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The study area. The solid 1ine represents the approximate boundary of the
Wrangel1-St. Elias National Park and Preserve. (Base map by Karen Pearson.)
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INTRODUCTION

Approach

The main focus of this study is the people who live around the
proposed Wrangell National Park1 and use the resources in and around
the proposed parklands. The study both outlines the history of sub-
sistence from the aboriginal past to the present day and describes
Native and white modes of modern subsistence. Through the use of a
historical perspective, the study shows that the use of subsistence
resources during the past 150 years has changed in an adaptive way.
Subsistence has responded to economic, technological, demographic and
social changes which either have been introduced from outside the region
or have occurred within the region itself.

In 1800, the Native residents of the Wrangell region looked to the
land to provide all their needs: clothes, weapons, ornamentation,
housing, and food. Today Natives and Whites alike travel to local stores
where they purchase necessary supplies. The dependence of most people
within the region on the American economy is almost total, yet there is
a small but significant minority which depends greatly on resources from
the land. These people serve wild foods on their tables almost every
day, heat with and build their homes from local wood, and trap furbearers
to add a substantial portion to their cash income. In short, they pursue
a way of life that has been typical in the past, combining subsistence
and cash-oriented economic activities. This strategy, initiated with the
first Native trading party to travel down the river ice to the Russian
community of Nuchek, was also followed by the early American settlers
and continues today.

1Nrangeﬂ-St. Elias National Park and Preserve was established by an
act of Congress on 2 December 1980.--Ed.



Methodology

The researcher generally used an open-ended interview technique,
although in the summer of 1977 an interview outline was also used to
guide the work. The use of two techniques revealed differences in in-
terviewee responses. Whites usually appeared most comfortable in the
interview situation when the survey sheet was followed or at Teast shown
and used during the interview. Natives generally showed discomfort when
the survey sheet appeared and seemed to be more comfortable in an inter-
view situation in which the only props were notebook and pencil.

The researcher first visited and worked in the area as a student
in the summer of 1971 on an ethnological study, headed by Dr. John M.
Campbell of the University of New Mexico, which focused on aboriginal
subsistence and territoriality. She then returned for two years in
1973 to do research for her Ph.D. dissertation from the same university
on the topic of modern social organization and lived in the Native vil-
lage of Copper Center. In 1975 she was hired by the University of Alaska
Cooperative Park Studies Unit to inventory the historical and grave sites
for Ahtna Inc. as part of the Alaska Native Land Claims Settlement Act
and in 1977 she transferred to the subsistence studies being done by the
same office at the university. Since 1975, she has done extensive re-
search in the region and has spent probably half of her time living in
the region and half in Fairbanks at the university.

During the‘past six years, the researcher has gained a great famf]—
jarity with the people and the region. She has visited the communities
and villages, fished in the streams, snared rabbits along the trails,
hiked, rafted, and ridden horseback in the wilderness, and come to know
many of the residents, both Native and white. During the summer season
of 1977 she took the opportunity to visit some of the remote communities
snuggled against the Wrangell Mountains and to talk with people Tliving
on isolated and inaccessible homesteads in the bush. Since the research-
er's previous research had focused on Native subjects, she tried during
the summer season to interview as many Whites as possible, including as
diverse a sample as possible. Miners, business owners, homesteaders,



guides, summer residents and visitors to the region were consulted.

Although the issues surrounding the (d)(2) lands and the establish-
ment of é national park in the area are controversial, the researcher
was usually received hospitably, perhaps because she was a familiar
face. The researcher can claim to have been a "participant-observer"
only in the sense that she supped on the local fare many times. Never-
theless, as a resident in the Copper River Valley, the researcher has a
first-hand knowledge of the job situation, the cost of 1iving, and the
problems of transportation in the Wrangell area.

There is Tittle documentation of subsistence in the Wrangell region
outside of the Alaska Department of Fish and Game publications. These
publications are helpful to some extent, but they do not focus on
subsistence. Here, more than in many other regions in Alaska, Fish and
Game tends to view the hunting in the Wrangells as sport hunting, and
for this reason the statistics are of limited use in this study. Because
of their role as game managers, Alaska Fish and Game researchers deal
almost exclusively with studies of game populations and resource manage-
ment. This approach contrasts with that of the researcher, which con-
centrates on the use of game and other subsistence resources by local
residents.

