
, An interview with totem carver,, Tommie Jimmy
- -- - - - - - -- -- - - - - - -

Tommie Jimmy , Tlingit17ingit toto-toto-

tem
to-

tem
¬-

tem carver from Juneau , is curcur-cur-
rently

cur-

rently
-¬-

rently working at the South-
east

SouthSouth-South-
east

¬-

east AlaskaAla.rkaAlarka. Indian Cultural Cen-CenCen-

ter
Cen-

ter
Cen-

ter
-

, ter . He is recurvingrecarving two of thethe-

older
the-

olderolder , decayed polespolel in the-
Sitka

thethe-
SitkaSitka National HistprialHistorial Park ,.

fieHe was interviewed in early DeDe-DeDe-

f.ember

De-

Fember

¬-

cemberf.emberfember. by Andrew Hope of thethe-

Cultu
the-

CulturalCulturalCultu l Center staffItaff..

A.HAHAll... What'sWhats' your familyfamily-

and
family-

andand working background ?

TJT.JTJ. . I was bomborn in Shakan ,

Alaskaaslca . My mother is fromfrom-
y

from-

YakutatYakutatymtat . She is a L'uknax.adiLuknax.adiLuknaxadiL'uknax.adi-

Coho
L'uknax.adi-

Coho

' . .

(Coho salmon ) ladyl dy . TheThe-

t'uknax.adiL'uknax.adiLuknax.adiLuknaxadi'uknaxadiuknaxadit'uknax.adituknax.adituknaxadi!' .. originally camecame-

f
came-

fromfromffromm Dry Bay (referred to asas-

Aalseix
as-

AalseixAalseix by thetle) TlingitTIingit) and II-

lited
I-

liedlivedliedlited there off and on in mymy-

youth
my-

youthyouth ,. i never carved till II-

m

I-

movedmovedmmovedved back down south toto-

Petersburg
to-

PetersburgPetersburg . I started on my ownown-

as

own-

asas a hobby , copying polespoles-

frdIn
poles-

fromfrdmfrdInfrom books and as I got betterbetter-
II went to Haines . IIwantedwanted toto-

work
to-

workwork with Carl Heinmiller , butbut-

he
but-

hehe ignored me at first . II decideddecided-

toto carve a pole because I waswas-

short
was-

shortshort of money and when hehe-

saw

he-

sawsaw my work he decided toto-

hiie
to-

hirehfrehiiehire me .. I worked up therethere-

quite
there-

quitequite a while . I went to thethe-

New
the-

NewNew York World'sWorlds' Fair in 19641964-

with
1964-

withwith three other carvers . WeWe-

were

We-

werewere there for about 5J4Syr5 months .

We carved two poles whilewhile-
there

while-

therethere , a 32 foot pole and a 3636-

foot
36-

footfoot pole , one of which I dede-dede-

signed

de-

signed

¬-

signed . We could have finishedfinished-

the
finished-

thethe poles within a couple ofof-

months
of-

monthsmonths , but we were demondemon-¬-

strating so we took our time ..

After that things began to haphap-hap-
pen

hap-
pen

-¬-

pen . When I came back CarlCarl-

sent
Carl-

sentsent me and a guy by the namename-
'of

name-
of'ofof>' of JoHnJolin Hagen to Nome forfor-

six

for-

sixsix months to learn ivory carvcarv-carv-

ing
carv-

ing
¬--

ing and lapidary .. This was in
1965 . Then Carl talked me intointo-
coming. coming back to Haines to workwork-

as

work-

asas hisIs assistant silversmith inin-inin-

structor
¬.-

structor.. I didn'tdidnt' get paid-

for
paidpaid-

forfor it though-upthoughup- until today II-
haven't

I-

haven'thaven'thavent' been paid . He paid usus-

by
us-

byby the hour . It wasn'twasnt' much ..

