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Village of Nenana Protests Presence of Power Line Across Graveyard
"
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NENANASeptemberNENANA - It was SeptemSeptem- ¬.-

ber 7 , 1972 , the birthbJrth day of aa-

chief
a-

chiefchief . Yet the talk was not ofof-
birth

of-
birthbirth days but of death days -
of graves and bones , of oldold-
battles

old-
battlesbattles andandstillbornstillborn babies , of

potlatchespol/atchespolatches/ for the dead , and ofof-

boats
of-

boatsboats that crossed the riverTlVerTlVe-

rcarrymg
river-

carryingcarryingcarrymg the dead to aa burialbunalbunal-

ground
burial-

groundground long , long ago inm thethe-

mterlor
the-

interiorinteriormterlor of Alaska .,

It was a fallfaJl day suddenlysuddenly-
turned

suddenly-
turnedturnedturnedchillychilly . The young chiefchIef-

of
chief-

ofof the village of Nenana , MitchMitch-

Demlentleff
Mitch-

DemientieffDemientieffDemlentleff, that day twenty

years ofofageage , was protestingprotestmg thethe-

presence
the-

presencepresence ofofaa power line in thethe-

ancestral
the-

ancestralancestral Native burial placeplace-
across

place-
acrossacross the riverfiver..

The line runs parallel to thethe-

.rallroad
the-

railroadrailroad.rallroadrallroad-railroad.- track with two poles inmm-

the
in-

thethe immediate vicinity of thethe-
cementery

the-
cementerycementery . One pole is directlydirectly-
Inin the center , among the graves .

"
Most oof( the plots havehave-

wooden
have-

woodenwooden markers andandneatneat whitewhite-

fences
white-

fencesfences but many are weatheredweathered-
wood

weathered-
woodwood with names forever lostlost-

and
lost-

andand many areJre no more thanthan-

gen
than-

gentlegentlegen tie humps of unmarked grass-grassgras\-grasgrass-

covered
gras-

covered
grass-

covered
\-

covered groundground-
AA publicpubhc land order issuedIssued-

by
issued-

byby the Assistant SecretarySecretaryofol01of01-

the
of-

thethe InteriorIntenor inm August of I9601960II1960-

withdraws
}(,

withdraws all public land "cuscus"cus-"cus-

tomarily

"'": cus ¬.-

tomarilytomarlly used by Indians , I-s-IshEs-EsIs-

kimos
Es-

kimos

- -.

kimosklmos , or Aleuts asa\aabUrial\ burial placesplaceplaces-

forfor their dead . "
The withdrawalwithdrawalincludesincludesIOcludes aa-

"strip
a-

"strip"stripstrip" of land 330 feet in10 widthwidth-

surrounding
width-

surroundingsurrounding the perimeterpeflmeter ofof-

each
of-

eacheach cemetery for the properproper-
care

proper-
carecare , upkeep , andandadministrationadministrationadministration-
thereof

administration-
thereofthereof .

"

Withdrawals arearc subject toto-

eXlstmg
to-

existingexistingeXlstmgeXlstmgeasementsexistingeasementseasements andandotherotherother-
"vahd

other-
"valid"validvalid"vahdvahd"vahdrights"validrights" rights . "

No one has yet unearthedunearthed-
the

unearthed-
thethe exact date the power polespoles-

were
poles-

werewere put in , nor exactly whowho-

owns
who-

ownsowns them , and who holds thethe-

nght
the-

rightrightnght of way .

Alaska Railroad has a rightf1ghright-

of
tt-

ofof way for 100 feet on eithereither-

side
either-

sideside of the track , andandaa 19181918-
map

1918-
mapmap based on a survey mademade-

Inin 1916 shows the approximateapproxImate-
course

approximate-
coursecourse of the power line asas-

"U
as-

"U"UU" . S . TelTe !.. "
( ContinuedQntlnued) on page 6)661)



111101
-0101- 0-

1t

01OF
t
OF

0101-

ll 'tete'
[ Ir

10

-- --- - - ---- - -- - ------- --- --- - -

UNUSUAL GRAVE MARKER - A mysterymystery-
power

mystery-
powerpower pole in the midst of the Nenana native
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cemetery intrudes upon the quiet hillsidehl/lsldehllsldehillside-

