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Native History 
 

 

Most authorities believe that the original discoverers of Alaska were migratory hunters 

from Asia. In a series of waves beginning about 30,000 years ago, they followed game 

across a wide, now-vanished, land bridge that sometimes connected Siberia and Alaska 

known as the Bering Land Bridge. 
 

 

About 10,000 years ago the last Ice Age ended and the earth warming released water 

previously trapped in glaciers. The rising Bering Sea submerged the land bridge, 

severing easy movement between the two continents. Today, Alaska and Siberia’s 

Chukchi Peninsula are divided by the shallow Bering Strait, 56 miles wide at its 

narrowest point. 
 

 

Three broad Native groups of present-day Alaska were developed from the descendants of 

the early Asian people: Aleuts, Eskimos and Indians. Each of these groups created its 

own rich spirit world and unique ways of surviving, and even prospering in the often 

harsh north. For hunters the frozen landscape was a thoroughfare when aided by 

snowshoes, dogsleds, and knowledge of weather patterns. “For the coastal kayakers and 

canoeists, the ocean straits and passages became trade and communication arteries.” 
 

 

Aleut 

Today 8,000 Aleut people are descendants from hunters who moved from the Alaska 

mainland into the Aleutian Chain some 4,500 years ago. The treeless volcanic peaks of 

the Aleutian Islands sweep in a 1200 mile arc from the western tip of the Alaska 

Peninsula toward Kamchatka in Siberia along the top of the “Pacific Rim.”  The name 

“Alaska” itself is thought to have been derived form the Aleut word meaning ‘great 

land”. 
 

 

The temperatures in the Aleutians are quite mild. The most southerly island lies just 

north of the Seattle’s latitude, but violent 125 knot winds, heavy rain, and dense fog are 

typical. 
 

 

Little is known of pre-contact Aleut life. In many ways, the best authority remains Father 

Ivan Veniaminov, who worked as a Russian Orthodox priest among the Aleuts in the 

1820s and 1830s, leaving detailed and enlightening notes on their culture. The people 

lived in earthen lodges and entombed their mummified dead in caves where volcanic heat 

aided in preservation. Aleut women were remarkable basket makers and seamstresses, 

weaving elegant watertight containers from island grasses and fashioning protection for 

maritime hunting, perfectly adapted to their marine world. Using harpoons and wearing 

steam bent visors, carved of driftwood and fitted with an amulet designed to ensure 

hunting success, Aleut paddlers traveled hundreds of miles in skin-coved kayaks that 

Russian called baidarkas. Aleuts made their boats watertight by fastening their seal 

parkas to the gunwales of their vessels. Their catches were seals, sea otters, sea lions, 
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walruses, the now extinct Stellar’s sea cow, and sometimes whales. They also fished for 

salmon, halibut, and other marine life. 

Unfortunately, the hunters’ abilities worked to their disadvantages after Russian 

discovery. Siberian fur traders used them as forced labor to do their labor to do their 

hunting for them, holding their families hostage. 
 

 

Eskimo 

Eskimos, the last of Alaska’s Native people to migrate from Siberia, belong to a hunting 

culture spanning the Arctic from Siberia to Greenland. They occupy the largest 

geographical expanse of any culture on earth. While the name “Eskimo” creates many 

images in our minds the term encompasses diverse ways of life reflecting the different 

conditions under which Eskimos live. Alaska Eskimos belong to two distinct language 

groups. Above the Northern Sound live the Inupiat, south of that line Yupik is spoken-all 

the way to the Prince William Sound. The two subcultures share many customs yet are 

different in important ways. 
 

 

The Inupiat people of the High Artic live half the year in dark and frigid conditions. The 

Yupik Eskimos live in milder conditions, along the Bering Sea, in the eastern Aleutians, 

and on Kodiak Island. The ways of these “Koniaq” people and the closely related 

Chugach groups of Prince William Sound, are in many respects more a kin to those of 

their immediate Aleut and Tlingit neighbors than those of Eskimos of the Arctic Coast. 
 

