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Competition for Cultural Images
Fisherman versus Logger in Southeast Alaska

John B. Gatewood
Lehigh University

ABSTRACT The literature dealing with conflicts among user-groups in the coastal zone
usuaily focuses on competition over marine resources or territorial use rights, Occasionaly,
however, competition is for a more subtle prize. With the rise of tourism in Alaska, the old
competition between fishermen and loggers for spcial preeminence has taken new forms,
Which occupational group best symbolizes the ‘frontier’ history and spirit of Southeast
Alaska, at least which is the better advertising image? The struggle for cultural dominance
reaches its crescendo each Fourth of July, when towns sponsor public logging contests with
no comparable forum for fishermen. The paper discusses the role each occupational group
plays in town life, focusing especially on the symbolic messages conveyed in the Fourth of
July celebrations. [Southeast Alaska, occupational cultures, symbolic conflict, tourism.]

In the popular imagination, Alaska is America’s last frontier. It conjures 4 com-
plex image of anachronism, nostalgia, ruggedness, vitality, naturalness, adven-
ture, and individualism. Residents of the ‘lower 48’ states tend to.regard some-
one who has been to Alaska in a very different way than a pé‘“t?,éon who has
traveled, for example, to Europe, the Caribbean, or Hawaii. Whereas Furopean
travel signifies savoir faire and financial wherewithal, Alaska connotes intrepid-
ness and strength of character.

The image is not altogether lost on residents of Alaska, either. Although most
of the non-Native population lives in cities with indoor plumbing, public sewage
and power, paved sireets, network news, and the full complement of modern
amenities, a friendly frontier ambiance permeates social life. While few have ac-
tually shot a bear, skinned a moose, driven a dog team, or panned for gold, peo-
ple who have done such things live nearby, and at least the opportunity is close
at hand.

Not surprisingly given the geographical size and diversity, different regions
of the state support different versions of the general Alaskan image. The north-
ern and central portions give rise to the ‘frozen North’ image, with dog sleds,
frigid winter temperatures, midnight sun, and so forth. In stark contrast, the
southeastern region is a rainforest with mean annual temperatures warmer than
central Illinois. Geographically and culturally, Southeast Alaska resembles Ore-
gon and Washington, with fishing and logging being the principal colorful occu-
pations.

Just as there are different ‘Alaskas,” so, too, the culture of the southeastern
region is not a simple melody sung in unison, but rather a polyphony of voices.
Southeast Alaska is home for a number of peoples,! and ethnicity is a promi-
nent aspect of social relations. Yet, one’s ethnic heritage is but one among many
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." important social identities. There are other cleavage planes in Southeast Alaskan
life that cross-cut ethnic distinctions.

This paper is about the competition between two occupational groups -
fishermen and loggers - for cultural dominance in Southeast Alaska. Both
groups exploit renewable resources and thereby provide a stabilizing influence
on Alaska’s historic boom-or-bust economic cycle, Both industries have figured
prominently in long range plans for economic development of the state. And,
both are predominantly male occupations that involve physical isolation from
centers of population. With the rise of tourism and a larger neutral audience,
the historic rivalry between the two occupational groups has only increased.

The competition for cultural images is rooted in Southeast Alaska’s regional
economy, so the first section provides a review of irends in the targeted indus-
tries. The second section describes the town of Ketchikan, Alaska, one of the
places where fishermen and loggers meet and compete with one another. The
third section compares and contrasts fishing and logging as occupational cul-
tures. Finally, 1 analyze the annual Fourth of July celebrations as a form of sym-
bolic conflict, a conflict aggravated by the increasing self-consciousness of these
two groups as tourist attractions,

Regional Perspective on Southeast Alaska

Southeast Alaska is a land of blues and greens and grays. In sunshine, the spec-
trum is about equally divided into blues (the sky and ocean) and greens (the
forests). Most of the time, however, the cloud cover and drizzly rain transform
everything into varying shades of gray.

