
Alaskan Elder Claims Transcript
The transcript below comes from The Perspectives from Arctic Alaska Natives video. 

8:03 Narrator: For generations the Iñupait people have subsisted on all that we could find in

the land and the sea that surrounds us. When you grew up in the northernmost coast of

Alaska, as I did, the Chukchi Sea is your front yard. And the tundra that covers Alaska’s North

Slope is your backyard.

8:26 My name is Hugh Gareth Patkotak, Sr., born and raised in the village of Wainwright, 1957. I

come from a family of seven other siblings, mother and father, raised in a dog-teaming era.

When we didn’t have back then we didn't have any runways out by the village. Planes used to

come down on the ice and land on the beach.  

8:57 For generations, the ice has been part of our defense. Protecting our coastline and our

community. Families that work here to hunt and bring back food that could be cached in ice

cellars, what we call siġluaqs, cold storage carved into the permafrost beneath our feet.

9:16 A whaling crew could fit hundreds of pounds of maktak (whale blubber and skin) and

trust that it would be preserved to feed families throughout the year and remain frozen even

during summer.

9:30 For the Iñupait people, ice is more than food preservation. Sea ice is also food access, a

bridge that connects us to the deepest parts of the sea. On North Slope, we invest in sturdy

snow fences. These fences could hold back blowing, drifted snow that threatens to bury

villages. The snow fence has made a difference. During our long winters we have trusted the

sea ice to be our coastal ice fence, protecting our village from the outside world.

10:06 Throughout my life I have noticed the changes in how the ice has been forming. In

reality, you rarely ever see old ice, multi-year ice.

10:22 WRITING ON THE VIDEO—In June, Hugh sat down with an elder from Wainwright,

Rossman Peetook, age 87, to ask about his earliest memories as a subsistence hunter in the

1940s and 50s.

10:28 He was asked to join his first whaling crew in the 1940s, fetching snow and ice for the

crew’s cook. He would look for the pikaluyik, the blue freshwater ice on top of the sea ice.

That’s something you really don’t see anymore. You only find it on older, multi-year ice, and

that stuff is wonderful to drink, clean and fresh. Kinda a unique sight.
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10:53 He shared stories about hunters climbing the pressure ridges in the sea ice, seasonal

mountains for us. Once upon a time, they could better spot whale and walruses and seals

perched on top of these ridges, in what’s called pressure ridges.

11:10 Over the years he began to notice the changes in sea ice. The pressure ridges, which

were grounded in water, froze as fast as sea floor. It always served a dual purpose. High

ground for spotting whales and a safe zone during a storm.

11:27 Hunters knew they were anchored to the sea floor if they could shelter by a ridge, but as

the years went by the ridges diminished. The 1970s, he said, were the last time he

remembers pressure ridges like mountains. “And I haven’t seen ice like that since,” he said.

11:49 After growing up in the village, I went away to boarding school. Eventually decided to

pursue my dream of becoming a professional pilot. And I can verify that, as a professional

pilot, I have flown about 200 nautical miles northwest of Barrow, helping or assisting the

coast guard with scientific equipment, and I was dismayed or surprised by all the flat, young

ice all the way to that direction.

12:18 Safety is always on our mind in Wainwright. We want our hunters and workers and

travelers to return home safely. We operate in some of the harshest environments in the

world. Every minute counts; our search and rescue efforts have to be rapid and precise.

12:36 As the climate has changed, the sea ice that my ancestors relied on for centuries has

diminished. Our communities are left exposed. The water’s open for longer periods of time,

even when the ice is in. The ratio of multi-year ice to young ice out of balance.

12:54 There is concern about ice elders floating from melting permafrost as temperatures

rise. Families have lost entire season’s worth of food. For us, adaptation is in our blood, that’s

how we have survived for centuries.

13:09 But sometimes change happens so fast that we are racing to keep up.
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