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ALASKA

Alaska is the largest state in the nation. At 586,412 square miles or about 365 million acres, it is 
approximately one-fifth the size of the “Lower 48” states. Alaska comes from the Aleut word 
Alyeska meaning “Great Land.” In 1867, William H. Seward, U.S. Secretary of State purchased 
Alaska from Russia for $7.2 million. From 1867 Alaska was administered from Washington DC 
by first the Army and then the Navy. In 1884, the First Organic Act made Alaska a civil and 
judicial district and judges, clerks and marshals were sent to the region. With the passage of the 
Second Organic Act in 1912 Alaska formally became a Territory with its own local government. 
Forty-seven years later in 1959 Alaska was admitted to statehood, the 49th state of the Union.

Geographically, Alaska is divided into several distinct regions. Southeastern Alaska, also known 
as the Alaska Panhandle, runs north for about 600 miles from the Canadian border south of 
Ketchikan to the Gulf of Alaska coast. Mountainous, wet, and heavily forested, this narrow 
coastal strip forms one side of the Inside Passage. Southcentral Alaska is the region from the 
Gulf of Alaska coast to the Alaska Range. Mountainous, like the southeast, it also contains the 
Matanuska and Susitna river valleys and the Kenai Peninsula. Southwestern Alaska is comprised 
of the Alaska Peninsula, the Aleutian Islands and Kodiak Island, stretching north along the 
Bering Sea coast to the Seward Peninsula. Interior Alaska is bounded by the Alaska Range to the 
south, to the Brooks Range to the north and the Canadian border to the west. This vast area 
drains the Yukon River and its tributaries, including the Tanana River. The Yukon River system 
is still the only way of accessing much of inland Alaska, other than by air. Northwest and Arctic 
Alaska, runs from the Brooks Range in the south to the Arctic sea coast in the north and from the 
Canadian border west to the coast. The northern region is covered by tundra and is unsuitable for 
agriculture.

Man has inhabited the “Great Land” for thousands of years. The indigenous population includes 
Eskimos, Aleuts, and American Indians, known collectively as Alaska Natives. These groups 
come from a hunter-gatherer tradition. More than half of Alaska’s population (664,000) is now 
urban, living in the three main cities, Anchorage, Fairbanks and Juneau. Almost 20% of the 
population consists of Alaska Natives. Most of the rural population, Natives and non-Natives 
alike, lives in more than 200 small villages scattered throughout Alaska, many of which are 
completely inaccessible by road and also by river for much of the year. Subsistence hunting and 
fishing, a vital part of rural life, are economically and culturally important for many Alaskan 
families and communities. In 1978, the Alaska Legislature passed the Alaska subsistence law 
required that subsistence uses of fish and game be authorized and protected. The subsistence 
laws apply equally to both rural Alaska Natives and non-natives. The Alaska subsistence law 
also established the Division of Subsistence within the Alaska Department of Fish and Game.

Alaska’s economy depends on its wealth of natural resources, furs, whaling, fishing, mining, 
forestry, and oil and gas extraction. These industries are both seasonal and unpredictable, often 
going through boom and bust periods. Growth of Alaskan agriculture has often occurred in 
tandem with the boom periods associated with these natural resource industries.
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Lured by stories of rich fur resources, Russia began explorations to the east in the first part of the 
eighteenth century. Several expeditions guided by Vitus Bering from 1728-1742, led to the 
development of the Russian fur trade. Russia controlled Alaska’s fur trade from 1743 until the 
Seward Purchase and several settlements were established throughout Southeastern, Southcentral 
and Southwestern Alaska.

