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ABSTRACT 

King crabs are utilized for subsistence by several communities in the Norton 

Sound-Bering Strait region. The crabbing is done primarily, but not exclusively, 

through the ice near shore during the ice-bound months (December-April). This 

fishery has persisted throughout the remembered and documented past. 

Many of the people who reside in the region believe that the large scale summer 

commercial king crab fishery has depleted and/or has the potential to deplete 

the local crab population leaving nothing for the residents of the region. This 

belief is based on two facts: (1) a significant drop in the subsistence king crab 

harvest has occurred recently, and (2) the summer commercial fishery began 

from two to three seasons prior to the decline in the subsistence harvest. Due 

to a lack of biological data, state biologists are unable to determine whether or 

not the summer fishery has caused the drop in winter harvest. 

In response to these concerns over possible conflict between subsistence and 

commercial users of this resource, a survey was conducted in 1980-1981 in the 

most active crabbing communities of Norton Sound and Bering Strait. The 

survey gathered data on the number of crabs harvested for subsistence during 

the past decade and on the amount of effort expended in this harvest. The 

results represent an estimated minimum in most cases and are primarily intended 

to show trends. The results are as follows: 



Average king crab Total average catch 
harvest per household per day/per household 

Norton 
Sound Set t ion 1980 1979 1978 1980 1979 1978 

Nome 

Golovin 
White 
Mountain 

18.9 23.9 69.0 1.2 1.6 15.9 

25.1 29.7 30.4 3.7 5.6 - 

18.5 34.7 52.2 3.9 5.5 

Elim 6.1 39.8 34.5 1.2 5.1 - 

Shaktoolik 0 48.6 17.6 0 5.4 - 

Northern District 
Outside of Norton 

Savoonga 
(North) 
Savoonga 
(SW Cape) 

1.6 55.6 30.2 .3 7.7 

30.2 27.4 38.2 7.1 4.7 - 

Gam bell 38.2 65.6 31.5 2.0 2.7 - 
Inalik 
(Diomede) 179.9 145.5 143.8 11.0 9.4 - 

These data show a substantial decline in average household harvest and average 

catch per unit effort in the past year or two for all Norton Sound communities 

with the exception of Golovin. Golovin had only a small decline in average 

household harvest but did suffer a drop in average catch per day similar to that 

of White Mountain. Unalakleet, another crabbing community of Norton Sound, 

was not surveyed due to time constraints. (See Map 1, p. 4.) 

In the rest of the Northern District, Savoonga shows a drop in harvest success 

and catch per unit effort at its crabbing area on the north side of St. Lawrence 

Island. This decline was quite severe. Savoonga had no problems with harvest 
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success at Southwest Cape on St. Lawrence Island. Gambell and Inalik 

apparently had no significant decline compared to previous years. 

The Problem 

King Crab have played an important part in the subsistence economy of the 

Norton Sound-Bering Strait region for as long as people can remember (see Map 

1). Stories told by elders indicate that crabbing has occurred for several 

generations and probably for hundreds of years. Despite increased involvement 

in the market economy, the harvesting of local resources remains deeply rooted 

in the economic and social patterns of the communities in this area. For many, 

crabs make up an important part of the winter diet and also provide an 

important winter social activity. 

In 1977 a summer commercial king crab fishery began in this area; it was 

conducted primarily by large crabbing vessels from outside the region. This 

fishery has continued each summer since then, although guideline harvest quotas 

have varied year to year. In the winter of 1979 following a high subsistence 

harvest in 1978, subsistence king crab harvest success in Nome dropped to 

unusually low levels. This shift in harvest success continued throughout the 1980 

season. During this time, however, Nome residents witnessed the large crab 

boats returning each summer to harvest more crab for commercial purposes. 

Most Nome crabbers concluded that their local crab stocks had been decimated 

by the summer commercial fishery. 
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According to fishery biologists (Len Schwarz, Paul Cunningham, Bob Nelson, 

personal communication, 1980-81) little is known about the biology of crab 

populations in this area specifically, including data regarding migratory patterns, 

growth rates, etc. Population estimates have varied widely in the past 

depending on the timing and methodology of the few studies completed to date. 

However, recent research conducted by Fish and Game biologists has produced 

another population estimate in which these biologists have more confidence. 

However, population estimates have not answered other questions about 

population dynamics such as migratory patterns, the number of discrete 

populations, breeding patterns in shallow waters, etc. In view of the lack of 

biological data, no one at this time can conclusively determine what effect the 

summer fishery may be having on the crab stocks utilized in local subsistence 

economies. 

In response to the marked decline in the Nome subsistence king crab harvest and 

the possibility of a conflict between subsistence and commercial uses, the Sub- 

sistence Section determined in May of 1980 to devote a large portion of the 

efforts of its Nome office to researching the subsistence king crab issue. An 

almost total absence of data in this area provided further incentive, as did 

preliminary reports of a poor 1980 subsistence king crab harvest in the 

communities of Golovin, White Mountain, Elim, and Savoonga. These research 

efforts have been timely in view of the several proposals being presented to the 

Board of Fisheries regarding Norton Sound-Bering Strait king crab. 
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Methodology 

A primary goal of the Subsistence Section’s research was to document what 

trends had occurred in the king crab subsistence fishery over the last several 

years. A major problem that confronted the Section was an almost total absence 

of data on previous levels of harvest for the various communities. Nome was 

the only community with even partial data derived from king crab harvest 

permits issued for 1978, 1979, and 1980. However, even these data were 

incomplete because large numbers of people crabbed without permits in 1979 and 

1980. Due to this lack of data, it was necessary to gather harvest information 

for several years in the past in order to establish trends. Since there were no 

documented data sources on king crab utilization harvest levels, an interview 

survey with resource users was selected as the most effective tool available, 

given existing fiscal and time constraints (see Figure 1). 

The survey was conducted by household, so that each survey represented the 

harvest and effort level of an entire household. The surveys were confidential 

and therefore were identified only by a code. The survey included the months 

during which crabbing occurred in order to determine when effort was expended. 

The month of December was included in the winter season of the following year 

(e.g., December 1978 was considered part of the 1979 season). The number of 

days crabbed and number of hours per trip were elicited to determine the level 

of effort. The amount harvested was divided into ranges (e.g., l-5, 6-15, 16-25, 

etc.) to decrease the likelihood of error due to the difficulty in remembering 

exact numbers. The ranges, then, were meant to yield an estimate of harvest 
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Ficy-d 1980 KING CRAB SURVEY 

c * 

VILLAGE 
CODE 

CRABBING EFFORT 1980 

How many hours per crabbing trip (on the average?) 

What kind of gear? (circle) hand line Pot other 

Crabbing Effort 1979 
In what months 

c 
re for each month 

How many times for each month 

How many crabs 
for each month 
(check the box 

How many hours per 

What kind of gear? 

How many crabs did 

Did you 
go crabbing? 
YES NO 

crabbing trip (on the average?) 

(circle) hand line Pot other 

you catch in these other years? (check the box) 

0 l-5 6-15 
NUMBER CAUGBl! can' t 

16-25 26-50 51-75 76 6 Over remember 

What years can you remember when there was lots of crab or hardly any crab? 

What other changes have you seen in crab fishing in your lifetime? How have some years 
been different from other years? 
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rather than exact totals. The type and amount of gear were established in order 

to assess their effects on catch per unit effort. These detailed questions were 

asked only for the 1980 and 1979 seasons based on the assumption that the 

ability of people to remember this information would be greatly decreased for 

prior years. For the years 1975-1978 the survey asked only whether the 

household crabbed and, if so, what the harvest was in ranges rather than absolute 

totals (including the option of “can’t remember”). The same questions were 

asked for 1970 to give an indication of what crabbing was like ten years ago. 

The open-ended questions were elicited to determine what trends had occurred 

over the remembered past and what factors might have influenced these trends. 

In addition, any information the informant could offer regarding crabbing in 

general was solicited and recorded. 

Informants were asked to indicate, verbally or on maps, all areas where they had 

crabbed in their lifetime. Some elders were also able to identify crabbing sites 

used by previous generations. The maps presented in this report indicate all 

crabbing areas with which the informants were familiar. 

The sample surveyed varied depending on the community. In Golovin, White 

Mountain, Elim, and Inalik (Little Diomede) the survey was conducted house to 

house for all households available at that time. In the larger communities of 

Gambell and Savoonga sampling was basically random. Every second or third 

household was interviewed to yield a total of 30 households for each community, 

but there was an additional effort made to include a few households identified 

by other village residents as active crabbers or knowledgeable elders. Some use 
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of interpreters was necessary in surveying elders in Savoonga and Gambell. In 

Shaktoolik a relatively small number of households crabbed; the sample was 

composed of households identified by the community as active crabbers. Due to 

Nome’s relatively large population, the survey was mailed to each household 

mailbox. These mail-out surveys were supplemented by additional interview 

surveys and discussions with elders. In addition to the survey, a map was 

completed for each community showing the crabbing areas utilized by residents 

of that village for the years included in the study. 

The first process in compiling the raw harvest and effort data was tabulation 

(see Appendix 1 for raw data tabulation by community). Many people surveyed 

were able to give specific harvest totals, whereas others chose to pick one of 

the ranges presented. In order to compile the range data that were chosen, it 

was necessary to convert each range into a specific number. This was done by 

taking the midpoint of each range. This process provided the following 

conversions: 

Range 

l-5 3 

6-15 10 

16-25 20 

25-50 38 

51-75 63 

Midpoint 
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For the range “76 and over”, a midpoint was not possible to determine, making 

it necessary to represent this range as > 75. When the total community harvest 

was added up (see data tabulations in Appendix l), “>75” was added as “75”; the 

resulting total was regarded as minimal and designated as )X (X = total harvest 

over 75). This process intrinsically provides a harvest total that is, in almost 

all cases, lower than the actual harvest. For example, a crabber may have taken 

roughly 300 crabs but responded with the range “76 and over” rather than 

hazarding a guess at the exact number. In addition to the range “76 and over”, 

other totals were, of necessity, tabulated as )X in those cases in which the 

person surveyed gave his harvest total as “more than loo”, “more than 200”, etc. 

In retrospect the research methodology would have been improved in accuracy 

if some ranges with higher totals had been included. 

Using the tables and graphs prepared for Nome as an example, it can be 

illustrated how this factor might affect data analysis. In Table 1 (p. 24) all of 

the harvest totals are given as >X. As a result, the average household catch 

for each year must also be given as )X. In Graph 1 on the same page, the trend 

of average household catch through the years is presented by a line drawn 

connecting the average household catch for each year. The shape of the line has 

been substantially affected by the “)X1’ factor. One method of estimating the 

effect of this factor is to examine the data tabulations in Appendix 1 to 

determine how many households for each year gave their harvest totals as ‘*)X”. 

The larger the number of such household totals that exist for any particular 

year, the greater the actual average household catch probably was for that year. 

For instance, in Nome during 1980, 2 households gave harvest totals of )X, as 
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did 1 in 1979, 18 in 1978, and 19 in 1977. This suggests that the actual average 

household catch in 1980 and 1979 is probably somewhat higher than that 

presented, but substantially higher in 1978 and 1977. This conclusion is verified 

by a separate analysis of 128 subsistence crabbing permits issued in Nome in 

1978, which reveal a total catch of 12,737 crab or an average household catch 

of 99.5 for that year. This figure is 44% higher than the 69.0 household catch 

computed from the surveys. In conclusion, the survey harvest totals and average 

household catches for each year often represent the lowest extreme of what the 

totals actually were. However, they still are useful in determining harvest 

trends. 

The other primary harvest data analysis in this study was the computation of 

total average catch per household day (i.e., the average number of crab caught 

for each day that a household went crabbing). This number was computed by 

adding up all of the days crabbed for each household and dividing that figure into 

the total number of crab caught in those days. Only those harvest/effort data 

that gave both the number of days crabbed and the number of crab caught in 

those days could be used for this computation. Several surveys resulted in 

harvest totals without the number of days or vice versa, and therefore these 

surveys were not included. 

One deficiency of the survey was that it did not gather data on the level of 

effort for years prior to 1979. Problems resulting from this data gap are 

illustrated by the Nome case. For Nome subsistence crab users, 1979 and 1980 

had been poor years, and an analysis of catch per unit effort for those years is 
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relatively meaningless if not compared to earlier years. Fortunately, the 1978 

permits for Nome were available, and the average catch per day was calculated 

using the same technique described above. As the reader will notice in Table 

2 (p. 26), some of the total average catch per day figures are affected by the 

‘*)X” factor and are identified as such. 

The harvest and effort of individual households are presented visually for each 

community on graphs. As they appear in the data sections, each numbered set 

of three bars represents one household, giving total harvest, days crabbed, and 

average catch per day. For Nome this was done for each month; for the other 

communities it was done for the 1980 and 1979 seasons as a whole. In Nome 

the large number of crabbers for most months made it necessary to take a 

random sample of every second, third, fourth, or fifth survey or permit, 

depending on the total number, to yield a total sample of 15. These graphs are 

meant to present visually the variation in harvest and effort that took place 

within the community and to show the total average catch per household day. 

Although the researcher had originally intended to compute separate catch per 

unit effort data for crab pots versus handlines, it became apparent that this was 

not feasible due to the high percentage of pots that are used in combination with 

handlines. The harvest data were undifferentiated between the two types of 

gear for surveys completed. 

In the general discussion for each community, the average number of hours spent 

per crabbing trip and the average number of handlines used are provided. These 

figures were computed by the following methods: 
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1) Most people surveyed crabbed for the same number of hours and used 

the same number of handlines in both 1979 and 1980. Actually the 

average number of hours crabbed was computed by several people 

surveyed based on variations that occur in response to changing levels 

of daylight throughout the season. If a range was given for hours 

crabbed or number of handlines used, the midpoint of the range was 

used and rounded to the nearest whole number. If a range of two 

consecutive numbers was given, the larger of the two numbers was used 

to eliminate fractional numbers. If different numbers were given for 

1979 and 1980, the average of these two numbers was used. In most 

cases the numbers were the same for each year or differed only 

slightly. 

2) The average number of hours per trip or handlines per household for the 

community as a whole was computed by adding the totals for each 

household and dividing by the number of households. This average was 

rounded to the nearest whole number. 

The variety of answers given by each community to the survey question 

regarding years of minimal or maximal crab availability was compiled by listing 

all answers given and then describing the portion of the community that adhered 

to each answer. If only a small number of households remembered a specific 

year as good or bad, this level of support was described as such. If most of a 

community remembered a certain year or period as being outstanding, this level 

of support was also identified. If inconsistencies existed between different 
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groups or between these answers and the harvest data, these inconsistencies 

were analyzed and discussed. 

In addition to the specific data discussed above, the survey was also used to 

solicit any general information that people were willing to discuss on any facet 

of subsistence crabbing. The amount and detail of this general information 

varied widely between communities. For example, in Nome the mail survey 

resulted in less general information than was produced for other communities in 

which personal interviews provided a setting more conducive to the exchange of 

information. 

