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Peninsula, Alaska.— (From Soil Conservation Service chart.)



SUMMARY

The agriculture of the Kenai Peninsula was of minor importance 
to the economy of the Territory in 1950. Of the 355 patented home
steads on the Peninsula, 71 percent were held by people who probably 
will not farm, 5 percent were being farmed in 1950 and the remaining 
24 percent probably will be farmed part-time or full-time sometime 
in the future. Over 200 of the holdings were vacant in 1950. More 
than half of the potential farm families reported that their present 
rate of homestead development was satisfactory. Two-thirds of part- 
time farmers and over three-fourths of rural residents also seemed 
satisfied with present rates of progress. Many of the now vacant home
steads were taken by veterans under the 7-month ruling. Many of 
these were obtained for speculation, while others are held for hunt
ing, fishing, camping or commercial sites. Other locations were vacant 
because of isolation or lack of a market for farm products. A few 
were abandoned in disillusionment over the rigors of frontier life. 
Over half of the land in production was cleared during the last 5 years.

Livestock holdings were small. All 6 herds of cattle having over 
10 head were of beef breeds. Four small herds of dairy types were 
large enough to produce surplus milk or butter for sale. There was 1 
flock containing 45 sheep and 1 fur farm reported. The poultry popu
lation almost doubled in 1950. In 1949, there were 7 flocks of 100 or 
more birds and in 1950, there were 19.

Supplies of farm equipment varied. There were 53 wheel or track- 
type tractors and 30 garden tractors on the homesteads. Many tractors 
were used primarily for transportation. Although owning tractors, few 
homesteaders have the necessary tools and accessories for proper 
tillage and general farm operations.

Average age of all operators was 41 years, ranging from 23 to 70. 
Families were small. On the 127 occupied homesteads, there were 36 
bachelors, 30 couples, 32 families with 3 or 4 persons, 24 families with 
5 or 6 persons and 5 families of 8 persons each. Maiiy of the unoccupied 
homesteads were reportedly owned by single men.

The 127 families interviewed had average gross cash receipts of 
$2,000 per year. Agriculture accounted for 10 percent of this. Half of 
the settlers interviewed were receiving Veteran’s-On-the-Farm Train
ing payments. Average cash living costs were reported at $1,500 per 
year. It was estimated by the settlers that about $2,400 annually or 
about $800 per person would provide a passable living.

Only about a third of the present homesteaders are potential 
farmers. Many frankly stated their lack of interest in agriculture. 
Still others had such vague notions of farm problems that they wrere 
judged poor agricultural prospects. Most plans for livestock farming 
were inadequate to provide economic units.



Agriculture on the Kenai Peninsula will undoubtedly continue to 
expand at a slow rate as it has done in the past 5 years. As production 
increases, farmers must find markets for their produce outside the 
local area. When a road is completed in 1951, Anchorage will become 
accessible by land. An outlet to Kodiak, also, can be expanded. Pro
duction and marketing of animal products probably will be developed 
to utilize range lands and natural grasses for forage. In many places, 
however| wild grasses will be replaced by more productive cultivated 
species of forage. Fruits and vegetables have limited acreage require
ments and will be produced in protected areas where weather condi
tions are most favorable.
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AGRICULTURAL POSSIBILITIES OF ALASKA’S
KENAI PENINSULA

By R i c h a r d  E. M c C u r d y  a n d  H u g h  A. J o h n s o n , *  

Department of Agricultural Economics

INTRODUCTION
During the summer of 1950, an intensive study was made on the 

Kenai Peninsula to determine the extent of its agricultural develop
ment and the plans and problems of current settlers. All available set
tlers residing in accessible areas were interviewed. Notes were also col
lected concerning non-resident or absentee landholders. The resulting 
information consequently covers the agricultural community that has 
developed under existing conditions of help, hindrance and laissez 
faire.

The study furnishes guides useful in formulating public settlement 
policies for the Kenai-Kasilof area and to individuals who might wish 
to locate in this or other sections of the Peninsula.

Potential Agricultural Areas
The area most suitable for agricultural production on the Kenai 

Peninsula appears to be a strip 3 to 5 miles wide along the west coast. 
This strip begins north of Kenai, continues south along the coast and 
thence up Kachemak Bay past Fritz Creek, and includes the area of 
the Fox River Valley at the head of the Bay (see map), On this narrow 
coastal strip, the climate is mild and most crops suitable to other areas 
on the Alaska mainland can be expected to grow normally. However, 
it is doubtful that wheat and oats can be matured regularly in this 
area. Early maturing varieties of barley may produce grain if drying 
equipment is used.

Weather and Climate**
Authoritative weather data were not available for some potential 

agricultural sections. Comments by local people indicated that climatic 
conditions inland generally are much more severe than at points along 
the coast. Trappers and settlers reported extreme cold and heavy 
snowfall in the Naptowne area. Inclement weather might preclude 
winter grazing and limit summer grazing to a short season. Killing

♦Formerly Assistant, and Agricultural Economist, respectively, of the Alaska Agricultural 
Experiment Station. Appreciation is expressed to all settlers and others providing 
information that made the report possible.

♦♦Weather and climate data are largely from Sodl Conservation Service, U.S.D.A. “Report 
of the Physical Land Conditions in the Kenai-Kasllof Withdrawal Area, Alaska” and 
others.
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frosts may be expected at any time during the growing season. Gar
dening is precarious in the Naptowne area. Other areas in the interior, 
however, might be suitable. Barns and sheds for housing livestock 
probably will require heavy insulation against the cold.

The climate in this area varies widely in the different sections 
(table 1). At Homer, the average annual rainfall is 27 inches, and it 
diminishes northward to 19 inches at Kenai. The average temperature 
also diminishes northward between Homer and Kenai.

