
Prologue 
 

It was snowing the night I drove my Honda CRV onto the M/V Malispina and I was 
both afraid and full of hope. 

³:KDW�DP�,�GRLQJ��TXLWWLQJ�P\�MRE��OHDYLQJ�$ODVND�DIWHU�DOPRVW����\HDUV�WR�LQWHUYLHZ�
grandmothers? Who does such a crazy thing?” Fear of driving on real roads, fear of 
failure, and fear of not being able to navigate the ramp to get my car onto the ferry 
came over me like the waves that splashed the ship. It was midnight and I was lined 
up with about 30 other cars and trucks waiting to head south on the Alaska Marine 
Highway along the Inside Passage from Alaska’s capital to Bellingham, Washington. 
I couldn’t quite shake the idea that living out my lifelong dream might not meet my 
expectations.   
 
I slowly navigated the car down the long metal ramp and managed to maneuver onto 
the ship’s car deck without hitting anything. I watched as the city lights faded slowly 
into the distance in my cabin window. The hum of the ship’s engine and the slow 
movement through the water eased my anxiety and the faint glimmer of lights on the 
water mirrored the glimmer of hope I allowed myself to feel. The Women’s Voices 
3URMHFW�ZDV�ODXQFKHG�

7KH�:RPHQ¶V�9RLFHV�MRXUQH\�JUHZ�RXW�RI�D�GUHDP�,�KDG�VKRUWO\�DIWHU�WKH�GHDWK�RI�P\�
mentor and friend from Sitka, Alaska, Tlingit elder Jim Walton. In the dream, I was 
laying in the sun on a tall tower overlooking Juneau. I realized, after some time, that I 
didn’t want to go back down. At that moment, another tower appeared on a mountain 
in the woods across the channel separating Juneau from Douglas Island. When I was 
ready to cross, suddenly a tightrope and a bicycle appeared, connecting the towers. 
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After riding the bicycle safely across the tightrope to the other side, I looked up to 
see an approaching storm. Looking down, I saw the lodge in the woods that had 
been a safe haven in many dreams. For some reason, I lay down on the deck of the 
second tower and fell asleep. When I awoke within the dream, the storm had passed 
and I could see the sun coming through the clouds over the distant mountains.  I 
MXPSHG�RII�WKH�WRZHU�DQG�EHJDQ�WR�À\�GRZQZDUG��RYHU�WKH�WDOO�6LWND�6SUXFH�
VXUURXQGLQJ�P\�ORGJH��%XW�DIWHU�FLUFOLQJ�D�IHZ�WLPHV��,�ÀHZ�EDFN�XSZDUGV��WRZDUG�
WKH�VXQ��7KH�QH[W�WKLQJ�,�NQHZ�,�ZDV�À\LQJ�LQ�VSDFH��FLUFOLQJ�WKH�HDUWK��ZLWK�DQ�
LQFUHGLEOH�VHQVH�RI�MR\�DQG�RQHQHVV�ZLWK�DOO�WKLQJV��

:KHQ�,�DZRNH�IURP�WKH�GUHDP�,�NQHZ�LW�KDG�EHHQ�D�PHVVDJH��,W�ZDV�WLPH�WR�¿QDOO\�
do what the Creator wanted me to do. It was time to face my fears, leave Juneau, 
DQG�JHW�VWDUWHG�RQ�WKH�SURMHFW�,�KDG�ORQJ�EHHQ�SXWWLQJ�RII��,W�ZDV�WLPH�WR�KRQRU�-LP�
Walton’s memory.   

A Tlingit Elder: A Native Prophesy 

At the age of 72, Jim Walton left his family in Alaska and traveled alone, without 
speaking the Russian language, to Yakutia, an independent republic in Russia’s 
6LEHULDQ�UHJLRQ��+H�ZHQW�LQ�IXO¿OOPHQW�RI�ZKDW�KH�VDLG�ZDV�DQ�$WKDEDVNDQ�HOGHU¶V�
prophesy; that someday someone from Alaska would travel back across the land 
bridge to Siberia to help the Northern indigenous people. In turn, those people 
would travel back to Alaska to help us. Jim also shared a belief held by many of 
North America’s indigenous peoples that in dark times, the light of wisdom and 
hope would come from the North. 