Because of the difficulties inherent in verbal communication when there are 

language and cultural barriers, it is possible that the author has misinterpreted 

some of the minor details of the data gathered. In addition, due to the 

fragmented nature of the general (non-quantitative) data gathered, the generali- 

zations derived from these data may not be applicable to every household in 

each community. However, if a specific piece of information was offered by 

only one or two individuals, it is usually identified as such. If a description or 

opinion is shared by several households with no dissension, those data are 

presented without qualifiers. 

For most of the villages, the general data presented in this report are based 

entirely on information gathered by the survey. However, for Shaktoolik the 

researcher also used data gathered through another research project. For 

Savoonga the researcher used some data gathered during a research project 
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conducted at Southwest Cape in April of 1980. For Nome a significant amount 

of data presented were derived from discussions with various Nome residents and 

the personal crabbing experiences of the researcher. 

Data Presentation 

Introduction 

The most active crabbing communities of Norton Sound include Nome, Golovin, 

White Mountain, and Elim (see Map, p. 4). Koyuk does not crab, and Shaktoolik 

and Unalakleet crab less than the other communities but do have some active 

crabbers. The researcher is unaware of any crabbing at St. Michael or Stebbins. 

To the north of Nome, Brevig Mission and Teller do very little or no crabbing; 

the only effort in these areas known to the researcher has occurred infrequently 

and in conjunction with seal hunting near Cape Douglas. Wales crabbed formally 

but no longer does. Prior to 1964 there was an inhabited village at King Island 

where crabbing frequently occurred and crabbing provided an historically docu- 

mented important winter food source. In the remainder of the Northern District 

(exclusive of the Norton Sound Section), crabbing communities include Savoonga 

and Gambell on St. Lawrence Island and Inalik on little Diomede Island. 

The traditional and still prevalent technique for crabbing is the use of handlines, 

although a form of crab “basket” had been used at King Island. Holes are 

chopped by hand through the ice in the desired location. The lines consist of 
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a line with a weight and bait on one end. The lines are lowered through the 

holes to the bottom, and there is usually only one line per hole. The crabber 

checks the line by feeling its weight when lifted. If heavier than usual, the line 

is pulled up as smoothly as possible. The crab hangs on to the bait with its claws 

and is carefully maneuvered through the hole, grabbed, and lifted out onto the 

ice. Some use of pots and “ring nets” also occurs. 

Many aspects of subsistence crabbing vary from village to village, including 

timing of effort, environmental factors, logistics, level of effort, amounts 

caught, and shifts in resource availability. These and other elements of crabbing 

are discussed separately for each community. However, substantial similarities 

in crabbing characteristics exist among communities of the region. Due to the 

variance in the type of subsistence crab data gathered for each village, a 

familiarity with the discussions for each commmunity will provide a greater 

understanding of subsistence crabbing than would be gained relying solely on the 

discussion of any particular village. 

The discussion for each community is organized into the following format: 1) 

description of village; 2) sample size; 3) area crabbed; 4) method-gear and 

technique; 5) timing of effort-months/time of day/hours; 6) effect of 

environmental factors; 7) logistics of effort; 8) description of crab caught; 9) 

preparation and storage of crab; 10) distribution of crab; 11) importance of 

crab in the diet; 12) level of effort; 13) trends in the availability of crab; 14) 

analysis of harvest data; and 15) data relating to the status of the crab 

population. Not all communities provided information in every category. 
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Nome 

Nome, which has a permanent population between 2,500 and 3,000, serves as the 

regional center for the Bering Strait/Norton Sound area. The majority of its 

inhabitants are Eskimo (Inupiat and Yuit), many of whom continue to rely heavily 

on a subsistence economy for the major part of their livelihood. Two surveys 

were mailed to each of the approximately 718 Nome household mailbox holders, 

with instructions that one survey be filled out for each separate household 

utilizing that mailbox. In addition to mailout surveys, nine households were 

surveyed by interview. The total number of surveys completed was 174 or 

roughly 24% of Nome’s households. Of the 174, 95 had participated in the local 

king crab subsistence harvest, and 79 had not. In an effort to gather longitudinal 

data, a few additional elders were interviewed regarding crabbing in the past. In 

addition to the survey and interview information, subsistence crabbing permits 

have been issued in Nome from 1978 to the present; this provided another source 

of information. In 1978, 1979, and 1980, the number of permits returned was 

263, 38, and 14 respectively. 

The greatest concentration of subsistence crabbing effort occurs on the ice 

directly off-shore from Nome. However, several crabbers surveyed reported 

crabbing at Ft. Davis, which is about four miles east of Nome, and at Hastings, 

roughly nine miles east of Nome. In addition, two crabbers surveyed crabbed at 

Cape Nome and two crabbed at Nuk (a summer fishing camp area on the coast 

along Safety Lagoon - see Map 2). One mentioned crabbing at Topkok, which 

is approximately 45 miles east of Nome. Several people crab west of Nome at 
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a number of locations between Nome and Penny River (ten miles west of Nome). 

The researcher has heard of some crabbing taking place as far west as Sledge 

Island. One crabber in 1978 crabbed once at Cape Douglas which is about 55 

miles west of Nome along the coast. In the past, the concentration of effort 

may have been closer to Nome than it is today, since more people would walk 

to their crabbing spots and snowmachines were not used as frequently or at all. 

One crabber stated that prior to the last few years a person could reach good 

crabbing areas on foot, whereas today people can only get crab if they go to 

Hastings or Sledge Island. 

Handlines remain the most popular type of gear used; only about 25% of the 

crabbers surveyed used pots. Of those crabbers that use pots, most also use 

handlines. In 1979 and 1980 the number of handlines used per household ranged 

between 1 and 35, with an average of 8. The number of pots used through the 

ice per household ranged from 1 to 6, with an average of 2. One crabber used 

10 pots in July and August. One crabber stated that the number of holes used 

depended on the thickness of the ice. The types of bait include tomcod, 

sheefish, salmon, smelt, herring, bullhead, and even canned tuna. 

The most significant shift in gear which has taken place in recent years is the 

use of pots. One crabber stated that in 1974 very few crabbers used pots. 

Other changes include the use of ice augers and chain saws to cut the holes. A 

substantial percentage of Nome crabbers continue to use the traditional ice 

chipper and ice scoop. Another innovation is the use of nylon stockings as a 

retainer for the bait which makes it more resistant to the crabs and other 

organisms. 
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Crabbing begins for some folks in December as soon as the ice can be traversed 

safely. However, January is a more common month for people to commence 

their crabbing effort. The state of the ice also determines when people start 

crabbing. In 1979 and 1980 the ice was unstable (i.e., frequently moving in and 

out) during the early winter months. This condition caused some people to wait 

until later in the year to undertake serious crabbing. Crabbing can continue 

through the ice into April or May until the condition of snow and ice precludes 

travel and safe crabbing or until the ice moves out. Some crabbers with pots 

continue to crab by boat after breakup into May, June, July, or even August. 

Two crabbers stated that the months crabbed depended on when the crabs 

migrated into water near shore. In some years they are present as soon as the 

ice sets, and in others they do not come in until later in the spring. 

Most Nome residents crab during the daylight hours. Crabbing is better when 

the current is moving and poor if it is slack. Some days may have poor current 

conditions all day resulting in a poor crab harvest. The number of hours spent 

per trip by each crabber in 1980 and 1979 ranged from 1 to 10 with an average 

of 4 hours per trip. 

Temperature and wind can have substantial impacts on Nome crabbing. Mild 

temperatures make the ice less likely to freeze thick or solid thereby making it 

more susceptible to moving in and out. Stiff winds from the north often blow 

the sea ice loose from the shorefast ice leaving wide leads. If such conditions 

are prevalent, many Nome crabbers are reluctant to proceed very far out onto 

the ice. A number of crabbers mentioned that for the last three years (1980, 
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1979, and 1978), the ice had been thinner than in previous years. Others 

described how their pots were lost because of moving ice. The shore ice that 

has stabilized and frozen solid will thicken as the season progresses, making it 

necessary to chop or drill through three to four feet of ice to make crab holes. 

Active crabbers may maintain their holes throughout the season so that they do 

not refreeze to the thickness of the surrounding ice. Other crabbers may find 

cracks or leads further out where the ice is thinner, or they may proceed out 

to the edge of the stable shore ice and drop their lines into open leads. 

The most common distance from shore for crabbing mentioned by crabbers 

surveyed was 1 mile; others gave distances ranging from l/2 to 3 miles. At 1 

mile or more from shore the depth is often about 50 feet. Several Nome 

residents stated that prior to the last few years, people could easily catch crab 

a relatively short distance from shore. One crabber surveyed stated that in 

those years when the shore ice is wide, crabbers could go out a long way and 

get many big crab, but when the shore ice is narrow, crabbers would get smaller 

crab. 

Surveys indicate no consensus about trends in crab size. On the permits returned 

for 1978, almost all of the crab reported were males with shells ranging from 

4 l/2*’ to 6” wide (although some were larger). Crabbers reported few females 

harvested and most of those had been thrown back due to their small size. A 

few permittees mentioned that the crab seemed larger in 1978 than in previous 

seasons. For those crabbers that reported catching small crab, the percentage 

of small ones was quite low and they were usually thrown back. The data from 
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1979 and 1980 permits show only that the retained harvest included only males. 

In summary, the crab caught by Nome residents in the past three years, as 

indicated by the permit data, have been approximately 92% to 99% larger males. 

In Nome the distribution of crab through traditional sharing among relatives has 

been expanded over the years by the small scale sale of crab. One elder 

described how he would sell whatever crab his household didn’t eat each day. 

Based on survey data, this sale of crab occurred primarily at the local level 

between households. Other elders interviewed described sharing extra crab with 

relatives in Nome as well as sending some out to relatives in outlying villages, 

Anchorage, and Fairbanks. One man stated that sharing increases when the 

harvest level is greater, as storage of crab is difficult and immediate 

consumption is therefore the most usual pattern of utilization. 

The importance of crab in the diet of Nome residents varies widely due to the 

great socioeconomic and cultural diversity of Nome’s population. For some 

Nome residents crabbing is predominantly recreational with moderate dietary 

benefits, whereas for others it is a highly valued traditional activity and provides 

a critical element in the winter diet. The majority of Nome crabbers fall 

somewhere between these two extremes. One crabber described how crab 

provide an alternative to a winter diet consisting primarily of moose and 

ptarmigan. For another household, crab provides the main course for two or 

more meals a week throughout the winter. Another crabber stated that crab 

were his household’s main diet during periods of unemployment. The Nome 

unemployment rate is extremely high, especially during winter months because 

of the seasonal nature of local construction work. 
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During 1980 and 1979, success in local winter crabbing decreased dramatically, 

whereas 1978 was an unusually good year. The 95 completed Nome surveys 

consistently identify 1979 and 1980 as years in which few crab have been 

available. Five households stated that 1978 was also poor. A few other 

households could identify another year or years when they thought crabbing had 

been bad, although there was no agreement regarding which years (e.g., 1976- 

1980, 1975-1980, 1974 and 1970-1971 were suggested by individuals surveyed). 

No other years of poor crabbing were recalled. Several people surveyed 

(including some elders) stated that there had -always been crab before the 

summer commercial king crab fishery started (i.e. 1977). Others stated that 

there had always been plenty of crab prior to 1979. One elder stated that the 

amount of crab had varied from year to year, but that people could always get 

enough to meet their needs. 

The most common years identified as better than usual were 1977 and 1978, 

although a number of other years or periods were also given, most of which were 

in the early and mid-1970’s with a few in prior decades. The emphasis on the 

1970’s (excluding 1979) as being good crabbing years may relate to the number 

of newcomers to the Nome area who began crabbing only after establishing 

residency and who have no earlier experience for comparison. An analysis of 

harvest data from the surveys supports the opinions described above because 

they document a high average harvest per household of 69.0 and 72.9 crab in 

1978 and 1977 respectively, followed by a sharp decline to 23.9 crab per 

household and 18.9 crab per household in 1979 and 1980 respectively (see Graph 

1 and Table 1). Due to the large numbers of surveyed households that chose “76 
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& over” as their yearly harvest for 1978 and earlier (as compared to 1979-80), 

the average household harvest probably was substantially larger for those earlier 

years than the data analysis shows. This is because the average household 

harvest was computed using “76” as the total for those households that chose “76 

& over”. Thus the harvest totals of those households were underestimated in 

many cases (see the discussion of this problem in the Methodology section). A 

separate analysis of 128 subsistence crabbing permits returned in 1978 derives an 

average household catch of 99.5 for that year, indicating that the drop in 

average household harvest from 1978 to 1979-80 was indeed greater than is 

shown on Graph 1 and Table 1. 

One theory suggests that the drop in harvest from 1978 to 1979-80 was due to 

adverse ice conditions and therefore reflects an actual decrease in effort rather 

than the absence of crab in the area. An analysis of actual catch per day 

crabbed per month shows that such is not the case. Although the number of 

active crabbers apparently did decrease from 1978 to 1979 and 1980, substantial 

effort did occur throughout the 1979 and 1980 seasons and few crab were 

harvested (see Tables 2 through 4 and Graphs 2 through 15). In Table 2, it is 

important to note that the data for 1979 and 1980 are from the 95 mailed out 

surveys, whereas the data for 1978 were derived from the 263 returned permits 

for that year. Therefore the source of the data differs substantially between 

1978 and 1979-80, making the harvest totals and total number of days crabbed 

not meaningfully comparable. However, the total average catch per day can be 

compared between the two samples. Graphs 4 - 15 represent a random sample 

of 15 households that crabbed during the months indicated. These graphs show 
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a steep decline in average catch per day per household from 1978 to 1979 and 

1980 during each month of the season. The total average catch per day for the 

entire year dropped from 15.9 in 1978 to 1.6 in 1979 and 1.2 in 1980. 

Only four Nome crabbers surveyed reported subsistence crabbing with pots in the 

summer months of 1980. Their harvests are as follows: 

Month Level Average # 
Permit of of # of Area Total Crab per 
Number Effort Effort Pots Crabbed Harvest Pot Pulled 

13 July Pot down 15-20 mi 
1980 2 weeks 1 from Nome 0 0 

69 June 
1980 

81 

July Pot check 
1980 8 times 3 

July Pot check Sledge 
1980 8 times 10 Island 

Aw Pot check Sledge 
1980 6 times 10 Island 

Pot cheek 
12 times 3 ? l-5 .l 

? l-5 .l 

16-25 .2 

16-25 .3 

90 June Pot check 12 mUoffshore 
1980 2 times 4 from Nome 51-75 7.9 

These data show generally poor harvest success. Survey #90 caught an average 

of roughly 7.9 crab per pot pulled at 12 miles offshore - a much better average 

than the others. 

