was so hungry.” [t took
him anather forty years to come back
around to rubber boots.

Oshers in town have put up less
resistance to moderniry. Unpainted
plywood shacks long ago replaced the
traditional sod-and-wood huts. The
shacks bristle with moose antlers over
the doors and satellite dishes on the
roofs, Most of the houses have a dog
chained in the vard, but cats are
nonexistent. After an evening of whale
hunting, the Yupik go home and watch
Dancing with the Stars, snacking on
ptarmigan dipped in seal oil and wash-
ing it down with sugary soft drinks.

This town of 202 households boasts
200 hoats and 400 snowmobiles, but
with gas at $7.70 a gallon in the sum-
mer of 2008, more and more of the ve-
hictes sat idle. There are only a few
trucks in town, since they arrive by
barge with an $8,000 shipping charge
attached. Midsummer days run in the
fifties, the sky eternally obscured by
Bering Sea fog. On the rare occasions
when the sun comes out and the streets
dry, clouds of ATV dust choke the air.
Diese!l is the predominant smell. No
one in Fmmonak except the youngest
children walks anywhere. When the
Yukon River thaws and fleods in May,
the streets become unusable and resi-
denss get from house to house by boat.
lcebergs come barreling down the riv-
er like runaway trucks.

Nothing leaves Emmonak, and
nothing is hidden. The city limits are
heaped wirh refuse, The oniy way inis
the airstrip, which is attached to the
town by a guarter-mile of dirt road,
and the first thing to greet a visitor is
a row of rusty refrigerators lining the
road, awaiting Ainal disposal by way of
a barge the EPA promised to send three
years ago. The town dump follows.
Then Emmonak proper: old oii drums
and metal shipping containers and rot-
ting wooden fishing skiffs, a grid of elec-
trical wires over everything. Emmonak
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would have dissolved into the marsh
long ago if it didn't look out upon the
best salmon Ashing grounds

~ in the world.

almon awe their unigue color and
flavor ta their unique lifeseyle. They
begin life in redds, depressions the fe-
males make with their tails in the grav-
elly hottoms of clear-running moun-
tain streams. 1he fry spend their first
months traveling down their home riv-
er, then moving to a brackish estuary
and transforming their body chemisery
so they can survive the salinity of a
marine environment. Then they swim
to the ocean, where they feast on tiny
crustaceans that are rich in orange-red
carotenoids. Salmon are the only fish
that store these carotenoids in their
muscle fiber, turning it pink. Caro-
tenoids are powerful antioxidants that
help protect tissue against oxidative
stress, and salmon must prepare for an
event of profound oxidative stress: af-
ter six months to seven years at sea,
depending on the species, ar something
like ten times their original weight,
they retum o their natal streams. They
make the famous long journey upriver
and finally, ar the place where they
were born, they spawn and die.

By dying, salmon donate their re-
sources 1o their offspring. The carcass-
es become food for aquatic insects and
freshwater crustaceans, which in turn
feed the iuvenile salmon, who will also
eat their elders’ remains directly. And
by setring up their young with all the
riches of the sea, salmon also spread
the wealth around.

The fabulous forests of the Pacific
Northwest, for example, were in many
ways created by salmon. When the fast
ice age's glacial fingers relinquished
their grip on the region some 10,00C
vears ago, they exposed a barren land-
scape. The puises of salmon wriggling
upstream helped engender new fife, as
if the ocean were impregnating the
land. Salmon coavey millions of
pounds of marine protein to the moun-
tains, fatrening bears and eagles alike.
Up to a third of the nitrogen on the val-
ley floors of the Pacific Northwest was
once salmon, and Sitka spruce along
salmmon streams grows three times as
fast as spruce near non-salmon streams.

Once they begin their spawning run,
salmon do not eat. They must swim

upstream all the way to their birth-
piace, navigating by smell, carrying
their fuel with them in rthe form of
fai—solidified oil. This means that
salmon born on a long river will have
more oil and muscle than salmon born
on a short river. And the Yukon Riv-
er is the third longest in North Amer-
ica, cutting two thousand miles frora its
mouth ar the Bering Sea, past Em-
monak and the Yukon Delta, straight
through the heart of Alaska. ro its head-
warers in Canada's Yukon Territory.
It is the perfect environment for king
salmon, the largest species, Whereas
other salmon range between three
pounds and eighreen pounds, kings
reach forty pounds or more. (The heav-
iest on record was 126 pounds.) Many
kings swim the entire lengrh of the
Yukon to their spawning streams in
Canada. The most sought-after salmon
in the United States is the Copper Riv-
er king, whose oil content is up to 17
percent of its body weight; the Yukon
king tops out at more than 30 percent.

