Copmg Wit_h,.The Ttme When The
" Water Dred

The Native story is dtffereat fmm the whrte fnan’ s story of od devastatron
It is different because our lives. are dtfferent‘ what we value is different; how
we see the water and the land, theplants and the animals, is different. What
white men do for sponand recreation and money, we do for life: for the life
of our bodies, for the life of our spirits, and for the life of our ancient culture.

Our lives are rooted in the seasons of God's creation. Since time imme-
morial, the lives of the Nafive peoples harmonize with the rhythm and the
cycles of nature. Wedon 't nwda calendar or aclock to tell us what time nt
is.

When the days get longer, we get ready Bootsand boats and nets and gear
arc prepared for the fishing time. Thewmterbeachcs arenotlonely anymore,
becauseourchddrenandomgrownups visit the beaches in the spring time and
they gather the abundance of the sea: the shelifish, the snails, the chitons.
When the first salmon’is caught,ourwhole vnllages areexcnted Itisan annual
ritual of mouth watering and delight. e

When our bellies are filled with the fwsh new life, then we put up the food
for the winter, Wedryand smokeandcan Hundreds of fish to feed a family.

Muchhashappcnedtoonupeoplemrecentcentunes Wehavetoiletsnow,

and schools. We have clocks and caléndars in our homes, Some of us go to
an office in the moming: Thé children go to school in the moming. But
sometlmesmeofficetsemptyandlocked Somenmesmechlldtsabsentfrom
school. Because there are more important things to do. Ltke walkmg the
beaches. Collecung the chitons. Watchmg for the fish,

The land and the water are our sources of life.. The water is sacred. The
water is like a baptismal font, and its abundance is the Holy Communion of
our lives. Of all the things that we have lost since non-Natives came to our
land, we have never lost our. connection with, the water. The water is our
source of life. So iong as the water is alive, the: .Chugach Natives are alive.

It was early in the. spnngttme "No fish yet.. No snails yet. But the signs
were with us.” The green was starting. Some bnrds were flying and singing.
The excitement of the season had justbegun. And then we heard the news..

Oil in the water. Lots of oil. Killing lots.of water.. It is too shocking to -

understand. Never in the mxllcnmum of our tradmon have we thought it
possible for the watér to die. Buf jtistrue.- -
We walk our beaches. But the'snails and the bamacles and the chitons are -

falling off the rocks. Dead. .Dead water, Weeaughtourﬁrstﬁsh the annual .

first fish, the traditional. dclrghtofall-—but it got sent to the state to be tested
for oil. No first fish this year. We walk our beaches. But instead of gathering
life, we gather death;. Dead birds. Dead otters. Dead seaweed. g
Before wehaveachancetoholdeachotherandshareourtears our soIrow,
our loss, we suffer yet another devastation... we are invaded by the oil
company. Offering Jobs:. Htgh pay: Lots of money. We are in shock. We
need to clean the oil, get it out of our water, bring death back to life. Weare
intoxicated with desperation. We don’t have a choice but to take what is -
offered. So we take the jobs, we: take the orders, we take the disruption. -
We stanﬁghtmg Welosemrstforeachother “Welose control of our daily
life. Everybody is pushing everyone. WeNanve people aren’t used to being
bossed around. Wedon® thkett. Butnowourown peopleare pointing fingers
atus. Everyane wants twbe boss; we are nbt working like a team. We lose
control of our vruage Ourpeople getsick, Eldersand children in the village.

Everybody is touchy. Everybodyuaeadyto;umpyouandblarmyou. People .-

are angry. And afraid; Afraid, anid corfused. Our elders feel helpless. They

cannot work on cleanup. theycannotdoallmeacuvmesof gathenng foodand -
preparing for winter: And most of all, they cannot teach the young ones the
Native way. How wxll thc chtldren learn the valuw and the ways 1f the water

is dead?

The oil companm hed about prevenung a spnll Now they lie about the o
cleanup. Our people know what happens on the beaches. Spend all day -

cleaning one huge rock,. and the. tide comes in and covers it with oil again.

Spend a week wiping and spraying the surface, but pick up arock andthere’s

4 inches of oil underneath. Our.people know the water and the beaches. But

they get told what todoby ignorant people who should be asking, not telling.
We fight arich and powerful giant, the oil industry, while atthe same time _‘

we take orders and a-paycheck from it. We.are tom in half.

Willitend? Afterfive years,maybewewrll see some springtime water life
again. But will thewatetand the beaches. see us? What will happen to our
livesin the nextfive years?. Whatwrllhappenmls fall, whenthe cleanup stops
and the money stops? We have lived throughmuch: devastation. Ourvillages
were almost destroyed by chicken pox and tuberculosts We ﬁght the battles ; -

of alcohol and drugs and abuse.; And we sarvive. -

But whatweseenow tsdeatb Death—-notof each other,butof the source»

of life, the water. We' will need ‘much help, much listening in order to live
through the long barren season of dead water, a longer winter than before.
Iam an eider.- lamchtef delnotlosehope ‘And I will help my people.

We have never hved through this kind of death. But we have lived through.

lots of other kinds of death.. We: ‘will learn from the past, we will learn from

cach other, and we willlive. ’I‘hewatertsdead Butwearcalive. Andwhere: )

there is life, these is hope. -
Thank you for listening t i the Nauve story God bless you

Waltér Meganackrschtef ofthe NaUVevdlageofPortGraham Thlsessay L

is an edited versionof remarkshe prepared for a conference of mayors who | -
met June 27 in Valdez toimpact. The,speech wasmd by the vnllage council i

secretary, Elenow McMullem ‘
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