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Tongass Rainforest Festival
By Karen Dillman, Ecologist, and Mary Clemens, Tongass National Forest

From fiddleheads to fungi, the 
first annual Tongass Rain-
forest Festival in Petersburg 

September 4-7 provided a venue for 
all ages to explore their interests in 
the different biota of the Alaskan 
rainforest. Events were attended by 
people of all ages from this busy 
fishing community with over a dozen 
guided nature walks, lectures, crafts 
and workshops to choose from. 

The festival was organized and 
co-sponsored by the Forest Service, 
Petersburg Indian Association, Alas-
ka Sea Grant Marine Advisory Pro-
gram, Alaska Cooperative Extension 
Service, Alaska State Council on the 
Arts, RuralCap, and many dedicated 
individuals and businesses of the 
community. Local artist Annabelle 
Baker created the 2008 logo, a paint-
ing of a skunk cabbage flower. This 
beautiful work was transferred onto 

cloth bags that were sold to 
help fund the festival. 

Inspired by the unique-
ness of the Alaskan rain-
forest, organizers planned 
the beginning of the festi-
val with a series of short 
lectures from regional and 
international experts in the 
fields of forest pathology, 
fern ecology, and traditional 
plant use. Paul Hennon, for-
est pathologist from the For-
estry Sciences Laboratory in 
Juneau, presented a talk on 
the importance of wood de-
caying fungi in the rainfor-
est and how these fungi kill 
trees, but at the same time 
create wildlife habitat, build 
soil, and alter the carbon cy-
cle. Alaska Regional Bota-
nist Mary Stensvold shared 

her knowledge of 
the life cycle of ferns and 
fern allies (clubmosses 
and horsetails) that thrive 
in the rainforest across 
many habitats. Canadian 
botanist Nancy Turner, of 
the University of Victo-
ria, presented a talk titled 
“The Culture of Forests: 
Indigenous Knowledge, 
Use and Stewardship of 
North Coast Rainforests”. 
Nancy works in British 
Columbia with the Haida 
and other First Nations. 
Throughout the week-
end, she enthusiastically 
shared the knowledge 
acquired from decades 
of experience with native 
plants, native cultures 
and forest stewardship.

The “Taste of the Rainforest” pot-
luck and Wildberry Cook-off contest 
was held at the Petersburg ANB Hall 
on Friday evening. Irish and folk 
music performed by local musicians 
called “The Fiddleheads” accompa-
nied the diners as they enjoyed an 
outstanding display of tasty delights 
including goose enchiladas, marinat-
ed gumboots, steamed fiddleheads, 
and wild Alaska salmon. Homemade 
nagoon berry jam competed hard 
with the other local berries and took 
1st place in the jams and jellies cat-
egory. Along with other categories 
and prizes awarded, the People’s 
Choice went to Huckolates, a memo-
rable dessert of little baked balls of 
wild huckleberries and chocolate.

Sonja Koukel of the Coopera-
tive Extension Service in Juneau 
provided pressure gauge testing and Melanie Chase proudly displays the fairy garden 

she created at the Tongass Rainforest Festival.

Mushroom dye expert Dorothy Beebee delights in 
the find a large bolete, both an excellent edible 
and dye mushroom from the Tongass.
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blue to bright orange and golds. For 
more information on mushrooms 
dyes and what the Petersburg dyers 
experimented with can be found at 
http://www.mushroomsforcolor.com/ 

Themed nature hikes were also 
popular events lead by local and 
regional experts and enthusiasts 
focusing on birds, fungi, lichens, 
ferns, muskeg plants and traditional 
plant uses. For children, there were 

conducted a workshop on how to 
properly preserve a harvest. An-
other workshop was offered to local 
fiber enthusiasts in the process of 
dying natural fibers with fungi. Art-
ist Dorothy Beebee, co-founder of 
the Mushroom Dye Institute shared 
her knowledge and love of fungi for 
color. The group experimented with 
some locally gathered fungi, acquir-
ing colors ranging from glacial ice 

two special nature hikes as well as 
activities, including a “make a fairy 
house” craft time. Dozens of kids 
used their imagination to create 
their own fairy houses with locally 
collected natural materials from the 
forest and beaches. 

Local organizers had so much 
fun with the Tongass Rainforest 
Festival that they are already plan-
ning for next year!

It is hard to miss the sight of the Trumpeter Swan 
(Cygnus buccinator), gliding across the water to 
rest on Blind Slough, south of Petersburg. The 

largest of the swans, it stands over four feet tall with 
an amazing seven foot wingspan. Once on the brink 
of extinction in the 1920s, full protection has allowed 
today’s numbers to soar over 24,000 in the world, 
with Alaska home to about 75% of that population. 

Blind Slough is one of the northern-most winter-
ing areas for Trumpeter Swans, with peak migration 
numbers reaching over 150 and over-wintering num-
bers at about 75. The swans can generally be seen 
from mid-October until April. The Slough is an inter-
tidal area that remains ice-free and provides an excel-
lent place to forage for food. With strong ties to their 
nesting and wintering areas, the swans will return to 
these homes (and often the same nest) year after year. 

Now visitors to this area can view the impressive 
bird from an equally impressive building. In the fall of 
2008, the Swan Observatory, located 16 miles south 
of Petersburg along Mitkof Highway, was rebuilt, re-
placing the former building constructed in 1985. A 
local company was contracted by the Forest Service 
to complete the complex structure, and the majority 
of the cedar used in the construction was milled in 
Southeast Alaska. The new design meets accessibility 
standards and is connected to the highway by an ac-
cessible raised boardwalk. The inside of the building 
feels spacious and offers a bench, new interpretive 
panels, shutters on the windows, and the best feature 
of all, two skylights. Even on the darkest day, you 
could swear that somebody left the lights on. 

The interpretive display inside the building highlights the Trumpeter Swan, as well as other bird species found in 
the area. In surveys completed in 1990, over 100 different species of birds were identified at Blind Slough. Because 
these birds can be sensitive to human disturbance, it is important that they are viewed from a discreet location. The 
Swan Observatory provides just that, and more.

Top: Exterior view of swan observatory on Blind Slough south 
of Petersburg. Bottom: Interpretive panels. 
Photos by Carin Christensen. 

Swan Observatory
By Carin Christensen, Petersburg Ranger 
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