The Bering Sea is one of the few
bodies of water on earth that can pro-
vide enough food to provision such a
journey. Colder seas create an up-
welling effect, whereby nutrient-rich
deep waters—the marine equivalent
of rich soil-rise to the sunlighr, trig-
gering tremendous plankton growth.
Each spring in the very cold Bering
Sea, a favorite haunt of whales and
whalers, the melting ice pack retreats
tike a cloth whipped of a table. This
plankton bounty nourishes poilock,
salmon, halibur, king crab, marine
mammals, and 80 percent of the U.S.
seahird population.

Fattened in these rich pastures, the
Yukon king is unbelievably succulent.
A fillet is two inches thick and slides
apart gracefully into huge, glistening
flakes. The first Yukon kings of the
season can, at 330 per pound, com-
mand more than $600 per fish in Seat-
tle ar Tekyo.

Pull a Yuken king out of a net near
Ermmeonak, just as it is beginning its
spawning run, and it looks like a shim-
mering torpedo, thirty pounds of speck-
led black back and pearlescent sides
alive with pink, purple, green. Like all
torpedoes, this one is built for a one-
way mission. The nose cone holds the
homing equipment, expertly designed
nostrils that can discern the waters of






name thar stzerched back beyvond mem-
ory. Leonard didn’t knew the river as
intimately and was there to learn the
hazards from Joey.

The Yukon constantly shifts irs
hanks. Each channel chews inta one
bank, caving it in, while tayving sedi-
ment down onto the ather. Alders are
ripped into the current on one side,
bur new ones soon colonize the quiet
side, intertwining their roots like pro-
testers locking arms. They capture a
few feet of land and rhen, vears or
decades later, the water shifts back and
tears them apart. The whole delta
seemed to belong ro some earlier, in-
choate form of marter. The spongy
land was mostly water, and the turgid
river was thick with earth.

Night and day were undefined. The
subarctic light never disappeared. The
sumnumer sun didn't rise and set so much
as boomerang away from a point, spin-
ning high and far, and then come back.
Around 2:00 A.M. it slipped below the
horizon for four hours, the sky blushed,
and then the sun was back.

Joey didn't steer the Emo-10 down
the middie of the river, as | might
have, hut instead hugged the cutaway
bank. “Deepest part,” he told Leonard.
He siipped into a creek not much
wider than the boat. “Stay out of the
main channel when the wind is up.”
Leonard pointed excitedly at a grassy
bank. “That's where I shot my first
moose!” Later we spotted a wrecked
hoat on the shore and Leonard said,
“My dad and T used to collect brass
from that old barge!” ] asked him how
often he got upriver to Mountain Vil-
fage. “Second time since | was a kid,”
he replied. Leaving Emmonak is an
extravagance. Bur later Leonard sur-
prised me by tatking about his rour in
iraq and Kuwait with the Alaska Na-
tional Guard. “We had to find all the
750-pound bambs left over from the
first Gulf War and deronate them,”
he said. “It was cool at fitst, but it got
pretty boring after a while.” ’

We rounded 2 bend and came upon
Joey's younger brother and four other
Yupik gathering driftwood. When the
Yupik say they are going “logging,”
they mean they’re collecting logs from
the riverbanks. Every spring, as the
mountain snows melt, the Yukon hutks
up, tripling in size, changing color, and
raging through the forests of inverior
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Alaska. Massive trunks wash hundreds
of miles downstream and are received
by the Yupik, whe, before the coming
of television, had never seen a forest
but gratefully made use of rhese mys-
rerious gifts of the river. That day, with
no fishing to be done, this group was
pulfing rrunks off the riverbanks, lash-
ing them into barge-sized bundles of
forey or fifty, and floating them down
to Emmnonak. [ joked with them about
logrolling contests, but Joey's brother
shook his head. “Man, this river is
thirty-eight degrees,” he said. “You fall
in, vou don't come back out. The silt
fills vour clothes and drags you down.”
After decades of ignoring che drift-
wood, the Yupik are scrambling to con-
vert empty oil drums into barrel stoves
so they can bum it. Last winter, fuel oil
cost nearly $5 2 gallon in Emmonak,
and many families simply couldn’t af-
ford the thousand gatlons a year need-
ed ro heat their homes. Winter tem-
peratures drop to thirty below in the
Yukon Delta, and the nights tast rwen-
ty hours. People had to move in with
relatives. Some homes held three fam-
ilies. The Emmonak fire truck was al-
ready out of commission because irs
pipes had frozen and burst after the
fire starion ran out of fuel. In Fehruary,
an unlikely hero emerged. Venezuela's
president, Hugo Chdvez, sent each
houschold in Alaska’s Native com-
munities a voucher for a hundred-
gailon barrel of oil, courtesy of
Citgo—a total of 38 mii-
lion in vouchers.

