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ABSTRACT 

This report is a continuation of the Division of Subsistence's 

effort to document the Nome River Fishery for the Board of Fisheries. It 

describes the fishery and its users in greater detail than did earlier 

papers, using computer analysis of a permitee survey administered in 1980 

and random sample interviews conducted in 1981. It evaluates the fishery 

in the context of recent Board of Fisheries decisions on subsistence. The 

survey data show two distinct groups of fishers: short-term residents with 

five or fewer years in Northwest Alaska and long-term residents with six or 

more years. The short-term residents constitute 32 percent of the fishery 

users; the long-term residents constitute 68 percent. Long-term residents 

show much greater dependence on the fishery, use traditional methods of 

processing, pass on skills and activities from generation to generation, and 

participate in a wide range of other subsistence activities. Short-term 

residents do not display these characteristics to the degree long-term resi- 

dents do, except for sharing, which is a common trait of both groups. To 

a certain extent, these two groups reflect subcommunities extant in the city 

of Nome. 
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( Introduction 

( 

The rivers of the Nome area have supported subsistence fisheries ‘for 

approximately two thousand years or longer (Bockstoce 1979). Since contact 

with Western civilization, they have helped supply food for area residents 

through several boom and bust cycles of development. After the early 1900s 

gold rush slowed down, Nome's population declined to a low of 800; during 

World War II, Nome began gradually but steadily growing again. Spurred in 

part by the revitalization of the Alaska Gold Company in 1974, Nome today is 

home to 3,039 persons (City of Nome Census, personal communication, 1981). 

The number of people who fish local rivers has been increasing as well, with 
. 

especially heavy concentration on the Nome River. This has prompted concern 

by the commercial fisheries biologist about the escapements of coho and chum 

salmon in the Nome River. Now, the potential for a boom -- this time related 

to Outer Continental Shelf oil exploration and development -- is anticipated 

by and of concern to the staff of the Subsistence Division. An increase in 

Nome's population could mean an increase in fishing pressure on all area 

rivers, and especially on the Nome River because of its proximity to the 

town. 

This report is in response to a request last year from the Board of 

Fisheries for more information about the Nome River fishery. The problem 

has been to describe who uses the fishery and how. Guided by the Subsistence 

Statute and by the Board's policy on subsistence fisheries in Cook Inlet, 

the Nome Subsistence Division office has explored such topics as local resi- 

dency; traditional dependence and use; availability of alternative resources; 

intergenerational transmission of fishing knowledge and skills; trade, 
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bartering and sharing practices (both intercommunity and intracommunity); 

subcommunities and groups extant in Nome; and involvement in other subsis- 

tence activities. In analyzing data, distinct groups of users among the 

fishing population and utilization patterns were identified. We have 

limited our analysis to those people who fish the Nome River. We have not 

analyzed the more distant, much less heavily fished rivers of the Nome 

subdistrict. 

Subsistence management of the Nome subdistrict rivers by the 

Department of Fish and Game began in 1974, when department personnel began 

issuing subsistence permits. Permit limits have fluctuated from 100-400 

salmon. Subsistence fishermen usually fish four days a week; commercial 

fishermen usually fish two days. In 1980 the subsistence fishery was opened 

to seven days a week after checks of drying racks by Division of Subsistence 

staff showed the harvest to be predominantly pinks. Harvest calendars 

turned in at the end of the 1980 season showed catches ranging from 0 to 789 

salmon per permit. Preliminary data for 1981 shows catches ranging from 0 

to 264 salmon. Management of the fishery has not been popular locally, 

especial'ly since an upstream waters closure was presented in 1980. Initially, 

the proposal would have closed waters above a marker one-and-one-half miles 

above the bridge. (See Maps I and II .) The proposal failed to account for 

a number of traditional sites and was further misinterpreted by some members 

of the public to include the entire river. After an advisory board meeting 

the staff documented traditional fishing sites stretching from the proposed 

closure point upstream to waters above Osborn Creek. A number of people re- 

ported fishing the upstream waters specifically because salmon caught there 

were less oily than salmon caught from downstream waters or from the ocean. 



Map I 

The mouth of the Nome River 
is three miles east of Nome 
at Fort Davis. Salmon Lake, 
wbre some people fished 20 
or more years.ago, is seen 
at upper right. 
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the bridge. Arrows indicate 
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reported by a select sample 
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These fish dried better and kept longer than ocean-fresh fish. The staff 

proposal was not adopted. 

Currently, the Nome River (see Maps I and II) is open to subsistence 

fishing from the mouth upriver (with a limit on net size above Osborn), the 

permit limit is 250 (renewable if escapement goals are met), the number of 

permits is not limited, and subsistence openings follow commercial openings 

for the same fishery. Commercial fishing is allowed only in the ocean and 

not in the river itself. 