It kept us going all winterwiuterwiniter ,

gave us something to do . -

A.HAH. . Where did HeinmillerHeinmiller-

get
Heinmiller-

getget his money ?
T.JTJ.. . He was gettinggettingg., grantsgrants-

from
grants-

fromfrom somewhere . He'dHed' get thethe-

boys
the-

boysboys to work and he'dhed' sell thethe-

things
the-

thingsthings theythaytheymademade and use thethe-

money
the-

moneymoneymoneyxr\xrxrto"paytopaytn'paytnpay\"' pay them . He had aa-

bunch
a-

bunchbunch of school kids workingworking-
for

working-

forfor him . He accumulated quitequite-
aa collection of artwork fromfrom-

these
from-

thesethese kids , and he s still doingdoing-
this

doing-

thisthis now . I left there a fewfew-

yearsrSback--1966rSback1966years back-backback1966back--1966back1966-- - 1966 I think ,, bebe-bebe-

cause
be-

cause
¬-

cause of a misunderstandingmisunilerstanding overover-

my
over-

mymy pay . We couldn'tcouldnt' see eye toto-

eye
to-

eyeeye . Carl was kind ofofaa hardhard-
man

hard-
manman to get along with . He stillstill-

is

still-

isis . But he'shes' done a11 lot for ourour-
people

our-
peoplepeople . Any time it came toto-

designs
to-

designsdesigns , we wouldn'twouldnt' agree . II-

went
I-

wentwent back off and on and everyevery-
time

every-

timetime I came back there he'dhed' putput-
me

put-
meme to work . Like the largestlargest-
pole

largest-
polepole in the world project thatthat-
we

that-
wewe did for Kake . IspenjLtwgIIL_spent-LL- tWQtwo

. - --

weeks on that project .

I'veIve'' never reafiyreally kept up onon-

woodcarving
on-

woodcarvingwoodcarving . Last summer II-

b.roke

I-

brokebrokeb.roke. the ice by designing andand-

carving

and-

carvingcarving two polespole in JuneauJuneau-

with
Juneau-

withwith the help of three otherother-

guys
other-

guysguys . Now Fmrm on this job . I'llIll'I'll-probably
I'll-

probably
''

probably be doing this fromfrom-

now
from-

nownow on if I Canan get .thethe. work . II-

do

I-

dodo silverwork too . As a mattermatter-

of
matter-

ofof fact , when I was down ini-
nKetcl

in-

KetchikanKetchikanKetclkan that'sthats' all I did . II-

couldn't

I-

couldn'tcouldn'tcouldnt' keep up with the ordord-ord-

ers
¬.-

ers . I . don'tdont' do any woodwood-wood-

work
wood-

work
¬-

work unless I have an order bebe-bebe-

cause
be-

cause

¬-

cause there* isn'tisnt' that much paypay-

in
pay-

inin itit.. I do silver .

A.HAH. . What else did you dodo-

with
do-

withwith HeinmillerHeinmiUer ?
T.JTJ. . While I was with Carl ,,

the Chilkat Dancers , which I bebe-bebe-

longed
be-

longed
¬-

longed to , did a lot of traveling .

We went to Whitehorse ,, JuneauJuneau-

and
Juneau-

andand Washington , D.CDC. . EightEight-

boys
Eight-

boysboys went to D.CDC. . in April of
1965 and we put on quite a fewfew-

shows
few-

showsshows . There were IndiansIndians-

from
Indians-

fromfrom allaU over and I believe West-WestWest-

inghouse
Wes-

tinghous
West-

inghouse
-

inghouseinghous did a movie of us per-

forming
perper-per-

forming
¬-

forming ..

A.HAH. . Who did the music ?

TJT.JTJ. . We sang our own , whatwhat-
we

what-
wewe were taught . It wasn'twasnt' comcom-com-

pletely
com-

pletely
¬-

pletely TlingitTIingit , but we made itit-

sound
it-

soundsound as much as we could likelike-

TIingit
like-

TlingitTlingitTIingit songs . The tune waswas-

the
was-

thethe same . No one knew thethe-

difference
the-

differencedifference except our own peopeo-peo-

ple
peo-

ple

¬-

ple . I have my own gear and II-

use

I-

useuse it off and on .

A.HAH. . Did you make your-

own
youryour-

ownown outfit ?

TJT.J. . My mother made mine .

I designeddesi ed.aeda.aa. a headpiece of mymy-

own
my-

ownown .. I had my brother'sbrothers'' wifewife-

fmish
wife-

finishfinishfmish itit.. All I did was carvecarve-

the
carve-

thethe design and she finishedfmished it .