A B s we traveled upriver, we visit-
ed some fish camps. Although the
opening of the commercial fishing sea-
son was still on hold, the Yupik could
fish for their own sustenance during
certain twelve-hour periods. “We used
to fish seven: days a week,” one elder
told me. "Now they make us fsh in
these little windows.” Smoked salmon
is the Yupik's primary winter food; it is
a gift given ar ceremonies and dances.
Any limit on subsistence Oshing makes
them profoundly uneasy.

Most families spend high summer
at fish camp. The typical compound
includes a main cabin for sleeping, a
smokehouse, an outhouse, a covered
pavilion for filleting and air-drying the
salmory, and a tiny log cabin for sauna-
like steam baths—unrtil recently the

only method of bathing in the delia.
The men do the fishing, while the
women clean, cut, and smoke the fish
that have aiready heen caught. The
children help with some tasks but are
atherwise turned loose to play along
the river to the constant, ghostly sound
of snipe in rheir mating flights.

The Yupik have a word, slungak,
that translates as “coming to.” It de-
scribes when awareness first blossoms
in a child, when the child stops living
purely in the moment and becomes
conscious of tire and place and self
and starts ro lay down memories, For
many Yupik. shingak kicks in when the
kings ran. All of the adults in Em-
monak have vivid memories of their
first fish camps.

As we approached seventy-three-
year-old Simon Harpak’s camp, Joey
said to me in awe, “This old man is re-
ally tough. He's not scared of bears
at all. My father calls him hundred-
pound-heart man, because he's so
small and so tough.” An instant lat-
er Joey whispered, “Don’t tell him
told you that.” With his stature, his
round, bald head, and a permanent
twinkle in his eve, Harpak looked like
an Eskimo Mickey Reoney. The
toughness wasn't immediately evi-
dent, but it turned our he'd killed his
sixteenth grizzly bear—an Emmonak
record——just a day ago. The bear had
rurned up in camp, drawn by the
hanging salmon, and Harpak dis-
patched it before it killed any of the
grandchildren wandering about.

Harpak is one of the last surviving
Yupik who never leamed to speak Eng-
lish. {The Emmonak missionaries used
o post signs saying £ 15 FORBIDDEN TO
SPEAK ESKIMO. Now the schools teach
Yupik.) His wife translated our con-
versation, but his thinking patterns
seemed pre-Western. “This month was
fast for elders,” he said, “bur us, we
think it slow. Kings Month was al-
ready passing before the ice moved.
Now the new moon is here again, and
when it ends. the people will be catch-
ing chum already.” Apparently he was
predicting a Jousy season for kings but
2 good one for chum, a smatler species
of salmon with less oil. The Yupik look
down on chum the way a Burgundy
vigneron turms up his nose at Beaujolais,
even though some of thase chum trav-
el the length of the Yukon to spawn



and actually have an oil content that
rivals that of kings from other rivers.
(Chum elsewhere spawn near the
mouths of rivers and have little oil or
market value, parily because the name
is synonymous with bait fish.)

This year, Harpak was disappointed
with the kings he was catching. “The
first king we got looked really good,
but it wasn't. It was not fat.” I heard
this compiaint often in Emmonak. The
kings were too skinny. Somehow they
hadn’t thoroughly fattened up in the
Bering Sea. Ray Waska, the pattiarch
of another fish camp we visited, ex-
plained the value of fat king salmon:
“When you have two or three pieces,
vou don't get hungry or cold for a long
time. In winter, when we're going out
hunting all day, we'll have some dry-
fish and strips with bread and tea, and
that's goad enough to keep you going
all day.”

“Diryhsh” is like salmon jerky, chewy
and concentrated. “Strips” are long
ribhons of salmon, skin left on one
side. that are dipped in brine and cold-
smaked for two or more weeks. Hang-
ing in the smokehouse, they Jook like
twisted silver-pink tinsel. Thinking of
the sushi potential of such rich fish, !
asked Ray Waska and Joey if they ever
ate ir raw, but Joey screwed up his

face. "Man, I'm nor

T that native!”
‘ )
aska has the biggest fish camp in

the delta, and he’s been as responsible
as anyone for mainraining the Yupik's
tradition of smaking salmon. “1t’s heen
our main food for generations. Some
families may tun out in May, but my
family, we don't run our. We make
sitre there's enough for evervbody. |

wives-—plus two daughters and thirty
grandchildren. When we get fish, they
all come over and help. We all work
rogether and we all share. If we know
of some poor family that deesn’t have
anything, we'll share with them. And
elders who can’t fish——we share with
them too. Sometimes we'll rrade with
other families who have extsa caribou
or reindeer, or maybe fresh herries.”
Waska was skeptical of the quoras
and even of Fish and Game's ability ro
count. “We need to protect curselves.
There's fish in the rivers right now.
People are catching kings north and