History and Description of the Area 

Fishing has long been a part of life in the Nome area. Archeologist 

John Bockstoce, excavating house pit sites about 10 miles east of the mouth 

of the Nome River, has found evidence of fishing stretching back approxi- 

mately 2,000 years. More recently, Eskimo inhabitants of the site from the 

fifteenth through the nineteenth centuries also fished, as shown by a fish 

arrow and three types of net sinker stones recovered by Bockstoce (Bockstoce 

1979). While archeological evidence indicates there was not a major settle- 

ment at the Nome River itself, it was one of many fishing sites used by area 

Eskimos. Contact with the Western' world began in the late eighteenth cen- 

tury, when European explorers began visiting the region. A substantial fur 

trade developed under Russian occupation and continued after American pur- 

chase. Trading increased after 1848, when hundreds of commercial whalers 

and trading ships arrived in the region (Ray 1975:9). Competition from out- 

siders for walrus, caribou and other species may have increased the importance 

of salmon to area residents. In 1898 gold was discovered at Anvil Creek, 

and Anvil City (now Nome) was founded. As commerce grew, schools were 

opened, and other services became available. Eskimos from villages of the 
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region were attracted to Nome, and today the majority (i.e. 60+ percent) 

of the city is of Eskimo descent. Nome is heterogenous, including miners 

and their descendents, recently arrived government employees, Eskimos from 

many villages (including one entire village), Vietnamese refugees and 

others. To differing degrees, these groups maintain their own identities 

and locations within Nome. 

Today Nome is a regional trading center, with daily multiple jet 

flights to Anchorage, large well-stocked stores, many state and federal 

government offices, Native corporation headquarters, and considerable gold 

mining operations. Nome is 

their boats up on the beach 

camp along the banks of the 

traverse the Seward Peninsul 

and rabbit. 

Subsistence fishing 

also home to seal and walrus hunters who pull 

just east of the town center, to fishers who 

Nome River, and to hunters and trappers who 

a in search of moose, fox, ptarmigan, waterfowl 

efforts are most visible in July and August, 

when racks of drying fish are apparent along the Nome River. The proximity 

of the river to town makes it a popular choice for local fishing families. 

The Nome-Council road bridges the river near its mouth and the Nome-Taylor 

road passes near the river at Osborn, six miles inland (see Maps I and II). 

Several families have permanent cabins along the lower stretches of the 

river. Others use wall tents in summer or drive out from town to check nets 

or seine. Of the 11 salmon rivers in the Nome subdistrict, the Nome River 

is the most favored fishing site. Of 261 permits issued in 1981, 61 were 

for the Nome River (See Figure 1). Preliminary figures show that of the 

15,920 salmon harvested by subsistence fishermen in the district in 1981, 

5,375 were from the Nome River. It is a natural choice for older people who 

can't endure long trips by boat to other sites, newcomers unfamiliar with 
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The Nome Subdistrict had 
record escapements of 
humpback salmon in 1980. 
Counts showed subsistence 

Thus, in 1980 
there was a record sub- 
sistence catch. 
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Data is from subsistence salmon surveys conducted by Commercial 
Pfstr Ditision. Reporting of cofio salmon did not begin until 1980. 
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the region or lacking means of transportation, and working people of Nome 

who check nets in the evenings or on weekends. 

Two events in recent years have further intensified the use of the 

Nome River. After a road from Nome inland passed Salmon Lake, a traditional 

salmon fishery there was nearly fished out. To protect dwindling stocks of 

sockeye salmon, the fishery was closed in the early 1970s. People who once 

fished SalmonLake were forced to intensify their efforts elsewhere. Then, 

in November 1974, a severe storm wiped out many fishing camps and cabins on 

Safety Sound, about 20 miles east of Nome. Some people chose to fish closer 

to Nome rather than rebuild at Safety, 

Methodology 

The Division of Subsistence has used a variety of research tools in 

studying the Nome River fishery, beginning in May 1980 and continuing through 

November 1981. 

The first research tool used was field observation. Tunny Walluk 

and Dan Thomas from the Nome Division of Subsistence office visited the 

fishery in progress on many occasions in 1980, talking with the fishers and 

observing harvests. The 1980 findings of Walluk and Thomas were presented 

to the Board of Fisheries in December 1980 in the form of an issue paper and 

a report on the Nome River subsistence salmon fishery. This report will 

draw upon these two documents as necessary to place new information in the 

proper context. 

The second was a three-page survey which each applicant for a sub- 

sistence fishing permit in 1980 was asked to complete (see Appendix 1). 

The survey was designed to gather data on: 
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(1) customary and direct dependence upon the resource as a mainstay 
of one's livelihood; 

(2) local residency; and 

(3) availability of alternative resources. 

Questions on the survey asked about residency both in Nome and in 

Northwest Alaska; processing techniques; harvest size; sharing and trading; 

household size; household income; and other subsistence activities. More 

than 200 surveys were completed; 81 specified the Nome River as the fishing 

location. These 81 surveys were coded for entry into the University of 

Alaska Computer Network, where they were processed by the Statistical Program 

for the Social Sciences. First, the staff determined the frequency of each 

variable (e.g. how many five-year residents fish, how many ten-year resi- 

dents fish, etc.). Then the variables were cross tabulated in an attempt to 

describe the characteristics of the fishery (e.g. how many fish do the five- 

year residents catch, how many fish do the ten-year residents catch, etc.). 