Photo
hllslde-

Photo
hillside-
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Power Pole on Burial Grounds . . .
( Continued from page 1)1)

Robert JcnksJenks , landlandconsulconsulconsul-consul-

tan
consul-

tant
¬-

tanttan t for Tanana ChiefsChfefs , believesbelieves-

this
believes-

thisthis is the route of the oldold-

telegraph
old-

telegraphtelegraph line that was to havehave-

crossed
have-

crossedcrossed the BeringBenng Straits totto-

SiberiaSiberiaSibena
SiberiaEarlySibenaEarly

Early attempts at a trans-transtrans-
Atlantic

trans-
Atlantic

trans-
Atlantic

-

Atlantic cable had been unsucunsuc-unsuc-
cessful

unsuc-
cessful

¬-

cessful and engineers believedbelievedabelieved-

cable
believed-

cable
a

cable under a shorter stretchstretchofofof-

water
of-

waterwater might be feasible . AlterAfterAfter-

much
After-

muchmuch of the line was builtbuill to10-10to-to10-

ward
to-

ward
¬-

ward SiberiaSibena , a technologicalteclmologlcalteclmologlca-
lbreakthrough

technologica-
lbreakthroughbreak-throughbreakthroughbreakthroughoccurred- occurred , thethe-

transAtlantic
the-

transAtlantictrans-AtlantictransAtlantic- cable was comcOm-cOm-
pleted

com-

pleted
¬-

pleted , and the BeringBenng StraitsStrJltsStrJlts-
plan

Straits-
planplan abandoned .

It is probable that the lineline-

was
line-

waswas subsequently converted toto-

government
to-

governmentgovernment use and turned overover-

to
over-

toto the railroadrailroadsomerailroadsonicsomesonic yearsyears-

later
years-

laterlater..

AccordingAccordll1g to older NativesNatives-

now
Natives-

nownow livingIIvmg m111in Nenana , the cemeceme-ceme-

tery
ceme-

tery
¬-

tery was formerly located didi-didi-

rectly
di-

rectly
-¬-

rectly across the riverflver on thethe-

Opposite
the-

oppositeopposite bankbankofof the townsite .

Bodies were carriedcarned across byby-

boat
by-

boatboat and buriedbunedburiedcloseclose to shoreshore-

When
shore-

When
shore-

WhenWhen the railroad was built ,

it was relocated further uphilluphill-
and

uphill-
andand track laidlard along thethc shorehore-horeshore-shore-

line
hore-

line
¬-

line
line"I

"II" thinktlllnktlllnkItthinkit'sit'sitsIt\ItItterrible'\, terrible thatthJt theIheIhe-

rallroJd
the-

railroadrailroadrallroJdrallroJdeverrailroadeverever moved the gravesgr Jve ,
"

said one of the older men ot01of01-

the
of-

thethe villagevllIJge . "SomeSome"SonicSonic" of themthem-

they
them-

theythey just blastedblasteduutblastedoutoutuut olulof thethe-

hIlL

the-

hillhill .
"

The present cemetery can bebe-

reached
be-

reachedreached from Nenana byby-

crossmg
by-

crossingcrossingcrossmg a modern highwayIlIghwayIlIghway-

bndge
highway-

bridgebridgebndge , turningturmng rightfight along aa-

short
a-

shortshort gravel roadroadandandandcllmbmgandclimbingclimbingcllmbmgcllmbmg-
a

climbing-
aa steep hill11111..

It can also be reached byby-

walkmg
by-

walkingwalkingwalkmg alongJlong the wooden railraIl-raIlraIl-

road
rail-

road
¬-

road trestle over the riverfiver , pastpast-
the

past-
thethe spot where a marker andandaand-

little
and-

little
a

little house announce that PresiPresI-PresI-

dent
Presi-

dent
¬-

dent Warren GG.llardll1gmGllardll1gm. Harding in 19201920-

drove
1920-

drovedrove the golden spikeplke thatthat-

completed
that-

completedcompleted the Alaska Railroad .

