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Alaskan Economic: History

are probably doing well or poorly in accordance with your awareness of
this. In recent years wide-spread concern has been expressed over the
low level of economic literacy of the general voting public who are
assumed to be capable of coming to sound conclusions on an increasingly
wide range of economic matters. For about a decade the American
Economic Association in cooperation with other academic, business and
labor associations has been engaged in a study of this problem and ex-
periments in means of making the American public economically literate.
The most important and continuing efforts have been directed toward
high school teachers. Since only a small portion of all future citizcn-voters
will ever take as much as one introductory economics course in college
(less than 50% of all present high school students will enter college
and only about one-fourth of these will take even one economics course),
attention has focused on the possibility of developing at least a modicum
of economic understanding through teaching in high schools.

In 1963 copies of an important report, ECONOMics in Ihe. Schools,
were distributed to all high schools in the United States. This attempted
to describe the "ir. nimum understanding of economics essential for good
citizenship and attainable by high school students,” to evaluate the
general level of teaching of economics ("distressing in its absence and
unfortunate when attempted”), and to suggest means for improvement
and expansion. The bulk of the report was concerned with the findings
of a textbook study launched in 1959 and covering what must have been
all or most of the textbooks in use in high school courses in economics,
social problems and U.S. history. The last category, U.S. history was the
one to which most attention was given. In the words of the report;
“Textbooks for courses in U.S. history arc not designed primarily to
delineate economic principles. Yet so few high school students take a
formal course in economics that much of their economic knowledge must
be derived from such ancillary courses as problems of American democ-
racy, civics, geography, world history, and United States history. United
Slates history is an especially significant source of economic understand-
ing to examine because it is taken by almost all students. Explaining
the structures and operations of the economy and charting the course
of our nation's history arc far from identical tasks. Yet much of the
history of the United States is to an appreciable degree economic in
nature, and any substantial text in this area should include sound
economic as well as social and political analysis." 10

Although the texts generally recognized those economic forces
which "coulu hardly be ignored in any treatment of the nation’s historical
development,” the subcommittee found that important topics were
omitted altogether, analysis was sparse and inaccurate, there was serious
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imbalance in the topics treated, etc. But | will skip the bill of particulars
and specific recommendations and jump to the general conclusions.

"The subcommittee is convinced that the subject matter of the
course in United States history provides fertile ground for planting and
nourishing seeds of economic understanding. Hamilton's financial pro-
gram, the opposition to centralized banking, the demands for cheap
money, the changing role of government, the rise of big business and
organized labor, the farm problem, tariffs and international trade, and
the Great Depression are only a few of the many topics which provide
opportunities for the development of economic understanding.”

“If these opportunities are to be exploited on the basis of the
textbooks examined, however, the move must come largely from the
teacher or supplementary materials; there is little economic life in the
texts . . . The subcommittee's findings do suggest several important areas
in which the United Slates history textbooks should be strengthened
...,n the last analysis, however, individual teachers must be sufficiently
convinced of the importance of economic education to allocate classroom
time lo this area, to seek out curriculum opportunities for teaching
economics, and to develop more fully their own economic knowledge and
teaching skills. The need for widespread understanding of basic economic
relations is urgent. The opportunities for teaching economics through
the course in United States history arc numerous and exciting. They
await exploitation.” i1

At the outset | said the purpose of this Conference was to evaluate
Alaskan historical scholarship, which | never did. But | hope you find
that this has been some contribution to the promotion of the second of
the “objectives” of the Conference as listed on the back page of the
program: “To clarify the status of Alaskan history (in this case, economic
history) for public school teachers and encourage closer attention to
historical scholarship by social studies instructors in general." Let me
recapitulate my principle points.

The first is that we must shed any narrow preconceptions we may
have on economic history as being simply the pursuit of the past for its
own sake, and of being insignificant or of minor importance because
of the relatively small numbers engaged in the field. Its status is not
to be judged in terms of number, but in terms of a re-examination and
re-defining of purpose or objectives of the study of economic history
in the light of the critical need to understand the phenoi -ena of economic
growth and change. This gives the subject and its practitioners a status of
contemporary importance and influence far beyond their numbers and
their output. Even what appears to be overly specific or trivial research
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| say you shall remember them. 1 say

When night has fallen on your loneliness
And the deep wood beyond the ruined wall
Seems to step forward swiftly with the dusk,
You shall remember them. You shall not see
Water or wheat or axe-mark on the tree

And not remember them.

You shall not win without remembering them,
For they won every shadow of the moon,

All the vast shadows, and you shall not lose
Without a dark remembrance of their loss
For they lost all and none remembered them.

Hear the wind

Blow through the buffalo-grass,
Blow over wild-grape and brier.
This was frontier, and this,

And this, your house, was frontier.
There were footprints upon the hill
And men lie buried under,

Tamers of earth and rivers.

They died at the end of labor.
Forgotten is the name.

Now, in full summer, by the Eastern shore,

Between the seamark and the roads going West,

| call two oceans to remember them.
| fill the hollow darkness with their names.

—Stephen Vincent Benet

Western Star

W illiam H. W ilson

cause — the student of our economic history has a unique opportunity,
now, to recreate the significant past and place it in the service of the pres-
ent. After all, socio-economic conditions change rapidly in Alaska. A care-
ful study, by a master’s candidate for example, of the impact on Anchor-
age, of the arrival of the Army ground and air forces in 1910 would con-
tribute a good deal to preparing us for any future similar develop-
ment. There is no suggestion here for either "new" or "old" economic
historians lo abandon their techniques of researching, writing, or teach-
ing. It is always an historian's purpose lo analyze as well as to construct
a narrative. Now is the lime when the economic historian's analysis should
be useful in formulating policies for the future. The historian studies
the past and lives in the present, therefore he is best equipped to tell us
which of the factors shaping Alaska's previous economic development
are relevant to our own time and would appear to be binding upon the
future as well.

There is a risk involved, the risk anyone runs when he finds chat
it may be necessary for him to deny conventional wisdom, established
truths, and cherished myths. The risk for the economic hisorian is not
that he will be denounced, but rather that he will be ignored. I'll have
more to say about the latter danger — the risk of being ignored — near
the conclusion of my remarks.

