248 / Fish: Wild Life

(ndgoriously named after the Chinese workers it replaced) Helped
expand production, as did investments by Del Monte, LibBy’s, and
A & P,Xxach of which took over large chunks of the Midustry. I
1903 the New York Times described canned salmonds “one of the
most importdut food products of the world”——gd admittedly ex-
aggerated claim\that the corporate canners, with their marketing
clout, helped maky truer.?” Even as producgion exploded, though,
the canners’ own pilicity was oddly mddest. In the 1908 pam-
phlet Interesting Facts Wpout Canned $hlmon, the Alaska Packers’
Association noted that “wWile there feed be no present fear for the
diminution of the salmon sidypply,/the canned product will not in-
crease in quantity, the fish being(so much sought after in their fresh
state . . . Fresh fish handlersAvith\tefrigerating appliances have in-
vaded every salmon distrjét . . . and\they are paying more for the
raw fish than the canne/can afford.”2¢

Sins of the Fregzer

The packers)predictions were premarture. Alaska’output of canned
salmon ip€reased dramatically over the next few Wecades, while
exporty’of the fresh fish barely registered. In 1939, fer example,
canpd salmon exports earned $34.4 million, and fresh exyorts less
thdn $285 thousand. This isn’t surprising given the remxteness
of most of the territory’s fisheries. Even with twenty-first-cenxury
technologies, shipping fresh salmon out of Alaska by boat is feadi-
ble only from the southeast, and only to nearby markets such as
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Given the shipping options available in the first half of the twen-
tieth century, freezing salmon was much more practical than can-
ning it. Yet Alaska’s 1939 exports of frozen salmon amounted to
only $303 thousand. Although the territory’s exports of frozen
halibut were more substantial, the paltry figures for its most fa-
mous fish are remarkable, especially since the salmon selected for
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freezing were the most prized varieties—coho, sockeye, and king.
Compared with canning, freezing required less labor and fewer ma-
terials, both of which had to be imported at considerable expense.
It also kept fish in a form that, in theory, resembled and could be
substituted for fresh, arguably giving it more center-of-the-plate ap-
peal than any kind of canned fish (especially one widely used as
army rations). Nonetheless, frozen fish suffered from a stubborn
image problem. Even as techniques improved and the industry in-
sisted that frozen fish was as good as, better than, or the exact same
thing as fresh, consumers didn’t trust it. How did a preservation
technique so suited to fish’s perishable nature earn such a bad name?
As always, the answer lies less in the technology itself than in the
way it has been used.

dmittedly, in the early days the technology was crude. In fact j
wassousiderably less effective than Northern peoples’ traditighal

crystals that eventually rupture cell meémbranes. Upon thawing,
the fish tastes like mush. Its
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