An interim report, entitled That's the Way We Live: A Preliminary

Report on Subsistence in the Proposed Wrangell National Park, was sub-

mitted to the National Park Service contractors. The researcher also
carried copies around during the fieldwork season, and encouraged local
residents to review what was written. Although it was difficult to find
people with enough time and the inclination to read a 25-page report,
around ten people generously read it and made comments to the researcher.
Although there were some small corrections concerning the specific
utilization of a few species, the readers generally felt that the report
fairly presented the subsistence situation in the area today.



Limitations

The researcher sees several kinds of limitations which affect the
quality of data collection on the subject of subsistence in the area.
The Wrangells offer comparatively easy access due to a good road system,
and for this reason the region has been settled extensively during the
last 70 years. In fact, from 1913 to 1919 McCarthy was the second larg-
est city in Alaska and Chitina was a bustling 1ittle town beside a
railroad which brought many Fairbanks-bound travelers to the region.
Although these particular towns are almost ghost towns today, especially
when compared to their past importance, the population of the region is
varied, and people pursue many diverse strategies in order to continue
1iving here. The heterogeneous nature of the population makes it diffi-
cult to generalize. Even within the Native community, variation in sub-
sistence approaches occurs. In the course of this study the researcher
tries to explain the differences found in subsistence approaches by
clarifying the variables which affect a subsistence life style.

Another Tlimitation of the study arises from the resentments and
suspicions many residents direct toward any government-funded undertak-
ing. Many of the local residents are understandably anxious about the
future of the lands which surround them and, at the same time, they feel
at odds with "government," any government. Residents also believe that
past studies have been superficial and not in their best interests.

Some informants answered questions circuhspect]y, as if they always kept
in mind the thought, "How will I sound best to those people who make
decisions in Juneau and Washington?" Yet, overall, most informants
appeared honest and helpful, and it was generally easy to tell which
informants were stretching the facts a bit.

The study is also Tlimited by the nature of the data and of the
subject matter itself. In the long run, subsistence is a process which
changes with time, depending on the nature of game population, the
economic opportunities in the region, and other factors. Time depth is
needed to ana]yzevtrénds in subsistence and to understand the specific
changes which occur from year to year. It is hoped that the historical
approach will mitigate the problem to some extent.



Finally, the present fish and game laws rigidly define what is
legally permissible. Thus, in some cases people may procure what is
legal but not what is necessary. Furthermore, poaching is not reported,
and the researcher has reason to believe that a few species are system-
atically poached every year and that other species are sporadically
poached. Thus, the present management policy of the Alaska Department
of Fish and Game influences strongly the system of subsistence in and
around the Wrangells.
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ENVIRONMENT FOR SUBSISTENCE AND POPULATION

The Climate

In the Tower elevations surrounding the Wrangell Mountains, the
winter temperatures fall as low as anywhere in North America. Northway
and Gulkana sometimes report temperatures as low as -60°F, although
Chitina and McCarthy enjoy a slightly more temperate climate. Summer
temperatures sometimes hit 85° and 90°F with lTittle precipitation.
Gulkana reports between 11 and 14 inches of rain per year, about the
same amount as Phoenix and Albuquerque receive. The region sometimes
has poor runoff and little evaporation. Although technically a desert,
it does not give the impression of being arid. Snow accumulates and
drifts to 3- and 4-foot depths during the winter, and melting glaciers
make stream beds overrun their banks. Muskeg forms soggy bogs during
the summer.

The climate is one of contrasts and extremes. The extraordinary
seasonal variations greatly affect subsistence activities. Most economic
activity as well as subsistence activity occurs of necessity during
late spring, summer, and fall. Winter is the restful time of year when
visiting occurs and the pace of 1ife slows down. Seasonal employment
declines also. Some people take long vacations. Extreme seasonal vari-
ation is a fact of 1ife in the region and the successful subsistence user
must time his activities in accordance with nature's clock.