AndAndagJII1AndagainagainagJII1 climbing an imposImpos-Impos-
sibly

impos-
sibly

¬-

sibly steep cliffcliff-
When

cliff-
When

cliff-
WhenWhen one hears the lullfulllullstoryfullstorystorystory-

of
story-

ofof the Native cemetery atat-

Nenana
at-

NenanaNenana , one might well askask-

Into
ask-

IntoInto whose heart did PresidentPresident-
Harding

President-
HardingHarding drivedflve the golden spike9spike?

In all likelihood , it may havehave-

penetrated
have-

penetratedpenetratedpenetratedancientancient Indian bones .

Because many of the oldest

graves were unmarkedumnarked , it waswas-

not
was-

notnot uncommon for work crewscrews-

through
crews-

throughthrough the years to uncoveruncover-
humdn

uncover-
humanhumanhumdn remainsremall1s .

Alaska Railroad'sRailroads' generalgeneral-

manJger
general-

managermanagermanJger , Walker SSJohnston-JohnstonJohnston.Johnston-.
,

is investigatingIIlvestJgJtllJg theIhe history ofof-

the
of-

thethe power line andandremovalremoval ot01of01-

the
of-

thethe originaloflgJnal ccmenterycementery , whichw/llchwllchwllch-
JS

which-

as
/

asJS yet helie canCJn findfmd no documendocumen-documen-
tJtlon

documen-
tation

¬-

tationtJtlon ofofinin111 their filesfiles-

When
files-

When
files-

WhenWhen noddednot/liednotliednotified/ of thethc cnnfictconflclcunfictconflcl-
uver

cunfict-
overoveruver thetJ1e pole , Johnston indiII1dl-II1dlindi-II1d-

lcated
indi-

cated
¬-

cated that thistl1lS was the firstfIrS-

tknowledgc
first-

knowledgeknowledgeknowledgc helie hadhadofof the propro-pro-

hlem
pro-

blem
¬-

blemhlem
blem"We'dhlem"We'd

"We'dWed" ' be happy lo10to looklookIntointoInto-
It

into-
itit ,

" he said , "andand" even itIfIfItitititIt-

Isn't
it-

isn'tisn'tisnt' our polepule , dodu whatever wewe-

can
we-

cancan about it For some reason ,"
helie added , "it'sits" ' hardhJrd to convinceCOl1V1l1ceCOl1V1l1c-

epeople
convince-

peoplepeople that the railroadrdllroJdrdllroJdISrailroadisis partpJrtpJrt-
of

part-
ofof the communitycommumty "

New to Alaska thistl1lS year ,

JoJO'lstonJOlstonJo-istonJoiston'"-' iston hashJS had 36 years exex-exex-

peflence
ex-

perience

¬-

periencepeflence with the railroadsrJllroa s in11111-

1the

in-

thethe statesstJtes andandSJldandsaidsaidSJld helie is notriotnot-

unfamlllJr
riot-

unfamiliarunfamiliarunfamlllJr with problemsproblem\problemproblemof\, of tinstillSthistillS-

nature
this-

naturenature
nature"We

"WeWe" have had dealingsdeJllIlg withwillwIth-

the
)

thethemnebagothe'Winnebago'""'VmnebagoVmnebago/mnebagomnebago-- 'Winnebago'- WinnebagoW- innebago'- '/ , Crow , andand-

Cheyenne
and-

CheyenneCheyenne along our railroadJllroadr ".
"Here'sHeres"l\ere's"llere'seres"\ ' aaoclalsocial\oclaloclal\ problemproblcm ,:"'

helie said "JustJust"JmtJmt" count melie inIIIII-

IWe'll
in-

We'llWe'llWell' workworkonworkornonorn ilIIit "