~south.” The sonar used by Fish and

Game is at Pilor Starion, a narrow
neck of the river. One year it showed
no salmon at all, despite healthy catch-
es by the Yupik. [t turned out the ap-
paratus had shifred and the sonar was
pointing into the mud instead of across
the river. Many locals told me this sto-
rv. The Fish and Game employees
rended to keep to themselves, in one
building ar the far end of town, though
when they came back from checking
their test nets there was always a line
of people waiting for them, hoping to
get a free fish,

Waska's camp had been built on the
hank of the river many years ago but,
after the channel meandered away, was
now a hundred muddy yards from the
water's edge. Every vear a few more
pallets were added to the trait from the
camp 1o the boats. “Now you see why
we call it ‘River of Change,” he said.
Then he asked me, “Who do vou think
is going to win the NBA Champi-
onship, Lakers or Celtics? I'd forgotten
that Game Six was that night. | con-
fessed 1o being a Celtics fan. Waska
grunted. “Everyone around here is a
Lakers fan. Buz Kobe can’t do it alone.”

We pulled back into Emmonak at
what felt like midafternoon but rumed
out to be eleven at night. There were
stitl small children wandering the vil-
lage and a few men out fishing. § hung
a black trash bag aver the window in
my room in the Kwikpak bunkhouse
and tried to sleep.

Half an hour later, three seals were
spotted an the river. Thirty boars
peeled after them, strong Yupik with
spears and harpoons bracing them-
selves at the bows. Every Yupik ruan
has a rifte, but if you shaot a seal in
fresh water it sinks. Each spear has 2
head that sticks in the seal and de-
taches while a string that connects it
to the wooden shaft spools out as the
seal dives. The men follow the float-
ing shaft along the surface, then,
when the seal eventually comes up
for air, they stick it with a harpoon.
That night, two of the seals escaped,
but the third was hanging in pieces
in the village the next morning, its

soft auburn skin strerched
+  onawaooden frame.
I
_'ntil the 1970s, pretty much any-
one could fish in the teeming waters of
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coastal Alaska. For decades, the area
supplied Manhattan with lox. And fong
before Americans developed « taste for
fresh salmon, the Japanese were comb-
ing the Bering Sea. All they had o do
was stay seven miles offshore, at the
edge of territorial waters, and that was
all they stayed.

“T remember flying over the Delta
and looking down,” Schuleeis told me
one afternoon back ae the Kwikpak
headquarters. "You'd have thought
there was a little city out on the water,
A Japanese mothership is 400 feet fong
and has a dozen 100-foor gillnetrers
serving it. [t's a floating factory. It cans
fish, freezes fish, smokes fish, salts fish.
it does everything. It can stay out for
years without returning to Japan.”
{Smaller cargo ships would carry the
goods to market.) The king salmon of
the Yukon were particularly prized in
Tokyo. “They'd catch half a million
kings in the Bering Sea every year,”
Schulteis recalled. “It was no big deal.”
That style of high-seas salmon fishing
was banned by the United States in
1974, when it asserted sovereignty over
waters within 200 miles of its coasts.
The salmon fishing moved upriver,
where the Yupik, who had been issued
the only commercial fishing permits
for the lower Yukon, suddenly found
themselves sitting on a gold mine.
The 700 permits can be sold but are
generally kept within a family. By the
early 1990s, Emmaonak, situated in the
direct path of the biggest runs of the
very best salmon, was the center of a
thriving fishery. The going rate for a
fishing permit soared to $45,000. (To-
day it is worth $10,000 at most.) As
marny as eight companies moved their
processor barges into the area for the
season. Big boats can’t negotiate the
wide, shallow Yukon River and its
shifting sandbars, so all the fishing was
done by individuals or two-person
teams drift-netting in flas, twenty-foor
open skiffs.

“Ir was a circus,” Schulreis said. “The
competition was unbelievable. They
had everything from fsh-ticket bingo
to trucks being given as prizes ro the
fisherman who delivers rhe most fish in
a season.” Japanese demand drove the
price for Yukon kings extraordinarily
high. Fishermen could get $5 a pound,
meaning $200 for a single big Yukon
king. And they could catch a hundred
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fish in one hour of drift-nerting. "You
could walk across the river, there were
so many fsh,” said Schulteis. “Right
out here on this little channel, you
couldn’t even make a whole drift; you'd
have to pull your net up because it was
full. It was that good. Such a huge riv-
er, such a big warershed, such good
spawning streams, wilderness, all the
natural things that salmon need. This
was a huge, huge run. We'd take
120,000 fish, and they'd still get
300,000 fish on the spawning grounds.”