To those who 1live outside Alaska the climate is viewed as harsh and
bitter, but to the residents of the Wrangell region, each successive
season is welcomed. Each new season offers new possibilities of sus-
tenance to the subsister, for whom variety as well as volume are
necessities. From the first fish caught in spring, through the game
hunted in the fall and the furbearers trapped in the winter, the sea-
sonal calendar defines the subsister's activity. Even the cold of



winter aids him in storing the summer catch. Thus, what might appear

to outsiders to be an extreme climate is viewed as a generous one by
those who Tive there and know how to utilize its gifts to full advantage.
Such views of the world are always relative, and one woman who has spent
all of her 78 years in the area said that if she could have been born
anywhere in the world, she would have chosen the Copper River valley
because it was the "prettiest and best land in the world."

Physiography

The spectacular Wrangell Mountains dominate the surrounding region.
This is the most massive mountain range in North America and has the
largest concentration on the continent of peaks over 12,000 feet in ele-
vation. The changes in the glaciers, ice fields, and rocks determine
much of the physical structure of the surrounding lands. Each summer,
the melting snows and ice rush down the riverbeds and carve their mark
on the land below. Four peaks named Blackburn, Sanford, Drum, and
Wrangell loom on the horizon from almost any vantage point in the sur-
rounding countryside.

Despite the overwhelming presence of the high mountains, few if
any subsistence resources outside of a few sheep, goats, and mountain
ground squirrels are obtained in elevations above 4,000 feet. Although
reluctant to discuss traditional views of death, a few older Natives
say that Mt. Wrangell, which is an active volcano, traditionally housed
the souls of the dead, and few people dared climb into the Wrangells for
fear of angering spirits (ghosts) of the dead.

The glaciers and the winter runoff feed a number of small streams
which enter the Copper and Chitina rivers and then empty into Prince
William Sound to the south. In the north the Nabesna, Chisana and White
rivers convey the summer runoff into the Tanana and Yukon drainage. The
wéterways reticulate the region and are central in defining subsistence
usage because they provide clearcut access to the wilderness, especially
when frozen, and are attractive locales for game animals and subsistence
plants. These rivers are dangerous because they are fast running



(between 7 and 11 mph) and silt laden. Very few boats are used on the
river during the summer.

In a few areas, such as that around Northway and that due north of
the Glenn Highway between Glennallen and Mendeltna, drainage is not par-
ticularly good and this gives rise to a swampy environment. In general,
however, these areas are remote to the proposed parklands. Nevertheless
they are utilized by the same people who use the proposed parklands.

The variety of the environment enriches the opportunities open to the
subsistence user.

The Boreal Forest Environment

The Wrangell region displays a northern boreal forest environment,
typified by spruce-poplar vegetation cover and a fauna specific to the
northern forests. The extreme variations and cycles in the distribution
of animal populations within boreal forests have many implications for
the subsistence user.

Simple seasonal fluctuations define the subsistence cycle. Some
mammals hibernate; fish, such as grayling and salmon, run; and water-
fowl migrate. Some primary subsistence species are subject to marked
shifts in overall population levels. The entire area, for example, is
just pulling out of a slump in the hare population's natural cycle, a
change obvious to even the most casual observer of nature. Six years
ago, one drove the area's highways literally dodging hares scampering
across the road, and many people ate "rabbit" two or even three times
a week. Last winter it was rare even to sight a hare much less to
prepare a simmering "rabbit" stew for one's family. The other species
in the ecological system must adapt to the absence of the hare while it
is at the bottom of its cycle. Those species which directly depend on
hare, such as lynx, wolf, and hawks, must find other foods or move to
areas where the hare cycle is high. Just exactly how such changes
affect the entire ecological system of the boreal forest is not comp]eté-
1y understood. Caribou, salmon and porcupine are other species with
populations which display marked cycles, and the relationship of these
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species to their sister species of the boreal forest is not understood
either. The aboriginal inhabitants of the region knew well the facts

of cycling, and they believed and still hold that the failure of the
salmon to run was the single most disastrous event that could happen to
a subsistence group. It is said that when the other animals cycled and
disappeared one would get hungry, but when the salmon failed to run, one
starved. Tradition also tells that when the salmon fail, most other
species also become scarce and then there is nothing to eat.

