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Augmenting Fish Camp

 This is the second of four installments of Anchorage Narratives, an augmented real-
ity based historical fiction project for the Anchorage Centennial.  Augmented reality is a new 
media format, using mobile devices to overlay digital information on the real world. The real 
world includes the interactive print you are holding in your hands right now. 
This installment is written by Angela Yatlin Gonzalez and is entitled ‘Dach’ shan Qayeh 
Ch’qełchish’, or ‘How We Made Summer Fish Camp’.  Angela’s story is set in 1919 Anchorage, 
one year after the devastating flu epidemic, which took many Dena’ina from us.  Angela tells 
us the story of a young girl from Idlughet (Eklutna) named Ashana, as she travels with her 
surviving family members to summer fish camp in Tak’at, a place near what the white settlers 
of Anchorage would later call Cairn Point.   
 The interactive print of this story is in a manner similar to graphic novels or comic 
books, with a few added features.  The texts in cream-colored boxes are Dena’ina words 
related to the story, and where possible all character dialogue is in the Upper Inlet Dena’ina 
dialect.  Most of the augmented reality in this piece will function as a Dena’ina to English 
translator, or link to audio archives of Dena’ina being spoken by its wealth of storytellers and 
performers, which were placed in the public domain by the Alaska Native Language Archive 
at the University of Alaska Fairbanks.  The audio tracks included here are being used for 
educational and historical purposes, i.e., the illustration of the funeral Potlatch in Eklutna 
links to a recording of the Mike Alex Funeral Potlatch in Eklutna. 
 To access the augmented reality in the following pages, you will need to download 
the free app, Junaio, which is a mobile augmented reality browser.  Once downloaded, scan 
the QR code below.  That QR code will open a channel called ‘Dach’ shan Qayeh Ch’qełchish’.  
When this channel has fully downloaded (it may take a minute or so) simply scan any areas 
with Dena’ina text in the following pages, and there will appear augmented reality overlays.  
Unlike our previous story in Forum, the augments in this group are much smaller.  Some 
pages have as many as eight targets (images your device uses to launch the digital content 
overlay).  Hold your smart device as near to the Dena’ina words as possible for the best result 
when scanning.  Your device will only scan one at a time, so try different approaches into the 
page, looking for your augments.  It is like finding hidden treasure since I am not marking 
all of the places where I have created augmented reality content.   Every page has augments—
every illustration is augmented and all Dena’ina language in the illustrations is augmented.  
While working on this project, I have become deeply indebted to the work of previous and 
contemporary scholars of Dena’ina culture.  I cannot encourage folks strongly enough to go 
read Alan Boraas’s essay “What is Good, What is No Good: A Traditional Dena’ina World-
view”.  It is beautiful and rich.  Shem Pete’s Alaska is one of the most amazing books ever put 
together, and Shem Pete is an absolute treasure.  Peter Kalifornsky is one of the most incred-
ible wordsmiths known, and I borrowed a line from his ‘Putting Up Fish’ for the grandfa-
ther’s only dialogue in the following illustrations.  The Alaska Native Language Archive has 
amassed a terrific archive of Alaska Native languages with several recordings of Dena’ina 
storytellers like Mary Trefon, whose Chickadee Story has been included in the augments.   
The Dena’ina linguistic work of James Kari has also been heavily relied on, and inside of the 
text I have placed links to some online resources he has put together.  
 Throughout this whole process, Aaron Leggett has guided both Angela and my-
self, to help us represent the Dena’ina as accurately, and with as much cultural awareness 
as possible.   He has been quintessential.  Aaron once told me that he picks up Shem Pete’s 
Alaska every day, which I, myself, have now done for about six months straight.  I am much 
wealthier for it and have only a fraction of the understanding of it that Aaron has.  Please 
go get that book—it is quite literally one of the most important written works of the 20th 
century, on par with Two Old Women, The Anecdoted Topography of Chance and To Kill a 
Mockingbird.  
 There are some pieces I was not able to include because they either didn’t fit or were 
too much for the work.  One of them is an illustration of a beluga-hunting platform, called 
a yuyqul, which is possibly one of the most awesome things of all time.  There is also a 3D 
model of a ts’is (mosquito), which was not included.   These will be included in the walking 
tours of all four stories in Anchorage Narratives, which will be live summer of 2015.   
--Nathan Shafer, Project Director for Anchorage Narratives



    I am a K’enaht’ana or Upper Inlet Dena’ina Athabascan and this is my story about how we made summer fish camp.   

