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Elbow Room: The Elbow Room Bar probably has the most atmosphere of any bar in Alaska. It
is a waterfront bar right out of an old Humphrey Bogart movie, (although unfounded, several
people have been shanghaied by floating processors near the bar area). The smokeater has long
since given out. The source of entertainment is an old jukebox, which can be frequently heard
wailing its heart out over an unfaithful women (sic). It’s difficult to understand but quite often
the place has standing room only and drinks have to be passed through a line to reach the
customer. The selection of beer and mixed drinks is generally good, the service is cheerful and
the parking is excellent.
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Alaska's wild, woolly bar scene has calmed in recent years
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A patron is shoved out the door after a fight breaks out in the Elbow Room in Unalaska, Alaska.
The bar once had the reputation of being a dangerous place, and it still can be the scene of a
certain amount of ... more
DUTCH HARBOR, Alaska -- The bell had just tolled, and in this case it tolled for a crabber
named Dave.
So Dave, who either didn't want to provide his last name or has an unusual, two-syllable surname
ending in "you," ordered a Scotch. Everyone else ordered a beverage, too, because when
someone rings the old ship's bell hanging over the bar in the Elbow Room, the crowd gets a
drink, courtesy of the ringer.
But what the Elbow Room's customers didn't know as they stood shoulder to shoulder in the
smoky haze is that the bell also is tolling for one of the West's most notorious bars. As Dutch
Harbor has aged and mellowed over the years, so has the Elbow Room, once called the secondmost-dangerous bar on the planet.
Next January, it goes up for sale. Its owner, Larry Shaishnikoff, 72, didn't reveal an asking price,
although he did say that in its heyday, the bar pulled in $1 million a year.

"I've been here a long time," said the Dutch Harbor native, who bought the Elbow Room in 1966.
"I'm too old. It's time for a change."
The sale, in a way, reflects the changes in Dutch Harbor, which officially is the city of Unalaska.
For the past 20 years, the community has worked to shed its Wild West, outpost reputation. And
generally, it has, although on some nights it morphs back into the old Dutch like a werewolf.
On this night at the end of the 2003 king crab season, there has been one brief fistfight -- the
loser left -- a handful of arrests and a couple of bell-ringings by crabbers who this year struck it
rich. But the bar, about the size of a doublewide trailer with a cheap linoleum floor, is half-filled,
and the stage where Jimmy Buffett once played is stacked with boxes.
Former Mayor Frank Kelty, who has lived in Dutch Harbor since 1971, said he isn't surprised at
the turn of events. He moved here during Dutch's wild years, when the Elbow Room was the
only bar in town. The city had 400 year-round residents then -- a 10th of today's population.
During the crabbing seasons, which then stretched for months, the town's population swelled by
hundreds and the tavern stayed open until 5 a.m. Playboy magazine came to town, not for a
photo shoot, but to write about the Elbow Room. One look at the fights, the drugs and the wads
of cash on display, and the men's magazine deemed the bar a novel threat.
Kelty worked for a seafood-processing company back then. The lines at the Elbow Room often
stretched out the door and down the block -- for the entire night.
"The bad reputation we had in those days was warranted," Kelty said, laughing.
Crabber David Robinson, a crewman on the F/V Gun Mar out of Seattle, has been coming to
Dutch for 28 years. He said on most nights nowadays, it is far different from the fishing village
where "you could walk right out of the bar and bet on a dog fight in the street."
"I'd say it's mellowed," said Robinson, who was standing in Carl's holding a can of beer. Only
about 300 yards down the street from the Elbow Room, Carl's is a newer, hipper and more
popular bar. As Robinson spoke, a two-person band wrapped up a cover of Eminem's "Without
Me." A handful of people danced.
"Civilized is the best word I can think of," he said. "They wanted to bring civilization to Dutch
Harbor."
The evolution began in the 1980s shortly after the town defaulted on the municipal bonds it sold
to build the new airport terminal. New state and federal legislation routed more of the fishing
money back into Unalaska.
The town built schools, a new clinic, a sewage treatment plant and a recreation center. The
World War II visitors center gleams with glossy brochures and a small movie theater. Much of
the town's 30 miles of roads are paved, although those same roads get pummeled back into
gravel during the harsh winters.