The beginnings of agriculture in Alaska are attributed to Grigory Shelikhov, a fur trader, who 
established the first Russian settlement on Kodiak Island in 1784. He grew a variety of crops to 
supply both the Russian and native populations. His initial efforts were largely unsuccessful and 
most food still had to be imported from Russia, Canada, and California. Vegetables were the 
exception and many households had gardens. Shelikhov was a principal in the Russian-American 
Company, a semi-official colonial trading company chartered in 1799 which ran Russia’s 
operations in Alaska until the Seward Purchase. The Company gave employees who retired and 
remained in Alaska land, housing and supplies for crop production but this program failed due to 
their lack of interest and expertise in agricultural production. Some Russians living in Sitka and 
in Ninilchik on the Kenai Peninsula grew vegetables and also raised pigs, chickens and cattle. 
Alexander Baranof, manager for the Company, tried some agricultural production at Fort St. 
Nicholas on the Cook Inlet, growing potatoes, and turnips and grass to feed cattle. However, the 
land was too steep and the soil too poor for these efforts to be successful.

In 1847, hundreds of miles to the north east of the Russian settlements, the British Hudson Bay 
Company established Fort Yukon a fur trading post at the confluence of the Yukon and 
Porcupine Rivers. Vegetables grew here successfully for twenty-two years until it was 
determined that this settlement was actually in U.S territory and the Hudson Bay Company had 
to leave. The town of Fort Yukon still exists today with a population of around 700 people, 
mostly Alaska Natives. White missionaries came early to Alaska beginning with the Russian 
Orthodox Church followed later by other denominations. Many of the mission posts grew 
vegetables to expand their food supply.

The Russians explored other areas, including the Yukon and Kuskokwim Rivers, but their 
interest was limited to the expansion of the fur trade. The discovery of gold in many locations in 
Alaska after the Seward Purchase led to more exploration of the region and to the opening of 
land where agriculture subsequently developed. Alaska’s major agricultural regions are the 
Matanuska-Susitna area and the Kenai Peninsula of Southcentral Alaska, the Tanana Valley in 
Interior Alaska, and southeastern Alaska (the Alaska Panhandle), Kodiak Island and the Aleutian 
Islands. These areas are widely separated and have distinctly different climates. The southern 
coastal regions and the Alaska Peninsula, Kodiak Island and the Aleutian Islands, have a milder 
climate with less temperature variation between summer and winter than in the northern interior. 
These areas are cloudy with very high rainfall and the cool summer days can delay crops. The 
interior has a shorter growing season but the warmer summer temperatures and long days mean 
that crops mature more quickly than on the coast. Native grasslands, mostly native bluejoint, on 
the Kenai Peninsula, Kodiak and the Aleutians were highly suited to livestock grazing.

For years after the Seward Purchase, Alaska was largely ignored by the U.S. federal government. 
In the late 1890’s, however, with the prospect of a major gold rush, the government became 
more concerned about the future of its new outpost. One issue was the security of the region and
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another was supplying food for Alaskan residents. Most food had to be shipped in from Seattle 
or San Francisco. Because it was so expensive, there was interest in encouraging local 
agriculture as well as diversifying the local economy.

In 1897, Congress charged the U.S. Department of Agriculture with investigating Alaska’s 
agricultural potential, marking the beginning of a substantial federal investment in Alaska. The 
report of the three man team sent to explore the region recommended the establishment of an 
agricultural experiment station in Alaska. Dr. Charles Christian Georgeson was appointed to 
head this effort. He opened the Sitka Station as his headquarters in the then capital in 1898 and 
the Kodiak Station followed. Another coastal area station followed in 1899 at Kenai. In 1900, 
Georgeson took his first tour to other areas of Alaska and more experiment stations were opened, 
Rampart in the Yukon Valley that same year and the Copper Center in the Copper River Basin in 
1902. Funds to operate the experiment stations were a constant struggle and the Kenai and 
Copper River Stations both closed in 1908. The Rampart Station closed in 1925 after many years 
of successfully growing cereal crops.

