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The INUKUNS

It was early October in Kotzebue Alaska, north of the Arctic Circle.  It  was chilly but not really

cold yet, around 20 degrees Fahrenheit but the winds had  not kicked off the Chukchi Sea, and so

I decided to go out for a walk.  The lagoon had frozen over only days  before but the ice was now

thick enough to walk on.  There were a few people out ice fishing  and they had amassed a small

pile of Tom-cod.  I watched for a while as they pulled in one after another of the small fish that

weighted between ¼ and ½ pounds.  There were three children, a middle aged  man and two very

old folks, one man and one woman.  It was a Native Alaskan  family.  They were Inupiat and

catching the fish was part of their subsistence lifestyle.

The children had run off to play with a puppy and I smiled as I watched them all tumble in the

snow.  The middle aged man looked at me and smiled. “You wanna  fish?”

“Sure!”  I replied.

“If you catch any, I get to keep them…my pole and my hole.”  He smiled again.

“That’s fine with me.  I wouldn’t know what to do with  them anyway.”

He handed me a “pole”.  It was little more than a stick;  probably of Willow or Alder from the

surrounding tundra.  It was about two feet long with a “Y” at the top end and one stub of a

branch halfway down and in between the two, the line was wound around.  It had a small  lure at

the end of the line with a tiny treble hook that had the barbs bent down.

“You just jig it just  off the bottom…you know how to jig?”
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“Yes.”  I replied as I let the lure sink into the water through the 8 inch hole.   It dropped less than

6 feet and stopped.  I lifted it off the bottom and began jerking the  line up and down.  In a few

minutes, I had a fish.  I pulled it quickly up through the hole and as soon  as it hit the ice it

flopped around and came off the lure.  I dropped the lure back in and soon  had another.  This one

actually fought a bit but in a few seconds it  was on the ice as well.

“Ooohhh…yum…dat’s a nice one!”  The old woman said in that Native way that sounds like a

person is holding their jaw stiffly forward as they spoke.  She was sitting on a  wooden sledge

with a small pillow on top.

“There are so many down there!”  I replied.

“That’s good…catch more…we are trying to get a few hundred for a fish fry for all the village

elders.”  The middle aged man stated.

“Great!”  I dropped the lure back down with similar results a few seconds later.

“You gave him the lucky pole!”  The old man said.

“Ya, but I got skills!”  I replied and they laughed.

The middle aged man brought me over a bucket to sit  on but didn’t have another little pillow. I

sat and pulled up fish after fish for an hour until they were lying around me  all over the ice.

There was more than a hundred.  They froze quickly and the middle aged man started filling up

buckets.

“With your help we have more than enough for today.  I am gonna ship some up  to Point

Hope…to my aunt…they don’t get these up there.”
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“That’s nice.  I’m Tom by the way.  Thanks for letting me join you,  it was fun!”

“We be back tomorrow afternoon Tom, if you want to catch more…for  us!”

“Yeah…sounds good…better than watching the boob tube.”

They smiled and waved as I walked away, back towards the building where I was staying while

working for the Native organization that ran the regional hospital.  The next morning however  as

I walked down the outside stairs, at the bottom I hit some black ice that  was covered with a slight

dusting of snow and a fraction of an instant later I was looking up at  the stars.  The real stars, not

just the ones dancing in front of my eyes due to the impact.  I laid there  for a few minutes before

getting up, I knew that I was going to feel the pain from the fall for a while to come.   I stood and

then walked the mile and a half to my office and tried to work but my back  just kept getting

stiffer and more painful to the point where I just could sit  anymore.  I called over and got an

appointment to see a doctor and was lucky they had an opening.  I bundled up and walked to  the

hospital.

It was still kind of early, maybe a little after 10 am when I got over to the hospital, but  I was told

I would have to wait 30-45 minutes.   There were a few tables set up in the lobby by local artists

and so I perused their wares while I waited.  The items on the last table were very  interesting.

There were earrings and other kinds of jewelry, but also  a number of handmade knives of many

sizes, including some that seemed to be made  for a very small child.

“Guut morning.”  The wrinkled old man said.

“Good morning to you!”  I replied.

“You don’t remember me?”
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I looked at him.  “I’m sorry…I don’t.”

“Well, you couldn’t see my face last  night when we were fishing.”

“Oh!  Yes…your voice is familiar!” I said trying to recover.

“Are you coming fishing tonight?”

“I don’t know…I slipped and fell down this morning and I  am not feeling too well.”

He nodded.

“I hope I feel better.  I love fishing!”

He smiled.  I noticed he was missing a lot of teeth.

“If I don’t fall down again!”

“How did you fall?”

“Someone forgot to salt the icy areas at the base of the stairs.”

“Maybe it was the Inukuns…”

“Who are they?  Were they supposed to put the salt down?”

He laughed.  “No the Inukuns are the little people of the tundra, but they do like salt!”

“I don’t understand…little people?”

“You know…like dose little people who make cookies.”

I was confused.  “Cookies?”
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“On the box…little green hats.”

“Oh…like the Keebler elves?!  Inukuns are elves?”

“Ya, but not elves…different.”

“How so?” I decided to play along.

“Well, they love mischief, but they can see into your  heart.  They punish bad people.  Have you

been bad?”

“I don’t think so…”

“Well, they may have just been trying to get your attention for  some other reason or they thought

it would be funny to watch a big man like  you fall down.  Or maybe they don’t like you for some

reason that you don’t even know!”

“I don’t want the Inukuns not to like me!”  I  said with a smile.  “What can I do?”

“First you must understand the nature of the Inukun.  They are only about a foot  to 18 inches tall

and they live underground.  Have you seen the large tufts of grass out on the tundra?”