Our economic historian must make his effort and take his rctks,
anyway, an effort, 1 hope, that will have five good effects, provided he
appreciates what a few fine economic historians have accomplished be-
fore him. | shall take up these five effects in turn, realizing all the while
that your list may be shorter, or longer, and certainly better, than rr.:ne.
These remarks should also fulfill the purpose of the conference in a small
way by commenting on some Alaskan historical writing.

First, the study of our economic history should serve to join the
Russian and American periods more closely together, and by doing so,
reveal the relevance of the Russian experience. Few historians, ocher
than textbook writers, have dealt with both eras, and even most textbook
authors treat the two periods as separate developments that happened to
occupy the same geographic area and that touched, briefly and colorfully,
at the time of the purchase and transfer, There are reasons for this divi-
sion between historians of the two eras. Those who come to Alaska hiscory
through a study of United States history, like myself, are put off by the
formidable language barrier one must surmount if he is to do any
primary work in the Russian period. Historians who approach Alaska
by way of Slavic studies have little interest in acquiring the background
information and knowledge of sources required for serious study of the
American period. Yet it seems, to even a casual student of Russian Ala.tka,
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that tin: Russians experienced some enduring political and economic
problems. Under Russia, Alaska's central government was distant and
its control lor many years was monopolistic. The Russian-American
Company and its predecessors discovered that Alaska was a high cost
area best exploited, from their viewpoint, for cpiick profits. The Russians
had serious trouble with their mining and agricultural enterprises, and
found it difficult to penetrate the interior and maintain themselves in
it. Edward L. Keithan, in “Alaska Ice, Inc." has shown us a group of
American capitalists shipping ice to San Francisco during the last years
of the Russian period and discovering how much Alaska industry
was at the mercy of transportation improvements (the completion of the
Southern Pacific railroad brought natural ice from the Sierras) and
technological advances “artificial ice). Finally, the Russians learned
that Alaska, though remote, was easily accessible and of potential
economic and strategic value to others. And that keeping it meant
diverting much energy to its defense. 3

This brief catalogue of Russian experiences, not so different Irom
subsequent American ones, is a possible beginning for a topical, com-
parative study of both eras, by someone qualified to undertake the work.

.Second, certain studies could tell us to what degree the Alaska
economy is SUI ENETIS, or is similar to those of other parts of North
America. We Alaskans like to have it both ways. Our pitch to the pros-
pective tourist stresses the romance of early trading, trapping, and pros-
pecting, while our appeal to the possibly permanent settler is more likely
to emphasize familiar and recent economic developments, to assure him he
will not leave behind the TV stations, department stores, and other com-
forts he knew in the lower slates. Referring to some of the literature, we
find the authors of The Federal Lands: Their Use and Management,
specifically excluding Alaska from their study because, they write its cli-
mate, terrain and economy are radically different from the rest of the
United States. Richard A. Cooley's Alaska: A Challenge In Conservation,
a study in land and other resource use, would seem to confirm the view
that Alaska has special resource problems and opportunities. On the
other hand, Dr. Rogers and Cooley, in Alaska's Population and Economy,
have developed a case for some parallels between Alaska's population
growth, urbanization, labor force characteristics, and income changes,
and those of the far west and mountain states.4

The economic historian could be useful here with comparative
studies of, let's say, mining companies. The University of Alaska archives
and other depositories have gathered records of Alaska mining companies.
Rodman Paul and others have studied mining rushes and mining com-
panies elsewhere. The economic historian should now be able to say how,
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or whether, Alaska mining companies differed in their capital formation,
methods of extraction, general operations, and costs from companies in
other parts of this country and Canada. Unless circumstances have
changed radically, the study should begin to establish the extent of Alas-
ka's "differentness," and suggest how new enterprises must plan to cope
with it.5

Third, the economic historian should be able to tell us what the
real requirements for successful operation in and around Alaska were,
and what the real value of some Alaska resources was. The attacks upon
the Alaska Steamship Company for ijs overall conduct —attacks amazing
to the non-Alaskan, both in their volume and their vituperation — as-
sume those requirements to have been not so different from requirements
elsewhere. A careful study or Alaska Steam based on its own records,
would tell us much about the necessity for the company's high rates. How
much did those rates reflect a desire to make a lot jf money, and to
fleece Alaska in the bargain? How much of the high rates and the re-
putedly poor service may be traced to the high costs of the Alaska trade,
such as the expense of serving the small concentrations of Alaska’s scat-
tered population from inadequately equipped docks? How much lo the
lack of a government subsidy, because the Alaska trade was considered
coastwise and not international shipping?

To cite one specific incident, what may be said about Alaska
Steam’s carrying British Columbia coal north to Alaska ports in the
1930's? You know we had the Cordova Coal Party over that, a genera-
tion before. Was it part of a gigantic plot to strangle Alaska, master-
minded by distant financial interests, as anyone sharing the old muck-
raking mentality would have us believe? Was it an example of a powerful
quasimonopoly using its special political and economic position to do
what it willed, at the expense of Alaska’s development, as contemporary
critics charged? Was it to make some money, as officials of the steamship
company admitted? Was it to provide ballast on northbound trips so that
bulky, heavy items could be carried on deck, and not dismantled, slowed
in the hold, and charged a higher rate, as company officials insisted
they would have been? What about the company’s offer to carry Alaska
coal south to the same ports at equitable rates, if Alaska coal could be
had? And what does the lack of that coal say about the quality, quantity,
and production costs of coal in Alaska? ’ licit returns us to the first
proposition, now cast as a question: would this study, and many more
studies of large Alaska companies, confirm or deny the presistent allega-
tions of overcharging and indifference to Alaska’s vital needs and poten-
tials?
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These questions and many more like them may now be answered
only partially or not at all, but by wrestling with them, the economic
historian would, | believe, produce my fourth hoped-for good effect. That
is, to raise and tentatively answer the questions, how and why do we want
to develop Alaska, and to whom do we assign the benefits and costs of
that development? In answering these questions, the economic historian
would do well to take his cue from Dr. Rogers' expressions of social con-
cern in the works already mentioned and in his excellent studies, Alaska
in Transition, the Southeast Region, and The Future of Alaska: the Eco-
nomic Consequences of Statehood. 1 think it is a fair summary of Dr.
Rogers’ views to say that national and regional economies exist to bring
the greatest possible material and spiritual benefit to the people living
within those economies, and that we study economies to achieve a better
distribution of benefits. To put it another way, Dr. Rogers is biased in
favor of people. It is a proper bias for any scholar. Let's assume, then,
that our economic historian studying Alaska Steam concludes that, given
the conditions of the Alaska trade and the private enterprise system, the
company would have had to charge about the rates it did in order to
survive. Let's also assume that he finds that those rates did indeed
hamper small entrepreneural developments in Alaska. What then? It is
within the province of our economic historian to suggest alternatives —
let's say, subventions. He may suggest government subsidies for, or even
government operation at a loss, of water and perhaps other carriers, pro-
vided the object is to develop Alaska for those who live in it. He could
suggest, as Dr. Roger:; has done, that some way should be found to in-
clude the native population more fully in the spread of benefits. Perhaps
the monetary costs would outweigh the social gains for the relatively few
who would have received, or would receive them.6

