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Games have been part of  Alutiiq/Sugpiaq 
culture for centuries. Archaeologists studying old 
village sites find darts, dice, throwing discs, and 
tally sticks illustrating that the traditional games 
enjoyed today have ancient origins. Games had 
many purposes. They taught skills, reinforced 
spiritual beliefs, and provided entertainment. 
Men’s games honed hunting skills, while children’s 
games taught adult activities.

Alutiiq games varied with the seasons. In the 
fall, children played aigat (hands/fingers), a string 
game meant to slow the sun from setting and give 
families more time to prepare for winter. Then, as 
the migratory birds headed south, Alutiiq people 
put their toys and games away for winter—
so as not to prolong bad weather. As spring 
approached, children played a sunrise game, a 
string game that hastened warm weather. When 
the geese and sparrows returned to the land, toys, 
games, and competitions reappeared to celebrate 
the birth of  the year. Elders remember spring as 
a time when beaches filled with people playing 
games and preparing for subsistence activities.

Children’s Play
Young people imitated adults with toys. Miniature 
oil lamps, bowls, scoops, ulus, and skin stretching 

boards helped girls learn household tasks, while boys 
practiced boating, fishing, hunting, and ceremonial 
activities with toy kayaks, bows, harpoons, fish hooks, 
and drums. 

Men’s Games
Men competed in some of  the liveliest gaming, 
assembling privately to play spiritually powerful target 
games. In ancestral times, they played in the qasgiq—a 
community house. More recently, this type of  gaming 
took place in an old sod house or someone’s home. 
These raucous events featured singing and gambling 
that might last all night. Elders recall that people bet 
quantities of  food, clothing, and even firearms, boats, 
and houses on the outcome of  matches.

Community Games
Community gatherings were an opportunity for 
outdoors games. Both men and women enjoyed 
participating in athletic challenges that included 
swimming, boating, and running races as well as 
tests of  strength, wrestling, high jumping, target 
throwing, and a team sports. Popular games 
included yaamaq (rock)—a rock-throwing game like 
horseshoes—and shooting contests. Men and boys 
aimed arrows at pieces of  kelp in the game ruuwaq 
(arrow). Both games are still played today.
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Rules for Augca’aq
As reported by Larry Matfay

OBJECT: To score 12 points by hitting a 
suspended target with darts.

EQUIPMENT: 2 darts and 1 target for 
each player. 12 tally sticks. The target, or 
mangaq (dolphin), is carved in the shape 
of  a sea mammal. Hang the targets about 
an inch from the floor and 10 to 12 feet 
apart. 

PLAYERS: 2 individual players, or 4 
players in teams of  two.

RULES:
• Players in a kneeling position take turns 
throwing their darts, until all the darts 
are thrown. If  2 play, each player has 2 
darts. If  4 play, then 1 player from each 

team has 2 darts and team members play 
alternate games.
• The game begins with 12 tally sticks 
piled between the players. Players take 
their points from this pile. When the pile 
is depleted, they take points from each 
other.
• 12 points wins a game, 2 games wins a 
match.
• The game is also won if  a player’s 
second dart sticks into his first dart.

SCORING: Each target is divided into 
sections worth 1, 2, 3, or 5 points. Players 
score points by hitting the corresponding 
part of  the target. To score, the dart must not 
fall out of  the target. If  a player’s dart hits 
the line between target sections, he scores 
nothing. If  a player hits the line on which the 
target is suspended, he scores 8 points.

WaamucipetWaamucipet –  – 
Gaming TraditionsGaming Traditions
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OBJECT: To score 12 points by 
covering a target with thrown 
gaming discs

EQUIPMENT: 5 throwing discs 
for each player (1½ to 4 inches 
in diameter each), 1 target disc (1 
to 1½ inches in diameter), and a 
sealskin or grass mat.

PLAYER: Two individual players, 
or four players in teams of  two

RULES:
• Players take turns throwing discs 
one at a time until all the discs are 
thrown.
• Players may knock each other’s 
discs off  the target with their 
throws.

• After all the discs have been 
thrown, the score is calculated.
• The game begins with 12 tally 
sticks piled between the players. 
Players take their points from this 
pile. When the pile is depleted, 
they take points from each other.
• 12 points wins a game, 2 games 
wins a match.

SCORING: If  a player’s disc covers 
part of  the target, score 2 points. 
If  2 discs land on top of  the target, 
the top disc scores. If  none of  the 
discs cover the target, but the closest 
disc is within an index finger length 
away, the owner of  that discs scores 
1 point. If  two discs are within a 
finger’s length of  the target, the 
closest wins the point.
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Akhiok ladies play kaataq. Photo by Mike Rostad, Rostad 
Collection, Alutiiq Museum.

Learn More:
Aurcaq: Interruption, Distraction, and Reversal in an Alutiiq Men’s Dart Game, 1987 by Craig Mishler. 
American Journal of Folklore 110(436):189-202.

Games Today
Game playing remains part of  the seasonal rhythm 
of  Alutiiq communities. Buoy races, tug of  war 
challenges, pie eating contests, egg tosses, and 
boxing matches are popular activities at summer 
gatherings, and new forms of  gambling—card 
games, bingo, and pull tabs—are widely enjoyed 
throughout the year. Yet, many people remember 
the old games. Old Harbor men still compete 
at augca’aq—a traditional dart game—during 
the six weeks of  Russian Orthodox Lent, when 
both hunting and other forms of  gambling are 
prohibited. Youth continue to carve toy boats and 
organize Alutiiq ball games, and each spring teens 
tests their skills at the Native Youth Olympics.

