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Toy Boats Are Back!
In November and December we partnered with Sitka 4-H 

and their woodworking class to make parts for the children’s 
Toy Boat Making Event in December. This was delightful, 
helping young people learn how to use tools safely, and to see 
their enthusiasm and attention. 

The event itself, on December 17th, was for kids to assemble 
wooden boats then to paint them. There was plenty of 
creativity in configuration and additions, and in decoration.

In 2020 we gave away kits, that kids made at home, so 
it was so rewarding to welcome kids and parents into the 
space again, to see the creativity and smiles in real time, and 
enjoyment of hot cocoa, coffee and treats.

Continued page 3

2022 Wrap-Up 
In 2022, our main activity was a massive amount of work 

on the Boathouse building (see more below). 
We drew the winners of our raffle, thank you so much to 

Joanna Perensovich, who donated the quilt, a true work of 
art, as well as to our anonymous donor of a reproduction of 
a maritime painting, and to LFS Marine Supplies for the 
radio which were the prizes. 

We held a WWII Walking Tour in August, featuring 
context for the remains which can still be seen. This was well 
received, and we hope to do more!

We developed and launched a Sitka Maritime History 
Walking Tour, and wrote a book of Sitka history; see below 
for more on that!

Clockwise from top left: Tour of WWII remains with historical context; Before and after of one of the posts at the building opening, funded 
by Historic Preservation Fund grant, by CBC Construction; next four images, 4H kids learning woodworking skills as they make boat parts, 
and some of their boats they made; center, a photo from the December toy boat making event. Top and center photos by James Poulson, 4H 
images by Jasmine Shaw, and building by Rebecca Poulson.
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An Interview with Tom Sigmond of the M/V Otter

The power scow Otter at the Sitka grid, February 2022. Photo by Rebecca Poulson.

By Rebecca Poulson
On February 16th 

2022, I interviewed Tom 
Sigmond, owner of the 
power scow Otter, while 
floating at the Sitka grid, 
waiting for the low tide. 
The full interview, and 
a short version, are at  
sitkamaritime.org.

The Otter is an 
83-foot power scow  
built in 1942 at the 
Maritime Marine 
shipyard as the 
Erling Junior for the 
Bendickson cannery 
at Queen Slough  
on the Nushagak. 
Compared to power 
scows built for 
the military, such 
as the Northwind 
(which happened to 
be unloading nearby), the Otter has less wood and a metal 
framework. The bottom is flat, with the planking running 
perpendicular  to the length. 

Tom first got into this work at a shipyard in Michigan, just 
upstream of the commercial fishing docks. He fished for chub 
and other fish (in fisheries that are no longer conducted, due 
to the impact of multiple invasive species). His skipper also 
took him drift net fishing at Cook Inlet, “the most fun I ever 
had” and he “got the bug from there.” He eventually began 
working out of Port Townsend, Washington.

Tom started working on tenders, then after years of 
running and repairing boats for other people, decided to 
“just jump in” and purchased the Otter in 2018. He describes 
the work as honest, and rewarding. Another reward has been 
the opportunity to get to remote parts of Alaska that are 
inaccessible unless you have a “project or a purpose.”

During the pandemic, Tom had the Otter in Bristol Bay. 
The people there were telling processors “do not come here,” 
remembering the devastation of the 1918 flu epidemic. The 
state of Alaska conducted the fishery anyway, and Tom found 
a processor who had the same sense of the risk as he did, and 
contracted to provide a floating shower and laundry facility, 
that they sterilized between each crew of fishermen using it. 

By coincidence, their anchorage for the summer was at 
Queen Slough (also called Clark’s Slough), the location of the 
cannery the boat was originally built for. One day Tom and his 
crew did go ashore, being careful to avoid people, to explore 
old canneries, and were approached by a woman on a four-
wheeler, who told them how as a girl she would sell fish her 

mother smoked 
to the workers 
at that cannery. 
In those days, a 
cannery was its 
own community.  
She told how her 
family had a set net 
site that was still 
being fished by the 
fourth generation, 
and how she 
herself had bought 
and operated a 
drift boat.   