My fifth and final hope for the economic historian is that he will
have an audience, that people will listen to him. He has not been well
heeded thus far, if the impact on thought and policy of historical writing
about the Matanuska Valley and its agriculture is any measure. Several
historians, and others with other professional labels, have made excur-
sions into history to study the Matanuska Valley Colony. Clarence C.
Hullcy's "Historical Survey of the Matanuska Valley Settlement in Alas-
ka" appeared in tilt: October, 1949 Pacific Northwest Quarterly. About
the same time Kirk H. Stone published his longer Alaskan Group Settle-
ment: The Matanuska Valley Colony. in 1955, Hugh A. Johnson's and
Keith L. Stanton’s Matanuska VaIIey Memoir appeared, followed eight
years later by Louise Potter's A Study of A Frontier Town in Alaska.
Wasilla to ]ég a book larger in scope than its_title indicates. In 1965
Orlando Miller completed his scholarly study, The Frontier in Alaska
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and the Matanuska Colony. It is presently in the form of his doctoral dis-
sertation, and is a work that ranges, as the title suggests, far beyond the
Matanuska Valley. The most recent book-length study we have is Evan-
geline Atwood’s We Shall Be Remembered. 7

Each of these authors has written the blend of economic, political,
and social history that the subject requires. Each has written from his
own viewpoint, and to his own audience. Each has written from sources
similar, but not identical to those of the others. Vet it would seem to the
open-minded reader, *vhatever his sympathies, that commercial agricul-
ture in Alaska was a dubious proposition, a few producers in specialized
lines excepted. My own research convinces me that the obstacles Lo Alaska
agriculture known now, were well understood by 1918, after the Alaskan
Engineering Commission had tried to develop a brisk local and export
market for the some 400 settlers then in the Valley and had completely
failed. Most of the historical writing on the Valley is available to those
who today argue for the bright future or the great potential of Alaska
agriculture. This failure to apply the past sensibly to the present and
future may be the result of our boundless optimism, or possibly of our
unlimited capacity for self-delusion.

Hopefully, we shall move from mere optimism, or self-delusion,
or perhaps indifference, to the realism required for writing, reading,
teaching and applying Alaska’s economic history. There is no better
time than now.
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Patterns of Culture in the American West

sharp practices in the mines, and for long and costly lawsuits when dis-
putes were shifted over to the regular state courts.

The California gold rush brought to California more than ten
limes as many people as the Mormon exodus carried to the Utah Zion;
it produced far more wealth and far more waste; it gave rise to a much
higher technolog)’; ii established one great city, San Francisco, which
developed a far more lively cultural life than anything produced at Salt
Lake; and yet on the whole, the gold rush created communities that were
far less permanent than Utah’s and of course much less orderly.

If the miners were extemporizing a way of life based on exploit-
ing the public domain without benefit of Congressional statutes, so did
our third group, the cattlemen of the Great Plains. Here the origins were
mixed. Up in the northern plains, along the much-traveled Oregon Trail,
a scattering of cattle ranches developed to supply fresh livestock to the
emigrants who were plodding over the trail. Down in Southern Texas,
in the meantime, there were some real ranches staffed by Spanish-speak-
ing people, around San Antonio, and further north and east, in Texas,
Arkansas and Missouri, there were farms and plantations whete Ameri-
cans were getting a good deal of experience handling cattle and horses,
although in partially timbered country rather than out on the prairies
and plains.

Then came the interruption of the Civil War, and immediately
after it the thrust westward of several railroads that originated in the
Mississippi valley. The men who returned to Texas from service in the
Confederate army found that their livestock had run wild during the
war and had multiplied. Wild cattle were so numerous that beef scarcely
had a price in Texas. But suppose one were to drive his cattle northward
to feed the mining camps of Colorado; or to sell to the Indian reserva-
tions; or better still, suppose one were to drive the cattle north to Kansas
to intersect one of the new railroads that led straight back to big urban
markets like St. Louis and Chicago? Cattle that were worth only S3 or S'l
per head in Texas were worth S30 or S40 in northern markets.

So began the famous Long Drive, one of the best known and most
romanticized episodes in western history. Each spring, starling with
1866, Texas ranchers would put together herds of perhaps 2500 head
of the tough, hardy Texas longhorn cattle. With a trail crew ronsisting
of the boss or a foreman, eight or nine cowboys, a cook and a horse
wrangler, the herd would head north, on a trip that would take thice
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To any one who has even glanced at the program for this con-
ference, it should be obvious that my talk tonight is the one inexplicable
element in an otherwise logical and cohesive scheme. Every one else has
discussed some aspect of Alaskan history or anthropology, and every one
else has participated because he had special qualifications in some field
of Alaskan studies. When Professors Sherwood and Frederick invited me
to come here, | protested that | am not well informed about Alaskan
history. Professors Sherwood and Frederick quickly reassured me. They
said that | was being invited precisely because of my ignorance. This
flattering assurance was based upon the notion thai after two days of
examining Alaskan history, you might be ready to hear about the history
of a part of the nation that has had experiences that are in some respects
similar to Alaska’s, and that might perhaps serve as suggestive parallels.

