PHOTOS BY BILL HESS _

Neal Charlie and the land he loves. Although state, borough and federal governments now hold legal title to much of that land, Charlie says it is

important 10 preserving the subsistence lifestyle, and teaching young"people the knowledge of their fathers and mothers.

By Bill Hess
Tundra Times

Neal Charlie and his wife
Geraldine sit on a bench on top
of a high bluff overlooking the
supermarket serving their home
community of Minto, By most
standards it does not look like
a supermarket, instead of aisles
there is a network of countless
lakes and swamps, spruce and
birch-covered hills in place of
shelves; and  tiny waves lap
gently at the string of long, low
boats moored where one might
expect to find clerks and
check-out stands.

This supermarket stretches
on and on, past the eye's abili-
ty to take it all in,

“What is a ‘settlement'?”
asks Charlie, a soft-spoken,
gentle man of 64, Charlie was
chosen by his peers throughout
Interior Alaska to be the First
Chief of the Denakkanaaga El-
ders’ group,

The answer to his question
comes hesitantly, if there is a
cake cut into nine pieces and
two families want that cake,
they might reach a ‘settle-
ment,’ with one side taking five
and the other side taking
four pieces,

“What il you already have
that cake,” Charlie presses fur-
ther, “and someone comes in
and says, 'I'm taking eight
pieces, you can have one!' Is
this fair? Is this a settlement?”

Charlie feels that this is
what is happening to Minto’s
supermarket — the land and
life of the Athabascan people
— since the passage of the Alas-

ka Native Land Claims Settle-
ment Act in 1971,

Once he and his family
took their boats and dog
out there and harvested their
food without any thought of
state land, federal land, corpor-
ate land, private land . .

Then a pipeline was needed
to transport oil from Prudhoe
Bay, and Native land claims
had to be settled so it would
have a place to go, and so that
future oil and mineral develop-
ment could take place in Alas
ka. Hence, ANCSA; and hunt.
ers, trappers, and fishers like

Charlie suddenly found them-
selves sharecholders in giant

corporations,

The . corporations offered
the possibility of lots of good
things from the white man's
world, but they also came with
the 1991 clause which could
result in tremendous losses for
Native people.

The act also resulted in more_
definite boundaries dividing -

the Minto supermarket into
state land, federal land, and
private and corporate land,
with a few small Native allot-
ments scattered here and there,
“Land claims,” Charlie
muses. “l thought that meant
we were just going to ask for
land. This whole big area right
here, where we hunt and fish;
where we get our food from.
It's not working out that way,
There is not enough room left
to us to get what we need,”
There are no lumber mills,
factories, refineries, or for-pro-
fit agriculture in Minto, The

community is built on a sub-
sistence economy.,

“When we hunt and fish,
we find lots of people now,”
adds Geraldine, “More people
than animals, We find camps!
We find airplanes!” A road
was recently built into the
Minto Lakes area from Fair-
banks.

You can't wsee that road
from Minto, but it makes the
“supermarket™ much more ac-

Neal Charlie sings and dances at potlatch. The food for
the potlatch comes from the land. Pork chops would
not do, Charlie says.

cessible to the people from
Fairbanks, most of who see it
as a recreation area; a place
to hunt and fish for fun, not
a place to make a living.
Virtually everyone who at-
tended last year's Elder's con-
ference signed a petition urging
the Fairbanks North Star Bor-
ough not to go ahead with
plans to build the road. Charlie
made three trips to Fairbanks
to tell why the people who

lived in the area did not want
to see the road built. Other vil-
lagers did the same thing. Tan-
ana Chiefs Conference took up
their cry and lobbied against
the road.

“The majority of us voted,
‘no, we don't want that road!"™
Charlie remembers. “Just five
people voted yes, let’s do it
The borough says they own
that part of our land!"

Last night, there was a big
potlatch in Minto. Along with
the people living in the com-
munity, a lot of guests were
fed at that potlatch, all with
MNative food.

“You have to have land to
hold a potlatch,” Charlie says
“We don't do the potlatch to
make fun; there has to be a
meaning there, a feeling. That
potlatch is very important, it's
been handed down to us since
man first existed. If we lose
our land, we can't get the food
for our potlatch. We will not
feel satisfied with making a

' potlatch with pork chops! That

is not the right kind of pot-
latch!™

It is problems such as this
that have brought the Elders
together.

Since the settlement, Char-
lie says, there has been a lot of
confusion. “It seems like some
of us didn't understand. We
expected everybody to be sat-
isfied. | believe that's what
made a lot of the old people
not say much. If they try to
say something, people look at
them like, ‘heathen, what's

(Continued on Page Nine)




and the Interior, but all across
Alaska. Speaking on land, sub-
sistence, 1991, culture, lang
uage; on Native life.
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Elder wants land for

Discouraging as that idea
is, Charlie believes the words
of the Elders are finally start-
ing to have their effect. “I
believe some of the young have
started recognizing it now. We
didn"t hear them say, like last
year, ‘1 want to get my par, |
want to sell my shares!"

The Charlies have given birth
to 10 children, nine of whom
live today. They have about 17
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Natives

Charlie is pleased that the
Elders have decided to take
a close look at the Indian Re-
organization Act tribal gov-
emments. Minto has an [RA

government, but about half the

villages in the region do not.
He feels strongly that the state

should recognize the tribal gov-
ernments.
“The state should go by the
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he could do to help them.
More tears fell. Then later at
his home, he contemplated the
same issues again, and had to
cry again,

Soon Geraldine leaves. Now
that the conference is over, she
must get some little things
done so that she and her hus-
band can take a little vaca-
tion and relax after the pres-
sure of recent weeks. To some,
taking a vacation might mean
heading to Fairbanks or An-
chorage, spending money and
having a “good time.”

To the Charlies, it means
getting into their boat and
going out into the woods and
finding a quiet place where
hopefully they will not be
bothered by Moat planes or

else; where they can
catch some fish, and pick some
berries and maybe some wild
rhubarb.

“l used to enjoy trapping,
and going out hunting and
fishing,” Charlie remembers as
he looks out over the land.
“Boy! when we used to go out,
1 would really be excited!
Right now, | don’t feel like
that no more. | feel like I'm
going on somebody else’s
land! | don't feel like [I'm

on my land!™
lﬂﬁ;lm g'th vantage point,
that land would seem beauti-
(Continued on Page Twenty)
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ful to almost ]’. but
when Charlie looks out, he
sees more than most people

could. He has never been
Qutside, and his formal ed-
ucation took him only to the
third grade. Out in that
land, howewver, he is a most
educated man,

“Every lake, we know the
name of it, in our own Native
way. Every hill, every point of
the hill, Every tea point, where
our grandfathers used to stop
to have tea,

“We know where to go for
fish. We know where to go for

moose, where to go to trap
mink, marten, beaver and
muskrats, Where to get ducks.
There's an awful lot that's
been taken from us with that
land!™

Charlie recalls a boy, a
young man he met one day
outside Minto's one gas sta-
tion. “He looked disappointed.
| asked him, ‘what do you
think is the problem?”

“He told me, ‘1 feel like |
got nothing! I feel like 1 should
just start down that road!
I feel like that's all | got!”

“I tell him, ‘Boy, you just

for us.”

It is just about time for
Charlie to go join his wife,
“ 1 tell you I'm looking at the
land I love! From where I'm
sitting right now, I feel like
I'l die for that land any day!
I feel | own that land, Even

b |