 Operating a 
boat like the Otter 
is “a challenging 
business model.” 
In 2022 the Otter 
was contracted 

to Alaska Salmon 
Shares, whose high-quality product benefits the fisherman, 
the processor, as well as the consumer, in contrast to 
processors  whose priority is shareholder profit. The Otter 
has a three-day turnaround, being back unloading on the 
third day out. 

When asked about whether it is hard to find good crew, 
he says most crew are good, and that it is up to the leader 
to bring that out; that “most people are excited to know the 
right thing to do.”

Tom says it is a good lifestyle, that is easily dismissed, even 
though “there is so much to learn. It’s like drinking from a fire 
hose.” “It is the most rewarding lifestyle I’ve seen, although, 
it can be intense, the highs are high and the lows are low.” “If 
you can keep it in perspective, working seasonally; outdoors; 
and the skills, the problem solvers we are surrounded by; 
there has been an incredible sense of  getting to interact with 
the ‘humanity’” in this work. “There is something kind of 
magical that happens, all the rough-edged peoples that you’ll 
find in the harbors or out at sea—I hope that other people 
can experience this before it’s not something we can do any 
more.” 

“I’d like to see more younger people, with an open mind, 
who are interested in learning to use a strong back” getting 
into the work. He recognizes that “it is fairly traditional, not 
for everybody, tends to be white males, is capitalistic, very 
alpha attitudes, but there are enough people out there, that 
there can be a place for anyone, if people are looking for that, 
and I think that’s something that can happen.” “This is just 
one aspect of a really cool thing (maritime life).” 

Continued page 4
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We revived Pub Talks this year, with a presentation in 
October, at the Mean Queen, on “Alexander Baranov, The 
Man The Myth,” addressing the myths that took off with 
the tourism industry, and which linger today. The text and 
images are on the website.

2023: Murder and Dessert, Fish 
Buying, New Book, Tours, More

We will again conduct live Sitka Maritime History 
Walking Tours in the summer of 2023. See the text  on our 
website, including the little-known real story of 1700s Sitka. 
Watch for free preview tours for locals in the spring, when 
you can help us dial it in!

It turns out there is no accurate, accessible resource for 
Sitka’s history, so we are filling that need with a small book of 
Sitka’s maritime history. This is based in part on the exhibit 
that will be in the Boathouse, developed with the help of the 
Sitka Tribe of Alaska’s Cultural Resources Committee. 

The book will be launched at the 2023 Annual Meeting, 
Sunday February 26th at the ANB Hall, featuring a live oral 
history panel, and stories from the audience, on the topic of 
remote fish buying. 

On Wednesday January 18th, we will have a fundraiser 
dessert and presentation by Juneau author Betsy 
Longenbaugh, “1920: Murder In Chatham Strait.”  Look for 
tickets on the website and later at Old Harbor Books.

Back in 2020 the shut down meant we had to say goodbye 
to our beloved director Laura Bennett. Now, thanks in part 
to the groundwork she laid, we are in a position to hire a 
director! This  starts at half time but with room to grow; 
main duties are building support and developing programs 
for the Boathouse with the goal of becoming a year-round 
maritime heritage center. 

Do you have interest in this position? Have ideas for 
programs or activities? Email sitkamaritime@gmail.com or 
leave a comment at sitkamaritime.org with your ideas! 

 Construction Work 2022
In 2022 we accomplished major work on the Boathouse 

building, using a federal Historic Preservation Fund grant, 
via the City and Borough of Sitka as a Certified Local 
Government, matched with volunteer labor. We are grateful 
for our relationship with the City and its Historic Preservation 
Commission, in bringing federal dollars to Sitka to improve 
our historic infrastructure.We also received a grant from the 
Sitka Legacy Fund toward our electrical upgrade. 

All of this work follows plans by NorthWind Architects for 
a complete, historical rehabilitation of this National Historic 
Landmark building for use as a maritime heritage center.

Contractor CBC Construction used locally-sawn timbers, 
contributed by Ernie Eggleston, to repair the timbers at the 
main opening of the building.

Volunteers finished the rebuild of the east wing wall, 
restored and installed  all the windows and trim and 
painted siding.