T a b l e  1. Climatic D at at

Average monthly and annual precipitation

Station j M A M J J A S o_ N D An
nu

al
Ye

ar
s’

1 R
ec

or
d

Homer 2.62 1.75 1.93 ;':fc4o 1.22 0.96 1.63 3.33 2.812 4.06 2.46 3,02 27,20 14
Kasilof — ___1.02 0.95 0.68 0.59 0.75 1.24 1.95 2.79 3.37 1.82 1,38 1,23 17,77 17
Kenai ------__ 0.69 0.80 0.91 0.81 0.89 0.92 2.16 3.42 3.18 2.16 1.78 1,06 18,78 16
Anchorage __0.84 0.67 0.55 0.41 0.50 0.70 1.63 2.60 2.56 2.18 1.04 0,85 14,55 32
Matanuska _0.86 0.74 0.56 0.42 0.72 1.18 1.33 2.90 2.65 1.76 0.95 1,00 15,67 29

Average monthly and annual temperatures
Homer __x24.0 29.1 28.8 36.7 43.2 49.8 53.5 53.1 47.1 39.0 29.0 24,2 38,1 14
Kasilof — __ 13.8 20.9 24.2 35.1 43.3 50.9 54.6 53.9 47.0 36.6 23.7 15,2 35,0 17
Kenai — 11.4 19.4 23.4 33.0 43.5 49.6 53.9 53.5 46.1 38.9 21.7 14,8 33,8 16
Anchorage __ 11.6 18.6 23.7 35.4 45.0 53.5 57.0 55.6 47.8 36.0 22,4 13,3 35,0 32
Matanuska __13.3 19.4 24,3 36.3 46.8 55.2 57.5 55.4 47.6 36.4 22,0 13,9 35,7 29

t Soil Conservation Service, U. S. D. A. Report of the Physical Land Conditions in the 
Kenai-Kasilof Withdrawal Area, Alaska. Table 4, p. 3*6. (1950)

The climate on the Peninsula is characterized by fairly cold 
winters and cool, damp summers. Precipitation is fairly well distrib
uted through the year. Nearly half of the rainfall occurs during July, 
August and September^ There are many days of drizzly rains inter
spersed by moderately heavy showers, periods of cloudy weather and 
sunshine. The ground freezes probably to a depth of 2 to 3 feet at the 
lower altitudes and 3 to 5 feet in the uplands. The weather is roughly 
similar to that of the Anchorage area and the Matanuska Valley, except 
that the Peninsula has a little more rain, somewhat cooler summers 
and 1- to 2-week shorter growing seasons.

Growing Season
Official Weather Bureau records have been collected at Homer, 

Kasilof and Kenai. All these stations are on the coast and provide no 
guides to weather further inland. An observer has been reporting 
from the Naptowne area since fall, 1949. His records appear to sub
stantiate claims that temperatures in the Naptowne-Moose River area 
are significantly colder than on the coast.
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Growing season is defined arbitrarily as the period between last 
day having temperatures of 32° F. in the spring and the first in the 
fall. This differs somewhat from the dates between killing frosts, since 
hardy plants are not necessarily killed at air temperatures of 32°. 
Using definite temperature measurements, however, gives a degree of 
accuracy not found in visual observations.

At the Homer station, for a 12-year period, 1939-50, the growing 
season averaged 107 days; however, it ranged from 93 days in 1943 to 
156 days in 1942. The latest frost in the spring occurred in 1949 on 
June 15 and the earliest in the fall was September 1, 1943. The Homer 
station is located on the airfield practically on the beach. Its reports 
do not represent conditions existing on “the bench,” only a mile or so 
away but several hundred feet higher. The author saw potatoes black
ened repeatedly in July on the brow overlooking Homer when no 
frosts were occurring on the beach area.

Looking down on the Homer beach area from the beinchland. Holdings are small, and 
non-farm sources of income predominate in this section. The Homer dock lies at the 
end of this long spit. Note the glaciers in the background across the bay.

Kasilof and Kenai, being only 15 airline miles apart, normally 
have approximately the same length of growing season. Kasilof had 
86 days observed during 1931-35 and 85 days observed during 1943-48. 
The shortest season was 57 days in 1946 and the longest was 114 days 
in 1944. Kenai also has 2 sets of records. From 1900 to 1906, Agricul
tural Experiment Station personnel at Kenai reported; since 1944, 
reports have been by CAA personnel. The period 1900-06 apparently 
occurred during a cold cycle. The growing season averaged 62 days 
and ranged from 72 days in 1902 to frost every month in 1901. From 
1944-50, the season has averaged 87 days, ranging from 132 day^in 1946 
to 46 days in 1949.
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Reports of extreme local variations in nearby areas are verified 
by examples such as occurred in the 1944 and 1946 Kenai-Kasilof offi
cial records. In 1944, Kenai reported an 88-day frost-free season while 
Kasilof reported 114 days. Two years later, Kasilof reported 57 days, 
compared to 132 at Kenai.

Additional weather observers scattered over the area are needed 
to report weather variations for several years before we can be sure 
about growing season variations. Settlers going into a new area must 
depend on reports and advice of more experienced residents concerning 
climatic limitations of particular spots.