For years before he went to Yakutia, Jim dedicated his life to helping indigenous 
people heal from the ravages of alcoholism – a disease that he knew personally all 
too well. He was the force behind International Cross-Cultural Alcohol Program and 
was one of the elders who began the Spiritual Unity of Tribes Gatherings in the early 
1990s. It was at one of those Gatherings in Nambe Pueblo, New Mexico, that the 
VHHGV�RI�WKH�:RPHQ¶V�9RLFHV�MRXUQH\�ZHUH�SODQWHG�LQ�PH��

The Gathering, subtitled “Honoring the Grandmothers,” was nine days of ceremony, 
VZHDW�ORGJHV��WDONLQJ�E\�WKH�VDFUHG�¿UH��KHDOLQJ�FLUFOHV�DQG�ORQJ�GD\V�DQG�QLJKWV�
spent camping with hundreds of men, women and children from all across North 
$PHULFD��$V�D�\RXQJ�PRWKHU��WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�P\�GD\V�ZHUH�VSHQW�ZLWK�RWKHU�ZRPHQ�
in the make-shift outdoor kitchen, peeling potatoes, cutting vegetables and preparing 
the food that kept miraculously appearing to feed the thousands who had come to 
take part. Talk of honoring the grandmothers was ripe on the lips of the men at the 
*DWKHULQJ��ZKR�VHHPHG�WR�PH�WR�EH�HQMR\LQJ�WKH�IUXLWV�RI�WKH�ZRPHQ¶V�ODERUV���,�ZDV�
disgusted. But as the days of the Gathering went by, I found myself more and more 
drawn to those who chose to cook and clean. The love and the laughter, the humility 
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and the caring I observed among the women and the young men who helped, was 
a balm of healing for my empty spirit. How was it that day after day I couldn’t 
¿QG�DQ\�WUDFH�RI�DQJHU�RU�
resentment from these 
women? How was it that 
no matter how many hours 
I worked, or how tired 
I was, the grandmothers 
worked longer, laughed 
harder, and grew more and 
PRUH�MR\RXV�DV�WKH�GD\V�
went on? I wanted to know 
their secret.

Jim Walton made his 
¿UVW�WULS�WR�6LEHULD�WR�
accompany his daughter, 
Joyce Walton Shales, to a 
United Nations sponsored 
event in Yakutz, the capital 
of the Sakha Republic, 
MXVW�DIWHU�WKH�RSHQLQJ�RI�WKH�6RYLHW�8QLRQ�WR�WKH�:HVW��:KHQ�LQYLWHG�WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�
conference as a respected elder, Jim told the crowd that the biggest problem they 
had wasn’t the conference’s economic or educational focus, it was alcohol. As you 
might imagine, the response he received was less than warm. But within a year, he 
returned to Siberia, and made his way to Cherski, the farthest north village in the 
Republic. Tatyana Martynova, a young psychologist and teacher, accompanied Jim 
to Cherski as his translator and remained there, teaching school and learning from 
him for several years. Jim believed that living in Cherski amongst the Sakha, Evenk, 
(YHQ�DQG�&KXFNFKL�SHRSOH��ZDV�D�IXO¿OOPHQW�RI�WKH�$WKDEDVNDQ�HOGHU¶V�SURSKHV\��
There is virtually no place on earth where people live farther north than Cherski. 
Living and working there to help deal with problems related to alcohol, Jim felt he 
was igniting a small match that would become a burning torch. He believed that 
torch would one day come back across the land bridge and bring the light from the 
North back to Alaska. 