Mitch DemientiellDemlenllelll\DemlenllelllDemientieItDemlenllelll110tis\ not110t concon-con-

cerned
¬.-

cernedcernedaboutabout whichwilich was\ J therethcrcthcrc-
l

there-

firstfirstl rst , the power line or thethcthc-

rallroJ
the-

railroadrailroadrallroJ The Indian burialblIrlJIblIrlJI-

ground
burial-

groundgroundgroundaswas\\asas\ there long beforehelorehelore-

either
before-

eithereither olulof themthem-

The
them-

The
them-

TheThe villagevllIJge isI ;' anIn oldol , oldold-

site
old-

sitesite IIormerormer chiefclllefclllefJndchiefandandJnd longtimelongtmelongtlongtme-
council

ImeIme-

councilcouncil member PaulPJul George ,

uncle to the presentprc\entprcent\ chiefcll1e1 ., ie-ieic-icIeic-

Continued
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calls stories of old battles withwith-

Eskimos
with-

EskimosEskimos who stole theiitheir womenwomen-
and

women-
andand ofofaa fierce warrior calledcalled-

Esau
called-

EsauEsau who was barely over fourfour-

feet
four-

feetfeet tall .

Uncle Paul also remembersremembers-
the

remembers-
thethe flu epidemisepidemic of 1919 .

"ManyMany" , many people died ,
,"" hehe-

said
he-

saidsaid . "InIn" that time , there waswas-

not
was-

notnot even time to buildbutld a coffin .

The bodies were wrapped inin-

canvas
in-

canvascanvas and put in the ground .
"

'ThisThis"This'" used to be a big comcom-com-

munity
¬.-

munity , but many people dieddied-

of
died-

ofof influenza . A few womenwomen-

survived
women-

survivedsurvived , two or three men , andand-

two
and-

twotwo children out of the wholewhole-

vIllage
whole-

villagevillage who for some reasonreason-

didn't
reason-

didn'tdidn'tdidnt' get sick ."
Those who make up the vilviivil-vilvil-

lage
¬.-

lage now came there fromfr0m manymany-

other
many-

otherother places . "AA" lot from thethe-

Wood
the-

WoodWood River area , Holy Cross ,
Ft . Yukon , Cantwell ; DavidDavid-

Esau
David-

EsauEsau and Margaret John fromfrom-

Tolvanna
from-

TolvannaTolvanna . Susie Boatman hashas-

probably
has-

probablyprobably lived in the villagevillage-

longer
village-

longerlonger than anyone . "
Burial in Nenana today isI-

Sdone
is-

donedone by family and friends .

It is a community activity .

"YearsYears"VearsVears" agojlgo ," said Uncle Paul ,

"theythey" used to cover them withwith-

birch
with-

birchbirch bark . In Northway aa-

long
a-

longlong time ago , they used to

burn the dead . In Nulato andand-

Kaltag
and-

KaltagKaltag the sleds , guns , and whatwhat-what-

ever
what-

ever

¬-

ever a man owned were putPltlrit: intointo-

aa little shack on top of thethe-

grave

the-

gravegrave . No one was supposed toto-

touch
to-

touchtouch a dead man'smans' things . "
There was always a big pot-potpot-

latch
pot-

latch
-.

latch when someone died .

'TheyThey"They'"' don'tdont' do it becausebecause-

they're
because-

they'rethey'retheyre' happy someone died ,
,""

he saidsud; , "butbut" to comfort thethe-

family
the-

familyfamily .
"

As recently as last year aa-

very
a-

veryvery large potlatch was heldheldininIn-

Nenana
in-

NenanaNenana . Potlatches are usuallyusually-

held
usually-

heldheld in the Native AssociationAssociation-
Hall

Association-
HallHall . There is always a gathergather-gather-

ing

¬.-

ing109 , if only for tea , coffee , andand-

sandwiches
and-

sandwichessandwiches . On Sept.. 7 therethere-

was
there-

waswas tot\ttbe\) be the burial ofofananan-

infant
an-

infantinfant who died at birth . TheThe-

village
The-

villagevillage would drop in later atat-

the
at-

thethe home of the family .

