
In 1998, my Setsoo (grandmother) Lil-
lian Olin spent Thanksgiving dinner with 
us in Anchorage. After the feast, she told 
the Tobaan Etseh story. It’s about Porcu-
pine Woman, who was crying on a river 
bank because she was hungry and stuck 
on the side opposite her favorite foods. 
Setsoo told the story in Denaakk’e* first, 
using the intonations and sways of our 
language, and then translated to English 
for us to understand. 

At one point, Porcupine Woman en-
counters a river otter who takes pity on 
her and offers her a ride across the river 
on its tail. Counter to our core beliefs of 
respect and seeking balance, Porcupine 
Woman rejects the offer, saying the otter’s 
tail is too skinny and resembles a fire pok-
er. The slighted otter fires back: “Hmmph! 
What do you know anyway, you old tunnel 
nose!” Setsoo, while cracking up at this, 
pointed out that in English, it’s just not the 
same. It falls flat. I felt cheated, excluded 
from the joke that played on words. As a 
13-year-old boy, I decided I was going to 
figure this out. 

Jump forward to 2007. I spent a win-
ter with Setsoo in Galena, where I picked 

up some conversational Denaakk’e. I also 
learned how to connect with others and 
the land surrounding me. The relation-
ships I built then, and the belief in myself, 
have shaped the mentality I have as a lan-
guage learner and teacher. Learning our 
language helped bring to the surface from 
deep below a fundamental sense of “I can 
stick to something.” For me, it has been a 
transformation: to actively choose to cre-
ate something good, and not to blame 
myself or others. A grandmother’s love is 
really what spurred my journey learning 
Denaakk’e, and it’s the love I have for fu-
ture generations that keeps me going.

Hedo’kūhūdeł’eehenh. I am a teacher. 
Currently I speak and sing to my pre-
kindergarten students in Denaakk’e. My 
hope is that these 20 will see that our lan-
guage and practices have value and are 
fun. We can be who we are, here and now. 
Working with our language and youth 
will help prevent anyone else sharing that 
feeling of being cheated. I want them to 
hear elders or learners out in public—at 
the store or at the basketball game—and 
think “Denaakk’e henaayh!” “That person 
is speaking our language!” 
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Tl’eeyegge Hukkenaaga Hedohu-deg’eeh:  
I Am Learning Our Language

 
Dewey Kk’ołeyo Hoffman is an associate educator at the Fairbanks Native Association’s 
Indigenous Language Project, a Head Start program for three- to five-year-olds that pro-
vides instruction and support in Koyukon Athabascan language, culture, and traditions. 
Originally from Ruby, Dewey was given the name Kk’ołeyo by his grandmother, after her 
grandfather Big Jim Kk’ołeyo; it means “long distance walker.” He earned his BA from 
Dartmouth College in 2009, and is working toward a master’s in education.

* Denaakk’e, also known as Koyukon Athabascan, originates from areas surrounding 
the central Yukon River and all of the Koyukuk River. Our 3,000-plus people now 
live all across Alaska and the world. I estimate that there are 250 active Denaakk’e 
learners of all ages and races, each continuing our arts, songs, and practices in 
schools and families. Anyone can learn and anyone can teach. Here’s a fun one for 
you to try:  If you are feeling happy you can say sodegets’eeyh! (soda-gets-eeeh.) Try 
to say that one without smiling. Find more information and audio samples at: www.
alaskanativelanguages.org/denaakke.

How Does Language Connect Us?  
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Kindling Conversation is an opportunity to 
bring people together in your community 

for short, thoughtful discussions on themes 
central to life in Alaska.

SIGN UP: AKHF.org/Kindling-Conversation

Springboards for Discussion 
Articles, films, images, exhibits, and texts 

create common ground and allow everyone 
to contribute.

Conversation Toolkit 
A facilitator guide, promotional materials, 
and participant surveys are ready to go.

Facilitator Training 
We’ll walk you through the process and 

materials to ensure your community event  
is a success.

Funding 
A non-competitive $200 micro-grant 

defrays the cost of hosting.

KINDLING CONVERSATION

KINDLING CONVERSATION
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Luisa Nemitz is a native of Berlin, Germany. She came to An-
chorage five months ago to live and work as a nanny for one 
year, before returning to Germany for university. She had a 
little English from her education in Germany, but enrolled in 
English classes twice a week at the Alaska Literacy Program to 
improve her fluency. FORUM sat down with Luisa for a con-
versation about learning English; passages are transcribed here.