Withdrawn Areas
The United States Department of Interior has withdrawn from 

settlement, location, sale or entry, 3 areas on the Kenai Peninsula: 
the Kenai-Kasilof area was withdrawn June 16, 1948; while the Fritz 
Creek area near Homer and the Ninilchik area were withdrawn April 
14, 1949. This action was taken to allow time for examination and 
classification to determine the feasibility of planned settlement within 
these areas.*

The 3 withdrawn areas total 191,998 acres. The largest withdrawal 
is the Kenai-Kasilof area with 160,974 acres. A land capability survey 
completed by the Soil Conservation Service in 1949 classified 65,630 
acres (40 percent) of this area as Class'll or III, i.e. land suitable for 
cultivated crops but requiring protection from blowing or washing and 
heavy fertilization to overcome naturally low fertility. The Ninilchik 
withdrawal includes 13,754 acres, of which 8,260 acres are Class II and 
III lands. This is a slightly larger proportion (60 percent) of good ag
ricultural land than is found in the Kenai-Kasilof area. The Fritz 
Creek withdrawal is located east of Homer on Kachemak Bay. It in
cludes 17,998 acres, of which 4,000 acres are classified as suitable for 
agriculture. This is a smaller percentage (23 percent) than in either 
of the other 2 areas. Much of the Fritz Creek area was found to be 
wet and would require drainage before it could be used. In all 3 areas, 
most of the better land had been filed upon or patented before the 
withdrawal orders were put in effect.**

The settlement situation both as to location of settlers and inten
sity of activity has been clouded by these withdrawals. There are in
dications that many more tracts might have been homesteaded here 
had the land been available.

Land Area and Quality
There are between 200 and 300 square miles in the coastal strip. 

This represents between 125,000 and 200,000 acres, part of which <n*e 
included in the withdrawn areas. Since these withdrawn areas were

•Bureau of Land Management. U. S. Department of Interior Seminars on Alaska, Wash
ington, D. C., 1950, pp. 5 and 6.

P  Ibid.
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picked because they were believed to contain a higher percentage of 
suitable agricultural land than other areas on the Peninsula, the pro
portion of Class II and III land on the remaining pprtions of the strip 
are smaller. The withdrawals averaged 45 percent in Class II and III.* 
If the average of 45 percent were reduced by 1/3 to compensate for 
poorer quality, 30 percent of the remaining coastal strip still might be- 
suitable for classification in Class II or III. If 30 percent of the coastal 
strip were thus classified, between 37,500 and 60,000 acres additional 
to the withdrawals would be available for cropland. Roughly half of 
this area lies between Ninilchik and Fritz Creek. Here extensive areas 
of natural grassland can be made ready for cultivation at a fraction of 
the cost required for clearing forested ai/eas.

The natural grasslands have developed a hummocky condition 
locally called “hard” or “soft” niggerheads. “Soft niggerhead” hum
mocks are tightly knit mats of Calamagrostis (Reedgrass) roots and 
straw. Usually, there is no mineral material in these mounds. “Hard 
niggerheads,” on the other hand, include mounds of mineral soil vary
ing in height from 12 to 30 inches. These natural meadows usually can 
/be prepared for cultivation for $15 to $30 per acre.

Several thousand additional acres probably could be fitted for pro
duction at a higher cost—$30 to $60 per acre. These areas are forested 
and require bulldozing if present clearing methods are followed.**

Location of the Study Area
The area studied includes all land on the west side of the Kenai 

Peninsula not included in the Moose Reserve. The main concentration 
of residents is along the road connecting Kenai and Homer with 
Seward. Few people have settled in interior areas at a distance from 
the road network.

Homer is 90 miles from Kenai and 178 miles from Seward. When 
the Sterling Highway is completed around Turnagain Arm, Homer will 
be connected with Aitchorage, about 300 miles away. From Anchorage, 
residents of the Kenai Peninsula may drive to all points in North 
America over the Glenn, the Tok and the Alaska Highways. By pres
ent air routes, Homer is 1,600 miles from Seattle.

The Kenai Peninsula has 2 seaports. Seward, the major Alaskan
port, is 110 miles from Kenai or about 90 miles from the Peninsula’s
nearest potential agricultural settlement. Homer has a port suitable
for small freighters, but relatn?bly few boats call there because of the 
small volume of business.

The Kenai Peninsula is in the same time zone and approximately 
the same longitude as the Hawaiian Islands. This great distance from 
industrial supplies and from potential markets has contributed to the 
slow settlement of the area.

*S.C.S. op. cit.
** See page 13, Land Clearing Methods and Costs.
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Erosion from wind (upper) or water (lower) is an ever present d/anger to farm land 
in the Kenai Peninsula.— (Courtesy Soil Conservation Service, United States Depart
ment of Agriculture.) ^



HOMESTEADING ON THE KENAI PENINSULA
About a third of the total population in the study area lives on 

homesteads. It was from these scattered families that information 
was gathered. Unfortunately, many of the landowners who have pat
ented land are non-residents. Others were away at summer work 
and were not contacted. One hundred and twenty-seven of the 355‘ 
tracts recorded as homestead entries were found occupied in the area. 
Most of the remaining 228 holdings were vacant.

A difference in the natural vegetative cover and in the resulting 
settlement problems occurs in the study area. Therefore, a separation 
of data on an area basis was made. In the Kenai area north of Ninil- 
chik, there are few meadows and consequently little possibility of 
grazing on large natural grass areas. The land is forested with spruce, 
birch, and aspen; and the cost of clearing is considerably higher than 
on natural grasslands. In the area south of Ninilchik (Homer area), 
there are extensive areas of grassland that can be easily prepared for 
cultivation.

PROGRESS OF 127 SETTLER FAMILIES 
Rale of Development

Most settlement on the Kenai Peninsula is new. Nearly half of 
the families visited (46 percent) had been on their present tracts for 2 
years or less; 84 percent had been there less than 5 years. Stable 
settlement patterns cannot be established in such short periods. Dis
satisfaction with conditions is natural. It was surprising, therefore, 
to find that slightly over half of the farmers and potential farmers in
terviewed were satisfied with the rate of development being realized 
on their homesteads. Many of these people had no desire for large 
commercial farms. Their wants were simple, and they were satisfied 
with pioneer conditions. Most of the dissatisfied, would-be farmers 
were anxious to get commercial farms hewed out of the rough. Lack 
of money and machinery were the chief causes of slow development. 
Most of those dissatisfied settlers said that they would like to have 
money available in long term, low interest loans so that they could get 
their homesteads developed rapidly. In 1950, there were- 5 Alaska 
Rural Rehabilitation Corporation loans and 8 Farmers Home Admin
istration loans on the Kenai Peninsula. The maximum term of these 
loans was 5 years. Most of them were for buying farm machinery or 
for land clearing.

