Summary for H87-82-10
Woodrow Johansen is interviewed by Gayle Maloy in Fairbanks, Alaska on 1/4/85

SIDE1

Gayle Maloy interviews Woodrow “Woody” Johansen in Fairbanks, AK on
1/4/85. Johansen was on the show last month it appears. He told a fascinating “birdcage
name” story.

Johansen’s grandfather, Adam Block, came to AK in 1867. He was a sergeant in
the Union Army at the time AK was purchased from Russia. His outfit was sent to AK
before the transfer ceremony in Sitka. He stayed in the territory after that, and wound up
in Seldovia, owning a store and running a post office. Johansen never knew him
personally.

Johansen is quite a historian of AK. He says the acquisition of books on AK is an
expensive undertaking, and something his wife has sometimes regretted getting him
started in. About 1944 or 1945, Dave Adler had a fire in his bookshop on Cushman, so
he had a fire sale. It was around Johansen’s birthday, so his wife went and picked him up
Wickersham’s Trails, Trials, and (can’t remember). In it, Wickersham mentions so many
other parts of AK history that Johansen just kept acquiring books after that. He found
mention of his own family when he read up on AK history, too.

In Cordova, they got mail once a week, when the AK Steamship Co. came in.
Johansen came to college in Fairbanks as a student in 1933, and he had a job to work his
way through. He was a butcher, helping the cook in the kitchen. He arrived on the train
in the first week of September and was at work the day after. Another part of his job was
to provide the vegetables. He was digging potatoes out of 4 inches of snow on
September 6, he recalls. Dr. Bunnell had planted this potato garden just south of the
Eielson Building. He dug potatoes, carrots, and turnips.

He left the university in 1935 and went back to Cordova, mainly due to lack of
funds. He returned to Fairbanks in 1937, after working the summer for Dr. Patty and
Bruce Thomas on Coal Creek on the Yukon. He worked there until he graduated. He
was a point-driver. For 2 years he worked as a point-driver here, then he was promoted
to point doctor on Woodchopper Creek.

In order for dredges to work ground, it has to be thawed. A point-driver drives a
¥s-inch pipe into the ground to the bedrock, and cold water flows through the pipe to thaw
the ground. Points were placed in triangle shapes, points about 12 feet apart. Depending
on the ground, it might take 3 weeks to several months to thaw. Point driving consisted
of a weight fitted onto the pipe, and an “anvil” clamped onto the pipe. The driver had to
hammer the anvil, and turn the pipe into the ground.

When they started the job, sometimes they’d wake up and not be able to open
their hands, after pounding. After a couple weeks, though, they toughened up. They’d
work 10 hours a day, every day of the week. Most mines did. Johansen says a lot of the
college students used to work in the mines.

Sixty-three cents an hour was the going wage, the same as the Fairbanks
Exploration Co. was paying. In 1938 they heard that the F.E. workers were negotiating
for a 10-cent raise in pay. Soon miners working for F. E. Co. were making 73 cents/hour.
The guys working on Coal Creek approached Dean Patty for a raise. Johansen was one