To easily portray all this information, two kinds of graphs were 

used. One is the common, two-dimensional graph where the placement of a 

line reflects the quantity or frequency of one variable. An example is the 

graph (see Figure 1) which shows the quantity of salmon harvested in recent 

years from the Nome River. The second kind of graph -- for the cross tabula- 

tions -- represents three dimensions of information (as an example, see 

Figure 3). Not only does each square on the graph represent the inter- 

section of two variables, but each square also has a value representing the 

number of respondents. Each square's value is ind icat ed by a tone from 

white to black. The more respondents who indicate the same two values, the 

darker the square. Variables with no relationship wil 1 graph as uniformly 

grey over all squares. A one-to-one relationship will graph as a progressive 
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series of black squares surrounded by white squares. You can see at a 

glance not only if there is a relationship between two variables, but you 

can see the strength and nature of the relationship. For example, Figure 

3 graphs the relationship between residency in Nome and residency in North- 

west Alaska. The diagonal of dark squares from lower left upwards represents 

the many people who have lived in Nome equally as long as they have lived in 

Northwest Alaska. The darker the square, the greater the number of people 

that fit that category. The many light squares to the right of the diagonal 

represent one or two people who lived elsewhere in Northwest Alaska for a 

longer time than they have lived in Nome. A code of the values represented 

by the tones follows. 

0 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 or more 

I Number of Resodndents I 

The third research tool was a series of in-depth interviews with a 

random sample of fishers, conducted by this researcher and field assistants 

in fall of 1981. Since the original survey had been designed early in 1980, 

the Board of Fisheries has subsequently recognized and used ten criteria for 

establishing subsistence use in Cook Inlet. The 1981 interviews were 

designed with these criteria in mind. Individuals to be interviewed were 

selected by choosing every fifth survey from a numerically ordered list of 

the respondents to the 1980 s ,-vey. This provided sixteen permit numbers. 

Comparing the sample to the list as a whole showed that the 30-to-50 year 

residency group was under-represented. Therefore, an additional two indi- 

viduals were selected by choosing every fourth survey from a numerically 
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ordered list of 3%to-50 year residents only. This provided two permit 

numbers. After selection, the eighteen permit holders were identified, 

contacted, and interviewed. 

All three of these tools -- surveys, observations and interviews -- 

were applied to the study. Two field assistants' own participation in their 

family's subsistence fishery during their lifetime aided immensely in gaining 

cooperation from interviewees and in conducting the interviews in a meaningful 

and substantive manner. All data analysis and reporting was done by the 

Resource Specialist. This end product is a quantitative and qualitative 

description of the dynamics of the Nome River fishery and the characteristics 

of its users. 

Findings 

When discussing the Nome River fishery, certain conditions should be 

considered as givens. Specifically, virtually all subsistence fishermen use 

seine or gill nets, the most efficient gear available. Some fishing families' 

children use rods and reels as an introduction to fishing, and a few adults 

reported that rod and reel fishing makes a minor addition to their netting 

efforts. The use of the fishery definitely takes place in reasonable geo- 

graphic proximity to the primary residence of its users. Only one permittee 

in 1980 listed an address other than Nome and that address was a Seward 

Peninsula village. All but three interviewees listed post office box 

addresses, indicating residency in Nome for minimally several months (e.g. 

the time period required for obtaining such boxes). Although several housp- 

holds fish along the Nome area coast, many fishers utilize both coastal and 

riverine sites and some prefer riverine sites exclusively. Of the rivers, 

the Nome River is preferred for reasons mentioned above. Although the Snake 
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River is closer, it has much smaller runs, is partially channelized, runs 

through an 4ndustrial section of town, and is used extensively by Arctic 

Lighterage's tugboats and barges. In addition, as one woman noted, the 

city dumps its waste in the Snake. "It was a good river before they use 

it for a sewer," she said. "Now I don't fish there. I don't want no dirty 

fish." Finally, the use pattern on the Nome River is associated with 

specific stocks and seasons. Fishermen interviewed expressed a clear pref- 

erence for chums and pinks for drying, while they preferred coho for eating 

and freezing. If they dried coho, they preferred the upriver fish because 

of the oil content, while the down river fish were considered better for 

eating fresh. 

Given these factors, we then wanted to know, "who are these users?", 

"how are they using the resources?', and, "are they in identifiable groups 

or subcornmunities?" As we began our data analysis, one feature of the 

fishery became quickly apparent. Residents with five or less years residency 

in Northwest Alaska make up 32 percent of the permittees. Figure 2 indicates 

a large cluster of users with short-term residency. When we contacted a 

random sample of these individuals, we found several were government employ- 

ees; one was a former teacher who bought a business (and is ready to sell it 

and move out of town); one was a Vietnamese refugee who had left already 

for California; and one was a minister's daughter, who is not in Nome at the 

present time. Beyond five years residency, the number of respondents in the 

fishery ,is more evenly distributed. There is more involvement in residency 

groups around 20-30 years of age, a group which might be expecte I to be 

establishing their own fishing operations to support new families. There is 

also more involvement around age 56 to 70, representing a group which may 

be retired, or people whose children have left home, or who fish because 
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other activities (e.g. marine mammal hunting) maybe too arduous. Generally, 