As Table 3 shows, the average number of days crabbed per active crabber was 

actually greater in 1979 and 1980 than in 1978 (i.e., the crabbers in 1979 and 

1980 crabbed more per individual than in 1978). This makes sense for the early 
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months, since adverse ice conditions and low availability of crab would tend to 

suppress the efforts of all but the stalwart few, who would be likely to try 

harder than the average crabber in 1978. Another factor involved is that people 

tend to spend less time crabbing in total if they can get all they need in just 

a few days. Table 3 suggests that although more total people crabbed in 1978 

than in the following years, those that did crab in 1979 and 1980 crabbed more 

intensively. Therefore, it is inaccurate to suggest that the low harvest per 

household of 1979 and 1980 was due to lack of effort. The survey shows that 

the small number of permits returned in 1979 (38 permits) and 1980 (14 permits), 

compared to the 1978 total (263), does not accurately indicate the level of effort 

for those years. For those households surveyed, the number of active crabbers 

was 74 in 1978, 65 in 1979, and 68 in 1980, showing no drastic drop in effort. 

As would be expected for years of few crab and unstable ice, a few crabbers 

surveyed did not crab in 1979 and/or 1980, stating that it was not worth their 

effort. 

Table 4 presents data indicating that a lower percentage of crabbers were active 

in December 1979 and December 1978 than in December 1977. This makes sense 

in view of the unstable ice conditions in December 1979 and December 1978. 

During January of 1980 and 1979 there was a smaller percentage of active 

crabbers than in January 1978; again, the poor ice conditions were probably a 

factor. However, in February the percentage of active crabbers was greater in 

1980 and 1979 than in 1978, as was the case to an even greater extent in March 

of those years. A possible explanation for this might be that the crabbers in 

1978 had harvested a major portion of what they needed by the later months and 
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reduced their subsequent effort accordingly, whereas in 1980 and 1979 people 

had not caught what they needed or wanted and therefore continued to crab 

heavily. Again, ice conditions were probably a factor. 

It should be pointed out that the comparisons between the data of 1979-1980 and 

that of 1978, as represented by Tables 2 through 4 and Graphs 2 through 15, are 

made with the assumption that the two different samples are of comparable 

composition. The argument could be raised that those people who applied for 

permits in 1978 may have been an entirely different type of people than those 

choosing to complete the survey. However, it is the researcher’s impression that 

only a certain segment of Nome crabbers applied for and returned permits in 

1978, as only a certain group of Nome residents chose to complete the survey. 

It seems plausible that those crabbers with the motivation to fill out a survey 

would also have been among those that had the motivation to apply for a permit. 

Therefore, the researcher believes that the samples probably do overlap to a 

signif icant degree. The survey was anonymous, and therefore this likely overlap 

cannot be verified. 

As mentioned before, 1980 and 1979 were very poor years for Nome crabbers 

compared to the years of the remembered past. People surveyed described a 

common average daily catch in years past to be 15-20, 20-25, 20-40, or 30-35, 

depending on the individual. Table 2 shows an average daily catch per household 

of 15.9 crab in 1978. The overwhelming opinion about the cause of this shift 

is that the summer commercial effort by large crab boats has depleted the crab. 

A smaller number of people state that they don’t know what has caused the 
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decline, but that the commercial harvest is “probably not helping matters any.” 

Many crabbers are very upset by this perceived cause and effect relationship, 

consider it to be an injustice, and blame the Department of Fish and Game for 

allowing it to happen. The prevailing view is that the summer commercial 

fishery should be closed down until biological research establishes conclusively 

what is causing the absence of local crab. 

Complicating the issue are a number of local individuals that would like to 

develop a small-scale, local, summer commercial crab fishery. They do not want 

to close all summer commercial fishing. In addition, a number of local crabbers 

would like a winter commercial fishery to continue. Thirty-four crabbers 

participated in a 1978 winter commercial fishery with some success. However, 

in 1979 and 1980, only one crabber bothered for each year, harvesting 221 crab 

in 1979 and 22 in 1980. 

Several crabbers made additional comments regarding the status of the local 

crab population. Some mentioned that recently (1980 in particular) there have 

been no “sea lice” or “little shrimps” when they went crabbing. Usually there 

are lots of these creatures chewing on the bait. One crabber recalled that after 

the big 1974 fall storm, there were few crab until March or April of 1975. 

Several crabbers believed that a large population of crab beyond the shore ice 

is necessary in order that some be crowded under the shore ice. Accordingly, 

they think that crab may still be present further out, but there are no longer 

adequate numbers to push some into near-shore waters. 
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Golovin 

Golovin is a small Eskimo village of 105 people, located on a sandspit inside 

Golovin Bay southeast of Nome. An attempt was made to survey each of the 

33 households in Golovin. Due to the unavailability of some persons, only 23 

households were actually surveyed. 

The major concentration of Golovin crabbing effort presently occurs along a few 

miles of coast northwest of Rocky Point. One household remembered crabbing 

at Solomon until the 1930’s, while people were living there, as well as at Bluff 

and Topkok in the 1960%. These spots are further west along the coast toward 

Nome. One elder recalled a village that existed on the other side of Cape Darby 

prior to the arrival of white men where crabbing also occurred. He also 

remembered when Golovin people crabbed on the east shore of Golovin Bay 

several decades ago. One household reported crabbing on the other side of Cape 

Darby when crab were less plentiful near Rocky Point. Currently, people tend 

to concentrate their efforts at specific spots along the coast on the west side 

of Rocky Point. These sites have been utilized for crabbing for as long as people 

can remember (see Map 3). 

These crabbing locations are approximately 10 to 15 miles from Golovin by 

snowmachine. The predominant gear used is handlines, although one household 

surveyed used one or two pots in addition to handlines. The number of handlines 

used per household varied from four to ten with an average of seven. Spark 

plugs are commonly used as weights. Tomcod is a common type of bait used. 
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Ice augers for drilling holes are now used by a few people. Axes and ice picks 

are the more common implements. 

Many Golovin households will delay their crabbing effort until they hear of 

someone else’s success. In contrast, some households will spend days scouting 

the different spots to find the location of the crab. February is the month when 

crabbing effort goes into full swing, with most crabbers ending their seasons at 

the end of April; some may continue into the month of May, however. Golovin 

residents crab primarily at night, many continuing their effort until the next 

morning. The daily number of hours spent at the crabbing ground varied between 

2 and 15 for different households in 1980 and 1979, with an average of 7 hours 

per trip. The reason given for this nocturnal effort is that the currents run best 

at night. It is believed that crab smell the bait best with an active current. A 

lack of current results in a very few crab being caught. 

Several people described certain cracks which are present every year out from 

the shore at a specific spot. Here the action of the ice moving up and down 

maintains a crack of open water or relatively thin ice. This is a popular 

crabbing spot because less work is required to chop the crab holes. Another 

productive spot lacks such a crack and chopping a hole through four feet of ice 

may be required. The distance from shore where the holes are made varies. 

One crabbing spot was described as 40 feet out and in lo-15 feet of water. 

Another spot was 15-30 feet deep. One man said that he crabbed less than 1 

mile out, while another described crabbing 1 l/2 to 2 miles out. 
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Both female and male crab are caught in approximately equal numbers. Many 

people retain only the males because the females are much smaller (perhaps only 

three inches in shell width). However, some people retain female crab since 

they eat crab eggs. One elder stated that crab caught at Cape Darby are much 

larger than those by Rocky Point. One source mentioned that crab come in 

closer to shore and are more meaty later in the spring. Many people stated that 

they catch only what they need at that time. Crab will only last three or four 

days buried in snow, and most of the households in Golovin lack electricity for 

freezers. In the past, crab were also stored in cold cellars dug in the ground. 

The various crab preparation methods include boiling, frying, chowder, and 

eating them frozen. 

Several people mentioned giving away crab within the village as well as to other 

communities. The occasional sale of crab was also mentioned, both within the 

village and to residents of White Mountain, a neighboring village. Crab were 

traded for such items as groceries, dry fish, and whitefish, both prior and 

subsequent to the availability of cash. 

Crab are regarded by those households that crab as important to their winter 

diet. The elders described how crab long ago were a resource that kept them 

alive in times of starvation in the spring when seal were scarce. In earlier years 

the winter diet consisted primarily of seal, dried salmon, tomcod, crab, ‘and 

stored berries. Even when seal were plentiful, people strongly desired the 

change in diet that crab would provide. Today people continue to regard crab 

as a highly desirable change in diet and as a source of fresh meat to supplement 
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a restricted winter diet. In the past crab must have made up a substantial 

portion of the diet, as people recall bringing crab home by the sled load. A 12 

foot dog sled could conceivably carry 50 to 100 crab. Today seal hunting has 

decreased considerably in Golovin, and crabbing constitutes a major winter 

activity for several households. 

Many people stated that crabbing effort had decreased in the last 10 or 20 years, 

referring to the sled loads that were brought home in the past. However, others 

believed that people went crabbing more often since snowmachines became 

available in the 1960’s and made the trip much shorter and less arduous. In the 

past when seal hunting was a frequent activity, hunters occasionally put down a 

few crab lines while hunting seal. One man described how his parents would 

move the family down to the coast in the spring to hunt seal and fish for tomcod 

and crab. In the past as well as the present, crab are harvested and eaten only 

in the winter and spring when ice cover provides access. There was no method 

to store crab for an extended period of time. At the time of this study, 5 of 

the 23 households surveyed had not been crabbing within the last decade. 

Several of the people surveyed recalled that the years 1976, 1977, and 1978 were 

better than usual for crabbing. In addition, the earlier 1970’s were identified as 

good years. There was some indication by various older residents that there was 

good crabbing 15-20 years ago, during the late forties, and also during the early 

thirties. Most of the people recalled larger harvests in the past. All the elders 

interviewed stated that crab were available every year. In some years seal and 

tomcod might have been scarce, but the people could always depend on the 
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availability of crab; they might have to check several spots to find where crab 

were located, but eventually crab would be harvested successfully. It was 

mentioned by several sources that crab move around. Crab may be present in 

one spot one day and be absent a few days later. 

There was a general agreement that 1979 and especially 1980 were years of poor 

crabbing. For most of the people surveyed, these were the only years of very 

few crab that they could remember. One person recalled poor crabbing from 

1976 to 1980, and another identified 1972 or 1974 as poor. Despite the overall 

agreement that 1979 and 1980 were poor years, analysis of harvest data from the 

survey does not indicate a particularly significant decline in harvest (see Graph 

16 and Table 5). One elder stated that people simply hadn’t looked hard enough, 

that the crab were out there somewhere. However, one of the most active 

crabbers did try five different spots (including two spots within Golovin Bay that 

had not been crabbed for many years) but in eight days he caught a total of four 

crab. Another household, reportedly composed of the community’s most active 

and diligent crabbers, described 1980 as a poor year. 

One explanation for this discrepancy between the perceived decline and the 

actual harvest is that people caught a similar amount of crab but had to crab 

harder to get them. An analysis of catch per unit effort shows an average catch 

per day per household of 3.7 crab in 1980 and 5.6 crab in 1979 (see Table 5 and 

Graphs 17 and 18). This view is supported by data which show that White 

Mountain residents, who crab in the same area as Golovin, had almost exactly 

the same decline in average catch per day as did Golovin but suffered a 
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substantial decline in average household harvest (see Table 6 and Graph 20, pp. 

60-61). Further analysis shows that the average White Mountain resident 

crabbed 5.7 days in 1979, decreasing to 4.5 days in 1980, whereas the average 

Golovin crabber increased his effort from 5.3 days in 1979 to 6.9 days in 1980. 

Insufficient data are available to compute the average catch per day for 1978 

or earlier. The active crabber mentioned above stated that prior to 1979, he 

could easily get 25 crab per day, whereas for 1980 and 1979 he caught .5 and 

4 crab per day respectively. Several other households described getting 20-25 

crab or more per day in the past. These data suggest that Golovin has had a 

decline in availability of crab in 1979 and 1980, but crabbers have compensated 

through increased effort. 

Some of those crabbers who perceived a decline in crab availability during the 

last two seasons believed the summer commercial crabbing by large vessels from 

outside the region was the cause; they were concerned that the crab in their 

area might be depleted. Two elders expressed the belief that years of thick ice 

and strong currents can damage the crab population by scraping the bottom with 

moving ice. 

White Mountain 

White Mountain is a small Eskimo village of 119 people, located on the Fish 

River about 10 miles upstream from Golovin Lagoon and 15 miles from the 

neighboring coastal village of Golovin. Of the 37 households of White Mountain, 

21 were surveyed and the remainder were absent or otherwise unavailable. 
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White Mountain people crab primarily in the same areas utilized by Golovin 

crabbers (i.e., a few miles northwest of Rocky Point). In addition, a few people 

crab at other sites, such as the tip of Rocky Point, Chiukak portage, Bluff, and 

Topkok. These same areas have been used for as long as people can remember 

(see Map 4). 

A fairly long snowmachine trip of up to 20 miles is necessary to get to the 

crabbing grounds. Traditional handlines are used, with each household having 

from 3 to 20 or an average of 10 per household. In addition, some pots and ring 

nets (netting rings three feet in diameter) are used. Types of bait described 

included tomcod and pike heads. Another implement used by one individual was 

a long scoop which prevents escape if the crab releases the bait near the 

surface. 

Due to the long distance from the crabbing grounds, some people will wait to 

make a crabbing journey until they hear that Golovin is catching crab. However, 

a few people were described as the “pioneers” (i.e. the crabbers that go out to 

find where the crab are located). One person mentioned crabbing as early as 

January, whereas the rest crabbed in February, March, and April. Some prefer 

crabbing in the warmer months and will wait until late March or April. Most 

crab in the late afternoon and at night, and some stay until morning. Tents are 

used to combat cold during night crabbing. As was the case in Golovin, people 

have found that successful crabbing depends on a good current. The number of 

hours spent per crabbing trip ranged from 3 to 8 in 1980 and 1979 with an 

average of 4. 
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White Mountain crabbers often make use of cracks where the ice is thin or open 

water is present. This ice is often thin enough to be chopped with an ax. Crab 

are caught fairly close to shore and in shallow water. The distance and depths 

described include 20 feet out, 100 yards out in 15 feet of water, 200 yards out 

in 15 feet of water, and l/2 mile out in 6 or 7 fathoms of water. Not far from 

shore the ice is often moving and too unstable to crab. A couple of persons 

stated that the ice in the last year or two was dangerous, tending to separate 

frequently from the shore. 

The female crab caught are small but can be made into soup. The eggs are 

highly valued by some households. One person described the average size of crab 

as five pounds. Boiling was the main preparation technique described. One 

household would store crab after it had been boiled, presumably by freezing. 

Several White Mountain crabbers boil part of their catch while crabbing and eat 

it on the spot. 

Sharing of crab between relatives and neighbors is a common practice. Often 

crabbers will give away those crab in excess of their own immediate needs. 