This concept for tonight's talk fits in with my own preoccupations.
What | am going to say grows directly out of thoughts generated while
planning a book that I now have under construction. Briefly stated, it
seems to me that we have been loo ready to accept easy generalizations
about the settlement of the American west, generalizations that may be
true as far as they go, but that do not penetrate deeply enough. Tonight,
as a means of gaining a deeper insight, 1 want to ask you to examine the
rich variety of social and economic patterns that Americans developed
when faced by the need for supporting themselves in the nineteenth cen-
tury west. This means studying some distinctive communities that were
ps remote and primitive as anything found here in Alaska in this state's
early days.

| want to discuss four instances: the Mormon farmers in the arid
Great Basin of Utah; the gold miners in the forested foothills c: the
Sierra Nevada mountains of California; the cattlemen on the treeless,
semi-arid Great Plains; and certain lumber corporations in the -vell-

br. Rodman W. Paul is professor ol history at tho California Institute of Technolc'ry.
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of a type that had been known ever since the Middle Ages. But there-
after, as the more easily worked gold deposits were exhausted, something
more elaborate became necessary.

The early California mining men were scornful about what might
be learned from university-trained geologists and engineers. Most of the
technical gains during the 1850's were the result of trial-and-error ex-
perimenting by ingenious Yankees, although some important advances,
especially in metallurgy, were contributed by a few well-trained Germans,
and Cornishmen taught them about underground mining. With justifi-
cation, the Californians could boast at the end of the 1850's that they
had advanced the state of mechanical engineering as applied to mining
by more than had been achieved during several centuries in Europe and
Spanish America. They had not made comparable gains in metallurgy
or underground operations.

They could claim by far the biggest output of gold that had ever
been taken from any part of the earth's surface in so short a time. In the
first dozen years California probably produced over 5800,000,000 worth
of gold —an almost incredible performance. On the negative side, this
vast fortune was won in a most wasteful fashion. Claims were worked in
the quickest rather than the most efficient fashion. A high percentage of
the gold was lost — thrown out with the debris. The whole countryside
was literally dug up and turned upside down. The trees were stripped
from the hills to be used for construction and fuel.

In their social relations the miners' record was uneven. Simple
rules for determining ownership of claims and permissible dimensions
of claims were learned from those same Georgians, Cornishmen, or Span-
ish Americans. Enforcement was more difficult. Lacking legal govern-
mental agencies, the miners of each newly discovered area assembled in
open meeting and declared themselves a self-governing “district”. They
drafted a code of rules for determining ownership of claims, based pri-
marily upon discovery and actual use. The miners provided that disputes
should be tried before a popularly chosen jury or judge, or even before
the whole camp. Crimes were handled in the same fashion, with attorneys,
ajudge, and jury chosen from the crowd.

This system of do-it-yourself jurisprudence worked fairly well for
several years. Thereafter it developed increasing difficulties. In the field
of crime, this self-constituted system should have yielded place to the new
legitimate agencies of the state, but once established in a weakly gov-
erned society, lynch law and vigilanteism proved very difficult to check.
In the field of mining law the showing was better, but as the gold rush
receded, the surviving miners became careless and failed to keep their
records and rules up-n-date. Thereby they opened the way for fraud and
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strangers to one another. Most ol them expected to return to their homes
in the east, or Europe, or Latin America, or Asia, as soon as they got rich
or got tired.

Tltcy had little sense of loyalty to the new community of gold-rush
California, and little sense of responsibility for what happened in the
public sector of their lives —for example, in maintaining law and order.
Their mining towns and camps were haphazard. When some one dis-
covered gold in a new district, a crowd would rush in and lay claim to
all the available ground. A merchant or saloon keeper would set himself
up in business at some casually chosen point, and around that store or
saloon a settlement would develop, with tents, hovels, and cabins strewn
around in erratic fashion, and the ground littered with empty bottles,
tin cans, old clothes, and garbage.

Amidst all this activity, there was suffering, hardship, and disease,
but the relatively mild climate of the Sierra Nevada foothills, and the
freedom from rain in summer, made life a good deal easier than was to
be true of later similar mining booms in harsher regions such as the
northern Rockies or southern Arizona.

In California the gold rush crowd found only a most limited exist-
ing government. In 1848-49 California was being ruled by a weak Ameri-
can military regime that had been superimposed on top of the old Mexi-
can local government. After 1819 California had its own state govern-
ment, but it took months to organize county and town administrations;
it took several years to gel the new state statutes into print and into gen-
eral circulation. And the voting public was exceedingly careless about
the quality and honesty ol its elected officials.

On top of the governmental uncertainty that this implies, there
was the further difficulty that gold mining was taking place on land Ihat
was part of the public domain of the United States. But just as Congress
failed to extend the Federal land laws to Utah until 1819, so did it fail
to make any provision for granting title to mineral lands or mining claims
until 1860. Even then, only one type of mining claim was covered, quartz
or vein, until a second statute was passed in 1872

This all means that the Californians faced simultaneously the
problems of learning how to mine, deciding how to establish title to min-
ing claims, and maintaining enough of a semblance of law and order to
make life endurable. AH of these requirements they managed to supply
on a do-it-yourself basis.

They learned how to mine by copying the few experienced hands
from Georgia, Spanish America, or Cornwall. They were fortunate in that
early mining was relatively simple. For several years it was possible to
earn a living by using rudimentary techniques and primitive equipment
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watered, heavily forested Pacific Northwest. Chronologically we will be
talking of the half century from 1847 to about 1900. The four instances
have been chosen precisely because they arc so different from one an-
other. Two of them, the miners and the lumbermen, have an obvious
relevance for Alaskan history.

In each case we will be looking to see how men sought to use the
natural resources; how much ingenuity they had to show; and how much
they had lo adapt their accustomed social, economic, and technological
patterns to the demands of the physiographic environment.