Animal populations also show marked shifts in spatial distribution.
Some species such as caribou and moose winter within the proposed park
on the slopes of Mt. Drum and Mt. Wrangell during one year and then do
not return there for several years. The members of a caribou herd,
such as the Mentasta herd, sometimes combine for one season and then,
inexplicably, two units separate and go in opposite directions for
several years thereafter.

The spatial and temporal fluctuations which are characteristic of
boreal forest populations greatly affect the subsistence user's ability
to harvest subsistence resources. Taking into account these fluctua-
tions, as well as the stipulations of the game laws, the subsistence
user must formulate a subsistence strategy. In general, people utilize
the species when they are abundant and often substitute abundant (high
cycle, spatially and legally accessible) species for non-abundant (low
cycle, spatially and legally inaccessible) ones. Six years ago when
the hare cycle was "up" people used hare in place -of salmon, which was
"down." Informants often express a similar relationship between caribou
and moose. One man said, "If I don't get a moose, I need three caribou."
This statement was repeated almost word for word by most of the heavy
resource users.

A Working Definition of Subsistence
In this study subsistence merely refers to those activities which

harvest from the land resources which are used by the individual har-
vester and his or her family. A broad definition of subsistence is
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employed, and trapping and craft activity are also included in the study.
Sometimes subsistence harvests are traded for other subsistence species
and also for store-bought goods and services (such as a ride in a car).
Most subsistence species are highly valued and so are only reluctantly
used in trade.

"Subsistence" in this study does not indicate the race or cultural
affiliation of the users, their place of residence, their economic con-
dition or the percentage of their diet which is made up of wild foods.
Yet it must be stressed that all these variables are central in under-
standing the role and importance of subsistence in the Wrangell region,
and they must be discussed. Undoubtedly, such factors will underlie
the ultimate legal definition of subsistence in the area.

An Overview of the Subsistence Population Today

The 1970 census reports that there are 2,365 residents 1living in
the interior communities located around the proposed Wrangell Mountain
National Park. The recent economic boom induced by the building of the
Alaska oil pipeline through the region brought many new people, and the
present population could be as high as double the 1970 census figures
(Logsdon et al. 1977:1-4).

Many of the region's residents rarely, if ever, rely upon food or
other resources taken from the land. However, most residents perform
various subsistence activities so that they can raise their standard of
1iving or supplement their larders with high-quality local foods. A
significant minority of residents, usually isolated or living on Tow in-
comes, depend greatly on fish, game, vegetable foods, and wood from
public Tands for their survival.

The Communities

Most of the people in the region live in the small communities
placed along the highways paralleling the west bank of the Copper River.
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Table 1. A listing

of subsistence species.

Game Animals:

Moose
Caribou
Black Bear
Brown Bear
Dall Sheep
Goat

Bison

Fish:

Salmon
Grayling
Whitefish
Pike
Sucker
Sheefish
Trout
Lingcod
Blackfish
Burbot

Wildfowl:

Ptarmigan
Spruce Grouse
Ducks

Geese

Swan

Eggs

Small Mammals:

Porcupine

Arctic Ground Squirrel

Red Squirrel
Lynx

Hare
Beaver
Coyote
Arctic Fox
Cross Fox
Marten
Mink
Muskrat
Weasel
Wolverine
Wolf

Berries:

Blueberries

Highbush Cranberries
Lowbush Cranberries
Crowberries

Red Currants

Black Currants
Raspberries

Nagoon Berries

Mushrooms:

Orange Delicious
Shaggy Mane
Orange Boletas
Meadow Mushroom
Morels
Puff-balls

Wild Vegetables:

Sourdock
Fireweed
Watercress
Lambsquarter
Chickweed
Wild Chive
Indian Potato
Sweet Vetch
Green Willow Shoots
Catkin

Rose Hips

Trees:

Spruce
Willow
Poplar
Birch Bark
Alder

Minerals:

Cobbles
Sweat-bath Rocks
Drinking Water
Ice

Gravel
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