Crab remain a highly desired variation to the winter diet, but they are less 

important as a staple than they were in the past. Changes which have caused 

crab to become less important include the presence of stores with alternative 

foods and also the availability of moose. Prior to the mid-1950’s, moose were 

nonexistent in this area. Before commercial foods became available, tomcod and 

crab saved the people from starvation in times of scarce game. At present 9 

of the 18 households surveyed have crabbed in the last decade. Some crabbing 
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occurs in conjunction with the hunting of bearded seal. Hunters will put down 

crab lines while hunting. If the hunting is poor or weather is unfavorable, the 

hunters will devote their efforts entirely to crabbing. One phenomenon 

mentioned by several households is that in the past more than three lines were 

sometimes too many, as the crab were so numerous that they were kept busy 

with three lines alone. More lines would result in the bait being lost from those 

lines that were left unattended too long. 

Most of the households surveyed identified 1980 as the only poor year for 

crabbing that they could remember. A few of these also stated that 1979 was 

less productive than usual. A smaller number of households did not identify any 

year as having significantly less crab than usual. No one could remember any 

year in which there were more crab than usual. However, an analysis of the 

harvest data from the surveys shows a substantial decline from 1978 to 1980, 

which corresponds to the situation in Nome (See Graph 19 and Table 6). In 

addition, the average catch per day per household dropped from 5.5 in 1979 to 

3.9 in 1980 (See Table 6 and Graphs 20 and 21). No data are available to 

compute the average catch per day for previous years, but the amount 

mentioned ranged from 15 to 50 per day. Another interesting factor to note is 

that substantially fewer days in total were crabbed by White Mountain people in 

1980 than in 1979 (see Table 6). The two crabbers that crabbed in 1979 and not 

in 1980 stated that they had heard crabbing was poor in 1980 and therefore did 

not wish to make the long trip to the coast. 
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Elim 

Elim, an Eskimo village of approximately 200 people, is situated on the coast 

about 25 miles northeast of Cape Darby (see Map 5). The survey was conducted 

house to house to yield a sample of 23 households out of the 40 or more that 

exist in the village. Those households not interviewed were absent or otherwise 

unavailable. 

Roughly 20 different crabbing sites were identified, strung out fairly evenly 

along the coast from immediately adjacent to the village along the coast to 

Cape Darby (see Map 5). One slight shift in location that may have occurred 

over time is that less effort now takes place near the Cape itself than in the 

past. This shift may be explained in part by the previous location of two villages 

within five miles of the Cape in the past. In addition, ice conditions are 

considered to be less stable now than in the past (freezing less solid and breaking 

up earlier in the year). The ice at Cape Darby was described as dangerous by 

some Elim residents. 

The use of crab pots and crab baskets (metal hoops covered with chicken wire) 

was mentioned in Elim, but handlines remain the primary gear. The number of 

handlines used in 1979 and 1980 varied from 2 to 12, with an average of 4 lines 

per crabber. The number of lines used may be influenced by the thickness of 

the ice, since the thickness determines the amount of work involved in chipping 

the holes. Also, if crabbing is good, three lines may be all one person can handle 

without the crab devouring the bait. Ice picks remain the primary method of 
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chopping holes, although some use of ice augers does occur. One person 

described using a spotlight at night in an effort to attract the crab. Another 

traditional method of catching crab is to go out in boats after breakup and 

“hook” them with long poles that have a hook on the end. Different kinds of 

bait used through the ice include tomcod, herring, and smelt. 

As in White Mountain and Golovin, Elim crabbers primarily go out at night to 

make use of the evening “tides” or currents. Several people mentioned a 

particular change in current that occurs in the evening as being especially 

important to crabbing. Without current, they said, no crab are caught. In 1979 

and 1980 the number of hours spent per crabbing trip ranged from three to eight, 

with an average of five. The number of hours spent is affected by the rate at 

which crab are being caught. Crabbing in Elim can begin as early in the winter 

as late November, although the effort tends to pick up later in the season and 

crabbing can continue into May. It was reported in White Mountain that Elim 

people crab all winter long rather than just in the spring. Crabbing by hooked 

poles occurs after breakup in May or June. As in other villages, certain 

individuals are more inclined to do the “prospecting” to determine the location 

of the crab. 

The most common distance from shore described for crabbing was l/4 to l/2 

mile out, at a depth of 8 to 20 feet. One person reported crabbing one mile 

from shore, while another usually crabbed at a depth of seven fathoms. Once 

holes have been established, they may be maintained throughout the season. In 

the spring a layer of fresh water will form above the salt water, causing crab 

to be more inclined to drop off the line as they are pulled up into this layer. 
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The size of crab caught varies with the location. Elim crabbers reported that 

unusually large crab were present at Cape Darby and Golovin residents were also 

aware of this phenomenon. The water at the Cape is deep and ice conditions 

more unstable and dangerous. One person stated that in the past most females 

were thrown back with the exception of those kept for their eggs. One crabber 

stated that sometimes certain holes would yield nothing but small females. Two 

people believed that the crab migrate up into Norton Bay to molt. 

Reported methods of preparing crab included boiling and preparation into soup 

or stew. In the spring after breakup, people will boil on the beach and eat crab 

caught by “hooking”. Due to the unavailability of storage methods, people do not 

harvest much more than they can use or know they can give away. One person 

did describe cooking her catch and then freezing for storage. 

Sharing of one’s catch with other Elim residents is very common. Most people 

stated that they did not barter but rather gave away their crab. However, one 

person recalled that his parents bartered crab for seal meat and land animals in 

the past. A few people described selling crab to residents of Koyuk, a 

neighboring village which does not have crab available. 

The general opinion in Elim is that crab are not essential to the winter diet but 

are a highly desired delicacy and variation from other winter foods. Prior to 

foods being available through the village store, crab were much more important. 

Alternative foods available in the winter include tomcod, trout (arctic char), 

grayling, ptarmigan, rabbit, ugruk (bearded seal), and pike. Relatively recent 
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additions to the winter diet which have contributed to decreasing the importance 

of crab, are moose (which have only been present in the area over the last 20 

or so years) and caribou from the Shaktoolik area. 

Due to this decrease in the importance of crab as a staple in the winter diet, 

people in general felt that they had crabbed harder in the past, and they recalled 

crab being brought home by the sled load. However, Elim people remain active 

crabbers. Of the 23 households surveyed, only 1 had not been crabbing within 

the last decade, and most went crabbing each year. Crabbing is occasionally 

combined with hunts for bearded seal and tomcod jigging. This practice has 

occurred for as long as can be remembered. Two crabbers did not go in 1980, 

because they heard that the crabbing was poor. 

Most of the households interviewed indicated 1980 as the only year of very poor 

crabbing that they could remember. This general consensus is supported by the 

results of the survey, which show a large drop in harvest from 1979 to 1980 after 

a decade of little variation (see Graph 22). From 1970 to 1979 the survey shows 

an average yearly household harvest varying from 39.9 to 30.1 crab, followed by 

a drop to 6.1 crab in 1980 (see Table 7). A computation of total average catch 

per day shows a drop from 5.1 crab in 1979 to 1.2 crab in 1980 (see Table 7 and 

Graphs 23 and 24). A few other reports of poor harvest years were as follows: 

three people stated that both 1979 and 1980 were poor; one person recalled 1972 

as too stormy to allow much crabbing; one elder remembered 1928 to be a year 

with no crab, preceded and followed by years with lots of crab; and one person 

thought that 1914 was one year of very few crab. Not many people recalled any 
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years as particularly better than the rest. However, three felt that 1977 had 

more crab than usual. Another descirbed the 1950% and 1960% as being years 

of good crabbing. 

Weather and ice conditions were described as affecting crabbing effort. Some 

years crabbing is made more difficult when storms break up the ice and 

inclement weather prevents people from going out as much. One person stated 

that in years when there are lots of starfish, there are not many crab, and that 

in 1980 there were lots of starfish. Another phenomenon described is that if 

there are too many “sea lice”, then crabbing is poor. Sea lice are a small 

shrimplike creature that will cover the bait. Crabbers will give the bait a shake 

once in a while to dislodge the sea lice. 

A few additional bits of information were offered regarding the status of the 

local crab population. One person told how each year crab were caught in his 

salmon net, but in 1980 there were none. Two people described hundreds of 

little crab washed up dead on the shore in 1980. Another remembered that in 

1979, storms killed lots of crab and threw them on the beach. One person 

recalled that lately people have caught small hairy crab in their nets, which had 

never happened before. 

Shaktoolik 

Shaktoolik is an Eskimo village of 165 people, situated about ten miles east of 

Cape Denbigh (see Map 6). Crabbing occurs in Shaktoolik to a lesser extent that 
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it does in the other villages surveyed. A large segment of the population crab 

very little or not at all, although others do invest a considerable effort in 

crabbing. Because of these factors, the survey sample consisted of nine 

Shaktoolik households identified by the community as the most active crabbers. 

Two methods of crabbing can be identified at Shaktoolik, and the areas utilized 

differ for each. The primary area crabbed through the ice, both historically and 

contemporarily, has been Cape Denbigh. For the most part this effort has taken 

place along a stretch of coast on the side of the Cape nearest to the village 

although some effort was described one or two miles along the coast on the far 

side of the Cape (see Map 6). Up to the 1940’s, a few families lived and crabbed 

at Egavik south of Shaktoolik. In the early 1900% Shaktoolik residents would 

occasionally spend a day or two crabbing along the coast a few miles south of 

Egavik. Some crabbing has occurred in the past through the ice near Besboro 

Island. Up until a few years ago, people crabbed through the ice in front of the 

old Shaktoolik village site, which was two or three miles south along the coast 

from the current site. The harvest effort here was most intense around 1949. 

There is no crabbing in front of the current village site. One elder explained 

that the water is too shallow. A related factor may be the mud flats that cover 

that area as a result of sediment deposited by the Shaktoolik River. 

Besides crabbing through the ice, Shaktoolik residents harvest crab from the 

shallows along the shore by boat after breakup. Both sides of Cape Denbigh are 

popular spots, and one person found crab all along the west coast of the Cape 

Denbigh peninsula. Crab have also been harvested in this way all around Besboro 

Island. 
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Crabbing through the ice is done primarily with handlines, although two people 

mentioned using crab “baskets” (wire rings perhaps 18-20 inches wide with 

netting stretched across and bait in the middle). One of these crabbers 

described using a crab basket 30 years ago, indicating that it is not necessarily 

a recent innovation. The basket requires a larger hole than a handline. One 

person described pulling up two or even five crab at a time on such a basket. 

Another crabber stated that he had switched from handlines to a crab basket 

because of the number of crab that drop off a handline when they bump the edge 

of the hole while being hauled up. For those individuals that use handlines, the 

number used in 1979 and 1980 ranged from 6 to 14, with an average of 10. A 

couple of people had tried homemade pots with no success. One man concluded 

that perhaps he had designed it wrong, as other people had caught crab at the 

same time and place with handlines. Various implements are used to catch crab 

by boat after breakup, including long poles, oars, and hook and line. 

Crabbing through the ice can occur as soon as the ice is safe to traverse, which 

may be in late December or as late as March at Cape Denbigh specifically. 

However, most crabbers prefer to commence crabbing later in the year (i.e., 

February, March, or April). Crabbing can continue into May, depending on when 

snow and ice conditions preclude snowmachine travel. When crabbing occurred 

in front of the old village site, it was within a similar time frame. Some 

Shaktoolik crabbers prefer to wait until the crab have been found before going 

out themselves. One of the more active crabbers described using a citizen’s 

band radio to inform the village residents when he had found a spot with crab. 
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Crabbing success is dependent on current. During a slack period of current 

change very few crab can be caught. Two crabbers mentioned that the best 

currents for crabbing were in the evening. One man described how he would go 

out after work and crab until the current slacked off or sometimes remain until 

around midnight. Another person stated that a north wind results in a slack or 

slow moving current. A south wind yields a strong current and the best 

crabbing. In 1979 and 1980 the number of hours spent crabbing through the ice 

varied among households from 4 to 8, with an average of 6. 

Ice conditions have a great impact on Shaktoolik crabbing. In the past, the ice 

would regularly freeze solid out to Besboro Island and from Besboro Island to 

Cape Denbigh. In recent years, this has not occurred, in part due to a stiff 

north wind which has continually blown the ice away. In effect, no crabbing has 

been possible out in front of the old village site for several years due to lack 

of ice. Opinions on how long the ice had not been adequately present varied 

from three to eight years. One person stated that crabbers must be able to get 

far enough out on the ice to reach the area where the currents are sufficiently 

swift to yield successful crabbing. In the past people would crab anywhere from 

3/4 mile to 3 miles out. Due to this lack of ice, all crabbing through the ice 

in recent years has occurred at Cape Denbigh, where people crab as close to 

shore as 40-50 feet. 

Another ice condition that affects crabbing is rough or piled ice brought on by 

southerly winds. In some years rough ice has prevented crabbing because its 

thickness makes chopping holes difficult or impossible. This occurs in front of 
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the village as well as at the Cape. In many years, crabbing out from the old 

site had been prevented by such rough ice conditions. At the Cape, moving ice 

has some impact on crabbing. One household described losing its handlines when 

forced to retreat to the stable shore ice as the ice on which they were crabbing 

began to leave the area. 

Crabbing by boat follows breakup in late May or June. The sea is calm and the 

days are long, so that people often stay out all night searching the coast for 

crab. Crab are more accessible at low tide, which occurs in the evening in June. 

Crab caught in June were described as very meaty. They are often brought up 

in male and female pairs, one hanging onto the other. The females are smaller 

than the males. Some people throw all the females back whereas others may 

keep some of the larger ones. 

As mentioned earlier, a large segment of Shaktoolik’s residents do not crab. 

However, those that do often give crab to those that do not. Those crabbers 

that are able to harvest a lot of crab also give part of their take to crabbers 

who have had poor luck. One crabber mentioned that his household gives crab 

to relatives in Shaktoolik and Unalakleet. Another stated that people never sell 

crab but would rather give them away. One factor that influences the amount 

of crab shared rather than retained is that crab are difficult to store. One 

active crabber stated that he gives a lot away for that reason. Two households 

do freeze crab in their freezers for eating later in the year. In June, when the 

weather is warm and crab will spoil quickly, people will harvest enough crab for 

that day’s meal. In fact, it is common for families to turn the excursion into 

a picnic and to cook and eat the crab on the beach somewhere along the coast. 
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The importance of crab in the diet seems to vary significantly among households. 

Some households will go crabbing only occasionally - when they desire a taste 

of crab - and will harvest crab only in small quantities, whereas others may 

invest more effort and obtain larger numbers of crab. In general, effort has 

fluctuated widely over the remembered past, primarily in response to crab 

availability, ice conditions, and the community’s awareness of crab availability. 