for people with from 6 to 80 years residency, involvement in the fishery 

seems relatively constant. It should be noted that residency in Nome does 

not equal residency in Northwest Alaska. Figures 2 and 3 examine these 

differences. From the cross tabulations we can see significant in-migration 

of fishing families from villages in Northwest Alaska. This has been a con- 

tinual process for at least the past 40 years. Twenty-four of the 79 

respondents moved from villages to Nome. Of those 24, 13 moved to Nome after 

lo-30 years in the villages. These migrants bring with them the skills, 

traditions and often the tools of subsistence fishing. They clearly make up 

a significant group of the fishers. Twenty-three of the 52 long-term users 

of the fishery have lived in Northwest Alaska longer than they have lived in 

Nome. Briefly then, three distinct groups appear: short-term residents, 

long-term residents of Nome, and long-term residents of villages in North- 

west Alaska. When other facets of the fishery -- traditional use, other 

subsistence activities, etc. -- are examined, the long-term residents of 

Nome and of Northwest Alaska seem to be a somewhat homogenous group in re- 

gards to the ten criteria. Since residency in Northwest Alaska encompasses 

residency in Nome, we have used the broader grouping when we talk about 

residency in the discussions that follow. But the distinction between long- 

term residents and short-term residents is more significant, and will 

surface repeatedly in the following discussions. 

Lonq-term, stable, reliable pattern of use and dependency: Resi- 

dency in Northwest Alaska was cross tabulated by years fished for subsistence 

in Northwest Alaska to discover the nature of the long-term reliance. We 

found that 10 of 48 long-term users who responded to both questions had 

residency equalling fishing experience. Either they started fishing as very 
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NOME RESIDENCY COMPARED WITH 
NORTHWEST ALASKA RESIDENCY 

Almost one third of the people who fish the Nome River have lived 
in Northwest Alaska longer than they have lived in Nome. Twenty 
four of 79 respondents moved from villages to Xome, one couple 
after 50 years ix the tillage. We asked them why: "because my 
girls are working here. We come to make home here, for my girls. 
They need home." Others come for jobs, school or marriage, bring- 
ing with them a traditional dependence on subsistence. 
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young children in a family camp (in most cases) or they moved to Northwest 

Alaska from elsewhere bringing fishing experience with them and began fish- 

ing immediately. Of those respondents who reported a delayed entry into 

fishing, the norm was a 5-20 year delay. While one respondent reported 

waiting 55 years to begin fishing, most of the long-term residents (34 of 

48) waited less than 20 years. This would suggest they learned as children 

or teenagers. "The people you see setting a net on the Nome River are doing 

that to put fish in the freezer, to dry, or to salt. They're doing it for 

a reason, not for the fun of it," said one lifelong resident of the region. 

A woman with a young family to support and a lifetime in Northwest Alaska 

was asked why she fished. "For the food, for the enjoyment. The kids like 

fish. The tradition. Xt's something we've always done. Since we were 

little, we've been going down there. My mom, she's still fishing." The 

oldest person in her fishing operation is in her 60's; the youngest is two. 

And the whole family helps out. The pattern of family involvement and long- 

term involvement seems to be the norm among long-term residents interviewed. 

The correlation between years of residency and years fished means little in 

the case of short-term users, who began fishing shortly after their arrival 

in Northwest Alaska and whose dependence on areas other than Northwest 

Alaska is unknown. 

The reasons for the long-term residents' dependence are many and 

varied, including tradition, social organization, resource availability, 

personal taste, household size and economics. While it may not be the 

single most important factor, economics is a powerful persuader. The latest 

available figures released by the Alaska Department of Commerce and Economic 

Development for 1978 show that the "family budget required to support a 

moderate standard of living" in Nome is 2.33 times the U.S. average, and 
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1.6 times the Anchorage average. The U.S. budget is $18,622, the Anchorage 

budget is $26,329, while the Nome budget is $43,389. These figures have 

surely increased since 1978. The incomes reported by Nome River fishers 

are presented in Figure 4. Only eight of the 61 respondents (13 percent) 

to the income question reported incomes of more than $40,000. But 34 of 61 

respondents reported incomes of $20,000 or less. Cross tabulating income 

by residency shows that the high income fishers tended to have short-term 

residency, while the low income fishers tended to have long-term residency. 

The three people who reported incomes of more than $50,000 have an average 

residency in Northwest Alaska of 2.7 years. The people who reported in- 

comes of $0-15,000 had average residencies ranging from 30.8 years to 43.6 

years. In summary, long-term residents have on the average considerably 

lower incomes than short-term residents. The fishermen as a whole make 

considerably less than what is required for a moderate standard of living. 

In addition to economics, there are other factors related to 

dependency. The size of the household makes a difference in the size of the 

harvest (see Figure 5). While harvest for smaller families (i.e. up to five 

members) clustered around 101-200 and 201-300 salmon, harvest for larger 

families tended to fall in excess of 201. Two large families caught 101-200 

salmon, 4 caught 201-300, and 5 caught in excess of 400. Only 8 families 

reported harvest in excess of 400, so 62.5 percent of these large harvests 

went to feed large families. Only two large families reported catching no 

salmon, while eight smaller families reported catching no salmon. However, 

we found household size is not a completely reliable indicator. One couple 

-- he's 83 and she's 76 -- reported that their household numbered two. 

Although they do live alone , when interviewed she said, "We got lots of 

grandchildren, we try to fish for them too. Their dad is working. Even my 
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While most of the Nome River fishers have fewer than five persons 
in the* households, those wfio do have six or more persons tend 
to cat& more fish. Those who have only one or two in th&.r house- 
holds are lik&y to catch less than 300 (i.e., not have their 
permit renewed after catching 250.) 
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We asked people what they would do if they didn't catch enough 

salmon. Short-term residents tended to respond, "do without," or "we'd 

probably buy pork or chicken or something, because we can't eat moose all 

year." But long-term residents tended to respond, "we can't stay without 

any dry fish," or "try still to fish; get dry fish for my family." Not 

having enough dry fish wasn't a possibility. 