Among the potential part-time farmers, two-thirds were satisfied 
with the way their plans for farming were developing. Even more of 
the families who intended to remain rural residents were satisfied with 
the rate of “farm” development they had realized. Between 75 and 87 
percent of the families with no intentions of farming were in this 
group. The remainder, generally, wanted help to finance residential 
structures, better communications or various other kinds of public

AGRICULTURAL POSSIBILITIES OF ALASKANS KENAI PENINSULA 11
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assistance somewhat out of harmony with “pioneering.” This differ
ence in desires should be recognized in both government and private 
efforts to plan and develop new areas in Alaska.

Land Use of Present Residents
It was estimated that over 1,000 acres have been cleared and 

broken on the Peninsula since 1900. Some of it has gone back to native 
grassland, some has been sub-divided for residential purposes and 
some was left idle in 1950. Over 700 acres had been cleared by the 127 
families within the 5-year period 1946-50, and 234 acres of this had 
occurred in 1949-50 (table 2). Homesteaders estimated that they prob
ably will clear an additional 385 acres by 1952. The new land entering 
production as a result of 1949-52 clearings will about equal all land 
cleared on the Peninsula previous to 1950.

Recent settlers planned the largest expansions, probably because 
they still had savings left to spend on improvements, because they 
had not located satisfactory non-farm work, or because they had not 
yet become disillusioned. Several settlers of more than 5 years resi
dence actually planned to reduce their acreage in agricultural use. 
Several tracts near Homer have been sub-divided for urban uses. The 
average age of settlers having over 5 years of residence was 52. Some 
settlers felt that they were too old to farm.

Fires have killed numerous areas of the birch-aspen-spruce cover in the Kenai area. 
Sometimes these are easily adapted to farming:. More frequently, the areas must be 
cleared by bulldozing:.



T a b l e  2. Settlers’ length of tenure related to land use of tracts
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Tenure Status Estimated Total
Total for for

Land use 2 years 2 years and 5 years for 127 absentee all
or less less than 5 and over settlers settlers homesteads 

Number Number Number Number Number Number
Number of gardens 41 43 17 101
Percentage of settlers

having gardens 71 70 85 80
Vegetables (acres) 7 5 16 28 2 30
Grain (acres) - . 49 71 28 148 148
Hay (acres) 102 218 278 596 72 668
Total acres in cultivation-._____ 158 292 322 722 74 846
Increased acreage cultivated

over 1949 acres 101 115 18 234 234
Increased alreage cultivated

over 1949 (percent) 177 65 6 43 43
Expected cultivated acreage

increase by 1952 309 149 -73t 385 385
Estimated total cultivated

acreage, 1952 467 440 250 1,231 1,231

t Land being sub-divided and sold in tracts for housing.

The average homestead on the Peninsula contained 123 acres. The 
settlers interviewed estimated that an average of 75 acres, or 61 per
cent of their tracts, were suitable for cultivation. Land already cleared 
averaged less than 8 acres per unit. Half of the homesteaders had no 
l&nd cleared, 1/4 had 5 acres or less. These latter usually had less than 
3 acres—about enough clearing for roads, a building place and small 
garden. Homesteaders in the Homer area had been there longer than 
for the rest of the Peninsula and, proportionally, twice as many of 
them had several acres in farm use. Even so, very few of them were 
able to glean a living from the cropland available.

Land Clearing Methods and Costs
Forested areas. An Allis Chalmers HD-10 with dozer blade was 

doing most of the land clearing in the Kenai-Kasilof area. Its blade 
had 8-inch teeth on the lower edge to help separate roots and stumps 
from the soil materials. After the land was cleared by this machine, it 
was ready for plowing with a breaking plow. The larger roots and 
sticks were then picked by hand. The usual land clearing charges for 
dozer operations run between $45 and $50 per acre; dozing charges of 
$12 per hour cover only time spent on the job. Prior to 1950, one oper
ator had been using a smaller dozer but the clearing job was unsatis
factory. This may have been a contributing factor in the small amount 
of land cleared in earlier years.

In the Homer area, the cost of clearing forested land was higher 
because of slightly heavier timber and consequent higher cost of bull
dozing. The charge was also $12 per hour but the homesteader paid
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for time spent getting the D-6 Caterpillar to work* Also, it was ex
pected that the charge would be raised to $15 an hour in 1951.

Grassland areas. The best tool for breaking the hard niggerhead 
areas appeared to be an A-frame drag. This large, 20-foot triangular 
frame with 4-inch spikes sticking out of the bottom edge was dragged 
easily by a D-2 Caterpillar tractor. About 5 acres could be leveled in 
an hour. The land then was disked several times to cut up the grass 
and roots, preparing it for plowing.

The soft niggerhead areas have been more troublesome than the 
hard types to bring under cultivation. On the areas that have only 
3 or 4 inches of sod, a roto-tiller has been satisfactory. By going over 
the area twice with this implement, land can be prepared for seeding 
or planting.

Lack of adequate power equipment for land clearing- has slowed farm development of
settlers.



T a b l e  3. Livestock owned by 127 settler\s on the Kenai Peninsula,
1949' and 1950
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Farms Livestock Farms Livestock Increase from 
TYPE OF LIVESTOCK in 1949 in 1949 in 1950 in 1050 1940 to 1950
Cattle 1---------------------   24 143 22 160 17
Sheep goats, hogs _________________ 4 79 15 130 51
Poultry ------1----------------------------  33 2,799 43 5,346 2,547
Mink -1— _____ 3 61 ; 3 66 5
Rabbits  I____ 1___ 10 305 13 277 -26
•Horses ________------------------------------- 11 t . 29 14 t 33 4

t Includes herd of 9 pack animals.