The town of Fairbanks was established in 1902 in the Tanana Valley area as the gold rush 
extended into Interior Alaska. In 1906, an experiment station was opened on a 1400 acre site 
outside Fairbanks. This was a real opportunity for Alaskan agriculture as it was the first time that 
a mining boom had happened in an area with recognized farming potential.
The Tanana Valley became Alaska’s first prominent agricultural area. Farmers grew grain, and 
hay, vegetables, raised cattle and produced milk. Alaska’s first farming organization, the Tanana 
Valley Farmer’s Association, held regular meetings and in 1920 was instrumental in building a 
flour mill, Alaska’s first piece of agricultural infrastructure. However, the area was already 
declining due to the decline in gold mining, the construction of the Alaska Railroad and the 
postwar recession. Despite these changes, the Tanana Valley was the center of agriculture 
production in Alaska until 1935.

For over 30 years, Georgeson worked to develop and promote Alaska and Alaskan agriculture. 
He wrote more than 47 books, pamphlets and circulars about the region and its agricultural 
potential. Georgeson’s enthusiasm for the potential of Alaskan agriculture was echoed in the 
reports to Congress by some early district governors. He and his few assistants tested varieties of 
cereals and forage suited to the Alaskan climate and soil, with the goal of developing commercial 
grain and hay operations. The wide variety of climatic conditions in Alaska meant that the plot 
tests, soil surveys and field tests had to be repeated in several locations. Georgeson worked to 
develop a livestock industry for Alaska, importing Galloway cattle from Scotland because of 
their ability to withstand a harsh climate. He also experimented with horticultural crops, 
including vegetables, strawberries and apples. Potatoes have been grown successfully in Alaska 
ever since.

In 1915, both the funds and the land transfer to establish the Alaska Agricultural College and 
School of Mines were approved by Congress. Additional funds were appropriated by the Alaska 
Territorial Legislature two years later and in 1922 the college opened its doors to students. In 
1930 Alaska’s Cooperative Extension Service was created as a department of the college and the 
first 4-H club, the Golden Heart Garden Club, was organized. In 1931 all of the experiment 
station facilities were transferred from federal ownership to the College and the Sitka and Kodiak
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stations closed. The college was renamed the University of Alaska in 1935. From Georgeson’s 
time to the present day, university and experiment station scientists have researched the plants 
and animals that might contribute to a diverse and flourishing agriculture in Alaska. The Annual 
Reports, Bulletins, Circulars, Miscellaneous Publications and Technical Bulletins of the Alaska 
Experiment Station document the progress of these programs.

Georgeson’s research showed that there was no doubt that Alaska could grow more food but, 
despite his best efforts at promotion, Alaskan agriculture was slow to develop. One factor 
inhibiting its growth was lack of transportation. Vast areas of the state are still inaccessible by 
road and rail. In 1905, the Alaska Road Commission was established and roads were built in 
southern areas. In 1915, the Alaska Engineering Commission was established to build a railroad 
from Seward to Fairbanks. The railroad was intended to help agricultural development by 
making it easier to transport goods to market. Representatives of the Alaska Railroad, first 
Andrew Christensen and then Otto Ohlson, worked tirelessly to promote agriculture and to 
attract new settlers to both the Matanuska and Tanana Valleys. Georgeson opened a new 
experiment station in the Matanuska Valley in 1915. Land was made available for homesteading 
and Ohlson’s publication, Alaska The New Homeland, was widely distributed in the Lower 48. 
These efforts resulted in only about 100 new settlers coming to Alaska. During this period, 
agriculture survived in Southeastern Alaska where farmers could sell vegetables and milk to 
people employed in fisheries, forestry, mining and other businesses.

In the 1930’s, there was renewed federal interest in Alaskan settlement, both to develop 
agriculture and to provide assistance for farming families from the Midwest. As part of President 
Roosevelt’s New Deal, the Matanuska Valley was chosen as an area to establish a farming 
colony. Two hundred farming families from the northern states of Michigan Minnesota, and 
Wisconsin were selected to come to Alaska, arriving in 1935. Problems in establishing the 
colony included the lack of adequate housing and machinery to clear the land. A number of the 
selected colonists turned out not to be experienced farmers. Many farmers left the colony but 
others stayed on to develop Alaska’s most successful agricultural area. The establishment of the 
Matanuska Valley’s Farmers Cooperative which contributed to this success was the first attempt 
at organized processing and marketing of Alaskan agricultural goods.