Personal tastes are a big factor in fishing for salmon. For many 

of the same reasons Italian families have kept Ital ian foods, Chinese 

families have kept Chinese foods, and immigrants to Alaska go to great 

lengths (and expense) to import their beef, chicken and green beans, the 

long-term residents of this region continue to fill their stomachs with 

seal, caribou, reindeer, tomcod, crab, duck, geese, trout, berries, and sal- 

mon. This includes Native and non-Natives, as long-term residents have 

tended to adapt to local resources and tastes. A family man, married to a 

local woman, was born outside Alaska, but considers Nome his home after ten 

years. "I don't think I'll ever live anyplace but Nome," he said. Asked 

why he fishes, he said, "I like fish. Dry fish is pretty good in the winter 

time." He fishes with his Eskimo father-in-law as part of a traditional 

operation, and his children are learning, too. 

Fish are a constant in many long-term residents' lives. "We always 

20 

boy order some from Shishmaref." So the number "two" under household really 

repres,ents as much as ten times that many in this case, as she and her hus- 

band share their fish with five sons who have families to support as well. 

fish," they say, whether they are heavily immersed in subsistence rounds or 

divide their time between the cash economy and subsistence economy. The 

level of dependence varies over the years, as well. "I'm going to retire 

this spring, and 1'11 be fishing more," said a 59-year old resident of Nome. 
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He's worked all his life, but with a decrease in income he's going to draw 

on skills learned as a child in Kotzebue and taught to his children (who now 

fish on the Yukon). 

Three commercial fishermen in Norton Sound were identified among the 

54 long-term residents of Northwest Alaska who subsistence fished the Nome 

River. One of these fisherman's activities has been limited largely to 

renewing his permit each year, according to a fellow fisherman. The two 

active commercial fishermen are selling most of their catch, one of them 

told us, but may keep a few for subsistence purposes. In our interviews, we 

identified two other people who, in the past, fished commercially. In one 

case, the fisherman did not get a license to fish when the limited entry 

system began. He has not fished commercially since. In the other case, the 

fisherman was the head of the household, now deceased, and his license was 

not transferred. His widow and her family rely only upon subsistence for 

their fishing needs today. 

As has been illustrated above, fishing plays a substantial role in 

most long-term residents' lives. "You have to make a lot of money up here 

to survive comfortably without supplementing it with something," said one 

short-term resident. For the long-term resident, the picture is much broader 

than economics. Family structure and size, personal taste, traditional 

skills, and other factors enter into the picture, creating a long-term, 

stable, reliable pattern for use and dependency on the Nome River fishery. 

Traditional modes of handlinq preparation and storage: In her book, 

The Eskimos of Bering Strait,, - 1650-1898, Dorothy Jean Ray describes an early 

Seward Peninsula scene: 

Summer fishing camps were located at the mouths of almost every 
tributary to the large rivers, on sections of the most productive 
large streams, and on the various coastal areas and shores of 
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large bodies of water like Imuruk Basin . . . . By the end of 
July, the drying racks became full of salmon split in half, the 
meat gashed horizontally across the body in several places to 
facilitate drying. At this time, the Eskimos ate quantities of 
boiled fresh salmon. A favorite summer meal was "half-dried" 
salmon (angimak) eaten with suret (willow leaves in oil), Partly 
dried salmon eggs were packemo pokes or barrels with seal oil 
to be used as a dressing for berries, or to be eaten alone. 
(Ray 1975:115-116) 

Certainly there have been changes in equipment since those early 

days, as nylon nets and outboard motors eased the work load of fishing 

families. But tastes and processing techniques have changed much less. 

Nearly half of the people (30 to 62) who responded to the processing ques- 

tion on the survey reported drying most or all of their catch. Only 12 of 

62 reported drying none. The description of the drying racks and cut 

salmon in Ray's pre-contact description could apply today to the racks 

lining the Nome River. One man mentioned during interviews gathering wil- 

lows and we asked for more information. He described gathering fresh, 

green willow shoots, mixing them with seal oil, storing them and then eat- 

ing them with salmon, just as Ray described Eskimos doing years ago. 

Another woman said they still use dried salmon eggs when making Eskimo ice 

cream. After rain spoiled much drying fish during the summer of 1981 S one 

woman was left with only 25 dried salmon for the season. 'I sure miss my 

dry fish," she lamented. “I miss it real bad." Short-term residents were 

much more 1 ikely to freeze, smoke or can their fish, or eat them fresh. 

But not all did this. Three of 25 short-term residents dried half or some 

of their salmon, while three more dried most of it. Possibly, the dried 

portion was us-f for dog food. A few short-term residents said they had 

acquired a personal liking for dry salmon. 

