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Having lived and worked with
Thngits for 10 years, [ have
awaited the publication of this

work for some ume. It is a
word-for-word  translation  of
talks given at a gathering of

Sealaska Elders i Sitka in May
of 1980. One of the beauties
of the book is that the actual

Tlingit speeches are recorded n
the new writing system. Future
generations will be able’ to go

back and find the exact ex-
pressions that were used at
this time.

It is evident that the speeches
and songs flowed from deep
feelings of love and respect

|

for the great Thngit heritage

The content 15 beautiful. In
some  places it is profoundly
poetic.  For example, John
Bell said

**As a man stands on earth

he has only two reasons for

being here:

Iiving and dying

And whatever comes between

is just a form of being re-

membereu.”

As [ read, and then re-read
the speeches, my thoughts went
back nearly 20 years to the
time when 1 first tried my hand
at recording some Athabascan
songs. | had  been trained in
eral European languages and
knew some of the problems of
translation But here thete were

ereat  cultural differences oo
My frends  and 1owould sit
and talk for a long ume trying

to put wneise Athabascan phras-

es mto good bnghsh  without
changing  the  teelng of cach
phrise

In some cases. qust g few de
seriptive words were used to sum
up an entite pepsonahty - For
those whao had known the per-
son. that bret verse said it all
For outside like myvself. the
phrase was almost meaningless
until it had  been carefully

explumned and expanded. Need-
less o say. my  translations
were not that successtul

But trom that time on. |
have been keenly aware of how
difficult 1t is to translate songs

and speeches from a Native
Alaskan language into good.
flowing  and  understandable
Enghsh

The Thngits have always been
master speech makers. In English
or Thngit, they can turn a phrase
with just the right connotation
and shades of meaning to
convey fine nuances of feeling
Although | do not read. write
nor speak Tlingit, my exper-
ence with the language has been
that formal speeches are filled
with cryptic references to the
past. One must know the legends
and stories of the past to tully
understand what 1s being said
This book is a fine example of
such formal Thagit oratory
But to be perfectly  honest
I have somé apprehensions about
the translations. One has to
understand that there are sever-
al possible levels of translation
First, there can be an exact,
word-for-word translation. But
since languages have different
grammars, the translation will
sound strange and awkward.

Sometimes translators  alter

the words slightly so that the
translation follows more closely
the grammar of the language
into which it is being trans-
lated. It is this type of trans-
lation that is found in the text
Because We Cherish You. At
times, it just doesn’t read well
For example, here is how one
sentence has been translated into
English directly:

“My kinsmen the one they

will use now but from now

on he too is in this which

we are members of relatives

to each other.”

What is needed is another
type of translation, known o«
a “fice” ranslation.  On this
level. the original language s
translated 1nto a smoothly flow
ing text using good style and
grammar 1n the second language
I would prefer to have had
the transfators go beyond th

direct transtation into a “free”
translation
Then 1. and others who

not speak the language fluenti

would have @ comparable tee
my tor what was said. It woul
also

nake tor good hteratuie
i transtation. Another probles
with translating Tlingit - us |
found out with  Athabascan

is the allusion 1o certain events
in the past. For mstance. une
speaket said

CAnd now at's just as it

the drum s heard. They

are hike the man whose

hair was tied around the

pounding of the drum keep-

ing beat with their heads
toward them only those who
are their ancestors.”

For someone who is tho
roughly famihar -with  Tlingit
traditions and oral history, [ am
sure that this comparison was
nght 10 the point. But for out
siders - and | suspect it may
be true for many young Tlingits
- the point remains a mystery
It would have been better to
have a few footnotes or ex
planations of such cryptic ex
pressions to get the full impact
of what was being said.

I hope that all of this doesn’t
sound too ¢ntical of the work.
Nory and Dick Dauenhauer have
done a lot of fine work i the

past teaching and  translating
the Thngt language. | offer
these comments as a form ot

constructive eniticism. 1 would
like to have seen a better English
style and explanatory notes
That would have made 1t a much
finer work in my estimation

) Wally Olson
University of Alaska, Juneau