Then Carl's opened in the 1990s. It siphoned business away from the Elbow Room and turned it
into a neighborhood bar, albeit one with an occasional attitude problem. And not long ago, all the
bars -- there are four now -- agreed to close earlier. Town moralists even closed the pizza-parlorturned-strip-bar that opened last year.
Once called the worst neighborhood in Ballard -- at one time almost all of the fleet hailed from
there -- Dutch Harbor now is a town where the "t" word, tourism, can be discussed with a
straight face, city leaders say.
Kelty, who was mayor throughout the 1990s, said the strip-bar owner missed his chance. "He
should have opened it in the 1970s. It would have been huge."
Shaishnikoff said when he sells the bar that once was called the Blue Fox Cocktail Lounge, he's
leaving town. "I want to see something new before I die."

Rowdy Elbow Room bar shuts its doors –
UNALASKA: Hot spot was steady reminder of early, crazy Wild West days.
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Sometime early Sunday morning when the bartender in the little purple tavern in downtown
Unalaska announces "last call," an era will end.
The Elbow Room is closing.
The rough-and-tumble watering hole once known for the belly slides drinkers made across the
beer-slick floor, the cocaine that drifted out of its bathrooms and the brawls that occasionally
poured out the front door won't be torn down quite yet. But the Elbow Room name, which for
decades was synonymous with hard-working, hard-partying Bering Sea fishermen, is going
under.
"We thought it would be just best to let the Elbow Room slide into history as it was," said Lisa
Elliott, who bought the landmark with Belinda Touhakis.
News of the bar's demise has hit hard in Unalaska and beyond. Though the city long ago began
shedding its Wild West image, the Elbow Room has been a steady reminder of earlier, crazier
days.
"It's the last vestige of the way this fishing town used to be," said longtime resident and current
mayor Shirley Marquardt. "Everything else has changed. Paved roads. Safeway. A bar with a
piano in it, for heaven's sake. ... But you always had the Elbow Room to go in in your stinky,

dirty clothes and have a totally inane conversation with someone you never met before. It would
make you feel like you were back in the old Unalaska again."
Even people who didn't visit the bar, or quit going years ago, are mourning, Marquardt said,
"because they sense the flavor of the town is changing as well."
The Elbow Room opened in 1966 when Larry Shaisnikoff and Carl Moller bought the World
War II-era Blue Fox Cocktail Lounge and a house across the street for $800. It proved to be a
wise business decision, as the bar was in the path of progress. Over the next 30 years, Unalaska
would become the busiest port for seafood deliveries in the United States.
The boom started with king crab. By 1980, some boats were earning $1 million or more in a few
months of hard and potentially deadly work. Young deckhands waltzed into the Elbow Room
with thick rolls of $100 bills in their pockets.
"Things were just absolutely jamming," remembered Paul Fuhs, now a Juneau lobbyist but in
1979 an adventurous construction worker. At most bars, "ringing the bell" means buying a single
round. Not so in the Elbow Room's heyday, Fuhs said.
"They would buy the entire bar for the whole night," he said. "The guy would peel off $4,000 or
$5,000 in hundreds and pay the tab."
Fuhs went on to become mayor, not to mention the rhythm guitarist and singer in the Elbow
Room's house band for years. "I saw it all," he said, from drug deals and bar brawls to a 5-foottall female bouncer who kept the peace better than some giants.
The fisheries changed over time. New plants opened, different fish stocks boomed or crashed and
regulations sometimes changed who could catch what. But fishermen kept crowding into the
Elbow Room. So many crashed into the band's equipment on stage that "we had to make a rail,
and it had to be 4x4s," Fuhs said.
On New Year's Eve, recalled Stephanie Madsen, who now chairs the North Pacific Fishery
Management Council, "you had to wait for someone to come out so you could go in."
On a big night, people crawled on their hands and knees to reach the bar because it was faster
than squeezing past their shoulders, Marquardt said. The lucky ones found $20, $50, even $100
bills on the floor. Neighborhood kids learned to sift through the garbage bags, looking for cash
swept off the bars into the trash.
Others found it easier to walk across the backs of the booths to reach the bar, where they would
buy drinks six at a time.
For fun, they would do belly slides -- douse the floor with beer, get a running start from the
women's bathroom, then dive and slide on their bellies past the bar into the men's bathroom.
One of the best nights ever, Marquardt said, was the night Jimmy Buffett appeared. It was wallto-wall people, and nobody knew the "Margaritaville" singer was in town. Suddenly there he
was, onstage.

