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The act of preserving and storing a 

perishable food in airtight cans or tins for 

future use. 
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Our projectτentitled τnot only 

refers to the mechanical method of 

preservation implemented in salmon 

canneries across Alaska, but is dedicated to 

preserving, documenting and sharing the 

stories of the multitudes of people who 

canned salmon, and created an ethnically 

diverse, econoƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǾƛǘŀƭΣ ŎŀƴƴŜǊȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΧ 

 

The Cannery Worker. 
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Katie Johnson Ringsmuth, PhD, Tundra Vision: Public History Consultants 
Dr. Ringsmuth will serve as project director and lead historian for the project.  
Ringsmuth teaches American and Alaska history at University of Alaska Anchorage 
and is sole proprietor of Tundra Vision, a public history consulting business.  Katie 
has written five books for the National Park Service and multiple national register 
nominations, including the Kukak Cannery Historical Archeological District 
nomination that was listed in the National Register in 2003. KatƛŜΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ, Gary 
Johnson, started as the bookkeeper at South Naknek in 1975, and worked his way up 
to superintendent, a position he held from 1979 to 1997.  Katie, herself, worked at 
the cannery in many capacities, including slimer, egg packer, and bowl cook.    
 
Bob King, Historian, King Salmon Associates 
Bob YƛƴƎ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ communications liaison.  Bob served 
as news director at the Dillingham radio station KDLG for 17 years and has written 
on Bristol Bay and fisheries history in Alaska History and other publications.  He 
worked for Governor Tony YƴƻǿƭŜǎΩǎ administration as communication director and 
served as Senator Mark .ŜƎƛŎƘΩǎ ŦƛǎƘŜǊies aid in Washington D.C. 
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John Wachtel, Historical Architect, National Park Service 
John Watchel ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴΦ  John earned a B.A. 
in Architecture from Iowa State University and worked in the National Park Service 
Heritage Documentation Programs prior to moving to Alaska in June 2016.  John 
provides technical assistance in matters related to historic preservation to the 
owners of historic buildings around Alaska and administers the Historic American 
Buildings Survey program for the Alaska Region. 
 
Anjuli GranthamΣ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƭŀǎƪŀΩǎ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ /ŀƴƴŜǊƛŜǎ Lƴƛtiative 
Anjuli Grantham will provide to the project her media and fundraising expertise and 
will assist with content development.  Grantham is a professionally-trained public 
historian, an experienced museum curator, a published writer, a radio producer, a 
former teacher and non-profit development professional. She is currently developing 
a project that deploys arts and culture to counteract maritime workforce issues in 
Kodiak and writes a monthly column on fisheries history for Pacific Fishing.   
 
LaRece Egli, LaRece Constructions 
LaRece Egli is a resident of Naknek and business owner of LaRece Constructions, an 
online digital production company.  LaRece brings key connections to the project, 
both in terms of technical experience and local participation.  LaRece will oversee 
tech support and multimedia needs and administer the oral history/interview 
component for both the nomination and the exhibits. 
 
Tim Troll, Executive Director, Bristol Bay Heritage Land Trust 
Tim Troll is an attorney and has published two books on Bristol Bay history:  Sailing 
for Salmon: ¢ƘŜ 9ŀǊƭȅ ¸ŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ /ƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ CƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ !ƭŀǎƪŀΩǎ .Ǌƛǎǘƻƭ .ŀȅ - 1884 to 
1951; and Our Story: Readings From Southwest, co-edited with NPS Historian John 
Branson. 
 
Shirley Zimin, Cultural Advisor 
[ƻƴƎǘƛƳŜ {ƻǳǘƘ bŀƪƴŜƪ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ {ƘƛǊƭŜȅ ½ƛƳƛƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ senior 
cultural advisor.  Shirley has extensive ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ genealogy and local 
history.  Shirley supervised the laundry at South Naknek and is an expert in the 
ŎŀƴƴŜǊȅΩǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ  {ƘƛǊƭŜȅΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ-in-ƭŀǿΣ /ŀǊǾŜƭ ½ƛƳƛƴΣ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƴƴŜǊȅΩǎ 
winter watchman, and her husband, Carvel, is the current superintendent. 
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Canned!: The <NN> Cannery History Project will be working in collaboration with 
Trident Seafoods to preserve and share the narratives of the corporate owners, local 
residents, fishermen, and most significantly, the cannery workers, whose activities 
are reflected by and embedded in the industrial landscape contained within the 
historic <NN> Cannery property at South Naknek.  Aǘ ŀ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ¢ǊƛŘŜƴǘΩǎ 
executives in Seattle on November 19, the Canned team proposed three 
deliverables.  Trident granted permission to begin planning for each of the following:  
 

1)   Listing the <NN> cannery complex in the National Register of Historic 
       Places. 

 
2)  The publication of an illustrative history that incorporates photographs, 

archival records, essays and firsthand accounts meant to inform and   
engage a popular readership. 