The Stick Game - Kaataq 
Kaataq is a favorite Alutiiq men’s game, involving 
lots of  singing, joking and careful sleights 
of  hand. Native sea otter hunters working in 
California learned this game and brought it back 
to Alaska. In the past, men played kaataq in the 
weeks before Lent, staying up all night to bet 
on matches. Old sod houses were an excellent 
place to play, as they were warm and private. 
Men never played kaataq around children. It was 
considered shamanic.

This simple guessing game requires two inch-
long pieces of  wood or bone. Although the 
sticks are the same size, one is marked and 
the other is plain. The marked stick, called the 
‘wee,’ might be painted, burned on the ends, or 
grooved. The unmarked stick is the ‘dip.’

Rules for Kakangaq, 
As reported by Larry Matfay

In kaataq, two players stand facing each other. One 
holds the sticks behind his back, while taunting his 
opponent. The holder, arranges the sticks in his fists, 
then brings one hand to his chest and leaves the other 
against his back. When he says “pick”, the challenger 
must guess which stick is in the fist on the holder’s 
chest, the ‘wee’ or the ‘dip.’ If  the challenger guesses 
correctly, he scores a point. If  the challenger guesses 
incorrectly, the holder receives a point. The holder 
can change the game by putting both sticks in the 
hand behind his back. When the challenger guesses 
on an empty hand, the holder wins a point. However, 
if  an observer catches the holder’s sleight of  hand, 
the observer shouts “change,” and the holder must 
put the hand with both sticks on his chest for the 
challenger to select. In this case, the challenger wins a 
point. The first player to accumulate 16 points wins.
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Young man with ducks, Nekeferof  Collection.

Nukallpiat CalinritNukallpiat Calinrit – –
Men’s WaysMen’s Ways

Every man in Alutiiq/Sugpiaq society owned 
a kayak, a boat specially designed to fit his 
body. This was his most essential tool, a sign 
of  manhood and a necessity for his central 
job—harvesting. In their kayaks, Alutiiq men 
traveled widely along the coast of  Kodiak and 
to neighboring regions hunting, fishing, visiting, 
trading, and raiding. A good provider returned 
with food.

At home, men lived with their families, but spent 
a part of  their days in the qasgiq, or men’s house. 
This large building was a gathering place where 
men met to talk, make tools, discuss politics, plan 
travel, and perform rituals. Women and children 
could visit the qasgiq on special occasions, like 
winter festivals, but daily use was reserved for 
men. 

In addition to manufacturing hunting and fishing 
gear, men carved household items, crafted boats, 
and built and maintained houses. These jobs 
required special skills that young people learned 
by working beside accomplished carvers and 
builders.

Men also filled special roles, serving as 
community leaders, whalers, shamans, and 
spiritual leaders. The position of  angayuqaq, or 
chief  was passed through families. This person 
managed activities throughout a village. He 
organized work, settled disputes, tracked the 
location and well-being of  community members, 
led raids, maintained the qasgiq, hosted festivals, 
and distributed goods. A respected angayuqaq 
was fair, considerate, and able to build both 
consensus and wealth.

Petroglyph from 
Cape Alitak, 
Kodiak Island.

Learn More:
A Time to Dance: Life of an Alaska Native 1988, by Mike 
Rostad and Larry Matfay. A.T. Publishing, Anchorage.
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Martha Rozelle picks crowberries near Akhiok, 1990. 
Photo by Priscilla Russell, courtesy of  the Kodiak Area Native 
Association Collection.

Arnat CalinritArnat Calinrit –  – 
Women’s WaysWomen’s Ways
In Alutiiq/Sugpiaq society, groups of  related 
women lived together with their husbands and 
children. For example, a pair of  sisters might 
share a sod house. Each family had a separate 
sleeping room, but worked together on daily 
chores in a large central room. Here, women 
raised children, prepared and served food, and 
manufactured essential items—grass mats, 
baskets, thread, clothing, and boat covers. Every 
woman had a sewing bag, a decorated pouch 
where she kept her personal sewing tools. A 
woman skilled at sewing was considered an 
excellent wife.

Outside their homes, Alutiiq women were 
collectors. They gathered plant foods, harvested 
bird eggs, pried shellfish from rocks, cut grass for 
weaving, gathered wood, and carried water. They 
also processed foods and materials, splitting fish, 
butchering animals, and cleaning everything from 
seal gut to bird pelts and spruce roots. 

Because of  their power to produce life, women 
in their reproductive years were not allowed 
to hunt or trap, and could never touch a man’s 
hunting gear. Starting at puberty, they were 
secluded in special huts during their monthly 
period, to protect the luck of  hunters. 

In the spiritual realm, women served as shamans 
and healers. Shamans were closely connected 
with the non-human world. The could foretell 
the future, forecast wealth, predict the success 
of  hunts, or assist people who fell ill from 
spiritual causes. In contrast, healers were 
community doctors. They made and provided 
herbal medicines, tended the sick, and acted as 
midwives. Such women were skilled at massage 
and bloodletting, and often worked with patients 
in the warmth of  the steambath.
Learn More:
Birth and Rebirth of an Alaskan Island: The life of an 
Alutiiq Healer. 2001, by Joanne Mulcahy. University of 
Georgia Press, Athens. 

Petroglyph from 
Cape Alitak, 
Kodiak Island.