That'sThats''' the way ititss supposed
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _uu.uuuu_ _ _ _ _ _ .

,

' to havehave-

the

have-

the
to be ; you'reyoure supposed
the opposite moiety do thethe-

work

the-

workwork and she was paid by ourour-

moiety

our-

moietymoiety , so the
.,

work wasw origiorigi-orig-

inal

origi-

nal

¬-

nal.. That'sThats' the way it waswas-

done

was-

donedone and we still do it that way .

A.HAH. . Did CarlC r1 dance withwith-

you

with-

youyou guys too ? <

TJT.J. . Most of the time he waswas-

on

was-

onon drums . When we went toto-

D.C

to-

D.CD.CDC. . they wouldn'twouldnt'' let him perper-pehpehf-

orm
per-

form

¬-

form because he was a whitewhite-

man

white-

manman and the funny part of itit-

was

it-

waswas he waswas mad because of this .

We had to break in a newnew-

drummer

new-

drummerdrummer . We tried NathanNathan-

Jackson
Nathan-

JacksonJackson . Him and I used toto-

perform

to-

performperform in the bars . We had aa-

little

a-

littlelittle band-rockbandrock- and roll waswas-

the

was-

thethe thing back then . Nathan hadhad-

that

had-

thatthat certain beat , that rock andand-

roll

and-

rollroll feel and Carl didn'tdidnt' go for it ,

so he tried me and I managedmanaged-

toto please the man and becamebecame-becamebecamed-
rummer

became-

drummer
-

drummer .

A.HAH.. .. So ever since you leftleft-

Heinmillec

left-

HeinmillerHeinmillerHeinmillec you'veyouve' been workingworking-

construction
working-

constructionconstruction and other thanthan-thethanthethanthe-
project

,.- thethe-

projectproject last summer in JuneauJuneau-

you
Juneau-

youyou haven'thavent' had many carvingcarving-

commissions
carving-

commissionscommissions ?
T.HTHTR. . No .. We had just finfin-finfin-

ished
fin-

ished

¬-

ished that project and apparentapparent-apparent-

ly

¬-

ly Ellen LangLangsuperintendent(superintendent ofof-

Sitlca

of-

SitkaSitkaSitlca National Historial Park )
saw my picture in the paperpaper-

and
paper-

andand decided to call me . It fellfeUfeU-

right
fell-

rightright into place . I was workingworking-

when
working-

whenwhen she called . A few daysdays-

later
days-

laterlater I was laid off. They put meme-

on
me-

onon call .

AMARA.HAH. .. Will you be returning toto-

June
to-

JuneaaJune.aJuneaJuneaaJune ..?

TJT.JTJ. . Yes . WeWoW lived in Ketchi-

kan
KetchiKetchi-Ketchi-

kan
¬-

kan for eight years , but we soldsold-

our
sold-

ourour home and bought a new oneone-

in
one-

inin Juneau .

A.HAH. . Are there many otherother-

pole
other-

polepole carvers you know ofof??
TJT.JTJ. .. Well ,, there'stheres' a lot ofof-

carvers

of-

carverscarvers , but I hate to say it ,

there are some I wouldn'twouldnt' rere-rere-

commend
re-

commend
¬-

commend because of their style-

of
stylestyle-

ofof carving.. Even a lot ofofourourour-

own
our-

ownown people don'tdont' understandunderstand-
ourour designs and why they are-

made
areare-

mademade like they are . NaturallyNaturally-
they

Naturally-
theythey do it the way they thinkthink-
isis best and it kind of throwsthrows-
things

throws-
thingsthings off and it doesn'tdoesnt' looklook-
right

look-
rightright.. The eyes are too small ,

the Tlingit part of it is gone .. IfIf-

a
If-

iai person is going to learn how toto-

carve
to-

carvecarve I think he should learnlearn-
how

learn-
howhow to draw . The eyes , thethe-

lipsI
the-

ipsIlips-IlipsIips-Iips-- know a couple of carcar-car-

vers
car-

vers

¬-

vers who put beady eyes on theirtheir-
carvings

their-
carvingscarvings . It doesn'tdoesnt' look right..