Crab harvest patterns have varied widely in the remembered past. Crabbing by 

Shaktoolik residents prior to the late 1940% had occurred primarily at Cape 

Denbigh, usually in conjunction with the seal hunting effort. Prior to the 1930’s, 

the village was located several miles up the Shaktoolik River. Seal hunters 

would travel by dogteam down to the Cape and hunt seal, putting a few crab 

lines down at the same time. One man believed these hunters did not get many 

crab; more than three crab was considered a large catch. About 40 years ago, 

one person recalled that four or five families would camp near the Cape in the 

spring and hunt seal and crab through cracks in the ice. A couple of elders could 

not remember any crabbing occurring in their childhood (45-50 years ago), but 

did recall that the older people in those earlier times would mention being 

hungry for crab in the springtime. Another elder did remember crabbing as a 

child (55-60 years ago). A common opinion was that crabbing effort had dropped 

off for several years and recently had become more popular. One person thought 

that the younger folks had just become interested in crabbing at the Cape in the 

last three years. One hunter described crabbing in conjunction with belukha 

hunting; if belukha hunting was poor, he would crab at his spring belukha camp 

near the Cape. 
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Crabbing in front of the old coastal village site had occurred infrequently or not 

at all in the remembered past prior to 1949. In that year crab were discovered 

there by a hunter who had put down a crab basket as an experiment. Shortly 

after he found that crab were present, two other crabbers went out and came 

back with large quantities of crab, thereby inspiring a large portion of the 

village to follow suit. The prevailing opinion was that this was an outstanding 

year, and that the crab were never found again in similar quantities. One man 

remembered that there had been many crab everywhere that year, since crabbing 

had been excellent at Cape Denbigh and Egavik as well. People continued to 

look for crab in this location during ensuing years but with limited success. On 

the other hand, an elder believed that crabbing had been good in front of the 

old site, with crab being brought back by the sled load until recently when ice 

conditions had changed. Another person recalled that the older folks used to 

crab in front of the old site fairly regularly, bringing back six or seven crab each 

per day. Another crabber mentioned that rough ice had prevented crabbing for 

several years before and after 1949. Eventually, due to the factors mentioned 

above, many crabbers directed their effort back to Cape Denbigh. 

Crabbing by boat after breakup was considered by most people surveyed to be 

a recent phenomenon, having become popular only in the last three to five years. 

However, one elder recalled that he and others had done it to a limited extent 

in the past. In the last few years there has been greater participation equal to 

or in excess of crabbing efforts through the ice. Crabbing by boat is often 

combined with other harvests after breakup, such as searching for herring eggs 

and jigging for “rockfishf*. Some people thought that crabbing by boat had not 

been done much before because nobody knew that crab were there. 
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An attempt to determine trends in crab availability at Shaktoolik is complicated 

by the small number of people involved, as well as by the high fluctuation in 

effort that occurs. However, the harvest data available do suggest some rather 

dramatic shifts. No crab were reported as having been harvested in 1980, either 

through the ice or by boat. Only two households surveyed had crabbed through 

the ice in 1980, but together they crabbed a total of 28 days with no success, 

and they had been the most active crabbers of the community in recent years. 

Four people reported looking for crab by boat in 1980 for at least 20 days 

without catching a single crab. The 1979 season provided a sharp contrast to 

1980 for ice crabbing, because in 1979 five people crabbed through the ice with 

an average harvest per day and per household of 5.4 crab (see Graphs 25, 26, and 

27 and Table 8). Many fewer crab were caught through the ice in 1978, but all 

five crabbers active that year were able to get some. During the 1970’s, prior 

to 1978, there was little crabbing effort; only one or two people attempted a 

harvest. 

In 1979 the crabbing success by boat varied dramatically. Of the four reporting 

crabbers, two got nothing and the other two got 83 and 33 respectively. The 

total average catch per day was 5.8 crab per household. In 1978 and 1977 there 

was also a wide range of harvest success. No harvest was recalled for 1976, 

1975, and 1970. 

As in other surveyed communities, 1980 was identified as a year of very poor 

crabbing. In addition, 1979 was remembered as a poor crabbing year for boats 

by the small portion of crabbers that were unsuccessful that year. Residents 
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remembered 1978 and 1977 as good years and some people felt that the crab had 

started to come back after several years at low levels. These dates slightly 

conflict with the harvest graphs for ice crabbing, which show 1979 and 1978 as 

the best years and 1949 as the good year in front of the old village site. 

A few other comments were made regarding the status of the local crab 

population. One man thought that perhaps the large numbers of walrus that had 

been in the area two years earlier may have depleted the crab. He had heard 

King Island villagers say that large numbers of walrus had depleted crab in the 

past. Two fishermen mentioned that they catch many small king crab in their 

salmon nets during the summer. An elder, recalling the large numbers of small 

crab which used to wash up on the beach following a summer or fall south wind, 

believed that this event indicated the presence of crab in abundance. He hadn’t 

seen this since 1964, a year when a big storm caused a large coastal flood. 

Finally, one man had put out a pot after breakup in 1980 and had caught only 

sea urchins. 

Savoonga 

Savoonga is one of the two Eskimo villages on St. Lawrence Island; it is located 

on the central part of the north coast (see Map 7). Savoonga is one of the larger 

villages of the Bering Straits region, with 90+ households and approximately 450 

people. The survey was completed primarily for 30 randomly selected 

households, but some effort was made to specifically interview a few individuals 

identified as the more active crabbers or as elders with knowledge about 

crabbing in the past. 
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Prior to the 1870’s, St. Lawrence Island had several smaller villages scattered 

all around its coast. Today the population is concentrated in the village of 

Gambell and the relatively recent village of Savoonga. Most, if not all, of the 

earlier villages crabbed near their locations. Many people believe that crab can 

be found anywhere around St. Lawrence Island. The primary locations of 

Savoonga crabbing effort are at specific coastal sites within eight miles east and 

west of Savoonga, as well as at Southwest Cape. Kookoolik, east of Savoonga, 

is an old village site where crabbing has occurred for hundreds of years. Some 

elders alive today grew up at Southwest Cape. However, most crabbing there 

stopped for several decades when the people moved to Savoonga or Gambell. In 

the early 1970’s, Savoonga people began hunting bowhead whale from Southwest 

Cape and began crabbing as an accompanying activity. Now Southwest Cape is 

considered to be a better crabbing area than the north coast. Other spots 

crabbed at this area of the Island are Murphy Bay (about two miles west of 

Southwest Cape) and a spot about three miles northeast of Powooiliak, the camp 

used by the whale hunters. In addition to these areas where crab are caught 

through the ice, crab have also been harvested in smaller quantities in the 

summer from the shallow waters of the north coast east of Savoonga and to the 

west along Koomlangeelkuk Bay. Other areas were described where crab have 

been gathered live from the beach when they were washed up by a fall or 

summer storm. This has occurred on the south coast along Koozata Lagoon to 

Siknik Cape, as well as along Kiloknak Lagoon and Northeast Cape at the east 

end of the Island. 

Handlines remain the predominant gear used. Some people have tried homemade 

pots, but always with minimal success. A common opinion is that pots don’t 
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work because the bottom is quite rocky, so that the pots cannot sit correctly on 

the bottom. In fact, crab were said to hold onto the rocks while crabbers 

attempted to pull them up and sometimes to carry the bait down into the holes 

between the rocks where they live. In the past, crab lines were constructed of 

baleen. One old style of crab line had three snare-like loops of baleen below 

the bait, so that if the crab dropped off the bait, it would gets its legs caught 

by the loops. Rocks were traditionally used as weights. Today baleen has been 

replaced by nylon line. The number of lines used per household at the area near 

Savoonga had a range in 1979 and 1980 of 4 to 12, with an average of 8. At 

Southwest Cape the number of lines ranged from 2 to 24 with an average of 10. 

Types of bait that have proven successful in the past include muktuk (whale skin 

and blubber), fox meat, sculpin, and other fish. Today fish is the most common 

bait used. No use of gas powered ice augers was described, so the traditional 

technique of chipping by hand has remained. Some crabbers use a long pole with 

two prongs on the end to scoop up crab that drop off as they near the surface. 

Several environmental factors influence crabbing at Savoonga. One crabber 

mentioned that early in the winter, there is a layer of ice or slush that forms 

on the bottom as well as on the lines and bait. The crab won’t bite under these 

conditions. Another phenomenon was described as a three to six foot layer of 

fresh water that is present directly under the ice. In the colder months such 

as January, this layer is filled with minute flakes of floating ice, giving the 

water a murky appearance. Crab do not like this layer of ice crystals and often 

let go of the bait as they are pulled to the surface. This layer is called “ganak” 

is Siberian Yupik, the native language of St. Lawrence Island. Later in the year 

such as in March, the current warms up and “ganak” disappears. 



The more ardent Savoonga crabbers may scout around for crab as early as 

January, but February is the more common month for crabbing to begin. Some 

people prefer to crab in March and April. As in other areas, crab here seem 

to move around significantly, making it necessary for crabbers to look for them. 

Specific sites are known to be good for crabbing and have been so for 

generations. However, the crab are not necessarily found in each spot at any 

particular time. They may be abundant in an area and then be totally absent 

from that spot two weeks later. As in other villages, a few crabbers are the 

“pioneers” and will search for the location of the crab. Another group of people 

will wait until the crab have been found and then will go out to crab. Savoonga 

crabbers go crabbing primarily in the daylight hours. As days become longer, 

crabbing time may increase as a result. The number of hours spent crabbing per 

day in 1980 and 1979 ranged between households from 3 to 14, with an average 

between 6 and 7 hours. There is an old belief that crabbing is best when the 

skies are cloudy. 

Ice conditions have always been a major factor in determining crabbing effort. 

On the north coast a steady north wind and certain currents will push the sea 

ice against the shore causing it to pile up. Piled up ice is too thick for chopping 

holes. If the ice piles up on the good crabbing spots, then Savoonga is unable 

to get any crab. Further out from the shore beyond the piled ice, the water is 

too deep or the currents too strong to permit the use of handlines. Some years 

this piled ice condition will persist throughout the crabbing season, virtually 

preventing any crabbing from taking place. Conditions that are conducive to 

crabbing are areas of thin ice above the good crabbing spots. This can be an 
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open lead that has frozen over. In addition, piled ice may be blown away by a 

stiff wind and, if followed by a period of relative calm, replaced by a layer of 

new, thin ice. Because of these varying conditions, the ice may be one foot 

thick or several feet thick. Holes that have been chopped tend to be reopened 

for use on other occasions. Thus holes are maintained throughout the season. 

One person described how, when looking for crab, he would space his holes 25- 

30 feet apart, and once he found the crab he would concentrate his lines at the 

spot. 

The most common distance from shore mentioned was one to two miles, although 

one household described crabbing about l/4 mile out. An old story relates how 

in the past, when people lived at Kookoolik, crab could be caught so close to 

shore that people cooking on the shore could call the crabbers to come eat. 

The south coast of the Island does not have piled up ice as the prevailing north 

wind blows the ice away from the shore. Crabbing is done through the stable 

shore ice. Holes are chopped through three to four feet of ice in specific spots 

known to have produced crab in the past. The one spot the researcher is 

familiar with is just a few hundred yards from shore near some high rock pillars 

which rise from the ocean. One person stated that if conditions are right, crab 

lines can be put down off the edge of the ice where the whalers have tied their 

boats. In some years high water and rough waves break off the shore ice, 

preventing crabbing. Crabbing by Savoonga residents at Southwest Cape is done 

primarily in conjunction with the whaling effort in April and May. Whale crews 

crab on days when the weather is too nasty for whaling, when the wind is too 
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calm to sail their skinboats, and while waiting on the shore ice for passing 

whales to be sighted. 

Some crabbing has traditionally occurred in the summer while people are out 

camping along the coast. In the evening when crabs come into the shallows or 

at low tide, people wade along the beach and “hook” the crab with a long pole 

with two hooks on the end. One person described harvesting 30 this way along 

a l/4 mile length of beach. People do not harvest more than they can use at 

that time, as the crab would spoil quickly. One person felt that summer crab 

are less tasty and more salty than those caught in winter. Only one person 

surveyed had crabbed last summer. This person described the crab caught as the 

same kind caught in winter but small, brown, hairy, and female. The other 

people that described this crabbing method had not had any success in some 

years. One person had not seen crab in the shallows since the 1950’s. Two 

households had stopped getting them this way lo-15 or 15-20 years ago. Another 

had not found any for two years. 

One additional method of harvesting crab is to gather those that have been 

thrown up on the beach by summer or fall storms. Some of these crab are still 

alive and good for eating. The harvest must be prompt in order to beat the 

foxes and seagulls. This method was mentioned by only a few of the households 

surveyed. 

Crab caught by residents of Savoonga differ in color and size. One person 

described the blue ones as having shells up to ten inches wide, but there are also 
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red ones and partly blue ones. The prevalent observation regarding size was that 

crabs harvested in the last year or two are distinctly smaller than those caught 

prior to this time. This reference applied to both Southwest Cape and, to a 

lesser degree, the north side. Not all households offered comments on size, but 

those that did described the crab caught in 1979 and 1980 as small, i.e., shells 

three to four inches wide versus the usual five to six inches. One person 

described getting only small four inch females in 1979 at Southwest Cape. The 

only exception was one crabber who hadn’t noticed any change in size and one 

who mentioned getting lots of good sized crab in 1979 at Southwest Cape. In 

the past, both small and big ones could be caught at Southwest Cape. Several 

of the people who had noticed a decline in size observed that it had occurred 

the season immediately following the presence of the commercial crab boats in 

the area, and many believed that the commercial harvest had caused the decline. 

One elder stated that he had never seen years of only small crabs before, 

whereas another recalled that in the 1940’s, there was a period when the crab 

were smaller (about four inches wide). Two people thought that crab had been 

smaller for several years than they were in the past. One stated that the crab 

had become even smaller since the onset of commercial crabbing in the area. 

As in other villages, most people will limit their harvest to what they can use 

at that time or give away because of inability to store the crab. In the past, 

crab could be stored for a limited length of time in the underground meat 

cellars. One household did mention cooking and freezing a lot of crab in 1978 

and 1979. Crab are boiled, fried, and eaten frozen. Boiled crab provide a tasty 

soup which is drunk from the shell. One method described for preparing crab 
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legs to fry is to let the crab thaw somewhat and then run the partially frozen 

crab leg through a washing machine wringer starting at the tip; the meat is 

squeezed out whole. An earlier method was to leave the crab overnight in a 

warm spot and then pull the meat from the legs. 

Barter of crab is rare, as people prefer to give crab away. Gambell and 

Savoonga exchange crab between both relatives and friends. A similar exchange 

has occurred between Savoonga and Nome. In times when crab are scarce in one 

village, crab will be sent or brought back from the other village where they are 

more plentiful. One person described bringing several crab from Elim and Nome 

in the 1960%. 