'That'sThats"That's'" '' another thing wewe-

need
we-

needneed ," said young Demientieff ,
"AA" clinic!! We lost two babiesbabies-

this
babies-

thisthis year . "

Asked how many NativeNative-

deaths
Native-

deathsdeaths occur in the village inin-

a

in-

aa year'syears' time , MitchMitchshookshook hishis-

head
his-

headhead . "II" don'tdont' know . WeWe-

bury
We-

burybury a lot of them . "

One of the mothers who lostlost-

aa baby could not climb the

steep hill to the cemetery forfor-

the
for-

thethe burialbunal . An old man whowho-

lost
who-

lostlost his wife was also too weakweak-

for
weak-

forfor the rough path uphill .

Part of the year it is possiblepossIble-

toto drive almost to the cemetery ,

but one road is closed in winterwmterwmter-
and

winter-
andand the other goes only partpart-

way
part-

wayway , and for some distance hashas-

to
has-

toto be traversed by foot..

"PicturePicture" six. men trying toto-

keep
to-

keepkeep in step carrying a heavyheavy-

coffin
heavy-

coffincoffin along railroad ties ,
,"" saidsaid-

Mitch
said-

MitchMitch . 'ThenThen"Then'" you'veyouve' stillstili gotgot-

the
got-

thethe hillhili to make .,
"

Add snow and ice and thethe-

task
the-

tasktask., becomes near impossible1posslbleI .

The present cemetery has exex-exex-

panded
¬.-

panded upward . The olderolder-

graves
older-

gravesgraves are mostly lower ,. newernewer-

ones
newer-

onesones higher .

Demientieff pointedpoilted! fartherfarther-
along

farther-
alongalong the cliff by the cemeterycemetery-
toto two tall spruce trees closeclose-

together
close-

togethertogether , dark and broodingbrooding-
among

brooding-
amongamong the lighter golds of thethe-

autumn
the-

autumnautumn hillside .

'That'sThats"That's'" ' where I'dId' like toto-

beburied
to-

beeburiedbe\buriedbeburiedbee\buriedbee\\ when I die ," he said ,
"rightright" there between those twotwo-

spruce
two-

sprucespruce trees . Sometimes I havehave-

to
have-

toto get away by myself and II-

walk

I-

walkwalk up here on the hill oror-

alollg
or-

alongalongalollg the river . Sometimes II-

climb

I-

climbclimb up and sit right there

between those two trees andand-

think
and-

thinkthink about thingsthlOgs .,
"

'ThoseThose"Those'" poles have been therethere-

aa long time . Maybe nobody everever-

thought
ever-

thoughtthought about itIt.. One day I'mImI'm-

standmg
I'm-

standing ''standingstandmg there and I thinkt/unktunk/ aboutabout-

It
about-

ititIt.. But I don'tdont' make up mymy-

mmd
my-

mindmindmmd what to do rightnght away . "
An old Athabascan sayingsaymg isI-

Sthat

is-

thatthat a good chiefchiefISis a slowslow-

thinker
slow-

thinkerthinker.. The chiefchiefofof NenanaNenanaI-

Sis not a young man in a hurry ,

but after much thinkingthinkmg , hehe-

has
he-

hashas come to a decision aboutabout-
the

about-
thethe burial ground of his people .

'TheThe"The'"' pole must come down ,"
said the young chief .

Several men of the villagevillage-

have
village-

havehave considered taking a chainchain-

saw
chain-

sawsaw to it but are awaitingawaIting thethe-

outcome
the-

outcomeoutcome of voluntary action byby-

the
by-

thethe railroad and/orandor/ whoeverwhoever-
owns

whoever-
ownsowns it .

In the book "BuryBury" My HeartHeart-

At
Heart-

AtAt Wounded Knee ," author DeeDee-

Brown
Dee-

BrownBrown quotes a warrior calledcalled-

Shunkaha
called-

ShunkahaShunkaha Napin , Wolf Necklace :

"II" never want to leave thisthis-

country
this-

countrycountry ; all my relatives areare-

lying
are-

lyinglying here in the ground , andand-

when
and-

whenwhen I fall to pieces IIamamam-

going
am-

goinggoing to fall to piecesplcces here . "
Many relativesrelativcs of the peoplepeople-

of
people-

ofof Nenana are lying in thethe-

ground
the-

groundground .