The Mormons were simple people of predominantly New England
origins. Upstate New York, where Mormonism was founded, was heavily
settled by a transplanted New England population. For example, Joseph
Sinith and Brigham Young were born in Vermont, of poor families that
had migrated from Massachusetts, and were presently to move on to
New York State.

These Mormons were dominated by the older pattern of New
England thinking that was more characteristic of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries than of the nineteenth. Where most nineteenth
century Americans were breaking loose and seeking their fortunes as
individuals and in accordance with notions of laissez fairc, these simple,
poorly educated Mormons still thought in the older New England tra-
dition that stressed the community rather than the individual. To this
unifying inheritance the Mormons added the cementing force of an
authoritarian religious organization — a theocracy — that reached into
every phase of life. And to it they added the further unifying influence
of sharing in the common memory of having been persecuted together.

It was persecution, of course, lhat sent the Mormons on their long
journey from the Mississippi Valley to Great Salt Lake. Their move to
the Great Basin and their colonization of that unpromising region was
a triumph of disciplined effort, Their very able leader, Brigham Young,
had to transport 16,000 people a distance of 1200 miles across the plains
and the Rockies, and there settle them in new homes. Each wagon train
was carefully organized, firmly led, and its daily routine specified in de-
tail. Once in the Great Basin, each new settlement, starting with Salt
Lake City, was provided initially with a balanced population that in-
cluded men designated as leaders, an assortment of craftsmen such as
blacksmiths and carpenters, experienced farmers, a school teacher, a few
people of relatively substantial means who could support themselves, and
the rank and file who might need varying degrees of help. This was pre-
cisely the way in which New England towns were founded in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries.
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Each town was laid out according to tlic old New England pattern.
The actual residences were clustered together on neat, orderly house lots
in the center of town, so that the families could enjoy each other's com-
pany and support, and could share in common cultural and business
facilities. The farm lots, on which the crops were grown, lay beyond the
residential area, while still a third body of land was set aside as a com-
mon pasture.

This whole scheme of orderly settlement was carried out under
the leadership oi the heads of the Mormon church. But though the
church was the central, controlling force in all things, there was no pro-
fessional priesthood. Instead, all male Mormons were priests. Any man
might hold any office in the church, if his abilities attracted attention.

The most intriguing of all Mormon achievements was their suc-
cessful resort to irrigation. Ninety-five percent of the Great Basin is desert
or mountain. The Wasatch mountains above Salt Lake City catch rain
and snow in ample amounts, and small streams bring the water down
toward Salt Lake. Altitude makes a tremendous difference in regard to
water supply in the west. At the 10,000 foot level in the Wasatch, the
average annual precipitation is 30 to 10 inches per year; 40 miles west
of the mountain crest, the precipitation is only (i inches per year. At the
fool of the Wasatch there is a narrow belt of good alluvial soil awaiting
water.

Irrigation was a familiar practice in some parts of the world, such
as the Middle East, but no significant body of English-speaking peoples
had ever before lived in a climate that required it. Our cultural back-
ground is that of a humid-land people. How and why did these simple,
poorly educated, transplanted New England folk happen to start irriga-
tion? That is the sort of fundamental question a historian yearns to
answer. We have a dairy kept by a Mormon pioneer, Orson Pratt. De-
scribing activities on the morning after the advance party reached Salt
Lake, Pratt stated:

We appointed various committees to attend to different
branches of business, preparatory to putting in crops, and
in about two hours after our arrival we began to plow, and
the same afternoon built a dam to irrigate the soil, which
at the spot where we were plowing was exceedingly dry.

That's all the explanation there is. The ground was dry, so they
irrigated. For a historian, this is utterly frustrating.

Experience in Utah soon proved that water was the key to life
in the Great Basin. These simple settlers had manpower but little money.
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So they organized cooperatively. Committees were chosen to supervise
construction of dams and ditches. The labor was contributed by the men
who expected to use the water. In this way thousands of miles of canals
were built with no bonded debt at all. When each dam and canal was
completed, a watermaster was elected to regulate the distribution of water.

All of this settlement was on the public domain, but because the
Mormons were polygamous, and thus unpopular politically, Congress
waited tntil 1869 to extend to Utah the operation of the normal United
States land laws. By that time Utah had a population of 86,000, and yet
there had never been a means of acquiring legal title to land. Therefore
for 22 years the Mormons themselves distributed the lands and decided
on titles according to their own locally made rules.

The church saw to it that irrigable land was distributed only in
small tracts. The church asserted the basic principle that the water be-
longed to the community, not to individuals, and therefore the terri-
torial legislature and county courts could decide how that water was to
be used. Until 1880 the courts normally required that the right to use
the water should go with the right to use the land. When disputes arose,
the county courts handled them quickly and inexpensively. Yet individ-
ual rights were safeguarded.

The Mormons were a case of a highly organized, old-fashioned
people who were led by their church into a cooperation that was ideally
suited to the demands of an unusually exacting climatic region. Settle-
ment on a purely individual basis would probably have failed. To study
individualism at work, one must turn to a totally different sort of pio-
neer — the gold miners. | have suggested that farming v ith irrigation
was a new experience for English-speaking people. So was gold mining.
Before the discovery of gold in California in 1848, a few Americans had
done small-scale, primitive gt'd mining in Georgia and the Carolinas,
and there were Cornishmen, Welshmen, Germans, and Irishmen whose
families had been miners of one sort or another for many generations.

But for most of the men who hurried to California in 1848, '49,
and the early '50's mining was entirely new. Yet at lear' a quarter of a
million men rushed to California during, the first five yi rs of the Gold
Rush. Not all actually became miners, though most tried it for at least
a time. By the middle to late 1850's nearly 100,000 men in California de-
scribed themselves as "miners".

There could hardly be a greater contrast than between the miners
and the Mormons. The miners were decisively 19th century individualists.
They had been swept into the rush to California by a desire to get rich
and a love of excitement and change. They came from all parts of the
world, including even China, and from all levels of society. They were
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or four months, or longer. After a few years' experience, the Texans re-
duced the whole venture to a simple but effective routine. Their worst
enemies were farmers, Indians, thunderstorms that stampeded the cattle,
and uncertainty as to grass and water.