Livestock
Twenty-two farmers owned a total of 160 cattle on July 1, 1950 

(table 3). Only 6 herds numbered more than 10 head; the largest was 
28, 4 had 16 each and 1 had 11 head. All these were beef herds located 
near Homer or at the head of Kachemak Bay. The dairy herds con
sisted of 1, 2 or 3 head to provide milk for home use. Only 4 herds 
were large enough to provide surplus dairy products for sale.

There was 1 relatively large flock of 45 sheep. The others were 
much smaller. The poultry population almost doubled during 1950. 
In 1949, there were 7 flocks of 100 or more birds; in 1950, there 
were 19.

The population of mink and horses also increased during 1950. 
Most of the increases occurred in the Homer area. The number of 
families raising rabbits increased, but total animal numbers decreased 
during the year.

Farm Equipment

There were 53 wheel- or track-type tractors and approximately 30 
garden tractors in use on Peninsula homesteads. Many of the former 
were used for transportation and hauling rather than for farm work. 
Prior to late 1950, the roads were passable only to tractors and 4-wheel- 
drive vehicles. *

Very few farmers had the necessary equipment for tillage and 
general farm operations. Most farm equipment other than tractors 
was old and run down. Some of it was horse-drawn implements con
verted to be drawn by tractors. Only 4 or 5 settlers had a full com
plement of necessary machinery for farming. Most of the settlers who 
had tractors had plows, but they seldom had harrows, disks, and cul
tivators. Machinery was borrowed frequently and often was not 
available when it was needed.
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Farm Buildings
Only log and frame houses were found, and these were about 

equally divided. Most of the barns were frame because they were 
easy to build. Practically all of the homesteaders did their own build
ing to reduce costs. Generally, only those who were physically 
unable to do the work hired labor for building. On 64 percent of the 
homesteads, native timber was available. Where the necessary timber 
was not available, stumpage rights on public land could be acquired 
for construction needs.

In the. Homer area where there was an REA cooperative, 22 home
steaders, or 28 percent of the outlying families, had electricity. Four 
of these, however, had individual light plants. In the Kenai area, 
where there was no rural electric service, 8 families had individual 
light plants.

Water Supply
Seventy-five percent of the settlers had a water supply esti

mated to be adequate for all future farm needs. Where the supply was 
inadequate, they Usually were planning to dig wells or enlarge and 
deepen present ones. The wells in use varied from 10 to 70 feet in 
depth. The usual depth was between 20 and 30 feet. Occasionally, a 
well had struck an underground stream that contained glacial silt, and 
the water was considered unfit for drinking purposes.

The springs being used for water supply usually flowed continu
ously, but a few froze in severely cold weather. There were 52 families 
using springs, 2 using lakes, 44 using wells, and 20 families were get
ting their water from creeks and rivers. Some families that relied on 
lakes, creeks, and rivers had to melt ice and snow for water in winter.

Family Status and Age of Head

The 127 families were relatively small. The 36 bachelors and 30 
couples were largely responsible for the low average of 3 persons per 
household. However, there were 5 families each with 8 in the family, 
10 with 6, 14 with 5, and 32 with 3 or 4 persons in the household.

A large part of the abandoned or idle homesteads were reported 
by residents to be held by young bachelors who proved up on their 
land and then left. No attempt was made to verify these claims.

The average age of all operators was 41 years. Men who had been 
on their homesteads for 2 years or less averaged 35 years of age those 
who had been there for 3 or 4 years averaged 44 years', and settlers 
who had lived there for 5 years or more averaged 52 years. The 5 oldest 
were 70 and the 2 youngest family heads were 23. Only 19 percent 
were more than 50 years old; while another 19 percent were 30 or less. 
Thirty-six percent were in their 30’s and the remaining 27 percent were
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in their 40’s. Thus, it is evident that this area was being settled by 
relatively young people who could play dynamic roles in development 
of the community.

Income and Expenses
The 127 families had gross cash receipts of $254,000 (table 4), or 

an average of $2,000 per family, for the year July 1, 1949, to June 30, 
1950. Agricultural sources provided only 10 percent of this amount, 
ranging from 0 to 100 percent in individual cases.

.In 1950, half of the settlers were receiving veterans’ institutional 
on-the-farm training. These benefits ranged from $67.50 to over $100 
per month. Some veterans on this program also worked during the 
summer. The program was to be available for as long as 4 years, 
and it is commonly thought that many veterans will leave when they 
no longer are eligible to receive its benefits.

Opportunities for non-farm work were numerous in 1949-50, and 
the pay was sufficient to attract homesteaders to them. The 3 main 
agencies hiring settlers were the Alaska Hoad Commission, the Homer 
Electric Association and the local salmon canneries. Some homestead
ers with skills in the trades found local employment or moved to An
chorage for the construction season.

There probably will be fewer work opportunities on the Peninsula 
in the next few years.* The volume of work requiring men will be

T a b l e  4 . Major sources of non-farm income among the settlers 
interviewed on the Kenai Peninsula, 1950

TYPE) OF EMPLOYMENT n u m b e r

22Alaska Road commission --------- -------------- — 1
13

_ U
2Civil Aeronautics Administration —— —— — ■—<——:

_ 63

reduced, but the number of men looking for work will be increased. 
The Alaska Hoad Commission probably will reduce the number of 
workers in this area as the Sterling highway is completed. Mainten
ance crews are all that will be needed unless additional construction 
is undertaken. The Civil Aeronautics Administration will need only 
small station crews. The Homer Electric Association will have com
pleted its construction and will require only a maintenance crew.

The average reported family living cost was $1,500 per year. Most 
of the settlers’ wives preserved large quantities of meats and vege
tables. The main items of expense were for clothing and staple foods.