In October, when I came here, my English was not so good. 
It was difficult for me to understand the family. By Christmas 
time, it was better. But it still goes up and down. 

To live here, I must have a bank account. After I got here, 
I opened an account. Two days later, a person from the bank 
called me to ask if everything was okay. I didn’t understand; it 
was really hard to speak over the phone. They had to ask four 
times before I knew what they wanted. It was really hard to 
have someone call and say something about money and not 
to understand.  

I also filled out a lot of documents to live here, like the So-
cial Security card. And, I studied hard for my driver’s license 
test. So, my English is getting better and better. I must speak 
English or I might miss something important.

Now, I have more practice, English school, and I hear Eng-
lish all day. I feel comfortable to talk with people, and say, 
“Yes, I understand what you want!” I’m really happy about 
this. I feel like part of the country and not so much of an 
outsider. 

I’ve met people from other countries who have lived here 
for five, seven years, but their English is not so good. I don’t 
understand: to live here a long time and not speak English. 
It must be very difficult for your job. I must have English for 
my job. 

Even in Germany, there is so much English. In Berlin, 
people who are speaking German use words of English, too. 
There is English in the cinema, in the music. I want to be an 
airline pilot, so I need English. Pilots speak English in Eu-
rope. Here, when I see other au pairs, French au pairs, we can 
speak English together. 

When I need a break, I can speak German with German au 
pairs; that’s really nice. But, I couldn’t live without English. ■

Itzel Yarger-Zagal

Keep It Quiet!

Itzel Yarger-Zagal grew up below the volcano Popocatepetl in a town 
called Tepetlixpa. Her writing is influenced by her experiences as a 
child growing up in rural Mexico and then later as a human rights 
advocate throughout Mexico, Central America, and the United States. 
She writes bilingual poetry, children’s stories, and short stories on 
issues related to immigration, decolonization, gender equality, and 
peace, among others. 

“Ammo Xinahuitl!” That’s Náhuatl, the language spoken by the 
Aztecs, for “keep it quiet!” My great-aunt Prima would say this to us 
when somebody was listening and we should be quiet or change the 
topic. She grew up during the Mexican Revolution when you had to 
watch what you said because your life depended on it. My aunt Prima 
was the last person in my family to speak fluent Náhuatl.  

As a way to remember her and preserve Náhuatl, we say it as much 
as we can. We don’t need to often, but it is useful when my son is be-
ing too loud: “Ammo Xinahuitl!”

We moved to Alaska when my son was eight months old. My hus-
band got a job teaching Spanish, and I started the journey of being a 
new mother in a place I had never before imagined. Being so far from 
Mexico is difficult, and I want my son to be proud of what he is, even 
as he faces negative stereotypes about Mexicans. The image of the 
“bad hombre” profoundly hurts my heart, because it negatively labels 
my father, my Latino friends, and of course my own son.

I counter this environment by telling my son good things about 
Mexico. I tell him stories about good hombres and mujeres, like Emil-
iano Zapata and Sor Juana. We do everything in Spanish, because 
language is the door to experience a culture. We play traditional 
games like adivinanzas, a guessing game with rhymes. We listen to 
traditional music and we dance. We make tortillas from scratch. It 
is difficult to love and appreciate a culture you are not familiar with, 
and so it is essential for me to find ways to encourage my son to love 
his roots, brownness, music, food, and Aztec heritage along with his 
Spanglish.

The result so far is that my son is fearlessly bilingual, bicultural, and 
in love with Alaska. He loves snow as much as he loves Mexican food. 
Despite the long, dark winters, I am grateful of the beauty Alaska and 
Alaskans have to offer. While at times I have felt judged for speaking 
Spanish to my son, I mainly feel accepted and even applauded for do-
ing so. The challenge gets greater as our son grows, and schools and 
the public arena decide what is cool.  They say a language can get lost 
in two generations. I only can hope that our music keeps going in our 
family and that all languages, especially those humming in very few 
tongues, never keep it quiet! Aic ammo xinahuitl!

Luisa Nemitz

‘Yes, I Understand  
What You Want!’
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