The coastline is formed by mountains shooting up to heights of several thou-
sand feet, enveloped most of the way in a cloak of evergreen trees, and numerous
small streams cascade down to the ocean. From a passing boat the forest appears
inviting, but hikers soon find the terrain a formidable challenge. What looks like
solid ground is just as often decaying vegetation, and it takes several months
to learn to walk in the woods of Tongass National Forest. The difficulty of over-
land travel coupled with the omnipresent rain and slate-colored skies contribute
to an overall feeling of isolation and closeness.

Indigenous peoples used the forest resources to fashion elaborate plank
houses, sea-going canoes, and totem poles. The abundance of salmon supported
a dense aboriginal population and a comfortable subsistence economy. With the
arrival of the White Man, however, these same natural resources, along with pre-
clous minerals, gave rise to large-scale and somewhat colonial indusiries.

Attracted initially by gold strikes and seasonal work in the salmon fishery,
theinflux of non-Native peoples has resulted in a substantial population increase
in Southeast Alaska during this century (see Table I). Especially since statehood
in 1959, the demographic profile is increasingly losing its frontier characteristics,
i.e., the sex ratio is becoming more balanced and the age distribution has greater
variance. Today, approximately half the region’s population live in two smallish
cities: Juneau, in the north, and Ketchikan, in the south.
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Table 1. Population Figures, 1900-1980

Total in Ketchikan
Census Southeast Borough
1900 4,350 2,170
1910 15,216 3,520
1920 17,402 5,670
1929 19,304 6,781
1939 25,241 8,226
1950 28,203 9,485
1960 35,403 10,070
1970 42,565 10,041
1980 53,794 13,316

Note: Data for 1960, 1970, and 1980 are from the 1.8, Bureau of the Census, Characteristics of
the Population; other years are from Rogers (1960:358-67), The area included in “Ketchikan® before
1970 was somewhat larger than what is now included in the Gateway Borough.

Prior to World War 11, the primary industries in Southeast Alaska were, in
rough order of importance, fishing, minerals, and logging (Rogers 1960:71-124).
Today, the region’s mineral industry is all but defunct, although sa“nid-and~gravei
production totaled $2.28 million in 1985 (Anonymous 1985:32). F'ighing and log-
ging continue to be mainstays of the region’s economy, but both.have a history
of cyclic ebb-and-flow.

Salmon fishing reached its peak production during the 1920s and 1930s. Over-
explotation resulted in dwindling harvests from the 1940s onwards, prompting
Rogers in his 1960 assessment of the region’s economy to call fishing a “fading
future” (Rogers 196(:93). With stringent regulatory schemes in force the past
two decades, recent catches are increasing, but the maximum sustainable yield
is likely to be well below the peak production years (see Table 2).

One of the major changes in Southeast Alaska’s salmon fisheries occurred
as regulatory control passed from federal to state jurisdiction. Company owned
fish traps, which caught up to 70% of the salmon in a season, had become sym-
bolic of the rampant absentee capitalism that drained away Alaska’s resources
with little or no return to residents (Rogers 1960:12). Preparing the way for state-
hood, the Secretary of the Interior declared fish traps illegal in 1959. Since then,
salmon are harvested only by purse seines, gillnets, and hook-and-line.

In comparison with fishing, logging got off t0 & slow start in the region. Prior
to 1954, the volume of timber cut was very small - ranging from 20 to 70 million
board feet per year - and it was used mainly for local construction, such as
docks, fish traps, and houses. In 1954, however, $52.5 million of outside capital
built Ketchikan Pulp Company, and the U.S. Forest Service entered into a series
of large-scale timber sales to facilitate the development of an export industry.
Logging operations to supply this new pulp market began in earnest, and timber



Table 2. Ten-Year Annual Averages of Salmon Catch in Southeast Alaska

) ‘ Number of
Period Salmon Caught
1905-14 19,857,000
1915-24 40,720,600
1925-34 35,385,000
1935-44 35,242,000
1945-54 24,710,000
1955.64 15,571,000
1965.74 15,166,000
1975-84 21,558,000

Note: Data to 1954 are from Rogers (1960:96); 1955-1959 are from (1.S. Bureau of Commerciat

Fisheries, Statistical Digest No. 50, 1960; 1960-1984 are from Alaska Department of Fish and Game
worksheets and reports.

production jumped to around 190 million board feet in just a couple of years
{Rogers 1960:74-75).