In the best vears, some Yupik fisher-
men made $40,000. And they invested
in shiny new $12,000 aluminum skiffs
that could hold mare fish, powerful
$15,000 115-homsepower ourhoards that
could get them to more fishing grounds
in less time, and new nets that cost
$1,500. Emmonak sprouted satellite
dishes and fleets of red Honda ATVs
and snowmobiles. “When | was a boy
we had kayaks,” Martin Moore recalled.
"Dog team was the only transportarion
hesides the kayak. Each family had ten
to Afteen dogs they had to feed. That
many dogs ear a lot of salmon. You can't
support Afteen dogs today. You'd have
to be rich.” Snowmobiles ard outhoards
cost less to “feed” than dogs and kayak
paddlers did.

A lot of small changes occurred in
those good vears, but the influx of cash
also helped the Yupik keep their com-
munity intact. Young men had no in-
rerest in moving to Anchorage or the
Prudhoe Bay oil fields when they could
live well hunting and fishing in Emn-
monak. Assisted in part by their ex-
rreme isolation, the Yupik have done
a better job than most North American

"indigenous groups of holding on to

their traditional lifestyle, depending
on how you define it. Modemn vehicles
have made them more cfficient, but
they still follow the seasonal rhythius
of nornadic hunter-gatherers: fish camp
in late spring, berry picking in the sum-
mer, moose hunting in the fall,
impromptu seal and beluga hunts any-
time the call goes out over the radio.
Their lives are still salmon-powered,
though instead of fueling the people
and dogs directly, the salmon now gets
converted to cash and oil first.

I 1998, the king season opened on
schedule. Because most spawning kings
are five or six vears old, the size of a
spawning run can be predicted based

on the juvenile escapement nuinbers
of five and six years priot, and 1998 was
supposed to be 2 pood year. Bur the fish
didn't show. "“Thar was a spooky time
here,” said Schuleeis. “I remember the
opening of the season. A lady pulled
up with eight fish, and they looked like
they'd grown up in Auschwiz.” The
few fish that made it back to the river
were emaciared. For some reason, they'd
been starving in the Bering Sea.

Whatever the cause, the results were
unequivocal: disappearing salmon, fol-
lowed by disappearing fish buyers. The
Disaster Years continued: 1999 was
poor, 2000 was horrible, and 2001 was
50 bad that the commercial season was
canceled, At the same time, pressure
from hatcheries drove down the price
of still abundant chum salmon from
40 cents a pound to 5 cents. A town
that had briefly raised its head out of
poverty fell back into it. Then, in 2002,
the Gsh came back—nort at pre-1998
levels, bur enough that 30.00C or
40,000 kings could be taken for the
commercial catch.

By then, only one fish buyer, Bering
Sea Fisheries, remained near Emmon-
ak, and it looked less than stable. Be-
sides, with a menopoly, Bering Sea
Fisheries offered just 50 cents per
pound for kings. So, days before the
season was set to open, the native-
owned Yukon Delra Fisheries Devel-
opment Association—charged with
economic development in the
region—took a radical step. It formed
Kwikpak Fisheries, cobbled together
from processing equipment left in the
exodus of the Disaster Years. Kwikpak
puaranteed its ishermen a living wage
for their fish {$4.45 per pound in
2007), becoming the first Fair Trade
fishery in the world. Not many locals
took their salmon to Bering Sea Fish-
eries, which closed its doors in 2007,

“Kwikpak” sounds like a cheesy
name for a company thar guarantees
its fish in Anchorage the day it’s
caught, but the village elders who
chose the name were unaware of the
English echo. Some of them didn't
even speak English. To them, Kwikpak
means something like “great river” or

“river of life.” it is che
Yikon, their universe.
On June 18 rumors flew around

town that the 2008 commercial sea-



son would start that day. Men
rromped back into Schulteis’s office.
“Not today,” he rold them. "Maybe
romorrow.” But the latest announce-
ment from Fish and Game made tha:
sound unlikely:

Because of the unexpected weak Chi-
nock run in 2007, the deparument will
be delaving Chinook directed commes-
cial fishing in 2008 until near midpoint
of the run to provide for escapememt
and subsistence needs and Canadian
border passage obligations. At thar time,
Chinook directed openings may occur if
a surples is identified beyond escape-
ment and subsistence needs.

One longtime observer of the scene
confided in me thar he believed Fish
and Game was feeling pressure from
Canada for opening the season o ear-
by in 2007, “Somebody fucked up last
year, and now they're punishing these
peaple for it.”

That night 1 went subsistence fish-
ing with Billy Charles, a founding
member of the Yukon Delta Fisheries
Development Association, and his
wife, Grace. We motored to Big Eddy,
a bend in the river famous for its
swirling currents, which round up the
salmon. “You see that riffle of dark wa-
ter?” Billy said, pointing. “That's where
they'll be.” He threw the hundred-foot
net over the side in bunches while
Grace inched rthe boar backward to
keep the net taut. Rain lashed our
faces, and we could see storms pound-
ing the fat distance.