Intergenerational transmission of skills and activities: At least 

with the long-term users, the techniques for processing are being passed on 
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to their children. A very common pattern is for a grandmother and grand- 

father to run the traditional fishing operation with help from the grand- 

children. The elders are the most knowledgeable about fish, fishing and 

children. The grown children work at the heavier tasks like setting, haul- 

ing and picking nets. They are usually the breadwinners in the cash 

economy, earning money to pay for the boat, the motor, the nets, and other 

equipment used to pursue subsistence activities today. When we asked people 

about the age of people fishing with them, answers ranged from 2 years to 

83. It’s not uncommon to find a 60-year, three-generation span in a fishing 

operation. "I stayed with my grandparents long ago," said a 76-year old 

woman. "My grandchildren learn, too. They like to so much." A middle-aged 

man said, "I grew up with it, long ago as I can remember. It's something 

we've always had. Fish." His children are learning, too. The Eskimo way 

of teaching has traditionally been learned by observing and doing, and 

family fishing operations carry on the tradition. "My daughterI's my main 

helper," said one man. "I have a two-year old who thinks she helps us fish, 

getting in the boat and everything." 

Fishing is a family affair, and people enjoy it immensely. "I like 

that lifestyle," said an older woman. “I enjoy it so much. I live in jeans, 

I live in rain gear and boots. Fishing is lots of fun. That's my life- 

style all my life. I grow up here in Nome, and I grow old here in Nome." 

Short-term residents reported learning from "teachers," "friends," 

or "just by watching." A few people who had married into or become friends 

with local families joined a traditional family fishing operation that 

preceded their arrival on the scene. None of the short-term residents we 

interviewed had children old enough to learn fishing, so we could not deter- 

mine how fishing skills were being passed on. 
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Trade, barter and sharing: Of all aspects of the fishery, sharing 

seems to be the most universally accepted (see Figure 6). About 20 percent 

of the fishers reported not sharing with friends or relatives. This in- 

cludes people who shared with only friends or only relatives, so probably 

much less than 20 percent shared no salmon at all. Sharing seems to be 

nearly as common a practice among short-term residents as it was among long- 

term residents. The short-term residents most 1 ikely shared salmon with 

friends, while the long-term residents most likely shared salmon with rela- 

tives. That is probably a reflection of the demographics of the two groups. 

Short-term residents are less likely to have established or.moved into 

family ties than long-term residents. Many of the longer-term residents 

told us they not only shared salmon with Nome people, but sent dried salmon 

to other villages, including Wales, Shishmaref, Savoonga, and Haycock and 

to Fairbanks and Anchorage. "I send a few to my daughters in Anchorage and 

Fairbanks," said one woman who's fished the Nome River for 30 years. Short- 

term residents also sent salmon outside Nome, but they were more likely to 

send it to major metropolitan areas than to villages. A three-year resident 

of Nome said she and her husband send salmon to friends and relatives in 

Alaska, Minhesota (their original home), and to Seattle. Shipping costs for 

frozen salmon are relatively high, and discourage extensive shipments to 

points South. Shipping dried salmon would be easier, and more widely prac- 

ticed by traditional families whose offspring have gone away to school or 

work in the cities of Alaska. 

Sharing sometimes takes the form of sharinr the work as well as the 

catch. Some people see this as a form of barter -- my work for your salmon. 

"When somebody need help, he help them," said one elderly woman about her 

husband. "Then when they divide [the salmon], they always divide it with 
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them." Others consider it sharing. "Sometimes, there's lots of people who 

don't have much equipment -- old widows and such -- and I take them along," 

said a woman in her 60's, a widow herself. "Then we share, and I don't get 

too much." A short-term resident reported, "we often take families with us, 

and split the fish down the middle. And we donated some to school for an 

event." 

So sharing in several forms (intracommunity and intercommunity) is 

widely practiced by Nome River fishers. Only one correlation seemed to 

discriminate among those who shared and those who did not. Generally, the 

more you make, the less you share with your relatives. 

Dog food: How much salmon is being used to feed dogs? (See Figure- 

7.) Almost two-thirds of the respondents use no salmon for dog food; one- 

fourth use "some" salmon for dog food. Only 8.6 percent reported using half 

or most of their catch for feeding dogs. Two of these were five-year resi- 

dents, one was a ten-year resident, and one was a 25-year resident. One of 

Nome's most active mushers, who had 37 dogs this November, feeds only pinks 

to his dogs. '"Usually, I'll let all the chums and silvers loose, when I 

net in the Nome River," he said. He was quite aware of the fishing pressure 

on the river. Instead of fishing for salmon, he has been seining for white- 

fish on the Kuzitrin River. Another musher reported using salmon for dog 

snacks, but not as a basic food. 

Range of other subsistence activities: Residency was cross tabu- 

lated by participation in other subsistence activities (see Figure 8). 

Again, the short-term and the long-term groups were distinct. There is cor- 

siderable involvement in all subsistence activities by the 15-35 year resi- 

dency group, and the range encompasses every category from berry picking to 

tomcod fishing to marine mammal hunting to ptarmigan hunting. Short-term 



Figure 7 
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Only four fishers reported using half or most of their salmon for 
dog food. 45 reported, using no salmon for dogs. One musher inter- 
viewed said he used only pinks for dogs, while he returned most 
chums and coho to the river but kept a few for eating himself. 
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Tang-tern residents of Hortfiwest Alaska have a broader range of 
subsistence activites :han short-tern residents. See page 21- 
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residents, however, do not have the range of activities the longer-term 

residents have. They tend not to hunt rabbits, fox, marine mammals, or 

waterfowl. They are more involved in moose hunting, berry picking, trout 

fishing, and crabbing. 

