A potlatch in St. Michael brings joy

by Luci Washington
Chketd Mews and Informmrion Servier

ST. MICHAEL — Aboat 350 adults
and children packed the Siebbing
Cormmmnity Hnlﬁm oir Trmdiomal an:
nual potlaich, As 1 enterad  the
huilding. 1 stopped for o moment o
gaze ot what was hefore me.

“Wow, am | reully gong 1o per-
form betore all these people? |
thoughi.

| sconned the room, looking tor peo
ple | recogmzed:  elders,  adults,
childeen and intants. Most of the peo-
ple at the hall were Nutives, but'a cou
ple of blacks and » few white people
mingled among the crowd, 100,

The elders were wiking in then
MNuative wogoe, The sounds of Laaghier
and babies crying [illed the hall, and
I heand someone calling ool a name.

All the Natwve drummers wore
tshints and faced the crowd. Three
prtchers of water were perched i fromt
of them to quench their tharst.

The leader gave the signal, and the
singoers began chanting o Yupik song
in i sofl tone, blending inowith the
stroke of the drums.

A drumuner pulled @ handkerchief
out of his pocketl 1o wipe away ooz
Ing swedal

A teoyear-old, with both her great-
grandparents ot her side, stomd on g
beyver skin in front of the crowd,
bending her knees 1o the bewt ol the
the drum: She smiled at the crowd in
a bashiul way

Thear kuspuks mutched identically
cach made with pmk material, with red
hearts sewn on the bottowm of the skirts
unil on the  front pockets.  Thear
headdresses were made of wolverine
sn and reindeer whiskery and were
toimmed with Eskimo beads.

Their fans were identical, oo, made
[rom reindeer whiskers and woven
prass

The girl danced to the song her
%m{-grundmmim mnde up Tor her,

e song in English was, “"As I'm
growing up. "’

The smell of cigarettes floated into
the hall as the doors were opened 1o
circulate the heated air. The various
simells of perfume, shaving lotion,
body odor and the smell of new soles
ot mukluks certainly didn’t mix, but
the cool air was a pleasure as it wenl
hy.
BThcr'l.' were 20 dances scheduled tor
the might. As gifts were passed out bet-
ween the donces, young children ran
arovnd among the crowd (o el
aftention

Omnee the dancing began, the elders
who came into the hall with the aid of
n cane or crutches were no longer
helpless. The arthritic jomnl wis
Fovrgotten

Instend, their onmds were drifting to
the past. lost m the chanting and
beatng of the drum. Their arms were
swaying us last as the drums were
beating.

Someone hollered n ha wone,
bringing the dancers o life. Tiny
beads of sweat formed on  their
[oreheads.

They wore mukluks made ol
sealskin, with bleached shoe laces and
beaver tops

One group, the Comedion Dancers,
were all dolled op with bnight red
lipstick, rosy rheeks and blue eye
shatlow

This dance wos dedicated to a dis:
tnt relative, o man whom the diancers
peased to come down ind dunce with
them,

A the dapcers continued o tense
him, he only hollered. ~ Burmyug™
which meant they hid to do the dance
all over agnin. This continued until the
dunvers were exhausied
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OPINION

Happy tears
formed in my eyes.
A tear dropped for
my late grand-
mother who wasn'’t
there to waich me
dance.

Tt just so happened that my donce
wiis the last one Tor the night. 1 stood
before the crowd, o hittle nervous,
sweil seeping aut on the palms of my
hamds. The chunting sturted out low
and slow, my knees bending 1o the
beat of the drum

My headdress wis unigue, with old
beads sewn to the woelverine skin, and
my kuspuk was mude Trom n lght blue
matenal, with red and blue nick-rack

. My Yupik nime, Nacugunioy.

wis sown across the pocket with blue
rck-rack

My dance fans were made from
caribou whiskers and woven grass,
alyo with my name written on them,
Three vards of material rested on my

rghit arm, which 1 would use to dance
on singe 1 didn’t have o skin w o sind

i

When the signal 1o dince was given,
1 dropped the muterial 1o the Nloor and
beghn  dancing, slowly at hirst
Gradually, the beat got faster

As | dunced harder and faster, the
teur amd netvousness disappeared; -
stead, happiness  and  excitement
Howed within me

Happy tears lormed n my eyes A
tcar tf:ﬂﬁ.'lt'ﬂ tor my late grandimother
whao wasn't there 10 watch me danoe
The dance got livelier amd faster
I'hen, the singers and  drommerns
stopped Tor a while, and my [nends
anel relatives joined an the dange

Helore | knew 1, the dance was
over. A pant ol me wias everywhere,
shanmg  happy  moments with  old
friends.

I walked up to one of the elders |
liked and gave the material 1o her
Then, my Tumily helped me pass oul
pfts o the Flhin; | glanced ot the au
shience one tast bme. 1 knew they were
happy . So was |
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