The top edge of the pll net floated
or white bobs while the rest hung into
the water like a curtain, Whenever a
bob began te bounce and disappear
under the surface, Grace made a trill of
deep contentment and said, to no one
inn particular, “Mmm, caught a king.”

Rarher than migrating steadily, kings
move upriver in “pulses.” The arrival of
flocks of blue swallows in the delea sig-
nals the first pulse of salmon, known
as the black-head kings. After a few
days, the sccond pulse, the white-nose
kings, moves through. Later pulses of
kings are hoped for but not guaranteed.

After a half-hour of drifting, Billy
hauled in the net, calling for Grace's
assistance. “Used to be able to do this
alone,” he said sheepishly. They puiled
hand over hand, and a dozen shining,
silvery black-head kings flopped inta

the hortom of the boat. *Mmm,” said
Grace, “caught a king."

When we got back to Emmonak,
people were smaking rheir subsistence
catch. The entire town smelled like
smoked salmon. The pink, fleshy spines
of king carcasses hung in the open air,
drying for winter dog food. Later that
nighi, someone spotted a grizzly at the
edge of rown, and within minutes a
dozen men with rifles went buzzing

_ forth on ATVs like angry bees, but

the bear slipped away into
the alder swamp.

n June 20, 1 was told that “a
very reliable source™ had said that
the commercial season would Anally
open the next day. Bur when |
checked the Fish and Game an-
nouncement in the Kwikpak office,
the tone had rurned ominous:

The Pilor Station sonar passage esti-
mate through June 19 is approximate-
by 20,90C Chincok which s below the
average of 47,100 for this date. ... Be-
cause the Chinook salmon run is helow
average at this time, the department
is allowing fish to pass through the
lower river districts in order to meet
escapement, subsistence uses and Cana-
dian border obligations. The depart-
ment will continue to assess the Chi-
nook salmon run daily to decermine if
any directed Chinook commercial fish-
ing periods are warranted.

Schulteis was back on his stoop,
smoking in the gray drizzle. “The
Yukon is rated the best-managed fish-
ery in Alaska because of all the man-
agement t0ls and techniques we're
using to restore this fishery and make
it sustainable.” he growled. “We're cer-
tified by the Marine Stewardship
Council. It's frustrating, because you've
got all these people working so hard o
keep this thing stable and nourish it,
and people have made tremendous sac-
rifices. We're supposed to put 40,000
fish irte Canada. We put 80,000 inwo
Canada. Everyone's doing what we're
supposed o do, okay, and we're not
getring our fish back.”

The fishery was confronting the
limitations of working with a crea-
ture that moves hetween two worlds.
Along the river, it could at least at-
tempt to manage the conditions sur-
rounding the salmon’s birth and
death, but it had little control over

the rest of the fish's life out at sea.
Five and six years ago, lots of little
kings had swum out into the Bering
Sea. But so far they hadn't returned.

Many helieve the problem is by-
catch on the Bering Sea, which is
home to the pollock fleet, the largest
fishery in the world. Each year 100
million tons of polleck are raked
from the Bering Sea. and along with
the pollock come nearly 130,000
king salmon-—more than three rimes
the lower Yukon's entire cemmercial
harvest. The fish are dead by the
time the nets are pulled. Poliock
fishermen are required to throw the
dead salmon overboard.

Schulteis believes bycatch is a big
part of the problem, but he has an-
ather suspect as well—harcheries pro-
ducing chum salmon. He thinks this is
why kings are getting not only less nu-
merous but also smaller. “There are
five hillion harchery smoit released
every vear in the Bering Sea. Five bil-
lion. You've got Japan releasing fish,
Russia, Korea. But Alaska’s the worst.
What's the carrying capacity of the
Bering Sea’ Some scientists think it
has been maxed out. There's a no-
ticeable difference now. When you re-
lease five hillion fish, vear in and year
out, that’s a lot of exrra mourhs ta
feed. Something's gotia give.”

Yet there are troubling sipns that
the Bering Sea's problems are more
fundamental than either bycatch or
hatcheries. In fact, after decades as a
seemingly inexhaustible resource, even
the pollock have begun to dwindle.

Most peopie are surprised to learn
that poilock is the most widely con-
sumed fish in the world. Tts name
rarely graces restaurant menus, but
pollock is as white, mild, and cheap as
fish can be. it supplies the non-flavor
of everything from fake crab to
McDonald’s Filet-O-Fish sandwich-
es. And it 2]l comes from the Bering
Sea. The pollock fishery supplies abour
40 percent of the seafood harvest for
the enrire United States.