 
3)  The curation of an exhibition at the Alaska State Museum, tentatively  
      called Mug Up: a Celebration of Cannery Culture.  
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One of the most important 20th century industries on the West Coast was the canning 
of Pacific salmon.  In its heyday the industry caught and canned enough salmon to 
feed four pounds of salmon a year to every man woman and child in America.  Lined 
up end to end, these one pound tins could have circled the globe.  As anthropologist 
Alan Boraŀǎ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ά/ŀƴƴŜǊƛŜǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ 
ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘΦέ   
 

ά/ŀƴƴŜǊƛŜǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ 
the Industrial Revolution of the bƻǊǘƘΦέ 

 

Canneries were (and still are) cultural hubs that reflect and, in part, spawned !ƭŀǎƪŀΩǎ 
diverse population.  APA employed mostly immigrants from Europe to catch salmon. 
Skilled immigrants also built both the canneries and the boats. To process the 
salmon, canneries hired Asian crews that linked Alaska to the broader Pacific World.   
 
Many Alaska Natives who worked at the cannery were descendants of Katmai.  Many 
migrated downriver to South Naknek after the Novarupta volcano destroyed their 
Savonoski village in 1912 and the Spanish Flu pandemic devastated inhabitants in 
1919.  APA's <NN> Cannery in South Naknek is historically significant because the 
structures, objects and the industrial landscape collectively tell the story of these 
varied, yet forgotten people. 
 
Rusted corrugated tin, discarded machines parts, broken boardwalks, and skeletal 
remains of bunkhouses are the enduring reminders of the past that gives voice to 
the cannery workersτpeople who today are practically invisible to the historical 
record.    These were diverse people from different places who found dignity through 
their laborious interactions and forged a deep connection to the surrounding 
environment.  Their work mattered. 
 
According to eƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ ²ƘƛǘŜΣ άWe have obscured and are 
only slowly recovering [the historical framework] that labor Χ involves human beings 
ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǎƻ ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ŘƛǎŜƴǘŀƴƎƭŜŘΦέ  Therefore, 
instead of controlling or conquering {ƻǳǘƘ bŀƪƴŜƪΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
workers were utterly immersed within it.   
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άLǘ ƛǎ ƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ 
ultimately links us, for 
better or worse, to 
ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦέ 

~Richard White
 
 



13 
 

Historians Bob King and Katie Ringsmuth and NPS historic architect John Wachtel spent July 16 
through July 20, 2016 conducting a historic and architectural survey of the cannery buildings at 
South Naknek.  Using a 1968 cannery plat and building inventory, the aim of the survey was to 
determine: 
 

 
 

¶ The general condition 
of the buildings 
 

¶ The buildings' 
historical/cultural/social 
associations 
 

¶ The buildings' historic 
and current function 
 

¶ If a building had 
moved or was modified from 
its historic use 
 

¶ The meaning or 
reasons behind change  
 

¶ How the 
interconnected parts worked 
to create a unified system. 
 
 

 

 

Although still a work in progress, the color coded chart produced by the National Park Service 

shows the structures and their corresponding Architectural and Historic Value, as well as the 

combined "Overall Value".  The results allow the data to be visualized on a map and, perhaps more 

importantly, the map gives us a framework from which to start the evaluation process.  It should 

also be noted that Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ !ƭŀǎƪŀΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ in 

their own right, and could be eligible for listing in the National Register of Historical Places 

independently from the larger cannery context.  For an example of our work, check out the short 

video by Steelbird Productions:  DIAMOND NN   https://vimeo.com/194408286. 

https://vimeo.com/194408286
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1.  The Fish House & Egg House 
 
Historical Significance 
ü The Fish House served as the point of contact for tenders 

and received the salmon (in its natural form), and 
connected workers (slimers) to the waterfront activities 
and the Naknek River itself. 

ü The salmon (and roe) were processed by an ethnically diverse work force.  
ü aŀŎƘƛƴŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨLǊƻƴ /ƘƛƴƪΩ are representative of the Asian work experience. 
ü The Egg House reflects the economic importance of the packed salmon roe, a relatively 

recent addition to the canning process, and its connection to international markets across 
the Pacific. 
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Architectural Significance 
ü The wall of windows on the northern elevation is atypical for a structure of this size, but it 

ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŜŜƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ 

allowed for larger window groupings, setting it apart from the many other wooden 

structures on site. 

ü With the intake portal on the north, conveyor belt delivery to the cannery on the east, 

and the Egg house to the west, this structure served as a hub for the initial stages of the 

canning process. 

ü The brilliantly lit interior space is aided by the northern windows as well as alternating 

fiberglass roof panels that provided a more diffuse form of light for the southern half of 

the building.   
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2.  The Cannery Complex  
(Cannery, retorts, can shop, cooling 
warehouse, and net loft)  
 

 
Historical Significance 
ü Each building within the cannery complex conveys its original function and purpose and 

reflects a specific part of the process as a whole.  
ü Buildings date back to the corporate history that begins with Arctic Packing 1890 and APA 

in 1895. 
ü Work sites covey the presence and skillset of the historic workforce and interprets the use 

of machines within the larger industrial process. 
 
 
 
 


