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ABSTRACTMost ethnographic accounts of commercial fishing have been concerned with 
ocean fisheries; river-based fisheries have received comparatively little attention. This paper 
concerns a Pacific salmon (Oncorhync/zus spp.) set gillnet fishery in Southeast Alaska. It 
first examines the techniques and strategies used by setnet fishermen and how these have 
been shaped by the very different ecological conditions of two rivers. The paper then exa- 
mines the different rules observed by the fishermen to determine access to and allocation 
of fishing sites, a potentially thorny problem in a river-based fishery where the best fishing 
sites are known by all fishermen and are finite in number. Of particular concern is how the 
fishermen have responded to increased competition for fishing sites and the mechanism 
adopted to avoid conflict. [Maritime, commercial fishing, ecological anthropology.] 

While the literature on the anthropology of fishing has grown considerably in 
recent years (cf. Acheson 1981), the bulk of the writings concern marine fisheries. 
Alaska is a notable exception to this; anthropologists and other social scientists 
working for the Subsistence Division of the Alaska Department of Fish and 
Game (ADF&G) have conducted many studies of river-based fisheries (e.g. 
Braund 1980; Stanek 1981; Magdanz 1981; Stokes 1982; Thomas 1982; Caulfield 
1983; Wolfe and Ellanna 1983; Magdanz and Ollana 1985). Most of these 
studies, however, have been of subsistence rather than commercial fishing, and 
because they have been conducted for a fish and game regulatory agency they 
have focused primarily on the distribution of fishermen, the mapping of 
resources, harvest levels, and other matters related to the management of 
resources. Moreover, the methodology on which these studies have been based 
has been primarily social surveys, and consequently the ethnographic content 
of the writings has been minimal. 

The aims of this paper are threefold. The first is to provide an ethnographic 
account of the commercial Pacific salmon (Oncorhynchus spp.) set gillnet (set- 
net) fishery in the Yakutat region of Alaska. Second, is to examine how fisher- 
men in the setnet fishery allocate rights to fishing sites, and how the different 
ecological conditions of two adjacent rivers have resulted in very different rules. 
And third, is how the fishermen have responded to increased competition caused 
by the arrival of a new group of mobile fishermen. 
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This salmon setnet fishery in Yakutat involves stretching gillnets from a river 
bank out into the river; salmon migrating upstream to spawn hit the nets and 
become entangled. The trapped fish are then picked from the nets by fishermen 
working from small boats while the nets are still in place. As in other fisheries, 
such as seining and trolling, there are proscribed rules of behavior to regulate 
the competition for access to the best fishing sites. Because setnetters are cog- 
nizant of the best places to fish, rules are needed to regulate the competition 
for access to the best sites. Setnetting in this region does differ from these other 
techniques for harvesting salmon in several ways though. First, setnetters spend 
comparatively little time in their boats away from land, and when they are on 
the water they are seldom more than 30 m from the shore. In contrast, trolling 
and seining are done on the open water; the fishermen work, eat, and sleep on 
their boats, and may be away from land for days at a time. Second, there is less 
danger in setnetting than in open sea fishing. This is not to say that setnetting 
is without hazard, especially in the glacial streams of Alaska which are frigid 
and swift; but it is clearly safer than fishing in the open seas of the Gulf of Alas- 
ka, where severe storms can develop quickly. Third, in riverine setnetting there 
is less uncertainty in knowing the location of the salmon since fishermen can 
read the contours of the river bank and the corresponding flow of the water to 
determine where the fish are mostly likely to gather. Trollers and seiners, in con- 
trast, operate in a marine environment where it is more difficult to determine 
the location of salmon (Gatewood 1984; Langdon 1977,1982; Orth 1986,1987). 
Finally, setnetters typically work alone, whereas most trollers and seiners work 
in crews. 

The fieldwork on which this study is based was conducted by the senior author 
(G. Gmelch) during the summers of 1982 and 1986.' The data were collected 
through a multi-method approach involving participant-observation, informal 
interviews, questionnaires, mapping, inventories of fish camps, and review of 
ADF&G harvest data. While the bulk of the data is qualitative, with much of 
the field time spent observing fishermen at work, a questionnaire survey was 
used to gather basic data on demography and patterns of resource use. The sur- 
vey schedule was administered to 31 fish camps, 22 (92%) of the study area's 
stationary fishermen and 9 (35%) of its mobile fishermen. 

The Setting: The Alsek and East Rivers 

Dry Bay, the setting of this study, is located on the Gulf of Alaska about 80 km 
south of the village of Yakutat (see Map). The commercial fishery there takes 
place on two rivers - the Alsek and the East - which flow across a short coastal 
plane, known as the Yakutat forelands. Forming a backdrop to this coastal plane 
is one of the largest mountain ranges in North America, the St. Elias Mountains, 
with several peaks in excess of 5,000 m. Immense glaciers scour the mountain 
valleys, with melt water feeding the streams that flow out to the ocean. 

The Alsek and East Rivers are radically different from one another. The Alsek 
River, which rises in the Yukon Territory, is almost 325 km long; while the East 



Map of the Dry Bay area 

River runs just 23 km from its artesian source to the ocean. The Alsek is extreme- 
ly cold (3-5°C); most of its volume being glacial melt. The East River is shallow 
and because it is non-glacial, is comparatively warm (13-18OC). The water of the 
Alsek is turbid. From the air, its milky grey color gives it the appearance of wa- 
tery cement. The East River, in contrast, is crystal clear. The current of the Alsek 
is swift, averaging six knots, while the East River's current is a gentle two knots. 