But the pollock harvests are at a
twenty-year low as well. In 2007, in a
development reminiscent of the be-
ginning of the collapse of the Arlantic
cod fishery, pollock fishermen caught
60 million pounds less than their guo-
ta, and not for lack of trying. Indeed,
the fishermen were beginning to roam.
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Whereas a decade ago the waters
around Dutch Harbor yielded all the
pollock, today they are barren, and
boats are forced to creep farther and
farther across the Bering Sea, closing
in on Siberia and burning up their
profits in fuel. In 2008, in an attempt
to avoid a cod-style collapse, hshery
managers slashed the pollock quora
by 28 percent.

The Bering Sea is not making fish
like it used to, and the prime suspect
is a decades-long remperature rise.
Whether rhis is due to fossil fuel-
driven global warming or £o a natuzal
oscillation, the upwelling effect is
lessening and the ecosystem is
changing. In 1997, for the fust time
in recorded history, beats in the
Bering Sea encountered vast stretch-
es that had turned an eerie, brilliant
rurquoise. The sea was experiencing
a massive bloom of coccolithophares,
a type of plankton that thrives in the
nutrient-poar surface waters of the
rropics. Coceolithophores make mi-
croscopic chalky shells thar scater
light and create that Caribbean
blue—beautiful, but indicative of a
system that has little food.

The coccolithophores replaced
ihe plankson that normally feed the
Bering Sea foad chain. And by
changing the color and refractive in-
tensity of the sea, they may even
have made it difficult for some
species to find their prey. Tens of
thousands of shearwaters and other
birds died. Gray whales, undernour-
ished, washed up dead along their
migratory routes. When salmon die
ar sea nobody nortices, but everyone
noticed when the salmon didn’t re-
rurn the following summer.

The coccolithophore blooms con-
rinued untit 2001, then petered out.
The saimon populations came out of
their decline the following year, but
they never returned te their pre-1998
numbers. Even at current quotas, the
salmon provide the average Yupik
household with just $5,000 a year.
Already families are starting to skip
weddings and funerals in ather vil-
lages. Also threatened is the wrip from
Emmonak to the coasr to pick
salmonberries, a traditional August
treat, which thar summer required
abour $330 of fuel. “Salmonberries
are a special food given as gifts at our
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potlatch ceremontes,” Marzin Moore
told me. “If you said, "We're not gonna
have a potlatch this year,” the people
would think you were crazy. There's
always a Christmas, right?”

So fet them go back to their
kavaks and dogsleds, some might say.
Their culture will he strengthened
for it. Bur they are no more ready to
do that than other Americans are to
plow their own fields with horses. It

takes only one generation

=~y tolose the old skills.

he night of the funeral dance,
Kawikpak invited the Fish and Game
staff to dinner at the bunkhouse in 2
sort of goodwill gesture. When 1 ex-
cused myself to attend the dance, Steve
Hayes—Fish and Game's area manag-
er for the Yukon and the man who
opens and closes the fishing seasons—
offered me a ride in his truck. On
the way, 1 pressed him about when the
commercial seasen might open. “The
numbers are just terrible,” he said. e
hesizated for 2 moment, as if debating
something, then continued. “There
won't be any directed fAshing on the
river this year. I'm even going to have
to reduce subsistence fishing.”

The Disaster Years had retumned,
Hayes explained that it wasn't just the
sonar. The rest nets, the samples from
locals’ subsistence caiches—they ail
told the same story. “I have to go by
the numbers,” he said. [He was waiting
unttil the day after the funeral to make
the announcement.

! tried to picture Ray Waska and
Martin Moore and Simon Harpak and
Billy Charles receiving this news,
counting their remaining cash and
checking their fuel supplies.*

Haves pulled up in front of a

* In fact, a few months later the Yukon
would freeze before the toum was able w ve-
ceive a new supply of fuel. The remperatuve
settled at around thirty below and didn't rise
for months. By January 2009, the only
heating fuel reaching the delta was being
flown ir and cost $11 per gallon, Venezuela
had announced the end of its fuel-assistance
progrant, and many families in the delta
were surviving on one meal a day and
scrounging for fwewoud in the snow. In re-
sponse to a call for emergency aid, Gover-
nor Sarak Palin extended the moose-huning
seasen in the area. “People can have more
of that healthy abundant protein that is ai-
ready out there,” she satd. "They can hunt,
and thar’s a big darn deal.”

hoardwalk and gave me directions
to the dance. He wasn’t going, for
obvious reasons. “Follow the board-
walk around the school, then keep
on going straight all che way until it
ends.” The boardwalk, three feet
wide and two feet off the ground,
cut through the alder swamp. At
first houses backed up to it on both
sides, but then the houses ended
and the swamp closed in. Huge
mosquitoes waited like buzzards on
the alder branches, flapping into ac-
rion as | passed. The boardwalk,
funded by the ministrations of for-
mer Alaska senator Ted Stevens,
kept going, straight as an arrow, far
half s mile. It was the longes:
bhoardwalk I'd ever been on, the
most impressive structure in Em-
monak. But [ heard nothing ahead.
I kept walking, farther and farther
from rown.

