Renowned weaver shares her knowledge

by Mike Rostad
Houdiah Ases Medlve Associstlon

KODIAK — She's a renowned
weaver wha's created baskets, hats
and other works of art that represent
countless hours of painstaking lubor
and adept skill, and she has shared her
knowledge of basketweaving by
teaching clisses in Cannda, the United
States and Germany,

Yer, Delores Churchill modestly
cluims, *'1 still don't know anything
about basketry. ™’

Dielores recently taight a two-week
cliass which coverad every aspect of
spruce-root weaving, from the root-
gathering o the climacue moment
when the weaver breathes o sigh of
reliel wsignify that the work has been
cormpleted

‘That poor basket
must have been woven
20 times. . .’

—{elores Churchill
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“Labicdn 't koivw sl e ida because
I never disobeyid my mother,” siavs
L hurehill

Hut Churchill got sccepted into e
Class when the head of the un depart
ment convinced the elder that because
the enrollment was low, they needed
her daughter's reglstrstion,

Churchill learned through trisl and
Cror.

“That powowr basket must have been
woven 20 times becaise every time 1'd
take it home, 1'd have to take i
undone. ™"

Traditionally, were taught
one-to-one, says Churchill. Those
taught by the elders learned by watch-
i"? and experiencing. :

‘Didactic teaching is very foreign
i Native people. (Learning) is more
by exploration,”” she said. ““They
don’t say, 'This is how it is done.” ™'

Churchill uses a combination of the
traditional exploratory approach und
the didactic method, in which the
teacher instructs through explaining.
She talks to her students ns they work
on their own.

Churchill guided her students
through every stage of weaving. Un
the first day, the class red roots
in & mossy woods near the Kodiuk
Community College. Churchill com-
pares this process to Easter egg hunt-
ing.
“When you start finding mots, you
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pet excited, . . There's big fights over
roods, "’ she laughs,

The more slender feeder roots,
which are atinched to anchor roois, are
used in basketry. Churchill explains
that mking them does not harm the
tree.

After the novice weavers gathered
bundles of roots, they went to Aber-

crommbie State Park and burned the
rodols in 4 bonfire. Burning makes il
casier 1o rub the casing and offshoots
from the roots and it treats the wood

Once the exterior layer was rubbed
off, the weavers split the roots inio fine
strunds that they wive into baskets,
hats and other ilems,

A camaraderic developed as the

weavers discovered the fun, frostr-
tion and joy of producing Alutig arn.
And all the while, Churchill was in
their mudst, coaching them, showing
them with a word of advice, but never
telling them, **Now this 5 how i’y
done. "’

The class hopes that Churchill will
retimn 1o Kodiak this spring.