After Jim’s death, wanting to continue the work he had begun and honor his 
PHPRU\��,�LQYLWHG�7DW\DQD�0DUW\QRYD�WR�YLVLW�PH�LQ�-XQHDX��,�¿UVW�PHW�7RQ\D�
when I went to Yakutia in 1997 at Jim’s urging to take part in a healthy lifestyles 
conference he and Tonya spearheaded at the small college there. Tonya and I 
became instant soul sisters and friends. We worked together for many years on 
numerous health, education and economic development exchanges between Alaska 
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and the Sakha Republic. After Jim’s death, we both felt lost as to how to continue 

his work and how to make it our own. Face-to-face discussions seemed like a good 

LGHD��,W�ZDV�GXULQJ�WKRVH�GLVFXVVLRQV��WKDW�WKH�LGHD�IRU�WKH�:RPHQ¶V�9RLFHV�3URMHFW�
took shape.  

 

Tonya would travel with me from the 

North to the South along the “good red 

road” and interview grandmothers in 

Russia, Alaska and the United States. 

We would do it alone, funded only by 

RXU�VDFUL¿FHV�DQG�WKH�DVVLVWDQFH�RI�WKH�
Creator.

We would ask the grandmothers to share 

their wisdom with the world. We would 

SXW�RXU�OLYHV�LQ�*RG¶V�KDQGV�DQG�¿QG�
people along the way from all walks 

of life – the only common denominator 

among the people we would interview 

was that they would all be mothers and 

grandmothers. And we would ask each 

RQH�WR�VKDUH�ZLWK�XV�ZKDW�VKH�KDG�OHDUQHG�DORQJ�KHU�OLIH¶V�MRXUQH\��,I�ZH�SUR¿WHG�
IURP�RXU�HIIRUWV��ZH�ZRXOG�XVH�D�SRUWLRQ�RI�WKH�SUR¿WV�WR�FUHDWH�D�:RPHQ¶V�&HQWHU�
in Yakutz dedicated to helping women, mothers, and handicapped children, and 

dedicated to changing lives.  

The Other Travelers 

,�¿UVW�PHW�1DGLD�1RHYD�ZKHQ�VKH�VHUYHG�DV�D�WUDQVODWRU�DW�D�KHDOWK\�OLIHVW\OHV�
conference held outside Yakutz in 2002. At that conference, she shared with me 

WKDW�RQH�RI�KHU�GUHDPV�ZDV�WR�EHFRPH�D�¿OPPDNHU��VRPHRQH�ZKR�FRXOG�FDSWXUH�WKH�
EHDXW\�DQG�PDMHVW\�RI�KHU�WUDGLWLRQDO�6DNKD�FXOWXUH�EHIRUH�LW�ZDV�JRQH��+HU�VLQFHULW\�
WR�IXO¿OO�WKDW�GUHDP�ZDV�LQIHFWLRXV��

2XU�¿QDO�WUDYHOHU��&KHU\O�(OGHPDU��D�7OLQJLW�ZRPDQ�IURP�-XQHDX��KDG�EHHQ�LQYLWHG�
by Jim years before to become part his work in Russia. Though she did not, Cheryl’s 

path and mine continued to cross for many years. When the idea of the Women’s 

9RLFHV�3URMHFW�ZDV�ERUQ��&KHU\O�DJUHHG�WR�FRPH�DORQJ�RQ�WKH�MRXUQH\��

The Plan to Fly 

$V�ZLWK�PDQ\�VLJQL¿FDQW�HYHQWV�LQ�SHRSOH¶V�OLYHV��WKH�SLFWXUH�RI�KRZ�WKH�:RPHQ¶V�
9RLFHV�3URMHFW�ZRXOG�HYROYH�ZDV�SDLQWHG�RQO\�LQ�EURDG�EUXVK�VWURNHV��7KH�SODQ�
was to not have a plan. Nadia and Tonya would meet me in Seattle with tickets 
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SDLG�IRU�IURP�WKH�VDOH�RI�P\�KRPH��7RJHWKHU�ZH�ZRXOG�¿QG�D�%HVW�%X\��SXUFKDVH�
needed camera equipment, and start driving south. Thanks to the hospitality of a 

good friend, I had a place to stay in the Seattle area after my voyage on the Alaska 