But the guy that does it has allall-

the
all-

hethehe stories , the culture , but hishis-

designs
his-

lesignsdesignslesigns ruin itit.. I hate to seesee-

ourour>>ur culture change like that..

A.HAH. . You mentioned DryDry-

Bay
Dry-

DayBayDay ... .

TJ . Yes . We used to trap ,

Ishfish and hunt up there when I

was a teenager , when my fatherfather-
was

father-
waswas alive . We used

, to traveltravel-
back

travel-
backback and forth by canoe fromfrom-
Yakutat

from-
YakutatYakutat down to Italio ' River..

No motor , a couple of dogs-dogsdogs-

It
dogs-... .

It was fun . IllI'll'' never forget-
that

forgetforget-
thatthat . It'sIts'' all ocean out there .

YouY011 have to go out on thethe-

flats
the-

fiatsflatsfiats to get to certain ' rivers .

I "haven'thaventnaven'tnavent'haven't
"' ' been there for a longlong-

time
long-

timetime . I understand there'stheresthere's-

roads
there's-

roads

'

roads allaU though that area now .

TdrdI'dId' like to go up therethe againagain-

one
again-

oneone of these days . vv-

A.HA.HAH. . What about the prdjectpr t-

you're
tt-

you'reyou'reyoure' working on now ?

TJT.J.. . I'mIm'' working on twotwo-

poles

two-
polespoles . One of them is a Raven-
pole

RavenRaven-

polepole . It had me stumped for aa-

while

a-

whilewhile , how a Raven , Shark ,

Fox and Bear were on the same-

pole
samesame-

polepole . Ordinarily you have thethe-

emblems
the-

emblemsemblems , of only one moietymoiety-

onon a pole . Apparently this-

pole
thisthis-

polepole came from a Haida storystory-

about
story-

aboutabout Raven trying to marry aa-

Shark
a-

SharkShark . The other two figuresfigures-
are

figures-
areare witnesses .

A.HAH. . Do you think it camecamecame-

from
came-

fromfrom Tuxekan ?

TT.JTJJ. . That I couldn'tcouldntcoul.dn'tcoul.dnt. '' tell you .

It'sIts'' a Haida story and pole .

Same as the other pole , that'sthatsthat's-

Haida
that's-

Haida ''Haida too .

_ A.HAH. . Yes , that'sthats'' from OldOld-

Kasaan\ Kasaan . It belonged to thethe-

Yaadaas
the-

YaadaasYaadaas clan , who are HaidaHaida-

Eagles

Haida-

EaglesEagles
EaglesTJEaglesTEaglesT.J

TJT.JTJ. . That'sThats'' what I figured .

The Yaadaas pole is more elaela-ela-

borately
ela-

borately
¬-

borately designed and will taketake-

longer
take-

longerlonger to carve than the RavenRaven-

pole
Raven-

polepole .

A.HAH. . It goes with that pole-
at

polepole-
atat the entrance of the park andand-

the
and-

thethe one like it farther down thethe-

trail
the-

trailtrail . Romaine Hardcastle gave-

them
gavegave-

themthem the name "TwinsTwins" " becausebecause-

they
because-

theythey look alike . It'sIts' kind ofof-

silly

of-

sillysilly . I call them Yaadaas crestcrest-

poles

crest-

polespoles .

TJT.JTJ. . The ones If carved inin-

Juneau
in-

JuneauJuneau were designed like thethe-

people
the-

peoplepeople wanted .. One is an EagleEagle-

Story
Eagle-

StoryStory and one a Raven . BothBoth-

are

Both-

areare TlingitTIingit .. If I had it my wayway-

that's
way-

that'sthat'sthats' what I would have donedone-

here
done-

herehere . The Raven pole is thethe-

story
the-

storystory of the flood . Raven waswas-

hanging
was-

hanginghanging on a cloud in the sky ,

but he got tired and fellfeU downdown-

on
down-

onon a patch of kelp .. The Eagle-

pole

EagleEagle-

polepole is the story of how thethe-

Eagle

the-

EagleEagle moiety was created .