A crew of honors college students, from all over the 
country, joined us one day. They were great volunteers and 
great people to be around. 

We rebuilt all of the remaining walls on the NW side of the 
building (facing the parking lot): this entailed removing the 
old siding, making repairs to framing, and placing insulation, 
plywood sheathing, infiltration barrier, breather strips, and 
new siding that exactly matches the original. In historic 
preservation work, the original materials are retained when 
possible, and on this wall the pieces were too damaged and 
too short to re-use and so were replaced with new material 
that matched the old. 

Continued from page 1

2022 Annual Business Sponsors - THANK YOU for your support! 

Old Salt Level ($1000)
O Hames Corporation
O Spenard Builders Supply

Captain Level ($250)
O Sitka Vision Clinic
O Prewitt Enterprises
O Sitka True Value
O Winter Song

Our Annual Business Sponsors help us to cover 
the core needs of operations and allow us to 
continue our important work, preserving and 
sharing Sitka’s maritime heritage. See your 
name and logo here! Email sitkamaritime@

gmail.com, call (907) 623-8054 or go to 
sitkamaritime.org.

For more about becoming an Annual Business Sponsor for 2023 see the Join/Donate page of our website, or call (907) 623-8054

Navigator Level ($100 ):
O Sitka Soup
O Stereo North
O Northern Southeast Regional Aquaculture Association
O Sitka Realty
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Top: The NW side of the building, with the addition for the accessible restroom; top right and bottom left, college honor student volunteers, 
at the W corner and installing the windows on the NE wall; bottom right, rebuilding the wall at the W corner. Photos by Rebecca Poulson.

On the addition, we installed a door, flashed all the windows, 
painted the exterior, started framing in the bathroom, and 
started on forms for posts to support the deck.

When adding a circuit for the new bathroom, we found 
that our existing, temporary, 60-Amp service required an 
upgrade, to a permanent, 200-Amp service, from the nearby 
electric transformer vault. This work, by Eagle Wolf Electric, 
is supported in part by a grant from the Sitka  Legacy Fund, 
thank you!  

Work parties are going most Saturday mornings and 
involve donuts and training in historic preservation methods. 
If you have interest in volunteering, or, if you would like to 
sponsor a specific project or portion of the building, we can 
do that! Email sitkamaritime@gmail.com.

 New $50,000 Grant Awarded 
A $50,000 grant from the Historic Preservation Fund, for 

work on the Japonski Island Boathouse, was approved in 
November by the Alaska Historical Commission. This grant 
goes through the City and Borough of Sitka as a Certified 
Local Government. 

This grant, which will be matched in part with volunteer 
labor, will allow completion of the restoration of the exterior,  
completion of the addition interior including an accessible 
restroom, and building all the ramps, decks and stairs. A 
grant from the Rotary Club of Sitka will also go toward the 
ramps. All of this work should culminate in getting public 
occupancy, and full accessibility, in 2023!

Apply to the SMHS Board
If you’d like to be part of shaping the direction of SMHS and 

projects moving forward, we are looking for new members of 
the board. Do you have an interest in creating a world-class 
maritime heritage programs, in an authentic, WWII boat 
shop? email sitkamaritime@gmail.com or fill out the form 
on the website to apply! 

Be Part of Preserving Sitka’s 
Maritime Heritage

The foundation of our work is membership and donations. 
Use the enclosed form or go on line to join or renew your 
membership, good through March 2024.

Your support is more valuable than ever as we rebound 
from the pandemic, moving forward, preserving this National 
Historic Landmark building as a fully functioning, and fully 
staffed,  public maritime heritage center. Thank you for 
being part of it!

Rather than “idolizing billionaires,” Tom believes that “if 
you want to talk about a heroine, or someone who’s done a 
cool thing,” it would be the woman he met in Bristol Bay, with 
the fourth generation fishing their set net site; “it was real.” 
She “did well, raised a good family, and did it with her own 
hands,” not on the backs of others. While it’s hard to escape 
economic disparities, “there are avenues, in the economic 
realities, to find comfort for yourself ”—and to find that “the 
world is worth taking care of.” 

(Otter, continued from page 2)