♦This assumes that no large military installations or other unexpected developments will 
be located on the Kenai Peninsula. Work opportunities in the Anchorage area were 
good in 1950 and will continue so in 1951.
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The level of living was not high, but all families visited had the basic 
necessities of food, shelter, and clothing. They indicated that about 
$2,400 in cash annually would provide a comfortable living for the 
average family. This would be about $800 per person.

Sixty-four percent of the cash spent for the farm went for de
velopment, the remainder supported farm operations. Sixty-seven 
percent of the homesteaders had spent some money on farm operations 
and development. The value of settler’s labor, not included in these 
estimates, sometimes represents an appreciable part of total farm ex
penses.

Relation of Tenure to Interest In Farming

All homesteaders on the Peninsula were classified as to their 
interest in farming and probability of continuing farming. Alleged 
intentions and sincerity were both evaluated by the interviewer. Most 
of the people were sincere in the intentions expressed but, in the 
opinion of the interviewer, some of them had little chance of success 
in farming. The owners that were unavailable were judged on infor
mation obtained from neighboring families.

Of the 355 homesteads on the Peninsula, 71 percent were held by 
individuals who probably will not farm. An additional 5 percent of 
the holdings were being farmed in 1950, and an attempt probably will 
be made to continue farming them. The remaining 24 percent prob
ably will be farmed either on a part-time or full-time basis.

Of the homesteaders that were interviewed, 37 percent probably 
will not farm (table 5). There were 13 full-time and 30 part-time 
farmers on the Peninsula in 1950. People in the part-time category 
were classified accordingly if they sold over $100 of produce from the 
farm and also had non-farm income. Rural residents, people who live 
on a homestead or tract but do no farming, were included in the non
farming group. In the Kenai-Kasilof and Homer areas, 48 and 32 per
cent of the settlers, respectively, probably will not farm.* An impor
tant cause of this difference probably was the lower cost of clearing 
land in the Homer area. In the Kenai-Kasilof area, there were only 2 
full-time farmers; in the Homer area, there were 11 full-time farmers. 
Homer is a larger market than Kenai and Kasilof and is, therefore, 
capable of supporting more farmers.

Of the settlers who had no more than 2 years experience on their 
tracts, 37 percent were not interested in farming (table 6). In the 
group claiming over 2 and less than 5 years experience, 42 percent 
were not expected to farm and in the last group having 5 years or 
more experience, 30 percent were not expected to farm. Few home
steaders who had more than 2 years of experience in the area appeared

•Of 28 homesteads between Soldotna and the eastern boundary of the Kenai-Kasilof 
withdrawial, only one homesteader was trying to farm. Two other settlers possibly 
might develope farms, but the remaining 25 had no intentions of farming.
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to maintain an interest in farming. Probably many other discouraged 
people had moved out. The ones that had remained continued to 
develop their farms. This accounts for the smaller percentage of non- 
farming in the residence groups of 2 to 5 years. At the present time, 
only 20 homesteaders have had 5 or more years of experience living 
under local conditions. Four were actively farming, 2 more probably 
will farm and 8 probably will be part-time farmers. The remaining 6 
had no interest in farming.

T a b l e  5. Settler's tenure related to his interest in developing a farm,, 
Kenai Peninsula, 1950

Number of settlers Length of residence

Indicated 2 years Over 2 years 5 years Percentage
Intentions or less and less than 5 and over Total of total

No interest ---------------------------- 7
Will farm full-time ______________ 8
Will farm part-tim e ___  .2’
Might farm , ------3
Is farming — --------—_i

Sub-total  21

No interest  1__
Will farm full-time ________ ._____ 9
Will farm part-time _________  12
Might farm _____- ____,____________
Is I'airmingtjii4̂ __*________________ 2

Sub-total   39

No interest ----------- 22
Will farm full-time _ * 17
Will farm part-time ------   14
Might farm —---   3
Is farming  _____- — 3 ̂

Grand to ta l  ------59

KENAI AREA 
12 3 22 48
6 _ 14 31
1 1 4 9
-  -  3 7
_ 1 2 5

19 5 45 100
HOMER AREA

7 3 215, 32
8 2 19 23
8 7 27 33

6 3 U  12

29 15 82 100
TOTAL KENAI PENINSULA

19 I 47 37
14 2 33 26
9 8 31 25

3 2
6 4 13 10

48 20 127 100

Reasons for Land Abandonment
It is not known which tracts were alienated from the public 

domain with intentions of farming and which for other reasons. Most 
veterans needed only 7 months residence to establish title. Many re
cently abandoned homesteads were taken by such veterans, and local 
reporters said that most of them had no intentions of remaining on the 
land. Some of the entrymen interviewed stated that they also planned 
to leave after receiving title.

Some veterans and others planned to use their land for hunting, 
fishing or camping sites. Some were speculating on land or timber
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values; some planned to develop commercial sites, service industries 
or resorts.

Some people who had a genuine interest in farming had been un
able to develop their holdings as planned. Some had changed their 
original plans and had limited their production to food for their own 
needs and to feed for a cow or a few chickens.

Some settlers chose areas that later turned out to be unsuitable 
for agriculture. Those in the Moose River section are good examples. 
The extreme cold of recent winters and cool summers had convinced 
most families in this area that livestock production or gardening would 
be difficult. Tracts chosen by other families were inaccessible and the 
difficulties of transportation were discouraging. JSome of the home
steads on Kachemak Bay were accessible only by boat and beach. The 
beaches can be used as highways for only 2 or 3 hours during low tide. 
Boats can be used on the Baŷ  only in good weather and when it is not 
frozen. People in these remote areas spend 2 or 3 days for a trip to 
town since at least a day is spent in traveling.

Still other homesteaders had become discouraged with the ex
tremely slow rate of development made. Most settlers had very small 
financial reserves, and usually those were exhausted during the first 
months in Alaska. It became necessary for them to find outside work, 
and they were unable to find time for developing a homestead. Most 
available jobs occur in the summer when the men should be farming. 
Such people soon realized that it would take years to make a living 
from the homestead and gave up.