Harvest size was cross tabulated with other subsistence activities. 

People who catch more than 100 salmon are heavily involved in subsistence 

activities, compared with those who catch 100 or fewer salmon. Some people 

who harvest no salmon were, however, involved in both moose hunting and 

berry picking. 

Long-term residents were asked what they would do if they didn't 

catch enough salmon. Not infrequently they would answer, "hunt more" or 

"fish more." Short-term residents were more likely to answer "do without" 

or "buy fish." So for long-term residents, fishing seems to be a part of 

the whole pattern of dependence on the land, the sea, and the rivers in the 

Nome area. 

Communities and subcommunities: Throughout this discussion, we have 

been referring to long-term groups- of users. In the description of the area, 

we described Nome as heterogeneous based on sociocultural, socioeconomic, and 

ethnic criteria. To a degree, describing residents as short-term or long- 

term also describes the subcommunities extant in Nome. 

There is one entire village resettled in Nome. When the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs closed the school on King Island in 1959, this and previous 

political, social, and economic pressures caused the final relocation of 

those King Islanders remaining in winter time residence on the Island. "Up 

to the present time, the King Islanders have maintained social and (to a 

lesser degree) spatial identity within the city of Nome," reports a 1975 

census of the Bering Strait Region. "[They] visit the Island in the late 
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spring and early summer months to hunt walrus, conduct other subsistence 

activities, and maintain their homes. They were recognized as a distinct 

village corporation under the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, have an 

operative IRA Council, and exhibit many other features of community organi- 

zation." (Ellanna and Roche 1976:2) The census counts 215 King Islanders 

among the residents of Nome. 

There are other "subgovernments" operating in Nome. The Nome Eskimo 

Community is the local IRA (Indian Reorganization Act) Council, representing 

the longer-term Native residents of Nome. Nome has a village corporation, 

Sitnasuak, and is headquarters for the regional corporation, Bering Straits 

Native Corporation. Both command a degree of loyalty from shareholders that 

may exceed the loyalty felt toward the city government. One woman who lived 

in Nome for 60 years was asked which of the above groups she identified with, 

and she said, "Sitnasuak." The local non-profit corporation established by 

ANCSA, Kawerak, Inc., also has a strong subsistence staff, which studies and 

reports on subsistence issues to the people of the region. Native people 

looking for representation or assistance are much more likely to turn to one 

of these groups than to the city of Nome. 

Subcommunities are also evident in the distribution of fishing camps 

along the river. A long-time resident and fisherman described the cabins 

along the Nome River in groups, as belonging to "Nome people," or "Shishmaref 

people," even though our data show only one permittee who doesn't list Nome 

as a permanent address. 

Figures are not available current1 \' to break down the Native popula- 

tion of Nome into subcorrununities, other than King Island. Substantial 

numbers of people from Wales, Shishmaref and St. Lawrence Island are known 
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to-live in Nome, while maintaining a.degree of autonomy, social organization, 

and economic distribution patterns. 

Community identity is perceived differently by short-term and long- 

term residents. For example, a woman who left Minnesota three years ago 

considers Nome to be home. But a woman born and raised in Shishmaref, who 

came to Nome 28 years ago, still considers Shishmaref to be home. 

Data summary: Figures representing all raw data used for this 

analysis are in Appendix II. 

Conclusion 

The results of this analysis indicate that there are substantial 

differences between short-term and long-term residents of Northwest Alaska, 

who use the Nome River fishery. Only in sharing the harvest to long-term 

and short-term residents coincide to some degree, but even sharing patterns 

differ. 

Long-term residents have a stable, reliable pattern of use and depen- 

dence; the use pattern is identifiable by subcommunity or group; the use 

pattern is identified with specific stocks and seasons; the use occurs near 

their primary residences; the processing techniques are largely traditional; 

the skills and activities are passed from generation to generation; sharing . 

and bartering are widespread; and long-term users participate in a wide range 

of other subsistence activities. 

These data, it should be noted, do not completely describe the 

fishery, for there may be a few long-term, traditional users who fish outside 

of the permit system. Data from these individuals might affect the descrip- 

tion of long-term residents' dependence on the fishery. One long-term resi- 

dent felt that other traditional users -- who resisted the permitting, 
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surveys, and observation by Department of Fish and Game personnel -- have 

moved their efforts to other rivers in the Nome area. This individual 

fishes at his wife's traditional camp near a village 60 miles from Nome. 

No non-permit users were interviewed in this study, however. 

Perceptions of dependence among the fishers themselves reflect the 

findings in this report. "Older people in town should be able to fish; 

they need it," said a man with ten years residency. "Other people can go 

out to the ocean or to other rivers." Most short-term residents interviewed 

expressed the view that they were second in line when it came to fishing the 

Nome River. "People at Fort Davis [the traditional camp at the mouth of the 

river] ought to have it, and I wouldn't go down there," said a four-year 

resident. He felt the fishery should go, in times of shortage, to "the 

people who traditionally use it. But not the people who have 'traditionally' 

used it for three years and that sort of stuff." The short-term residents 

interviewed expressed a willingness to go to other river systems or to the 

ocean, if necessary. Two people interviewed had already moved their efforts 

from the Nome River because of the increasing fishing pressure there. 
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NOME SUBSISTENCE SALMON SURVEY - 1980 

How many years have you lived: 

In Nome 

In Northwest Alaska 

How many years have you fished salmon for subsistence: 

In Nome 

In Northwest Alaska 

How many salmon do you usually catch each year? 