 My name is Ashana, which means flower in Dena’ina. Dlin’a is my older brother 
and his name means mouse. A lot has changed since we were children. My parents and 
two younger sisters died of the flu during the Influenza Pandemic in 1918. It was not 
an easy life. Back then, everyone had to work hard to survive off the land. It is 1970 
and I am now in my mid-sixties, and I feel more changes are ahead for Dena’ina people.

 Despite the great loss of my closest family members and maybe because of it, I look 
back at that summer spent in our fish camps as one of the most difficult but also one of best times 
of my life. When we were younger, we moved to follow the food throughout the seasons. 

 During the coldest and darkest part of the year we lived in our village of Eklut-
na. In the spring, we moved out to our spring hunting camps until the arrival of the 
salmon when we moved into our fish camps. As the salmon runs slowed down we moved 
up into the mountains where we hunted sheep and trapped ground squirrels before 
returning to our winter village. The Dena’ina also hunted beluga whales and seals. 

 We fed the grave 
for 40 days after the 
death of our loved ones. 
On the 40th day, we held 
a potlatch. Many peo-
ple died, the potlatch 
was more of a commu-
nity thing. Spirit hous-
es were built and placed 
on top of the graves. 
We were Russian Or-
thodox and attended 
the church in Eklutna.

 Many people around Alaska succumbed to the 
flu. Modern medicine and even traditional medicine was 
no match for the fast moving virus. My brother was 15 
and I was 13 years old the year we lost our family mem-
bers. I was his bedaja (younger sister). We moved in with 
our grandparents, Chada and Chida. They kept us busy all 
winter and spring since our parents and siblings died. 
Dlin’a and I went around with broth soup to feed peo-
ple who were sick. Sometimes whole families perished. I 
was lucky to have Dlin’a, Chada and Chida after the flu 
swept through the village. I still cried at night occasion-
ally, but my brother and grandparents comforted me.
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 We had always had a couple of dogs which were used to 
hunt and pack things  It got more difficult to take care of them af-
ter my parents died since we had to provide for them just like we 
provided for ourselves. After spring break-up, Dlin’a loaded up 
the dogs with supplies and went ahead of us to get the camp ready. . 
 
 Meanwhile, my grandparents and I took our time walking from 
the village to the fish camp and camped out half way between Eklut-
na and Anchorage. We saw camps along the way and people invit-
ed us to visit and eat. We camped out for the night if we were invited. 

 Chada and Chida knew everyone along the way. They intro-
duced us if we didn’t know the people, and we were instructed to hug 
everyone. I befriended all of the kids. Many of us kids lost family 
members or knew of people who also succumbed to the flu. The fami-
lies really had to come together because it was a struggle to survive.

 The adults looked at me sadly when my grandparents told them 
I had lost my parents and siblings. I felt a tightening in my chest at their 

 Every summer we moved 
to fish camp. It was located on 
the banks of Dgheyaytnu, which 
would later be known as Ship 
Creek, near the port of Anchor-
age. Before we left, I would visit 
the graves of my family members. 
It was hard to leave them even 
though they were already gone. 
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sympathetic attention, but my grandparents taught us to 
be strong. I ignored the looks and would go out and 
play. I only allowed myself to cry every once in a while.
  
 Chada and Chida knew where to stop and 
spend the night along the three-day trip. The coastal 
area was beautiful along the way with tall trees, and 
a fresh spring scent. I felt the excitement of impend-
ing summer, and craved fresh salmon. We fed the dogs 
some dried meat and fish and let them drink the water 
from the river and streams. It was still cold at night 
and in the early mornings, and we kept a fire at night.
 
 Chada told stories about the land along the 
way. He showed me things, like the loop trees that peo-
ple used as markings for hunting grounds, old camp-
ing areas and other spots. When the trees were wil-
lows, they were tied into knots. As the trees grew, 
they were twisted into shape. Chada knew where 
they were located because he has been travel-
ing this land since he was a boy. The trees were used 
as landmarks to give people a sense of direction.

 We finally reached the fish camp on the third 
day. Our camp was located at CAIRn Point, which is about 
two to three miles north of the mouth of Ship Creek. 
I loved the land around that area, and smelling the 
salty cool breezes coming off the Knik Arm. There were 
about three families who all camped in the same area.

 I remembered the area well because we went 
there every summer. I tried not to cry as I recalled 
memories of my parents and my younger siblings. There 
was always chores to keep you busy and from dwell-
ing on the loss.  It took us a few days to settle into 
fish camp. We were tired at the end of each day. Chida 
told us stories to entertain us at night and Chada sang 
traditional Dena’ina songs as he worked. We were ex-
cited to stay up a little later at night and to be outside 
longer. Ts’is (mosquitos) slowly started coming out.