Although Alaska has followed the typical settlement pattern of other states stemming from 
hunting, trapping and mining, the widespread subsistence farming pioneered in the Lower 48 and 
broad-scale, commercial agriculture have never reached their expected potential. Beyond the 
twin challenges of geography and climate, including the short growing season and poor soil, 
several factors, political, financial, cultural and social, are responsible. After the U.S. purchased 
Alaska, the federal government took control of all of the land. Between 1898 and 1903, the 
period of several gold strikes, homestead laws were extended to Alaska. Some who had come to 
Alaska as prospectors took up land and began farming. They were often unable to make a living 
from their farms and relied on outside income from mining, trapping, and other labor.

Other issues which hindered the growth of agriculture, aside from lack of transportation and 
access to land, were the distance from markets, availability of capital, difficulty of obtaining land 
titles, cost for settlers to relocate from the Lower 48, small farm size, cost of clearing land of 
trees and the heavy layer of moss covering the soil, time for income from the new farms, and
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competition from more cheaply produced goods in the Lower 48. For much of this period, 
cheaper farming land was still available in other US states, Alaska also lacked agricultural 
infrastructure such as processing facilities, grain elevators and slaughterhouses. Another reason 
behind the federal government’s interest in actively encouraging agricultural settlement in 
Alaska was the fear of a potential national food shortage. Americans, however, were no longer 
interested in pioneer life, preferring the comforts and luxuries of more established communities. 
Alaska did not seem an attractive place. Improved farming practices and new crop varieties 
resulted in productions gains in the Lower 48 so that the feared food shortage did not materialize.

Aside from conventional farming, Alaska’s unique geography and climate contributed to two 
other “farming” endeavors. One outcome of a fur boom brought about by World War I was the 
development of fox farming on the islands of Southeastern Alaska. Fox farming did not require 
much capital and by 1920, many fox farm sites had been leased in the Tongass National Forest 
which included the islands of the Alexander Archipelago. The islands were in demand for fox 
farming as the foxes could run free. Wild animals were thought to produce better pelts than foxes 
reared in captivity. The islands provided a secluded habitat for the shy and nervous blue fox 
which thrived on wild birds and their eggs, as well as cans of defective salmon and fish scraps 
from local canneries. The economic depression of the 1930’s brought an end to this fledgling 
industry as fur prices dropped.

Sheldon Jackson was a prominent American missionary in Alaska. In 1891, alerted to the plight 
of the Alaska’s Eskimos due to the destruction of the seal, walrus and whale populations by 
Russian and American traders, he imported reindeer from Siberia to the Seward Peninsula. 
Reindeer, like the native caribou hunted by Eskimos tribes, are ideally suited to grazing the 
tundra of Northwest and Arctic Alaska. Demand for reindeer meat and hides by gold miners was 
considerable. By 1915, more than a thousand Natives owned reindeer herds. After the decline of 
gold mining in Northwest Alaska, local demand for reindeer products also fell. In 1914, the 
Lomen family had purchased 1,200 reindeer from a Laplander in Kotzebue. The herd increased 
substantially and in1916 the family company began shipping reindeer meat and other reindeer 
products to markets outside Alaska. By 1930, Alaska’s reindeer population had reached 640,000 
and there were problems with overgrazing, wolf predation and reindeer joining wild caribou 
herds.
Because of the recession of the 1930’s, beef producers in the Lower 48 campaigned to keep 
reindeer meat out the U.S. markets but there was still a good market for reindeer skins. In 1937 
Congress passed the Reindeer Act, restricting reindeer ownership to Alaska Natives. The number 
of reindeer continued to decline and by the end of World War II was down to about 100,000 
animals. A few herders still provide meat and hides for local markets. The University of Alaska 
Fairbanks’ Reindeer Research Program conducts research into the physiology, nutrition, and 
meat quality of reindeer and caribou because of their importance to subsistence living.