And then the swamp ended and
the boardwalk deposited me in front
of a forest of crosses listing in the
thawing tundra. Hayes, perhaps pre-
occupied. had confused the dance
with the funeral. I was all alone with
the bodies of everyone who had ever
died in Emmonak. Bodies can't be
huried in the ground here; there is
no ground. Dig a hole and vou find
warer. Instead, the Yupik place the
coffins on the tundra, cut chunks of
turf and pile them loosely on the
coffins, wrap chicken wire over the
top in a futile effort to keep bears
out, and decorate the mounds with
plastic flowers. Each grave had a
cross with the name and birth and
death dates.

Ar the far end of the graveyard, |
came upon a freshly painted cross.
ELIZABETH MARY REDFOX, NOVEMBER
8, 1965-JUNE 18, 2008. A few shovel-
fuls of turf and seme pink plastic
reses adorned the whire coffin.
Three shovels lay to the side. Per-
haps someone would come back lat-
er to finish the job after the dancing
in honor of Elizaberh Redfox was
complete. It was past ten at night.
The sun was low on the horizon,
panning sideways. Snipe cut
through the air, piping. My neck
prickled unaccountably, and [ re-
membered the bear. I was assuredly
the only person, white or Yupik,
foolish enough to be out there alone



and unarmed. Earlier I'd badly want-
ed to see a grizely; now 1 was eager
not to. | retreated and found my way
ta the community center, 4 nice
wood building that could have been
a community center in any Ameri-
can town. Inside, a kavak, carved a
century ago, hung from one wall
over a stage. An electronic bingo
prompter hung on the opposite wall.
The henches around the perimeter
were packed with people.

1 squeezed onte a bench next to a
friendlv-looking man named Paul
Andrews. He rold me he'd made
$7,000 fishing last year. He'd hoped
to do better this year, bat now he
was scared. He mentioned that his
wife made barrertes out of beads and
fur and wondered if T might be inter-
ested in buving any.

Onstage, ten elders beat drums
made of wood and red plastic. A
Jdozen female dancers wearing hand-
made dresses of lavender, green, and
periwinkle swayed in place, bounc-
ing at the knees and making fooping
hand mations. Paul pointed out his
favorite dancers. He liked the way
certains ones could make expressive
gestures and still keep perfect time.
All the dances rold stories, he ex-
plained. Many were old ones about
fishing and hunting. but they could
be about anything. Now there was
one about snowmohiling.

Ten mostly young men joined the
next dance, kneeling in front of the
women. They held dance fans, made
of five snowy owl feathers that re-
sembled white talons. The tempo in-
creased and the drummers began
chanting. The men raked the air
with violent swipes to the sharp re-
ports of the drums. The women
moved more softly, waving long,
white grasses and bending like sea
fans in the current.

The dancing went on well past
midnight, and the dance floor grew
mare crowded. When the dancers
rested, children moved through the
crowd, handing out Fruir Roll-Ups,
Tootsie Pops, Ricola cough drops,
and other candy. No salmon or
salmonberries tonight. I sipped a can
of grape soda. I watched the chil-
dren, wondering who among them
was a relative of the deceased, until |
realized that they all were. n
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SUBSCRIBER ALERT

Dear Harpers Subscribers,

It has come to our atteation that
several of our subscribers have
received renewal notifications
[rom an independen! magazine
clearinghouse  doing business
under the names Magazine Billing
Services, Publishers Processing
Services lnc., American Consumer
Publish Assoc., Publishers Periodical
Service, Magazine Billing Network,
and Crown Marketing. These
companies have not been author-
ized to scll subscriptions on
behall of Harpers Magazine.

Il you receive a renewal notice and
are unsure of its authenticity,
please call our subscriber-care
departmen: and order your
renewal through them. You may
contact subscriber services by
calling our toll-free number,
(800) 4444653, or via the Web at
www harpers.org.

arper's Magazine is accept-
ing applications from col-
jege students and gradu-

ates for its editorial and art internship

programs.

- Editerial interns serve full-time for
three to five months and gain
practical experience in critical read-
ing and analysis, research, fact-
checking, and the general work-
ings of a national magazine. Each
intern works with an editor on one
section of the magazine and
takes part in the creation of the
Harper's Index.

. Artinterns serve part-time for three
to five months and view current
exhibits at museums and galleries,
take part in the selection of art for the
Readings section, and gain skifls in
electronic page layout, and art and
photo research.

All interns are encouraged to generate

ideas, read widely, and approach prob-

lems creatively. Both positions
are unpaid.

For further information and an applica-

tion, cali (212} 420-5720. Please specify

which program you are applying for.
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