 

The early Eskimos’ weapons and hunting items, fashioned from bone, ivory, and 

driftwood and engraved with magic images, reflected their belief that animals wish to be 

killed by their beautiful tools Though their home was bleak with treeless landscapes and 

icy waters, resources were plentiful. Roaming inland, home of Athabaskan Indians with 

whom they often both fought and traded with , they took caribou, bear, and other land 

animals. They established few permanent inland settlements, preferring to settle where 

the salt water was within close distance. 
 

 

Whalers invaded west Alaskan waters in the 1840s; traders brought firearms, liquor, 

illness, and the cash economy; and gold was found at Nome in 1898. By the turn of the 

century, each sizable settlement included a modern school and white schoolmaster. Today, 

the old ways survive to some extent; however it is questionable whether the modern 

hunter prefers the modern conveniences of the snowmobile and the outboard engine to 

the sled and kayak. 
 

 

Athabaskans of the Interior 

Alaska’s Athabaskan Natives are scattered across the Interior, and in many aspects 

reminiscent of the woodland Indians of North America’s Great Lake region. Bows and 

arrow were used for hunting. Snowshoes, fringed and beaded buckskin clothing, and 

canoes and utensils made of birch bark were hallmarks of their traditional culture. 
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Athabaskans are divided into various regional groups - the Cook Inlet, the Tanana and 

Koyukon of the central Interior, and the Ahtna of the Copper River country. Their 

languages, part of the Na-Dene group, belong to the same language group that includes 

the Navajo and Apache of the American southwest. Mainly nomadic, Athabaskan hunters 

and trappers followed moose, caribou, and other mammals of the taiga steppe, muskeg 

flats and tributaries. 
 

 

They sometimes lived a semi nomadic life, setting up summer fish camps to harvest the 

rich salmon runs swimming upriver from the sea. Since the Athabaskan people had to 

survive the tough interior winters, they were known for exceptional strength, 

resourcefulness, and stamina. They traveled light in small groups, and were able to leave 

on a moment’s notice to follow migration paths of their game. 
 

 

In summer they lived in easily collapsible bark houses, and in the winter built semi- 

underground dwellings or used lodges made of moose or caribou hide. Caribou were 

every important to Alaska’s Athabaskans, and they developed highly efficient hunting 

methods. 
 

 

Many Athabaskans of the region became contract trappers when Russian agents 

established an Interior fur trade in southwest Alaska in the 1820s and 1830s. They were 

employed with the Russian-American Company. It was an entrepreneurial way of life for 

which their traditions of mobility and solitary hardiness prepared them well. 
 

 

It was typical for Athabaskans to hold potlatches in the winter, ceremonial feasts to mark 

events such as deaths, births and marriages. 
 

 

Tlingit, Haida, and Tsimshian 

The islands, misty fjord, and spruce and cedar rain forests of Alaska’s southern panhandle 

are home to three groups of Northwest Coast Indians: the Tlingit, Haida, and Tshimshian. 
 

 

At the time of Russian contact, the Tlingit were the most numerous of these native 

people. Their numbers are still the highest today. Their villages and fishing camps are 

strewn among the islands and along the narrow shore from Yakutat bay south to the 

mouth of the Stikine River. 
 

 

The Haida, renowned builders of seagoing dugout canoes, were clustered on the Queen 

Charlotte Islands and the south end of Prince of Wales Island. 
 

 

The Tsimshian were last to arrive in Alaska. In 1887 members of this group moved from 

coastal and interior British Columbia villages, to Alaska’s Annette Island near Ketchikan. 

Today, about 1000 Tsimshian live there in the settlement of Metlakatla. 
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The closely related Northwest Coast people lived in an area blessed with a mild maritime 

climate and plentiful food. They participated in elaborate rituals and kinship systems, 

and their creative arts flourished, creating the most complex Native American culture 

north of Mexico’s Mayan and Aztec civilizations. This sophistication was amply 

reflected in their richly carved cedar artifacts, such as ceremonial masks, house posts, 

colorful totem poles, and canoes. 