U.S. commercial fishing in Alaska began with the cod fishery of the Shumagin Islands but it was 
difficult to get the fish to San Francisco for curing before they spoiled. In 1876, a shore station 
and cod saltery was established in the Shumagins. Cod fishing boomed during World War I 
because European supplies were cut off and more cod processing stations were built along the 
Alaska Peninsula and the Aleutian Islands. Salmon salting and canneries soon followed in 
southeastern, southwestern Alaska and southcentral Alaska. The first canneries were built in
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1878 at Klawock and Sitka. The Klawock cannery operated for 51 years. The Karluk River on 
Kodiak Island provided more than one third of the salmon canned in Alaska between1878-1898. 
By the 1890’s, the industry produced millions of cans of salmon annually and was Alaska’s 
leading industry. In the Nushagak Bay area, salmon canneries more than doubled between 1904 
and 1914. World War I contributed to an Alaskan salmon boom. In 1922, the first floating 
canneries moved in Nushagak Bay. Alaska’s first major halibut fishing began in 1896. The 
halibut industry provides some winter employment. After World War II, floating canneries and 
freezing techniques led to the development of Alaska’s king crab industry.

New types of fishing gear and high speed production lines of the modern canneries made it easier 
to catch more fish leading to concerns about over fishing. In 1924 Congress passed the White 
Act which gave the Secretary of Commerce the authority to regulate the size and kind of fishing 
gear and to limit fishing in specific areas. However, there have still been boom and bust cycles in 
Alaska’s commercial fishing industry. Finfish farming is prohibited in Alaska but several 
hatcheries provide salmon fry to ensure salmon stocks.

Fishing is a valuable industry for Alaska contributing about 5% of Alaska’s economic base. By 
the 1920’s, a tax on canned salmon provided 70% of general fund revenue for the territorial 
government. However, it is still a problem for Alaska today that much of the profit from fishing 
leaves the state. Many canneries are owned by outside companies and many employees are 
nonresidents who are in Alaska only for the salmon season.

Alaska’s forests occupy around 119 million acres, a little less than one third of the state’s land 
area. The forests are of two distinct types, representing very different climates. The coastal rain 
forests of Southeastern and Southcentral Alaska consist of western hemlock, Sitka spruce and 
western redcedar. High quality logs from these trees have been exported for many years. The 
forests of Interior Alaska consist of black spruce, white spruce, birch and aspen. About a fifth of 
the interior forest (white spruce and paper birch) is considered to be of commercial quality. The 
interior forests are highly vulnerable to fire.

Wood was an important resource for early inhabitants of Alaska, providing, heat shelter, tools 
and transportation. The Indians of the southeast carved totem poles, masks, rattles and other 
objects. The Russians used the local timber to build houses, public buildings and other items in 
their settlements and constructed three small sawmills in Sitka. They exported some timber to 
Chile and China.

After the United States purchased Alaska, timber was harvested primarily to meet the needs of 
the local population and the fishing and mining industries. It was used for fish traps, mine and 
dock timbers and pilings, fish packing cases, and construction. In 1889, there were 11 sawmills 
in operation in the Southeast and this number had reached 25 by 1910. By 1909, nearly all of the 
commercial timber in the southeast had been incorporated into the Tongass National Forest.

