
 

 

AUTHOR’S NOTE 

The names of Elik’s Bent Point village, the village on the Long Coast shore and Allanaq’s Seal 

people’s place cannot be found on any current map of Alaska. While I did take the liberty of 

borrowing historic Native place names for several minor locations, the goals of my research 

aimed not so much toward describing a specific locale as toward finding a way to balance 

Summer Light somewhere between the ethnographies I’d been reading and the archaeological 

record itself. 

In the earliest stages—before any work on the story began—I knew only that the novel 

would be set in Alaska’s northwest coast, and that I preferred writing about a people who lived 

earlier than the traditional Eskimo whale hunters, but not so far in the distant past that I couldn’t 

feel comfortable leaning on the rich ethnographic sources available, work such as that done by 

Knud Rasmussen in his Report on the Fifth Thule Expedition (1921-24), and Edward Nelson’s 

The Eskimo About Bering Strait, published by the Smithsonian in 1899. 

 



But who did that mean I would be writing about, and which specific culture? The story 

needed to locate itself not only in a physical geography that determined the seasonal round 

(What food sources were they dependent on? Were there settled villages?), but also a geography 

of time. The choices mattered immensely as they would become the foundation for everything 

that followed. 

After much browsing through the Alaska Collection of the Noel Wein public library and 

the Rasmuson Library at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, I eventually settled on a reference 

from Inua, the Spirit World of the Bering Sea Eskimo, where authors William Fitzhugh and 

Susan Kaplan helped narrow my search. “Between 500 B.C. and A.D. 500, several distinct Paleo-

Eskimo cultures existed in the coastal regions of western Alaska, including Ipiutak in the region 

north of the Seward Peninsula .  .  . ”  And then south of Bering Strait where, “the local early 

Paleo-Eskimo culture developed into a different culture known as Norton.” 

Ipiutak and Norton, the two cultures I decided on as models for Summer Light offered 

fascinating, suggestive contrasts. Helge Larsen and Froelich Rainey, summarizing their original 

excavations in Ipiutak and the Arctic Whale Hunting Culture, wrote that: “The general 

impression is that of highly complex and elaborate burial customs . . . A ghost cult and 

shamanism were the two most conspicuous elements of the spiritual culture of the Ipiutak 

people.” 

And while the Ipiutak’s openwork ivory artifacts and finely flaked tools are often called 

“spectacular,” J. L. Giddings in Ancient Men of the Arctic described the Norton people as being, 

“more practical in their outlook, less burdened by the demands of religious and artistic 

excellence.”  Writing in somewhat harsh terms, Giddings decided that, “Common to all Norton 

people was their almost haphazard work with soft slate. Roughly scratching it into shape and 



polishing only its edges, they produced but few types of blades.” 

With the archaeology for a backdrop—but recognizing, even before I had a first draft in 

hand, that there was never going to be such a thing as complete accuracy—it remained my hope 

to have the plot arise from events that might have been plausible. There are, for instance, many 

accounts of walrus stealing seals as they’re towed behind boats. Justice in traditional Eskimo 

villages was often meted out by village consensus. And shamans did go into trances and speak 

with the spirits of the animal. 

With those explanations behind, it becomes necessary to apologize for the vast 

simplifications I allowed for the sake of the story: the differences in seal-hunting techniques, for 

instance, or the use of labrets, or the question of whether there actually were ceremonial houses 

at this early date. And perhaps most of all, the postulation that the dates allowed contact between 

the Norton phases and Ipiutak peoples. 

That Allanaq and Elik would have been able to understand each other is my own 

invention. The branch of the Eskimo-Aleut language with the largest number of speakers in 

Alaska today is the Central Yup’ik Eskimo of western Alaska. Sometime earlier than a thousand 

years ago, roughly in the area of the Bering Sea, Eskimo languages split into the Yup’ik and 

Inupiaq now spoken in northern Alaska. The Yup’ik spellings I used for Elik’s Real people come 

from the Yup’ik Eskimo Dictionary, compiled by Steven A. Jacobson for the Alaska Native 

Language Center at the University of Alaska. The place names used in chapter 7 are from the 

Koyukon Athapaskan Indian language. It isn’t possible after two thousand years to know which 

languages were spoken exactly where. What we can know is that people have always traveled 

Alaska’s coast, hunting, trading, and maintaining ties with distant relatives. For the sake of the 

narrative, I describe these languages as mutually intelligible. 



Summer Light is a work of fiction. The errors are mine alone. I had thought the effort I 

put into writing this book was large; having finished I see that it was actually a gift, enriching my 

life many times over. 
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