 We stayed in a small 12’x16’ log cabin with 
dirt floors. The dogs were tied around the camp. 
They protected us. We gathered wood around the 
camp. Chada showed us the best places to get wood. 
He reminded us where the loop trees were around 
the area and showed us safe places to work and 



play. One thing we avoided was going too far out 
during the low tide and getting stuck in the mud. 
 
 To keep entertained, we played ch’enlahi (a 
hand game). Chada made the two marked sticks and 
two unmarked sticks for the game. It was fun to play 
the games with a group of kids. Two pairs played at 
a time and tried to correctly guess for the set un-
marked sticks. We learned Dena’ina songs, strate-
gic thinking and speed. Sometimes adults would play 
and we all watched and learned their strategies.

D’lina sukdu’a 

shel  nuqulnek.



 I learned to listen for ani-
mals. I knew most of the birds by the 
songs they sang. Since my brother al-
ready knew how to hunt and trap most 
things, he was allowed to go a little 
bit further than me. I stayed closer to 
camp and helped Chida. I helped her to 
cook, sew, collect roots and plants, 
keep fire, and with many other chores.
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  Chada and Chida spoke to 
us in Dena’ina. Dlin’a and I spoke 
Dena’ina and were learning En-
glish. Dena’ina may seem like a 
simple language, but it has very 
complex descriptions. Our grand-
parents taught lessons as we grew 
up. At a young age, we learned 
the basic word for mosqui-
tos (ts’is). Over time, we learned 
about the different stages from 
larvae to full-grown. We also 
learned the different words for 
mosquitos from different parts 
of the year. Looking back, I re-
alize it was a lesson in biology.

 There were lessons in al-
most everything we did. Even walk-
ing around camp, we always kept a 
watchful eye out for signs of ani-
mals. We regularly saw moose, fox, 
bears, and many smaller animals. 
The trails we walked on were like 
super-highways for animals and 
people. Dlin’a and I would see who 
could interpret an animal track 
faster. If we weren’t sure, our 
grandparents would correct us.

 One day we ran into a qa-
nchi, a porcupine. Dlin’a got a long 
stick and hit it over the head to kill 
it. After he thanked the spirits for 
gifting its life to us, he tied up the 
feet to a pole and carried it back to 
camp. We pulled the quills that eve-
ning and the next day. We roasted 
the qanchi for dinner that evening. 
Chida told me Dena’ina used to use 
quills to decorate their clothing. 

 We also went on walks up 
Ship Creek to hunt small game. We 
would go back and forth across 
the creek by vaulting with walking 
sticks or sticks along the trails. It 
was a thrill to see who could cross 
the fastest and furthest without 
getting wet. We carried packs with 
hunting supplies and some snacks.
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  Dlin’a and I competed to see who could kill 
the fish the fastest. Dlin’a won most of the time, but 
I did not give up. I wanted to prove I could do any-
thing he could do. Dlin’a was stronger so it was eas-
ier for him kill the salmon. We put the fish on wil-
lows with lots of leaves on the shore. That kept 
them clean and a little cooler out of the sun. 

  Before the salmon began to run, the 
adults and older children gathered spruce poles 
to build a structure they could walk on that 
was above water. They removed the branches 
from the poles and got the rope ready to build 
the structure. It was built during low tide, and 
it had to be built in phases. It was tiered with 
about four levels they could walk on. It was 
built like that to accommodate the rising tide. 
The poles were six to eight feet, and about five 
were put together in a row along the coast.

 During high tide, the fisherman held dip nets and watched 
for salmon. When salmon were around, there was an excite-
ment in the air, and the fishermen collected the fish. They 
brought the fish to the shore as they caught them. We got about 
50-100 salmon each day depending if the fish were around. 

 Dlin’a and I teased each other a lot and com-
peted in everything we did. We mostly got Silver and 
red salmon. Dlin’a and I helped Chada by getting the 
fish and clubbing to stop them from slapping around. 
We had to pay attention and be ready when Cha-
da brought fish. If we didn’t kill the fish right away, 
there was a chance they could slip back into the water. 
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 When we got back to camp, Chida 
always asked how many fish we got. Dlin’a 
and I took turns telling her each time or 
we told her at the same time. I think our 
grandparents were proud of us. We ate 
the breakfast that Chida prepared, usu-
ally rolls and fried fish. We drank more 
tea. Our grandparents always gave some 
fish away to others who needed fish.