The main local winter foods in Savoonga include walrus, seal, bearded seal, and 

blue cod. However, often in late winter fresh meat will become scarce during 

periods of no open water. During periods such as those, crab can be an 

important source of fresh meat. The researcher was in Savoonga in February 

1980 during a period of no open water.. Fresh meat was practically nonexistent 

in several households, and many people jigged and ate sculpins or bullheads for 

several days at a time. Very few crab could be caught that year, as will be 

described later. Since the village store was established, crab are less important 

during times of poor hunting, but fresh meat at the store or funds with which 

to buy it are not always available. 

A practice that remains common is to operate crab lines simultaneously with 

seal hunting. If hunting weather is poor, then one’s efforts can be directed 
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towards crabbing. One person felt that less crabbing occurs today than in the 

past due to the amount of work involved in chopping holes, although the more 

dedicated crabbers are still willing to chop through several feet of ice. Of the 

30 households surveyed, only 8 had not crabbed in the last decade. 

The overwhelming opinion regarding harvest success over the years was that 

1980 was a very poor year with few crab on the north side of the Island. 

Roughly half of the crabbers who considered 1980 to be bad also identified 1979 

as a poor crab harvest year. However, an analysis of harvest figures from the 

survey shows an unusually high (55.6 crab) average harvest per household in 1979 

followed by a dramatic low in 1980 of 1.6 crab (see Graph 28 and Table 9). 

Several of the people who identified 1979 and 1980 as poor years stated that 

1978 and 1977 were very good years, whereas those that gave 1980 as the poor 

year thought that 1979 and 1978 were the good years. Interestingly, most people 

who viewed 1979 as a poor year did not go crabbing in that year, whereas several 

of those that did crab were unusually successful. Part of this discrepancy may 

relate to the fact that the survey was conducted in January 1981; several people 

were initially confused as to whether 1f198011 and “1979” on the survey meant 

“this year” or “last year” or *‘the year before that”. The harvest data were 

collected starting with the previous season (1980) and working back. Therefore, 

the researcher believes that people were less confused about dates when giving 

specific harvest totals than when they identified good and bad years later in the 

survey. No other years were identified as being particularly bad crabbing times. 

During good years (1978, 1979, and others) people remembered harvesting from 

30-50 crab per day. Several people recalled bringing crab home by the 

gunnysack or filling their “snowshirt” (a loose cover worn over the parka). 
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Although the widespread opinion was that no year like 1980 had ever occurred 

before on the north side, several older people stated that crab harvest success 

had fluctuated widely over the years. However, most people believed that a 

crabber could always get some crab even in the lean years. As mentioned 

earlier, ice conditions were the primary cause of low crab harvest in the past. 

However, one person stated that the ice was thin and smooth in 1980 and 

therefore excellent for crabbing. 

The survey results indicate that the average catch per day per household dropped 

form 7.7 crab in 1979 to .3 crab in 1980 (See Table 9 and Graphs 29 and 30). 

Half of the people surveyed crabbed more hours per day in 1979 than 1980. The 

remainder noted no change in hours crabbed per day between 1979 and 1980, 

although two individuals actually crabbed more per day in 1980. 

Most of the people surveyed did not mention any significant decline in harvest 

for crabbing at Southwest Cape, with the exception of three individuals who 

thought that 1980 was less productive than usual. Analysis of the harvest data 

shows a drop in average household catch per year for 1980, but this figure is not 

much different from that in 1978 (30.2 in 1980, 38.2 in 1978, see Graph 31 and 

Table 10). However, one crabber described the 1978 crab harvest as lower than 

usual due to the fact that less time was spent whaling that year. The bowhead 

quota was one that year, and that animal was caught two days after the whalers 

arrived at Southwest Cape. Thus the whalers spent less time than the average 

year at Southwest Cape, and less crabbing was done as a result. The average 

catch per day increased from 4.7 crab in 1979 to 7.1 crab in 1980 (see Table 10 

and Graphs 32 and 33). 
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The predominant opinion in Savoonga regarding the cause of the poor crabbing 

in the last season is that it was caused by the commercial harvest of the large 

boats from the south. People described large crabbing vessels that were active 

near their village in 1979, 1978, or both. A large mother ship and two small 

crabbing boats were crabbing for a week or more northeast, northwest, and in 

front of Savoonga. People saw the buoys of their pots about three miles from 

shore. The boats gave away, traded, and sold crab to Savoonga residents. Their 

holds were observed to be full of great quantities of crab. Most of the Savoonga 

crabbers that described a drop in harvest success in 1980, 1979, or both stated 

that crabbing has been very poor since the crab boats were in this area. The 

commercial crabbers were also seen at Southwest Cape and along the east side 

of the Island. Savoonga people are concerned that their local crab stocks may 

be depleted by commercial effort as they believe has happened in Nome. 

Middle-aged and older people recalled a time when large (2-3 feet long) cod were 

plentiful in the area and were harvested in large quantities by local people, 

serving as an important staple in the diet. In the 1940’s, these fish disappeared 

from the area and have not been present since. Many people believe that they 

were depleted by Asian fishing boats, as large boats had been seen fishing in the 

area. In general, Savoonga people want the crab boats to be kept far away from 

the waters where Savoonga residents go crabbing, so that crab will be preserved 

for themselves and future generations. 
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Gambell 

Gambell, the other Eskimo village on St. Lawrence Island, is situated at the 

extreme northwestern tip of the Island (See Map 8). Gambell has about 425 

residents, divided among at least 95 households. The survey sample was random 

and totalled 30 households, although an effort was made to contact 2 households 

recognized in the community as the most active crabbers. 

The primary spots crabbed by Gambell residents are clustered around “Gambell 

Mountain Point”, directly east of the village at the northern most tip of the 

island. Most of the people surveyed stated that these spots had been used for 

crabbing for as long as they could remember, although one person said that 

crabbing on the side of the point opposite Gambell had occurred more since the 

onset of snowmachines. This spot apparently is difficult to reach around the 

front of the point and requires a longer trip around behind the mountain. Two 

people mentioned crabbing through the ice directly north of the village. Two 

other less popular crabbing spots were mentioned, one approximately four miles 

east of Gambell and the other seven miles southeast. In the past when several 

small villages were located all around the coast of the Island, crabbing occurred 

at most, if not all, of these sites. A few specific historical sites described 

include the following: Taphook Point (inhabited until 19381, where crab were 

caught through the ice as well as gathered from the beach in the summer; Siknik 

Cape village on the southeast end of Koozata Lagoon; and Powooiliak near 

Southwest Cape, where Savoonga hunters have done their whaling in recent 

years. A number of people had lived at Powooiliak and crabbed near there along 
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Southwest Cape, or their parents had lived there and told them about crabbing 

in that area. Over the years, Gambell residents have continued to crab 

intermittently in this area. Other areas mentioned in addition to Southwest 

Cape include Murphy Bay and Iwoonut Point to the west of Southwest Cape, and 

three spots a few miles east along the coast from Polooiliak (see Map 8). 

Handlines remain the primary gear, although one crabber mentioned using a 

metal ring with netting stretched across it. Pots have been tried but never with 

much success due to the rocky bottom and the tendency of the crab to stay down 

in the cracks between the rocks. One person had tried setting a pot down in 

a smooth area, but he got no crab and concluded that they stay in the rocky 

area. One crabber was planning to use a pot in the summer. Handlines differ 

from the traditional ones in the materials out of which they are made. Spark 

plugs are used as weights instead of rocks, and nylon line has replaced the 

traditional baleen. One advantage to the baleen lines was that they wiggled 

when a crab was eating the bait down below. Types of bait described included 

sculpin, dolly varden, and walrus meat. The average number of handlines used 

per household in 1980 and 1979 was 6, ranging from 3 to 12. 

Crabbing at Gambell requires much skill. Since the crab appear to stay down 

in the cracks between the rocks on the bottom, the chance of success is small 

if the bait remains on top of a rock. Therefore, crabbers attempt to maneuver 

the bait down into the cracks. Once a crab has grabbed the bait, it is necessary 

to gently tug the crab up out of the crack in order to pull it to the surface. 

Many of the crab will drop off in the process. This is a skill that takes some 
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time to acquire. One crabber stated that crabbing with handlines on a smoother 

bottom such as the Nome area is much easier than at Gambell. Some people 

thought that luck also plays a significant role in success. However, it may be 

that local people use the term %mk” as a humble euphemism for skill. Good 

bait was also considered to be an important factor in successful crabbing. 

Another implement sometimes used is a pole with two hooks on the end. When 

a crab is pulled near the surface, the hooked end of the pole is touched to the 

crab’s ‘1belly.11 The crab will then clasp the pole and be easily lifted out of the 

water. Another precaution against loss is to chip the hole wider at its base so 

that the likelihood of the crab touching the edge of the hole is reduced. One 

crabber also stated that a crab should be killed by stabbing its “breast” with a 

sharp stick and then standing it on its nose to drain out the saltwater. If this 

is not done, the crab will taste too salty. 

Crabbing in Gambell usually begins in January, although one person stated that 

crab could be caught as early as mid-December. In the middle of January 1981, 

four or five crabbers had already spent a few days prospecting for crab. 

However, more people would normally become involved in February, since it is 

regarded locally as one of the better crabbing months. Crabbing through the ice 

can continue all the way into May, depending on when the shore ice breaks up. 

As in other villages, some people prefer to wait for the crab to be found in 

significant numbers before going out themselves. However, one person said that 

most people check for themselves. A traditional belief is that cloudy dark days 

are the best for crabbing. Another person mentioned that crab let go easily in 

April. 
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People crab in the daylight hours; the number of hours depends upon day length 

at that time of year. It was reported that crabbing is best at the time of a 

certain shift in current, and at Gambell the current changes direction in the 

course of the day. The state of the current may impact crabbing success by 

affecting how the bait can be worked down into the cracks between the rocks. 

In 1980 and 1979, the number of hours spent crabbing per day had ranged from 

3 to 10, with an average of 6. 

Crabbing in Gambell depends greatly on ice conditions. In winters with more 

wind than usual, ice piles up around the point, making it difficult or impossible 

to crab in certain spots. If the traditionally favored spots are piled with ice, 

crabbers are forced to shift their effort to locations where crabbing is not so 

good. The piled ice condition occurs to some extent every year, but a few 

people believed that in certain years crabbing had been precluded by this factor. 

Normally the piled ice may remain in place for a few weeks and then, with a 

change in wind direction or velocity, will be taken away. If the wind is calm, 

the current itself may take the piled ice away. Ideal crabbing conditions occur 

when the thick piled ice that has blown away is replaced by a thin layer of young 

ice. Because the ice in the area is often moving, the ice is more frequently 

thin, ranging from one to three feet (three feet is considered thick). However, 

this phenomenon of moving ice also has drawbacks. In some years crabbing is 

cut off prematurely in the season by the shore ice breaking up and departing, 

leaving no platform from which to crab. In addition, crabbers must keep a close 

eye on the ice to avoid being carried away if the ice starts to move. One 

woman stated that she has never crabbed for fear of the ice. Another stated 
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that when women are crabbing alone, they do not spend as many hours as when 

men are there, because the men are better able to tell when the ice is going 

to move. Another ice phenomenon described is a crack at a certain site where 

thin ice is maintained by the ice moving up and down. Once holes have been 

made, they typically are used throughout the season, particularly if the ice is 

thick. Crabbing effort occurs perhaps 100 to 300 feet from shore, in water 20 

to 50 feet deep. 

Crabbing at Southwest Cape appears to be a sporadic enterprise by a limited 

number of Gambell residents. It takes several hours to reach these crabbing 

areas by snowmachine from the village. Some people mentioned crabbing there 

in conjunction with whaling. Others mentioned crabbing at the sites described 

earlier along the south coast while engaged in winter trapping. 

A comparatively small number of crab are harvested in the ice-free months. In 

June, after breakup, some soft shelled king crab wash up on the beach and are 

harvested. In July and August crab crawl up on the beach in areas where there 

is no wave action. People will harvest only enough of these for use on that 

particular day because there is no way to store them. Crab are caught in fish 

nets along the coast in summer and are eaten by the fishermen and their 

families. One man stated that he catches several dungeness crab a day in his 

net and keeps the big ones to eat. Following summer and fall storms, king crab 

are often washed up on the shore, and the live ones are occasionally harvested. 

Harvest of crab that have crawled or been washed up on the beach has occurred 

for as long as Gambell residents remember. A few crabbers also described 
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snagging large numbers of crab with a hooked pole from a boat or rock at 

Southwest Cape on a few occasions. 

Two kinds of king crab were described for the Gambell area. One type is blue, 

some of which get quite large; one crab was described as measuring 37 inches 

in leg span. Another type is red - the same color as Nome crab. These crab 

normally have a four to five inch shell. One of the more active crabbers stated 

that the crabs caught in 1980 were smaller than usual, whereas large crab were 

caught in 1979. She believed that the commercial crabbing effort in the area 

in 1979 had caused this decrease in size by depleting the number of larger crab. 

Methods of crab preparation include: frying the meat which has been pulled 

whole from the legs; boiling in soup with rice and onions; and mixing boiled crab 

with seal oil and partially freezing it before eating. Several people described 

freezing crab, some in large enough quantities to last their household several 

months. 

A common opinion is that St. Lawrence Island crab taste better (i.e., sweeter or 

saltier) than those caught on the mainland. A similiar perception is expressed 

about seal. One person theorized that this difference in taste is caused by the 

seawater being saltier at St. Lawrence than at the mainland. Elders at Gambell 

have said that the “dark” crab, which have a very sweet meat, live all the time 

under the rocks. 

Sharing is the predominant mechanism for distributing the crab harvest. Crab 

are given to relatives in Savoonga and Nome and shared with relatives and 
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neighbors in Gambell. Crabbers who are lucky give crab to those who are not. 

If a household harvests many crab, other people or their children will come by 

to ask for some. One person said that Gambell crabbers can never get all the 

crab they want or need and can always use crab given to them by Nome friends 

or relatives. Savoonga residents also occasionally give crab to Gambell 

residents. 

The general consensus in Gambell was that crab are not essential to their 

community but are highly desired in the winter diet. It was pointed out that a 

single crab leg in the store cost $8.00 in January of 1981. One person concerned 

about possible depletion of local crab stated that she did not want to eat crab 

out of a can, but wanted to “hunt it herself” and prepare it the way she liked 

to eat it. 

Crabbing also is a valued activity; it was obvious that many people looked 

forward to it with considerable enthusiasm. One woman stated that crabbing 

was foremost on her mind at this time of year. Several of the enthusiasts and 

elders go crabbing every day the weather is nice. One man observed that in 

February and March, there is not much else to do. Some of the elders mentioned 

that people do not crab as much as in the past; one thought that perhaps people 

do not care for crab as much as they did in past years. In the view of several 

residents, winters had become windier in recent years, with more piled ice and 

less crabbing as a result. Another person said that people crabbed less because 

there was less crab to be caught. One factor that affects crabbing effort is that 

in April, the men are busy whaling and have less time to crab. If hunting 
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weather is poor, the men may devote their efforts to crabbing. One person 

stated that more women are crabbing now than in the past. In earlier years, 

men primarily did the crabbing. He thought this shift may have occurred 

because women have had more free time in recent years. Of the 30 households 

surveyed, 23 had crabbed during the last decade. 