Even those homesteaders who were able to get some produce off 
their tracts found marketing another obstacle. They could not always 
sell their produce. This was very discouraging. Some families sold 
their partially developed Jiomesteads and moved into the towns or 
left the land, hoping to come back when a market materialized.

Still other settlers came with misconceptions about agricultural 
possibilities in Alaska and had no idea of the problems they would 
face. Such difficulties as high cost of land clearing; inability to pur* 
chase farm machinery and equipment; high cost of seed, feed, and 
fertilizer; the long period of winter feeding required for livestock; 
and the difficulties involved in marketing— all tended to discourage 
the new settler.

Social problems of isolation led some families to abandon their 
homesteads. Several families in the Kasilof area had children of high 
school age who were unable to attend school. These families left the 
area to provide advanced education for their children. Some families 
were isolated for several weeks during months of heavy snow and 
during the spring thaw. This discouraged many homesteaders on the 
bluffs to the north of Homer.
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T a b l e  6. .Settler’s length of experience on present tract related to 
family status, farming intentions and satisfaction with rate of de
velopment, Kenai Peninsula, 1950

Years of Experience on Present Tract
ITEM Over 2, Average or

2 or less less than 5 5 or over total
Number of families 43.0 32.0 16.0 91.0
Number of bachelors _ _ 16.0 16.0 4.0 36.0
Experience, average:

Years in Alaska _ _ 5.0 12.1 18,3 9.8
Years in area 2.0 4.0 13.1 4.8
Years on present tract ------------ ^--------- 1.3 3.6 12.4 3.9

Average age of operator .. _ 35.0 44.0 52.0 41.0
Average size of family . _ _ 3.4 2.7 2.7 3.0

Number Number Number Number
Interest In Farmiing Percent Percent Percent Percent

No interest _ _ __ 22 37 19 12 6 30 47 37
Might farm £ _ . 3 , 5 0 0 0 0 3 2
Will farm part-time _ _____14 24 9 * 19 8 40 31 25
Will farm full time _ 17 20 14 27- . 2 10 33 26
Is farmiing I M i  3 P 5 6 12 4 20 15 10
Number satisfied by
rate of development _ 32 62 28 70 8 57 68 65

EVERY THIRD SETTLER WILL FARM
Of the 127 settlers interviewed, 46 were judged to have sufficient 

interest, capital or plans to develop farms from their homesteads. 
Many of the others frankly stated that they had no farming intentions. 
Still others had only vague notions about farm problems and were 
considered poor prospects as potential farmers.

Of the 46 prospective farmers, 13 already were farming in a small 
way and 33 had definite plans or programs developed to indicate that 
they had serious intentions of going ahead (table 7). Their holdings 
averaged 143 acres each and ranged from 33 to 480 acres. Sixteen were 
in the Kenai area and 30 were in the Homer area.

Types of Farming Planned
Of the potential farmers living on the Peninsula in 1950, 24 out of 

46 planned on beef production either as 1 of several enterprises or 
as the sole business. Seven dairies were planned. Five were to be in 
the Homer area. Three sheep enterprises were planned for the Homer 
area but none for the Kenai area.

Most of the settlers interested in beef production believed they 
had enough land to grow required winter forage, provided they were 
able to use public land for summer grazing. The beef herds would 
include only an average of 25 to 30 animals. If no public land were 
used, the herds would be reduced to only 10 to 20 head. Four of the 
settlers interested in dairy production thought that no public land 
would be necessary for their plans. The proposed herds would average 
only 5 or 6 milking cows. Enterprises of this size generally would be



uneconomic to operate. It is unknown whether operators planning 
this size of enterprise would depend on off-farm employment or 
whether other adjustments would be made. Probably various kinds of 
adjustment would occur. Much of the area is more suitable for live
stock farming than for row crops or grain. Economic meat production 
can be accomplished through grazing of natural grasslands and culti
vated forages if land charges are kept low. Successful dairy produc
tion probably will necessitate the replacement of wild grasses by mix
tures of cultivated forages that will stand heavy grazing or harvesting. 
The wild grasses do not appear to be adapted to heavy or continuous 
utilization.
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mm

Typical view of the benchlands, ranging from Homer to the Caribou Hills. Vast areas 
would be suitable for grazing cattle if winter feed could be produced and fed eco
nomically

Present Land Use and Immediate Outlook

There were 386 acres in production on the 46 homesteads in 1950. 
This was an increase of 143 acres over 1949. An anticipated increase of 
466 acres in the next 2 years would bring the total cropland in 1952 to 
850 acres, or an average of 18.5 acres per farm. Farmers with truck 
crops, greenhouse culture, or poultry were planning an average of 8 
acres; those planning to depend on field crops and livestock would 
average 23 acres of cropland. High value vegetable and berry crops on 
the small farms would partially offset the need for greater acreages of 
low value crops or livestock.



The potential farmers estimated that they had 3,594 acres suitable 
for cropland. Only the potential livestock farmers planned to use all 
their land suitable for cultivation. At the present rate Of development, 
however, it will be many years before this land will be tilled. Too 
many of the owners lack the money and the equipment to develop 
farms rapidly.
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T a b l e  7. Present record and future plans of 46 settlers who probably 
will farm, Kenai Peninsula| 1950

ITEM KENAI KOMER TOTAL

There were no greenhouse operations planned for the Kenai area. 
The Homer area is more suitable for greenhouse culture. Coal can be 
gathered on the beach or from outcroppings on the homesteads. Also, 
there are large areas of peat moss suitable for greenhouse bedding. It 
is estimated that about 6,262 square feet will be under glass in the 
Homer area by 1952

Number of settlers 16 30 46
Acres Acres Acres

Land, use — 1950
Vegetables _ _ _ 4 7 12
Graiin _ _ , , 14 64

245
78

296
386

Hay ©1
Total land in crops _ __ 69 316

Increase in crop acreage over 1949 -  _ . —. . 45 97 143
Expected increase by 1952 j H  205 261 466 %
Average acreage in 1952 _ . . -  . 17 19 18
Estimated acreage suitable for cropland S  p 1,233 2,361 3,694
Estimated! average acreage suitable for cropland 77 78 78

Type of farming anticipated Number Number Number

Dairy __ _ 2 . s  ■ 7
Beef . ' 9 15 24
General _ __ . _ 1 2 3
Sheen 3 3

'Truck __ _ 5 3 8
Greenhouse _ _ ___ 5 5
Poultry _ I 3 . 4
Other . .  . .  _ . _ 1 1 2

Number satisfied1 by rate of development 8 16 24

t  Includes 4 acres of berries.



