A review of Sky Changes On the Kuskokwim, Joan Dewey

Reading Sky Changes On the Kuskokwim took me right back to those years I spent on the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, experiencing the many gifts of living among the Yup’ik culture as well as the heartbreak I witnessed. This story is a composite of the region’s village life, the traditional lifestyle of teachings and cooperation in contrast with the Western school “outsider,” and the interception with danger of losing one’s identity. The weather and frequent changes in the sky are meaningful and representative of the importance of survival in Yup’ik traditional teachings and the serious clash with Western lifestyle, values and toxic influences. There are heartbreaking moments in the book with situations that occur to this day, the influx of Western disease, drugs/alcohol and social injustices. It is the strengths of Yup’ik culture, one of humility, land stewards, and rites of passage that promote gratitude and love for each other that shine through even the darkest moments. Bates’ novel is relevant to the health and education fields, for it addresses grief, loss, the significance of life stages. There are important messages in this novel for all ages. I believe the Yup’ik people would regard the author as a “friend to the YK Delta.” A touching and unforgettable read!

—Joan P Dewey, practicing clinical social worker and former Bethel, Alaska resident with 30 years in Alaska, now living in Northern Arizona.