Opinions varied as to the availability of crabs over the years. The predominant 

view was that the amounts of crab present had varied widely over the 

remembered past, from years of many crab to years of hardly any. Some people 

said that even in poor years, some crab could be harvested. Others stated that 

there had been years of no crab at all. Another group of people reported that 

crabbing success had been constant over the years, with no year being 

particularly better or worse than others. For those crabbers who could identify 

specific years as having many crab, there was a wide variety of responses. One 

person described the 1920’s as good years. Three people identified the 1930’s 

as good. Another three people said certain years in the 1940’s had been good 

for crabbing. Several pointed to the 1950’s as good crabbing years. Two 

households remembered years in the 1960’s that were good. One person chose 

1975 as a good year, while another chose 1978. The one specific year that was 

identified by several people as a good crabbing year was 1979. Two people said 

that 1980 was a good year. For the 1960’s and earlier, people recalled the 

success of good years by the amounts of crab brought home. Amounts varied 

from 30 to 100 a day or were described as sacks full, snowshirts full, and sled 

loads. 
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There was less variety in the years identified as poor crabbing. In general, 1980 

was the year most often given. Seven households said that 1980 had less crab 

than usual or very few. Some were concerned that no crab had been caught so 

far in 1981 (the survey was conducted in late January and four of five crabbers 

had already tried a few times with no success). Usually crab had been caught 

in January. Several people stated that there were fewer crab in recent years 

than in the past, although their opinions differed on when the decline had 

occurred - ranging from three years ago to the 1950’s and 1930’s. 

An analysis of the harvest data from the surveys shows a peak in average 

household yearly catch in 1979, which corresponds to the year identified as 

“good” by several of the people surveyed (see Graph 34 and Table 11). The year 

1980 shows a drop from 1979 but is still above the years prior to 1979. These 

data conflict with the common opinion that 1980 was a poor year. An analysis 

of each survey reveals that only two crabbers actually had substantially lower 

harvest success in 1980 than in 1979; more did not do quite as well while others 

had not crabbed but were reporting what they had heard. An analysis of average 

catch per day per household shows a slight drop from 2.7 in 1979 to 2.0 in 1980 

(see Table 11 and Graphs 35 and 36). Therefore, the researcher concludes that 

1980 was not a particularly bad year from crabbing for most Gambell crabbers. 

A few people made additional statements regarding the status of the local crab 

populations. One hunter mentioned that in recent years small king crab had been 

found in walrus stomachs, something that had not been observed before. He 

thought that perhaps walrus were eating up all the small crab. Another man 
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recalled that years ago, the shore of Powooiliak Bay would be red with crab that 

had crawled from the water but that now the crab were much fewer. One 

person stated that in 1961 a storm in November left a 20 foot strip of crab all 

along the coastal beach of Powooiliak Bay. Another crabber mentioned that in 

one year following an autumn of heavy seas, there were few crab, implying that 

the crab population had been hurt by the wave action. 

Commercial crabbing boats were present in the Gambell area in 1979. They 

were seen for two to three weeks all along the coast from Southwest Cape to 

Gambell, as well as to the north. Their pots were reported by one individual at 

1 l/2 to 4 miles out from the west coast. Several buoys washed ashore. Several 

Gambell people are concerned that intense commercial effort could deplete the 

crab in their area. Elders described how Japanese or Chinese ships fished in the 

Gambell area during the 1930% or 1940’s. These ships were seen harvesting 

codfish, a fish that was quite important to Gambell people at that time. After 

these boats had been in the area, codfish disappeared and people have not been 

able to find them since. Because of their belief that this foreign fishing effort 

depleted their codfish, several Gambell people are concerned about the potential 

effect of commercial effort on their local crab stocks. Another historical 

example of the commercial depletion of a resource important to Gambell people 

is that of the bowhead whale. One man stated that he feared that depletion of 

Gambell crab by outside crabbers would result in a low quota being imposed on 

Gambell people (referring to what had happened with the bowhead whale). Other 

people were less concerned about depletion of crab stocks than they were about 

interference with their hunting. Several people mentioned that crab boat 
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activity along the coast in 1979 had scared the seal away from traditional 

Gambell hunting areas, so that few seal could be found until later in the fall. 

Inalik (Little Diomede) 

Inalik is a small Eskimo village of roughly 130 people, located on the west coast 

of Little Diomede Island, approximately halfway across the Bering Strait 

between Cape Prince of Wales and the Siberian mainland (see Map 9). The 

survey was conducted house to house; a sample of 23 households out of the 36 

total households were interviewed. Those households not interviewed were 

absent or otherwise unavailable at the time of the survey. 

Little Diomede is only two miles long. Crabbing occurs mainly on the southwest 

side and to a lesser extent on the north side. In some years people have crabbed 

dire&y in front of the village as well as on the southeast end of the Island. It 

was reported that in the past, people had crabbed on the east side as well. 

All the households surveyed used handlines. Handlines have much the same 

design as those used in the past. Small stones are still used as weights. The 

line has two loops near the weight to tighten around the two baits. In the past, 

baleen was used for these loops but now they are constructed of plastic or nylon. 

In the past blubber commonly was used in one loop and meat in the other, but 

fish is now the most common bait. The handline technique is to simply drop the 

bait to the bottom. Occasionally a crab will take the bait down into a hole in 

-115- 



-2 
--. *z 
* 
I 

1 
. . 

x.s 

- i 
. . .i. 

-116- 



the rocks or hold onto the rocks, in which case the crabber will wait for the crab 

to let go. One man described pulling up a crab with a large rock clasped in its 

legs. The number of handlines used in 1979 and 1980 ranged from 2 to 6 per 

household, with an average of about 4. It was mentioned that when crabbing is 

good, three lines are all that one person needs. 

Several persons had tried pots in the past with no luck. People explained the 

lack of success with pots as being related to the rocky bottom (i.e. the pots sit 

at an angle). One man had tried a pot during the ice-free months and had seen 

it swept away by the current. Another man planned to try a pot himself in the 

summer. One crabber described using a weighted net to try to catch crab, with 

no success. 

Crabbing can begin as soon as the ice is thick enough to walk on. One person 

stated that the earliest he had crabbed was in mid-November. Others said 

December was the month in which they began crabbing. A few of the more 

ardent crabbers will go out when weather conditions are severe, but others 

prefer to wait until the warmer months of spring. Cold weather makes crabbing 

difficult due to contact of the hands with wet lines and crab. On nice warm 

days most of the village may turn out to go crabbing. Crabbing continues into 

May. People crab during the daylight hours, and the number of hours spent 

depends on the amount of daylight at that time of year and how long it takes 

to get the number of crab desired. The number of hours spent per trip in 1979 

and 1980 ranged from three to seven and averaged slightly less than five. 
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Current, ice conditions, and location were described as the three factors having 

the most impact on crabbing success. If there is little or no current, few crab 

are caught. Crabbers may spend several hours waiting for the current so they 

can take crab. Sometimes crabbers will catch nothing all day due to poor 

current. Two crabbers stated that a change of the current to the north seemed 

to get the crab moving and increase harvest success. Some crabbers said that 

the currents follow no set schedule and cannot be predicted. A current that is 

moving too fast also decreases harvest success because the handlines with their 

small weights are unable to stay on the bottom. One elder stated that the south 

coast was poor for crabbing because the easterly currents there were too swift, 

whereas to the north the current tends to eddy and not be very fast. If the 

current is poor in one spot, some crabbers will move to another location (e.g., 

shifting from the southwest area to the north). 

Ice conditions affect crabbing in a manner similar to that described for St. 

Lawrence Island. A stiff wind from the north will pile ice along the north coast 

of the Island. If there are no flat places at which to make holes, no crabbing 

will take place. Later a change in conditions will allow wind and current to take 

the piled ice away, to be replaced by flat young ice ideal for crabbing. One 

crabber stated that this layer of ice can form overnight thick enough for walking 

and crabbing. The north side usually has more piled ice than does the southwest 

crabbing area. One crabber stated that for three years the north coast ice had 

been piled to the extent that crabbing had not been possible. Although the 

southwest area tends to have more flat ice, some people recalled years when 

very little crabbing had been possible due to piled ice all around the Island. 
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When the survey was conducted in mid-February 1981, the southwest area had 

abundant flat ice, whereas the north side ice was too piled for crabbing. 

Diomede crabbers regularly chop through four or five feet of ice if necessary. 

Crab around Diomede appear to be located a certain distance from shore. If 

crabbers are further in or further out from this specific distance, they will get 

no crab at all, just small ones, or small “spider crabs”. This distance from shore 

varies and must be rediscovered each year by the crabbers. One group of 

crabbers described the correct area to be a strip of bottom about 50 yards from 

shore and about 50 yards wide. The exact distance varied with the depth of the 

area, the productive depth being roughly 65 to 75 feet. Another crabber 

described the strip as located l/4 mile out. Other depths given included 10 to 

20 fathoms and 15 to 18 fathoms. The north side of the Island has deeper water 

than the southwest. 

The statement was made that the crab go farther out in the summer and return 

to the shallower waters in the winter. One person mentioned that crab must 

move extensively, recalling when some Navy divers at Fairway Rock (southeast 

of Diomede) saw several large crab one day and then couldn’t find any the next 

day at the same spot. In October and early November crab occasionally wash 

up on the beach and are ‘eaten if still alive. 

A few other factors were described as affecting crabbing. If there are lots of 

“bugs” on the bait (also labeled “sea lice” or “krill”), crab do not often bite. One 

person mentioned that this tended to happen in May. Also in May the crab are 
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more likely to drop off a handline. One person thought this was because crab 

are less hungry in May than in the earlier months and therefore less desperate 

to hang on to the bait. The opinion of another group was that a layer of fresh 

water formed under the ice in May and caused the crab to let go. One crabber 

stated that slush ice on the bottom could decrease crabbing success. According 

to crabbers, wind in one area may result in the need to move to another, less 

windy, side. 

The two types of Diomede king crab are given different Eskimo names and are 

regarded as having important distinguishing characteristics. The less common 

kind is recognized by black spots on its claws and is regarded as more desirable 

than the other type, because it “has more meat” and “tastes better”. This type 

was also described as having brown on its claws and a “dirty shell” or brown 

claws and barnacles on its shell. The other type has less meat and is less tasty 

and was described by one crabber as being “too salty”. One group described both 

types as bluish with some of the less desirable type being more reddish than 

others. Another person described the less desirable ones to be the blue ones, 

implying that the other type was not blue or less blue. Another gave the color 

of the less desirable crab as white, as compared to the “dirty” shells and brown 

claws of the preferred crab. In addition to this distinction, two types of females 

were described based upon differences in the appearance of their eggs. One 

crabber stated that eggs from the meatier type of crab are brownish, whereas 

the other has bluish ones. In addition to king crab, another type of crab was 

mentioned, described as small, never larger than a three inch wide shell, having 

a flat shell with no sharp “points”, and characterized by skinny legs. In the past 

this type of crab had been eaten in times of famine but is no longer utilized. 
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The sizes of the crab caught vary. Smaller crab still have plenty of meat and 

are retained in the winter to be eaten frozen. In the spring the little ones are 

more likely to be thrown back. The bigger crab can have shells up to eight 

inches wide. Some crabbers stated that 90% of the crab they take were male, 

but the females caught have lots of eggs. Crab harvested on the north side are 

smaller than those from the southwest area, but have more meat and are 

preferred by several people. Crab are meatier in April and May. Two persons 

stated that Nome crab have less meat than those caught at Diomede. 

Methods mentioned for preparing crab include freezing, boiling, and mixing with 

reindeer fat. The eggs are considered delicious. In the past people in spring 

would harvest only enough so that everyone had some to eat, since they had no 

way to store crab. In winter some people store crab in their traditional meat 

cellars. Inalik has not had electricity until recent years. Currently, a few 

families have large freezers and are able to put away crab by freezing them. 

Many people stated that Diomede crab taste better than Nome crab. Besides 

having less meat, Nome crab were described as tasting muddy or too salty. 

Sharing of crab is common in Inalik. When crab are caught, virtually everyone 

gets some. People with crab give to those that don’t crab or were too busy with 

other activities. Large quantities of crab are sent to relatives in such 

communities as Nome, Teller, and Wales. This distribution of Diomede crab to 

other villages has occurred for many years. One person recalled that in his 

parent’s time, crab were sold to Nome for 25t each. He remembered a whole 

plane load of crab sent to Nome. People from other villages “send” for crab; 
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these people include friends, relatives, and people wanting to buy crab. The 

shortage of crab in Nome has increased the number of requests for Diomede 

crab. Another way Diomede crab find their way to other communities is people 

coming to Inalik specifically to harvest crab, but the researcher does not know 

to what extent this occurs. 

Although less crucial to the winter diet than they were in the past, crab remain 

an important food to the inhabitants of Inalik. In the past, there were winters 

with periods when no game was available, and crab saved people from starvation. 

The local foods available in the winter include crab, bullhead, bluecod, seal, and, 

infrequently, ugruk (bearded seal) and walrus. Bullhead are usually present, but 

the bluecod fluctuate in abundance from year to year; the seal population 

feeding on the bluecod fluctuate accordingly. Seals are hunted in open leads in 

the ice. However, if there is no open water, if the ice is too rough or dangerous, 

or if the open water is too far out, Diomede hunters cannot get seal. Then they 

must live on crab, bullhead, bluecod, and whatever meat they have stored, and 

crab become the major food in their diet. Today Inalik has a store, so that 

absolute starvation is no longer a threat. However, meat in the store is 

available only in limited quantities on a sporadic basis and is prohibitively 

expensive. This problem may be even more acute in Inalik than in many other 

villages, because only small, single engine planes are able to land on the sea ice 

runway; and therefore hauling freight is frequently a problem. One elder noted 

that few seals are available in April when they are pupping. Thus, in early 

spring, crab continue to provide the main dietary item along with meat that has 

been stored. Another man pointed out that Inalik was highly dependent on the 
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ocean for food, more than were mainland villages that had alternative foods such 

as moose, rabbits, ptarmigan, and other terrestrial animals. 

Crab is a preferred food at Inalik and several people regard it as their most 

favorite food. One person stated that crab are eaten in quantities similar to 

seal and walrus. Another reported that Inalik people eat crab not less than four 

or five times a week. One active crabber remembered gaining weight from 

eating crab every day for two weeks and said he eats all the crab he can when 

they are available. An elder stated that crab are essential - that people cannot 

live on marine mammals alone. Another elder stated that he never got tired of 

eating crab, whereas he did become tired of walrus, seal, and ugruk (bearded 

seal). One elderly couple described how they grew up eating crab, using it as 

bread with tea or coffee. One week before the survey was conducted in mid- 

February, a large number of crab had been caught on a nice warm day. As a 

result, most of the village had crab to eat, and many residents ate crab on a 

daily basis. 