At first the objective of the Long Drive was nearly always one of
the railroad towns in Kansas, such as Abilene or Dodge City. In Lhe fif-
teen years from 1805 to 1880, D/4 million Texas cattle were driven north
to Kansas rail points.

Soon it became evident that if cattle could be grown profitably
on the Texas plains, so could they on the more northerly plains of Colo-
rado, western Nebraska, Wyoming, the western Dakotas, and eastern
Montana. So some of the Texas drives were pointed well to Ihe north
to stock these new ranges. Within fifteen years' time the short-grass
plains were occupied all the way from southern Texas up into southern
Canada. This was the cattle kingdom.

The setting for both the Long Drive and the new ranches was a
special one: the Great Plains. Until now 110 one had regarded the Great
Plains as anything but a difficult barrier that had to be crossed in order
to get from east to west. It was buffalo country, without visible commer-
cial use. The limiting characteristic of the Great Plains was deficient
rainfall. The eastern boundary of the plains proper is at a most import-
ant climatic dividing point; the line of semi-aridity, This occurs approxi-
mately along the 98th or 100th meridian. West of that line the rainfall
is less than 20 inches per year. Crops cannot ordinarily be grown without
irrigation where there is less than 20 inches; a cow will require 30 acres'
grazing per year in such a region. To give you a basis for comparison, the
United States east of the Mississippi has from two to lour times as much

precipitation.

Reflecting this deficient rainfall, the Great Plains offered almost
no trees for building purposes or fuel. The cowboy found fuel for his
campfire by burning what he called “buffalo chips” — a euphemism
for cow flop. But the ground was covered with short grass. Grass and
water were the two natural resources the cattleman wanted. Our Eng-
lish-speaking ancestors had lived for centuries in a forested environment.
The western cai’'leman was the first to develop a way ol life based on ex-
ploiting semi-arid grasslands. This was an old story to Spanish-speaking
peoples. It was from the Mexicans by way of Texans that the techniques
of driving and herding cattle 0ll open lands were learned.

Of the cowboy Philip Ashton Rollins has written:
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To the Mexicans the American cowboy owed his vocation.
For his character he was indebted to no one .... He ob-
tained from Mexican sources all the tools ol his trade,
all the technic ol his cralt, the very words by which he desig-
nated his utensils, the very animals with which he dealt;
but, as one ol the dominant ligures in the development ol
the United States, he was sell-made.

Most ol the cowboys were American born, with an especially large
number lrom Texas and western Missouri, but Mexicans. American In-
dians, and a lew European immigrants were always to be lound among
them. The ranchers, that is, the employer class, were much more varied.
They came Irom every part ol the United States, Irom Britain, Ireland,
and Continental Europe. Unlike their hired hands, they represented
every level of culture from virtual illiteracy to college degrees.

As they changed from being cattle drovers to settling down as
ranchers, the cattlemen laced the problem ol land titles. The basis of
their industry was the free use, without permission, ol the Federal public
domain. The chief exceptions were in Colorado, where some Mexican
land grants existed, and Texas, where the public domain belonged to the
state rather than the federal government.

Most cattlemen simply picked out a stretch of unoccupied public
domain that had a source of water. There were no Federal statutes aimed
especially at the cattleman's needs, but there were laws such as the Home-
stead Act, intended to encourage farmers. The cattleman quickly learned
how to distort these statutes to meet his requirements. The rancher him-
self would locate a homestead claim, carefully situated so as to monopo-
lize the principal source of water. He would pay his cowboys to file claims
Ihat blanketed the remaining sources. Never mind if the cowboys had to
swear false oaths before the land agent; on the Great Plains the important
consideration is control of the water.

With all water supplies safely seized, the cattleman could count
on unchallenged use of the surrounding open range. But this sort of ar-
rangement was never quite airtight. Determined newcomers kept trying
to thrust their way into a profitable business. As the land became more
crowded, troubles multiplied. The cattle strayed onto adjacent ranges
and had to be separated out in periodic roundups. There had to be rules
for conducting roundups, there had to be a record of brands, a record of
what was called the "accustomed range" of each cattleman, and a means
of arbitrating disputes. There had to be a means of joint action to dis-
courage such nuisances as cattle thieves, Indians, and farmers. Finally,

146



Patterns of Culture in the American West

in a raiher primitive stage when the Weyerhaeusers first arrived. They
moved into lumber manufacturing far more slowly than into land acqui-
sition, and with huge holdings to protect, they became a major force in
pushing the northwest into establishing fire precautions and conserva-
tion measures. When the state of Washington proved slow in appropriat-
ing enough money for fire wardens, the Weyerhaeusers took the lead in
forming a private association of lumbermen to raise money each year
and hire rangers and fire wardens. The association set and enforced
standards for disposing of slash. Meantime the Weyerhausers have de-
veloped a philosophy and a practice for sustained, long-term use of the
timber lands. The smaller firms protest that they can't affort such mea-
sures, since all of their capital is tied up in their timber

To summarize the four instances 1 have chosen, we have seen that
in each case the early comers, the pioneers, found no suitable Federal
statutes under which they could legally engross parts of the public do-
main. So in each instance the expectant capitalists devised their own
rules and operated under them for years. All but the Mormons were not-
ably wasteful in their use of the natural resources. The purpose was to
achieve a quick return and then move on, there was little thought to the
future. In two cases, the Mormons and the cattlemen, the requirements
and potentialities of a new environment inspired the invention of a way
of life that was unlike anything practiced hitherto among English-speak-
ing peoples. The miners made a comparabl *break with precedent. Their
achievement was partly technological, partly the creation of a large eco-
nomic surplus in what would otherwise have been a poor land, The lum-
bermen seem to have been much less innovative than the miners, and no
more permanent in the settlements that they inspired. Thus it is a varied
picture that we find when we probe into actual cases of pioneering in the
American west. The truth is much more complicated than the familiar
generalizations to which we have all been accustomed. Would it not be
appropriate to make similar studies of Alaska’s experience? Surely here,
too, we would find patterns of culture that would tel'! much about our
national ability to adapt to a strikingly new environment.
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there had to be some way of preventing excessive overgrazing of the pub-
lic domain.