 Then, the real work continued. 
We piled the salmon on spruce bark and 
covered them with willows. Chida sat 
on the ground with a piece of spruce 
bark to cut the fish on. We handed her 
fish and she cut them pretty fast. We had 
to get as much done as possible before 
it got too warm or if it was raining.

 Chida stayed in camp to cook breakfast. Sometimes I 
stayed to help her or other mothers who needed a babysit-
ter. Before we left to get fish, we ate a piece of dry fish and 
tea. I loved helping them to take care of the fish. There was a 
fish trap was not very far from camp, maybe a few bends down. 
The air felt so good and blew away the ts’is and other bugs.

 Chida cut eating fish with a bashla. 
She was like an artist cutting the fish. She 
revered each fish. She carefully washed the 
fish with as little water as possible. She nev-
er wasted anything. She saved the heads for 
soup. The backbones were also smoked and 
dried for our dogs. We had to save as much 
dry fish as possible to survive the winter.
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 Chada told us stories about starvation days. You 
have to treat your food with respect because it may 
not always be around or easily caught. We were lucky 
to get salmon and be able to work on it. After Chida 
cut the fish, she put it into a tub. I carried the fish to 
the fish rack and hung them up. I also had to flip the 
fish over at the fish tails to make sure they dried on 
each side. Dlin’a hung the backbones and Sometimes 
he got to cut them up. I cut fish too if we had a lot. 

 Throughout the day, my brother and I monitored 
the smoke under the fish rack. The smoke from alder also 
kept the flies at bay. We gathered more wood if needed 
throughout the day. Sometimes I would hang out by the 
fish racks to get a break from the ts’is. I made sure not to 
stay under the fish racks because the salmon blood and oil 
dripped. We learned the entire process of putting up fish.

 After we put away the fish, Dlin’a cooked for 
the dogs and watered them.  we had three dogs.  af-
ter the fish backbones dried, we bundled them up 40 
at a time and put them into a corner of the smoke-
house out of the sun and rain.  we would feed the 
fish to the dogs over the winter.  we kept the fish 
as dry and cool as possible and away from the flies.  

 I learned how to cut fish. I also learned how to 
cook more on my own. Without my parents and younger 
sisters, I had to do more work. We got visitors sometimes. 
When we had time, we would visit other people along the 
coast. We walked everywhere and sometimes made overnight 
trips. We started to pick berries toward the end of summer. 

 Chida taught me how to tan moose, caribou, 
rabbit and muskrat hides. She made fur hats, mittens, 
boots and shell bags. Sometimes she sold or trad-
ed the furs and things she sewed. We needed the mon-
ey to buy some basic supplies from the trading post.

 Throughout that summer, our grandparents 
taught us a lot. They told us who we were, where we 
came from and prepared us for the future. It was nev-
er the same after that summer. Dlin’a and I were close, 
but he had more responsibilities as he was growing into 
a man. I also grew into a young woman after that sum-
mer with increasing responsibilities. I missed my fam-
ily dearly, but still feel the spirit of my family with me.

 As I reminisce about fish camp, I think about 
all of the changes that have occurred over the years. 
I see that people do not know about Dena’ina. Anchor-
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age has grown exponentially with roads over the plac-
es we lived and travelled. That summer fish camp af-
ter my parents’ and siblings’ death was the place where 
I learned a lot of the lessons that have helped me get 
through life. The hard work that summer helped me to 
build a strong work ethic that is still a part of me today. 

 I have seen a lot of change throughout my life-
time. Anchorage has grown tremendously from mostly 
traditional camping grounds to a bustling little city. The 
face of Anchorage has changed too. When I was younger, 
we mostly saw other Dena’ina people and Alaska Natives 
from the surrounding areas with the occasional white 
settlers here and there. Now, more and more of the 
lands are claimed by settlers from all over the world.

 Dlin’a and I learned to rely on each other. My 
grandparents were our saviors and I feel honored to 
have been raised by them. I was a little resentful having to 
work so hard that summer, but looking back at it Chada 
and Chida really did us a favor. They taught us so much 
about survival and living off the land. I know they only 
taught us a quarter of what they knew.  In a way, we prob-
ably kept them busy enough so they didn’t have time to 
dwell on the loss of their family members and friends.

 Chada and Chida instilled a great respect for 
the land and animals. People don’t realize how real-
ly intelligent Dena’ina people are. Surviving off the land 

takes a tremendous amount of knowledge and wis-
dom. I don’t know what the future brings, but if I am 
able to teach my grandchildren a quarter of what 
I know, they are sure to survive in the future ahead.
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