THIS IS THE WAY IT LOOKS

MARKETS MUST BE DEVELOPED FOR FARM PRODUCTS 
FROM KENAI PENINSULA

There was practically no market for surplus agricultural products 
of the Kenai Peninsula in 1950. One herd of 5 cows was filling the 
milk market in Kenai and vicinity. A couple of small herds were sup
plying Homer. Eggs from Homer were flown as far as Bethel, 450 
miles away, to find a market.

Most of the fresh produce sold in the stores was shipped in from 
Seattle. Some of the local people had gardens and sold small amounts 
to neighbors or friends. Practically no local produce was sold through 
the stores at Kenai. At Homer, some merchants handle small lots of 
local produce on consignment. They complained that local products 
were undependable in both supply and quality.

Most of the homesteaders grew at least their potatoes. The re
mainder, and the people living in small settlements, were supplied by 
settlers growing small acreages of truck crops.

A few farmers in the Homer area had developed a small trade 
with Kodiak and Seldovia merchants. The berries and fresh vegetables 
were shipped by air. Bad flying weather made transportation uncer
tain at times and caused much loss of produce. Sometimes planes were 
grounded for 3 or 4 days at a time. Treacherous Cook Inlet waters 
make transportation difficult for small coastwise boats. Development 
o f cool room, cold storage and grading facilities would be a great 
advantage to Homer produce growers.

It was estimated that there were about 1,500 people living in the 
area studied. These comprised the current market for agricultural 
products from the Kenai Peninsula. Marketings will be increased 
moderately following completion of the Sterling highway from An
chorage. But the distance involved, the scattered settlement and the 
small volumes of produce to be handled are obstacles difficult for 
present settlers to overcome. However, market outlets and supplies 
needed for production will be more readily available for the hardy 
individuals developing farms. Surpluses for sale should ultimately 
increase in volume. Much of the marketing success of this area will 
depend on the ability of its producers to compete with those of the 
Matanuska Valley for the Anchorage and Fort Richardson trade.

The agricultural future of the Peninsula is dependent on markets 
beyond its limits. The nearest such markets will be Anchorage by 
highway and Kodiak by boat. Increasing the volume of quality prod
ucts or reducing costs of transportation from the area will help the 
agricultural development of the Kenai Peninsula.



Half of the homes visited were made of logs. Most homesteaders had suitable logs 
available. This homestead is being developed in the Fritz Creek! area, east of Homer.

SETTLEMENT WILL OCCUR WHEREVER CONDITIONS ARE 
FAVORABLE

Five out of every 6 families interviewed had been on the Penin
sula less than 5 years. Other families were reported waiting for a 
decision on the withdrawn areas before they moved in. Settlement 
had been occurring even in spite of poor transportation, lack of 
markets, lack of health and educational facilities and passive discour
agement by several governmental agencies. The Sterling highway 
will help to overcome the isolation and will open up a large potential 
market at Anchorage and with the Armed Forces. Decision on the 
disposal of withdrawn areas by the Department of Interior will open 
the way for development of key areas.

Not all land in private ownership will be farmed. Nowhere near 
all of it is suitable for cultivation. However it must be recognized that 
most of the 228 vacant homesteads on the Peninsula probably are held 
for speculation and that about 2/3 of the present settlers will not farm. 
The economy need not necessarily be based on agriculture to support 
local government. Any development creating a sound tax base would 
be effective.
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All privately owned land is subject to various kinds of taxation. 
Long time speculation on land values may prove expensive to the 
owner. A  rural resident may value his privacy sufficiently to hold 
a quarter section homestead in its natural state against the inroads of 
a commercial economy. Closely knit communities, large blocks of 
cultivated agricultural land and a redundance of modern conveniences 
probably would spoil the Peninsula for him.

Agriculture, also, is undeveloped because there has been practic
ally no available market for its produce, because land clearing by 
known methods is hard and expensive, and finally because too many 

# “modem” settlers have a philosophy of “let Uncle do it.” This state
ment should not be misjudged, however, because individual families 
have made remarkable progress under their own power or with small 
developmental loans. Financial assistance to worthy families already 
in the area should be available before large scale settlements by non
residents are attempted. Assistance of all kinds should be keyed 
closely to the current and potential markets.

Group settlement, in the sense of encouraging fairly complete 
settlement of what are now sparsely settled areas should be encour
aged before new ones are opened. Government programs including 
loans, grants, new roads, snowplowing service, schools, rural mail 
delivery and advisory agencies such as the Extension Service and Soil 
Conservation Service would undoubtedly stimulate such settlement.

The major market for this area is 150 to 250 miles away. The dis
tance from market and the wholesale nature of this market probably 
will require selling most farm products through a marketing agent. 
Individual families can build up a roadside trade through produce 
stands, restaurants, motels, camps and resorts, but adequate sites are 
limited and the volume of business will be small for many years at 
present rate of development. New agricultural settlers on the Kenai 
Peninsula must recognize that their products will have to meet in
creasingly severe competition on a relatively small market in the 
forseeable future.