Circle One: 

0 - 10 100 - 200 
10 - 25 200 - 300 
2.5 - 50 300 - 400 

more than 400 
1 

How much of your salmon do you share with: 

Please circle 

L/ 

How much of your salmon is used for dog food? 

Please circle 

most 
1 

half some none 
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6. How do you put away your salmon? Please circle 

Dried: 
I * 

1 all 1 most half : some none 

Frozen: 

Smoked: 

, 
all . most half j some none 

i 1 
half some 1 none 

j f t ! 
i 

I 
Other: all 

I I 
most half i some none i 

(please describe) , ! 

I / i i 1 
I I 1 

7. During the last year, did you or someone else in your household: 
(please circle) 

Hunt moose 1 yes KlO 

Hunt ducks or geese 

Hunt seals, oogruk, or walrus 

Hunt ptarmigan 

Hunt rabbits 

Hunt or trap foxes 

yes 

yes 

yes 

yes 

yes 

no 4 

TY.0 

no 

no 

no 

Fish for crab 

Fish for tomcod 

Fish for grayling or trout 

Pick berries 

Other subsistence activities (pleace describe) 

yes 

yes 

yes 

yes 

no 

no 

no 

no 

j 
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8. How many people are in your household, including yourself? 

9. For each year, what is the total income for your whole household, 
from all sources (jobs, assistance, food stamps, carving, everything)? 

Circle One 

/ 0 - 3,000 10 - 15,000 30 - 40,000 I 

13 - 6,000 15 - 20,000 40 - 50,000 I i 
I / I 

- 10,000 20 - 30,000 more than 50,OOOi 
1 

e 



1. Explain reason for interview. Answer questions they may have. 

-----I-F------ ------------------------ 

The Nome area will be growing and changing if oil development begins in 
Norton Sound. The Subsistence Division is concerned about subsistence 
resources like the Nome River and about the people who depend on them. 

*We are preparing a report for the Board of Fisheries to tell them who 
depends on the Nome River salmon and how the salmon are used. In 1980 
Tunny Walluk and Dan Thomas did a survey and talked to people about 
their fishing. That helped us learn how important the fishery is to 
many people. Now, we want to talk to a few people --in greater detail 
than the survey allowed -- to improve our report. d 

We would like to talk with you for a while to find out how the river is 
important to you, to your family, and to members of your community. 
---em----- ---e-- v-1- 

2. Ask the following questions. Encourage descriptive answers as 
opposed to "yes" or "no," when appropriate. 

----1--------------1------------------ 

Do you catch enough salmon for your needs? 

What do you do if you don't catch enough? 

Do you or members of your family catch additional fish tith a rod and 
reel? 

Do other people share their fish with you? (If yes, who? and where?) 

Do you share your fish with others? (If yes, who? and where?) 

Are some kinds of salmon better... for drying? (which and why?) 

for freezing? (which and why?) 

for salting? (which and why?) 
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Why fish? 

When you fish, do you fish alone or tith someone? Uf tith someone, 
with whom?) 

Who taught you how to fish? 

How old were you then? 

How did people put away fish in those days? 

Where did you learn? 

Do your children fish? (If yes, who taught them?) 

How old is the oldest person fishing with you? 

How old is the youngest person fishing tith you? 

Does someone in your family fish cormaercially? CXf yes, do you use some 
of those fish for subsistence? How many?] 

Where are you from? 

If you're not from Nome, do you stizll consider yourself a men&r of 
that community? 

How has fishing on the Nome River changed since you first started fishing 
there? 

If there are not enough fish to go around, what should be done? 

THANK YOU!!! 
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pink run that year was excellent, and allowed unusually large b;~rvests 
C400+) by some fishers, when fisting was opened to seven days .L reek. 
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Figure 11 
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S*Barinq is the nom for most fishers of the Nome River. Only about 
20 per cent did not share with either friends or relatives. Some of 
those who answered "none" 
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So non-sharers are less than 20 per cent. 
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Figure 12 
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50 f&hers dried at least some salmon; 24 of these reported drying 
most of their sabm. 65 fishers froze salmon; 37 of these froze 
only some. Categories are aot exclusive, so a fisher could dry "mst" 
and freeze "some" to indicate how his catch is processed. 
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Figure 12 (continued) 
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Smoking and other processing techniques are clearly less popular than 
drying or freezing. Otiier techniques Qvil.uded salting and canning. 
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Figure 14 
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Smaller households are clearly more common than large 'households. 
But our Znteruiews discovered &at household ske does not accurately 
reflect tRe size of tPm family or tae aumkr of dependents. One older 
woman and her husband live alone and reported "two" as their b.ouse- 
hold size. But her fish: go to help support the families of five 
sons in the area. The "tm" redlly represents as m2ny as ten times 
that many. dependents. Extended family fishing operations are espec- 
iaU.y common amng the'xatim fishers of the Nome River, and repre- 
sent a traditional organization extending back many. generations,.. 
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Figure 15 
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Figure 16 
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