As the fishermen and plant workers sang along, they bought Buffett dozens of beers, cocktails
and shots, lining the stage rail in front of him. "There's no way any one human being could have
consumed a quarter of that alcohol," she said.
For hard-working fishermen, the Elbow Room was a respite, said Sen. Ben Stevens, RAnchorage and a former crab boat deckhand and skipper.
"It was winter, you were working on the Bering Sea, your life was in constant jeopardy," he said.
"People would go up there to blow off a little steam."
Between his first trip through the doors in 1980 and his last in 1995, there were fights, stabbings
and shootings. He witnessed a few, Stevens said. "Everybody's heard stories about the Elbow
Room, but in my experience, it was all true," he said.
Just as $100 bets were placed on what color hat the next person entering the bar would wear,
fights often erupted over minor issues and sometimes cleared the place, according to Fuhs, who
watched from the bandstand. Usually the fighters would go outside, thrash each other, then
return and buy each other drinks, he said.
Sometimes whole crews would brawl and be forced into the street. Elliott, the new co-owner,
remembers seeing "20, 30, 40 people in the middle of the street," then locking the doors behind
them.
The current manager, Jennie Jacobsen, saw a few fights during more than 20 years as bartender,
waitress, accountant, bouncer and occasional janitor. She once ejected a fellow, whose crew
mates stormed out in solidarity. The crew then pelted the bar with rocks until they were driven
off by other patrons. Another called in a bomb threat after she bounced him.
But those were the exceptions, Jacobsen said. While fishermen continued drinking hard at the
Elbow Room, Unalaska was changing. Flush with money, the city paved streets and built a
museum, library and community center. It formed a Department of Parks, Recreation and
Culture. The police force expanded.
Fishermen began to settle down and form families -- some at the Elbow Room itself. John
Moller, whose father started the bar, met his future wife there. "I got an Elbow Room coat for
her, so I must've swept her off her feet," he said. They married three days later and are still
together after 14 years.
Many say Unalaska began to change in the late 1970s, when a new bridge connected the city
with neighboring Dutch Harbor. Others say it was the advent of big processing plants or when
the streets were paved. Some might suggest it was after Jimmy Buffett sang.
But the party is officially over tonight. The bar already looks different, Jacobsen said. People
began taking mementoes off the walls several weeks ago, so the staff stripped off nearly 40
years' worth of photos, life rings and other bar detritus.
Last call at the Elbow Room should draw a crowd, Jacobsen said, and laughter mixed with tears.
"I expect a little bit of both."

Daily News reporter Joel Gay can be reached at jgay@adn.com or at 257-4310.
******************************************************************************
Personal Recollection from Doug Vandegraft: In 1992, I flew from Anchorage to Unalaska for
a work assignment. I did not realize at the time that this would be the first of many trips that I
would make to Unalaska over the next few years. I had heard of the Elbow Room, and was
pestering my host – John Bishop, Director of Planning for the City of Unalaska – to take me
there. He reluctantly agreed to have one beer with me there. We sat in in a booth and within
five minutes a slightly inebriated native man approached John. The man expressed his
displeasure with a decision that the City had recently made, and for which he blamed John. He
then asked John to ‘step outside’ so that they could settle the issue. John was able to talk the
man down. Later, it struck me that after being in the Elbow Room for only five minutes that its
reputation was manifested to me.
I went on to visit the Elbow Room several more times, but without any drama.
******************************************************************************