Setnetters in both rivers focus their efforts primarily on red salmon (0. nerka), 
although pink (0. gorbuscha), chum (0. keta), coho (0. kisutch) and king salm- 
on (0. tshawytscha) are important additions to the monetary value of the catch. 
Since 1976, the annual harvest of salmon in the Dry Bay region has ranged from 
a low of 62,172 salmon in 1976, to 217,363 salmon in 1985. Generally, the harvest 
from the East River has contributed the bulk of the catch (cf. Table 1 & 2). De- 
spite its small size, the East river is nearly twice as productive as the Alsek River. 
The reason for its high salmon densities are ideal spawning conditions, so ideal 
that the local ADF&G biologist has referred to the river as "one giant hatchery" 
(Alex Brogle, pers. ~ o m m . ) . ~  
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Table 1. Historical saltnon setnet t1arvest in the East River: 1976-1989 

Year # o f  Days Kings Reds Coho Pink Chum Total 
Fishermen Fished (#) (f/) (11) (10 Catch 

N: 14 13 14 14 14 14 14 14 
Min: 8 27.5 22 21,309 1,129 3 4,668 32,259 
Max: 92 57.0 261 185,851 20,148 2,628 24,453 205,443 
Aver: 51 40.6 89 75,088 5,884 710 11,632 93,402 

SD: 29 9.7 59 49,339 4,907 767 6,342 51,053 

Note: From Anonymous (n.d.). 

A Brief History of the Fishery 

The fishermen in the Dry Bay area are all seasonal and comprise both Alaska 
Native (Tlingit) and non-native Anglo-Americans. There have not been any year- 
round residents in the Dry Bay area since 1908 when the last Tlingit village in 
the area was abandoned (Goldschmidt 1946:840).3 At that time many of the 
Dry Bay natives moved to the large village of Yakutat, returning to Dry Bay only 
during the summer months to fish; others moved permanently from the region, 
settling in other towns in southeast Alaska. The transition from year-round vil- 
lage life in Dry Bay to seasonal stays in summer fish camps was hastened by the 
construction of a cannery in Dry Bay in 1910. The cannery provided fishermen 
with transportation from Yakutat to Dry Bay, making it possible for the natives 
to fish at Dry Bay, yet live in town. 

At the same time, many Norwegians and Finns who had come to the area to 
work in the cannery, switched to fishing where they could earn more money and 
be independent as well. When the fishing season ended each September they 
moved to Alaskan coastal towns and cities, such as Sitka and Juneau, for the 
winter (Brogle 1981). 



Table 2. Historical saltnon setnet harvest it1 tile Alsek River: 1976-1989 

Year # of Days Kings Reds Coho Pink Chum Total 
Fishermen Fished (#) (#) (#I (#) (#) Catch 

(#I 

1976 20 53.0 545 18,712 4,954 0 182 24,393 
1977 22 57.0 1,385 39,409 11,351 58 169 52,372 
1978 29 49.0 2,285 49,646 13,402 39 164 65,536 
1979 38 45.0 2,561 40,223 6,044 25 120 48,973 
1980 40 42.0 1,401 25,385 7,602 9 929 3,326 
1981 21 40.0 761 24,680 10,614 25 472 36,552 
1982 25 34.0 523 28,917 6,304 6 -., 72 35,822 
1983 18 40.0 77 19,131 5,661 7 299 25,175 
1984 22 33.0 60 14,409 7,854 23 1,354 23,700 
1985 21 33.0 212 5,603 5,674 8 423 11,920 
1986 23 34.0 476 24,164 1,331 13 537 26,521 
1987 27 38.0 345 11,299 2,537 0 1,922 16,103 
1988 30 34.0 223 6,286 4,986 7 907 12,409 
1989 28 38.0 240 13,513 5,972 2 1,031 20,758 

N: 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 
Min: 18 33.0 60 5,603 1,331 0 72 11,920 
Max: 40 57.0 2,561 49,646 13,402 58 1,922 65,536 
Aver: 26 40.7 792 22,956 6,735 16 613 31,111 

SD: 7 7.7 810 13,117 3,274 17 548 15,769 

Note: From Anonymous (n.d.). 

The cannery closed in 1913 when the company's vessel, loaded with the entire 
season's catch of salmon (14,000 cases), sank in the mouth of the Alsek River, 
bankrupting the firm. But commercial fishing continued in the area after the 
1913 accident, with the catch being shipped out for processing (History 1949). 

Many of the native fishermen from Yakutat left the Dry Bay area abruptly 
after an earthquake measuring 8.2 on the Richter scale occurred in 1958. The 
earthquake had swept men off their feed, opened large fissures in the earth 
around them, changed the courseof one area river and caused the largest vertical 
uplift (approximately 14 m) of land ever recorded. These fishermen did not im- 
mediately return after the earthquake as other rivers nearer to their homes in 
Yakutat were producing good catches. But by 1978, with the productivity on 
some of the other rivers declining and reports of tremendous profits at Dry Bay 
filtering into Yakutat, they began to return. Many of these older Yakutat fisher- 
men had actually fished on the Alsek and East Rivers prior to the 1958 
earthquake. 

In 1982 the number of fishermen in the Dry Bay area varied from 30 to 75, 
depending upon the time of the season. Nearly all of the fishermen were men; 
the only exceptions were two women both of whom entered fishing through male 

Fish camps of mobile native fislrernien on the beach, near the Easl River 

Fish camp of a non-nalivefis/tertna on the upper Alsek 
















