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Abstract

Many people consider Alaska the last frontier, isolated and independent from the
rest of the United States. An analysis of the salmon industry in Bristol Bay and a strike

that occurred in 1951 cast doubt upon this belief.

The labor dispute and preceding events paint a vivid picture of a population
clearly dependent on a fishing industry controlled by absentee owners who manipulated
events from Seattle and San Francisco. The strikers included Natives and Non-Natives
who joined together to fight the powerful cannery owners and west coast unions who
sought to expand their membership. Some of these unions had suspected communist
members, and Alaska joined in the paranoia that seized the rest of the United States in
their cold war fear of Communism. The strike and the actions of participants in the strike

illustrate how Alaska’s isolation and independence was but an illusion in the last frontier.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

“Alaska. the Last Frontier” evokes quaint images: a miner alongside a frigid stream;
a family of settlers working a Matanuska Valley homestead; a trapper in his cabin on the
edge of the wilderness. These visions imply independent. hard working souls eking out
meager but satisfying livings in a remote land isolated from the rest of the nation. the
government and outside control. But history does not support this notion of Alaska and
Alaskans living an isolated and independent lifestyle. One need only examine the history
of the salmon industry in Alaska to dispel this myth. A specific example that clearly
demonstrates the ever-growing dependence on outsiders and outside events occurred

during the summer of 1951 in the Bristol Bay salmon industry.

The strike occurred after decades of domination by absentee cannery owners from
Seattle and San Francisco. The canneries historically hired and transported fishermen
and cannery workers from the west coast to Alaska every year to help them reap the
profitable harvest. Beginning in the 1930°s many of the outside fishermen chose to settle
in Bristol Bay, and many married local Yup’'ik women. By the 1940’s, the Native and
non-Native resident population that worked in the Bristol Bay fishing industry had
grown. They began to resent the preferential treatment of non-residents by the outside
cannery owners. Encouraged by federal legislation that supported the formation of
unions, they organized and demanded more local control, better conditions and fair

wages. To make their voices heard. workers in the salmon industry sought strong union




affiliation. Unions from outside swarmed to Alaska’s fishing grounds. seeing this as an

opportunity to strengthen their forces with increased membership.

During this time. many Americans believed that some of these unions harbored
Communists. Despite the geographical distances and seeming isolation. Alaskans joined
the anti-communist hysteria. and politicians and priests tried to keep certain unions
suspected of communist influences out of Alaska and out of Bristol Bay. They
encouraged the Yup'ik cannery workers and resident fishermen to unite and fight
together for better conditions and wages against the outsiders. the Alaska Canned Salmon

industry and the well organized industrial unions.

This struggle for better wages, working conditions, and local control peaked for eight
days in the summer of 1951. In June of that year, as the frenzied salmon season
approached. resident union fishermen and cannery workers in Alaska’s Bristol Bay joined
together in a strike to protest low wages and poor living conditions and rallied against
nonresident union members working in the Alaska canned salmon industry. The “Bristol
Bay Controversy™, so dubbed by the local Jesuit priests involved in the strike. united
local workers against workers from outside Alaska. against an invading industrial union
accused of harboring communists and against the large, well established canneries from

the west coast of the United States.

















































































































































































































































































































