So the cattlemen formed local associations to regulate such prob-
lems. The associations look shape raiher slosvly. Unlike the Mormons,
who came west with cooperation already established as a habit, and un-
like the miners, who from the beginning found themselves forced into
self-constituted local districts, the cattlemen preferred isolation and re-
sorted to cooperative effort only when the presence of too many unwanted
neighbors compelled them 10 do so. Ultimately local associations of cat-
tlemen were expanded to have jurisdiction over entire states or terri-
tories. In Wyoming, where there were no sizeable farming or mining
groups to check them, the Stock Growers' Association came virtually to
dominate the government and politics of the territory.

Cattlemen's associations accomplished many things, but preventing
overgrazing was not one of them. Too much new money was coming in
for investment, and too many newcomers were seeking pasture. The wiser
men realized what was happening, and began to transform their open
range operations into something more permanent. The invention of
barbed wire back in Illinois in 1873-74 at last gave them a fencing ma-
terial that they could afford, on the treeless plains, and they started fenc-
ing off both the land they owned and the public domain that they were
accustomed to use. They imported pure-bred bulls to improve the quality
of their stock. From railroad land grants and speculators they bought
land, and by more twisting of the Federal statutes they got further
chunks of the Federal domain.

In short, even before disaster struck, the open range was passing.
Like the early mining districts, it was proving to be a temporary phase.
Then a hot, dry summer that stunted the grass was followed by a severe
winter in 188(i-87. Tens of thousands of emaciated cattle died in the win-
ter blizzards, and hundreds of newly rich cattle barons suddenly found
themselves poor.

The cattlemen, like the miners, had been not only using but de-
pleting a great natural resource that didn’t belong to them. Much the
same was true of the lumbermen of the Pacific Northwest, who consti-
tute our fourth and final group. A lumber industry began to develop on
Puget Sound as soon as the California gold rush created a demand for
forest products. Unlike any of the regions we have discussed so far, Puget
Sound had a good annual rainfall and dense forests that grew down to
the water’s edge. Precisely because of the heavy forests, the area was dif-
ficult to clear for farming, but for lumbering the combination of dense
stands of timber and easy access to salt water transportation was ideal.
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The most interesting feature of the Puget Sound industry was the
extent to which it was absentee-owned and was developed by corpora-
tions, rather than by individuals or cooperative effort. The reason was
simply that from 1849 onward San Francisco was easily the dominant
market for the whole Pacific Coast, and San Francisco was decades ahead
of the Northwest in developing capital, business managers, sources of
machinery and skilled labor, and sea-going transportation.

But in using the term San Francisco, it is well to distinguish be-
tween lumber operations that were distinctively Californian, and those
that owed their origins to eastern interests, even though they worked
through San Francisco. One of the earliest firms to operate on Puget
Sound was Pope it Talbot. This firm was founded in San Francisco in
1851 by men from East Machias, Maine, where their families had been
in the lumber and shipbuilding business for several generations.

To begin their venture on Puget Sound, the Pope and Talbot
group went back to Maine and took command of two ships built in their
families' East Machias yards. They i tailed into the ships a set of saw-
milling equipment (Down East pattern), and a crew of experienced mill
hands from East Machias. They even brought with them enough
rcady-lo-usc Down East building lumber lo construct their first sawmill
and bunkhousc. Once operations were well started on Puget Sound, sub-
sequent ships brought out more machinery and more mill workers from
East Machias. On Puget Sound they created a transplanted Maine town,
characterized by a strongly clannish feeling. The story is told that one
day a man fell off the wharf and was drowning. Nobody paid any atten-
tion to him until suddenly they realized the poor fellow was from East
Machias. Then they consented to rescue him.

The loggers and teamsters doing manual work out in the woods
often were local western men, but the bosses, foremen, mill hands, me-
chanics, and clerks all came from East Machias. They lived in a company
town, they were served by a company store, and in lieu of alarm clocks
were awakened by a steain whistle at 5:20 every morning, so that they
would be at work by 6.

By 1858 the Pope & Talbot mill was by far the biggest enterprise
on Puget Sound. Its main market was San Francisco, but since the San
Francisco market often became overstocked, Pope & Talbot ships also
carried cargoes to Hawaii, the Philippines, Australia, and South America.
The firm's original investment of 550,000 appears to have grown to half
a million dollars within ten years, and to have gone well into the millions
thereafter.

For years Pope & Talbot bought their raw logs from hand log-
gers, who cut timbei near the water’s edge and floated it in rafts to the
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Pope & Talbot mills, | he purchasers seem to have asked no questions
about the source of the logs. Most must have come from the public do-
main. But realizing that free public timber would not last forever, Pope
& Talbot began acquiring title to land. Congress had never voted statutes
to help the lumbermen, any more than to help the cattlemen. As the
noted reform editor, E. L. Godkin, remarked, ii was practically impos-
sible to make an honest purchase of timber land from the public domain.

But like the cattlemen, the lumbermen found it possible to ac-
quire title by various means —some legitimate, some extremely dubious.
They bought land from the grants that had been made to the states for
educational and other purposes, and they bought out individuals who
had taken out claims under the Homestead and other acts. Just as the
cattlemen had their cowboys enter questionable claims under the Home-
stead Act, so Pope & Talbot had the sailors from their lumber ships make
false claims under the Timber and Stone Act, which had been passed to
help actual farm settlers.

When overproduction became a serious problem in the 1880,
Pope & Talbot joined other San Francisco lumbermen in forming a
"pool”, that is, a cooperative arrangement to regulate distribution in the
San Francisco market and production at the competing mills on Puget
Sound. The pool not only specified the maximum number of hours that
a mill might operate each week, but it also had its own inspectors to see
that the agreement was obeyed.

This interesting transfer of a whole scheme of operations from the
coast of Maine to Puget Sound was duplicated on a bigger scale at the close
of the century. Middle Westerners who had made fortunes while denud-
ing the upper Great Lakes states of trees, now began to shift their money,
men, and machinery to the Pacific Northwest, which was now being put
into direct contact with the whole nation by railroad.