“Yes…they look like big humps with grass sticking high out the tops?  Tussocks?”

“Those are the ones.  They are the entrance into the Inukun warren, but people are unable to  see

the opening.  They are like people, but not.  They sometimes wear furs,  like that of an arctic vole,

rabbit or ground squirrel but don’t seem to be bothered by the cold.

“Oh…I suppose that makes sense.”

“They may be small but they are very strong, stronger than a man or even a bear!”
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“A bear?!”

“Oh yes, we have found white bears dead for no  reason that can be seen.  Sometimes we find

animals that have been butchered by the Inukun…and sometimes people…”

“They eat meat?  They eat people?!”

“Only bad people…well sometimes they will take people that don’t want to live anymore.”

“That’s kind of scary!” I said with a smile.

“Inukuns are serious and a serious thing.”

“Ok…I understand.”  I didn’t want to offend him in his beliefs.

“Maybe that’s why you fall, so you can learn the ways  of the far north before you do something

that would anger the Inukun or put yourself at risk…this is a serious place.”

“Yes…I can see that.”

“You ever have that feeling you are being watched?”

“Yes.”

“Out here on the tundra, that is the Inukun.”

“And here in the village?”

“We are on the tundra…their warrens run right under the village.”

“Well that is worrisome.”

“They are not angry or evil creatures.”
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“That’s good and a relief.”

“But they will punish those that need it.”

“In what way?”

“It depends on what they have done.”

“For example?”

“If someone has taken something from someone else, the Inukun will steal it from them.  The

thief won’t have it for very long. Especially if it  is shiny”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“But if someone hurts another and they then go out to the tundra, they may not make it back.”

“How would the Inukun do that?”

“Out on the tundra, especially in winter, everything can look the same so people follow trails or

tracks in the snow.  The Inukun will cover over those tracks and sometimes make the game the

person is after, run away so the hunter won’t find anything and go  hungry.”

The old man was firm in his belief that these little people existed.

“Have you ever seen them?”

“They are tricky!  You will see them out of the corner of your eye and turn to look at them, but

they are fast.  You can run to where you saw them but they have gone underground.  Sometimes

you find a fresh hole that was dug or they disappear into a tussock.   But you don’t want to see

them up close…that would mean you are in big trouble!”
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“How so?”

“When I was a young man there was a man from Sheshalik who was a very bad man.  He would

shoot animals just for the fun of it and  leave them to rot.  He drank heavily and beat his woman

and her children.  He disrespected his elders and treated everyone with  scorn.  One day in early

winter, he went out to find caribou but did not come back on time.   I was in the territorial guard

at the time and hitched up my dog team to go out and see if I could  find him.  It took three days

to track him but I finally found what was left  of him.  He had been torn apart into little pieces

and from the sign I could tell that it took him a long time to die.  It  was brutal and painful. The

man had tried to get away but the Inukun just kept  at him as he crawled through the snow until

they finally killed him.  They had butchered him alive.  All that was left  was a few bones and

some of his clothing.  There was blood everywhere.”

“How do you know it wasn’t a bear that attacked him or maybe wolves?”

“There were no animal tracks around him…only Inukun  tracks.”

“What does an Inukun track look like?”  I asked, now very curious.

“Imagine a tiny man’s foot, but if that man had claws of his own.”  The old  man said with a far-

away look.

I nodded in understanding.  “So what should I do?   I want the Inukun to like me.”

“Give them a gift or two!  Show that you respect them.”

“What kind gifts?”

“They love jerky or dried and salted fish or maybe some  Doritos.”
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“Doritos?!”

“Inukuns like spicy stuff…they don’t get much of that in the wilds.”

“OK…what else?”

The old man held up one of the tiny hand-made knives.  “It is both shiny and functional…they

will like that.”

“How much is it?”

“Twenty dollars…”

“And what do I do with these gifts?”  I said as I pulled out  the money.

“Walk out onto the tundra and find a tussock that looks right and stick the blade  down into the

top between the grass blades…they will see it from underneath…and place the rest next to it.

Open the bag of chips and place them in a circular pattern around the rest.  ”

“How will they know it is from me?”

“They are always watching…they will know!”  He handed me the tiny knife.  It had a metal

blade with a small piece of caribou antler for a handle.  “Also,  please remember…don’t talk

about the gifts to others, the Inukun will see this as bragging with the expectation that they owe

you something…I share this with you because you didn’t grow up here and wouldn’t  know.

Now you will be safe.  A raven or two may come and announce your gift and  he may share in its

bounty with the Inukun…that is a good thing!  Do not try and scare him off.”

My name was called and I went in to my appointment.  The doctor prescribed some pain meds

and muscle relaxers and told me to take it easy.   When I came back out the old man had left and I
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walked back over to work and told my boss that I needed the rest of the day off.  I walked back

toward where I was staying but stopped at the AC store  and got the things on my list and then

headed to the southeast out onto the tundra.  At first I followed the road, but then turned left

down some higher terrain until I saw what I was looking for…an area of tussocks.

Towards the center of the area I found a large and perfectly round tussock and followed the

instructions to the letter. As I backed away, a raven flew in and started  helping himself to some

of the Doritos, then grabbed a chunk of the jerky.  He began squawking loudly and it made  me

smile as another joined in the feast.  I watched for a  while but saw no other movement…maybe

the Inukun just won’t come out while someone is watching.   I laughed at myself as I turned and

walked back toward the village.  When I got to the lagoon the family was there, already fishing.

The old man nodded at me and I nodded back, not a word was spoken…and I set  about pulling in

another pile of fish for the village elders.

But from behind me…out into the high tundra…I felt the weight of  many eyes upon me and a

feeling of serenity and acceptance.  I did not try to turn and look…I knew who  it was…
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