During 1910, most timber was cut in the interior was firewood to support Fairbanks and the 
mining camps. Three sawmills operated in Fairbanks at that time and there were small sawmills 
on the Copper, Susitna, and Yukon Rivers. The timber industry in this region has grown only 
slowly since that time.
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World War I increased the demand for Alaskan timber from the southeast, including Sitka spruce 
which was used for making airplanes. During the 1920’s, the local industry, like agriculture, was 
challenged with stiff competition from outside as large volumes of Douglas fir could be shipped 
cheaply from Washington. However, Alaska’s timber harvest still provided 80% of local 
consumption. An attempt to establish a pulp mill was unsuccessful because of the high cost of 
shipping the pulp. In the 1930’s, the timber industry increased in strength and the amount of 
imported timber substantially decreased. The early years of World War II led to increased use of 
Alaskan spruce, again for airplane manufacture. The combination of metal as replacement for 
lumber in airplane manufacture and cardboard cartons for wooden fish boxes led to a decline in 
market demand.

Two factors contributed to a revival of the timber industry after the war. In 1951, the signing of a 
fifty-year Forest Service timber contract led to the construction and operation of Alaska’s first 
large-scale pulp mill located in Ketchikan. This pulp mill represented the largest single industrial 
investment made in Alaska to that time. After World War II, there was an acute shortage of 
domestic timber in Japan. During the mid to late 1950’s, agreements were made with Japan for a 
large scale investment in Alaska’s timber industry, resulting in the building of a second pulp mill 
located in Sitka and a sawmill in Wrangell. Timber from US Forest Service lands was 90% of the 
harvest during the 1950’s and 1960’s. Following that time, the Alaskan timber industry went 
through periods of growth and decline in concert with the Japanese market and with increased 
competition from the Pacific Northwest and British Columbia. The two pulp mills and the 
Wrangell sawmill all closed between 1993 and 1997.

Alaskan agriculture has continued to go through times of expansion and contraction since 1945. 
During and after the Second World War with the increased of military presence in Alaska, 
agriculture in the Matanuska-Susitna Valley went through a period of growth, cementing its 
place as Alaska’s most important agricultural area. Purchase of locally produced milk by the 
military bases was a major reason. In the 1960’s agriculture went through another stagnant 
period. During the 1970’s, state revenues improved because of the development of the oil fields 
discovered in Prudhoe Bay in 1968. The state again began looking for ways to broaden its 
economic base and provide employment opportunities for Alaskans. The idea of developing an 
economically self-sufficient agricultural industry was revisited and the state government started 
working on a comprehensive agricultural policy. The Delta Agricultural Project in the Tanana 
Valley in 1978 and the Mackenzie Point Agricultural Project in the Susitna Valley in 1982 both 
opened up land for agricultural use. Areas were set aside for both large and small farms. The 
state proposed to spend $168 million on facilities, infrastructure operation, and farm loans in the 
anticipation of expected receipts of $150 million by 1990.

What is the future for Alaskan agriculture and rural life? Agriculture represents only a very 
small sector of the Alaskan economy. In 2005, it accounted for only 1.1% of the Gross Sate 
Product. Alaska ranks 50th in the nation for all areas of agricultural production except for 
aquaculture where it is 49th. It’s unlikely that Alaska will ever be close to self sufficiency in food 
production. Most of the state’s food supply is imported either from the Lower 48 or other 
countries. However, there are niche markets for Alaskan farm produce. Greenhouse and nursery 
plants have held steady as Alaska’s number 1 agricultural product for the past several years.
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Alaskan vegetables and flowers enjoy a reputation for high sugar content and intense color due 
to the cool temperatures and long days in which they are grown. Alaskan residents can purchase 
these commodities at several farmers’ markets in the Interior and southern regions of the state. 
Alaska Grown, a program first started in 1986, plays an important role in the direct marketing of 
Alaska’s agricultural products. A report from a recently convened Alaska Agricultural Industry 
Leadership Group consisting of farmers, agricultural researchers and state officials titled The 
Agricultural Industry in Alaska: A Changing and Growing Industry -  Identification o f Issues and 
Challenges indicates that people involved in the industry are engaged in ensuring its survival.

Despite its small size, agriculture has played an interesting and significant part in Alaska’s 
colorful and fascinating story. The identification and preservation of the state’s literature on 
agriculture and rural life will provide a worthy and unique contribution to the history of this 
nation.
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