The greatest transfer by far was that started by the Weyerhaeuser
interests, one of the most successful of all the firms in the upper Great
Lakes regions, in a single purchase in 1900 Frederick Weyerhaeuser and
his associates bought from the Northern Pacific Railroad 900,000 acres
of timber land, for S5,100,000. .Subsequent purchases brought the Weyer-
haeuser holdings to ovc 2,000,000 acres in Washington, Oregon, Cali-
fornia, and Idaho by 1911 The Weyerhaeuser people assert that all of
their lands were obtained by legitimate purchase, and | presume lhat is
true. The dishonesty had occurred one stage earlier, when the sellers had
secured tlici** original titles from the federal government.

Regardless of the ancestry of their titles, the Weyerhaeusers have
become a progressive firm on the Pacific Coast. By their Great Lakes
standards, the lumber industry of the Pacific Northwest seemed to them



On Imagination and New Paths

Emanuel Lcutze painted the famous "Purchase ol Alaska" several years
later. It was presented to William Seward for his service to the State
Department. ie That such an artist, whose work on territorial «*-
pansion graced the Capitol, was commissioned to record the Purchase,
suggests that the terms "Alaska" and "frontier" were not unrelated.

ALASKA: GATEWAY TO THE PAST

Alaska’s past makes the North Pacific archipelago of prime im-
portance in the history of man. As the prehistoric gateway from Asia
to America it is both the first frontier in the New World and a last
frontier. 1t has the unique distinction of being an €astern frontier and
a Western frontier. it is both the 0ldest frontier and the newest frontier
of this continent. That it's Prenistory and history deserve serious re-
search and writing is manifest.

Our preoccupation with the coming of Western civilization to
this hemisphere is not an unmixed blessing. The Atlantic frontier is
known to every schoolboy. At Jamestown John Donne’s words (from his
1(522 sermon to members of the London Company) arc preserved in stone:

You have made this lland, which is but the suburb
of the Old World a bridge and gallery to the New.

But what of prehlstory's bridges? Anthropologists generally agree that
man first entered the New World from the east. And although there
have been several eastern approaches suggested, the Bering Platform
offers the best argument. Digging and research in recent years seem to
confirm the hypothesis

Il Alaska forms the New World anchor of the Bering Platform,
then it follows that the study of its prehistory and ethnology assumes
new significance since it is an older bridge than the Atlantic, reaching
beyond centuries into millennia. The research of the prehistorian and
historian converges at the point where man leaves his primi. state
and enters that of civilization. Each specialist asks what traits and
development form the prerequisites of civilization. Generalization must be
built upon specifics. If tracking the Bering route by physical evidence
is partially convincing, perhaps a study of the migration of ideas (as
traced through aboriginal legend) may yield light. However important
prehistoric bridges might be, it is the traveler and his baggage that
count. Here the physical anthropologist and the ethnographer join
talents in the reconstruction of the train of ideas, inventions, viewpoints,
and values which the New World has inherited from the Old. It may

1®

Siar-rocket, bursting when the dawn was grey,
Will-o’-the-wisp that led the riflemen
Westward and westward, killing down the day,
Until, at last, they had to turn again,

Burnt out like their own powder in the quest
Because there was no longer any West.

Only the treeless ocean, and the shock

Of the long roller, breaking from Japan,
The black sea-lion, roaring on his rock,

But never a quarry for a rifleman

Until the windy night came down once more
And the sea rustled like a lorest-lloor.

Then it arose, beyond the last dark wave,
Mockingly near, unmercifully far,

Gold with enchantment, naked from the grave,
The free-born image, the outlier's star,

The loadstone of the iron in the breast,

Never to be forgotten or possessed.

—Stephen Vincent Benet
Western Star
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Were the day clear | could see Mount McKinley from
the window. As | picture in my mind its stupendous
height, | compare it to our science. Many have assailed
its flanks; some have proclaimed untruths about it; some
have climbed by great effort well up the slopes;, a very
few, the best by natural selection, have reached the summit
and there attained the broad vision denied those at lower
altitudes. As for me, | am satisfied to have been able to
traverse the great lowland to the base and to climb the

foothills.

— Alfred Hulsc Brooks
uoted in Morgan Sherwood,
xploration of Alaska 1865-1900
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Hitler's invasion ol Eastern Europe but by the year 2000 the U.S.
population will probably reach three hundred forty-four million.14
In the next thirty years, the world population will more than double,
reaching a figure of 7.4 billion.15 Living space will be an in-
creasingly expensive and precious commodity. The millions spent on
outer space will for a time seem as nothing compared to that which
will be appropriated for inner space. Inner space, yet available in
colder, warmer, wetter, and dryer climes is also a natural resource
offered by the world's frontiers. Wherever available, sparse settlement
will prove increasingly attractive as did older frontiers in comparable
situations. The limitation of any area, especially Alaska's colder weath-
er and the lack of cultivable land available at lower latitudes, is traded
for the luxury of spaciousness.

It is ironic that Turner, Webb, and many of the Frontier School
of American historians could use climate and agriculture as the SINE (ua
NON of a frontier experience. Exceptions were found in the continental
territories. Mining frontiers have seldom been hospitable to fanning. 16
Yet many great American cities are located in mountainous areas,
desert, or dry plains. Mormons chose a difficult salt-ridden area to irrigate.
True, they would turn the arid land into an oasis for agriculture.
The point is that the area chosen was a stubborn one. Prehistorians
and anthropologists note that such was often true with primitive so-
cieties and civilizations. In his Origin of Civilized Societies, Rushton
Coulborn declares that civilized man has frequently settled in un-
friendly and difficult environments. 17 It is puzzling that historians who
have written of the individualism of frontiersmen and frontiers over-
look the truth that in any age, different pioneers make different con-
cessions for different goals, and that new ages bring new conditions and
compromises. But (eographic frontiers Stlﬁ exist on the planet Earth
in the closing decades of the twentieth century. And their history will
also have meaning for the history of the frontier.

Above the west staircase to the Visitor's Gallery of the House of
Representatives is a large mural painted by Emanuel Leutze in 1862
Entitled. "Westward