‘ In 1971, as part of the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, Native corpora-
tions regained ownership of approximately 464,000 acres of forest lands in
Squtheast Alaska. Because timber harvested on these lands is not subject to the
primary manufacturing requirement of the U.S. Forest Service, the Native corpo-
rations have been able to develop an export business in rourd logs (unsawed,
unpulped trees) with Japan (Anonymous 1986a:7). In general terms, however,
the logging industry is slacking off in recent years (see Tables 3 and 4), as a result
of international competition (Anonymous 1986b:10).

Frqm a regional economy perspective, logging and its related processing in-
dustries provide more benefits than fishing because there is a greater return to
resident labor (Tuck & Huskey 1986). Loggers work most of the vear, and the
pulp and sawmills hire workers year round. By contrast, the seasonality of the

Table 3. Timber Harvests in Southeast Alaska by Major CGwnership (Million Board Feet, log scale)

Owner/Agency 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985
Tongass National Forest 452 386 345 251 250 265
State of Alaska 5 3 & 6 ] 3
Native Corporations 70 122 209 232 202 263
BiAAnnette Isfand 15 3 3 3 1 1
TOTAL 542 516 563 492 458 332

Note: From Anonymous (1986a:10).
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Table 4. Forestry and Related Industry Employment, Wages, and Export Value, 1980-1985

Annual Annual Wages Total
Averape Total Per Export
Year Employment Wages Employee Value
1980 3,556 $112,565,284 $31,635 $339,474,000
1981 3,192 $103,749,116 $32,503 $278,278,000
1982 2,924 $ 97,567,622 $33,368 8277,593,000 -
1983 2,632 $ 93,816,570 $35,645 $272,954,000
1984 2,354 $ 82,863,447 $35,201 $219,034,000
1985 2,300 § 86,000,000 $37,400 $215,138,000

Note: From Anonymous (1986a:17-18). Figures reftect statewide statistics, but virtually all exports

are from the Southeast Region.

salmon runs creates a demand for short-term, migrant labor both in terms of
manning the boats and working in the canneries. Thus, although the value
produced from fishing generally exceeds that from forest products, a higher
proportion of fishing revenues is siphoned away to non-resident companies and
laborers.

From the viewpoint of Native peoples, however, fishing is generally better than
logging. Northwest Coast Indians have exploited and depended _giifbon marine
resources for several millennia, and fishing, even in today’s industrialized com-
mercial fisheries, provides a certain continuity with indigenous culture patterns.
By contrast, logging is clearly White Man’s work. Thus, although the Alaska
Native Claims Settlement Act restored ownership of forest lands to Native cor-
porations, making it possible for indigenous peoples to gain from logging activi-
ties, few actually work as loggers (an exception is the village of Klukwan)?.

The last major industry in Southeast Alaska is a relative newcomer: tourism.
Records for this emerging industry ~ e.g., the number of out-of-state visitors,
their expenditures, and jobs created - are not as good as for other industries,
but statewide tourism is clearly gaining in importance (see Table 5).

In summary, the principal industries in Southeast Alaska today, in order of
dollar value, are fishing, tourism, and logging. Unlike the early and now faded
mineral industry, all three exploit renewable resources. Of the three, tourism
offers the best chance of continued growth, increasing at an annual rate of ap-
proximately 7% (Anonymous 1986b:35). While fish and timber production are
constrained by natural replenishment rates, the growth potential of Alaskan
tourism is relatively unbounded and the industry is still in its infancy.

The serendipitous aspect of this triadic economic structure is that tourism can
actually build on the other two. As an activity, tourism often has complex moti-
vations, and researchers increasingly emphasize that tourist behavior can only
be understood in terms of “how it relates to the individual’s long-term psycho-
logical needs and life-plans” (Cohen 1984:377). In addition to the short-term





















































































































































































