Marine Highway came to an end.  My friend’s home became a sanctuary while 

,�ZDLWHG�IRU�7RQ\D�DQG�1DGLD�WR�DUULYH��&KHU\O�ZRXOG�MRLQ�PH�ODWHU��DQG�EHFRPH�
my traveling companion after the other women returned to Yakutz to resume their 

lives. As the writer and producer, I was responsible for editing the interviews and 

VRPHKRZ��,�ZRXOG�ZULWH�WKH�ERRN��¿QG�D�¿OPPDNHU�DQG�SXEOLVKHU��DQG�WKH�UHVW�
would be history. At the start, that was all I could see. That, and a dream assuring 

PH�WKDW�ZKHQ�,�ÀHZ�RII�WKH�VHFRQG�SODWIRUP�DQG�GLGQ¶W�JR�EDFN�WR�P\�VDIH�ORGJH��
VRPHKRZ�,�ZRXOG�À\�

Essential Questions 

7KHUH�ZHUH�QLQH�HVVHQWLDO�TXHVWLRQV�ZH�VHW�RXW�WR�¿QG�DQVZHUV�WR�DORQJ�WKH�MRXUQH\��
:H�DVNHG�WKH�ZRPHQ�WR�VKDUH�WKHLU�PRVW�GLI¿FXOW�H[SHULHQFH�LQ�OLIH�DQG�ZKDW�
gave them the strength to overcome it. We wanted to know who and what the 

ZRPHQ�KDG�GUDZQ�RQ�IRU�VXSSRUW�GXULQJ�GLI¿FXOW�WLPHV��:H�DVNHG�ZKDW�LQ�OLIH�KDG�
EURXJKW�WKHP�WKH�PRVW�MR\��:KDW�ZDV�WKHLU�SURXGHVW�PRPHQW��DFFRPSOLVKPHQW�RU�
experience?  And we wanted to know if there was anything these grandmothers 

thought was important when they were young that they later realized wasn’t 

meaningful or important. We asked if there were any “lies” they had believed to be 

true about themselves or about the world that they now knew had never been true. 

We wanted to know their greatest regrets, their biggest mistakes. And we wanted to 

know the one most important piece of advice they could give their daughters and 

granddaughters. Lastly, we asked the grandmothers if there was anything from their 

culture or their upbringing they thought was important to share and preserve.

The Women, The Grandmothers 

The women we interviewed ranged from age 44 to 102. They were black, white, 

EURZQ��\HOORZ�DQG�HYHU\�PL[�EHWZHHQ��7KH\�ZHUH�<XURN��1DYDMR��7OLQJLW��,ULVK��
Russian, English, Iranian, Armenian, South African, Chinese, Chumash and more. 

They were Christians, Jews, Baha’is, Muslims, agnostics, and those who practiced 

their Native ways. They lived in a San Francisco mansion, a Sausalito houseboat, a 

trailer in Yuma, a homeless shelter in Portland, a retirement community in Tempe, 

a cabin in Alaska, and state housing in Yakutz. They lived in Siberian villages, 

Alaskan towns, cities and suburbs across the Lower 48. They lived on mountains, 

tundra, plains, mesas, deserts and ocean sides. They voted for Herbert Hoover, 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, Ronald Regan, George Bush and Barak Obama. One 

escaped religious persecution by leading her children across the mountains from 

Iran to Pakistan and into freedom. One escaped sexual slavery and physical 

mutilation. They were attorney generals, recovering addicts, nurses, teachers, 

homemakers, authors, and waitresses. They were married for 65 years, divorced 
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after 60 years, widowed, rich, poor, abused, abandoned, honored, and forgotten. 
:H�PHW�WKHP�DOO�DORQJ�RXU�MRXUQH\�DQG�WKH\�ZHOFRPHG�XV�LQWR�WKHLU�OLYHV��:H�
met them in parking lots, on their streets, in coffee houses and on the beach. We 
approached them as strangers and left as friends.  They shared their experience, 
strength, hopes and dreams, freely and for the asking. Their wisdom changed us 
forever. We welcome you to hear the Women’s Voices and learn the wisdom of the 
grandmothers. 
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