The level of crabbing effort is affected by many factors. One person said that 

people do crab less now that there is more food in the store. The state of the 

ice affects the level of effort for if there is thin ice, anyone can chop a hole 

and crab. As mentioned earlier, cold weather decreases the number of people 

who pursue crabbing. One person felt that women do most of the crabbing, 

while the men hunt seal. If conditions are poor for seal hunting, many hunters 

will go crabbing. As in the past, people without large freezers catch just enough 

crab in the spring for everyone to have some, so there will be no excess to spoil. 
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In May most men are hunting walrus, whale, and other marine mammals, so that 

women become the primary crabbers. Of the 23 households surveyed, only 1 had 

not been crabbing within the last decade. 

The crab population at Diomede appears to have been more stable over the years 

than at other villages surveyed. A few individuals recalled some particular year 

when crabbing had been poor but believed that the problem had been ice, 

weather, or current rather than absence of crab. The overwhelming majority 

thought that crab had always been abundant. One exception was an individual 

who recalled that in 1976 and 1977 there had been few fish or crab as a result 

of a big fall storm. Another was an elder who stated that there had been some 

years of hardly any crabs even though ice conditions had been good. 

There were a few years identified as better for crabbing than usual. One person 

identified 1979, another 1974, and another said that a certain year in the 1940’s 

had been good with sledloads of crab being harvested. An additional crabber 

identified 1974, but stated that because the weather had been good, people had 

crabbed more than usual. One elder stated that in some years there were lots, 

in some years few,but in no years hardly any. In general, the average household 

harvest per year was much higher than any other village as computed from the 

surveys and no dramatic fluctuations appeared over the years (see Graph 37 and 

Table 12). The average catch per day per household was also high, with 9.4 crab 

per day in 1979 and 11.0 day in 1980 (see Table 12 and Graphs 38 and 39). The 

1981 season shows early promise of being a good one. Two crabbers reported 

catching 30 crabs each in a day of nice weather in the first part of February. 
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Some Diomede crabbers were concerned about the potential future effects of 

commercial crabbing. A big crab boat had come to Inalik two or three years 

ago as part of a medical evacuation and had some success with a pot or pots 

it put down in the area. These concerned crabbers fear that a large scale 

commercial effort in the Diomede area could diminish their crab as they believe 

has happened in Nome. They expressed a desire that the commercial boats be 

kept many miles away from their crabbing areas. 

Unalakleet 

Unalakleet is a large, predominantly Eskimo village of approximately 600 people, 

located roughly 25 miles south of Shaktoolik (See Map 1). Due to time 

constraints, no surveys were completed in Unalakleet. However, some crabbing 

does occur. The information below is based on discussions with Shaktoolik 

residents, a Nome resident, and one resident of Unalakleet. 

Unalakleet people crab primarily at Egavik, Steamboat, and Blueberry (all areas 

between Unalakleet and Shaktoolik). Some effort also occurs near Besboro 

Island. Handlines and pots are used, in addition to long poles which are used to 

dip crabs from the shallows after breakup. Unalakleet shares the problem of 

lack of shore ice that has hampered crabbing in Shaktoolik in recent years. One 

Unalakleet resident stated that there were about a dozen crabbers in Unalakleet; 

a former Unalakleet resident estimated that Unalakleet had 20 to 25 active 

crabbers. The researcher has no information regarding crabbing success at 

Unalakleet. 
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Wales, Teller, and Brevig Mission 

Wales, a small Eskimo village of 134 people, is situated at Cape Prince of Wales, 

at the western tip of the Seward Peninsula (see Map 1). In the past people 

crabbed at Wales but apparently no longer do so. One Wales resident stated that 

rough ice in recent years has prevented access to crabbing areas. In earlier 

years, people could reach these areas by dogteam, but snowmachines are unable 

to traverse the rough ice. Crab wash up live on the beach sometimes in the 

summer and are occasionally harvested. 

Teller is another Eskimo village, with approximately 215 people, located on a 

sandspit separating Port Clarence and Grantley Harbor (see Map 1). People at 

Teller seldom crab and if they do so, it is in conjunction with seal hunting 

activity at Cape Douglas (several miles away on the coast). Elders recall that 

people harvested crab at Port Clarence long ago but not in recent years. 

Brevig Mission with 135 people, is situated roughly seven miles northwest of 

Teller on the other side of Port Clarence (see Map 1). The only crabbing that 

occurs here of which the researcher is aware is infrequent efforts by seal 

hunters on the coast. 

King Island 

King Island is located off the coast of the Seward Peninsula, roughly 90 miles 

northwest of Nome. A village was inhabited there until 1964 when most of the 
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people set up permanent residence at Nome, although many King Islanders still 

return to this village in the summer months. King Islanders are, today, a 

discrete subcommunity in Nome. The brief discussion below is based on 

interviews with two King Island elders. 

Crabbing was important at King Island back when people lived there in the 

winter. Crab could be found anywhere around the Island and were present 

throughout the year. 

In the past, handlines were constructed of baleen line which took a long time to 

make and was perhaps 25 fathoms long per line. In addition to handlines, two 

special types of gear were used. One was constructed of a piece of baleen the 

size of a plate suspended by the line. This device was designed so that no 

matter what jolted the “plate”, the crab would not fall off. Another device was 

a flat, circular baleen “net”, suspended by the line with bait in the middle. This 

“net” was also constructed so that crab would not fall off when being pulled up. 

A common bait was bullhead. 

Crabbing would begin as soon as the ice was safe to walk on. This would be at 

the end of November, continuing through the month of May. People crabbed five 

to six hours a day, usually twice a week, using three handlines, and catching an 

average of 25-30 crab per day. Currents are very swift at King Island, and if 

the ice was unsafe, people would crab closer to shore. The Island rises abruptly 

from the ocean floor, with deep water close to shore. 
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The female crab caught were very meaty. There were two types of crab eggs. 

The brown (sometimes called “black’*) eggs were considered good when cooked 

whereas the purple (sometimes called **red**) ones were better frozen. In addition 

to king crab, there were also small tanner crab. One way of eating crab was 

mixed with reindeer fat (agutuk). 

Excess crab were given away to anyone who wanted them. Before guns were 

available to make hunting easier and more successful, crab were especially 

important in the diet. 

King Island people continue to crab heavily, and their harvest data are included 

in the Nome section. 

Conclusions 

The data presented in this report show a definite drop in harvest success and 

average catch per day per household in the past year or two for the Norton 

Sound crabbing communities of Nome, White Mountain, Elim, and Shaktoolik, as 

well as for the St. Lawrence Island community of Savoonga. Nome and White 

Mountain experienced the drop in harvest in 1979 and 1980, whereas Elim, 

Shaktoolik, and Savoonga had their first poor harvests in 1980. Golovin, the one 

Norton Sound community surveyed which did not show a significant decline in 

average household harvest, did show a substantial decline in average catch per 
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day per household in 1980 and an increase in effort expended per crabber, 

indicating that Golovin also has experienced a decline in crab availabi1ity.l 

In view of these data, the conclusion is that crab are no longer available to 

subsistence crabbers in Norton Sound at levels experienced in previous years. 

For the Norton Sound communities, few people were able to identify any years 

in the remembered past in which crab had undergone a similar decline in 

availability; the predominant opinion was that it had never happened before. 

For the rest of the Northern District outside of the Norton Sound Section, only 

Savoonga had suffered a significant decline in crab harvest and catch per unit 

effort. This was for a crabbing area near the village. Savoonga’s crabbing area 

at Southwest Cape, as well as the crabbing areas of Gambell and Inalik (Little 

Diomede), had not experienced any significant decline in crab availability. 

However, a number of Savoonga residents reported that crab caught at 

Southwest Cape had been smaller in 1979 and 1980 than before. 

In contrast to Norton Sound communities, several older people at Gambell and 

Savoonga felt that crab availability had varied widely over the past, from years 

1 One criticism voiced by boilogists regarding this study is that the data are 
derived almost entirely from the memories of the people surveyed. 
However, most harvest surveys are based on memory, and this research tool 
has been frequently used by the Department of Fish and Game to assess 
harvest levels. The harvest totals analyzed in this report were intended to 
establish trends rather than exact levels of harvest. The researcher’s 
impression is that the people interviewed overwhelmingly were sincere in 
their efforts to estimate accurately their harvests over the years. 
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of many crab to years of few. However, this variation was often due to ice 

conditions. The survey data indicate that 1980 was an unusually poor year for 

Savoonga’s crabbing area on the north side of St. Lawrence Island. In Savoonga, 

no one could remember any years as poor as 1980, although some people said 

that 1979 was also bad. People at Inalik (Little Diomede) stated almost without 

exception that crabbing was always good there if the environmental conditions 

were favorable. 

A summer commercial king crab fishery has been active every year since 1977 

in Norton Sound and in 1978 and 1979 along the Saint Lawrence Island coast. In 

view of the survey data and the recent onset of the summer commercial fishery, 

it is apparent that the occurrence of a summer fishery has been followed by a 

large decline in crab availability in several nearshore areas of Norton Sound. 

Whether there is a cause and effect relationship cannot be conclusively 

determined at this time. However, most biologists familiar with the situation 

recognize that such a relationship may exist. A number of other possible 

explanations have been suggested, including various environmental factors such 

as mild winters and low salinity, but none of these has been substantiated. 

The opinion of several village residents in Norton Sound and of most Nome 

crabbers is that the summer commercial fishery has directly caused the decline 

of their subsistence fishery. In Gambell and Inalik where no decline in crab 

harvests has occurred, there is a common concern that a large scale commercial 

fishery in their area would deplete the crab stocks. 
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One point made by those who deny the impact of the commercial fishery is that 

if the commercial fishery had caused the decline, then subsistence crabbers 

would have continued to catch females and sublegal males, for only the large 

males would have been depleted. Following this logic, Nome crabbers should be 

continuing to catch females and sublegal males if, indeed, the commercial 

fishery has been responsible for the decline. However, size and sex data 

collected by the Department of Fish and Game (in 1978 and the 1960%) indicate 

that the subsistence catch in those years was primarily large males, with very 

few females and few smaller crab harvested. Therefore, the absence of females 

and smaller crabs from Nome’s nearshore waters appears to be part of the 

normal distribution pattern, and impact from the commercial fishery cannot be 

ruled out using this argument. 

One potential problem in the current commercial king crab regulations is that 

they contain only broad restrictions on where crab can be caught (i.e., harvest 

guidelines for the entire Norton Sound Section and the entire Northern District). 

This means that harvest effort can be concentrated in a specific spot rather than 

spread throughout area. This presents a danger that the entire harvest guideline 

could be taken in one small area, although the guideline was derived from a 

population estimate for a much larger area. This could seriously reduce the crab 

population in the immediate area in which the harvest took place. If this 

occurred in an area utilized by subsistence crabbers, the subsistence crabbing in 

that area could be drastically affected. Many Savoonga crabbers believe that 

this occurred in 1978 and/or 1979 in their area when crabbing boats were active 

along the coast near Savoonga. Nome crabbers generally think that the same 
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thing happened in their area. The commercial fishery occurred fairly close to 

the coast in 1977 and has continued to concentrate its efforts in the waters 

offshore from Nome and Sledge Island in the intervening years. A concern 

expressed by some biologists is that if the crab caught off Sledge Island are the 

same ones that migrate into the nearshore waters of Nome, then the commercial 

fishery is continuing to concentrate on crab stocks that are utilized by the 

subsistence fishery. 

It has been noted that if the commercial harvest has impacted the crab stocks 

utilized by the subsistence fishery in Norton Sound, it resulted from the 

following harvests: 

. 1977 543,041 pounds 

1978 2,104,935 pounds 

1979 2,929,812 pounds 

1980 1,186,596 pounds 

In addition, it may be important to identify precisely where the commercial 

effort had occurred for each year. If harvests in those years had impacted crab 

stocks utilized by the subsistence fishery, then it may have been harvest effort 

in those specific areas that caused the impact. 

Based on data from this study and unanswered biological questions, the 

Subsistence Section suggests the following management options: 
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1. Area Closures: This option may provide some protection to crab stocks 

utilized by the subsistence fishery. Because subsistence crabbing occurs 

invariably in nearshore waters, one approach would be to close all waters 

within a certain distance of the coast to the commercial fishery. 

Unfortunately, no one knows what an effective distance would be, due to 

lack of knowledge about discrete stocks and migratory patterns. 

However, it may be appropriate to err on the side of conservatism in 

light of the possible impact the commercial fishery may already have had 

on the subsistence fishery. A closure of all waters within 30 miles of 

the coast would still allow ample area for a commercial fishery. 

2. Conservative Harvest Guidelines: This option partially would protect the 

subsistence fishery until future studies determine what effect, if any, the 

commercial harvest has had on the subsistence fishery. Due to the small 

numbers of crab available to Norton Sound and Savoonga residents in 

recent years, it may be appropriate to be conservative by retaining the 

guideline of 0 - l,OOO,OOO pounds in Norton Sound and decreasing the 

guideline for Northern District blue crab to 0 - l,OOO,OOO pounds north 

of 62O latitude. 

3. Both of the Above: It is possible that neither option 1 nor 2 alone would 

adequately protect crab stocks utilized by the subsistence fishery. An 

area closure for waters within a specific distance of shore does not 

guarantee protection because the crab may migrate outside that 

boundary. A low guideline does not prevent substantial amounts of crab 

from being harvested in areas frequented by the same crab utilized in 

the subsistence fishery. Implementing both restrictions together is more 

likely to ensure that subsistence crab stocks are being protected. 
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4. Close the Commercial Fishery: In view of the possibility that 

subsistence crab stocks have already been drastically affected, this 

option would prevent further stock depletion until research could be 

conducted to determine exactly how a commercial fishery has affected 

these crab populations. 

5. Allow Only Small Boats to Fish Nearshore: A closure of nearshore 

waters to all commercial crabbing would effectively eliminate the local 

crabbers interested in developing a small scale local commercial 

fishery. This option would allow such a small boat fishery, which could 

be given its own quota. However, such a fishery would more frequently 

be conducted closer to the nearshore subsistence areas than the 

offshore big boat fishery and would therefore be even more likely to 

compete for the crab stocks utilized in the subsistence harvest. 

6. Allow a Small Scale Winter Commercial Fishery: This fishery was 

practically nonexistent in Nome in 1979 and 1980 due to the lack of 

crab. Such a fishery would allow local residents with limited equipment 

to profit from this resource. However, this effort would be in direct 

competition with the subsistence fishery. 

-137- 



APPENDIX 1 

RAW DATA TABULATIONS 

Nome 

Golovin 

White Mountain 

Elim 

Shaktoolik: ice 

Shaktoolik: boat 

Savoonga: northside 

Savoonga: Southwest Cape 

Gambell: nort hside 

Gambell: Southwest Cape 

Inalik (Little Diomede) 
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