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EPISODE IX

Quest for Statehood

! laska became a state in 1959, eighty-nine years after it was pur-

chased by the U.S. from Russia. The road to statehood, however,
was rough and rocky. Many problems had to be overcome.

When former Secretary of State William Seward, who had engineered the
Alaska purchase, visited Alaska in 1869 he told Alaskans that self-government
would soon be a reality and that statehood was inevitable. Few Americans—
or even Alaskans, for that matter—shared Seward’s enthusiasm. It was not
until 1884 that Congress passed the First Organic Act, providing
Alaska with basic government, led by a governor appointed by the president.
Under the act, the laws of the state of Oregon were to apply in Alaska.

With the discovery of gold in the Klondike and later on the Seward
Peninsula and the Tanana Valley, Alaska’s population grew. Even more
people came to Alaska as the salmon industry grew and flourished.
Between 1890 and 1900 Alaskas population doubled, from 32,052 to
63,592. Alaskans wanted greater self-government and a voice in the U.S.
Congress. Alaska’s population surge and growing economy led Congress
to pass a law in 1906 that gave Alaska its own delegate to Congress. The
delegate was to have all the privileges of other congressmen except
one—he could not vote.

Self-government took another step forward in 1912 when Congress
passed the Second Organic Act, which made Alaskaa territory ofthe U.S. and
established a legislature. Alaskans could now make their own laws and levy
taxes, although Congress could disapprove any action by the legislature.

In 1916 Alaska’s delegate to Congress, James Wickersham, introduced
the first Alaska statehood bill. It failed, but served to ignite controversy over
whether Alaska should become one, two, or even three separate states. Most
residents of Alaska’s southeastern panhandle wanted to secede from the rest
of Alaska and become a separate state. The panhandle generated the bulk of
territorial tax revenues and residents saw no need to share those revenues
with the rest of Alaska. Still others suggested the creation of three states—the
panhandle, the interior, and the Seward Peninsula. Several plans for
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with the rest of Alaska. Still others suggested the creation of three states—the
panhandle, the interior, and the Seward Peninsula. Several plans for
partitioning Alaska were put forward, and the partition movement gained
momentum when President Warren G. Harding came to Alaska in 1923
to tour the state and commemorate the completion of the Alaska Railroad.
President Harding was sympathetic to statehood for Alaska, but sug-
gested that the panhandle be set apart and made a state before the less
populous and less prosperous parts of the territory. Harding, however,
died on the trip back to the White House, and Congress took no action
on partition.

Alaska’s drive for statehood languished until World War 1II alerted
Americans to Alaska’s strategic importance as a bridge between North
America and Asia. The war had created another population boom and
war-time construction had added immensely to Alaska’s infrastructure of
roads, highways, bridges, docks, and airfields.

After the war Alaska’s Congressional Delegate, E.L. “Bob” Bartlett, and
appointed Governor Ernest Gruening fought hard for statehood. President
Harry S. Truman actively supported Alaska’s admission to the union as soon
as it could be determined that most Alaskans wanted statehood. At the
next election Alaskans voted 9,630 to 6,822 in favor of statehood.

Powerful interests, however, opposed Alaska statehood. Many
Americans thought that Alaska was too far away, too poor, and had too
small a population to become a state. Most of the canneries, mines, and
steamship companies that operated in Alaska were owned by compa-
nies whose headquarters were outside Alaska. They did not like the
idea of having to submit to state regulation. They lobbied hard in
Congress against statehood. In 1954 the U.S. Senate passed a bill that
would have made both Alaska and Hawaii states but the measure died in the
House. Frustrated Alaskans decided to take matters into their own
- hands and held a constitutional convention to write a state constitu-
tion in 1955. The voters overwhelmingly approved the constitution
‘the following year, and in 1958 President Dwight Eisenhower came out
in support of statehood for both Alaska and Hawaii. Both houses of
Congress passed the statehood bill, and Alaska became the 49th state
on January 3, 1959, :
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